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In  this  thesis,  I  reflect  on  human  behavior  and  humanities  cut-off  from  nature.  I  
contemplate  on  human  made  systems  such  as  language  and  how  they  are  used  to  
shed  light  to  anomalies  which  we  refer  to  as  monstrosity.  The  ambiguity  of  human  
nature  makes  this  division  impossible  and  I  shed  light  to  that  by  presenting  ideas  of  
the  quantum  physical  and  philosophical  term  Agential  Realism  by  Karen  Barad  and  
Simon  De  Beauvoir’s  writings  on  the  body  as  a  situation.  I  reflect  on  the  body  of  art  as  
a  situation  and  how  the  artwork  is  an  entangled  situation  intertwined  with  its  maker,  
context  and  viewer  and  then  I  represent  these  ideas  through  my  thesis  project  Born  
with  regard  to  life,  existing  essentially  with  regard  to  the  good  life  (2017)  in  which  I  
attempt  to  mediate  these  contemplations  through  visual  language,  a  two-channeled  
video  work.    
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 Prologue 

Identities are not separable, they do not intersect. Rather, identity formation 
must be understood in terms of the topological dynamics of iterative intra-
activity. Entanglement is grounded in precisely this ontological basis of 
“being-in-common”, as well as an interdependent, topological understanding 
of space. Through our research we learn from artists and social workers, and 
architects and urban planners, about how to visualize and (re)present complex 
practices that take place in the folds of a society overrun by the simplified 
messages of late capitalism.1 

 
I cannot remember specifically when I started pondering on existential questions but I do 

remember doing so at a very young age, three or four years old. I remember looking in the 

mirror and blinking very fast with the intention of tricking my own reflection to see if our 

blinking would get out of sync. I also considered the possibility that I was on the wrong side 

of the mirror and that my reflection was the actual real me, that I was merely a copy in a 

reflection of reality. These thoughts could both be pleasing and terrifying. Closets as 

gateways and dead material coming to life, such as dolls, could easily elaborate to terrifying 

possible scenarios and my vivid imagination had not found the brake pads yet. I am not sure if 

they have ever been there.  

I was culturally very young when I gave birth to my first child, I was twenty-one years 

old. My body encountered immense complications while giving birth and the delivery ended 

with an acute caesarian section under general anesthesia after 45 hours of labor. Something 

happened to my mind then and there that would leave me forever changed. I could not sleep 

for nine days, which is, medically speaking, an extreme amount of time without sleep. I had 

several of what is usually referred to as out-of-body-experiences during those nine days, but I 

find the description out-of-body-experience diminishing to the situation, since I did not feel a 

separation between my body and mind. It was in fact the realization of how entangled the two 

were that, I imagine, triggered this state. An existential or phenomenological angle of it would 

perhaps give a more accurate description of the utterly complex and contradictive state I 

experienced during this period. These kinds of experiences can be dissected and examined 

from a wide range of scientific and unscientific areas, psychological, neuroscientific, 

philosophical, metaphysical or biochemical to mention a few.  

                                                 
1 Karen Barad, Meeting the Universe Halfway: Quantum Physics and the Entanglement of Matter and Meaning 
(Durham: Duke University Press Books, 2007). p. 84 
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I, though, am an artist, someone who specializes in investigations through creativity, 

imagination and seeing connections. My artwork intuitively relates to existential questions. I 

know that this experience and a sequence of other experiences throughout the following years, 

derived from motherhood, loss, trauma and life as it goes, has had an enormous impact on my 

work. To go into details of this experience would take a whole book for itself but what I want 

to mention and what was striking with it was the overwhelming, ambiguous, intermediate 

feeling of timelessness, the direct connection to life and death, materia and void. I felt 

connected and excluded at the same time, as I was a part of all life around me but still it was 

unreachable. You cannot touch what you are already a part of. Atoms do not touch, they just 

are. I wasn’t in a situation - I was a situation. I have always understood what existentialist 

Simone de Beauvoir meant in her book The Second Sex (1949), by “the body as a situation,” 

in this way, totally unrelated to sex and gender. The body and mind are, in a deeply profound 

way and unrelated to physical trivialities, a situation. 
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Introduction 
 

When I applied for the master’s program I wrote in my application that I wanted to develop 

my work by integrating theatre elements into it. I have a background from theatre work as a 

costume and set designer, being my occupation for seven years before starting BA studies in 

fine arts. I felt a drive to get these two fields to merge in my work. I also wanted to expand 

my drawings to the periphery of the artworks where I intermix many mediums and work on 

large scale projects that take a longer time to develop than my earlier works.  

It is important for me to draw; it is an alternative way of thinking and developing 

ideas. It is a way to stay in tune with my unconscious thoughts, a contemplative and 

nourishing process where the thinking takes place in my peripheral nervous system, I can 

physically feel the knowledge in my fingertips and how my body is an active part of my mind, 

the two are not separated, they are parts of a situation.  

 

 

 Myrra Leifsdóttir, drawings from the series Records (2014), charcoal and chalk 
on paper. Image credit Leifur Rögnvaldsson  
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Myrra Leifsdóttir, detail from drawing process in studio, Stockholm 2016.  
Image credits Myrra Leifsdóttir  
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Myrra Leifsdóttir, detail from drawing process in studio, Stockholm 2016. Visual contemplations 
on entangelments, subconsciousness and time. Image credits Myrra Leifsdóttir    
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When my works get more conceptual and research based I tend to leave my drawings behind. 

The notion of this either-or way of working has made me want to find ways to crossbreed my 

choices of mediums. I do not arrange the mediums in hierarchies but rove between them in a 

search for what can suit my subject best. I have worked with video, audio, performance, 

sculpture, installation and drawing. The subjects are more coherent then my choice of medium, 

revolving around existential ideas, the human condition, nature, culture and evolution. My 

thesis process has been partaken by ambivalence and ambiguity. Should I or should I not take 

a leap towards the theatre, should I or should I not simplify, should I or should I not collaborate, 

is my subject too scattered? Too wide? These paradoxes and ambiguous feelings are likewise 

the elements that trigger me to dig deeper into my observations of human behavior, nature and 

life itself.  

 In this thesis, I will view the many different layers of how it is possible to mediate the 

most complex and ambiguous reflections of the big questions in life through art. I will reflect 

on the choices of mediums and how to get them to work together. I will contemplate on how 

to tell a big, non-sequential story through many mediums at the same time and how elements 

of theatre and dance can add to my thesis project. Then I will go briefly into some 

philosophical terms that I identify with from existentialism of the early 20th century to 

contemporary philosophy such as agential realism. 

I will compare works by the artists Pierre Huyghe, Willam Kentridge and Joan Jonas 

to my previous works and my current project and I will connect our works to theatre of the 

absurd, absurd literature and surrealists of the early and mid 20th century. 

I will give a briefing on how I have worked in dialogue with a short story by Kafka for 

the last five years and how that project has expanded in my current project. I will also briefly 

write about what role intuition plays for the art process and how to consciously work with the 

unconscious.  
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The human condition and existence in art 
 

The human condition has been a constant subject of the humanities as well as natural science 

since their beginnings. It has also been a subject of the arts, although we are not as familiar 

with the beginning of the field of art, since it differs fundamentally from the previous 

mentioned. While the first are a conscious way of exploring, and seeking answers, the latter 

has from the beginning of its recording been an intuitive way of expression and raising 

questions, communicating and in some way leaving a trace. It seems to be more of a 

behavioral instinct. 

Through my art, I am interested in representing fragmented reflections on the human 

condition. I’m interested in the human as species and how we are entangled in, and part of, one 

whole, one nature, one existence. I am looking to raise questions and offer new perspectives of 

being, inspire the viewer to be aware of the absurdness of it, contradictions in civilization vs. 

nature, the fragility of culture and the inevitability of change. As an alternative to the intellectual 

semantic presentations from the fields of philosophy I aim to mediate these reflections through 

direct sensations such as visual and auditory. An invitation to an experience of these reflections. 

I am influenced by quantum physical and philosophical theories such as agential realism2 and 

entanglements, contemporary studies of neuroscience as well as absurdism in literature and 

theatre and existentialism from the early 20th century. This is all connected to my interest in 

and curiosity of human behavior and what on earth we are doing here. I seek for inspiration in 

a wide range of sources within science, humanities, literature, psychology, anthropology and 

arts alongside observing my surroundings. Then I try to transmit my interpretation of them 

trough art. I am passionate about intuitive working methods and spend an adequate amount of 

time analyzing and studying what part intuition plays in my art process. 

It is my belief that we are standing on cross roads in science, arts and the humanities. 

Not to mention social and applied sciences, the world, as we know it, is vibrating and shaking. 

We inevitably stand before an incomprehensible problem, resulted from the systems we, as 

species, have constructed for ourselves and we are soon to be hit by their consequences, big 

time. Ecologic, sociologic and economic systems are crumbling. We are merely experiencing 

the first impacts. These systems need to be broken down, fragmented and rearranged. More 

than ever before, cross-disciplinary work between parallel but detached structures of 

knowledge-producing fields, are of tremendous importance. I believe this is important not 

                                                 
2 Ibid. 
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only big scale between widely separated disciplines but also on a smaller scale. I feel a need 

to dissolve distinctions within the arts. The arts are not just separated by performing and 

visual arts or sorted into music, literature, fine arts, crafts, theatre, film etc. As we are all 

aware of, there are also endless subcategories to the fields and subcategories to the 

subcategories. But as the contrasts in the world are being pitched up to extremes and 

polarization is being used as a tool of power it is important to shed light on all the layered 

nuances that are the main condition for our existence. 

 I have often been encouraged in my studies to narrow down, specialize, distinguish 

and go into detail and by that, shed a light to the wider picture. It is easy to grasp what lies 

behind such encouragement in a world of compulsive need of definitions but I must allow 

myself to believe that through a more dissolved, fragmented and non-distinguishable art 

process I could simply produce more interesting experiences. I feel an urge to tell a big, non-

sequential story through many different mediums, engaging in collaborative work, using 

theatre and dance elements in a performative cacophony of fragments and use them as 

inclusive disjunctions to reveal the complexity and contradictions of our nature, existence and 

of life itself.  

I am the first to admit that I can neither put all the history of human kind or everything 

I have explored of the world until now in my written thesis nor in my thesis work, never the 

less I can give a fragmented view of my understandings of it and stand or fall by this 

approach. In art, there is no demand that you go through with it all or that you should be 

consistent. This is where I see the magic of this discipline, it is organic and salutes failure, 

success and changes equally. There comes a point in the process where the artwork becomes 

autonomic, where it becomes a connection between artist, context and viewer, these 

entanglements reveal the artwork. My intentions may inaugurate it but there also need to be 

intentions of effectuation, those intentions cannot come from the artist herself since art cannot 

be born in isolation.   

 

Research methods 
To verbalize the complex process of art making will inevidably give a simplified and 

contrasted view of the process. It is in the nature of the process of making an artwork that it 

has derrived from the shortcomings of spoken or written lanuage. Nevertheless that 

contradiction inturn becomes a vibrant tension for investigation, to compelling to take a stand 

against. I believe that it is in the contradictions that art ignites. Those situations, to complex to 
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define trough language but to intriguing to be left alone. I am, like so many other 

contemporary art academics, a little confused and yet compelled by the term artistic research 

and how it should be conducted and put forth. My research, as I see it, is the meeting between 

notion, intention, medium, material and method which will generate an artwork that is then in 

turn a segment of the research. I see the research as an entity of a whole process. To be put 

forth it will need a context. First it needs to bear an artwork that contributes to, or converses 

with, it’s environment or present time, this I mean in an enormously wide context, second it 

needs to, in some way, promote progress or new knowledge to the field of artistic research. 

This can be very abstract and subtle since there are no accurate measurements to pinpoint 

what exactly this could mean. What is it then that art can offer where other academia comes 

short? How does one go about to address the human condition, human existence, life through 

art and why is it important? This urge that I feel to tell a big, non-sequential story through 

many different mediums, engaging in collaborative work, using theatre and dance elements in 

a performative cacophony of fragments and use them as inclusive disjunctions to reveal the 

complexity and contradictions of our nature, existence and of life itself is the subject of my 

research. Not only the urge but also how to do it, what mediums and materials to use, how 

dance and theatre fit into it, what this big non-sequential story contains, how it should be put 

forth and perhaps why it is important.  

My research often  begins with an impulse to develop a work from a story or a theory 

that has awoken sensations within me and activated thoughts and ideas. It is very intuitive, 

purely sensational, I find something being a fragment of a bigger picture and I want to see 

more, put it to a context. These so called fragments stimulate intangible sensations, tickling, 

inspiration and provocation. Perhaps it is a new angle to something I previously worked with 

but I want to take it further, develop it and extend it. Even though I have some ideas of where 

this desire comes from and what it is that usually triggers me as an artist, I am still not sure 

what to make of it or how I should proceed. The uncertainty, the unconscious, the unrevealed 

is in fact the dynamo. That is what I want to explore, get to know and conjunct to. The 

research is a journey, an expedition to explore this tickling and a search for the essence of my 

experience, can I find other viewpoints of it? Do I share this experience with others? The 

destinations are hidden and the expedition is conducted in darkness with a torch. The torch 

runs on knowledge. The knowledge is collected fragments of information from books, studies, 

science, history, conversations, experiences, sensations, anything I encounter that could 

possibly fuel my torch. In this expedition I gather my findings to a reservoir, an essence 

reservoir which will supply my art with material and ideas. This way the art work will contain 
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the tickling, the journey, the essence, the searching, the light and the darkness, all at once in 

one body, one situation. I spend a lot of time contemplating on my subjects and how I work 

with them, what mediums I should chose, if I can engage in collaborative work. I write down 

what I am thinking and make drawings, reflect on the drawing and then write about them. 

Drawing is an alternative thinking process, the writing analyses the drawings. This can go on 

and on and sometimes I leave a project for a long time to find it again years later and then 

analyse it with some clarity gained from the distance. 

I am making charcoal and chalk drawings in the studio. I am contemplating on life, 
humanity, Mother Earth/Gaia. I am contemplating on culture vs nature, civilization 
vs nativity, existence vs non existence, human conditions and relationships, the flock, 
the group, the family, the society. I am also contemplating on the movement of my 
hand, drawing dreamlike (or absurd or symbolic) scenarios from my mind and the 
relieving feeling it redeems, releasing tension from my body and activating the 
reward system in my brain. What is that reaction? What is that need? It is quite 
exceptional. Is it primitive? Is it cultivated? Civilized? Intellectual? Emotional? 
Intuitive? Perhaps all at the same time? It is complex. What do the drawings 
mediate? Do they in an indirect way mediate these thoughts? In some way that is 
imperceptible for my conscious mind as well as the receivers, like subliminal? Does 
it even matter for the process? Would exploring that be an artwork per se? Like a 
meta-artwork about the artwork or would it just add a layer to the artwork itself? 

                                                                                                           Myrra Leifsdóttir, 2016 

 

Writing stick words about my current investigations and what I want to engage in my art work 

is important, I use writing and thinking as an artistic process and it can take a frustrating 

amount of time to get to the point where I am actually working on the physical artwork. That 

part of the work is just a small fragment of the process, where as the preparation can take 

months and months. Following intuition systematically as a method of art making, I chose  

material organically. The multifaceted ways of reaching the art work. In these long periods 

many things can happen and the arbitrary also becomes an important element. The non-

choreographed, non-narrative, non-scripted and the unexpected becomes a tool. 

In order to formulate a truly general theory of living systems we need 
unfamiliar forms of life, and yet in the absence of such a theory it is unlikely 
that we will recognize them as such if we encounter them.3 

 

                                                 
3 Stockholm Moderna Museet, Life Itself - On the Question of What Life Essentially Is; Its Materialities, Its 
Characteristics, Considering That the Attempts to Answer This Question by Occidental Sciences and 
Philosophies Have Been Proven Unsatisfactory, 2016, 
http://www.modernamuseet.se/stockholm/en/exhibitions/life-itself/. 
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1. The prelude 
 

1.1 A Report to an Academy 
During the autumn of 2011 I started working with an art project which was inspired by the 

short story A Report to an Academy (1917)4 by Franz Kafka. I had then recently come across 

the story and was utterly intrigued by it. The story is a monologue narrated by the ape Red 

Peter who has become a member of the Academy after being captured in the wilds of West 

Africa, locked up in a cage and shipped to the western world. Along the journey overseas he 

is mistreated and abused and for the first time of his life he experiences the lack of freedom to 

move as he will. As a survival instinct, he starts imitating the human beings, to their 

enormous amusement and fascination. Cultivation and civilization becomes the way out of the 

cage. After having succeeded at mastering the skills and fashions of the humans he becomes 

an honored member of the Academy and delivers a scientific report on the process of 

becoming cultivated and his former life as an ape, hence, a report to the academy. 

What I found so fascinating in the story is that it captures a fundamental conflict 

within the human psyche where humans have intellectually and culturally separated 

themselves from nature and are left with an incurable longing for merging back into it. The 

story captures the evolutional journey from primate to Homo Sapiens as well as the journey 

we all experience from childhood to adulthood. It also contains the colonial aspects of the 

exploitative and violent behavior of human beings that force individuals and societies to 

become cultivated or civilized, by the measures of one culture, and adjust to a culture to them 

unknown. Merely to stay alive or accepted in a situation forced upon, the human psyche will 

bend and adjust. The story of how an individual is stolen from her/his natural environment 

and thrown into absurd and violent situations where she/he will be forced to play by the rules 

of power. The story is truly multifaceted as the authors work in general or, if you will, the 

human nature. There is an underlying ambiguity throughout the story that sheds light to the 

contradictions and paradoxes of not only human nature but nature and life itself.  

                                                 
4 Franz Kafka and John Updike, Franz Kafka: The Complete Stories, ed. Nahum N. Glatzer, Reprint edition 
(New York: Schocken Books Inc., 1995). 
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1.2 The Report works 
From having read this story I developed a series of works that in turn led to the work Report 

(icel. Skýrsla) (2011),5 a video installation featuring a young boy wearing an ape mask. The 

scenes shift between two scenes. In one scene, the boy is almost naked with the ape mask 

covering his face, his body language veraciously childish and pure. In the other scene, he wears 

the mask inside out, turning it into a deformed white face mask, while he is slowly dressing up 

in a sophisticated suit. A dark theatrical male voice is reading a text in a voice-over and in 

between there is a soft child’s voice reading short poetic verses. The texts are a mix of quotes I 

chose from the short story and from a poem I wrote as a complement to the quotes, the chosen 

sentences from the text do not appear in the same chronology as in the story. The scenes shift 

between the child proceeding determined and civilized gestures and then making monkey and 

childlike, random gestures. In the end, more and more scenes show the civilized character with 

the white mask and in finally he lights a fire, fully dressed in a suit. The eyes play a big role in 

the visual language. The work sheds light to the journey we have traveled as species from nature 

                                                 
5 Myrra Leifsdottir, Report/Skýrsla, Videoinstallation, 2011, http://www.myrraleifsdottir.com/skyrsla---report. 

Myrra Leifsdóttir, Untitled (Report) (2011), photographs, permanent 

marker. Image credit Myrra Leifsdóttir  
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to civilization and at the same time the parallel journey we travel from childhood to adulthood, 

the desire for going back and the burden of cultivation and intellect. It is in dialogue with 

Kafka’s writings on the subjects and an attempt to visualize the core of my interpretation of his 

writings and speculations around existence, intellect, the civil mind, nature and cultivation.  

 
 

 

This work was made in 2011 a few years later I was introduced to an artwork by French artist 

Pierre Huyghe called (Untitled) Human Mask (2014)67. I went to see it after a few friends 

from different directions had pointed out some similarities between my work and this video. 

When seeing it I understood why. There are some striking similarities, both conceptually and 

aesthetically but in his work the roles are swapped. The short film begins with a bird view of 

the devastated landscape of Fukushima, Japan, site of ongoing nuclear catastrophe. Then it 

shifts to a monkey wearing a white mask of a girls unresponsive and calm face. The monkey 

seems so in tune with the film and so human that I at times mistrusted it being a real monkey. 

The sounds in the film are exaggerated to the extent that a kitchen cabinet closing will make 

you jump. The atmosphere is deeply disturbing and absurd in a mesmerizing way. While as 

my character is developing from primate to human and winds up in performing human 

                                                 
6 Pierre Huyghe, (Untitled) Human Mask, film, color, stereo sound, 2014.  
7 “Pierre Huyghe: (Untitled) Human Mask,” Guggenheim Museum Bilbao, accessed April 30, 2017, 
https://www.guggenheim-bilbao.eus/en/exhibitions/pierre-huyghe-untitled-human-mask/. 

Myrra Leifsdóttir, video still from Report (2011), Video 3’19’ Image credit Myrra Leifsdóttir  
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activities such as dressing up in a suit and lighting a fire, this ape is conducting human 

activities. The artworks also have in common the connection to the theatre, the absurd and 

philosophies on the human condition. I had not given Huyghes earlier works much thought 

but when seeing this one I realized that there is a clear connection between our works and I 

believe it derives from the previously mentioned sources of inspiration and conceptual 

starting points. The urge too understand ourselves as species and our place in the universe. 

 

 

 

 

 

Pierre Huyghe, (Untitled) Human Mask (2014), video, screen shot taken from Youtube, accessed April 30, 
2017, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_gGtBthYM58 
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Huyghe works with the sensation of time, scewing our chronological time perspectives, you 

don’t know if the human mask is prehistory or post history, and for that matter what is 

history? According to quantum physic theories time is affected by future as well as past and 

the chronological way that we perceive time is an illusion. The absurd, theatrical elements in 

Huyghes works are ways to address this illusional time perception. When science becomes 

redundant the absurd becomes the most accurate way of describing reality. Another work 

worth mentioning in this context is an aquarium Huyghe created in 2013, titill verksins. It 

sustains an ecosystem of giant hermit crab and mineral landscape including floating…. In his 

retrospective in 2014 in Los Angeles County Museum of Art visitors could experience living 

creatures including bees, tiny invertebrates, a dog, crabs and other spiny sea creatures, 

puppets, the earlier mentioned masked monkey and even museum visitors themselves.8 

Nature and culture, art and science intermingling, intertwining, entangled in a body of work, a 

situation. 

The work refers to the billions of years between the Earth's formation and the 
proliferation of hard-shelled sea creatures that we know from fossil remains. 
(Biblical literalists will be appalled.) A big chunk of lava rock is suspended 

                                                 
8 Pierre Huyghe, November 23,2014 – Febuary 22, 2015, Los Angeles County Museum of Arts, curator Carolyn 
Crystov-Bakargiev 

Myrra Leifsdóttir, video stills from Report (2011), video 3’19’. Image credit Myrraleifsdóttir 
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inside a large, water-filled glass cube. Exotic sea creatures in shocking pastel 
hues explore the aquarium floor's sandy terrain and crawl around on the 
boulder's underside.9 

In an interview Huyghe describes his work methods as followed: “It is also based on the 

interest I have in trying to find more interconnections between things rather than the things 

themselves. To think in terms of either systems or organizations between elements, where 

they appear and disappear. I talk about gardens…  and theatre in a broad sense of actors and 

elements rather than dialogue and script.”10 I can identify with this description of not being 

interested in the elements themselves but in the interconnections wich are the ones that make 

up a situation. It reminds me of the old memento mori or nature morte portraits, rather than 

still lives, often with a skull included and symbols of the inevitability of time passing, of 

death and of decay such as hour glasses or clocks, burnt out or guttering candles, rotting fruit, 

and flowers with their petals falling. But rather then being about time passing it is about time 

perspectives, micro and macro cosmoses where time is relative to or part of the prevailing 

situation. 

A year and a half after the first Report work I developed a new series of works from 

the same idea but in a more abstract manner, deprived of the obvious connections to the story. 

This began with a performance where I went as a guest to a performance event, at a center for 

film and art, disguised as a person with the physical condition hyperthricosis where hair 

grows all over your body, including face. The mask consisted of realistic special effect make 

up. In this disguise, I participated as a guest observer as the performance night passed, 

looking at performances, buying beverages, reading programs and so on. At the time, I was 

also pregnant which added a layer to the performance. There are some similarities between 

that work and the works of Cindy Sherman, where she dresses up in different disguises and 

infiltrates a cultural or historical setting. Hairgrowth is a culturally loaded subject and has 

been a subject for spectacles and freak shows troughout the ages, especially womens 

hairgrowth as a bodily deviation, a monstrous abnormal element, a connection to animality. It 

is looked upon as unnatural because it represents the parts of nature that we as species do not 

want to identify with. It is a part of the uncontrollable body that is conducted by nature 

instead of the intellect. Very much like the feamle body in labor, an uncontrollable force, a 

                                                 
9 Christopher Knight, “Warm Spots in Pierre Huyghe’s Often Chilly Conceptualism at LACMA,” Los Angeles 
Times, December 8, 2014 accessed March 23, 2017 http://www.latimes.com/entertainment/arts/la-et-cm-pierre-
huyghe-lacma-review-20141209-column.html. 
10 Entrevista a Pierre Huyghe, Facultad de artes. Pontificia Universidad Católica de Chile. Accessed February 2, 
2017, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kWCrZmSjbT8. 



 18 

situation beyond our power. That is why it needs to be controlled, to show that humanity, the 

patriarchy is holding the stearing wheel. This is my conceptual play ground in the later Report 

works.  

 

 

 

 

Myrra Leifsdóttir, video stills from Report 3.2 (2012), video 5’19’. Image credit Myrra Leifsdóttir  

….Myrraleifsdóttir  
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I pushed this even a little further in Report 3.2 (2012).11 On display in this video is me a 

naked, then pregnant woman whose body is completely covered with hair. The space is very 

bright and sterile. A silent and slow examination of the woman’s body is being performed by 

the camera. The camera is still, only zooming in and out, but it is steady and the viewer is a  

scrutinizer, looking from the outside, examining, not participating, not communicating with 

the subject. The perspective is demanding you to take a good look, this is not you, this is the 

otherness.  

  Work/Report 3.3 (2014) was a duration performance exhibition held in a small box 

house, occasionally used as a gallery, located between the Iceland Academy of the Arts and 

an arterial road by the sea side. The house contains big windows on all sides and in the dark 

evenings it resembles an aquarium. The house was locked from the outside. Inside I was 

drawing self-portraits, dressed in the same special effect make-up as at the first previous 

performance at the cinema center. As the hours passed the charcoal self-portraits piled up in 

the space. The performance addressed the multifaceted similarities and differences in human 

and animal nature. The longing for merging into nature and at the same time the self-

awareness that human intellect invokes. Where do we place art between the intellect and 

elemental stimulus in human behavior? More over the piece addressed exploitation and an 

obsessive collective demand of displaying and manufacturing, with an institutional critique 

layer, the demand of an artist to perform. To put the viewer outside the gallery looking in at 

the artist at work obviously puts the audience into a scrutinizer’s position, referring to the 

freak shows and the chambers of curiosity and the demand of entertainment and achievement. 

                                                 
11 Myrra Leifsdottir, Report 3.2 / Skýrsla 3.2. Video installation, 2012, 
http://www.myrraleifsdottir.com/skyrsla-32---report-32. 
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Myrra Leifsdóttir, Work/Report 3.3 (2014), performance. Image credit Ásgrímur Þórhallsson  
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Though Work/Report 3.3 is the last work in the Report series the theme has, along the way, 

branched out into other works. For instance, I exhibited a series of drawings in the spring of 

2014, where I was working with the subconscious and human behavior. The drawings ended 

up as some kind of subliminal records of human conditions in relation to nature, culture, 

animality, psyche, self-awareness, perhaps mediating the circuit of life a memento mori. 

Within the drawing series the mask from the Report (2011) video was visible as well as a 

chimpanzee wearing a suit. It might be worth mentioning that they were a selection from a 

drawing process that had been going on for quite a while where these subjects were very 

Myrra Leifsdóttir, Work/Report 3.3 (2014), performance. Image credit Ásgrímur Þórhallsson  
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frequent. Further offspring of this process can be seen in drawing projects with titles with 

scientific references such as Transections (2015) and Analysis (2015).  

 

1.3 Monstrosity 
 
The term monsters has been used to describe those whose bodies challenge socially-

constructed categorical binaries by deviating from the social norm through differences of 

race, gender, physical or mental capacity. Monsters were particularly subjects of discussion 

across all realms of life in the early modern world. People with bodily aberrations were traded 

as goods and given as objects of study and amusement to the wealthy owners of curiosity 

chambers in colonial Europe. Monsters have been considered the work of evil forces, 

sorcerers and curses, they have been subjects of art, myths and literature. Monstrosity is 

frightening, it skews our preconceptions of social orders and definitions of what is normal and 

known. The unknown often induces discomfort, anxiety and even fear. Monstrosity as an 

intermix between two or more different elements that are perceived by the common public 

within a certain culture, in this case western, as unnatural, intimidating, a prodigy or inducing 

xenophobia in some way. That what is hard to fit into a definition of a term or known 

phenomenon. Those elements that are perceived as monstrous and yet awaken curious 

sensations do not necessarily need to be sweeping to be noted and observed. They just need to 

challenge our preconceptions of normality. What is this exploitative human behavior? The 

need to include and exclude.  
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In her thesis How to Look at Monsters: Staging Female Bodies from the Periphery of the 

Seventeenth-Century Spanish World in Baroque Portraiture and Hapsburg Collections, 

(2013) art historian Risa Puleo writes: “In a time of extreme polarity, the monster’s liminality 

became a metaphor for describing the problem of the irreconcilability of opposite positions.”12 

She was referring to the 16th century and the division between the catholic and protestant 

church. Polarization is being pitched up into extremes even now in our contemporary time. 

Monstrous elements are being applied upon groups who do not fit the measures of the 

stereotypes of safety. Monstrosity plays a central part in my works as one can see looking at 

the report series and many drawings. A child in an adult body, a woman covered with hair, a 

living brain in a decaying body or a dead brain in a living body, an androgynous body, a 

                                                 
12 Risa Puleo, “How to Look at Monsters: Staging Female Bodies from the Periphery of the Seventeenth-Century  
Spanish World in Baroque Portraiture and Hapsburg Collections,” School of Arts & Sciences, Theses, December 
21, 2015, p. 180 . Accessed May 25, 2017 http://academicworks.cuny.edu/hc_sas_etds/16. 

Infans Aetheops and Virgo Villosa Woodcut illustration from 
Ulisse Aldrovandi’s Monstrorum historia cum Paralipomenis 
historiae omnium animalium (The history of monsters 
chronicled with the history of animals), published in Bologna 
in 1642. 
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mixture between female and man, human and animal, this challenges socially-constructed 

categorical binaries. Monstrosity is not only the spectacle and sensational but is hidden and 

embedded in all of our society. In a research I was doing on the subject of xenophobia, 

refugees and monstrosity I wrote some thoughts on the monstrosity of teenage boys and the 

position of war fleeing teenage boy refugees arriving to western countries in these days of 

rising polarization.  

I was thinking of all these lost boys of Europe, the teenage boys that are the first 

ones to be sent ahead by the family due to their prerequisite for survival, ending up 

in big gangs or almost herds. Peoples good will to save children does not seem to 

reach to teenage boys. Then I recognized the problem; The monstrosity of teenage 

boys. The mix of child and adult, the liminal, ambiguous and uncertain state of a 

child in an adult’s body, furthermore a man’s. The strength of a fully-grown man 

is frightening if it is operated by a flammable spirit, such as the ones of teenage 

boys.  

Myrra Leifsdóttir 2016 
 
Not long time ago people with a dark color of their skin were concidered curiosities in 

Iceland, in the ninteenseventies such a person would make a headline in the newspaper. In a 

fast-growing world of globalization, binaries are being challenged more than ever before. 

Even bionic technology is already here and cyborgs are no longer only seen in science fiction 

movies. I still feel that it is the ones of us who resemble nature the most that are considered 

being the most monstrous. Why do we see monsters in nature? 

 
 

2. What are we, what is going on?  
 

2.1 Agential realism, existentialism and art 
The philosopher, and founding quantum physicist Niels Bohr made account of ways in which 

words and worlds are inseparably linked as conversational and material practices. He 

understood the intentional state of mind as arising from complex networks of human and non-

human agents and ecologies of material conditions that exceed an individual and he saw how 

the paradoxical challenge for humankind was to make meaning and intelligibility in the light 

of unintelligibility and in doing so he endorsed, trans disciplinary creative processes and 
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practices of poetry and the visual arts.13   

It is on this framework that Karen Barad has built her elaborated theories of Agential 

realism. Agential realism is a way of understanding the politics, ethics, and agencies of 

different kinds of observational acts. Barad uses the term ‘apparatus’ to elaborate on the way 

that representations of an experiment emerge. For Barad; 

 

… apparatus includes both processes that get labelled as scientific and 
processes that get labelled as social. Apparatus are not just the set of 
instruments or mediating devices needed to perform an experiment, instead 
apparatus is the arrangement of nonhuman and human material-discursive 
forces.14 
 

Barad has noted that the ongoing separation of science and the humanities sees humanities as 

dealing with meaning, values, and culture while science deals with matters of fact and nature. 

If we diffractively read scientists’ understandings of scientific images, through artists’ 

understandings of scientific images or humanities scholars’ understandings of them, the same 

image is likely to be interpreted very differently. The various meanings are the ‘differences 

that make a difference’.15 

 

According to Barad,  

[Agential realism] is an epistemological and ontological framework that … 
takes as its central concerns the nature of materiality, the relationship 
between the material and the discursive, the nature of “nature” and of 
“culture” and the relationship between them, the nature of agency, and the 
effects of boundary, including the nature of exclusions that accompany 
boundary projects. Agential realism entails a reformulation of both of its 
terms — “agency” and “realism” — and provides an understanding of the 
role of human and nonhuman factors in the production of knowledge, 
thereby moving considerations of epistemic practices beyond the 
traditional realism versus social constructivism debates. 16 

 

                                                 
13 Further reading: Niels Bohr, The Philosophical Writings of Niels Bohr, Vol. 1: Atomic Theory and the 
Description of Nature and The Philosophical Writings of Niels Bohr, Vol. 2: Essays 1932-1957 Atomic Physics 
and Human Knowledge, Woodbridge: Ox Bow Press, 1987. 
14 Jane Prophet and Helen Pritchard, “Performative Apparatus and Diffractive Practices: An Account of 
Artificial Life Art,” Artificial Life 21, no. 3 (August 2015). 
15 Barad, Meeting the Universe Halfway, p. 72.  
16 Ibid., p. 89. 
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Depending on the intra-actions through which agential realism materializes, which 

include who is looking at it, from where and with what intention, we replace what might be 

termed subjects and objects with agencies that are never separate, suggesting that no image 

has one truth status, or that it always has more than one truth. Knowing, thinking, measuring, 

theorizing, and observing are subjective material practices of intra-acting within and as part of 

the world. “Barad’s causality goes beyond the simple combination of classical options often 

presented in the humanities and science debate, that “there is, on the one hand, absolute 

freedom in our choices of apparatus, and, on the other strict deterministic causal 

relationships.”17 

As environmental changes force themselves into our physical consciousness we find 

ourselves re-thinking connections between politics, nature and humanity. This brings me back 

to Simone Beauvoir’s body as a situation which can be applied to the body of art as a situation 

as well, an entangled apparatus, networks of human and non-human agents and ecologies of 

material conditions that exceed the individual. An artwork is deeply entangled in its maker 

and viewer, its context, contemporary, future and past. For me that is the magic of an artwork, 

these components make the artwork untangible and tangible at the same time, the paradox 

comes to life in the artwork and the artwork brings life to the paradox. It is this essense that I 

am interested in shedding light to, the impossible being the only possibility. By bringing forth 

the complex nature of human nature and our multi layered ambiguity, I find myself being an 

agency in this complex network of entanglesments, like an atom in a body wich I do not know 

but am still a part of, a Beauvoirian situation. 

 

2.2 Life itself and A Brief History of Humankind 
In his book Sapiens – A brief history of humankind (2014) 18 historian and anthropologist 

Yuval Noah Harari surveys the history of humankind from the evolution of archaic human 

species in the Stone Age up to the twenty-first century.19 He divides human history into four 

major parts: The Cognitive Revolution, the Agricultural Revolution, the unification of 

humanity and the Scientific Revolution. Harari argues that Homo sapiens world domination is 

sprung from being an animal that can cooperate flexibly in large numbers. This flexibility 

being due to a unique ability to believe in things existing purely in its own imagination, such 

as gods, nations, money and even human rights. Harari claims that all large scale human 

                                                 
17 Ibid., p. 130 
18 Yuval Noah Harari, Sapiens: A Brief History of Humankind, 1st edition (New York: Harper, 2015). 
19 Harari, Sapiens.,  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gods
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cooperation systems, including religions, political structures, trade networks and legal 

institutions, are ultimately based on fiction.  I have been perplexed and intrigued by this book 

since getting a hold of it some two years ago. These ideas, research and arguments give a 

simple but surprisingly good overview of human behavior. Though I find some parts of it a bit 

too simplified and provoking, I have viewed it as an earnest attempt to understand human 

beings through the authors collected knowledge and then an attempt to mediate those 

understandings. Harari does not suggest any solutions, he does not put any values into what 

he puts forth but offers the reader to come to her own conclusions.  

  I had a chance to look at the exhibition with the same name as the under title of the 

book, A brief history of human kind (2016)20, in Bonn in December 2016.21 On display you 

could see archaeological objects, from the Israel Museum in Jerusalem, recount the history of 

humankind from the dawn of civilization to the present. Remains of the first use of fire in a 

communal setting, the first tools used by humankind, rare evidence for the co-existence of 

Homo sapiens and Neanderthals, the earliest examples of the use of writing and numerals, the 

first coins, the Ten Commandments, a copy of the Gutenberg bible, Edison’s lightbulb and the 

manuscript of Albert Einstein’s Special Theory of Relativity. All this in good company with 

works of artists such as Yinka Shonibare, Mark Wallinger and Douglas Gordon to name a 

few. Sadly women were underrepresented among the artists.  

 While finding a lot of the elements in the exhibition interesting and intriguing it did 

not in the slightest way stirr me the way I was stirred by reading the book. It felt illustrated, 

the space was constructed in a manner that led you through the exhibition space in 

chronological order. It would have been interesting if the artists would have been given the 

task of mediating, through art, what could not be mediated through the written language. The 

reason I want to mention this is that the book is one of my main inspirations for my thesis 

project and is entangled in it as it will be entangled in me and vice verca. The urge to 

understand humanity and life is undoubtingly influencing the global art scene and projects 

like these are encouraging for cross disciplinary work. Never the less the risk of being 

institutionalized when reaching the museums is foreseeable and needs to be considered with 

excessive care.  

                                                 
20 A BRIEF HISTORY OF HUMANKIND: 100 000 Years of Cultural History, Curator Tania Coen-Uzzielli 
Bundes kunsthalle, Bonn, November 22, 2016 to March 26, 2017. 
 
 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sapiens:_A_Brief_History_of_Humankind#cite_note-5
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Another exhibition on a similar subject was the exhibition Life Itself in the Modern 

Museum of Arts in Stockholm 201622.The exhibition had the long under title: On the Question 

of What Life Essentially Is; Its Materialities, Its Characteristics, Considering That the 

Attempts to Answer This Question by Occidental Sciences and Philosophies Have Been 

Proven Unsatisfactory. This exhibition felt much more experimental and holistic in its 

implementation. Instead of looking back at history and forward into the future, there was 

sense of now and even timelessness in the exhibition. A work that struck me was the human 

mask video installation Untitled (2014) by Pierre Huyghe.  

There was a book that was published in connection to the exhibition, with the same 

title as the exhibition but not a single image in it. Essays and short stories, scientific papers 

and song lyrics occupy the pages of this book and it has been on my desk ever since seeing 

the exhibition over a year ago. An approach to define life in a crossdisciplinary way, adding 

fragments and bits too the ongoing puzzle of existencial meaning. 

 

3. Theatre and visual arts 
 
3.1 About visual material and mediums of theatre 
Before starting BA studies in fine arts, I worked as a costume designer in theatre. Looking 

back, I see one of my strengths as a costume designer being that I never approached costumes 

as clothes. I approached costumes as paintings or sculptures, even as installations. To give 

some examples; In the play Steinar í djúpinu (2009)23 characters representing inhabitants of a 

small fishing village, taking place in the early 20th century, wore sepia colored clothing 

resembling old grainy photos from that time and similar occasions. Only the local poet, with 

global aspirations of fine culture and the visiting lady from the urban areas distant both 

geographically and culturally, got to wear black and white luminous clothes resembling 

glamourous celebrity photos from that time. 

                                                 
22 Life Itself - On the Question of What Life Essentially Is; Its Materialities, Its Characteristics, 
Considering That the Attempts to Answer This Question by Occidental Sciences and Philosophies 
Have Been Proven Unsatisfactory, Curators Daniel Birnbaum, Carsten Höller and Jo Widoff, Febuary 20,  
2016 – AUGUST 5,M 2016, Moderna Museet, Stockholm 
accessed May 5, 2017 http://www.modernamuseet.se/stockholm/en/exhibitions/life-itself/. 
 
23 Rúnar Guðbrandsson, LabLoki, Steinar í djúpinu (2009), theater piece, Hafnarfjarðarleikhúsið, 2009.  
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A few single red details were added to their appearance, functioning as hand colored 

details to a photograph. In this way, their alienation within the small village was emphasized. 

Scenes from Steinar í Djúpinu (2009). Image credit Þorlákur Lúðvíksson  
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The depressed, melancholic, poor and harsh atmosphere in the village and among the 

inhabitants was emphasized by stripping them from all life and color and not even giving 

them contrast but only faded shades of non-colors. The stage and actors where my canvas and 

my approach was painting like. In the play Ufsagrýlur (2010)24, I sculpted many of the 

costumes with silicon, latex and gelatin. In that same play, I used projections onto costume to 

solve the situation of characters rapidly shifting within the same body while having 

conversations with one of the lead characters. I experienced that scene as a hybrid of art 

performance and installation.  

 
 

 

The artwork becomes alive and  these interdisciplinary art practices, from the fields of art, 

dance, poetry, and theatre explore modes of movement, sound and non-linear storytelling.  

This way of working resembles some videoperformances by Joan Jonas, where performers 

walk into the projections and become live parts of the video. There is an element of chance 

and an element of control wich deepens the dence feeling of ambiguity and intrication. Since 

the late 1960s, Jonas has intermeshed various practices to investigate notions of gender, 

narrative and the concept of experience and space, as an act of translation and critical 

interaction with sculptural concepts and forms, translated into performances and installations. 

                                                 
24 Rúnar Guðbrandsson, Sjón, LabLoki, Ufsagrýlur (2010), theater piece, Hafnarfjarðarleikhúsið, 2010.   
                 
} 

Scenes from Ufsagrýlur (2010). Image credit Þorlákur Lúðvíksson  
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Jonas has allowed her work to dissolve classifications while exploring physical and object-

based boundaries of art through gestures and space.  

 

 

3.2 The theatre of the absurd entangled in art 
 
While the Absurdists found life, or existence, to be absurd they simultaneous found the lack 

of existence, death, or the idea of an afterlife to be just as irrational. Through the idea that 

both existing and not-existing will lead to the same end, the individual interprets their actions 

as absurd. The concept of existence is elusive and the act of existing cannot be reliable. As a 

movement, Absurdism attempts to formulate a method of “rationalizing” the irrational aspects 

in an uncertain world. Absurdism captured the sentiment of the nineteen-forties in its isolated 

conception of humanity. As the world saw itself undergo catastrophic internal changes, 

existence began to seem absurd and the purpose of the individual ineffective. The historical 

context in which ‘Theater of the Absurd’ sprung from drew from the social, political and 

economic changes and issues of the World War II era. The rise of fascism, the horrors of the 

war and the Holocaust led to the philosophical concept of existentialism by highlighting the 

insignificance of an individual’s actions. There are resemblences right now with this historical 

Joan Jonas, They Come to us Without a Word (2015) video still. Taken from http://dhc-art.org/joan-jonas-

exhibition/  Accessed May 30, 2017  Joan Jonas 
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context, the feeling of catastrophical scenarios waiting around the corner, political 

extremities, a shaking international community, unstable economies, dissolving systems, 

globalization and most urgent of all; global warming. Absurdness makes sense in its 

senselessness and irrationality.  

The South African artist William Kentridge has a background as an actor and set 

designer and weather he is directing an opera or making an installation his background from 

theatre is present in the work. There is the element of theatrical drama as well as the holistic 

art experience where the viewer is transported into an alternative world. He has set on stage 

both Alfred Jarry’s 1896 Ubo Roi and Gogols The Nose. In an interview about the opera The 

Nose (2009) at the Metropolitan Opera, New York, he mentions absurdism as a form of 

realism, a way of extracting the absurd in human behavior:  

 

The extraordinary nonsense hierarchy of apartheid in South Africa made one 
understand the absurd not as a peripheral mistake at the edge of a society, 
but at the central point of construction. So, the absurd always, for me, is a 
species of realism rather than a species of joke or fun. And that's why one 
can take the joke of The Nose very seriously.25 

 

It is this that draws me to the theatre time and time again. This sense that the nonsense 

makes. The characters find themselves in fantastic and often unreal situations in which the 

characters struggle with their place in the world. But there is also a sense of humor in the 

absurd and a will to make sense of the world by using absurd nonsense metaphors, that will 

make you laugh of it all and thus having a serious undertone, not taking life to seriously. 

There is an acceptance of the bizarre and paradox state of existence but there is also a critique 

of the nonsense situations created by us humans. The humor is important and something that I 

struggle to integrate into my work but wich has often failed. The lightness of humor is a tool 

to balance the often very serious subjects that I get drawn to. William Kentridge is an 

inspiration and a rolemodel when it comes to this as he in his later works finds ways to play 

around with the humor of these existential contemplations or perhaps even crises. In his 

project Six drawing lessons (2012) he makes a series of meta artworks about the artist and art 

making where he interviews himself and reveals the selfdoubt and ambiguity going on in the 

                                                 
25 “William Kentridge,” Art21. Accessed May 29, 2017, https://art21.org/artist/william-kentridge/. 
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artist studio. There is an element of absurd where the artist has become two physical persons 

conversing. He also animates his drawings to move as they were living their own lives. 

 

 

Born with regard to life,  

existing essentially with regard to the good life (2017) 
 
The Process 
My MA thesis project resulted in the work Born with regard to life, existing essentially with 

regard to the good life (2017)26 wich was exhibited in the MA Fine Arts Graduation show in 

Gerðarsafn, Kópavogur, Iceland in May 2017.27 The project is sprung from my 

contemplations on the body as a situation; human behavior, the human condition, the human 

animal, the relationship between human and nature and the human as a cultivated animal and 

the attempts to understand Barad´s theories on agential realism and entanglements through 

conscious practice, art practice.  

                                                 
26 Myrra Leifsdóttir, Born with Regard to Life, Existing Essentially with Regard to the Good Life, Two channel 
dance performance video, two channel stereo sound, 2017. 
27  MA 2017 Fine Arts / Design Degree Show, Iceland Academy of the Arts, Dorothée Kirch curator, Gerðarsafn 
Art museum, Kópavogur, 6/5/2017- 21/5/2017 2017. 

Willaim Kentridge, Drawing lesson(2012) Video sreen shot taken from Youtube Accessed May 31, 2017. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tyndlMIgbnU 
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In this research towards my thesis project I have been busy reading and informing 

myself, trying to get a wider perspective and deeper understanding of human behavior, the 

systems we create for ourselves, how our brains work, how we exist and interact. Though I 

have been mainly reading for long periods of time, I have had intense studio sessions of 

sketching, drawing and writing in between. I have even tried out writing and drawing my 

dreams, trying to analyze my subconscious thinking, desperately trying to find a visual 

language to communicate my conclusions. It has been like a big puzzle where medium and 

concept need to fit together. I have been working with sculptures, soundscapes, drawings and 

videos, making tests to see what fits together. A big part of the work has been to narrow it 

down and opt out. 

After going through a vast amount of ideas and trying out sculptural elements, 

sketching and making video tests I came down to the idea of making a two-channeled video 

featuring a communication between two creatures and two environments. I wanted to 

integrate influences of absurdism, dance and performance art. I had already begun sewing two 

costumes in December 2016, without really knowing exactly how and when to use them. I 

wanted them to be worn by dancers and I wanted to make a choreography in collaboration 

with dancers with the costumes as a starting point. When I decided that the dance would 

rather be performed in a video than at a live-performance at the museum everything started to 

sort out by itself. The first benefits were that I could focus on working with only one dancer 

and that I could make a steady frame work to work within. The process was also influenced 

by modernist dance movements, Batsheva dance assembly and was a continuation of my 

former art projects. The two costumes became the base for two different characters: 

 

The Human Animal 

A naive abstraction of the human animal. I use body hair as a symbol for the animal, the hair 

is made from brown wool and is sewed into a second-skin suit made of spandex and covering 

fingers and feet as well as head and neck, literally the whole body. The character is deprived 

of the central parts of the body such as face and sex organs, stripped down to body language 

only. It is androgynous even if you can see that a woman is playing the part. The body 

language is sophisticated and intellectual. The setting is nature, how we perceive the divine 

beauty of nature. The creature has left nature, elevated itself above it and is approaching it 

again but not as a part of it but as a sovereign seeking to nurture the soul that has been 

separated from the body. The nature is seen from a man made, constructed environment. In 

the beginning, you only see the beautiful untouched nature but as the camera turns it reveals 
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the bluff. You see the concrete and the buildings and that you are actually only watching 

nature from a distance. Not as a part of it. 

 

The Vertebrata 

Referring to the origin, the oldest part of us as species, the spinal cord. The “spinal cord” is a 

pattern sewed into the costume which is like the previous mentioned, latex full-body suit. The 

spinal cord is made from glowing electro thread. There is an intended paradox in the very 

contemporary and technical material being used to represent a vbiological and organic 

phenomenon. I was also thinking of x-rays and the examination of the body. The Vertebrata is 

caught in the system, an archive of words and numbers, a highly-valued form of 

communication, believed to be the most accurate one. The video is shot in the National 

Archive of Iceland. This creature is neurotic and claustrophobic. We speak of peripheral 

languages as small branches of languages, like within small tribes, I think of body language as 

a peripheral language and then the peripheral nervous system spreads throughout the body 

from the spinal cord.  

                           

 

The meetings 
The video-loops are two one-takes that synchronize. They are 6 minutes and 18 seconds long. 

There are a few moments where the characters meet in the videos, that is, they notice each 

other outside of the frame. The first moment is when they turn their faces towards each other 

The Vertebra and The Human Animal, shots from locations. Image credit Myrra Leifsdóttir  
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and seem to be observing each other, they then stretch out their hands like they are touching. 

To strengthen these moments, I have placed cello sounds in the sound scape. When they 

dance a strophe from Erik Satie’s Gymnopédie no. 1 (1888) is played, I have chosen to have it 

played by cello instead of piano, for which it is originally written. The first few bars 

of Gymnopédie No. 1 consist of an alternating progression of two major seventh chords, the 

first on the subdominant, G, and the second on the tonic, D. The melodies of the pieces use 

deliberate, but mild, dissonances against the harmony, producing a piquant, melancholy effect 

that matches the performance instructions, which are to play each piece painfully, sadly or 

gravely. The cello has an ability to sound like the cries of a human voice and it was that 

quality that made me chose the cello above the piano. I wanted to embody the human 

elements physically into the sound.28 When the two meet, I am aiming to mediate this lost or 

subtle communication, the intuitive notion of another body. In the second meeting the 

characters meet in a waltz,29 which is not a literal waltz by the book but more a connotation of 

one. It has a double meaning, it is a moment of the moment, the now, a sense of serenity, but 

a waltz is also a very systematic dance, as primal as the behavior of dance is. Systems on the 

other hand seem to be a primal behavior of nature in some sense so perhaps it is a natural 

behavior that we need to dance in a systematic way. Dance is said to derive from the rhythm 

of the heartbeat. A rhythm is a kind of a system, irregular heartbeat is a life treat, so why 

would we not dance systematically? Perhaps that is why it is so satisfying to watch a dance. It 

is mesmerizing to see two people connect in a walz. There is a contradiction as well as a 

completion in the dance, a tension and balance I find interesting to work with.  

                                                 
28 Gymnopédie can refer to dance or nudity and I believe that this is what Satie was aiming for, the 
Gymnopedies are also referred to as the first ambient music or furniture music, a term first coined by 
Satie himself but later on picked up by sound artist John Cage. 
29Ballroom dance, in moderately fast triple meter, in which thedancers revolve in perpetual circles, taki
ng one step to each beat. 
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The language of choreography  
When I started a collaboration with dancer Sara Margrét Ragnarsdóttir the costumes came to 

life and we started building the characters together. The ignition for the characters was a text I 

had written which became my contribution to the exhibition catalogue: 

 

Language, lingua, the tongue, the mother tongue. The tongue that licks its wounds and 

tastes the sweat of a loved one’s body. The tongue that seeks the mother’s breast for 

nurture. The tongue that is the body, flesh, muscle, mucus membrane, the tip of the 

vertebrae. A tongue that rinsed its fur and loved its small ones. Is it the same tongue 

that separated and isolated, systematically, whilst the mind reached out to distinguish 

itself from the other? The tongue that articulated the words “a monster, different from 

me” and by that drew a border around the Self? Do we treasure a peripheral language 

beyond the tongue? Does it derive from the vertebrae as our peripheral nervous 

system? How do we communicate our thoughts, sensations, origins and futures in a 

language too vibrant, delicate, absurd, wacky, sad and complex to be expressed 

through the spoken and written language? Is the written and spoken language not only 

the tip, of a much larger body of communication? 

Stills from Born with Regard to Life, Existing Essentially with Regard to the Good Life (2017).  
Image credit Myrra Leifsdóttir  The images show the Waltz that the creatures dance in their 
meeting outside of the frames. 
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I am interested in the human paradox of being of nature and yet without. What is 

language other than a bodily action? What is a mind other than a bodily situation of 

flesh and blood? Synchronized heartbeats 30 are a form of communication that cannot 

be accomplished through written or spoken word. Why do we put so much weight on 

articulated communication? Is it because it is the only one we feel we can control and 

therefore identify ourselves with?  

I seek my inspiration in the liminal spaces that are not separated. Where mind and body 

merge, evolution and spirit, science and art, nature and culture. Where time is not 

chronological, where evil is also good and where naivety and intelligence is the same 

thing, silly and serious. The monster is within us all to point a finger at or to recognize 

and embrace. 31 

 
When I made the decision to make a two-channel video I was aiming to make that 

liminal space for the viewer. By putting the viewer between two videos that synchronize, she 

steps into the liminal space. That space was emphasized in the museum space by placing the 

screens into the space so that the viewer can walk between and around them, the two channel 

soundscapes were also installed in a way that one could walk closer to one sound and have the 

other in the background and vice versa. When shooting the video, which are two separate one-

takes, I used a steady-cam which was worn by a cinematographer, following the creatures 

from behind. My intention was that the viewer would feel like a participant in the journey and 

not a scrutinizer. The viewer becomes like a third dancer that can chose a view point and 

change it while she is experiencing the art work. By that I am also emphasizing that the 

viewer is always a creator in the sense that she is an agency, a bodily situation, entangled in 

the work of art, the physical and social context of it and by that entangled in the artist as an 

agency, and all these agencies can be viewed as one situation making up an agency. 

According to Barads theories everything is entangled with everything, hence, the ontological 

inseparability of intra-acting agencies, nothing is inherently separate from anything else, but 

separations are temporarily enacted so one can examine something long enough to gain 

knowledge about it. I am trying to apply this to the art work both physically but also by 

temporarily enacting the separations.  

                                                 
30 Plamen Ch Ivanov, Qianli D. Y. Ma, and Ronny P. Bartsch, “Maternal–fetal Heartbeat Phase 
Synchronization,” Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences 106, no. 33 (August 18, 2009): 13641–42, 
doi:10.1073/pnas.0906987106. 
31 Myrra Leifsdóttir, „Catalogue text," MA 2017 Fine Arts / Design Degree Show, Iceland Academy of the Arts, 
Dorothée Kirch curator, Gerðarsafn Art museum, Kópavogur, 6/5/2017- 21/5/2017 2017. 
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In one of our rehearsals Sara, the dancer, started dancing some kind of a waltz while wearing 

the black vertebrata costume. That was an ignition for the waltz in the middle of the video, 

where the two creatures meet and dance facing each other out side of the frames. I found it to 

be the perfect visualization of a language that does not depend on words, a symbol for 

heartbeat phase synchronization. An entangled language that is not separable. I have been 

thinking about language and communication, hierarchies within communication and 

biological communication. Language as a complex system that is not only dependent of its 

etymological mother, the tongue or it’s cousin the script, derived from “sker”, to cut 

something, separate32, but language as a complex communication, para-language, a notion of 

another body, hormonal exchange, subtle messages through body language, a dance, perhaps 

even parapsychological communication. I deprived the bodies of their primary sense organs, 

eyes, mouth, tongue, nose and ears to bring forth the communication that goes on without 

them. In the dance process this becomes like a tool for the dancer, there is a cut-off between 

the dance and the surroundings.  

                                                 
32 “Online Etymology Dictionary.” Accessed May 29, 2017, http://www.etymonline.com/index.php?term=script. 

Photo from exhibition space, viewing  Born with Regard to Life, Existing Essentially with Regard to the Good Life 
(2017).  Image credit Claudia Hausfelt  The liminal space created for the viewer.  
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 It was interesting to take the role of a choreographer and it was a constant 

collaboration between me and Sara. I gave her ideas to develop movement from. For instance, 

the movements of the Vertebrata were based on an electrical eel going from calm and easy to 

electrical. The Human Animal was based on movements from the Romanticism and Dandies 

of the 19th century. Sara studied the movements of prince Siegfried in the Swan Lake (1877)33 

where the prince is mostly not actively dancing on the stage but rather walking around, 

making some pompous movements while the swans are performing. We found it quite 

humorous and built the movements of the Human Animal partly on these movements.  

 The character walks into a frame that is a direct reference to Caspar David Friedrichs’s 

Wanderer above the Sea of Fog (1818).34 With the references to paintings and to philosophy, I 

am working with my own complex feelings towards these big art-historical moments and the 

history of ideas. How I can easily fall for this divine notion of the higher arts and the 

nurturing of the soul but also am aware of the male domination, the colonization, the 

influence and politics of the Cartesian ideas and all these conflicts in between. It is tragicomic 

and absurd and beautiful and sad. Other connotation to the Romanticism, Enlightment and 

other monumental epokes in the history of arts and humanity is the framings of the works. 

The one shot in nature is projected on a big screen 4 x 2,25 m, the format reminds of a 

monumental landscape painting. The other video is shot in portrait formate, the portrait is said 

to have enabled the individual as we know it today. We now have reached some kind of 

culmination in the individualistic thinking and portraits in this format in our contemporary is 

in a vast majority containing a selfportrait by our smart phones or what we usually refer to as 

a “selfie”. 

                                                 
33 Pyotr Tchaikovsky, Swan Lake, Ballet, 1877. 
34 Caspar David Friedrich, Wanderer above the Sea of Fog (German: Der Wanderer über Dem Nebelmeer), Oil 
on canvas, n.d., Kunsthalle Hamburg, Germany, 1818. 
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David Caspar Friedrich, Wanderer above the Sea of Fog (1818). 
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The title “Born with regard to life, existing essentially with regard to the good life” is an 

Aristotle quote picked up by Agamben in his essay Homo Sacer: Sovereign Power and Bare 

Life.35 It beautifully captures the human paradox of being of nature and yet without or above, 

the separation of body and soul. The biological and intellectual ethical being. The tragic-

comical state of human being, the absurd. Even though I doubt that the intention of neither 

Agamben nor Aristotle is based on humor, I find the sentence humorous in a sad and beautiful 

way, just as the human state. 

  

                                                 
35 Giorgio Agamben, Homo Sacer: Sovereign Power and Bare Life (Stanford University Press, 1998). 

Still from Born with Regard to Life, Existing Essentially with Regard to the Good Life (2017). 
Image credit Myrra Leifsdóttir  The Human Animal steps into a frame replicating Wanderer 
above the Sea of Fog (1818).  
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5. The Postlude 
 

In the beginning of the process I saw a much more fragmented outcome before me. More 

separated elements, a diverse or perhaps scattered installation. As always, the work narrows 

down and gets more concentrated along the way. These two videos came to contain all the 

layers and fragments that I had been aiming for. The videos that were in the beginning ideas 

that were to be smaller parts of a bigger setting became more and more central and eventually 

the focus of the work. Since they were both shot in one take each there was a lot of rehearsals 

and planning. I worked with a small film team of seven persons including myself and the 

dancer. It was a good practice and I now feel more confident to take on more direction and 

choreography in the furure. I realise now that I could have taken this collaboration further and 

made a bigger project but then I also need to take into account that it was a group show and 

perhaps this work was more fitting for the balancing of the whole show. As I have spoken of 

before the choice of medium happens in the process, in this case, I had decided to work with 

costumes and dance and theatre elements. I wasn’t clear on how the outcome would be, I saw 

it as a live performance in the beginning. I rely on my intuition to find out which medium will 

serve the artwork best. An important part of this journey has been the rediscovering of that the 

frustrating periods of doubt and none-studio based work are methods as important as the 

studio-based ones. It is something I tend to forget and spend too much time of worrying about 

the lack of results. Half a year of reading neuroscience journals, science papers and 

entanglement theories will eventually lead to something and knowing beforehand what it will 

lead to is impossible. The quiet times are fruitful later. From every project, there will be 

artworks that will be forgotten and disappear. There will also be residues from the project that 

will be beginnings of new artworks. They will be kept in a storage of ideas to wait their time.  

When it comes to the final result of the work I am satisfied with the choises I made but 

I still wonder if I could have made a more fragmented work, it is something to keep in mind. 

If It would have been a solo exhibition I would probably have added sculptures and drawings 

to the installations to break it up within the space. I also wonder how it would be if the liminal 

space that the vierwer enters could concist more of chance. Would a less controlled and 

organic space allow for something more unexpected to happen? Would this call for a live 

performance simulatanious to the video performance? When it comes to the soundscape I in 

general think it works with the two channeled video. Never the less as the video loop is short, 
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only a little over six minutes, it gets a little monotone in the long run, if one is spending a 

longer time in the gallery. The sound would probably had worked better in a closed off area, it 

was a bit dominant in a group show. The external assecor pointed out that it can be 

problematic to chose such a famous tune since people inevidably will have a relationship with 

it already. Even though I already had taken it into concideration, I coud have thought it 

through better.  

I liked to wach visitors chose a view point to wach the videos from, seeing them walk 

around the work and examine it from different angles. I also liked to see them discover the 

meetings between the screens, it took a longer time for most of them than I would have 

thought and I appreciated that since they endured by the artwork for a longer time than I had 

estimated. The visual language was so abstract that I was a little worried that the messages 

would not go through, these worries were uneccesary since it seemed that many could identify 

with this conflict of being within nature and outside of it simultaneously and I had some very 

interesting conversations with visitors about this. 

In the future, I will try to stretch out more inside and outside the gallery space. I am also 

interested in continuing to work cross-disciplinary between fine arts and theatre, dance and 

science. The external accessor asked about the placement within the museum, which he 

thought was perhaps a little too conventional for the concept. That could be solved by moving 

my works into theatre or concert halls or moving more live elements into the gallery space. 

My next step will be to move my work into the theatre space. Jonas, Kentridge and Huyghe 

all work on the borders of art and theatre, film, opera, dance, literature and science. I will 

continue studying their working methods and see how I can develop mine as reflections of a 

constantly evolving collective imaginary that reflects and shapes the various socio-political 

contexts we live in. Perhaps what is most important is to acknowledge that I am not the only 

creator of the art work. The art work is also creating me and we are being created by our 

circumstances. The circumstances are being affected by us and we are all entangled in a 

situation where nothing goes untouched, unaffected and unchanged.  The monster lies within 

us all to point the finger to or embrace. The language is not only a devision tool put a 

complex, organic situation that has the power to dissolve the divisions as well. The language 

of art speaks with it’s whole body which makes it universal and absurd enough to make sense 

of existence and life itself. 

   I will dedicate my the last words of this thesis to my old friend Franz Kafka with this 

sentence from A Report to an Academy where Red Peter is speaking about the impossible of 
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turning back to a life in the wild after gaining the knowledge of the cultivated and civilized 

world: 

And the distant hole through which it comes and through which I once came 
has become so small that, even if I had sufficient power and will to run back 
there, I would have to scrape the fur off my body in order to get through.36 

 
And by scraping the fur off his body he would become the naked ape, malplaced in the 

wilderness among his furry ancestors. The turning back becomes a lonely impossibility for the 

cultivated animal.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

                                                 
36 Kafka and Updike, Franz Kafka.  
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