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Norsk sammendrag  

Denne oppgaven er en undersøkelse av politisk estetikk satt opp mot det sublime og det 

relasjonelle i Olafur Eliassons installasjoner.  

Den islandskdanske kunstneren Olafur Eliasson (f.1967) er en av 

samtidskunstens mest ettertraktede kunstnere. Store utstillinger de senere år som The 

Weather Project (2003) på Tate Modern i London, den retrospektive utstillingen Take Your 

Time: Olafur Eliasson (2007) på Museum of Modern Art i San Francisco (senere vist på 

MOMA i New York) og offentlige kunstprosjekter som The New York City Waterfalls 

(2008) har befestet hans posisjon som en av samtidskunstens mest sentrale aktører. 

Eliasson installasjoner, der han ofte anvender naturens egne materialer som vann, jord og 

mose eller gjenskaper naturfenomener som solen, en regnbue eller en foss, er høyst 

forførende og sanselige. Men ved å synliggjøre verkets underliggende konstruksjon og 

slik bryte illusjonen, oppfordrer Eliasson til refleksjon og gjør betrakteren oppmerksom 

på seg selv og sine omgivelser. 

Denne oppgaven omhandler en side ved Eliassons kunst som ikke har fått den 

oppmerksomheten den fortjener i den eksisterende forskningslitteraturen; større analyser 

av hans kunst i lys av det sublime, det relasjonelle og det politiske. Mine hovedanalyser er 

av verkene Beauty (1993), 360º room for all colours (2002) og Multiple Grotto (2004).  

Hvordan kan en undersøkelse av forholdet mellom kunst, natur og politikk kaste 

lys p¬ Olafur Eliassonõs installasjoner? For ¬ svare p¬ dette omfattende spørsmålet 

foretar jeg en innledende metodisk introduksjon, der jeg diskuterer hvorvidt en 

sanseopplevelse i Susan Sontags ånd eller en hermeneutisk fortolkning i Hans G. 

Gadamers tradisjon er mest hensiktsmessig i forhold til Eliassons installasjoner. Deretter 

undersøker jeg hvordan Eliassons kunst kan gi en sublim opplevelse, slik filosofen Jean-

François Lyotard beskriver det, før jeg videre diskuterer om vi kan se Eliassons kunst 

som representant for Nicholas Bourriauds relasjonelle estetikk, der verket fungerer som 

en katalysator for sosiale situasjoner. Disse lesningene fører frem til en diskusjon om 

hvordan vi kan se Eliassons kunst som uttrykk for en politisk estetikk, slik den blir lagt 

frem av filosofen Jacques Rancière, og videre til Rancières kritikk av det sublime og det 

relasjonelle som deler av den postmoderne kunstscenen.  
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Do not all charms fly 

At the mere touch of cold philosophy? 

There was an awful rainbow once in heaven: 

We know her woof, her texture; she is given 

In the dull catalogue of common things. 

Philosophy will clip an Angelõs wings, 

Conquer all mysteries by rule and line, 

Empty the haunted air, and gnomed mine ð 

Unweave a rainbow. (é) 

 

From Larnia (1820) by John Keats. 
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1 ð Introduction  

Subject and motivation 

Olafur Eliassonõs art is most of all open: Open to sensual experiences, open to 

interpretation, and open for you. In fact, it is about you, and by way of including the 

possessive óyouró in the titles of many of the works, his art demands an active approach 

to seeing and sensing. This thesis is not an attempt to survey neither Eliassonõs artistic 

career nor all the different possible aspects of his art. I have narrowed down my interest 

to three aspects: the notion of the sublime, relational aesthetics and the politics of 

aesthetics. I have chosen to do this for several reasons. That Eliassonõs art can give a 

sublime experience, and arrange for relations between the viewers and their surroundings 

has almost been taken for granted as sound theoretical approaches to Olafur Eliassonõs 

art. However, the existing research history on Eliassonõs art has to a large extent only 

superficially labelled his art as sublime or relational and avoided more thorough 

discussions. During my initial reading of texts covering these theoretical subjects, I found 

them to be interesting, yet strangely inadequate or unfulfilling in describing Eliassonõs art. 

I found texts that briefly discussed the politics at work in his art, and one text in 

particular held my attention: curator Daniel Birnbaum entered the philosopher Jacques 

Rancièreõs politics of aesthetics into the discussion. In this paper I will discuss these 

theoretical aspects further.  

The presence of nature and natural phenomena in Olafur Eliassonõs installations 

is considerable and highly interesting. My thematic approach will be to investigate how 

nature is perceived and interpreted in Eliassonõs installations. I will investigate how 

nature is exposed, expressed and how it may provoke sublime experiences, relations 

between the viewers and how the display of nature in contemporary art might be seen as 

part of a democratic political process, making us as viewers aware of our surroundings. 

Eliassonõs works are highly sensual. They awaken and stir our senses. The 

installations are sensational, both spectacular and as a sense-experience. However, as 

Eliasson at the same time displays the underlying construction of the work of art, 

standing in front of or inside one of his installations we experience a collapse of meaning 

between our expectations and our previous experience, between reality and illusion.  

Eliasson's art centers fundamentally on an actively engaged spectator. As curator 

Madeleine Grynsztejn says, òIn promoting a kind of awareness of conventions of seeing, 
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Eliassonõs work encourages a critical attitude toward normative processes of perception 

while at the same time offering viewers opportunities to expand their ability to 

envision.ó1 

 

Biography 

Olafur Eliasson was born in Copenhagen, Denmark, in 1967. He grew up in 

Copenhagen but spent large periods of his childhood on Iceland, where his parents are 

from. Eliasson attended the Royal Danish Art Academy in Copenhagen from 1989 to 

1995. He is currently sharing his time between Copenhagen, where he lives, and Berlin, 

where he has a large production space for his art ð Studio Eliasson. The space has been 

expanded and now includes a separate floor for talks, debates and seminars, in addition 

to work space for his employees. In October 2008 it was released that Olafur Eliasson 

will be Professor at Institut für Raumexperimente, a new interdisciplinary department of 

Universität des Kunstes in Berlin. The art academy will have its first semester in Winter 

2009/2010 in a separate floor of Studio Eliasson, giving the students the opportunity to 

engage in and contribute to the ongoing art projects in the studio, as well as developing 

their own projects. 2 

The biographical fact of Olafur Eliassonõs close connection to Iceland is often 

commented upon by critics focusing on the importance and presence of nature in his art. 

Eliasson uses a great variety of materials in the art production, mostly elements drawn 

from nature but often to a large extent combined with technical constructions relying on 

natural science or architectural elements. Water in all forms, from ice to mist and rain, or 

soil, arctic moss, wind and light are all-important materials. Nature merges with artifice in 

Eliassonõs installations. He recontextualizes natural elements to create entirely new 

circumstances in order to shift the viewerõs consciousness and sense of time and place. 

When successful, this may lead the viewer to a stronger engagement with the world and 

                                                 
1 Madelein Grynsztejn ó(Y)our entanglements: Olafur Eliasson, the museum and consumer cultureó in 
Take Your Time: Olafur Eliasson  (San Francisco Museum of Modern Art: Thames and Hudson 2007). p.17. 
2 For the last 15 years Eliasson has worked in Berlin, building up Studio Olafur Eliasson. The Studio 
employs around 35 people, both architects, artists, art historians, carpenters and metal workers. The studio 
moved to a new location in a former brewery in Prenzlauer Berg in August 2008. Two of the floors in the 
building contain workspace for the art production and a metal workshop. There is also a separate large 
white cube for testing installations. A third floor contains workspace for the administrative staff, architects, 
engineers and remaining staff, as well as the publishing department and archive, and the fourth is for the 
art academy. For further reading on the significance of the material conditions in relation to Eliassonõs art 
production, see Synnßve Vik òEliassons institusjoneró in Billedkunst no.6/2008. 
http://www.billedkunstmag.no/Content.aspx?contentId=1483.  



 9 

our everyday life. His art covers a large span also when it comes to media. From nature 

photography taken in Iceland, like Jokla series (2004), to a wide variation of site-specific 

installations, large-scale environments and freestanding sculpture, to projects on the 

verge of being architecture ð latest and most notably the Serpentine Gallery Pavilion 

2007 in London, in co-operation with the Norwegian architect Kjetil Thorsen. In the 

production process he cooperates with professionals from a variety of fields, ranging 

from artists, curators, natural scientists, mathematicians, engineers, city planners and 

architects. In the production of Eliassonõs installations new technology is one of the 

premises. This demands highly specialized workers. The old and common conception of 

the artist as a genius giving life to matter is long gone and replaced with hard work and 

learned skills. Assessed and rejected is also the idea of the artwork as unique. Instead 

Eliassonõs installations are both possible to reproduce, massproduce (at least in principle) 

and altered for different venues.  

 
Figure 1. Serpentine Gallery       Figure 2. Jokla series 

Olafur Eliassonõs exhibits are often simple yet carefully thought-through displays, 

and easily available for the audience. With their elegant, elaborate and beautiful 

performance and workmanship they often function as an entrance to the art world for 

people all over the world, including many people that do not usually appreciate art, and 

would not normally step into an art museum. They do not demand any previous 

knowledge of contemporary art, only the willingness to participate and engage in the 

experience and situation facilitated by the works of art. 

In recent years we have witnessed several large blockbuster-shows and artworks 

by Eliasson. In 2003 he represented Denmark in the 50th biennial in Venice with The 

Blind Pavilion, followed by The Weather Project in the Turbine hall at Tate Modern in 

London, where he installed a gigantic artificial sun, attracting more than 2,2 million 

visitors.  In 2007 the San Francisco Museum of Modern Art opened the exhibit Olafur 
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Eliasson: Take Your Time, the first retrospective of Eliassonõs art in the USA,3 and in the 

summer of 2008 he made new landmarks in New York; New York City Waterfalls.  These 

are only a few examples of the exhibitions and projects that have made him into 

something of an art world star, famous outside the art crowd, as well as a favourite of the 

critics. In 2008 he was ranked as number 50 on the periodical ArtReviewõs ò2008 Power 

100 Listó4 His art reside in several major worldwide collections, including SFMOMA; the 

Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum, New York; the Museum of Contemporary Art, Los 

Angeles; the Deste Foundation, Athens; and the Tate Modern, London. Among his 

recent exhibitions are solo shows at the Museum Boijmans Van Beuningen, Rotterdam; 

the Hara Museum of Contemporary Art, Tokyo; the Malmö Konsthall, Sweden; the 

Mus®e dõArt Moderne de la Ville de Paris; and the Kunsthaus Zug, Switzerland.  

 
Figure 3. The Blind Pavilion                Figure 4. The New York City Waterfall 

The artistõs intention 

Since establishing a firm position as one of the leading artists on the international 

contemporary art scene, Olafur Eliasson and his oeuvre have been subject to extensive 

writing relatively speaking, especially considering the fact that he has only been working 

as an artist since 1993. Several broad and thorough catalogues, books and monographs, 

numerous articles and several conversations have been published over the years. Eliasson 

himself is also an active writer, and has published essays on his own work, and 

contributed to many of his own exhibition catalogues. He has recently started his own 

publishing house, run from his studio in Berlin. It is uncommon, and highly interesting, 

that an artist actively engages in the critical debate of his work by so clearly stating in 

                                                 
3 The exhibition continued to the Museum of Modern Art in New York in 2008. 
4 ArtReview has published a list of the 100 most powerful people in the art world every year for the last 7 
years. For the full list se for example: http://www.telegraph.co.uk/culture/3562100/2008-Power-100-
List.html 
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writing (as well as in speech) his own thoughts and sources of inspiration.5 There is 

always the question of whether to take the artistõs intention into consideration or not, 

and with regards to Eliasson, the question is ever-present. Intentionality in a work of art 

is difficult to account for.6 Even if the artistõs intention is made public through 

interviews, books or conversations, we cannot know whether the intended meaning can 

be said to be true or whether the artist even has an adequate understanding of what the 

art signifies. We must consider the fact that the artistõs intention can never fully account 

for the meaning of the work of art, simply because the meaning is the result of a process 

in and between several instances; artist and the art production, the viewer, the reception 

and surroundings. However, since Olafur Eliasson is highly engaged in the development 

of a language for understanding his art, it can be interesting to take his thoughts into 

account. I will therefore choose to quote Eliasson where his point of view may add 

something interesting to the text and contribute to and expand on our understanding of 

his art. 

 
Figure 5. The Weather Project 

                                                 
5 For a good introduction to Olafur Eliassonõs intentions and thoughts on his own artistic projects, see 
Engberg-Pedersen, Anna and Wind Meyhoff, Karsten At se sig selv sanse: Samtaler med Olafur Eliasson 
(Copenhagen: Informations Forlag 2004.) 
6 For further reading on the artistõs intention, see: Baxandall, Michael Patterns of intention : on the historical 
explanation of pictures (New Haven, Conn. : Yale University Press 1985.) 

 

http://ask.bibsys.no/ask/action/result?fid=forfatter&term=Baxandall,%20Michael
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Olafur Eliassonõs installation art: Context and Research 

history 

Installation art can be difficult to define. It has not had a straightforward historical 

development, but has been inspired by an array of artistic practices, ranging from 

sculpture, architecture, painting, cinema, set design, performance art and curating.7 In 

Installation Art, a Critical History from 2005, art critic Claire Bishop surveys the history of 

installation art, dividing it both thematically and theoretically into four parts, categorized 

by different ways of experiencing the installations.8 She defines installation art as òa term 

that loosely refers to the type of art which the viewer physically enters, and which is 

often described as ôtheatricalõ, ôimmersiveõ or ôexperientialõ.ó9 òInsisting on the viewerõs 

first-hand presence in the workó, she further asserts, òinstallation art has come to justify 

its claims to political and philosophical significance on the basis of two arguments: 

activated spectatorship and the idea of the dispersed or decentred subject.ó10  

 Today, installation art is almost as diverse a term as ôartõ. The background for the 

multifaceted artistic practices that make out installation art today can be traced to the 

1960s. In the essay òSculpture in the Expanded Fieldó from 1979, Art Historian Rosalind 

Krauss discusses the stretched boundaries of Minimalist sculpture in the 1960s. She sees 

the expanding category of sculpture, where a work as Bruce Naumanõs Corridor (1968-

70)11 can be art, to symbolize a historical break with the logical conditions of Modernism. 

Jean-François Lyotard first theorized Postmodernism in The Post-Modern Condition from 

1979. Krauss applies the term on the Minimalistõs approach to art, where each art project 

demanded its most suitable medium or material, and form was inferior.12 Whereas 

Krauss, together with art critic Michael Fried, in the 60s was one of the most dedicated 

followers of the formalism proposed by art critic Clement Greenberg, she changed her 

view radically towards the middle of the 70s, only to become one of the harshest critics 

of Modernism. What she so strongly opposed was Greenbergõs extreme purity of the 

medium, the autonomy of aesthetics and the historical continuity.  

                                                 
7 Claire Bishop, Installation Art: A Critical History (London: Tate Publishing, 2005), p.8 
8 The four categories are: The dream scene, heightened perception, mimetic engulfment and activated 
spectatorship. Bishop identifies Eliassonõs installations as representative of ôheigthened perceptionõ. 
9 Ibid. p. 6. 
10Ibid. p.128. 
11 Bruce Nauman became famous during the 60s with his physical jokes as Self-Portrait as a Fountain, a 
photograph of him spitting a stream of water. 
12 Krauss, Rosalind óSkulpturen i det utvidete feltó [Sculpture in the expanded field] in avantgardens 
originalitet og andre modernistiske myter  (Oslo: Pax Forlag, 2002) 
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Greenbergõs modernist project started as early as 1939 with the article Avant-

Garde and Kitsch, where he begins to develop his view on the critical potential in 

Modernism, aimed at Marxism. In the years to follow he develops a formalistic 

perspective, where the autonomy of aesthetics became central. In 1960 he surveys the 

evolution of Modernism in Modernist Painting, where he explains how he sees Modernism 

as carrying on in the tradition of the Kantian self criticism of the enlightenment era, 

demanding that we only use the methods characteristic of a certain discipline to criticize 

the very discipline, thus ruling out any other material or method than the ones immanent 

in the specific medium. For painting, this was flatness. 

  Michael Fried a student of Greenberg developed 

this theory further, adding the terms instantaneousness and 

presentness to the discussion in his article Art and Objecthood 

from 1967.13 Both Greenberg and Fried were skeptical to 

Minimalism and artists as Donald Judd, whose art Fried 

criticized for getting to close to theater (thus deteriorating) 

in its focus on the meeting between viewer and art object, 

and the importance of the temporal aspect of the art 

experience.14  

 

Figure 6. Bruce Nauman Green Light Corridor 

Several critics note Eliassonõs strong connection to the Light and Space 

movement of the 1960s.15 Claire Bishop stresses Eliassonõs art historical debt to the late 

1960s precursors of the Light and Space movement, and artist Dan Grahamõs perceptual 

experiments in the 1970s. She notes how 360º room for all colours (2002) is highly 

reminiscent of Bruce Naumanõs Green Light Corridor (1970-1). She sees this return òpartly 

from Eliassonõs belief that the project of dematerialization begun during this decade is 

                                                 
13 Fried, Michael: óKunst og objektalitetó, [òArt and Objecthoodó, 1967] in Agora, no. 2/3, 2001, p. 65. 

14 Ibid. õArt and Objecthoodõ ended up having the opposite effect as Fried wanted, being one of the most 
precise descriptions of Minimalism at the time, and together with the works of Krauss contributing to the 
further development of Postmodernist theory.  
15 Grynsztejn et.al Take Your Time: Olafur Eliasson 2007 includes a collection of essays promising to be a 
long-lasting contribution to the contextualizing and art historical framing of Eliassonõs art. A conversation 
in print between Olafur Eliasson and artist James Robert Irwin concerns topics as the dematerialization of 
the art object and the viewer as the coproducer of the work. Klaus Biesenbach and Roxana Marcoci 
discuss the protocinematic aspects of Eliassonõs art, drawing lines to artists as James Turrell and Robert 
Smithson, the New Vision experiments of El Lissitzky and László Moholy-Nagy as well as more 
contemporary artists. Art historian Pamela M. Lee makes an interesting inquiry into Eliassonõs historical 
roots, focusing on Minimalism and the Light and Space movement of the 1960s and its implications for 
the critical reception of his art. Henry Urbach discuss those of Eliassonõs projects that verge on being 
architecture, and those who draw on the scale and strategies of architectural design.  
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still urgent and necessary (é) and partly from his conviction that chronological distance 

permits a more nuanced rereading of this work, particularly with regard to its 

understanding of the viewer.ó16  

Olafur Eliasson came from an artistic environment in Denmark in the 1980s that 

took an interest in neo-expressionistic painting and an object-oriented, market-conscious 

art production. Eliasson thus became a part of an international trend concerned with 

experimenting with visual phenomena as well as new materials.17 His interest in the 

American minimalism of the 1960s should prove to be an important art historical 

foundation for Eliasson, not least because of their enhancing of anti-illusionism and their 

participation in the change of focus from object to subject in art at the time. The 

minimalists made the viewer aware of her physical presence in relation to the minimalist 

piece, by way of depleting the piece of any meaning. Robert Morris, who dematerialized 

the artwork and included the forces of nature with his use of dirt and damp as materials, 

became important to Eliassonõs artistic exploration. Other sources of inspiration were 

Robert Irwin and James Turrell18, modernists and frontiers in the Southern California 

Light and Space movement in the 1960s, a movement that were more preoccupied with 

the dematerialized art object than the minimalists on the east coast. Turrell was 

particularly interested in heightening perception of cognition: òto perceive their 

perceptions ð making them aware of their perceptionsó19, from which we can see a direct 

line to Eliassonõs own production. Gordon Matta-Clark did Dayõs End in 1975, an 

intervention in Pier 52, Gansevoort and West Streets in New York. In this piece Matta-

Clark cut a large round hole in the rood of a vacant building, letting in the sunlight in the 

form of a giant, radiant circle. An obvious parallel, to the degree that it might seem as a 

true replica at first sight, is Eliassonõs Your Sun Machine from 1997, where Eliasson cut a 

circular hole in the roof of an art gallery in Los Angeles, and the audience could follow 

the path of the sun throughout the day, manifested as a beam of light on the walls and 

the ceiling.20  

 

                                                 
16 Bishop, op.cit p. 76. For further reading, see  Broeker, Holger (ed.) Olafur Eliasson: Your Lighthouse; Works 
with Light 1991 ð 2004, a book entirely devoted to Eliassonõs works with light, where for example Annelie 
L¿tgensõ essay òTwentieth-Century Light and Space artó, where L¿tgens contextualizes Eliassonõs works by 
surveying an entire tradition of Light and Space art.  
17 òSurveyó i Olafur Eliasson, Madeleine Grynsztejn, Daniel Birnbaum og Michael Speaks, Phaidon Press 
Limited, London 2002, s.39. This interest might have been triggered and inspired by the Italian Arte 
Povera. Ibid, p. 41. 
18 Ibid. s.45. 
19 Ibid. s.46. 
20 In The Weather Project and Double Sunset we might say that Eliasson took it even further, creating his own 
sun. 
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Figure 7. Gordon Matta Clark Dayõs End        Figure 8. Your Sun Machine 

Whereas installation art in the 1970s through to the 90s to a larger and larger 

degree involved the actual room in creating what Bishop calls ôspectacular immersionõ,21 

as we have passed the millennium it may seem as we are seeing a sensual approach in 

contemporary art. Such an approach is surveyed in Installation Art in the New Millennium: 

The Empire of the Senses from 2003, where the author Nicolas de Oliveira refers to 

Eliassonõs installation The Things You Cannot See (2001) as an example of installations that 

envelop the viewer physically as well as psychologically.22 We might see The Venice 

Biennale in 2007 as an attempt to highlight this approach, at least the title, Think with the 

Senses, Feel with the Mind ð Art in the Present Tense, indicates a high degree of interest in the 

viewerõs experience.  

The philosophy of phenomenology23 and its workings of consciousness, 

theorized by the German philosopher Edmund Husserl (1859-1938) and French 

philosopher Maurice Merleau-Ponty (1908-1961) and an important framework to the 

Minimalists in the 1960s, has been an important theoretical background for Olafur 

Eliasson ever since his student days, as phenomenology was a source of influence at the 

time when he attended the Royal Academy in Copenhagen. Merleau-Ponty and Husserl 

both stress the centrality of the body in the construction of space and time. As Merleau-

Ponty said: òmy body is the fabric into which all objects are woven, and it is, at least in 

relation to the perceived world, the general instrument of my òcomprehensionó.ó24. 

Bishop sees Eliasson as representing a group of artists in the 1990s that turned to a new25 

                                                 
21 Bishop op.cit p.37. 
22 Nicolas de Oliveira et.al (ed.), óEscapeó in Installation Art in the New Millennium: The Empire of the Senses, 

(London: Thames & Hudson, 2003), p. 49-53, 72.  
23 Phenomenology is the study of human experience and of the ways things present themselves to us in 
and through such experience. Sokolowski, Robert, Introduction to Phenomenology, (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2000), p.2 
24 Merleau-Ponty The Phenomenology of Perception (1961) (London: Routledge (1945) 2000), p.235. 
25 Bishop notes how after the 1970s the writings of Michel Foucault, Jacques Derrida et al. óplaced the 
subject in crisis, dismantling Merleau-Pontyõs assertion of the primacy of perception to reveal it as one 
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phenomenology truer to the original writings of Merleau-Ponty than the òreductive 

thinking offered by Minimalismó26, and addressing time, memory and individual history.27  

Art historian Ina Blom has in her recent book On the Style Site: Art, Sociality and 

Media Culture from 2007 pointed out the presence of a sophisticated òphenomenology of 

perceptionó and all-encompassing òmedia machinesó in Eliassonõs works with lamps, 

exemplified in TV lamp 2006. Blom describes how Eliassonõs artificial environments 

creates a new environment where the first-person perspective of phenomenology no 

longer is a self-evident starting point, but where ò(reality) is rather dependent on the 

psyche of the individual perceiver, which is then projected back onto the world through 

patterns of conduct and exchange with the surroundings.ó28 Interestingly, Blom argues 

that what distinguishes Eliassonõs work from other contemporary phenomenological 

practices is that in his work nature and artifice exists in a seamless continuum, as she 

says: òthis continuum is human reality.ó29 It is worth noting that Blom briefly notes how 

the viewerõs reflexivity of the mediation of vision in Eliassonõs art is made visible by the 

distribution of lamps.30 Without saying so explicitly she refers to the distribution of the 

sensible proposed in Ranci¯reõs politics of aesthetics, a notion I will be discussing in 

chapter 6. 

The Mediating Factor 

An important aspect to consider is how the relationship between the art, the viewer-

participant and other viewers is mediated. Of particular importance in this are nature, 

culture and society, institutions like museums, and the public sphere. Representation is 

central to this relationship, and the structure of the work and the artistic effects Eliasson 

uses are part of a discourse on representation and perception both inside and outside of 

the scope of a cultural institution, including different levels of representation. The role of 

                                                                                                                                            
more manifestation of the humanist subject,ó and subject to racial, sexual and economic differences. 
Bishop p.77. 
26 Bishop p.76. 
27 Phenomenology opens up to several of the subjects discussed in this thesis, from the private sense 
experience, via the social happening, to an art experience that changes the spectatorõs view on her 
surroundings, and become political. The importance of phenomenological questions in Eliassonõs art is 
especially evident in his practice of integrating visual phenomena as an artistic tool. Several critics and art 
historians have written extensively on the phenomenology at work in Olafur Eliassonõs installations, some 
also linking phenomenology with politics. Although an interesting approach to his art I will not pursue it 
further in this thesis. For more reading on Eliasson and phenomenology, see for example: Birnbaum, 
Daniel òHeliotropeó in Take Your Time: Olafur Eliasson 2007 and Grynsztejn, Madeleine òSurveyó in Olafur 
Eliasson 2002. 
28 Ina Blom: On the Style Site Art Sociality, and Media Culture (Berlin: Sternberg Press 2007) p.116-122, quote 
from p.117. My italics. 
29 Ibid. 
30 Ibid.p.122. 
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the art institution as a mediator between work and viewer is important to Eliasson. In the 

essay óMuseums are radicaló in Olafur Eliasson: The Weather Project (2003),31 Eliasson points 

to how he in the initial phase of the exhibition became aware of the underlying structure 

of the museum as an institution, and how important it is to the final artistic results.32 With 

regard to this aspect of his art, the artistic practices of Daniel Buren and Vito Acconci are 

interesting points of reference. Buren has been concerned with the art institution in all of 

his artistic production, at first highly critical to the institution, representing an artistic 

practice that wanted to overturn the system by addressing the structure, later in a more 

nuanced form. Just how alike Buren and Eliasson are in their view on the institution is 

evident in an interesting conversation between the two in the periodical Artforum in 

2005.33  

Yet, as Bishop also notes, Eliasson 

and his contemporaries as Carsten Höller, 

differ from the institutional critique where 

the aim is to activate the spectator. Instead 

they are concerned with producing in the 

viewers a critical attitude toward their 

perception of the institution (and might we add, 

the rest of the world). I myself have 

experienced Carsten Hºllerõs slide for The 

Unilever Series in the Turbine Hall at Tate 

Modern34, noticing how a slide in a museum 

changes my perception of the place radically. 

The potential lies within the subject. In 

Eliassonõs case, he often address the viewer 

directly: Your windless arrangement (1997), Your 

Figure 9. Carsten Höller Test Site           natural denundation inverted (1999) and Your 

intituitive surroundings versus your surrounded intuition (2000) only being a few on many 

examples where the title implies the priority of the viewers individual experience.  

 

                                                 
31 Published in connection to the exhibit The Weather Project at Tate Modern Oct. 16th 2003 ð March 21 
2004, edited by Susan May 
32 Olafur Eliasson in òMuseums Are Radicaló in Olafur Eliasson The Weather Project 
33 Olafur Eliasson and Daniel Buren óIn Conversationó in Artforum May 2005. Vol.43, no.9, p.208. 
34 The Unilever Series: Carsten Höller was shown in the Turbine Hall in Tate Modern in London from the 10th 
October 2006 ð 15th April 2007. 
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Eliassonõs critique is not aimed at the white cube or its authority35, but rather at 

òits ônaturalõ presentation of objectsó.36 As Eliasson says it:  

I think that the museum, historical or not, much too often is exactly like The Truman 
Show. The spectator is tricked and neglected with regards to the museumõs failure to 
carry out or enforce its responsibility by means of the way it discloses its ideology of 
presentation. Or to put it more straight: most institutions forget to let the spectators see 
themselves seeing.37 

Bishop notes the paradox in how Eliasson makes a point of the mediation of our 

perception of nature today through installation art, òa mediumó she says, òthat insists on 

immediacyó.38 This is particularly evident in The Weather Project where, she says, òit was 

curious to see visitors stretched out on the floor bathing beneath Eliassonõs artificial 

sun.ó39 

 

Art and Science 

Eliassonõs installations bear the mark of being based on thorough investigation, and so 

follow in the tradition of scientific research. Thus it is possible to say that his art bears 

certain similarities with conceptual art, with its insistence on the analyzing and 

investigating aspects of the artistic practise. The curators of the exhibition Surroundings 

Surrounded from 2001, Christa Steinle and Peter Weibel say that Eliassonõs interests lean 

toward òthe factors of human perception in an age of technology and the laws of nature 

from the perspective of their anthropological relativity. His work addresses the question 

of our conception of nature and the technical aids that we use to observe, construct, and 

measure it.ó 40 They further argue:  

Romanticism wanted to rescue nature from mankind by anti-scientific means. The 
ecology movement wants to do this in scientific fashion. Olafur Eliasson takes up both 
impulses and develops a new artistic strategy by displaying nature as the testing ground 
and the contruct of science. Instead of addressing a pre-scientific or premeditated 
perception of nature, his installations deal exclusively with phenomena of nature as 
natural science has made them analytically accessible to us.41 
 

                                                 
35 Although interesting, issues concerning the white cube remains outside of the scope of this thesis. For 
further reading on the subject of the presumably neutral white cube see Brian OõDohertyõs classic 
collection of articles originally published as a series in Art Forum in 1976: Brian OõDoherty, Inside the 
White Cube: The Ideology of the Gallery Space (San Francisco: The Lapis Press, 1986) 
36 Bishop p.77. 
37 Ibid. p.77. 
38 Ibid. 
39 Ibid. For further reading on the mediation of the art institution in the reception of Eliassonõs art, see 
Grynsztejn, Madeleine ò(Y)our Entanglements: Olafur Eliasson, the Museum, and Consumer Cultureó in 
Grynsztejn, Madeleine (ed.) Take your time : Olafur Eliasson 2007. 
40 Christa Steinle, Peter Weibel in Olafur Eliasson: Surroundings Surrounded Essays on Space and Science (The MIT 
Press 2001), p.12. 
41 Ibid, p. 12-13. 
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Eliasson then unites in his very own way these two directions, by walking the middle 

way. Olafur Eliasson: Surroundings Surrounded: Essays on Space and Science (2001) is an 

anthology of essays concerning different aspects of space and science. Here Eliasson gives 

an interesting approach to the relationship between art and science, as he does not take 

nature as a starting point for research, but rather the science that explains nature to us ð 

that is natural science. As the editors Steinle and Weibel says: òHis art is a kind of meta-

science, which appropriates and reflects the findings of natural science, and transforms 

them into art, into aesthetic experience, and into sensual experience.ó42 They see this new 

alliance as a paradigm shift, òwhich introduces entirely new paths and options for 

twenty-first century art.ó43 

What is the relationship between art, nature and politics?  

 
Figure 10. Your utopia 

Utopia is generally attributed to an ideal (unattainable) world, as opposed to our real 

world. Utopia is not only a daydream, however, but also a constructive criticism where 

politics might me applied in order to achieve a better life.44 One comprehensive 

definition states: 

 [Greek: no place], title of a book by Sir Thomas More, published in Latin in 1516. The 
work pictures an ideal state where all is ordered for the best for humanity as a whole and 
where the evils of society, such as poverty and misery, have been eliminated. The 
popularity of the book has given the generic name Utopia to all concepts of ideal states. 
The description of a utopia enables an author not only to set down criticisms of evils in 
the contemporary social scene but also to outline vast and revolutionary reforms 
without the necessity of describing how they will be affected. Thus, the influence of 
utopian writings has generally been inspirational rather than practical. The name utopia 
is applied retroactively to various ideal states described before Mooreõs work, most 
notably to that of the Republic of Plato.45 

                                                 
42 Ibid. p.16. 
43 Ibid. p. 16. 
44 An interesting note is that utopia in daily speach often has a negative ring to it, bearing connotations to 
all that cannot be achieved. 
45 From The Columbia Encyclopedia, Sixth Edition.  2001-07. 
http://www.bartleby.com/65/ut/Utopia.html . Downloaded 01.May 2009. 

http://www.bartleby.com/65/mo/More-T.html
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Olafur Eliasson has used the term utopia to describe an optimism on behalf of artõs 

potential.46 One of his works of art is even titled Your Utopia (2003). In a gallery at the 

Venice Biennale, Eliasson installed a white plastic drum with a red button on it that said 

'PRESS'. Those who pressed the button was seconds later startled by an intense flash of 

light from within the drum. In the next several minutes, each time the viewer blinked, the 

word 'UTOPIA' was imprinted on her retina. In Samtaler med Olafur Eliasson he explains 

what utopia means to him: 

Previously the idea that Utopia was something you projected onto your surroundings 
dominated. I, on the other hand, think that it is something inside oneself, a kind of 
wisdom which occurs when you are able to say òthis is a situation with which I want to 
engage.ó This introverted engagement is, for me, the new Utopia. It involves the 
production of our surroundings, which we undertake with a belief in the relevance of 
our work and actions, though always with a naturally integrated evaluation and self-
criticism.47  

According to Eliasson then, the actual production of our surroundings, here and now 

and by way of our active, introverted engagement, is utopia. His installations then 

become the means for producing active engagement.  

Contemporary art has turned away from the autonomous art object and towards 

artistic practices that involve not only different functions but also different media and 

more meanings. I am concerned with issues concerning the relationship between the 

viewer and her surroundings, as modified by naturesõ intervention in culture, and how 

nature can function as a means for dialogic engagement in the viewerõs relationship to his 

surroundings and the surroundingsõ effects on the viewer.  

Eliassonõs work is about the dematerialization of the art object, and the viewer 

as the co-producer of the artwork. He makes the perceptive subject into the art 

object itself. In doing so he tries to create a critical space for seeing our surroundings. 

Eliasson's art takes part in socio-political, anti-modernist and anti-formalist 

discourses. It revolves around spatial and temporal complexities in contemporary art. 

Perception, in Eliassonõs work, is not in opposition to socio-political terms, and 

cognition and interpretation are produced in an active relation with the spectactor.48 

Through his art Eliasson researches how art can encourage us to frame our own 

experiences, and to ask ourselves: òWhat am I sensing and why?ó Eliasson refers to a 

                                                 
46 Engberg-Pedersen and Wind Meyhoff 2004 op.cit p. 39.  
47 Original quote: óTidligere gjaldt forestillingen om, at Utopia var noget, man projiserede ud p¬ sine 
omgivelser. Jeg mener derimod, at det er noget inde i én selv; at det er en form for vished, deropstår, når 
man kan sige: òDenne situation ßnsker jeg at engagere mig i.ó Dette introverte engagementet er for mig det 
nye Utopia. Det drejer sig om, at vi producerer vores omgivelser med en tiltro til relevansen af vores 
arbejde of handlinger, der naturligvis altid indeholder en integreret evaluering og selvkritik.ó Ibid. p. 39.  
48 In this thesis I will use the terms viewer, spectator and viewer-participant interchangeably. 
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process by which we actively evaluate our experience when engaging with art and the 

world. By creating environments with light, colour and water, he calls attention to the 

ways our senses shape our everyday life.  

Eliassonõs art differs from the artistic and political heritage of the 1960s and -70s 

and I will not make an attempt to label Eliassonõs art as political in the traditional 

definition of political art. Eliasson himself has on several occasions denied that his work 

is in any way more political than any other random artwork that involves public spaces or 

the spectator in any way. Instead he makes us question how we see reality, by simulating 

natural phenomena as art, while at the same time revealing the technique used to recreate 

it. By introducing such natural phenomena into an unexpected setting, he invites us to 

reflect on our perception of the physical world. His artworks are less objects than 

experiences. With installations that include a warm breeze, thundering water fall, or the 

smell of arctic moss, he invokes on our senses beyond the mere visual. They call for an 

active viewer, starting a process of interacting with the works which makes the viewer 

conscious of her own cognition. Eliasson generally describes this effect òseeing yourself 

seeingó, an idea that is key to all of his work.  

Knowing this it is apparent that it is difficult to write about an experience that is 

not first-hand. With regard to his installations, it most often is the case that òyou had to 

be thereó. His art is physical, emotionally evocative, sensational and culturally dependent. 

In this text my main focus of attention will be a small selection of works that I have 

experienced first hand, namely Beauty (1993), 360º room for all colours (2002) and Multiple 

Grotto (2004), and that will be described in part 2, as well as discussed throughout the 

thesis. In addition to these I will refer to several other works from his large oeuvre. My 

descriptions, at least what goes beyond the mere constructional, are evidently subjective, 

and it is important to stress the fact that you as a reader may have an entirely different 

experience of the art experiencing it first-hand. It is however not the experience per se 

that is the main objective of my concern,49 but the politics involved in experiencing the 

art.  

Are Eliassonõs installations best understood through sense or reflection? In part 3 

I will approach Eliassonõs art methodically through discussions of the ôeroticsõ of art 

proposed by Susan Sontag and the hermeneutics of Hans-Georg Gadamer. Here, I will 

                                                 
49 For an investigation on the art experience in Eliassonõs art, see Lßnmo, Solveig Relasjoner En undersøkelse 
av kunstopplevelsen som fenomen med utgangspunkt i Olafur Eliassons installasjoner. Master thesis in art history, 
NTNU, 2007. Lßnmo also writes on the relational aesthetics in Olafur Eliassonõs art, but without making a 
full account of the extended critique of Bourriaud, nor the connection between the sublime, the relational 
and the political in Eliassonõs art.   
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not use theory unilaterally as a means to explain Eliassonõs art. Rather, the piece Beauty 

engages in a dialogue on equal premises with the theories: it complements and completes 

the theories on central points and in important ways.  

Eliassonõs work displays as we have seen an array of options for an art historical 

contextualization and art theoretical interpretation. However, his recurring theme does 

seem to be the perceiving subjectõs relation to its heterogeneous environment.50 The 

presentation and representation of nature is an essential aspect of this relation. Eliasson 

evidently escapes from any labelling. But in these criticsõ texts there are hints of a 

common resonance in a political aspect of his art.51 Of our particular interest is two 

essays discussing the subjects of this thesis; the notion of the sublime, relational 

aesthetics and the politics of aesthetics: In Heliotrope curator and critic Daniel Birnbaum 

contextualize Eliassonõs work with relational aesthetics, briefly introducing Jacques 

Ranci¯reõs politics of aesthetics to the theoretical discussion. In Light Politics scholar, 

cultural- and art critic Mieke Bal discusses the sublime and political in Eliassonõs art. In 

this thesis I will pick up the ball from Birnbaum and Bal, discussing their ideas further. 

There has not been made a thorough attempt to discuss the politics of aesthetics, as 

proposed by Ranci¯re, at work in any of Eliassonõs numerous art pieces. I will make an 

attempt to investigate, explain and argue how the previous entrances to Eliassonõs 

installations are incomprehensive, and how an understanding of the politics of aesthetics 

at work in Eliassonõs art brings together Lyotardõs notion of the sublime and the social 

aspects of relations aesthetics. 

I will discuss whether the sublime and the relational make for adequate 

understandings of Eliassonõs installations. My notion is that it is in the combination of 

the sublime and the relational that his art displays a politics of aesthetics. I will discuss his 

works mainly in relation to the writings in Jean-Francois Lyotardõs On the Sublime52, 

Nicholas Bourriaudõs Relational Aesthetics (2002)53 and last but not least Jacques Ranci¯reõs 

The Politics of Aesthetics54. There is a very sharp distinction in Eliassonõs art between what 

the art is and what the art does. It all comes down to a subtle political aspect. Eliasson 

tries to redefine artõs political potential by renegotiating the subjects, and erasing artõs 

                                                 
50 Birnbaum, Daniel òHeliotropeó in Grynsztejn et.al Take Your Time: Olafur Eliasson 2007 p.140 
51 Lotte Juul Petersen discusses the German political theorist Hanna Arendtõs notion of the political in  
óDet politiskes aktualitet i Olafur Eliassons kunst.ó in Ratcliffe, Malene (ed.) Olafur Eliasson: Det indre af det 
ydre. Copenhagen: Politikens Forlag 2008. Although an interesting approach, I will not discuss it further 
here. 
52 Lyotard, Jean-Francois Om det sublime (Danmark: Akademisk forlag, 1994). 
53 Bourriaud, Nicholas Relational Aesthetics (DijonðQuetigny: les presses du réel, 2002). 
54 Rancière, Jacques, The Politics of Aesthetics, The Distribution of the Sensible, (London: Continuum (2004) 
2006). 
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autonomy. His art stands in a position between art and something else, at the same time a 

part of and cut loose from the viewer. In order to make an inquiry of the politics of 

nature in Eliassonõs installations, I will start by asking: How does art create a critical 

space for seeing the world? What renders Eliassonõs art political? How is nature 

represented? How may an inquiry into the relationship between art, nature and politics 

contribute to our understanding of Eliassonõs installations? Through a discussion of 

Jacques Ranci¯reõs assessment of the relation between art and politics, outlining his 

position against the claims of relational aesthetics on the one hand and the radical 

heteronymous aesthetics of the sublime on the other hand, an interesting approach to 

Eliassonõs installations appear. According to Ranci¯re, both aesthetics, each in their own 

way, amount to a return to what he calls an ôethical regimeõ of art in which political 

dissent is eliminated. Against the backdrop of Rancière's critique of both relational and 

sublime aesthetics, I will discuss how Mieke Bal links Eliassonõs art to the notions of the 

sublime and baroque politics, ending up in concluding remarks.  
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2 ð Presentation of  works of  art 

Beauty (1993) 

 

Fresnel lamp, water, nozzles, hose, wood, and pump.  
Museum of Contemporary Art, Los Angeles, purchased with funds provided by Paul Frankel.  
Figure 11. 
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Inside a museum space, in a dark room, a fine mist of raindrops is falling like a veil from 

the ceiling. There is a quiet hissing somewhere, as from a garden hose. As my eyes slowly 

adjust to the deep darkness surrounding me, the outlines of the room become clearer, 

and before me a rainbow appears. A prismatic spotlight shines obliquely through the tiny 

drops of water coming from a perforated hose mounted in the ceiling. A rainbow is 

visible, dancing in the mist, yet only visible to viewers from certain perspectives. The 

installation involves sensation as well as the mere visual perception. As I move around in 

the room, through the soft mist and the rainbow, the moisture in the air condenses on 

my skin, leaving a feeling dampness. The experience gives a sensation of steam or fog 

surrounding me. The almost ghostlike appearance of the veil and the rainbow is 

mesmerizing. The sound of the water streaming from the hose is almost like the light 

rain on a summer day. How the rainbow appears however, or if it appears, depends 

entirely on me and my position in the room. The work of art, where I am an integrated 

and wholly necessary part, is continually moving and changing. Depending on time, place 

and me as a spectator, the rainbow will never appear the same twice. The work holds a 

special relationship with my physical body. The visualization of colours is entirely a result 

of a physiological process happening when the light reaches the retina of my eye, creating 

after-images, and turning me into a co-producer. Beauty is Eliassonõs first fully matured 

work. The allusion to the spectator-as-subject is strong. Maybe you see the rainbow, 

maybe you donõt.  

The one thing that holds me from only seeing and experiencing the work and the 

phenomenon as merely beautiful is the exposed construction of the installation. The 

hose, the spotlight, the water and the gallery room itself are openly exposed and are there 

for me to experience as part of the installation. I take a mental step back and end up 

seeing myself being in the situation. I become aware of the worksõ potential for a 

different meaning, aside from the sensational and aesthetic aspect of it that initially took 

my breath away. Yet even if the deliberate disclosure of the mechanics behind the 

artworks is central to Eliasson, the result always remains magical.  

I reflect on the fact that my experience is individual. The very experience of 

standing inside Beauty shift focus away from the art object itself and toward me as a 

viewer and the primacy of my own perception. As I stand inside the rainbow (rather than 

standing in front of it as I would a painting) I ask myself: What am I seeing here? How 

am I seeing it? Do others see the same as I am seeing?ó I as a viewer am integral to the 

fulfilment of the potential in Eliassonõs installation, in that the completion of the work is 
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so inextricably and indivisibly linked with my own physiological process as I experience 

it.  

In the beginning I am by myself, only sensing the mist, the humidity, the tiny 

drops of water gathering on my forehead and bare arms. My heart beats fast as I walk 

through the rainbow, as if I might somehow ruin it, or that somebody will see me, as if it 

should be forbidden. Nothing happens, so I continue to move my arms through it. After 

all, how often do you really have the opportunity to touch a rainbow? Then a small 

group of people join me in the room. I take a step back, to watch what their reaction will 

be, and if it will be any different to mine, now that there are people watching and 

experiencing it together. After the initial perceptual adjusting they stand there for a long 

time, just watching it, slowly walking around it, and seeing it from different, ever-

changing perspectives. Then a couple of kids, around twelve years old, take each otherõs 

hands and jump right through it, giggling and laughing, making everyone smile. I 

recognize the sense of liberty they must be feeling. It is like running through the water 

from a garden hose on a hot summerõs day. After that, everybody throws themselves into 

it, approaching the rainbow not so much with awe and hesitation, as with dare and 

sparkle in their eyes. 
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360 ° room for all colours (2002) 

Installation views at the Mus®e dõArt Moderne de la Ville de paris, 2004. Stainless steel, projection 
foil, fluorescent lights, wood, and control unit. 126 x 321 x 321 in. (320 x 815.3 x 815.3 cm). 
Private collection, courtesy Tanya Bonakdar Gallery, New York. Figure 12 and 13. 
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As I step into the installation 360º room for all colours I find myself immersed in a 

panorama of changing light representing the entire colour spectrum. The colours are 

moving continuously over the wall like waves, but I find it is difficult to decide where 

these waves start and ends. The installation has a perfectly circular structure, an open 

top, with one entry, and forms a spacious room situated within a dark, somewhat larger, 

square room. A white screen lines the interior of the circle, covering an intricate electrical 

system that comprises more than five hundred fluorescent lights, illuminating the room. 

The coloured light flowing from the installation seeps into the larger room. The ceiling 

of the larger room functions as a higher ceiling, reflecting the colour of the wall, but with 

darker hues.  

The colour combinations change approximately every thirty seconds, and are 

regulated by a computerized control unit. The light is constantly changing ever so 

slightly, barely noticeable. The spectre of colour is variations of one single colour ð one 

colour is being shown in 360 degrees and affects the entire room. As in Beauty the light is 

not produced until it hits the retina of the eye. But after a while the eye starts producing 

afterimages of colours, turning my physical body into a co-producer, and me into a 

viewer-participant. The work explores light and optic phenomena via an immersive 

environment that entirely depends on the viewer. The rosy sunset on a spring evening, 

the pale whiteness of a gloomy autum sky, the magenta, grass green and Klein blue, how 

do they feel? 

Standing inside the room full of overwhelming light is reminiscent to standing in 

front of one of the artist Mark Rothkoõs glimmering abstract paintings, that seems to 

contain an inner light. Standing up-close to one of Rothkoõs paintings, or standing close 

to Eliassonõs wall, the light and colour embraces me, and I feel overwhelmed. I feel the 

need to take a step back, looking at the wall from some distance, and find that it gives me 

an entirely different impression ð standing inside 360º room for all colours itõs not possible 

to step too far back, I am surrounded, encircled, trapped in colours.  

Several other viewers step into the room. My reaction to being there, as well as 

my reaction to the other people in the room, changes according to the light and the 

colours. I immediately realize how the colours affect my feelings. I also realize that 

strongly depending on whether or not I am alone inside the installation, the colours 

evoke conflicting feelings in me, feelings I direct towards the other viewers. It almost 

seems like two entirely different experiences, based on two different works of art. The 

warm shades of colours make me feel physically warm and psychologically aroused ð 
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varying largely from warmth, joy and happiness to irritation and anger. The colder shades 

make me feel calm and balanced, less connected to my surroundings. Being inside the 

installation with somebody, I find myself striking up conversations with strangers, or just 

listening to other peopleõs conversations in a more conscious way than elsewhere. As 

soon as I realize the effect of the colours in me, I start noticing how the light and the 

work of art affect other people too. And in turn this reflects back on me ð subtly 

changing my own feelings and perception of my surroundings and other people.   

Like an abstract painting as Rothkoõs, Eliassonõs art can be slow to reveal itself. 

Time is essential in 360º room for all colours. It takes three quarters of an hour for the 

scheduled colours to come back to its starting point. As a viewer-participant I have to 

take my time. Two elderly women walk into the room, spend two minutes inside, much 

too little time to notice the slowly changing colours, before they turn around and walk 

back out. They didnõt give it enough time. They missed it.  

When Iõm left alone again I suddenly find the circular room full of light to be 

somewhat overwhelming. Staring at one fixated point on the wall I start to feel engulfed 

in the light. It is like staring at the sun, without the risk of going blind. It is absolutely 

beautiful, and somewhat terrifying. And it is a lonely experience. The experience and 

perception of the work thus changes radically: From being socially engaging just a minute 

before it becomes something aesthetically beautiful, on the verge of frightening. In this 

way 360º room for all colours operates in different relations ð to myself and between other 

people and myself.  
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Multiple Grotto (2004) 

Installation views at the San Francisco Museum of Modern Art, 2006. Stainless-steel mirrors. 180 x 
180 x 180 in. (457.2 x 457.2 x 457.2 cm). San Francisco Museum of Modern Art, Accessions 
Committee Fund purchase. Figure 14. 
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Multiple Grotto is a hollow crystalline metal walk-in construction to be installed inside an 

exhibition space. At the Museum of Modern Art in San Francisco it is situated within a 

large square white cube, surrounded by nature photography. Entering the museum room 

I only see the enclosed side of the sculpture, and it seems solid and aggressive with its 

sharp cones and metallic structure. I approach and enter the grotto from an opening in 

the side. The interior resembles the inside of a kaleidoscope, each kaleidoscopic cone 

replicating an actual crystalline pattern found in nature. Just as in with a regular 

kaleidoscope, the patterns change, each individual viewer creating her own unique visual 

patter. As I stand within the core of the installation, gazing through its myriad openings, 

I see my surrounding environment reflected kaleidoscopically in the radiating mirror 

panels. From the outside several large pointy cones stand out, making the installation 

resembling a crystalline figure, origami forms or a snowflake. From one side I can see the 

inside and the outside of the grotto on the same time, making visible the structure of the 

work and the different modes of seeing it. The title, Multiple Grotto, alludes to itsõ 

resemblance to a grotto or cave, yet it also points to the fact that (except from at a 

distance) it is not perceived only as one grotto, but as multiple. The cones are not closed 

but open at both ends. This makes it possible to stand on the outside looking through 

them and into the grotto, where I see the interior of the grotto in an unending 

kaleidoscopic gaze. Standing inside it and looking through the countless cone shaped 

openings I see my surroundings multiplied and reflected kaleidoscopic in shining panels, 

including the photographs of Icelandic nature and landscapes hanging on the walls of the 

museum space. Hence several different grottos appear: Depending on my bodily 

positions, other people standing outside or inside the grotto, or which cone I am looking 

through, the grotto appears different at every new gaze. Time, space and movement are 

activated in me as the viewer and leads to a lack of orientation. Seen from the outside the 

work seems massive and present, completely dominating the museum room, and with its 

odd shape and curious look it immediately demands my presence and attention. From 

the inside it dissolves, and I see my surroundings reduced to thousands and thousands of 

small particles. The kaleidoscopic colour-spectrums created as I am standing inside are 

beautiful and mesmerizing. The mirror-like surfaces of the metal plates mirror each other 

and myself, resulting in a veritable explosion of colour and new surfaces, resembling 

crystalline fragments. The contrast between the raw materiality of the work and the 

fragile insubstantiality of its effect is no less than intriguing.  
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Whenever one person is standing inside and another is standing outside, an 

interesting thing occurs. To the outside observer looking through the cones it is like 

peeking in on another person. I see her looking at her surroundings with multiple 

viewpoints, not fixing her eye. Standing on the outside I have one singular viewpoint, 

although I do have the possibility to choose which cone to look through, whether it 

should be one high up or closer to the ground, hence creating wholly different 

viewpoints. Standing inside is quite a different thing, the person on the outside only 

shows as a fixed eye. Watching an eye watching me in such a way is startling, and as the 

eye (or eyes if several people are involved) is discovered I may not feel so at ease with my 

surroundings. They are looking back at me. I become acutely aware that they are in fact 

my surroundings, constantly changing, and that I am likewise changing my perspective 

and perception of them, through time and physical movement. By use of mirrors the 

viewerõs perception of both art object and self are displaced. The interior resembles the 

inside of a kaleidoscope. The kaleidoscopic elements bring the outside in, merging nature 

with culture, creating apparently boundless fragments of shapes and forms, reminiscent 

of snowflakes. The work challenges the traditionally static form of an artwork as new 

forms and reflections appear at every movement, inverting the viewerõs passive visual 

absorption of information. Eliassonõs photographic work has followed his sculptural and 

installation projects. He works in series, capturing different aspects of the primordial 

landscape and spectacular weather at Iceland. The inner cave series (1998) consists of thirty-

six prints that survey the openings of various caves. Multiple Grotto literally reflects 

natureõs own caves that represent transitional places, where the hidden inner of the earth 

meets the visible surface. 
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3ð Sense or reflection? Confronting 

interpretation 

When experiencing a piece like Olafur Eliassonõs Beauty, the work immediately appeals to 

our senses; we feel the dew on our skin, hear the hissing from the sprinkling water, smell 

the moisture of the mist, see the rainbow appearing before our eyes. The experience is 

mesmerizing, and fulfilling in itself. We could leave the room at this point, content with 

our art experience, emphasizing the experience. This approach goes hand in hand with the 

American writer Susan Sontagõs (1933-2004) term erotics of art. The opposite position 

would be to stay, unsatisfied with the mere experience, persistently trying to understand 

what the piece and our experience of it might mean. This approach, using cognitive 

interpretation, is called hermeneutics, and is best known through the philosopher Hans 

Georg Gadamer (1900-2002). Hermeneutics (from Greek, hermeneúein) means the art of 

interpretation or theory of interpretation, and is the knowledge of understanding. 

Hermeneutics has three meanings: 1) to express, say. 2) to explain, lay out. 3) to translate, 

interpret.55  

In experiencing Olafur Eliassonõs art, must we necessarily choose between 

sensing and a cognitive aspect leading to interpretation of the work? Is it possible to have 

the best possible experience and understanding of the work by taking up an aesthetic 

position in between Sontagõsõ erotics and Gadamer's hermeneutics? This methodical 

approach will be useful as a foundation for the further discussions in my thesis. It is 

interesting in terms of the actual art of Eliasson, an art that is both striking aesthetically 

and that slowly exposes several layers of interpretation. It is also highly interesting in 

relation to my three main theoretical approaches to his art; the aesthetics of the sublime, 

relational aesthetics and the politics of aesthetics. As I see it, Eliasson tries to show that a 

strong aesthetics and a public engagement can be united in his minimalistic, non-

representative approach. I will argue that interpretation may have the effect that it leads 

us into the work, as opposed to away from it. In fact, Olafur Eliassonõs art will show us 

that what we need is a moderation of the position for or against interpretation.  

                                                 
55 Lothe et.al Litteraturvitenskapelig leksikon Oslo: Kunnskapsforlaget 1999. p. 96-98. 
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I will first make an account for the main arguments against hermeneutics made 

by Sontag in her text òAgainst Interpretationó,56 and explain what she means by the 

expression òthe revenge of the intellect upon artó, and thereafter move on to some of 

the most important features of hermeneutics as they are proposed in the text òThe 

Elevation of the Historicality of Understanding to the Status of Hermeneutical Principleó 

from Truth and Method57 by Gadamer. Further I will apply their theories in a brief and 

tentative analysis of the work Beauty by Olafur Eliasson. The work may present a kind of 

mediation between Sontag and Gadamer, thus creating a more adequate attitude in 

relation to Eliassonõs art, an attitude that may contribute to a heightened understanding 

and a heightened experience of the works of art. In my discussion I will treat the terms 

art and literature as analogues.  

 

Sontag and the erotics of art 

òIn place of a hermeneutics we need an erotics of art.ó58 With these words Sontag 

concludes her essay òAgainst Interpretationó from 1963. The essay is a fierce 

confrontation with the reigning hermeneutical practice in the literary sciences, and the 

intellectualizing that characterized art. Sontag puts forth a manifest in defence of artõs 

aesthetic aspects as well as the art experience.  

What does Sontag mean when she writes that interpretation is òinterpretation is 

the revenge of the intellect upon artó? Sontag defines interpretation as ò(é) a conscious 

act of the mind which illustrates a certain code, certain òrulesó of interpretation. Directed 

to art, interpretation means plucking a set of elements (é) from the whole work.ó59 

Sontag argues that contemporary interpretation is aggressive and lacks respect for the 

work of art.60 Where the interpretation of previous times was satisfied by raising òanother 

meaning on top of the literal oneó61 the modern tradition wants to òexcavate, and as it 

excavates, destroys; it digs ôbehindõ the text, to find a sub-text which is the true one.ó62 

The interpretation wants to òassimilate Art into Thought, or (worse yet) Art into 

                                                 
56 Sontag, Susan: òAgainst Interpretationó (1963), from Against Interpretation and Other Essays, (New York: 
Farrar, Strauss & Giroux, 1966), downloaded from http://idst.vt.edu/modernworld/d/sontag on 
05.05.2009. 
57 Gadamer, Hans-Georg: Thruth and Method ( London: Sheed & Ward, 1988 [1960]). 
58 Sontag (1963). 
59 Ibid. 
60 Ibid. 
61 Ibid. 
62 Ibid. 
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Cultureó63 at the expense of the sense-experience of art. Sontag argues against 

interpretation in general, that you should find a meaning in a work of art, and that this 

meaning has to be dug out. She argues instead that there is no immediate meaning. 

Interpretation makes us translate a work of art into something other than what it is. 

Symptomatic for this way of thinking is a sharp division between form and content, where 

content is more important than form. Sontag says that ò(é) it is still assumed that a 

work of art is its content. Or, as itõs usually put today, that a work of art by definition 

says something.ó64 The reason for this is that interpretation has become the way we 

understand things: ò(é) it is the habit of approaching works of art in order to interpret 

them that sustains the fancy that there really is such a thing as the content of a work of 

art.ó65 Form, Sontag argues, is more important than content. 

Sontag is critical towards how hermeneutics works as a method. Through 

interpretation we gather knowledge of, and control, the world. òBy reducing the work of 

art to its content and then interpreting that, one tames the work of art.ó66 Art is broken 

down into smaller fragments, functioning as manõs vehicle. òIn a culture whose already 

classical dilemma is the hypertrophy of the intellect at the expense of energy and sensual 

capability, interpretation is the revenge of the intellect upon art.ó67 By that she means 

that interpretation makes art bendable and understandable, art is reduced to articles of 

use. Sontagõs attack on hermeneutics is a defence of the strangeness and the unheimlich of 

art. By interpreting the alarming aspect of art we become blind for art itself. In a 

situation of interpretation artõs intellectual aspect is at the expense of the sensible aspect. 

òThereby interpretation is always at risk of reducing art into communication, whereas art 

first and foremost is form, dynamics, sensibility.ó68 Sontag points to how artists 

themselves try to escape interpretation.69 How is it then, according to her, possible to 

break with this reigning regime of interpretation? Sontag calls for art that is so 

immediate, with such dynamics and clear address, òthat the work can be é just what it 

isó70, instead of pretending to be something else.  

Sontag wants more attention to form in art criticism and among art 

commentators, and she sees a descriptive language of form as the solution. At the same 

                                                 
63 Ibid. 
64 Ibid. 
65 Ibid. 
66 Ibid. 
67 Ibid. 
68 Atle Kittang in òFor eller imot tolkingó in Sju artiklar om litteraturvitskap, (Oslo: Gyldendal, 2001), p.45.  
69 Sontag (1963). 
70 Ibid. 
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time she wants a criticism that gives òa really accurate, sharp, loving description of the 

appearance of a work of art.ó71 òOur task is to cut back content so that we can see the 

thing at all.ó72 She ends by calling for an erotics of art, where the sensesõ immediate 

receptivity marks the experience of the art, a mode of experiencing that makes art òmore, 

rather than less, real to us. The function of criticism should be to show how it is what it is, 

even that it is what it is, rather than to show what it means.ó73 

Critics have claimed that there is little news in Sontagõs critique of interpretation, 

the same criticism came earlier from the formalists.74 What makes Sontag different is the 

fundamental polemic drive of her thinking, and perhaps her link to a contemporary scene 

of aesthetics that is perhaps not too far from our own? 

 

Gadamerõs hermeneutics 

What are the hermeneutics towards which Sontag is so sceptical? I will answer that 

question starting with German philosopher Hans-Georg Gadamerõs (1900-2002) 

understanding of the hermeneutical circle.75 Gadamerõs book Wahrheit und Methode from 

1960 was an attempt to approach the human nature of knowledge. Where the 

philosopher Martin Heidegger (1889-1976) was concerned with ontological questions in 

his fundamental ontological hermeneutics, Gadamerõs hermeneutics poses philosophical 

questions by looking at what makes understanding possible, and what we do when we 

interpret. Gadamerõs redefined circle of hermeneutics addresses the ontological question 

of being.76  

For him, what characterizes Man is that he has a conscience and that his 

conscience is directed at something. Man is in the world and in time and is therefore 

directed towards the world to understand it, which is a fundamental human trait. We 

revise our understanding of the future by turning back to the past. That the 

understanding is tied to time in this way makes understanding historic, something 

Gadamer labels the thesis of the historicity of understanding.77 In the same way language 

is directed towards something, and will always have content. Hermeneutics is to translate 

                                                 
71 Ibid. 
72 Ibid. 
73 Ibid. Italics in original. 
74 Kittang.op.cit.p.45. 
75 Hermeneutics has a long tradition, however, it was the german hermeneutic Friedrich Schleiermacher 
that came up with the idea of the hermeneutical circle, and it was further evolved by later theoretics. 
Skorgen, Torgeir, lecture LITTEHF, University of Bergen 05.03.07. 
76 Gadamer builds his hermeneutics on the phenomenology of Edmund Husserl (1859-1938). Ibid. 
77 Ibid. 
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an inner thought to an outer manifestation of language. The thesis of the universality of 

understanding is òBeing that can be understood, is language.ó78 Gadamer finds all 

fundamental understanding to be language. òMennesket er innrettet på å finne et språk 

for sine erfaringer, og at v¬re erfaringer er innrettet mot spr¬kliggjßring og meddelelse.ó79 

Man is constituted this way to understand itõs own existence: òFßrst i og ved spr¬ket g¬r 

verden opp for oss.ó80 

Gadamer thinks that we relate to our surrounding world constantly; that we are 

in an engaged relationship to our surroundings. The starting point for understanding is 

that there is a connection between work and viewer, we experience the historic work as 

present and there is a fusion of horizons that are the fundament for understanding.81 The 

hermeneutical circle is a principle that explains the relationship between work of art and 

viewer, where the viewer breaks down the work into smaller fragments to understand the 

entity/wholeness. The understanding of the world has a òprestructureó. In the encounter 

with a work of art we bring a general or specific preapprehension or prejudice that can 

be right or wrong. Gadamer explains briefly the hermeneutical circle, as Heidegger used 

it, like this: 

A person who is trying to understand a text is always performing an act of projecting. 
He projects before himself a meaning for the text as a whole as soon as some initial 
meaning emerges in the text. Again, the latter emerges only because he is reading the 
text with particular expectations in regard to a certain meaning. The working out of this 
fore-project, which is constantly revised in terms of what emerges as he penetrates into 
the meaning, is understanding what is there.82 

 

Gadamer enhances the meaning of what Heidegger calls a draft, and argues that all 

understanding is built on preunderstanding or prejudice, Vorurteil, that can be judged 

both negatively and positively.83 This means that we approach the work with a 

preapprehention of the meaning or content of the work. Understanding something 

involves or implies that the something is about something or other. A hermeneutically 

trained conciousness must be receptive of what is different with the text84 right from the 

beginning. Interpretation then leads to change. Understanding of the work becomes an 

unending process, where perpetual cognition modifies your point of departure. For 

Gadamer, the hermeneutical circle is not really a circle, to the degree that it shows a 

                                                 
78 LÞgreid, Sissel and Skorgen, Torgeir: óHans-Georg Gadamer Fordommens produktive mening og 
forst¬elsens universalitetó, i Hermeneutikk ð en innføring, (Oslo: Spartacus, 2006), p.220. 
79 Ibid. 
80 Ibid. 
81 Skorgen, op.cit. 
82 Gadamer op.cit. p.236. 
83 Ibid. p.240. 
84 Ibid.p.238. 
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continual revision and interaction between prejudice and cognition. Gadamer claims that 

the question of epistemology has to be put in a fundamentally new way. He asserts that 

understanding is something we are. He rephrases the task and nature of hermeneutics.  

ò(é) the prejudices of the individual, far more than his judgements, constitute 

the historical reality of his being.ó85 This means that Gadamerõs point of departure is not 

the epistemological question of the conditions of understanding, but rather the 

ontological question of the nature of understanding as a way for us to relate to the world, 

and to our situation in the world.86 Hermeneutics, as Gadamer sees it, becomes an 

endless attempt to understand understanding.  

 

Beauty between aesthetics and hermeneutics 

In his art, Olafur Eliasson deals with fundamental issues concerning the relationship 

between the work of art and the viewer. He turns the perceptive subject into the art 

object and the centre of attention. Beauty, where the viewer is an integral and necessary 

part of the work, is in constant motion and change. Depending on time, place and the 

viewer the rainbow will never appear the same twice. Thereby the work holds a special 

relation to the physical body of the viewer. The mist leaves moisture on the viewer, 

further enhancing the physical relationship. The viewer also holds a fundamental 

consequence of the fulfilment of the work, in the sense that the rainbow does not exist 

until the light reaches the eye of the beholder.87 Without the beholder, no art. Even 

though the structure of the work; the perforated hose, the water and the spotlight, is laid 

bare, and both motif; a rainbow, and title; Beauty is a cliché, the viewer can rejoice/enjoy 

in an immediate experience.  

Beauty invites immediately to a sensual experience, and further to a light-

formalistic description in the spirit of Sontag. And we could let that suffice. However, as 

previously noted, Eliasson is concerned with indicating to the viewer how a 

phenomenon appears, by making visible the mere technical construction of a work ð in 

this case the hose. Gadamerõs hermeneutical prejudice therefore encounters several 

challenges in Eliassonõs art. In front of his art we experience a loss of meaning between 

the expectations and experiences we take with us in the encounter with the work, and the 

                                                 
85 Ibid. p.245. 
86 Lægreid og Skorgen, op.cit. p.241. 
87 That is not to say that the refraction of light is observer dependent, it is, however, only a visual 
phenomenon, and thus only comes into existence upon visual perception. 
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reality as it appears to us when we become aware of the construction of the structure of 

the work, and the primary illusion of the sense experience is broken. The viewer ends up 

reflecting on her own process of perception. The work makes visible the underlying 

construction of the experience itself, by so evidently displaying the means, thus making 

the viewer conscious of her role, and giving her the opportunity to reflect on the 

experience as a whole and how it affects her. Coincidentally she becomes aware of the 

disproportion of her preapprehension/prejudice and how the work actually is. The work 

plays with illusions, expectations and experience. In this way the viewer and the work 

engages in a circle of hermeneutics.  

 
  Figure 15. Beauty 

Beauty exposes itself for us as it is, it shows how it is what it is and that it is what it is, as 

Sontag writes, but at the same time it opens up to an interpretation of what it means, in the 

elongation of Gadamer. In a hermeneutical reading/interpretation the viewer transmits 

the meaning of the work to a wider range/extent. Art does not interest us first and 

foremost as documentation, but by saying something universal about us as humans here 

and now. An understanding of the work is, in the elongation of Gadamer, to find the 

questions the work might be imagined to answer.  This way a piece like Beauty puts itself 

both in the tradition of hermeneutics and anti-hermeneutics.  

Eliassonõs art modifies the two positions regarding the problems of 

interpretation. When I say that a work like Beauty opposes Sontagõs polemical eroticism, it 

is as a form of moderation; we want to find what can be useful from hermeneutics. In 

light of the work of art, we can defend interpretation, but we also need to agree with 

Sontag in her critique of the reading of a message into the work. It is evident that 
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interpretation can lead to a loss of the artõs sensibility.88 However, it is also clear that 

there is a big problem with Sontagõs argumentation: What seems to be missing in her 

critique is the cognitive aspect of literature, that there is meaning. Sontag sees art as a 

dynamic, sensible form. However, without perception there is no rainbow, hence neither a 

meaning. The perception engages the viewer in a process of cognition and reflection that 

uncover the very form. And so not even Sontag can manage without a language for 

description. On the other hand; to grasp the meaning of Beauty we need to describe our 

perceptual experience. We need to rehabilitate the cognitive thinking, without going back 

to a traditional hermeneutics. We have to see literature as literature, and not as an 

expression of something else. Literary texts make interpretation problematic, to the 

degree that they are subject to self-interpretation; a process of interpretation within the 

text. This is a feature of literature, since literature is language, and therefore literature as 

literature is maintained. Literature expresses itself through language and is not clear and 

unambiguous. This throws the reader into reflection, exemplified in good literature, or in 

Eliassonõs art. And although our interpretation has to correlate to the self-interpretation 

of the text, we do not get an answer regarding the meaning of the work. Beauty conveys 

the alternative way of thinking about art that makes us capable of interpreting ourselves 

differently. The French philosopher and writer Paul Ricoeur expands on the subject 

when arguing that an interpretation fulfils itself only when becoming a means to the 

interpretive subjectsõ self-interpretation, hence making the subject understanding herself 

either better, differently or simply just beginning to understand herself. Ricoeur enhances 

however, that the interpretive subject need to dare to expose herself to the disturbing 

interpretation going on within the literary works.89 

Confronted with a work like Beauty the viewer sees the work of art for what it is, 

by way of an interest in the formal aspects of this specific work. She dares to expose 

herself to the self-interpretation of the work by encountering it openly, directly and 

sensually, and read the work from what she sees, including the underlying construction 

that unveils the workõs deeper dimensions of space and time. Thereafter the viewer can 

transmit the interpretation of the work to an interpretation of herself and her situation as 

a viewer, in her surroundings in a gallery, and as a viewer in the world, her being in the 

world and her being in time. 

The most remarkable thing about Sontagõs position is that she establishes such a 

sharp division between form and content. A description or interpretation will always be 

                                                 
88 Kittang makes a similar point in óFor eller imot fortolkingó (2001). 
89 Ibid.p.53. 
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subjective. But Sontag is wrong in claiming that an interpretation leads our attention 

away from what is essential in art, and conveys to a poorer experience of the totality. 

Description and interpretation as it acts out in Gadamerõs hermeneutical circle can give a 

deeper experience of a work. It can realize the work for the viewer. It is necessary to 

occupy an aesthetic position between the erotic and the hermeneutic, relating to both 

through our senses and our thought experience to be led into a work and have a best 

possible experience of and understanding of the work. In the case of Eliassonõs art it may 

get us closer to a complete and utter art experience. In the words of Eliasson: 

(é) our ability to see ourselves seeing or to see ourselves in the third person, or actually 
step out of ourselves and see the whole set up with the artefact, the subject and the 
object ð that particular quality also gives us the ability to criticise ourselvesé [and gives] 
the subject a critical position, or the ability to criticise oneõs own position in this 
perspective.90  

                                                 
90 Grynsztejn, et al. op.cit p.10. 
 



 42 

 

 4 ð Presenting the Unpresentable: The Sublime 

there was this little girl standing in the stream of water, utterly entranced, with everyone 
watching her. The light reflected off of her face and she was completely entranced in the 
experience. It seemed like a focal point for the entire exhibit. Then someone tried to 
take a picture, to extend the moment, and was stopped, and the magic shattered é91 

 

The sublime is generally referred to as a term that gained philosophical and aesthetic 

importance during the Enlightenment era, and implies that which exceeds rational 

understanding because of extraordinary qualities or a scale beyond human 

comprehension. The sublime is in every matter a private experience. Several critics have 

addressed the experience of the sublime in Olafur Eliassonõs art, drawing on the 

traditions of the Romantic landscape painters to describe the sublime. By manipulating 

light and colour to create natural phenomena such as rain, mist, fog, ice, wind and 

sunshine inside art institutions, Eliasson stages empowering interactions between the 

viewer and the environment. The experiences may be said to verge on the sublime.  

Eliasson attended the Royal Danish Art Academy in Copenhagen from 1989 to 

1995. In 1985 the Academy published a small collection of texts titled On The Sublime92, 

edited by Stig Brøgger, Else Marie Bukdahl and Hein Heinsen (Brøgger et al.). The 

editors were all professors at the Royal Art Academy. The publication included, in 

addition to a foreword on the sublime and the postmodern condition by the editors, 

Danish translations of Barnett Newmanõs The Sublime is Now93 and Jean-François 

Lyotardõs The Sublime and the Avantgarde,94 and finally En samtale med Jean-François Lyotard 

by Bernhard Blisténe.95 The publication, and the fact that the texts were put on the 

curriculum at the Academy, tells us that notions of the sublime and the postmodern held 

a strong position at the Academy in Copenhagen during the mid and late eighties. And it 

was into this art environment Eliasson was enrolled in 1989.96 

Knowing this about the Academy, and considering that little research has been 

conducted on the topic in relation to Olafur Eliassonõs art, it would be interesting to 

                                                 
91 On Beauty  (1993) posted by visitor Andrew Calkins on Dec 28, 2007 at the SFMOMA webpage. 
92 Original title: Omkring det Sublime. 
93 First published in 1948. 
94 First published in 1984. 
95 Translated: A conversation with Jean-François Lyotard. The conversation was held and published in 1985. 
96 It is also possible that the sublime, via Immanuel Kant, may have lead Eliasson to Phenomenology, his 
earliest personal source of theoretical framework and inspiration. Although interesting and relevant to the 
understanding of Eliassonõs art, I will not pursue this here. Lyotardõs aesthetics of the sublime may further 
lead to interesting implications for the political aspects of Eliassonõs art, which I will discuss in part 6. 
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investigate it in further detail. How does Eliassonõs art transmit or express a sensation of 

the sublime? How and why could the sublime be relevant to our experience of the art of 

Olafur Eliasson? And might his art be able to contribute something to notions of the 

sublime? 

Without making a full account of the theory of the sublime and its history, in this 

chapter I will discuss parts of the key notions of the sublime that I find relevant to 

Eliassonõs art. I will discuss how Beauty (1993), 360º room for all colours (2002) and Multiple 

Grotto (2004) may be described as sublime or invoking a sublime experience, and I will 

also introduce other key works in order to elaborate on the presence of the sublime in 

Eliassonõs art.  

 

Ancestors of the sublime 

In The Sublime and the Avantgarde Jean-François Lyotard refers to and discusses the text Du 

Sublime (Greek: Perì hypsous) published by Nicholas Boileau-Despéaux in 1674.97 The 

treatise is attributed to a certain Longinus.98 Longinus practices a new kind of literary 

criticism, where he differentiates between good and bad writing through examples, 

promoting an òelevation of styleó as well as an essence of òsimplicityó. 99 What is 

important for us is that the sublime to Longinus is a quality of the object itself, in this 

case literature. However, Longinus sets out five sources of sublimity, some which relate 

to the writer/subject: ògreat thoughts, strong emotions, certain figures of thought and 

speech, noble diction, and dignified word arrangement. The effects of the sublime would 

be: loss of rationality, an alienation leading to identification with the creative process of 

the artist and a deep emotion mixed with pleasure and exaltationó.100 Longinus opens up 

dimensions in language that cannot be anticipated or put into a common poetics. Rather, 

it stirs emotions. This can be seen in the following centuries, as a gradual turn from the 

object to the subject. Longinus moves from the formal description of the matter to 

something irrational or without form. In the 18th century, nature was seen as sublime for 

                                                 
97 Boileau-Despéaux also published the more famous Ars poétique the same year. 
98 The true identity of Longinus is not known, but he is thought to be a previously unknown rhetorician 
most probably from the first century A.D. 
99 The treatise focuses on the effects of good writing. Together with Aristotleõs Poetics (approx. 335 B.C.) it 
is considered to be one of the most important ancient treatises on aesthetics. In Du Sublime, Longinus 
breaks with the rhetorical tradition of Aristotle, Cicero and Quintilian, who valued a more pedagogical 
mode of speaking, in exchange for, as Lyotard states, an almost òsublimeó rhetoric, where great effort is 
made to write òabove the ordinaryó. 
100 Leitch, Vincent B. (ed.) The Norton Anthology of Theory and Criticism. (New York: Norton. 2001) p. 135-
154. 
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the thrill of its fierceness and intensity. Transferred to art, this was contrasted with 

beauty. The contrast then distinguishes between the formless sublime tied to the subject, 

and the beauty in form, tied to the object.  

 

The Sublime and the Avantgarde ð Utopia  

After Boileau-Desp®auxõs publication of Longinusõ treatise, Longinusõ thoughts on the 

sublime became very well known, contributing to the formation of the aesthetics of the 

sublime at the time, including the separation and definition of the term beauty. Beauty ties 

aesthetic qualities to an object that exists independently of the viewer; its aesthetics are 

tied to specific rules. This aesthetics of rules was dominant up until the 18th century. The 

sublime, instead of focusing on beauty, is interested in the formless, what transgresses 

form and object and stirs strong emotions in the viewer. What we see is a turn of interest 

from the object to the subject.  

Edmund Burkeõs A Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of our Ideas of the Sublime and 

Beautiful (1757) represents a new theory of cognition that more than anything at the time 

triggered the interest in the sublime in the 18th and 19th century, and became a turning 

point with regards to the classical aesthetics of its time. Burke sees the sense of the 

sublime as inherent to the object, not to the sensation itself. He separates the 

psychological factors behind òthe beautifuló and òthe sublimeó into òpleasureó and 

òpainó. These two psychological factors function as a fundament for his further 

distinction between òbeautyó and òsublimeó. He is, however, also concerned with 

describing the aspects of our world, real as well as artificial, which is inhabited by the 

viewer and gives him or her a sensation of the òbeautifuló or òsublimeó.101 Burke sees all 

phenomena in art and real life that give an experience of pain, anxiety and pleasure, as 

sources of the sublime. On the other hand, all phenomena that give an experience of 

tenderness or affection are sources of beauty. Neither, however, is under the control of 

òthe reasoning facultyó, hence theory and emotion are separated.102 Simply put, when you 

are confronted with feelings of fear and anxiety, and have reached the very limit of these 

feelings, you realise, in the moment when excitement peaks, that life and hope are not 

lost, and so your emotions turn to intense pleasure. The real life phenomena that are 

capable of giving such an experience of the sublime are limitless, blurry, infinite, vast, 

                                                 
101 Ibid. p. 7. 
102 Ibid. p. 8. 
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magnificent or in any way powerful.103 At Burkeõs time, the phenomena that most 

commonly gave such experiences and feelings were attributed to nature. Light, water and 

fog ð many of the materials Eliasson works with make it natural to draw a line to the 

sensibility, spirituality and emotionality of the Romantic era, as exemplified by Ruins of the 

Oybin Monastery (after 1810) by Caspar David Friedrich, or Study of Sky (c. 1816-19) by 

J.M.W Turner. Like them, Eliasson is concerned with recreating the fleeting phenomena 

of nature. In Eliassonõs Beauty it is exactly a powerful and magnificent real-life natural 

phenomenon that is on display; a rainbow. We see the same thing in Andreas Gorsky's 

photograph òNiagara Fallsó (1989), a representative of the New Romantics. Eliassonõs 

Double Sunset (1999) can be placed in this tradition. But where the Romantics wanted to 

transmit a heightened experience through perfect representation, Eliasson chooses to 

expose the underlying construction of the representation.104 

 
Figure 16. JMW Turner Study of Sky  Figure 17.  

Caspar David Friedrich Ruins of the Oybin Monastery

  

In Kritik der Urteilskraft from 1790, Kant submitted his understanding of the 

sublime. He mentions Burke, dismissing his philosophy of sensuality. However, Burke 

and Kant agree that neither beauty nor sublimity has anything to do with the cognition of 

terms. Burke and Kant further agree that objects may give an experience of the sublime 

if they present the concept of infinity, and that this experience contains both pain and 

                                                 
103 Ibid. p. 9-10. Burke distinguishes between literature and painting, where literature seems more adequate 
to presenting the unpresentable. At the time, painting was commonly seen as incapable of visualising the 
phenomena that create a sublime experience, simply because these experiences have no form, whereas 
painting has. Literature, on the other hand, is able to make us visualise the concepts. The 18th century 
author and philosopher Denis Diderot thought Burkeõs analysis of the sublime to be a much needed 
alternative to the longing for meaning or content in art that dominated the classical aesthetics of the time. 
However, Diderot disagreed with Burkeõs distinction between visual art and literature, and was convinced 
that visual art had a stronger effect than literature. Although ahead of his time, Diderot was incapable of 
giving existing contemporary examples of what he had in mind, and realised that an art freed from 
representation could indeed inhabit the possibility of giving an experience of the sublime. 
104 Susan May i òMeteorologicaó i Olafur Eliasson. The Weather Project. (2003). p. 18. 
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pleasure. But where Burke sees self-affirmation as a fundamental drive for the experience 

of pain, Kant sees the pain as a result of a feeling of powerlessness or impotence. On the 

other hand, Kant sees pleasure as the result of realising that reason overruns both our 

sensibility and nature itself. Only the boisterous violence of the sensual experience can 

result in an experience of exaltation, and this sensation has no sensible form.105 Kant 

understands that to be able to transmit an experience of the sublime, art has to be 

abstract, the negative representation of infinity. 

In The Sublime and the Postmodern Condition Brøgger et al. asserts that the new 

interest in the aesthetics of the sublime comes as a reaction to the ideas of the 

philosophers of the Enlightenment era. This may seem a quite natural reaction, since the 

representatives of the aesthetics of the sublime were interested in parts of reality and art 

that lingered on the absolute outskirts of the field of interest of Enlightenment 

philosophers. In other words: they were interested in what cannot be shown or 

presented, what was unlimited, unreachable and unpresentable. This idea of presenting 

the unpresentable is confirmed by a new understanding of the difference between 

philosophy (literature) and art (painting).106 Literature and painting do not have a 

common task but are significant on their own terms; they have their own points of 

orientation and their own interpretation of the world.107 In the 17th and 18th centuries, 

there was commonly believed to exist an irrevocable gap between Man and Nature and 

between subject and object. In the Enlightenment era, the task was to transgress this gap 

and reconcile Nature and Man. This is where aesthetics, or reflection on the notion of 

beauty, becomes an important feature of modernist thought and remains so until 

postmodernism in the 1960s and 1970s.  

Boileau-Despreaux determined that the sublime cannot be learned and is not 

bound to rules of poetics. It is up to the reader to know. This breaks with the writing of 

Longinus but coincides with P¯re Bouheur who declares that beauty demands a òje ne 

sais quoió, or something inexplicable, hidden, a God-given gift only sensible to a chosen 

person, someone particularly inclined. Lyotard sees this poetic-philosophical discussion 

as a being or not being of art. He asks if there are there rules to be followed. If not, as he 

claims would be the case for the sublime, what follows would be perceived as chaos by 

the ôtasteõ of the ôenlightenedõ people.108  

                                                 
105 Ibid. p. 12 
106 Brøgger, Stig, Bukdahl, Else Marie and Heinsen, Hein Omkring Det Sublime (Copenhagen: Det Kongelige 
Danske Kunstakademi København, 1985) p. 6. 
107 Ibid. 
108 Ibid. p. 32. 
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Lyotard refers to Denis Diderotõs remarks on this change. With the turn to the 

artist as genius, a recipient of inspiration, the audience is no longer compelled to abide by 

the rules and criteria of common joy but are individually capable of experiencing 

unforeseen emotions such as admiration, shock or indifference. No longer is it a 

question of pleasing the audience by letting them participate in a reproduction through 

recollection or adoration but of surprising the viewer, Lyotard states, even to the point of 

shock.109 He agrees with Boileau that the sublime is not visible or provable, but 

something quite wonderful that shakes you and stirs your emotions.110 Even imperfection 

such as ugliness plays a part in this condition of shock,111 according to Lyotard.112 He 

refers to such a state, what Martin Heidegger called ôein Ereignisõ, as simple yet only 

attainable if we let go of thought, as thought always and insistently tries to grasp, reflect 

and understand what is experienced.113 

Through this historical survey, Lyotard wanted to show how Burke, more than 

Kant and even before Romanticism, opened a world of possibilities for the experience of 

art. It was now up to the modernist avant-garde to make its way through it.114 

The term avant-garde (from the French, meaning advance guard or vanguard, 

originally a military term) is used to describe a radical, original artistic and intellectual 

activity115 and is generally attributed to modernism as opposed to postmodernism.116, 

which especially appreciated originality, the first artistic avant-garde being the artists who 

organised and exhibited at the Salon des Refusés in Paris in 1863, thereby challenging the 

strict and conservative conventions of good art.117 It is tied to the linear understanding of 

time and also presupposes an understanding of time. Lyotard breaks with the 

understanding of the avant-garde, no longer subscribing to the belief in a utopia. What 

happens then when the avant-garde has lost its hope of winning new territory? 

 Lyotard finds that because of the aesthetics of the sublime, it becomes artõs task to 

prove that the indefinable exists. Representation was always the intent of the paintings of 

                                                 
109 Ibid. p. 33. 
110 Ibid. 
111 Ibid. 
112 Lyotard further refers to the artist Paul Klee with respect to artõs refusal to represent the world, which 
instead longs to create a new world, ôein Zwischenwelt.õ Though an interesting connection, I will not 
discuss it further here. 
113 Ibid. p. 23. 
114 Ibid. p. 39. Lyotard does however note that it is not likely that Manet, Cèzanne, Braque or Picasso ever 
read Kant or Burke. Any ôinfluenceõ is rather due to the irrevocable diversions of the path of art. 
115 It can be defined as an intelligentsia that develops new or experimental concepts, especially in the arts. 
http://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/avant-garde. Downloaded 01.05.09. 
116 Except with regard to music, where the term avant-garde is still often used to describe innovative music. 
117 Among these artists were the painters Gustave Courbet, Paul Cézanne and Edouard Manet. 
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Romanticism, as Burke also stated. Manet and Cézanne, however, started to question the 

rules of representation, and as Lyotard puts it, Cézanne constantly questioned himself: 

ôwhat is painting?õ C®zanneõs basic colour sensations were at the core of his paintings, 

and these òpetites sensationsó were available to the viewerõs perception if he was willing 

to go through an inner process of freeing himself from perceptual and intellectual 

preconditions. Art should unveil what could be seen, not what is already visible.118 

Lyotard argues that the quest to grasp perception and reproduce it the moment it is born 

is precisely the point; To catch colour in the very minute it comes into existence. 

 
Figure 18. Paul Cézanne, Mont Saint-Victoire, seen from Les Lauves, 

Modernism and the aesthetics of autonomy  

The aesthetics of autonomy were established during modernism and remained in place 

during postmodernism. It signifies the belief that art is best studied separately/broken 

loose from the artist, the viewer and historical context, thus stressing the ambiguity, 

paradoxes and inner tensions in the art object. This can be seen in opposition to studies 

of artõs intervention in everyday life, the relations of exchange between art and reality, art 

and history. This changed in the 1960s, as the idea of the art object as a closed entity 

gave way to an understanding of the work as event or unlimited process. Art was cut 

loose from the narrow definition of a painting to involve performance, installations, 

happenings, video installations etc. 

                                                 
118 Ibid. p. 40-41.  








































































































