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A Note from Brogan

Programme Director,  
MFA Performing Arts

A NOTE FROM  
THE PROGRAMME  

DIRECTOR
BROGAN DAVISON

This year, nine studying artists navigated 
 challenging circumstances and were  confronted 
with  difficult questions. Where does my artistic 
practice exist when the spaces I formerly occupied 
are unavailable to me? How do I stay motivated 
in times of such uncertainty? And how can I feel 
 connected with others—colleagues, teachers  
and audiences—when we are unable to meet  
in the canteen, the classroom, or the theatre?

As an act of creative survival, the class took 
their artistic practices wherever they needed  
to go—into each other’s homes, the wilderness,  
the dreamworld, the radio, or a rented car to watch 
red smoke rising from a volcano. In a plight to stay 
personally and existentially resilient, the group 
 became a kind of nomadic school—a school with 
its  foundation built on care, softness,  generosity, 
and  humour. What has emerged is a close-knit 
 community whose shared core value is to learn 
from each  other—a community that practices alter-
native thinking, artistic bravery, cooking, and love.  
The outcomes of the 2020-2021 MFA programme 
are a testimony to their successes as both artists 
and people. 
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A note from Angela

PERFORMING ARTS
IN THE TIME OF PANDEMIC, 

ERUPTION, DROUGHT,  
AND DOUBT

ANGELA  
RAWLINGS

Each practitioner enrolled in this year’s MFA in 
Performing Arts is a working artist with a life-long 
commitment to their passions and inquiries. Texts 
included in this publication reflect on the artists’ 
thought processes as they develop self-initiated 
arts projects. As their readers, we get access  
to the what (research questions), the how (analysis  
of process), and the why (conceptual framework)  
of their creative practices. As researchers in 
 performing arts and artistic practice, each artist 
 engages differently with notions of time and  
space in their practices. The temporal and spatial 
 considerations of this year’s MFA cohort act as  
a  collective zeitgeist for an adaptation required  
of the performing arts in the time of a global 
 pandemic and climate crisis. 

In these pages, you will encounter tempora-
lities through Annie Charland Thibodeau’s 
 momentary monuments and Diogo Braga’s  
vegetal growth within site-respondent  ritual. 
Familial relations are centred in Sigríður Eir 
 Zophoníasardóttir’s  parent-relation reparation  

Editor and  
Course Instructor,  
MFA Performing Arts
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and funeral preparation and in Michael Richardt’s 
reflections on spectral colours in long-duration 
performance. The sagas are even reinvented, 
 reversioned, and rewritten by Jón Gnarr in  
a quest to blur the borders of  historical truths  
and fictions. 

Arts research presented here also opens  
inquiries around space in a year ruled by  social 
distancing and digital work modes. Sigurður   
Arent Jónsson invites the therapeutic intimacy  
of a twelve-step programme into the perform-
ance space, while Sean Patrick O’Brien   explores 
art as pure sensation. In her workshop, Kristín 
Mjöll  Bjarnadóttir Johnsen proposes a speculative 
 ethics of AI futures. Melanie Noel demonstrates  
an approach to the deobjectific ation of space 
 within her poetic guide. 

Studying and arts practice in Iceland in  
2020 and 2021 have been challenging proposi-
tions. The global pandemic altered where and  
how work can reach an audience, altered what  
it means to be a performing body, altered how 
any one of us moves through our days and how 
we interact in our relationships. The Fagradalsfjall 
eruption,  combined with an early summer drought, 
brought the notion of site within performance 
into focus as well. What we have known as our 
art- making practices  undergoes transmogrifica-
tion in the contexts of the pandemic and natural 
 phenomena. May these nine accounts written  
by  artists grappling with this  current moment  
bring light, insight, and grounding to your own  
here and now.
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Annie Charland Thibodeau lives and works in Québec 
(Canada). Her work has been presented in solo  exhibitions 
in various artist-run centres, contemporary events, and 
institutions in Quebec—notably Circa art actuel (2020), 
Sherbrooke Museum of Fine Arts (2018), The Quebec  
City Biennial Manif d’Art (2019), and The National Con-
temporary Sculpture Biennial BNSC (2021). Abroad,  
Annie has participated in residency programs in Ireland, 
Italy, Iceland, and Slovenia. Her practice in sculpture 
develops around the performative potential of monu-
mentality. Engaging an artistic practice-as-research 
methodology, her expeditions to abandoned and  
active stone quarries have resulted in the collection  
and   re-presentation of materials (limestone, granite, 
marble) that convey strong monumental charges  
for the witness. In spite of their imposing statures,  
her sculptures are endowed with the power to activate 
consideration of human relationships to space. These 
monuments enact momentary, modular, and equivocal 
proposals through which Annie interrogates abstract 
concepts like time and spatiality. 
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Expansive Monumentality

ANNIE CHARLAND  
THIBODEAU

EXPANSIVE  
MONUMENTALITY

THE PERFORMATIVE  
POTENTIAL OF MONUMENTS

My exhibition, What we bring into be
coming, invites an audience to think 
about how monument and monu
mentality can be seen as unique and 
ever-changing phenomena that shape 
and are shaped by their environment. 
The exhibition takes places in Tunglið 
Art Space in Reykjavík.

Greeted on Austurstræti, we— 
the public experiencing the exhibi-
tion—walk into a lively common back-
yard that leads to a small stone tower. 
Past its columnar basalt cladding is  
a concrete spiral staircase that termi-
nates in a top-floor room that overlooks 
downtown Reykjavík. This is Tunglið’s 
multipurpose white space, outlined  
by slender translucent glass doors  
and windows that convey an aura  
of  spaciousness. 

Tunglið’s architecture maps  
out What we bring into becoming.  
The room’s left wall axis curves in  
a slight arc in its centre and is seg-
mented by a row of windows spaced 
at regular intervals. The domed ceiling 
is split by a skylight and gridded with 
anchor beams. Both windows and 
skylight provide the room’s exclusive 
natural lighting. 

We, the public who has  arrived 

in Tunglið, note that the site is  empty, 
except for a large hexagonal  object 
placed close to the ground. The 
 object’s shape is akin to that of  
a sounding board—an interperson-
al trope for one person listening to 
 another. Standing at our feet, it takes  
on the appearance of a monumental 
marble pedestal marked by an inden-
tation; an inflected inlay of faux-granite 
frames the absence of an object to be 
erected within its shape. The colossal 
sculpture rests on a wide platform.  
This momentary proposition unfolds 
itself as a low, vast horizontal expanse.

EXPERIENCING  
MONUMENTS 

Often defined as a quality in the fields 
of architecture and art history, monu-
mentality remains an abstract notion. 
The term monument refers to an object 
itself—be it memorial, architectural,  
a work of art—whereas the concept  
of monumentality may be seen in  
the  matrix of relationships between  
an object, its environment, and those  
who experience it. Monumentality 
 suggests that objects are endowed 
with the  relational and expansive  
ability to shape social behaviour.  
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1.Claire Colebrook, 
“Gilles Deleuze,” 
in Gilles Deleuze 
(London: Routledge, 
2002), p. 35.
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Is it possible to rethink the concept  
of monumentality? Is it possible  
to detach the monument from our 
most common experience of it— 
canonical, statutory, authoritative, 
historical, permanent? 

DESIGN  
AND MATERIALITY 

The hexagon can refer to both com-
mon architectural features and dis-
tinct geological formations of basalt 
 vol canism. In this exhibition context,  
it  extends these references to  present 
itself as a public monument in the 
space. Through mimesis—its at-
tempt to re-present crystalline hard 
stones—the hexagon communicates 
an ambiguous materiality. Its marble 
and granite patterns can perform as 
affective  forces through which we are 
reminded of art history, architecture, 
and  memorial sites. These patterns  
are charged with permanence. 

Commonly found in architec-  
ture, stone cladding aims to intuit an 
 ever lasting state far more often than  
it serves the functionality of a site.  
The same can be said for flooring and 
surfacing as an attempt to improve  
the appearance of a home. Here, cov-
ered with synthetic materials designed 
to imitate monumental stone, the 
hexagon’s materiality imbues a sense 
of impermanence and brings it closer 
to a maquette of public space—as if 
an ephemeral vestige were erected in 
front of us. The permanence, inherent 
in the monumental feature’s design 
and its definite ephemeral materiality, 
acts as a coextensive force, giving the 
piece a complex temporality. It invites 
us to be alert for how it reveals itself 
through time.

PRESENCE  
AND SPATIALITY

Due to its spatial position, the peaks  
of the hexagon draw our focus from  
the northern side of the exhibition 
room with its urban scenic viewpoint  
to its diametrically opposed side. 
There, a temporary additional wall  

has been erected over most of the 
built-in mirror surface, framing its 
 upper part. The faux wall disrupts  
the frontal mirrored space and  
uplifts our gaze to the reflected 
skylight. This shift on a vertical axis 
 con tributes to a densification of the 
vertical ab sence that marks the hori-
zontal  monu ment. It invites us to look 
into the space rather than at the space;  
it takes us from the materiality of ob-
jects to an awareness of an intangible 
presence. By doing so, the sculptures 
inhabiting the room act like framed 
 silences within an audience of whis-
pers, disclosing a delicate soundscape.  
A steady ground integrates distant 
neap tides.

What we bring into becoming 
activates our spatial sense. The work 
crafts our choreography in the space 
through a thought-out pathway, sheds 
light both on architectural intent  
and the abilities of any given space  
to  perform in response to the design  
and placement of site-responsive 
 objects. It sheds light on the magni-
tude of the objects’ presence. In this 
way, What we bring into becoming  
aims to explore declensions of our 
most common experience of mon-
umentality by means of speculative 
models. Moreover, the work brings  
into question what shapes 
 monumentality. 

MONUMENTAL  
INSTABILITY

A paradoxical instability is inherent 
within the concept of monumentality. 
The monument aims for perennity 
through its abiding materiality, even 
though memorial and architectural 
sites’ meanings and value are never 
static. As explored through the lens  
of Jeffrey K. Olick and Joyce Robbins 
in the interdisciplinary handbook Cul
tural Memory Studies, “[monuments] 
are regularly subject to revision by 
groups who seek to replace, supple-
ment, or revise dominant representa-
tions of the past as a way of asserting 
their own identity.”2

2. Astrid Erll  
et al., “Cultural 
Memory Studies an 
International and 
Interdisciplinary 
Handbook,” in 
Cultural Memory 
Studies an Inter
national and Inter
disciplinary Handbook 
(Berlin: Walter de 
Gruyter, 2008), pp. 
122128.
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In my mother tongue of  Québec  - 
ois, pérénité foremost qualifies the 
deep-rooted longing for static and 
everlasting value of memorial  
and architectural sites. In English, 
 perennity recalls most commonly  
in the fields of geography and the 
 con stant flux of a watercourse. Stone 
monuments refer to the act of coming 
into being as a finality. Yet, like other 
abiotic factors, stone—both on land  
or in  monu mental sites—has the ability  
to shape and be shaped by its environ-
ment and is, therefore, ever lively. This 
close link brings to light an unexpected 
connection between the experience  
of monumentality and the experience 
of surveying a landscape. Exploring 
this link invites us to think how both  
the being and the becoming of monu-
mentality can echo other models  
of becoming. One such echo could  
be located in natural phenomena 
 unfolding and recurring through  
time, as with resounding bodies of 
 water bearing  expansive monumental 
 presence. Applying this line of thought 
to the exhibition work, What we bring  
into becoming explores how we may 
instil the phenomenological affects  
of surveying a landscape to the  
design of monuments.

What we bring into becoming 
also evokes and performs the general 
sensibility that one may feel when ex-
periencing a natural site, without trying 
to represent a specific one. The aim  
is neither to reduce human perception  
of a natural phenomenon to a standard 
defined experience, nor to reminisce 
about a personal journey. This ap-
proach is rather that of solicitude  
towards what is before us. It is  per - 
formed when the monument’s 
 closeness to the ground activates  
our slow wanderings and its presence 
raises awareness of our own stature 
in a given site, highlighting the inter-
changeable roles of the viewer and  
the viewee in the spaces we inhabit.

EXPANSIVENESS  
AND HUMBLENESS

Site-responsive objects built in the 
exhibition space unfold their pres-
ence progressively. In spite of their 
imposing statures, they are above all 
endowed with the performative ability 
to activate our relationship to space, 
to open us up as well as to reveal us 
to our environment. These are objects 
whose meaning is in constant emis-
sion. Allowing ourselves time in the 
exhibition space, our focus shifts from 
the hexagonal sculpture to momentary 
light refractions, the framed mirror,  
the curves of the ceiling, the linear  
axes of windows, and our own verticali-
ty. We come to realise that the proposal  
is not an immutable image but rather  
a space to navigate, which acquires  
its meaning in its relationships.

The host environment affects 
the objects as much as the objects 
affect their environment in return. 
Beyond its practical features—acoustic 
insulation materials, lighting rig, built- 
in mirror wall—the exhibition room 
 exceeds its primary function insofar  
as its singularities reveal an intent  
that overpowers pure functionality.  
The hint of its domed ceiling, split by 
the linear skylight, partners with the 
curved facade of the building to con-
duct our movements within the space. 
By framing some of the architecture’s 
specificities and their expansive 
natures, the hosted exhibition unveils 
and interferes with the room’s carefully 
crafted choreographic sequence that 
is meant to be activated as soon as we 
step into the building. The exhibition 
magnifies and reinterprets the intend-
ed experience of the space, opening 
up the possibility of two intended mon-
umentalities entering into dialogue:  
the architect’s and the artist’s.

What we bring into becoming 
interweaves architecture, artwork,  
light, soundscapes, and bodies in  
a synthesised and sensible whole  
to elicit a specific perspective on 
the  performative potential of objects 
beyond their roles as kinetic art and 

Expansive Monumentality
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portable, movable props. Instead,  
we encounter steady objects that 
embrace and reveal the complexities 
of their host environment. Birds and 
planes are heard. Ambient light bathes 
us. We encounter footsteps. These 
 silent objects aim to disclose their 
 lively environment, through which  
our wanderings meander in a slow  
flux. Such monuments, like inland  
rocks that may seem static, are 
 empowered with a humbleness  
that  enables their presence to act  
as a lever.  

My longing for a humble 
 monumentality has led me to design 
still monumental objects. They raise 
questions about performativity by 
 being  expansive in the connections 
they make with their environment— 
in this case the architecture, the light  
of the exhibition room, the city sound-
scape—and within us—the viewers 
experiencing them.  Enhanced by their 
physical impermanence, the objects 
suggest that monumentality is a com-
plex  notion which does not lie solely  
in what can be proven ar chae o log i cal-
ly and in what can outlive its designer. 
Such objects create space for new 
possibilities. 

The synthesised whole of   
the  exhibition space becomes a 
 contemplative interval that allows us  
to  connect with abstract notions, such  
as the effect and the affects of monu-
mentality. What we bring into becoming 
questions our bidirectional relation-
ships to the spaces we share. As we 
leave the exhibition space, we have  
on hand the booklet that was offered 
to us when we were greeted on Austur-
stræti. Inspired by conversations with 
geologists, What we bring into becom
ing revolves around phenomenology 
and the expansive potential of natural 
elements. The booklet is an extension 
of the exhibition and accompanies  
us from the city centre to our homes.   
What we bring into becoming suggests 
that the ever-renegotiated relation-  
ship that defines monumentality is  
as much embedded in urban design 

as it is in memorial sites, architecture, 
landscape, and art. Two final questions 
remain. Where does the work start? 
Where does the work end?
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Abiotic factors: 
non living part of 
an ecosystem that 
shapes its environ
ment; includes the 
physical geography 
of a place. 

This picture was 
taken in Náttúru
minjasafn Íslands 
offices where I 
met with geologist 
Snæbjörn Guðmunds
son. From our dis
cussions, oriented 
towards the prop
erties of Icelandic 
calcite, poignant 
reflections on the 
Helgustaðir quarry 
arose: one of the 
most influential 
quarries in the 
world. The occur
rence of this shift 
from the object to 
its abilities brings 
the stone to the 
realm of a phenom
enon.

Magazine Náttúru
fræðingurinn has a 
frontpage article 
about habitats and 
the protection of 
waders in Iceland. 
Authentic crystals 
from the Helgustaðir 
quarry were inno
cently placed on the 
publication as we 
talked.
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Stone, both in land 
or in monumental 
sites, has the abil
ity to shape and be 
shaped by its envi
ronment: 

III (The vastness 
we can live in), 
abandoned limestone 
quarry, Rivièreà
Pierre, Québec.

In 2017, my part
ner and I drove 
to an abandoned 
quarry in Rivière
àPierre, Québec. 
We followed satel
lite maps leading 
to this nonplace 
of the territory. We 
fixed a large silver 
crafted quilt on the 
deserted limestone 
strata, so that the 
early light of a 
June morning could 
reflect itself and 
resound; so that the 
emptiness of the 
site would look back 
at us.
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Hexagon: Natural 
features of basalt 
volcanism; geomet
rical systems in 
crystallography. 
Calcite from Helgus
taðir belongs to the 
rhombohedral class 
within it.

Mining of the crys
tal dates back to 
1850 and has left 
Helgustaðir almost 
empty. Warm encoun
ters with artists 
Litten Nystrøm, 
Angela Rawlings, and 
geologist Snæbjörn 
Guðmundsson gave me 
direct proximity to 
sparse fragments of 
the mineral, which 
underlies a powerful 
form of presence. 
Its charge rais
es the question of 
scale in monumental
ity.  

This image came from 
a virtual encounter 
with crystallography 
enthusiast Kristinn 
Þor Jónasson.
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What is he made of? Parts of him belong to a   beast- 
shaped tree, with its roots and branches emerging from  
a concrete city structure that cannot simply contain its 
plant-life expansion. Wing instead of left leg, talons for 
knees, eyes on the back of their head, hair that has a life  
of its own. A realisation that, through a dream, he can 
perceive new layers of what is meant to be living. Wolf,  
root, raven, rocks, wind, and the eons of light  travell ing  
from the scattered stars beyond the firmament.

It moves with Dance, with thoughts, with stars.
It is not a hermit.
It likes technology.
It lives and breathes.
It knows how to weave Dreamscapes.
It can draw them on us.
It hates being a person, sometimes.

By the way, he also has credentials. Two bachelor 
formations, one in Visual Arts, another one in Dance, 
working beyond a decade as an artist with many  
projects approved for grants. Most of those in Brazil,  
the country from where he comes. You can probably  
find more information on him through the Internet.

BIOGRAPHY
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Y

THE DREAMSCAPE
To be able to define my thoughts, 
 concepts, I need to create, right now,  
a space to weave in ideas, like vege-
tation. First, I will point out why I am 
here and why you are reading these 
words. This Dreamscape is called 
Y, and is where I learned to thrive. 
To  explain what I mean by that, first 
understand that this is a work about 
nature, about us, about Darkness, and 
the understanding that we are made 
of Darkness, that nature is made of it. 
This is also a work about the  realisation 
that Darkness has   nothing to do with 
darkness.

With years passing by as a 
creator in visual arts, performance, 
and dance, I found myself increasingly 
disinterested in mere representation 
within choreography. As much as my 
childhood investment in fantasy still 
lingered in my pleasures with visual 
allegories, it still made me feel uneasy, 
as if something wasn’t truly happening 
there. Rehearsals mechanised a stage 
work, striving for some sort of perfect 
route. Even performance art followed 
programmes with actions that felt 
 rather shallow and overly representa-
tive of a movement, seeming to care 

more about the idea rather than actual 
transformation. I began to challenge 
notions of what changes inside you 
while you’re experiencing art of any 
kind. Do you ever leave a theatre,  
a gallery, or even a film screening  
as the same person?

This is why I started to embody 
more of my own spirituality in my per-
formance practices, to think about the 
tension of dancing a particular percep-
tion of truth. I realised that there was 
an esoteric connection to the body via 
invisible forces. Being onstage, one 
performed an actual tangible action 
that had a repercussion in the fabric 
of the Universe itself, as micro as the 
action might be. This led me to un-
derstand that performance practices 
connected me to the land itself, and 
encouraged me to discover my own 
movement language. Experiencing 
practices of Butoh1 through the past 
years helped me strengthen this  
bond. From all the systematic forms  
of dance, Butoh was the one that ap-
peared most genuine to its inten tion.  
It was the closest font of inspiration 
for a body that appeared to move in 
tandem with nature, by wielding its  
own Darkness and Light.

Y
DIOGO BRAGA

1. “Mostly simply 
speaking, Butoh  
is a dance step;  
also known as  
Ankoku Butoh—darkness  
dance. (…) Originally 
an underground 
movement in Japan, 
Butoh emerged in  
the aftermath of 
World War II. It  
is sometimes inter
preted as postatomic 
spectacle, but this 
would be too simple 
as an explanation  
for this enigmatic 
art.” Fraleigh, 
Sondra Horton,  
and Tama Nakamura. 
Introduction. In 
Hijikata Tatsumi  
and Ohno Kazuo, 1.
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I still did not become   
a hermit of some sorts… 

That we, as human beings, can con-
nect to the land, nature, wilderness, 
while still leaning into cultural-defining 
aspects of our ethics and what is per-
ceived as a successful life. You can still 
be fully connected to a forest and the 
movement of the land while holding 
your place in a civilisation. You can still 
shapeshift into a raven to soar around 
open plains and return later to your 
house to enjoy a sitcom. However, I ask 
if you ever stop to question the sustain-
ability of the social structure to which 
you always return, both its tangible 
forms—as in our houses, commodi-
ties—but also the ideas fostered by 
what you were indoctrinated to think  
of as right.

I don’t think I need to list all of 
the ills originated from it in this text,  
but I must assure you that this move-
ment that I dance for is not just a 
move ment of (re)connection with the 
land, but also a movement of  implosion 
to this Tower built upon the foundations 
of the An thro pocen tric men. I’m still in  
the process of becoming and chang-
ing, of scrutinising every little detail of 
the behaviours taught by our families, 
by our education,by the media.

I realise today that this Darkness 
is the idea that holds the foundations 
of my art. Although its most obvious 
depiction is the nightfall itself, I see 
Darkness beyond that, as a force scat-
tered everywhere. Not just by the lack 
of vision but from feelings that we don’t 
fully grasp. Let them be anger, or an 
uncanny surge of happiness. I can say 
it is a child speaking in gibberish. I can 
say it is the erratic way the vegetation 
expands. I can say, looking through  
the Firmament, that it is the expansion 
of the cosmos. I can say that it is  merely 
laughing just because someone  
else is.

Darkness is everything that 
 An thropocentric objectivity is not.  
The instincts we are constantly scolded 

upon relying on. Things that defy tradi-
tion and logic. Little actions like doing 
a good-luck dance before gambling. 
Choreography being discovered in the 
emptiness of a studio. Feminism and 
her branching forces. The responses 
to bigotry. Darkness is certainly not the 
vapid dichotomy of good and evil much 
portrayed in fiction or religious dogma. 
You don’t need dead white men to tell 
you that. You can, instead, observe the 
movement of nature—both the land 
beneath your feet and the endless 
stars above.

I drift.
The magic that works is  
a very concrete language.  
To change consciousness, 
to move out of the thought
forms of estrangement,  
we begin with what we  
can see and touch and 
hold, and we return to what 
we can see and touch and 
hold, knowing that what  
is concrete reveals what  
is intangible: the energy, 
the process that forms 
what can be seen, whether 
it is a snake, or a woman, 
or a tree. Things reveal, in 
their forms, in their move
ments, the processes that 
shaped them, as the rocks 
reveal in their roundness 
and their crevices the 
movement of water. 

(Starhawk 1997)

This quote from Starhawk’s Dreaming 
the Dark is on a page that I randomly 
found as soon as I opened the book 
(page 27) as if performing divination 
with a set of Tarot—looking for an au-
thor that would align their star systems 
with my own. It was a surprising gift, as 
these words encapsulate exactly what 
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Y is about. By further reading Star-
hawk’s texts, her performative writing 
stirred notions of magic as a means to 
shape thoughts, and most important-
ly, to challenge our cultural systems 
(Western and Eastern alike!) that thrive 
in severing our bonds with our dreams. 
If my work interests you,  
I am sure that all of Starhawk’s litera-
ture will help you immerse further in 
the ideas I have offered here so far.

Y
By turning my body towards  

the erratic movements of the vegeta-
tion and the land, and being in Iceland 
to start the research, I found myself 
connecting to the forests in Iceland 
—the place I chose to start this pro-  
ject which is, ironically, exactly what  
Iceland is not known for. The scope  
of the movement of (re)forestation  
in the country2—the idea of rebirth 
—was probably what called me to  
the Heiðmörk forests on the outskirts  
of Reykjavík’s metropolitan area of  
all places, instead of Iceland’s end - 
less plains and volcanic rock fields.

Spending hours in meditation 
there, exploring the forests’ elements, 
I started to build effigies—prototypical 
figures—of certain animals, like the 
raven or the stag. I used branches that 
were scattered everywhere,  severed 
from tree limbs—possibly by groomers 
seeking to encourage their fast growth 
or simply shed by Iceland’s relentless 
windstorms. I found out that the shape 
of Y (a crossroad) was the one that fa-
cilitated the construction of the sculp-
tures. Like a dowsing rod  manipulated 
in an unusual way to perform as a divi-
nation tool that would reveal my path, it 
was clear that the letter  deserved to be 
the title of this work.

Most of those branches 
were already rotting due to weather 
 erosion. I find in that, again, another 
manifestation of Darkness; they are 
 decomposing matter, imbued with 
Death—which also means imbued  
with Life as soon something would 
emerge from it, be it moss or fungus.  

I have the notion that this sculptural 
 aspect of the work, left in the wilder-
ness, will sooner or later serve to  
cradle new life, or disappear altogether.

 By making effigies and 
 learning how to wield them, I feel as 
if they are vessels to help strength-
en a  connection with the land and 
 non- visible forces. This is what I’m 
looking for. They are constructed with  
a whimsical technique of weaving  
and tying them, of moving and dancing, 
 carry ing them from one place to an-
other. There is a playfulness in wearing  
them. The act of performing their 
 existence is the creation of a place  
of power where you may feel an   
emer gence of joy and fulfillment, and 
 hopefully become someone or some-
thing else, even if just a small fraction 
of yourself. This acts as an artistic work 
because it is the medium through 
which this force takes shape. In my 
 attempt to share with others or to 
 simply embrace human solitude,  
this performs a gift for the ravens,  
trees, and moss.

Y is an experience that intends 
to breach this civilised Tower built 
within us and root connections with the 
wilderness. It does not have a definitive 
form. I would even say that it is a crea-
ture of its own, with the innate ability 
to adapt itself for whoever is open to 
wielding Y’s power. 

Y connects us. Primitive mat-
ter emerges from dirt and decay to 
become a figure that travels upwards, 
shedding all of its humanity in the pro-
cess. Y allows us to become unknown 
animals of our own devising, twisting 
and bending, always upwards, away 
from the gravitational pull. Once this 
creature’s canopy reaches the Fir-
mament, it can finally expand. We will 
reshape as horses, humans, snakes, 
rabbits, elks, whales, owls, in a collec-
tive, finally dissipating into the endless 
expansion of the Universe.

2. “Since the 1950s, 
afforestation by 
planting trees has 
been a priority in 
Iceland. Planting 
done by forestry 
societies increased 
greatly during the 
1950s, reaching over 
1.5 million seedlings 
per year in the 
early 1960s.” Anders. 
“Reforestation 
Challenges in 
Scandinavia.”. 69.

Y
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With that said, I would like to invite you to join  
a walk with me, towards a place of power that  
I have prepared for us, offering an experience 
of connection between our visible, and invisible, 
energies with the land.

Keep in mind that you are always welcome  
to find ways in which you can interact with  
the experience. If in doubt, listen to yourself,  
and follow your instincts.
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Jón Gnarr was born in Reykjavík on a cold January morning 
in 1967. He began his career as a taxi driver turned alcohol 
and drugs counsellor. At night, Jón would drive drunk 
people around town and, in the daytime, he would help 
them to get sober. Many people have stayed sober for 
decades after driving with Jón.

These early career experiences got him into comedy.  
Jón started working in television and radio, as well as 
onstage as a stand-up comic. He was very successful  
and soon became one of the most popular comedians  
in Iceland. Jón then used his popularity to go into politics 
with his populist political party—The Best Party—and  
was mayor of Reykjavík from 2010-14.

Jón is an actor, writer, and playwright. Some of his  
work has been translated into Bulgarian and Korean.  
Jón is married. His hobbies are sharks and composting  
food scraps.
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THE SAGA  
OF HISTORY

Foreigners and tourists who visit Ice-
land often pay attention to the fact that 
we Icelanders are a great book nation. 
W. H. Auden makes this a special topic 
in his book Letters from Iceland:

In Iceland every man is a writer
and every other man a reader of his book
Every woman is a poet
and speaks like a ghostly elf

Every sailor is a poet
chanting toothless words
every farmer and every baker
even the rugged and homeless drunks
never lose their paper
or their pen down the drain1

I often reflect on the connection be-
tween Icelandic culture and books, 
book publishing, and reading.  Stories 
have always been a big part of the 
country’s history and few nations  
have as many written sources about 
their history as Icelanders. The begin-
nings of settlement are recorded in  
our Sagas and other medieval texts  
as well. When I read these sources,  
I often wonder what is the difference 
between fact and fiction. Is The Saga  
of Egill a novel or is it a biography? 
Maybe it’s both? Why are books so im-
portant to Icelanders and why is fiction 

such a prominent part of the history 
of our excellent nation? Who were the 
people who wrote all these books?  
And why was so much written here  
in ancient times when almost nothing 
was written in Europe, at least nothing 
of any value?

Nowhere in the world are as 
many books published per capita as 
in Iceland. In international surveys of 
reading, no other nation can have its 
toes where Iceland has its heels (like 
we say here in Iceland). Icelanders read 
much more than any other nation. And 
they are not reading just anything; they 
are reading almost exclusively novels. 
It is not without reason that the other 
Nordic countries call us Sögueyjan 
(Island of Sagas).

But what is the reason for  
this great love of the Icelandic novel?  
To  answer that question, we must  
scroll back in the history books and 
examine the roots of Icelandic culture 
and literature. I will look at sources 
about the settlement in the ancient 
stories: Book of Settlement, Saga  
of Egill Skallagrímsson, and Saga  
of Gudrid Petersen.

JÓN GNARR

1. Auden, Letters 
from Iceland.
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NATURE’S  
READING LAMP

The toponym Iceland, of course, first 
appears in a book. It was the Brit-
ish historian and monk Saint Bede 
 (672-735) who first recorded sources 
about the country in his book Historia 
ecclesiastica gentis Islandia.2 There  
he tells of the island in the north which 
is also known as Thule. Saint Bede tells 
the country’s story extremely well and 
describes it quite well. 

The country was then known 
among English monks who sailed  
there to enjoy solitude and the quality 
of the land. The monks sailed on leath-
er boats called Currach3 in old Irish 
for what was considered an eight-day 
voyage from Dublin. Saint Bede specif-
ically mentions how beautiful and 
rewarding the land is: “Tis a land  
of plenty. Forests and wild berries, 
where salmon comes jumping up  
from the river and into the skillet  
whilst the birds lay their eggs at  
your feet.”4

Despite great interest, Saint 
 Bede himself never had the fortune  
to travel to Iceland but based his 
 stories on interviews with monks  
who had gone there. He often waited 
on the Dublin pier for the monks’ arrival, 
excited to hear the latest travel stories 
from their adventures on the wonderful 
Island of Sagas. As the monks report-
ed, it was not entirely safe to embark 
on such a long voyage on this simple 
boat with a wooden frame, over which 
animal skins or hides were stretched. 
But what was the reason for this jour-
ney other than the solitude, the natural 
beauty of the country and the wild 
prey? This may come as a surprise  
to many, but the main reason seems  
to have been book-reading. 

The monks sailed to Iceland  
in the summer because it was bright  
all day so they could study the  scrip-  
tures. Bede wrote, “No darkness to 
hinder one from doing what one would, 
whether reading or picking lice. All 
without wearing your eyes out!”5 Bede 
wrote in particular about how the light 

in Iceland was suitable and perfect  
for reading—neither too much nor  
too little. Many of the monks were 
adults and had often complained 
about being tired of reading books  
by flickering candlelight.

It is clear from this that reading 
books has been the basis of Icelandic 
culture even long before the country 
was formally settled and people  
had clearly been coming here to  
read. Do you think any other country  
in the world has a similar history?  
To base one’s existence on reading 
good books? 

Iceland’s literary reputation 
 travelled far and wide. Many people 
around the globe became interested  
in this magical and wonderful island  
in the North Atlantic Ocean where  
the butter was said to drip from every 
straw. The oldest written sources 
about Iceland are from Latin and 
Arabic. The Arabic explorer Ibn Fadlan, 
who  travelled extensively throughout 
northern Europe in the mid-7th century, 
wrote of an island north of Norway.  
He described land where “a great river 
flows into the sea.”6 From Ibn Fadlan’s 
descriptions, it can be concluded  
that he was most likely at the mouth  
of Markarfljót. He also reportedly  
sailed past cliffs which rise from the 
sea—probably referring to the West-
man Islands.

Ibn stayed in the country for  
a few days with his entourage. He want-
ed to stay here longer and even settle 
here, but then unexpected events hap - 
pened. One night, he and his men were 
awakened as the earth shook and 
trembled. Ibn himself wrote, “The earth 
shook and shook like an elephant that 
has just bathed in dust.” He described 
how the earth tore apart and split into 
two parts where a dragon then stuck 
its head out of the earth, opened its 
mouth, and spit flames up into the  
sky. The travellers hurried to their boats 
and sailed away with heavy sails. But 
“the dragon spewed fire after them.”7 

Scholars believe that the dragon was  
a Mount Hekla  eruption, as it is 

2. St. Bede, Historia 
Ecclesiastica Gentis 
Islandia.

3. Logan, The Vikings 
in History.

4. St. Bede, Historia 
Ecclesiastica Gentis 
Islandia, 2489.

5. St. Bede, Historia 
Ecclesiastica Gentis 
Islandia, 273.

6. Faḍlān, Ibn 
Fadlan’s Journey to 
the North: A Tenth
Century Traveler 
from Baghdad to Mount 
Hecla, 345.

7. Faḍlān, Ibn 
Fadlan’s Journey to 
the North: A Tenth
Century Traveler 
from Baghdad to Mount 
Hecla, 36.

8. Eisenstein, “Anno 
Domini 822: Why 
Iceland’s Volcanoes 
Have Vexed Humans for 
Centuries.”
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 believed to have erupted in May 822.8
Few people made their way here 

during this historic eruption, which is 
believed to have lasted,  intermittently, 
until the late summer of 872. It is only 
then that Nordic people began  
to visit Thule. The first to arrive was  
the Swedish Viking Garðar Svavarsson. 
He based his farm in Garðabær and  
is believed to have organised his Viking 
raids in Thule, after which he invaded 
most of the British Isles. There are limit-
ed written sources about Garðar, apart 
from a few letters he sent to his mother 
from when he was staying here.9 

After his death in 863, the 
Norwegian Hrafna Flóki Vilgerðarson 
sailed to Thule. Like everybody else, 
Hrafna Flóki was a Viking. He had pre-
viously and for many years organised 
different raids but had, like many other 
Vikings, became more of a business-
man over time. He had a clear business 
idea after his arrival on the island. 
 Hrafna Flóki wanted to find a way to 
transport ice from Iceland to sell at the 
markets on the Mediterranean coast 
where there was a great demand for 
ice, both for cooling the homes of the 
rich and to preserve food. This is how 
he came to sail to Thule in search of 
ice. When he had found enough ice,  
in the fjords of the west, he declared 
the land his property, as was tradition, 
and named it simply  Ice-land.

Hrafna Flóki only went on one 
ice trip. He sailed off with a loaded  
ship of icebergs that he intended to  
sell in Algiers. The trip was splendid 
in the beginning and the ice was well 
 preserved and didn’t melt. But after 
sailing through the Strait of Gibraltar, 
Hrafna Flóki was hit by a heat wave.  
All the wind went out of his sails. When 
the ship finally docked in Algiers, the 
ice had all melted in the heat and 
 Hrafna Flóki’s boat was so full of fresh-
water that he harvested only ridicule. 

THE LAND  
OF YGGDRASILL

The so-called Viking Age is believed  
to have begun with the attack on 

Lindis farne Monastery in 793 and end-
ed with the defeat of Haraldur Hárfagri 
in Sussex on July 11th, 1066.10 The so-
called Viking Age is an integral part  
of the settlement of Iceland as the 
country is the centre of Viking  culture. 
In Iceland, weary men could rest and 
gather strength for the next  Viking  
raid, safe from possible retaliation  
after the last attack. In Iceland, the 
Vikings did not have to pay taxes on 
their booty to any kings, which made 
the Viking lifestyle more efficient than 
in Norway. 

Land quality and weather con-
ditions were quite different then than 
they are now. At that time, Iceland was 
going through a warm period called 
the Medieval Warm Period (MWP),11 
which is believed to have had a par tic-
ularly large impact on the island,  
as the weather then was probably 
 similar to that as in North America  
now. The land was covered in luscious 
forests between the mountain and  
the shore while summers were long 
and warm but winters short. Both 
beech and old oak trees grew here,  
as well as a lot of spruce. Alas, the 
Vikings cut down trees and used  
the wood to build their Viking ships.  
It is clear from the deforestation 
that the so-called Viking Age was 
quite  extensive because, during the 
 centuries that the Vikings lived here, 
they managed to remove the entire 
arboreal population.12

Even though the Vikings had 
made Iceland their home, it is uncer-
tain if they defined themselves spe-
cifically as Icelanders. They may have 
rather felt like Norwegians who only 
had a temporary stay in this country. 
But that was all to change suddenly 
when Haraldur Hárfagri was elected 
King of Norway on January 4th, 870. 
Until then, Norway had been divided 
 into five autonomous regions: Trond-
heim, Mæri, Harðangur, Oslo, and 
Narvík. Haraldur swore an oath to  
unite all of Norway into one kingdom 
and Christianise the people. 

Until this time, the Nordic 

9. Svavarsson, “Mín 
kæra móðir,” 9th 
century.

10. Palme, Skål! 
Historien Om 
Vikingarna.

11. “Medieval Warm 
Period  an Overview 
| ScienceDirect 
Topics.”

12. Georgia, “How 
Iceland Is Regrowing 
Forests Destroyed  
by the Vikings.”
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 countries had been heathen. In 
 Haraldur’s power struggle, it was im-
portant to overthrow other small kings 
and chieftains and gain possession of 
their properties and wealth. Valuables 
mostly consisted of gold and other pre-
cious metals but also armour, weapons, 
and slave labour. The richest men in 
Norway at that time were mainly those 
who had prospered on exciting and 
successful Viking expeditions. In the 
same year he came to power, Haraldur 
introduced a new tax called the Viking 
tax. Everyone who had had income 
from Viking raids was now, for the first 
time, made to pay import duties and 
20% tax on dividends.13

But that was not the main 
reason why the chieftains fled Norway. 
During their raids on mainland Europe, 
the Vikings often attacked monasteries. 
Nuns could easily be raped and monks 
used as slave labour. The monaster-
ies also often housed libraries and 
the book selection was an important 
part of the loot. Many of the books 
 contained maps and sketches that 
were valuable to any traveller. 

Sources about the Vikings  
that have been preserved among  
the Mediterranean nations state  
that the Vikings were mainly interested 
in three different types of trade. They 
offered slaves for sale in the slave 
 markets; that was their main source  
of income. In  addition, they brought 
with them products such as hides, 
dried fish, and walrus teeth. Thirdly,  
they sold used books; a visit to anti-
quated bookstores was a regular part 
of every trip. The demand for Vikings’ 
literary spoils only grew larger over  
the years, as good books were rare  
and sought after.

Many Vikings became outright 
librarians, turning away from the slave 
trade to make the purchase and sale 
of used books their main occupation. 
Little by little, private book collections 
rose all over Norway. Haraldur Hár-
fagri desired these books like all other 
valuables. Although he was illiterate 
himself, he was well aware of the power 

and respect inherent in a good book 
choice and the intellectual prestige  
of a large library. He therefore want-
ed to take over all the independent 
 libraries and merge them into one 
national library in Oslo.

This was the grain that filled  
the metre. Norwegian chiefs had 
already grown tired of Haraldur and 
his joy in introducing new and creative 
taxes. In the early spring of 872, they 
pulled out their ships, loaded their 
 valuables on board (not least books), 
spit over their shoulders towards 
Norway, and set their sails to Iceland. 
Legend has it that some did not take 
anything with them except books.  
The Book of Settlement mentions  
that Leifur Eiríksson was ferrying  
books to Iceland when he got lost  
at sea and ended up in America. 
Whether he was a book salesman 
 cannot be said with certainty, but it 
must be considered quite probable.15 

WAS LEIFUR EIRÍKSSON  
A TRAVELLING SALESMAN?

Numerous archaeology findings from 
the so-called Viking Age are situated 
all over North America, like the famous 
Mississippi Viking knarr.14 The biggest 
archaeological finding is without any 
doubt the Viking town of L’Anse aux 
Meadows in Newfoundland. Among  
the finding is the cover of a book. 
Carbon analysis shows that the cover 
is made of Icelandic cowhide and is 
believed to date back to the year 860. 
No one knows which book the cover 
contained; it is unmarked except for 
a handwritten label in runes on the 
inside of the cover: ᛅᚴᛋ ᛚᛁᛒᚱᛁᛋ ᛚᛅ  
(Ex Libris LE). Many scholars believe  
that LE stands for Leifur Eiríksson and 
that the book is even from his  private 
 collection. It will not be proven but 
must be considered quite probable.

It is estimated that in the years 
870-874, approximately 40-60,000 
 people fled from Norway to Iceland. 
Most swore never to return. Many be-
lieve that the Vikings brought with them 
up to 10,000 book titles. It was not sole-

13. “Taxation  
in the Viking and 
Germanic Societies : 
AskHistorians.”

14. “Viking Ship 
Discovered Near 
Mississippi River.”

15. Wallace, Westward 
Vikings.
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ly the books that came with the settlers, 
but also their interest in literature and 
literary awareness. The settlers burned 
with literary desires. All of these people 
were both well-read and talented writ-
ers and many of them had been book 
people for years. 

Slaves captured from British 
monasteries also held the knowl-
edge and experience of writing and 
 publishing. Bookmaking soon became   
the largest industry in Iceland and its 
main export. Icelandic sagas were con-
sidered superior to other international 
stories and authors such as Snorri 
Sturluson became popular all over  
the world. Icelandic books were trans-
lated and published in many languag-
es. When you look at the story with 
these eyes, you see it in a new light.  
We are again reminded of the happy 
Irish monks who enjoyed reading the 
scriptures in the clear Icelandic light, 
the same light that today inspires 
movie directors to film almost every 
Hollywood blockbuster in Iceland. 

Vikings were not only tall, 
 glorious ancient heroes and villains; 
they were not only predatory rapists 
and murderers. Vikings were also 
lovers of literature and history. It was 
 important for the ancients to have  
a story to tell that was unlike the story 
told by Haraldur Hárfagri’s propagan-
da machine. It is clear that the Vikings 
went through a transformation after 
 arriving in Iceland and soon took  
on the role of Guardians of Saga.16  
It was this mentality that laid out the 
foundation for the democratic literary 
community that has always flourished 
in Iceland and has been a common 
thread throughout our history. 

Literature has had both 
 direct and indirect influences on the 
 structural development of society in 
Iceland. The libraries gained, with time,  
a great deal of political power and soon 
 became centres of high education in 
the country. It was the libraries and 
booksellers, in collaboration with pub-
lishers and writers, who initiated the 
 establishment of the Alþingi at Þing-

vellir on June 17th, 930—where book-
sellers have staged their annual book 
fair continuously since settlement.  
All Icelanders have held direct or 
 indirect jobs in book pub lish ing, 
whether they were publishers, authors, 
or booksellers. All were considered 
Guardians of Saga. Ships that had 
 previously been laden with warlike 
Vikings in heavy armour now sailed 
loaded with new stories for the book 
markets in Algiers, Jerusalem, and 
Constantinople; authors such as 
Sæmundur Fróði, Arngrímur Lærði, 
and Snorri Sturluson were prominent 
names on medieval bestseller lists.

THE SAGA OF GUDRID
From the beginning, Iceland has been 
known all over the world for stories  
and good books. It is not unusual that 
the first thing that comes to people’s 
minds when they hear about the coun-
try is most often the title of a book (fol-
lowed by a smile). A book that is written 
and made in Iceland has always been 
in itself a brand of excellence—just like 
furniture made in Sweden, a suit from 
Italy, or a German car. 

This is nowhere better 
 expressed than in the story of the 
 settler woman Guðríður Petersen  
(843-916). Guðríður has often been 
called the “lost woman” in the settle-
ment of Iceland. Guðríður was of 
 Danish descent but was fascinated  
by Iceland through reading the Sagas 
and decided to move here. Guðríður 
had many lovers throughout her 
adventurous life and raised fourteen 
children. One of her best-known 
 descendants was Hans Petersen, 
who ran Hans Petersen’s Photography 
 Service all over Iceland for almost  
a century as a licensed Kodak dealer. 
Guðríður was herself an inventor;  
she invented skyr, among other things.  
She was also the first known person  
to use mutton in sausages instead  
of pork, which is considered by many  
to be the secret to the popularity  
of the Icelandic wiener sausage. 

Guðríður died at the age of 

16. Jorgensen, Who 
Were the Guardians 
of the Sagas? Noble 
Titles of the Viking 
Age. Early Icelandic 
Viking History.
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seventy-three of injuries she sustained 
in a fist fight. On her deathbed, she had 
a simple message to her children and 
grandchildren—read and write books. 
“Með bókum skal land bæta”  (With 
books, land shall be improved) were 
her last words. This was truly Guðríður’s 
wish for Iceland.

Icelanders are a free-spirited 
people who have always known that, 
aside from natural law, there are no  
real laws except those written in a book 
and, without the book, there is nothing 
but oral fairytales and  injustice. That 
is why the Bible is a book, not just a 
newspaper or a recording. This is truly 
the motto of Icelanders: Með bókum 
skal land bæta. Thousands of new 
books are published every year and 
with each new novel, Iceland gets  
a little better than it was before.

The book is engraved in the 
 genetic pattern of every Icelander. It  
is a part of his whole body and psyche.  
It’s in the water. It’s in the air. And it 
shines in the reflection of the northern 
lights in the eyes of every Icelandic 
child. The book is the national identity 
of Iceland, just as music is a national 
symbol of Ireland. Just as Germans  
are organised, so Icelanders are poetic. 
Anyone who does not live in fiction 
does not live in Iceland.

As I suggested at the beginning, my 
purpose was to try to distinguish 
between what is a Saga and what is 
simply a story in order to ask: what is  
so remarkable about books? A good 
story can be just a beautifully told lie. 
A lie is only justified if it is said for the 
purpose of protecting the victim of 
the lie from the pain that may follow 
the truth. Children, especially very sick 
children, have a right to only hear what 
they want to hear, both because they 
are children and more so because  
they are sick. 

It takes a certain amount of 
child ishness to believe a story. The 
consumer, listener, or reader also needs 
to have a certain religious conviction  
or orientation. You don’t tell dying peo-

ple about nihilism. You don’t rant about 
the horrors of the Holocaust with the 
suffering and dying or how their bodies 
will, after death, break down to simpler 
organic or inorganic matter such as 
carbon dioxide, water, simple sugars, 
and mineral salts. It is true and it is 
wonderful and exciting, but it would  
be inappropriate speak about it. You 
speak instead about something sooth-
ing. If the dying person wants to talk 
about Jesus, then you talk about Jesus. 

It’s an art to know how to keep 
quiet. Between silence and lying, there 
is something called the White Lie. It is 
also called fiction. In Old Norse: saga. 

Icelanders are a book nation  
just as a drinker is an alcoholic. Our 
 obsession with books is an addic-
tion and, as with alcoholic drinks for 
the alcoholic, one novel is too much 
but one thousand is far too little. You 
wouldn’t deny a dying person a shot of 
mor phine because you fear they might 
become addicted. If life is a story, then 
it must preferably contain some heroic 
deed. Sometimes such deeds never 
happened. So you have to become 
 creative. Out of respect for the dying.

What is true or untrue doesn’t 
really matter if the story is well written 
and so entertaining that someone 
wants to buy it. Whether or not some-
thing is fact or fiction doesn’t really 
matter, after all. What matters is the  
way it makes us feel. Because what  
we feel is always real.

And now I feel I can see 
Guðríður Petersen waving approvingly 
to me from her window in Valhalla. 
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AN EPISTEMOLOGY 
OF PLAY

ASSIMILATION,  EMPATHY, 
AND AWARENESS 

THROUGH  IMPROVISED 
ACTING AND LARPING

KRISTÍN MJÖLL  
BJARNA DÓTTIR JOHNSEN

Humans have been specu lating about 
the future of techn ology through art 
and movies for decades. It is a com-
mon theme that AI will event ually 
conquer us and take over our top 
seat in the world’s hierarchy, that the 
singu larity will happen at some point. 
While having robots equipped with 
AI at home today isn’t very common, 
the possi bility of it gets closer every 
day. Many of us already use AI daily; 
we have Alexa (an artificial assistance 
AI technology from Amazon) in many 
homes and Siri (virtual assistant)  
in Apple phones.

The most advanced AI robot 
today in our world is per haps Sophia 
from Hanson Robotics. In their own 
words, Sophia is “si mul ta ne ously a 
 human-crafted science fiction char-
acter depicting the future of AI and 
robotics, and a platform for advanced 
robotics and AI research.”2 Sophia 
has appeared on talk shows and has 
spoken at hundreds of conferences. 

With AI advancements such as Sophia, 
humanity steps closer to a new robotic 
reality. But how are we stepping into 
this reality? What are our values when  
it comes to robots and how might  
a new robotic reality impact our ethics? 
What skills can we cultivate today that 
will lead us to a more ethical and ratio-
nal relationship with our new friends? 
How can we gain more empathy and 
stimulate our anthropocentric con-
sciousness to reflect on our ethical 
choices?

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK:  
THE WORLD

It’s hard to start somewhere and spe-
culate forward without looking back 
and consider what the foundation  
of our  society is. Since Ancient Greek 
times, we have been analysing and 
contextualising the world around us 
with humans as the main protagonists, 
sovereigns in the hierarchy of all living 
things on earth. We measure intelli-

Sidenote:  
Some people  
use 
“singularity”  
for the time  
when “human
level AI is 
achieved”, or 
“computers 
have become 
more 
intelligent 
than human.”1 

1. Wang, Liu, 
and Dougherty, 
“Conceptions 
of Artificial 
Intelligence  
and Singularity.”

Sidenote: Artificial 
intelligence (AI)  
is the ability of  
a digital computer  
or computer
controlled robot 
to perform tasks 
commonly associated 
with intelligent 
beings. The term  
is frequently applied 
to the project of 
de veloping systems 
endowed with 
the intel lectual 
processes char ac
teristic of humans, 
such as the ability 
to reason, discover 
meaning, generalise, 
or learn from past 
experience.3

Sidenote: Merriam 
Webster Dictionary 
has two definitions 
for anthropocentrism:

1. Considering 
human beings 
as the most 
significant 
entity of  
the universe 

2. Interpreting 
or regarding the 
world in terms 
of human values 
and experience

2.“Sophia.” 3. Gordon and 
Pasvenskiene, 
“Human Rights 
for Robots?”

4. Merlin Sheldrake, En
tangled Life: How Fungi 
Make Our Worlds, Change 
Our Minds and Shape Our 
Futures.
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gence in other species in accordance 
with human nature.4  

That said, anthropocentrism 
is hardwired into our culture and has 
been for thousands of years. In Jewish, 
Christian, and Islamic belief systems, 
God made Adam and Eve (Hawa) in 
His image and gave them Eden, their 
kingdom, so long as they followed  
His rule to not eat of the tree in the 
middle of the garden. 

The creation of the fifth 
day, the animal world, rules 
over the celestial spheres. 
Witness the ziz, which can 
darken the sun with its pin-
ions/ But ye are masters 
of the whole of creation, 
because ye were the last 
to be created. Hasten now 
and eat of the fruit of the 
tree in the midst of the gar-
den, and become indepen-
dent of God, lest He bring 
forth still other creatures  
to bear rule over you.5

The hierarchy established in anthropo-
centrism is that humans are at the top 
of other species and plants, as they are 
closest to the image of God.

Some scholars refer to ant-
hropocentrism as human chauvin- 
ism. Environ mental political theorist  
Tim Hayward argues that “it is less  
   tenable to think of humans as made  
in the image of God, as the purpose  
of creation, than as one of the  pro ducts 
of natural evolution.”6 He also argues 
that in human chauvinism, the inter-
ests of humans must always take 
 precedence over the interests of non - 
humans. Human chauvinism does 
not take human values as a criterion 
of com parison, since it accepts no 
 comparison between humans and 
nonhumans. Human chauvinism 
 ultimately values humans because  
they are humans.7

With this ingrained species ism, 

how will we evaluate the robots that will 
in habit the planet in a few decades?  
A study by Christine E. Looser and 
Thalia Wheatley from 2010 asked 
questions about aesthetics of robots 
according to their possible roles in 
society. In this research, robots intend-
ed for more social roles were preferred 
to have a human-like morphology.8 
People felt a greater perception of  
“life” and of the robots possessing  
a “mind” the closer the images came  
to being human. 

I interviewed Steinunn 
 Guðmunds dóttir, a lawyer  special - 
ising in arti ficial intell igence (S.  Guð-  
mundsdóttir 2021). She noted that 
there is  already movement within law 
 regu lations to grant AI applications 
formal legal status, some even r esem-
bling “human rights” or person hood.  
At the same time, animals are granted 
very limited legal status. This is likely 
because humanised AI mimics  human 
appearance and voice, leading to 
ques tions of how legal status should 
be handled, including whether and  
at what point AI applications should  
be granted specific legal rights.

The singularity will be a juncture 
in anthropology (because then the 
robots will have equal or superior intel-
lect to humans). At that point, we could 
possibly raise robots to the status of 
deities because of our anthropocentric 
tendencies. Anthony Levandowski,  
a former executive at Google and  
Uber, created the first church dedicat-
ed to AI, called The Way of the Future.  
In his own words, he states that 
“WOTF’s activities will focus on the 
realization, acceptance, and worship  
of a Godhead based on Artificial 
Intelligence (AI) developed through 
 computer hardware and software.”9  
In an interview with Mark Harris at 
Wired, Levandowski restates his  
claim more directly: “What is going  
to be created will effectively be a  
god.”10 This point of view underpins  
why it is hard for us to see beyond 
anthropocentrism. 

As Levandowski said himself, 

5. Ginzberg et al., 
The Legends of the 
Jews.

6. Kopnina et al., 
“Anthropocentrism.”

7. Kopnina et al.

8. Edwards et 
al., “Initial 
Expectations, 
Interactions, and 
beyond with Social 
Robots.”

9. Harris, “Inside 
the First Church 
of Artificial 
Intelligence | 
Backchannel.”

10. Harris.

11. Harris.
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“It’s not a god in the sense that makes 
lightning or causes hurricanes. But 
if there is something a billion times 
smarter than the smartest human,  
what else are you going to call it?”11 

According to our set of beliefs, there  
is nothing that is superior to us in 
intelligence, on a scale that we have 
made in accordance with ourselves 
as humans. The step above us must 
therefore be gods. But are there really 
gods or are we humans playing one?  
Is it deferential to believe that AI appli-
cations may become gods or is it the 
crystallisation of anthropocentrism  
that makes us think this way? Because  
of how deeply rooted anthropocen-
trism is in our industrialised and West-
ern  societies, a practice of empathy 
towards AI applications must start  
with what we know best and appre- 
ciate the most: ourselves. 

METHODS AND MILIEU
Anthropocentrism and technological 
progression are the cornerstones of 
my current art project, which consists 
of a workshop and then a performance 
where the fruits of the workshop are 
dis played. In the Xenos workshop, 
these two fundamentals—anthropo-
centrism and technological progres-
sion—will be challenged and reflected 
upon. The workshop is a hybrid of 
Live Action Role Play (LARP) and 
 improvised theatre, set in an altern- 
ative world. 

In this alternative world, the sin-
gularity has happened. Robots, called 
Xenos, are equipped with xenobiotic 
organisms, living as companions  
to the Naturals on the planet Hold. 
The Naturals are descendants from 
 humans, a generation that moved  
to an inhabitable planet and made  
a new life there. Humans of the earth 
also still exist, even though the earth 
has suffered greatly due to global 
warming, but with the help and  
responsibility of AI, Earth is being  
restored back to balance. The Xenos 
are man-made organisms, a pro-
gressed AI. The Xenos have all kinds  

of roles in their society on planet  
Hold, based on the type of Xeno  
they are—teachers, amusement bots, 
news anchors, etc. They also have  
jobs that were devised in concordance 
with a changing economy and social 
structure of their world—for example, 
midwives for robots. The Xenos are 
made in the image of the human and 
respect for their maker, homo sapiens, 
is inherently programmed in them. My 
role in the workshop is perhaps the 
closest to a LARP master, or a game 
master.

A game master is a person who  
has a good overview of the game,  
the world, and players, and guides 
players through the game. Even though 
a good master is essential, the game 
content and quality of the work comes 
from the participants. My brother 
Haukur Þór Búason has been a game 
master in role-play games and in LARP 
for two decades. When asked what  
is fundamental for a LARP to go well, 
he responded with the following. 

When LARPing, coope-
ration is funda mental. 
 Being a game master in 
both forms (LARPing and 
tradi tional role-playing),  
I feel that when LARPing 
you need more individu-
als to perform well for the 
game to succeed. A good 
game master isn’t enough; 
you also need at least a 
few confident players who 
are active and show ini-
tiative; it’s crucial for the 
game to work out well. 
(Búasson 2021)  

The turn of events and the practice of 
the LARPing is up to the participants. 
Each participant has a responsibility for 
their own character, and everyone must 
be conscious of other players, be an 
active listener, and be fully committed 
to the game. 

Sidenote: Xeno bi
otics are known as 
sub stances foreign 
to an entire bio
log ical system, 
i.e. artificial 
substances, which 
previously did not 
exist before their 
synthesis by humans.12

12. Patterson, 
Gonzalez, and 
Idle, “XENOBIOTIC 
METABOLISM – A 
VIEW THROUGH THE 
METABOLOMETER.”

Sidenote: noun [ C  
or U ] (also larp)
UK/lɑːp/ US/lɑːrp/
abbreviation for 
liveaction role
playing game or live
action role play: a 
game in which players 
dress as particular 
characters and act 
out their roles (= 
parts) in the game.13

13. “LARP.”
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The same foundation can be 
applied in the method of improv acting. 
I spoke with Björk Guðmundsdóttir,  
a teacher and an actress with Improv 
Ísland (B. Guðmundsdóttir 2021). She 
said that it is fundamental to be open 
to other people’s ideas and support 
them. It is also very important that the 
people at the back of the stage commit 
to the story that is being told onstage 
and be ready to sink with the ship if 
everything goes south, even if it wasn’t 
your idea in the first place. Standing  
at the back of the stage and thinking 
I’m not going to participate in this 
scene because I don’t find it funny 
does not work. Everyone is together 
as a team, lifting each other up, and 
supporting each other’s ideas. 

Both Haukur and Björk agreed 
that LARP ing and im prov acting have 
things in common but there are also 
things that they do not share. A third -
party audi ence is usu ally not present  
in LARPing but it is fundamental in  
the Improv scene. Audiences are asked  
to participate in the Improv scene;  
they may be asked to share stories 
from their lives that the actors can then 
formulate into a scene acted onstage. 
Meanwhile, playing styles in LARPing 
can vary vastly, but they have the ba-
sics in common—that the participants 
of the LARP play a character role.  
They have freedom to improvise as 
much as they like within the parame-
ters  established by the game design,  
goal, background, and personality  
of the character. Sometimes, the aim  
is to feel and be the character, a more 
 inward and emotional sense of LARP-
ing, while other times the player might 
just want to portray the character as 
believably as possible, a more out- 
 ward sense like an actor at a theatre.  
Other times, the aim of the player is  
to ac com plish challenges and win 
the game. Regardless of the different 
styles of LARPing and its lack of third-
party audience, LARPing can be truly 
per formative.14

In my workshop, I will guide the 
participants towards character immer-

sion, whether it will be an introverted 
exploration or an extroverted one.  
The results may vary, depending on  
the players’ comfortability and the out-
comes of the improv sessions. LARPs 
can encourage personal growth, 
which I adapt in my workshop. In this 
 immersive situation, participants may 
be offered insight and self-reflection 
that can enable participants to pro-
mote real changes in their own lives 
and environments.15

THE WORKSHOP:  
A PROLOGUE FOR CHANGE

The workshop at its core is an in vi t- 
ation for emp athy and team work. 
Every one must put in their effort for  
the game to work out as well as pos-
sible. The changes that need to be 
done for our current social /eco logi cal 
sys t ems today can feel overwhelming. 
This workshop does not solve these 
problems but is more of a prologue  
for change, a social dialogue of specu-
lations through play. This is an invitation 
to an alternative world where people 
get to completely immerse themselves 
in another being’s life and interest (the 
player’s character) and, with care and 
respect, elevate the character for the 
game and try to step out of their own 
anthropocentric narratives. 

Post-humanist scholar Ewa 
Domanska states that “[k]nowledge 
is relative and every theory is creat-
ed in a particular time and place as 
a result of particular needs, and thus 
should be constantly verified.”16 The-
ory must reach the same level that 
contemporary research addresses, 
since existing theories and interpretive 
tools are unable to address a briskly 
changing world. Domanska also says 
that the theory of the humanities and 
social sciences are trailing behind 
the  con temp or ary world in terms of 
 en viro n mental cataclysms, climate 
crisis, genetic engineering, techno- 
logy, and nanotechnology in a world 
appraising global capitalism. Therefore, 
we must scrutinise the new situations 
and  phenomena that technology has 

14. Stenros and 
Montola, Nordic Larp.

15. Stenros  
and Montola.

16. Domanska, “Beyond 
Anthropocentrism in 
Historical Studies.”
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created. We need to question our cur-
rent epistemology and create change. 
I firmly believe that with more empa-
thy and care for ourselves and other 
 beings, our chances for growth will  
be expedited. 

The world in the workshop is set to be 
sometime in the future or in an alterna-
tive reality. Characters can be descen-
dants from humans (Naturals) or unhu-
man, both as robots on the planet Hold 
or as a being (in a mycelial network of 
species living in content and connec-
tion) on the planet Clover. The player 
may sympathise with being a character 
who either lacks or has  surplus rights 
and social status from what the player 
is used to in their  everyday life. The 
player may also generate  empathy 
through being a part of a network  
that does not follow a familiar struc- 
ture at all.  

The workshop starts with a 
channeling ritual. Each participant 
channels a character through a tarot -
card reading done by the game master. 
The reading is made with a special 
deck of tarot cards I made especially 
for this workshop, created from ele-
ments of various tarot cards fused 
together as well as new elements  
that comply with the world in which 
the game takes place. The rule is that 
the character being channeled already 
exists in the world that participants  
are entering. The character chooses  
a player to be its medium because  
of mutual qualities of the player and 
the character. By using this method, 
the player is invited to self-reflect on 
characteristics they might share with 
the assigned character, including  
what the character might be lacking 
that the player possesses or vice versa.  
The player becomes a voice for  
a voiceless. 

The reason why I chose tarot 
cards to be the medium for the char-
acter is because of a personal connec-
tion to the form. Tarot cards were first 
designed as a game, but later gained 
momentum and are now usually  as- 

 so ciated with esotericism or New-  
Age practices.17 The workshop is not  
in par tic ular about esotericism, but  
it encourages self-reflection and 
harmony, values that New-Age prac-
tices often share. Through the tarot 
reading (or channeling as I refer to the 
ceremony), the player gets to know his 
character, the physical appearance 
of the character, their profession, and 
some personality traits of the character. 
Through the reading, the participant 
usually starts to see what fundamental 
traits the character shares with them-
selves and, through that, empathy with 
the character usually develops. 

DIGITIGRADING  
INTO THE FUTURE

Unlike most social games that are fre - 
quently competitive in nature, most 
role-playing games are cooperative 
with no clearly defined winners or los-
ers and potentially no defined end to 
the game. Instead, the goal is for a mu-
tually rewarding experience for as long 
as the participants wish.18 It is about 
choices and immersion within a reality 
of which you usually are not a part. The 
game provides an opportunity to live 
out something on your own skin. 

As a recently emerged field  
of study, Posthumanism revolves 
 mainly around ethical choices we 
could make in the future. Considering 
the results of ecological crisis and rap-
id technological progress and espe-
cially recent achievements in genetic 
engineering, biotechnology, neuro-
pharmacology, and nanotechnology, 
Domanska is  certain that we should 
start to ask ques tions about the big 
picture as well as global questions.19  
In the workshop, its whole picture is 
fundamental; everyone must work  
for the well-being of other participants. 
Otherwise, the game will not work, 
as the outcome and enjoyment are 
completely up to the devotion of each 
participant. Rosi Braidotti, scholar and 
author of the book The Posthuman, 
says that we need to “embrac[e] an 
ethic of experiment with intensities”20 

17. Farley, A Cult
ural History of 
Tarot, 93.

18. Hawkes, “Role
Playing Games Used 
as Educational and 
Therapeutic Tools  
for Youth and 
Adults.”

19. Domanska, “Beyond 
Anthropocentrism in 
Historical Studies.”

20. Rosi Braidotti, 
The Posthuman.
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to find out what our physical bodies, 
minds, and “enfleshed selves” can do. 
In Posthuman subjects, the ethical 
imagination thrives in ontological 
 relationality. By removing negativity  
and self -centered individualism, we 
can create a sustainable ethics for  
non-unitary subjects that rests on  
an enlarged sense of inner connection 
between the self and others, including 
“non-human” or “earth” others.
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Melanie Noel is a flying spider. At some angles, her webs  
are text; at others, they’re seasonal self-geometry. She 
trends disoriented but cheerful, like a minor cartoon 
character reaching offscreen. Her work concerns all things 
elderly: memory, amber, forgetfulness, finitude. She’s not 
won a Golden Globe, no, nor does she carry bullion, but 
Charlotte and a sundog led her through the eye of a needle. 
If you can’t find her, it’s not personal. Rain + light reveal her. 
dullbutcharming.com
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Ley Line Migration

LEY LINE MIGRATION
A GUIDE TO THE TUNNELS 

AND CAVES OF DIALOGUES 
ON THE DEOBJECTIFI-

CATION OF SPACE  
(PLAINSPOKEN ESP)1

MELANIE NOEL
What is momentum without velocity?

   How do we practice divination by berry trace?

“Experiments have shown that it’s completely irrelevant what form or color a 
moving object possesses. It will only appear as a perception mark in the scallop’s 
environment if its movement is as slow as that of a starfish. The scallop’s eyes are 
set to pick up neither form nor color, but only a certain speed of movement...” 
— Jakob von Uexküll, A Foray into the Worlds of Animals and Humans

   How do we weave cochlearly?

  Is migration a form of writing with feathers or feet?

“When we tango, I invent space-time with you, a you that is always singular-plural. 
The room dances.”—Erin Manning, The Politics of Touch

     Is the lost bird’s path a drawing?
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  What if string telephones were made with spider’s thread?

 
“Then experience is revelation, because plants and people have in their cells 
particles of light that can become coherent, that radiate out physically and also 
with the creativity of metaphor, as in a beam of light holographically, i.e., by intu-
ition, in which I inhale the perfume of the Bourbon rose, then try to separate what 
is scent, sense, and what you call memory, what is emotion, where in a dialogue 
like touching is it so vibratory and so absorbent of my attention and longing, with 
impressions like fingerprints all over.”—Mei-mei Berssenbrugge, Hello, the Roses

 What if the space between here and there is a letter in a yetknown alphabet?

     ,
  
  Inhospitable space, space of the round forever—

   a feather gives back from the arrow of itself,

 swallowed into twinness  a tuft of seedhead

                  clouds

            the throat.

  Other voice: 

I hear you in the roundness of what you are, a green we mistake for green, 
we twinning,

 a water blinks off your field.

    You are a silver green
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    unsilent silence vibrating the air.

 

  

  Right, right, I can shut up a moment, yes, right—

Other voices:

  ´
   
   ´ð

       ´´

The stranger climbs the tower.  I hear you, mammalian trellis-shod 
acres:

  No such thing as black and white.

  I hear it too, 

  its circular breathing, fingers that close over 

 another other voice:

  its red circulation stammers.

  I shut my red eye,
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   a voice of feathers:

    nk {wh-breath}, [a mouth of black water]

 The bone mounds fall out.

 Tangled triplets derspirit the bloodstream.

 

 Speech unsolved of roe.

  The toe’s speech: {rivulet} ng grng rndleenggrng, {spittering}

 Galanter spun

  the cave speech:

From a room away the mouth hammock reaches around the face.

It is a very snug speech bubble.

Ravens feed the ancestral word fields  (Self(l)oss Hamingja) 

 regurgitated a circular breathing

 you first saw as sling, as harness, but now you see as wings.

   The porous humid house sky acre Too much 
poetry

  turns the mouth,
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  a warren reluctant to speech.

 The carrot’s inging, ingterpreted by a hand [mouth-hand]:

  crrdlcr cvrrdlvcr cckcrdlr vrthr cr [repeats improvisation-
ally].

   Durability-silence, sky’s duration: a new form 

    rewritten acoustically

    by languages underwater—

  

   stsshhssttshshshsttstttsststtshsttshhtst , ,    ´

  
  

  
  Durable cloud,

 struggling beetle.

 A vine reaches into nothingness  ear nodes

after each statement, the nerve ghost of its opposite, a negative image.

 I could eat the strawberries you picked
 But you could not travel freely

  The berry that touched your hand: the berry a letter to a future 
place

  its silence misunderstood  ingested, a watery speech,  
pinkish a kitten

  disguised by immobility     gray feather gray fur gray curb gray 
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step gray    curtain

 The mask two arms that cover the mouth
 The sling where you unevenly are made weapon held back

  You can step out of the static current
  You have somewhere to go

   The fact crouches over you:  cave practice.

   
   Edible sorrow.

   Book arrows at the elbow Indirectly the scouts

  Three nervy routes balled up into ancestral unborn

  Stir the plover

   Speech of the Plover:

 ,, ’’ ,,’’’’ ,,,’’’’’’’ ,’′  ′, ,, ,,,  ′ ‘’, ,,
,,, ‘ ,’ ,, ’’ ,,’’’’  ,,,  ′ ‘’, ,, ,,,’’’’’’’’

, , ,, , ,  ,, ,,, , ,, 
,,,,  ,, ,,, ,, ,, ,, ,, , ,,, 
, ,, ,, ,, ,,,, 

,,, ‘ ,’ ,, ’’ ,,’’’’ ,,,’’’’’’’ ,’′  ′, ,, ,,,  ′ ‘’, ,,
,,, ‘ ,’ ,, ’’ ,,’’’’ ,,,’’’’’’’ ,’′  ′, ,, ,,,  ′ ‘’, ,, 

,,,’’’’’’’’’’’’’’’’’’’’

 ,, , ,, , ,,, , , ,, ,,, 
, ,,

,,, ‘ ,’ ,, ’’ ,,’’’’ ,,,’’’’’’’ ,’′  ′, ,, ,,,  ′ ‘’, ,,
,,, ‘ ,’ ,, ’’ ,,’’’’ ,,,’’’’’’’ ,’′  ′, ,, ,,,  ′ ‘’, ,, 

,,,’’’’’’’’’’’’’’’’’     (, ,) ′
   ,, , , ,, , ,, ,,, 

,  ,,,, , ,, ,,, ,, ,, ,, ,, 
, ,,,  ,, ,, ,,,, 

,, ’’ ,,’’’’ ,,,’’’’’’’ ,’′  ′, ,, ,,,  ′ ‘’, ,,
 ,,’’’’ ,,,’’’’’’’ ,’′  ′, ,, ,,,  ′ ‘’
 
 
translated by the strawberry’s hands,
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Michael Richardt (DK/NI) is a per form ance artist spe cial-
ising in time-based and long-durational per form ance.  
His practice in cludes video, photo graphy, sculp ture, writing, 
vertical dance, and music. Michael is a  ma triar chal thinker 
and creates work using a self-developed system that 
consists of frames based on spectral colours, objects,  
and natural phenomena.

In 2017, the docu ment ary My Mother Is Pink focused on 
Michael’s durational, intergenerational, and interdisciplinary 
artwork RULE PINK. My Mother Is Pink was nominated for 
Best Art Documentary at the Sheffield Docu ment ary Film 
Festi val and won the Out standing Excellence Award at the 
Desert Edge Global Film Festival in India. In 2018, Michael 
worked for Marina Abramović performing Imponderabilia 
and Freeing the Voice at Den  mark’s Louisiana Museum  
of Modern Art and The Freeing Series at Nor way’s Henie 
Onstad Art Centre. In 2019, Michael wrote the film script  
and book for his future film My Father Is Black. His work  
was  re cent ly exhibited at the Kunsthal Nikolaj in Denmark  
as well as the Reykjanes Art Museum and the Nordic  
House in Iceland.
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BROWN
MICHAEL RICHARDT

This is a story of how a child hood art 
practice travelled through time from 
the 1980’s to arrive in 2021 as a vocal 
performance by MRI.

MRI is an acronym for Michael 
Richardt Iridescence—a  conceptual 
performance persona that I use to 
 embody a utopian vision of love and 
freedom. This figure em braces, con-
tains, and expresses all colours. The 
‘I’ stands for Iridescence, which is a 
hypersurface structure found in nature 
that creates the appearance of spectral 
colours. It is  commonly  recognised as 
the colour of  soap   bubbles. My perfor-
mances and objects strive to become 
light, and so do I. In that process they 
and I turn to music. My final perfor-
mance will be a vocal recording.

THE MAGIC TWELVE 
As a child every now and then I would 
be given a package of twelve  felt-tip 
pens. Red, Orange, Yellow, Light Green, 
Light Blue, Dark Green, Dark Blue, 
Brown, Grey, Purple, and Pink. I would 
use Pink first; it often dried out while 
colouring in a big skirt. My grand-
mother would remove the lid and pour 
spirits into it; this would dilute the 
colour and keep it going. The third time, 

Pink had turned to Rose. By the fourth 
time, it was almost gone. Then I’d use 
Purple, but my interest was already 
dwindling in the absence of Pink.  
The rest of the colours I had absolutely  
no interest in engaging with, but I had 
to use them all up, to get a new Pink. 

Next, I’d try to make my own 
 Turquoise by mixing Light Green and 
Light Blue. It was hopeless. I was not 
going to look like an amateur and  
have my paper ruffled up. This was  
my reality. Turquoise wasn’t there and 
only sometimes I would have Pink. The 
two colours became synonymous with 
my parents. The remaining eleven felt-
tip pens represented the reality that 
surrounded me, with which I wanted  
to have very little to do. 

So, with all the colours, I drew  
a bubble, put myself in it, and a  tor- 
nado carried me away. This bubble  
was the imaginative vision triggered  
by my grandmother’s magic game.  
When there was turmoil at home,  
I took  refuge in paper, like a tiny  
cowboy in his grandmother’s skirt, 
guided by the music in the ink.
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THE BLUES BALL PEN
On paper, I was born in 1980 in Skan-
derborg, Denmark to a Danish Mother 
and a blank space.1 The blank space 
should have carried the name of my 
Nigerien father; since birth, I’ve only 
met him three times. 

I was raised by my grandpar-
ents. They nurtured me and cared for 
me until the age of five. Then I went 
to live with my mother. We lived in 
eight  different places until I ran away 
at  fifteen. After that, I returned to live 
again with my grandparents. 

Being the only mixed-race child 
in the neighbourhood meant that I was 
unusual and often alone. We lived in a 
small neighbourhood, and I would walk 
the streets wearing my grandmother’s 
skirts tied with a belt. It made me walk 
differently. I felt like a cowboy just 
like John Wayne on his horse. All the 
neighbours were used to me passing 
in my skirt, with a bottle of Sommerdrik, 
the Danish equivalent of Kool-Aid.  I 
grew up playing with Barbies, My Little 
Pony, He-Man, and Racetracks. I had 
very little interaction with computers. 
My brief encounters with them consist-
ed of Bubble Bobble and Great Giana 
 Sisters, two adventure games about 
going to another level.

MY CHROMATIC SCALE
When I was four, I was obsessed with  
a three-year-old Chinese child who 
could play Bach and Beethoven on  
the piano. I so wished that we had 
a  piano because a piano is a huge 
 animal that can climb and crawl up  
and over everything. I pleaded with  
my grandparents to let me go to the 
Rudolf Steiner School where you could 
learn the violin. I didn’t go. They said  
it was a sect and sect meant NO. 

I never got a violin, but I had  
a blue ball pen. The pen was my violin. 
The blue ball pen was a portal from  
the mundane to the magical. There 
were no fancy art materials at home. 

The leaky, disposable blue pen 
is regarded by most to be as common-
place as a bluebottle fly. For me it is  

the underdog and unsung hero of  
the art world. The blue pen was a crude 
resource that was ever-present in my 
childhood world. It was to be found  
at the hairdressers’, at the local garage, 
on the grocer’s counter, and some-
times on the street. The blue pen’s  
clip enabled it to sit in the breast 
 pocket of grandpa’s shirt close to  
his heart just like I would. The blue  
pen was my first experience of  
thinking before making.

At my grandparents’ house, 
every thing was brown and orange  
with yellow flowers on the carpet.  
I  remember my uncles, Finn and  
 Dennis, who lived at home at the  
time. They were big fans of AC/DC  
and Iron Maiden. I loved AC/DC,  
Iron Maiden, and my uncles. Finn  
and  Dennis both died young. I miss 
them very much. 

My grandfather and my  uncles 
were always unhappy in their work.  
I watched as these men in my life 
went somewhere in the morning, 
somewhere that took them and made 
them sad. Then they had to do it again 
tomorrow, and tomorrow, and tomor-
row, every day. Something was stealing 
their happiness and the ability of their 
bodies to be true and free. I remem-
ber, at one moment, looking out into 
my future. I had to avoid that day-to-
day prison and actual prison and find 
something that would keep me from 
losing my joy. As I had heard about 
something called an Artist, someone 
who paints images, I thought to myself, 
“I can paint! I think that I’ll have to be-
come what they call an Artist.” The blue 
pen clicked its tail.

FIRST DAY OF COOL
I started school when I was five. In my 
first week, I went to the library to ask 
for books on art. The librarian looked 
at me, and then she took me to a shelf, 
and passed me four small books of the 
same size. I couldn’t read and wasn’t 
familiar with names like Picasso, Van 
Gogh, and Monet. I remember clearly 
thinking, “This one is watercolour;  

1.
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I know how to do that. This is that rough 
crayon feeling; I know that, too. This is 
that line thing I do with the ball pen and 
then fill in with felt pens, yes know that.” 

Holding one in my hand, I looked 
at the pictures and recognised them. 
I knew these places. I had seen them. 
I knew that they depicted the world as 
I saw it. The book was about someone 
called Dali. I wasn’t allowed to borrow 
the book, but I could visit it daily. 

A piano could take me to  
a  perfect reality in the outer world,  
but these deserts could take me  
there through the inner world. These 
are the land scapes I see when I am  
in  performance. My mind is filled with  
the deserts of Salvador Dali mixed  
with the landscape of old American 
westerns which I saw on TV with my 
grandparents.  

I would watch my grandparents 
deep in their movie. They would make 
faces and be so loud, laughing and 
shouting at all the shooting and dying. 
I loved turning the television knobs so 
that the images and people onscreen 
looked red or blue, which infuriated 
my grandfather. “He’s been at it again!” 
Turning the knobs and colour dials  
was like painting with light. It puzzled 
me why people had to be certain 
 colours and not others and why  
some  colours were allowed, and  
others weren’t.

GRANDMOTHER’S  
MILLION KRONER GAME 

Every day I would sit across from my 
grandmother and play my  favourite 
game. If I had a million crowns,  
I would… We would take turns to list  
the wonderful things we would buy,  
the places we would go and things  
we’d do. During the game, she’d pass 
me a piece of paper or the back of  
an old  letter. “Here! Draw on this one,”  
she’d say, tapping it with her finger. 
Grandmother always wanted to own 
her own house by a lake with swans  
on it, to have long hair, and wear 
 beautiful dresses. That game trans-
ported us into a vision of who we  

could be. A better  reality.  
“Look what I’ve found!”  Another 

game I enjoyed very much was Ting-
finder or Thing-finder. I’d ask grand-
mother for a plastic bag, and I’d go 
out into the world and look for objects. 
One day in the field behind my grand-
parents’ house, I happened upon a 
 silver pendant buried deep in the 
ground (Gondry 1997).2 The dragon 
head on the pendant caught my eye 
first, then the shields. It felt heavy in  
my hand. I then realised the pendant 
was a ship.

The pendant was perfect for 
hopscotch. I’d throw it and watch it 
skim across the asphalt, as I hopped 
on the numbered squares. I eventually 
lost it again. Things do that; they are 
found and eventually return to lost  
or just go somewhere else.           . 

On a good day, I would find 
five things. My favourite objects were 
buttons made of see-through and 
 colourful plastic. My grandmother  
kept them in a jam jar together with all 
the other buttons. I would take the see-
through, colourful plastic ones and the 
metal ones and put them in a tin. Then 
I’d go to the end of the garden and bury 
them beneath the great cherry tree.  
I’d wait as long as I could before dig-
ging them up again which gave me 
intense pleasure. 

One day, the great cherry tree 
was sick and had to go. If only I had 
known that there is nowhere to go. 
I don’t believe the cherry tree was 
sick. I believe it didn’t let in the light 
and therefore had to be removed.                      
.

HOMEMADE OPERA
In addition to my uncles’ AC/DC and 
Iron Maiden albums, my first musical 
influence was my grandmother sing-
ing her homemade opera. My uncles’ 
 albums provided an orchestra and 
choir to my grandmother’s soprano.  
I would hear her through the window 
out on the street. ‘Piv-falsk’ my grand-
father would say—off key. As for the 
key’s purpose, Janet Jackson said it 
 unlocked the cages of the many ani-

2. My story by Isobel 
the Bachelorette, 
written by Sjón.

Brown
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mals her family owned, explaining  
that she was responsible for taking 
care of them when she was young 
(Williams 2021). 

“We had so many animals 
growing up. We had fawn, 
mouflon sheep, peacocks, 
giraffe, just all kinds of 
animals. So, it was my job 
to feed them, to clean the 
cages,” Jackson told Fal-
lon. “That was my chore. 
It was a working key. So 
all through school, I wore 
hoop earrings and I would 
keep the key on my ear-
ring.”

Grandfather was a very talented 
musician. Our house was the neigh-
bourhood music box (Carey 1993).3 
In grandfather’s car, we would hear 
Danish ‘Top 100’ pop, with songs whose 
lyrics spoke of rings of gold, coffee,  
and flowers. Grandmother’s laughter 
was like a great horn that called me 
back to myself and reminded me of 
who I am. I, too, was making my own 
homemade songs, but I couldn’t share 
them with anyone else but my grand-
parents because they were made up 
on the spot.

ART IS MY SPACESHIP
My coloured pens became a chromatic 
spiral staircase at the core of my life. 
Viewed from above, this spiral forms 
a circle in which all the colours perform 
as a whole. An iridescent compact disc. 
My percussive steps as I climb this 
staircase lay down the tracks and the 
beats. To reach what is true in me,  
I would climb to the highest peak.4 

With a flag and a trumpet
Go to the top of your  highest 
mountain and
Raise your flag (higher, higher!)
Raise your flag (higher, higher!)
Raise your flag (higher, higher!)
Raise your flag (higher, higher!)

Raise your flag (higher, higher!)
Raise your flag (higher, higher!)  
(Guðmundsdóttir 2007)

The R&B, hip hop, and rap artists that 
I’d see on MTV danced and jumped 
while singing. They were the most 
physically expressive people I’d ever 
seen. Colour TV. They looked like me 
and you could buy them on CD. 

Rap and hip hop came from 
the streets and the artists developed 
it from what resources were at hand. 
They had been poor just like me.  
I wondered if they’d written their songs 
with a blue ball pen on the back of an 
old letter. They used their own poet-
ry and speech rhythms. It was a raw, 
heartfelt language which articulated 
their experiences and spoke of hopes 
and dreams. Their music acted as an 
artistic digestive system for their lives.

POP AS MY CHURCH
Pop music connects me with the 
magical possibilities of grandmother’s 
Million Kroner Game. It carries me 
into a soap-bubble reality, protected 
and transported by a thin mercurial 
and  reflective film. Shuffling across 
the floral carpet of my grandparents’ 
living room, I charge myself with static 
electricity and create tiny light storms 
across the bubble screen with the 
stroke of my hands:  

They’re here.5 

I’m magnetically enfolded by the irides-
cent film of soap-bubble reality—jump-
ing and dancing, popping and laugh-
ing, bouncing, and gesturing hands 
while singing. I burst the bubbles while 
my grandmother washes the dishes. 
She helps me pop the bottlecap and  
it jumps, fills the sky with bubbles. Pops 
covers me up with freshly cut lawn as 
he wheel-barrels me around the crops.  

And there is this one black 
guy. I can tell you exactly 
right now. What he looked 
like. He wore one of those 
things around his hair. A 

3. The album Music 
Box was written, 
performed, and 
produced by Mariah 
Carey in 1993.

4. From the 
song “Declare 
Independence,” Volta, 
written by Björk 
Guðmundsdóttir and 
Mark Bell.

5. Quote from 
Poltergeist (1982), 
spoken by fiveyear
old Carol Anne about 
the arrival of the 
poltergeists or ‘The 
TV people’ through 
the TV screen. 
The scene in the 
screenplay runs from 
page 13 (section 27) 
to 14 (section 28) 
(Spielberg 1982). 
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scarf. And he had such a 
soulfulness to him. Which 
a lot of classical artists had 
no soul. You see. So it was 
a big deal for me. My first 
love, in a way. Through the 
music. I mean. I was six, 
he was eighteen. And he 
would sit and talk to me. 
Talk to me about music. Do 
you know what’s going on 
out there? And I would say, 
no, what’s going on? 
(Tori Amos Special 1992)

I learned to make art with what is at 
hand. I am still making art with what  
is at hand. This accessibility and invol-
untary crudeness lie at the heart of all 
my performances, which often utilise 
discarded and salvaged objects. In my 
final live performance, the architecture 
is my notebook. The space is a page. 
There, ink becomes what it always was: 
my voice. 

STEPPING OUT  
OF THE PAGE INTO THE  

SENSUAL WORLD6 
From a young age, I’ve expressed 
 myself through colour, as I myself  
am mixed race, a blend of colours.7  
Mix them all and you’ll get Brown.

6. “The Sensual 
World” is the title 
track from Kate 
Bush’s 1989 album 
(Bush 1989). About 
the song, Bush 
commented, “The song 
is about someone from 
a book who steps out 
from this very black 
and white 2D world 
into the real world” 
(Scott 1989).

7. My relationship 
with colours has led 
to my performance 
persona Iridescence. 
Since 2011, I have 
worn wigs from red 
to purple using time 
as a prism. I change 
the colour of my 
wig when I receive 
a printed public 
solo interview, 
an article, or a 
portrait made that, 
on its own, can stand 
as an independent 
work of art. This 
documentation is then 
fed back into my art, 
creating a positive 
feedback loop. In my 
imagination, I am a 
refraction of light, 
revealing the inner 
workings of light 
over time. 
In the documentary 
film My Mother Is 
Pink, I painted my 
body with blue ink 
for the duration 
of filming, thus 
embodying the blue 
pen.

Brown
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Sean Patrick O’Brien was born after the computer  
and before the Internet in Hermosa Beach, California.  
At the age of two, he moved with his Canadian mother  
and American father to the coast of Maine. His first  
memory was the sensation of petting an orange-striped  
cat on a beach of pebbles. Sean attended the Studio  
for Interrelated Media at the Massachusetts College  
of Art where he began exhibiting interactive and kinetic 
sculptures. Continuing to create and experiment at his 
studio in Boston’s Fort Point Arts District, his work began  
to involve natural phenomena like magnetism, polarised 
light, phosphoresces, and rainbows. This exploration  
into artworks as scientific experiments began a new  
way of thinking of art, as the sharing of the experience  
of the wonders of the world. Sean’s work now is focusing  
on the performative nature of the audience interacting  
with an object or environment and how this interaction  
itself is the phenomena of art.

BIOGRAPHY
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WHAT IS EVERYTHING?
HIGGS BOSON AND 

 KINESTHETIC HARMONY
SEAN PATRICK O’BRIEN

OCEAN IN THE SHELL
Shells engraved by Homo erectus date 
back as far back as 500,000 years ago, 
although experts disagree on  whether 
these engravings can be properly 
 classified as ‘art’ ( Brahic, 2014). But 
what makes art, art? I think about this 
question a lot not only what could be 
classified as ‘art’ but more specifically  
what do I want to create. It is  stagger - 
ing, the number of new art forms  
and  diverse ways of looking at art  
that have emerged since those shells 
carved half a million years ago. Like 
the universe  itself. We are experiencing 
the exponential expansion of what can 
be classified as art, from the painting 
and sculptures taught in almost every 
history class to Marcel Duchamp’s 
urinal, Helen Frankenthaler’s “soak-
stained” paintings of ultimate flatness, 
Robert Rauschenberg’s readymades, 
and entire Micronations that exist only 
as a state of mind (NSK, 2009). It seems 
to me, at least, that we have doppler 
 shifted far beyond the boundaries of 
being able to classify what is and is  
not art. Each one of us is the arbiter, 
free to decide for ourselves what we 
consider it to be and, to some, art could 
be everything. To me, everything means 

the penultimate answer to the biggest 
theory of all stuff leading to a univer-
sal under standing of love, life, and all 
things in be tween. It is the opposite  
of nothing, but nothing is still part 
of everything. Revolutionary art and 
 visionary physics are both investiga-
tions into the nature of reality (Shlain, 
2007). So what is art if art is everything?

I remember the exact moment 
when I knew I wanted to be an artist.  
It was the first time I saw an Andy 
Warhol silkscreen in person; I walked 
up very close to the painting and said 
to myself, “It’s only dots.” These large 
silkscreen portraits that I had seen  
in books were fundamentally just a 
 col lection of small dots of paint. This 
was a realization that it is not the paint, 
nor the physical material or object  
that is the art but, rather, the individual’s 
experience of that object. Art, there- 
fore, is the moment in time that is—
the space between the object and 
the  perception of that object. It is 
 something alive, a synergy between  
the artwork and the viewer, a light in 
 your eyes. It does not exist on its own. 

OTHER MINDS
If you are reading this, you are alive.  
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Yet, there is no way to truly know that 
one’s experience of being alive is 
 similar to others. We can only relate  
our reality through different forms  
of communication. In the case of this 
writing, the modern English language 
is its primary form of communication. 
Your understanding is based on the 
ability of the English language as a  
tool to transfer ideas and concepts  
that have been agreed upon and cor-
related to words. A phantom calligra-
phy, haunted by the ghost of meaning. 
Yet, there could be problems with this 
form of communication, where mean-
ing gets blurry or, is subject to change. 
In language there is a cacophony of 
potential misunderstanding. How do 
we know that these words mean the 
same thing to you as they do to others? 
More importantly, the English language 
is understood by only some, certainly 
not everyone. Some computers can 
understand English, but those English 
‘words’ we use to communicate with 
computers are merely an interface 
to the computer’s core language of 
binary. 

Binary is comprised of either  
‘1 or 0’, ‘true or false,’—in other words,  
an ‘on or off’ of automagically  organised 
electricity. We as humans would have 
a hard time becoming fluent in this 
binary language of hyperspace the 
way that most of us hear the sounds 
that animals and creatures make as 
un intelligible noise. The meaning em-
bedded in these noises is not entirely 
apparent to us but, of course, there is  
a reason animals make noise. 

So it seems as though we  
live in a state of continual translation,  
using our senses to translate experi-
ences into our awareness of the world. 
Our minds are extraterrestrials to the 
true nature of reality. This translation 
relies upon accepting a certain amount 
of warped ambiguity in understanding. 
Simone de Beauvoir writes, “I should 
like to be the landscape which I am 
contemplating...I cannot appropriate 
the snowfield where I slide. It remains 
foreign, forbidden” (Beauvoir, 1967). 

There is always a distance, an irresolv-
able gap. The entire world is forever 
external to our awareness of it—medi-
ated through our senses. This is where 
I believe art thrives as a penetrating 
force able to permeate the membranes 
of our minds, the osmosis between  
the internal and external worlds. This  
is what I believe Timothy Morton is 
talking about when he describes 
 romantic art:

In this period, humans rec-
ognize the infinite depths 
of their inner space for 
the first time. It becomes 
radically impossible to 
embody this inner space 
in any non-human entity. 
So  Romantic art must talk 
about the failure to em-
body the inner space in 
outer things. Yet by fail-
ing this way, art ironically 
succeeds to talk about the 
inner space. Isn’t the inner 
space precisely what can’t 
be embodied? So the job 
of art is to fail better, or 
rather, more  sublimely. 
(Morton, 2014)

DOUBLE BOUNCE
Art is a unique form of expression  
that has the ability to encompass all  
of our senses. Gilles Deleuze would 
argue art is used to “produce a sensa-
tion” (Smith, 2018), yet many times an 
artist uses their work to translate a per-
sonal experience, an idea, or a concept 
to the viewer or audience. This creates 
a slight gap due to the unknowable 
nature of accurate communication, 
leading to a potential missing connec-
tion lost in translation. 

Often, an artist is interested in 
the viewers having their own intrinsic 
interpretation of the work. In the case  
of Jeff Koons’ gazing balls, the Koons 
said “This experience is about you,  
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your desires, your interests, your par-
ticipation, your relationship with this 
image” (Needham, 2015). Here the 
gap still exists in the relationship to 
something external; in Koons’ case, the 
reflected image and your association 
to the world, is like looking at the moon 
only to be reminded of how small we 
are living on this earth. Olafur  Eliasson 
goes deeper in his writing on Your 
 Engagement Has Consequences.

“We should avoid what 
we might call the Disne-
yfication of experience in 
order to leave room for the 
individual evaluation, feel-
ings and thoughts. When 
 preserving the freedom  
of each person to experi-
ence something that may 
differ from the experiences  
of others.” 
(Eliasson, 2006)

Here, we have the framework that 
allows for freedom to experience. Still, 
much of Eliasson’s work is about some-
thing extra, using the art experience 
to point to something else. His work 
invites a self-reflection that bounces  
off a moment of experience to refer-
ence something external, a bigger idea. 
With the example of melting icebergs 
in London being about global warming, 
he explains that, when people touched 
the icebergs, their reaction was “it’s 
cold!” This a response to a sensation 
and not immediately the idea behind 
the work that the earth is warming. 
Making a work that is supposed to  
be about something seems to hijack 
the viewer’s experience of sensation  
by pointing to a certain right way  
of understanding. 

I want to create things that are 
the untranslated state of experience, 
where the artwork is not thought of  
as the physical objects, piece of music, 
or even concept, but rather the pure 
sensation. “Great art can communicate 
before it is understood” (T.S. Eliot, 1929). 

Maybe this is more like imagining an 
artwork as a state-of-mind. When you 
are consciously viewing or experienc-
ing an artwork, that moment is the only 
time art is present; it’s a feeling. In this 
way, “feelings are thoughts you don’t 
have words for yet” (Morton, 2020). 
Otherwise, it is simply an object called 
“art” just as you are a human called by 
a certain name. However, truly you are 
not your name, fingers, hair, or face,  
but rather a non-physical awareness  
of being—a consciousness. 

LIKE SNOWFLAKES,  
NO TWO RAINBOWS  
ARE EXACTLY ALIKE

What does an uncontaminated state  
of pure felt experience feel like?  
These are the moments for which  
I am looking, where you are reminded 
to be present in the moment. In this 
world, it is never not now. There is  
a certain type of stillness diffusing this 
gap between inside and out, between 
a conscious being and the world. It is 
here that we come closest to the true 
nature of reality, a personal connection 
engaged within an interactive situation 
communicating directly with the world. 
For me, this often arises in the experi-
ence of creation, so how can a viewer 
become like an artist creating their 
own individual connection to a shared 
experience? 

The way in which we see a rain-
bow is a great example of this purely 
individual but nevertheless shared ex-
perience. When perceiving a rainbow, 
it is you who is creating it. To explain 
this phenomenon let us do a thought 
experiment:

Imagine you are a mol-
ecule of water, one part 
hydrogen two parts oxy-
gen. It is a warm day. The 
sun is shining. You begin 
to shake, breaking free 
from the ocean floating 
up—evaporating. You are 
water but now suspended 
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in the air. You continue to 
rise, pulled in the direction 
of low pressure—up. At a 
certain point, you enter the 
cloud and start to cool. 
You find other water parti-
cles to join, and therefore 
combine to a similar slower 
molecular vibration. As you 
cool, you attract more and 
more water particles. You 
become heavy and feel  
the pull of gravity; you start 
to fall. In this freefall, you 
are an elongated sphere,  
a ball of water shaped by 
the air rushing around 
you—a raindrop. A  moment 
occurs when the sun 
peeks through the clouds 
and, for a split-second,  
the light shines through 
your transparent body 
and, like a lens, the light 
is bent. This bending of 
light  separates the colors 
of sunshine like a prism, 
spreading them out in 
different corresponding 
angles. Now, if someone 
or  some thing sees this  
at the precise angle a 
rainbow occurs—meaning 
a rainbow does not exist 
without an eyewitness— 
it is a triangular interac-
tion between the sun, the 
raindrop, and the observer. 
Each observed rainbow is 
made from a slightly differ-
ent configuration of unique 
raindrops refracting with 
the same corresponding 
spectrum of colors. All of 

this is part of the continu-
ous cycle of evaporation 
and condensation. 

This is how I would like to think about 
art where the sun is like reality, the rain-
drop is like an artwork bending reality, 
and the rainbow is the experience— 
the sensation of art. 

I love this moment of the per-
ception of beauty, when experience 
is still a sensation before turning into 
thought, before it becomes an idea 
wrapped in language to be under-
stood. This moment can only exist in 
the “now” and this is why I believe art 
is never purely an object like a painting 
or sculpture or even a performance or 
piece of music because it can always 
be distilled down to the experience  
of how we are able to access that thing 
in our awareness of it. Perhaps it is 
analogous to Plato’s archaic theory  
of vision in which he believed that sight 
was a sort of beam projected from 
one’s eyes. Similarly, artwork requires 
this kind of beam of dilated awareness 
to be witnessed. 

A POINT IS THAT WHICH  
HAS NO PARTS

For thousands of years, scientists have 
been searching for smaller and small-
er immutable elements that make up 
our entire universe. Graham Harman 
described how the Pre-socratic thinker 
Empedocles “claimed that there were 
four separate physical elements: air, 
earth, fire, and water, joined by love and 
separated by hate” (Kimbell, 2013). Now 
we have the Standard Model of particle 
physics, the theory describing funda-
mental forces in the universe, as well 
as classifying all known elementary 
particles. 

But let us imagine a world where 
everything could be understood by one 
unifying theory, condensed to a single 
primordial all-encompassing element, 
substance or equation. For this, we 
would need to find a common univer-
sal language of everything. Is there  
one general thing that is shared by  
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the entire known universe? Like a sort 
of luminiferous aether or medium that  
is fundamental and cosmically present 
everywhere. 

Everything is there but 
there are no parts. Since 
there are no parts there’s 
no need to replace one 
thing with another. No need 
to remove anything or add 
anything. You don’t have to 
think about difficult things 
just let yourself soak it all in.
(Murakami, 2014)

If we could simplify and imagine the 
common vein of the vocabulary of 
everything then it might be possible 
to truly understand reality. That which 
unifies everything must be around us 
already everywhere forever. Perhaps 
it is so obvious that we can’t even see, 
the way that ancient Greeks didn’t have 
a word for blue or a fish being the last 
to recognize water: something that is 
part of everything large and small, like 
the way a fractal is holographically the 
same on both a macro- and micro-, 
even nano-, pico-, or femto-scale. 

In thinking about myself and my 
entire life, I realise that the only thing  
I have ever done is move things. In fact, 
it seems the only thing I can possibly 
do is move things—whether it is large 
objects like moving my foot to press 
the gas pedal and accelerate a vehicle, 
or vibrating air molecules with my vocal 
cords to create sounds, or even the 
process of thinking by moving small 
electrical impulses through neurons  
in my brain. Everything moves and 
nothing doesn’t. 

Scientists have done experi-
ments where they have placed a small 
tuning fork, completely isolated from 
the rest of the world and at tempera-
tures near absolute zero, making a 
place of utter silence. But the tuning 
fork still vibrates. This could mean that 
the ground state, the lowest energy 
state of an atom or other particle, still 

has motion. “I’m shimmering, and so 
are you” (Morton, 2019). On a larger 
scale, planets and stars, solar systems, 
and galaxies are all in constant motion 
and the red-shifting universe itself  
is expanding. The smallest things  
in the universe, subatomic particles, 
that make up everything in our known 
 universe are also moving constantly, 
very fast, near the speed of light. 

“Human beings are trem-
bly chameleons who love 
to be seduced by vibrating 
colors, sounds, textures.  
Art appreciation of any kind 
is a wonderfully available 
even dirty quick and cheap 
way of seeing something 
very deep about reality 
namely that we are caught 
in intersecting patterns  
of undulation.
(Morton, 2017)

MOTION OF THE OCEAN
At the core of reality, we are made  
of movement. We are trembly chame-
leons camouflaged by motion, waiting 
to be soaked into the exact thing that 
we are—the movement of everything 
around us. If motion was a substance, 
then it could be considered the ecto-
plasm of the universe. 

If it is true that the only thing  
a human can do is move, then per- 
haps the best thing a human can do  
is dance. To dance could be one of  
the most direct ways to connect to the 
fundamental nature at the core of our 
reality. Everything speaks the language 
of motion; an omnikinetic symphony.  
In Jeremy Deller’s documentary Every
body in the Place, he says, “There is 
something very heroic about living in 
the moment like this and going out 
and being in a club and being at one 
with all the people around you, living it” 
(Deller, 2019).

Being at one is the feeling of 
connecting with something bigger 
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than yourself and what Deller is talking 
about is the kinesthetic harmony  
with not just people but the universe.  
I  believe with the right setting and 
atmosphere we can achieve higher 
states of connectedness allowing  
us firsthand experience of the nature 
of reality through the  fundamental 
 understanding of motion. The vibra-
tions of wavelengths of light,  undulating 
fluctuation of sounds and bodies 
moving in space when done right this 
is the  Icelandic word stemning—an 
intangible vibe, you know it when you 
feel it. Creating stemming and a place 
for people to collectively engage with 
each other through synergistic togeth-
erness feels to be the closest I can 
come to the truest form of art.

Recently, it has been proven that 
the very thing that gives all substance 
mass, allowing the universe to exist,  
is the movement of subatomic par-
ticles through an energy field. This is 
known as the Higgs field, which con-
tains the Higgs boson—often called 
the “God particle” (Choi, 2015). Objects 
acquire mass by interacting with this 
force field, similar to the way you feel 
the wind when you wave your arms in 
the air. We exist in the world because 
of motion, denying the stillness of now. 
Things don’t weigh anything outside of 
the present moment, nothing actually 
exists if it doesn’t exist now. The world  
is held together by movement and 
separated by the past and future.

IT IS NEVER NOT NOW
An artist has the freedom to decide 
that anything at all could be con-
sidered their art. When I think about 
making an artwork, I imagine it not only 
in relation to other artworks but relative 
to everything that exists. I am tempted 
to let things exist. I could never make  
a painting of a flower more beautiful 
than the flower itself. A flower is an 
experience of reality. I feel that art is  
a sensation of experience the way that 
science is an understanding of knowl-
edge and both art and science create 
a deeper awareness of our reality. Right 

now, the best way I can see to do this  
is by creating situations, settings, 
parties, environments, stemning that 
allow a glimpse of the nature of reality 
through collective experience and  
engagement with the fundamentals 
of the universe. I do not wish to create 
a new reality but rather expand the 
beautiful, strange, and still very much 
unknown reality that is all around us. ∞
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Sigríður Eir Zophoníasardóttir, or Sigga, is a performance 
maker educated at the Icelandic Academy of the Arts.  
Sigga is a country girl, raised in Hallormsstaður, one  
of Iceland’s very few forests. Her career as a perform- 
 ance maker started with living-room performances  
and concerts for her family where the actors were  
few, underpaid, and often unwillingly participating. 

Sigga is an emotional being. Her practice is  
based on processing her personal experiences and  
the subconscious, her own inner life and intuition,  
where she tries to find the distinction between wisdom 
and hysteria, the private and the public, the micro and 
the macro. She zooms in on her personal stories, and 
sometimes overshares, to make sense of the bigger  
context of things, hoping that it is of relevance to others. 

She is also one of two members of A Band Called  
Eva, a queer, feminist, and slow performance duo and  
band, who have been performing in the theatre and  
music scene in Iceland since 2013. They make songs  
about things like collar bones, menstrual blood, and  
female masturbation.
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MOTHERS,  
CONNECTION,  

AND EMOTIONAL JUNK
PERFORMING THE PRIVATE

SIGRÍÐUR EIR  
ZOPHONÍASARDÓTTIR

A mother _ someone that mothers  
another. A mother is agender. They are  
the foundation of ourselves, from which  
we come and out of what we are made. 

Opening _ when we make space for some-
thing new, a new beginning, a new way to 
see things. Opening is the first step. 

Connection (tengsl) _ the opposite of lone-
someness. Connection is trusting that you 
can reveal yourself to another and through 
that, feel like you are not alone. 

Loss _ the final reassurance that we have 
experienced love. It can leave us feeling  
like our shoes have lost their soles.
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We live in an unreal world. Our realities, 
our daily lives are increasingly per-
formed. Psychotherapy says that as 
soon as we can identify ourselves in 
the mirror and start to realise that we 
are just a small piece in a very big con-
text, with a lot of rules and standards, 
we start to perform. We try our best to 
realise what the script that has been 
written for us looks like and we behave 
accordingly. We perform through social 
media, through our clothes, through 
our education and status, through our 
homes, at work, at the bar, in bed, ev-
erywhere; we perform. We perform  
the script that has been written for us—
the script written into our bodies by 
society, ancestries and DNA. We crave 
reality, to see something real, some-
thing true, something to connect to,  
we crave the confession, but why?  
How can a performance of the real 
 satisfy this craving? How might my 
private stories with my mother be  
a connecting force for my audience  
in my performance Eulogy—Live? 

As an artist, I have always been 
interested in talking about things that 
are floating under the surface, things 
from my personal experience bank.  
I have this need to spill my gut— 
whether it is staging relationship dif-
ficulties, stories about my queerness, 
my burnout, my deepest most difficult 
emotions, or family trauma. I have  
a passion for telling real stories be-
cause I believe they reveal something 
about what it is to be a person and 
what constructs a society. Opening  
up and being vulnerable on stage 
has the power to shed light on the 
audience’s life, putting things in a new 
perspective. I am interested in making 
space for people to think and reflect  
on their own lives, their own feelings, 
and their own stories through my own.

One of my inspirations in this 
practice is Bréne Brown. She is a re-
search professor at the University  
of Houston and has spent the past  
two decades studying courage, vul-
nerability, shame, and empathy. Bréne 
proudly calls herself a researcher- 

storyteller because she believes  
that the most useful knowledge about 
human behaviour is based on people’s 
lived experiences. In her book Rising 
Strong, she says: 

There are many truths and 
many ways of knowing. 
Each discovery contributes 
to our knowledge and each 
way of knowing deepens 
our understanding and 
adds another dimension 
of the world. For exam-
ple, large scale studies of 
trends in marriage today 
furnish helpful information 
about a rapidly changing 
social institution. But get-
ting inside one marriage as 
in Who’s Afraid of Virginia 
Woolf richly displays the 
complexities of one mar-
riage. Leading us in new 
insides of the pain, the joys, 
the expectations, the dis-
appointments, the intimacy 
and the ultimate aloneness 
in relationships. Both the 
scientific method and the 
artistic method provide us 
with ways of knowing.1

This is exactly what I aim to do in my 
work, provide one way of knowing by 
telling my private stories, revealing  
my script. 

Another influencer in this field  
is Sæunn Kjartansdóttir. She is a phys-
iotherapist and an author who recently 
released a book called My Uncontrol
lable Mother... and me. She believes, 
as her background and profession 
indicate, that talking about our past,  
our upbringing, and parental relation-
ship can shed light on many of the 
struggles with which we deal in our 
daily lives. This can therefore give us 
a deeper understanding of ourselves 

1. Brené Brown. 
Rising Strong. 
London: Ebury 
Publishing, 2015.



107

2021 2021 2021 2021

YEAR FIVE

and others. In her book, she writes: 
When one tells a story and 
another receives, whether 
it is in a direct conversa-
tion or through books and 
art, there can be formed a 
new connection that has 
the possibility to birth new 
thoughts and bring lost 
emotions to the surface... 
Understanding is a mov-
ing force and one way to 
release this force is to tell 
stories.2

Sæunn says her big mission in life has 
been to help people feel better and to 
do better in their lives. One of the tools 
for which she advocates is sharing  
our truths, our stories. This is some-
thing that resonates strongly with me, 
as this is also my mission. That is why  
I am also so interested in feelings, our 
right to have and display all of our feel-
ings, and our need to talk about them. 
It is my belief that we need to talk about 
our feelings in order to stay alive.  

My mom and I are a lot alike, 
but we are also very different. We are 
both big and, in some sense, explosive 
 characters. We love each other very 
much but we have also gone through 
periods where we have struggled to 
see and hear one other and we have 
fought. When I started this process to 
create Eulogy—Live, I knew I wanted  
to share my stories but I didn’t  really 
know what stories were of most  im - 
portance until my mother had a near-
death experience and not for the first 
time in her life. Then everything started 
to revolve around my mother, my con-
nection with her, my fear of losing her, 
and my longing to open up our rela-
tionship and take a better look at  
it before it would be too late. 

Since my mom had become  
the centre of my focus, I realised that 
the obvious next step was to bring her 
into my creative process. I asked her  
to be my collaborator, to stage a 

 heart-to-heart conversation between 
the two of us. We would talk about us 
and our lives in connection because 
there are a lot of similarities. While we 
would talk, we would go over some 
ideas that she has about her funeral. 
We would sit down and try to deepen 
our connection, opening up in front 
of an audience to activate their own 
thoughts and feelings. This performa-
tive action would make space for the 
mirroring of a relationship audience 
members may have in their own lives.  

OUR LIST OF POSSIBLE  
THINGS TO DISCUSS:

YOUR PHYSICAL HEALTH 

THE ASSAULT 

YOUR ALCOHOLISM 

MY YEARS IN AA

YOUR MARRIAGE

MY DIVORCE

YOUR SUICIDE ATTEMPT 

OUR FEELINGS 

MY MENTAL HEALTH

SHARED SENTIMENTAL  
MEMORIES

YOUR CAREER 

YOUR MULTIPLE CANCERS 

MY ANXIETY

YOUR LIFE-THREATENING 
 PREGNANCY WITH ME 

ABORTION

OUR SHARED PHOBIA FOR MICE 

YOUR CHILDHOOD 

2. Sæunn Kjartans
dóttir. Óstýrláta 
mamma mín...og ég. 
Reykjavík: Mál og 
menning, 2019, bls. 7.
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MY CHILDHOOD

YOUR PARENTS AND YOUR  
ROLE AS A CARETAKER NOW  
THAT THEY ARE BOTH SICK  

WITH ALZHEIMER’S

YOUR FEAR OF HAVING  
ALZHEIMER’S

OUR MUTUAL FEAR OF FAILING  
AS A MOTHER

YOUR FUNERAL 

We share in order to make an example 
of how that might look, how that might 
feel, and what that might arouse in  
a person. My mom and I have a very 
similar outlook on why we do this. In  
the process of figuring out what we 
can, need, and should talk about, she 
said, “If what I have experienced could 
help another, I am willing to talk about 
it.” That became our guideline. 

We also created a frame within 
Eulogy—Live around the things we 
cannot discuss, the things we might  
be able to name but into which we 
 cannot dive in front of an audience  
and, maybe, never privately either. 
These subjects hang in the air for  
a  later encounter, feeding into a more 
whole picture of this loving but compli-
cated relationship. We are not com-
pletely naked; we have control and  
a choice because vulnerability has 
limits and cannot exist without  
boundaries.  

In my artistic practice, I stage  
a real relationship with all of its compli-
cations and all of its love. I stage  
a real conversation with all of the risks 
that includes. I set my stage with real 
persons— with all of the limits that 
brings and all of the extra bonuses  
that adds. We talk about my mom’s 
 funeral in order to honour her life,  
in order to bring us closer. I sing her  
the music she wants to have in her 
funeral to see if she approves.

It is of course nothing new in 

artistic practice to work with and/or on 
the themes of emotional opening  
and mothers. I even think that all  
artists have, in some ways, dealt with 
their parental relationships and from  
where they come differently. Such 
 performances include Have I No  
Mouth by Brokentalkers, a perfor-
mance that has a similar setup as  
mine where a mother and a child  
deal with the loss of the father.3 What 
sets my performance Eulogy—Live 
apart from the work of Brokentalkers  
is that mom and I deal directly with 
each other. We have also chosen to 
strip away layers that could distance 
the audience.  

My Mother Is Pink,4 a documen-
tary by Cecillie Debell with Michael 
Richardt, is another good example  
of art that deals with a parent in a  
direct way as Michael explores his 
somewhat fragile relationship with  
his mother. They take a road trip to 
try to talk about their past. I feel a 
deep connection between this work, 
the journey they take, and my work. 
This project is a dear and connected 
sister to my performance. What mainly 
makes it different is the medium; My 
Mother Is Pink is a documentary, while 
Eulogy—Live is set for the stage. Since  
I am a stage author, I have the belief 
that a live face-to-face encounter 
 allows the audience to sense, smell, 
and feel the raw emotions presented 
right there in front of them. This pro-
vides a different type of opportunity  
for being moved. 

If I am completely honest about 
my intentions, then what I dream of 
doing is to become Marina Abramović 
in her MoMA retrospective The Artist  
Is Present.5 In this work, Marina sat  
in a chair and invited spectators to 
sit  opposite to her and look her in the 
eyes. With her vulnerability and open-
ness, Marina made space for a pow-
erful connection between artist and 
audience. Participants talked about 
leaving the experience in a cathartic 
state.6 What Marina offered was  
being a human mirror, connecting  

3. Brokentalkers. Have 
I No Mouth. Dublin. 
2015. https: 
//brokentalkers.ie/
portfolio/havei 
nomouth/

4. Cecillie Debell 
and Michael Richardt. 
My Mother Is Pink. 
Denmark. 2017. 
https://www.imdb.com/ 
title/tt7674444/

5. Marina Abramović. 
The Artist Is 
Present. New York. 
2010. https://www.
moma.org/learn/moma_ 
learning/marina
abramovicmarina
abramovictheartist
ispresent2010/

6. Ryan Lader. The 
Artist Is Present and 
the Emotions Are Real: 
Time, Vulnerability, 
and Gender in Marina 
Abramovic’s Performance 
Art. Boston. 2013. 
https://www.bu.edu/
writingprogram/journal/
pastissues/ issue6/
lader/

7. Brené Brown.  
The Power of Vul ner a
bility. TedxHouston. 
2010. https://
www.ted.com/talks/
brene_brown _the_
power_of_vulnera
bility?language=en
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with a stranger, looking her in the eyes  
to spark an emotion within yourself.  
My project extends from this by expos-
ing myself onstage, being vulnerable in 
order to spark vulnerability in another.  
I open up to make space for connec-
tion, mutuality, togetherness.  

“Vulnerability is the birthplace  
of innovation, creativity and change.”7  
In my performance Eulogy —Live, I 
investigate how my private stories with 
my mother could be a connecting force 
for my audience, how my mom and  
I could create openings inside people 
by opening up our own lives. Why do 
we crave to see something real? I think 
it might be to get the reassurance that 
we are okay. I look at you and I see 
myself. I connect to you and I am not 
alone anymore.  

“Understanding is a moving 
force and one way to release this force 
is to tell stories,” Sæunn Kjartansdóttir 
wrote. It is so liberating to look into the 
mirror and see another, put ourselves 
in other people’s shoes. This is the  
very thing that makes us human—  
or at least the thing that makes us de-
cent human beings. To put ourselves in 
 other people’s shoes is to understand 
our own shoes better, make peace with 
our own shoes, or to realise that we 
need to buy new ones. At least, we may 
discover something about ourselves, 
spark a new beginning, a thought,  
a feeling.  

By staging a real conversation 
with my mom about things we need 
to discuss, we offer that space to the 
audience. By hearing the stories of 
my mom and me, we offer space for 
that very opening. We sit in our chairs, 
vulnerable, and we look people in their 
eyes in order for them to connect to 
themselves through our connection. 
And worst-case scenario, the only 
thing that happens is that my mom  
and I get a little closer with each other.  

“THEATRE IS THE ART  
OF RELATIONSHIP.”

Mothers, connection, and emotional junk
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The sea urchin is a very strong animal. 
She can live almost anywhere in the world, 
in cold water or in heat. She is soft and 
squishy on the inside but spiky on the out
side. She likes to move around and lives off 
other animals and creatures. She is tough and 
strong and has excellent survival skills but 
without other animals her squishy inside will 
dry up and she will die.

Mothers, connection, and emotional junk
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What do we need to talk about?
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Sigurður Arent Jónsson (*1984) is an Icelandic performer, 
theatre artist, and educator. An aspiring actor from an 
early age, Sigurður graduated from the Contemporary 
Performance Programme at the Royal Conservatory of 
Scotland in 2010 after a formative trip to Theatertreffen 
in 2006. Today, he is both performer and maker in post-
dramatic collaborations that span theatre, choreography, 
and puppetry. Sigurður’s processes are intuitive collages 
that unfold over time, revealing an unspoken beauty or truth 
to the audience. Sigurður is a member of the Marble Crowd 
collective and is currently working with Swiss director Thom 
Luz and puppetry theatre Handbendi.
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DEEP-SEA SHRIVING
FREE WILL MEETS  

FREE WILLY
SIGURÐUR  

ARENT JÓNSSON

PROLOGUE
Am I in control of my actions? After yet 
another failed attempt at curbing my 
marijuana use, this question was firmly 
in my mind in the spring of 2020. For 
millennia, philosophers and laymen 
alike have pondered the problem of 
free will and how it affects our moral 
standing in the world. I was simply fed 
up with making promises I seemed 
unable to deliver. I was addicted and 
I did not want to be. Because of this 
desire to focus on recovery and the 
wider impact of the COVID-19 pan-
demic, I subsequently decided to defer 
my studies at the Icelandic University 
of the Arts for a year. 

Sometime before all of this, a 
seemingly unrelated idea had been 
germinating in my head. The idea was 
to use the 1993 Hollywood film Free 
Willy, a family feature about a boy who 
befriends a whale, as the premise for 
a performance exploring the idea of 
free will. The connection between the 
title and this idea was pretty obvious, 
but I was certain to discover something 
unexpected. 

Resuming my studies in the 
spring of 2021, I subsequently changed 
the direction of the project to take my 

recovery more into account. To my 
surprise, I started finding connections 
between my own story and the libera-
tion of this cetacean. As a compatibilist, 
believing that free will and fate are not 
mutually exclusive, I decided this tenu-
ous line of inquiry was as good as any. 
And so, I started writing this essay in 
which I explore what connections there 
are between Free Willy and myself, and 
how these ideas might be applied in an 
autobiographical performance. Is there 
a comment on free will in Free Willy? 
If so, how can it help me contextualise 
my own experience as a premise for an 
autobiographical performance?

FREE WILL AND  
MORAL FAILURES

Free will is described in the Merri-
am-Webster dictionary as the “freedom 
of humans to make choices that are 
not determined by prior causes or by 
divine intervention” (‘Free Will | Defini-
tion of Free Will by Merriam-Webster’ 
n.d.). Although the notion might seem 
self-evident, it has been at the centre 
of philosophical debate throughout 
history. Ancient philosophers reflected 
on “effective agency” and “moral re-
sponsibility” (O’Keefe 2021). In the 19th 
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century, Friedrich Nietzsche aligned 
himself with 17th century rationalist 
Baruch Spinoza who rejected free will 
in favour of an original cause (Yonover 
n.d.). Contemporary theory problema-
tises the autonomy of a relational 
subject (Heddon 2008). 

For addicts, the question of free 
will is an existential one, as not being 
able to stop using alcohol or drugs 
can be harmful. “Addiction, like many 
other diseases, has both environmen-
tal and genetic risk factors,” writes Dr. 
Marvin Seppala in a foreword to Life 
with Hope, which is the fundamental 
text of many Marijuana Anonymous 
(MA) chapters. “The main risk factor for 
addiction, accounting for a bit of half 
of the risk, is in our genes” (Marijuana 
Anonymous 2017). Another physiolog-
ical argument is advanced by Nora D. 
Volkow, M.D., the Director of the Na-
tional Institute on Drug Abuse in the 
United States of America who claims 
addiction is a “chronic brain disease” 
and the result of neuroplastic chang-
es to the reward centres of the brain 
brought about by repeated use (N. D. 
Volkow and Morales 2015). Further-
more, Volkow describes how research 
has shown that the ability to exert free 
will is cognitively compromised in ad-
vanced users (N. Volkow 2015). 

On the other hand, this under-
standing has been downplayed by 
some. Psychologist Stanton Peele 
(whom The Guardian called Ameri-
ca’s foremost critic of the addiction 
treatment industry)1 simply states that 
“people control their addictions” (Peele 
2016). He points to all of the people 
who give up nicotine, arguably one of 
the most addicting substances. The 
acclaimed author Gabor Maté has also 
pointed out the psychological aspects 
of addiction related to trauma (Maté 
2012). Although both are more focused 
on behaviour than Volkow, their views 
are not entirely compatible as seen 
in Peele’s article “The Seductive, But 
Dangerous, Allure of Gabor Maté.” The 
debate continues; addiction still affects 
many lives and raises difficult ques-

tions in medicine and on morality. At 
least it seems as though there is more 
at play than only will power or lack 
thereof.

OUT OF WEED,  
OUT OF CONTROL

The first time I smoked marijuana was 
at a house party during the last year of 
secondary school. We smoked some 
hash from a “beygla,” an empty 500ml 
plastic bottle bent into the shape of 
a pipe. There were only a handful of 
us there by the kitchen table under 
an open window, with a few curious 
onlookers gathered around us. I do not 
think I got high that time, but I remem-
ber feeling the deviant power of this 
ritual. 

Returning home from my stud-
ies abroad, weed had become much 
more available in Iceland. I took pride 
in my experience with drugs, but they 
also masked my insecurities. Over 
time, being under the influence start-
ed taking prevalence over my social 
efforts. This was further compounded 
by a traumatic experience that I will not 
go into further detail here. Basically, I 
just wanted to be left alone so I could 
smoke my shit. 

With more isolation came de-
pression, lethargy, and apathy. My life 
may not have looked very out of control, 
but I felt stuck in a rut, a vicious cycle 
that I could not get out of. By the end, it 
felt like astral projection. My mind said, 
“You are certainly not going to travel 
half an hour to meet a stranger in the 
middle of the night for some weed that 
you don’t even know is any good” but, 
before I could finish the sentence, my 
body was already out of the door. 

I remember trying to stop smok-
ing cigarettes in Menntaskóli (Gram-
mar School) already, maybe a year or 
two after I started. I would eventually 
smoke for twenty years and be known 
as the guy who was always giving up 
smoking. I never tried to stop drinking 
because it was not a problem; I drank 
to get drunk like I thought most people 
did and succeeded most of the time. 
There were always plenty of opportuni-

1. https://www.
theguardian.com/
society/2006/apr/12/
drugsandalcohol.
guardiansociety 
supplement



119

2021 2021 2021 2021

YEAR FIVE

DeepSea Shriving

ties to imbibe but, due to the growing 
hangovers and alcohol’s propensity for 
regret-inducing situations, my interest 
shifted to marijuana. In the past few 
years, I have been close to a daily can-
nabis smoker, reaching a new “high” in 
the first COVID-19 lockdown. I relapsed 
after a period of abstinence and, at that 
point, I realised I had lost control and 
needed help to quit. 

MIND THE STEPS
Bearing in mind the isolation I expe-
rienced, it is worth noting the rela-
tionship between a strong sense of 
community and recovery (Tracy and 
Wallace 2016). COVID-19 forced us all 
to isolate; every community felt the 
pressure. Before the lockdown, I had 
been going to Twelve-Step meetings 
organised by the local MA chapter. A 
sister organisation of Alcoholics Anon-
ymous, MA formed in June 1989 when 
delegates from various local groups 
met halfway between San Francisco 
and Los Angeles to establish a unified 
Twelve-Step recovery program for 
marijuana addicts who sought their 
own fellowship of recovery. 

Although not affiliated with any 
religious or secular institutions, the 
programme builds on a promise of 
spiritual growth and sobriety through 
the Twelve-Step Action Plan which 
includes prayer and meditation. When 
I returned after my relapse, it was to a 
meditation meeting based on the elev-
enth step where we “sought through 
prayer and meditation to improve 
our conscious contact with God, as 
we understood God, praying only for 
knowledge of God’s will for us and the 
power to carry that out” (Marijuana 
Anonymous 2017). This step outlines a 
willingness for spiritual exploration and 
requires suspending solipsistic notions 
of complete self-control.

It is worth noting that along-
side the twelve steps there are twelve 
traditions which instruct members of 
the fellowship on how to behave. The 
last one states that anonymity is the 
foundation of the traditions and is to 

be maintained for the protection of the 
programme. As I have decided to break 
this rule, I want to clarify that I do not 
represent the programme in any way 
but use my experience only in this text 
as bridge between my artistic research 
and personal practice.

MEDITATION MONDAYS  
AT THE OLD PRISON

In Reykjavík, a meditation meeting is 
held every Monday in a building that 
used to be a prison. There is undeni-
ably something poetic about a group of 
people meeting in an old jail, looking to 
break free from something. The consis-
tency of weekly meetings is, of course, 
a foundational aspect in breaking old 
habits and forming new ones, as is the 
repeated format of the meeting which 
facilitates the deepening of individual 
practice. After a brief welcome from the 
secretary (who leads the meeting), all 
attendees identify themselves. Stating 
who you are and why you are there is 
a simple truth and connects you to 
the community on a spiritual level but, 
for me, it was the first time I had been 
truly honest about being addicted and 
subsequently experienced a huge 
sense of relief. Verbalising is a form of 
materialising.

THE MEETING  
AS PERFORMANCE

This is the power of confession—“and 
ye shall know the truth, and the truth 
shall make you free” (John 8:32, King 
James Bible). But as a performance 
artist, my mind lingered on the trans-
formative potential of ceremony and 
ritual in this secular meeting space. I 
had experienced this power subjec-
tively and wanted to understand it from 
a performance-art viewpoint and how 
to implement it in an autobiographical 
performance. 

I am not the first artist to inves-
tigate the Twelve-Step Programme. 
American performance artist Karen 
Finley started a project inspired by the 
Twelve-Step Programme called Artists 
Anonymous, “open meetings for artists 
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who feel that their lives have been af-
fected by art making, the art world, and 
the troubles of maintaining a creative 
life and career” (Finley n.d.). In an email 
correspondence with Finley, she in-
formed me that, although she founded 
Artists Anonymous, it is now a group  
of creatives that meet and that they 
“are serious with irony and humour  
and compassion” (Finley 2021). In this 
way, I see her approach as a possible 
precursor to my own work, and fur-
thermore appeasing my worries about 
making light of a serious issue. How-
ever, I see my work being more theatre 
than an ongoing community project.

After the introduction in a medi-
tation meeting, there is a short pream-
ble from Life with Hope and then we 
are invited to meditate for fifteen min-
utes. This experience has always been 
a very strong one for me as it illustrates 
the performative power of simply shar-
ing a space. Life with Hope’s chapter on 
the twelfth step states that “[j]ust being 
at a meeting is carrying the message. 
Even if we don’t speak, our presence 
gives strength and reassurance to 
 others” (Marijuana Anonymous 2017).  
I asked two of my fellow attendees at 
the meetings to describe the value of 
meditation and prayer. Among many 
other things, Ms. D. said that the prayer 
is an embodied practice of connecting 
with a higher power which she under- 
stands in one sense to be Nature.  
Mr. A. described meditation as the  
act of receiving the truth in silence. 

A MEDITATION  
ON NATURE

As we see in the testimonies of Ms. 
D. and Mr. A., the eleventh step of MA 
is about nurturing a connection with 
powers within and above us. Ms. D.’s 
understanding of Nature as a higher 
power is shared by many other fellows 
as is Mr. A’s understanding of med- 
i tation as a practice of receiving  
an  underlying, perhaps pre-existing,  
truth. Their comments illustrate a 
 spiritual quest for understanding  
the more  secular idea of one’s own 

 human  nature and to what extent  
we can change who we really are. 

Bringing our attention to Nature 
as this more general term, we find the 
historical view of the natural world  
has also been that of a biological 
automaton; animals and other non- 
human agents are simply slaves to 
their desires and urges. “Nature com-
mands every animal, and the beast 
obeys,” wrote Jean-Jacques Rousseau 
in Part 1 of the Second Discourse 
(Rousseau 2004). As for people, recent 
progress in neuroscience has raised 
concerns that better understanding 
how brains affect behaviour would 
compromise our convictions in free  
will and, as a result, moral responsi- 
bility (Roskies 2006). 

THE CAGED ANIMAL
Controlling our “animal” urges for food, 
sex, or other pleasurable things is what 
people do every day but something 
with which addicts struggle. In my 
 autobiographical performance, I want 
to explore these questions by proxy 
of the 1993 blockbuster Free Willy. In 
1979 a whale of the species Orcinus 
orca, also known as a killer whale, was 
captured near Vestmannaeyjar off the 
coast of south Iceland. The mariners 
gave him the name Siggi2 and, after 
years in captivity, he was discovered  
by Hollywood moviemakers who cast 
him as Willy in the eponymous film 
(Simon et al. 2009). 

Willy finds himself in an impos-
sible situation; the viewer empathises 
with the premise that animals are by 
nature free, yet Willy is not and is pow-
erless over his fate. In the final scene 
of Free Willy, his liberator, Jessie the 
young boy stands on the promontory 
of a marina which separates Willy from 
his freedom. With the motivation of 
Jessie, Willy makes a supernaturally 
high jump over the promontory to join 
a pod of whales, his society. 

2. Siggi is the nick
name of Sigurður, the 
given name of this 
essay’s author and 
of the Free Willy 
cetacean.
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EPILOGUE
The question of free will came to  
my attention as I came to terms with  
my addiction. In this text, I explored 
how the notion of free will has been 
discussed in philosophy and in relation 
to addiction. There is definite potential 
in using Free Willy as a proxy for my 
experience as I am wary of discussing 
my own experience in the Twelve-Step 
Programme because of the tradition 
that upholds anonymity of members 
with the aim that no one member is 
 believed to speak for the fellowship. 

In researching this paper, I 
 developed a deeper understanding  
of my own experience in the past year, 
though questions remain on how this 
understanding will be applied in a 
performative way that resonates with 
people and shines a light on things  
that are hidden in everyday life. Wheth-
er we have free will or not might be 
 irrelevant in the grand scheme of 
things but, as an artist and person,  
I enjoy thinking about these abstract 
concepts and how they manifest them-
selves in everyday life. If anything, this 
has been a spiritual research, ponder-
ing the choices we make and what  
we can make of our choices, to para- 
phrase Arthur Schopenhauer. In the 
end, maybe the only thing left is that  
we can choose what we believe.
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