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Norsk sammendrag

Denne oppgaven er en undersgkelse 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
samtidskunstensest ettertraktede kunstnere. Store utstillinger de senere Bnesom
Weathé?roje¢2003) pdate Modern London, den retrospektive utstillingerke Your
Time: Olafur Elias§®®07) pa Museum of Modern Art i San Francisco (senere vist pa
MOMA i New York) og offentlige kunstprosjekter sdime New York City Waterfalls
(2008) har befestet hans posisjon som en av samtidskunstens mest sentrale aktarer.
Eliasson installasjoner, der han ofte anvender naturens egne materialer som vann, jord og
mose eller gjskaper naturfenomener som solen, en regnbue eller en foss, er hgyst
forfarende og sanselige. Men ved & synliggjare verkets underliggende konstruksjon og
slik bryte illusjonen, oppfordrer Eliasson til refleksgogjar betrakteren oppmerksom
pa seg selv @ine omgivelser.

Denne oppgaven omhandler en side ved Eliassons kunst som ikke har fatt den
oppmerksomheten den fortjener i den eksisterende forskningslitteraturen; starre analyser
av hans kunst i lys av det sublime, det relasjonelle og det pdiiiskevedanalyser er
av verken8eaut{1993),360° room for all cald@2) odMultiple Grotfa004).

Hvordan kan en undersgkelse av forholdet mellom kunst, natur og politikk kaste
l'ys p=- Ol afur Eli assonds i nsteaspdrsmdlgt oner ?
foretar jeg en innledende metodisk introduksjon, der jeg diskuterer hvorvidt en
sanseopplevelse i Susan Sontags and eller en hermeneutisk fortolkning i Hans G.
Gadamers tradisjon er mest hensiktsmessig i forhold til Eliassons install@sgitesr. D
undersgker jeg hvordan Eliassons kunst kan gi en sublim opplevelse, slik filosofen Jean
Francois Lyotard beskriver det, far jeg videre diskuterer om vi kan se Eliassons kunst
som representant for Nicholas Bourriauds relasjonelle estetikk, ddungeker som
en katalysator for sosiale situasjoner. Disse lesningene fgrer 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 Ranciére, og videre til Randigies\kidet 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 awfubosv once in heaven:

We know her woof, her texture; she is given

In the dull catalogue of common things.

Phil osophy will c¢clip an
Conquer all mysteries by rule and line,

Empty the haunted air, and gnoded mine

Unweave a rainbow. (é&)

From Larnia (1820) by John Keats.
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19 Introduction

Subject and motivation

Ol afur El i as s on dopen@pent to sesml emperisnces, mpen ta | |
interpretation, and open fgou.ln fact, it isaboutyou, andby way of including the
possessive Oyour 6 i n Hhishae demarstnaetige agpfoacma ny o f
to seeing and sensirighis thesiss not an attempttosew nei t her El i assor
career nor all the different possible aspects of his art. | have narrowed down my interest
to three aspects: the notion of the sublime, relational aesthetics and the politics of
aesthetics. | have chosen to do this for densmrsonsTh a t Eliassonds art
sublime experience, and arrange for relations between the viewers and their surroundings
hasalmost been taken for grantedsasndtheoreticahpproaches o Ol af ur EIl i as:
art. However, the existing researshthor y on El i assonds art has
superficially labelled his art as sublime or relatimmalavoidedmore thorough
discussions. During my initial reading of texts covering these theoretical subjects, | found
them to be interesting,yatsingel y i nadequate or unful fildl
| found texts that briefly discussed the politics at work in his art, and one text in
particular held my attentiacurator Daniel Birnbaum entered the philosopher Jacques
Ranoére® politicsof aesthetics into the discussion. In this paper | will discuss these
theoretical aspects further.

The presence of nature and natur al phen
is considerable and highly interesting. My thematic approach will bestigats how
nature is perceived and interpreted in EI
nature is exposed, expressed and how it may provoke sublime experiences, relations
between the viewers and how the display of nature in contemporagitdseraeen as
part of a democratic political process, making us as viewers aware of our surroundings.

El'i assonds wor k Fheyaawaken handgshirl oyr senses Shea |
installations are sensational, both spectacular and as-exEemsece. Hower, 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 réaigiypand

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

Madel eine Grynsztejn says, oln promoting a



ElI'i assonds work encourages a cfiparcegtiana l atti
while at the same time offering viewers opportunities to expand their ability to

envision. o

Biography

Olafur Eliasson was born in Copenhagen, Denmark, in 1967. He grew up in
Copenhagen but spent large periods of his childhood on Icelaredhishmarents 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 [d@sStutio Eliasson.hHE 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 dnstitut fir Raumexperimenta new interdciplinary department of
UniversitddesKunstesin 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 prajetite studio, as well as developing

their own projects.

The biographical fact of Olafur EIliasso
commented upon by critics focusing on the importance and presence of nature in his art.
Eliasson uses a great vgrit 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 mss, wind and light are-iatiportant materialslature merges with artifice in
Eli assonds i nst al b patuialoetements td ereate ecotiely heavx t u a | |
circumstances in order to shift the viewer

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

IMadel ein Grynsztejn O6(Y)our entanglements: Ol afur
Take Your Time: Olafur Elig&&am Francisco Musewf Modern Art: Thames and Hudson 2007). p.17.

2For the lasl5 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 workiers. The stud

moved to a new location in a former brewery in Prenzlaueén Beigust 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 tRvdr 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 conditedisat i on t o EIl i asso
production, see SynnBv ailedkuheo.@2B08i assons institusjone
http://www.billedkunstmag.no/Content.aspx?contentld=1483.



our everyday lifédis art covers a large span also when it comes to media. From nature
photography taken in Iceland, likakla serig04), to a wide variation sifespecific

installations, larggeale environments and freestanding sculptungrojects on the

verge of being architectuddatest and most notably the Serpentine Gallery Pavilion

2007 in London, in eoperation with the Norwegian archit&@til Thorse. In the

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

from artists, curators, natural scientists, mathematicians, engineers, city planners and
architectsl n t he production of El iydssopeoafifhes 1 nst a
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 ofditkeagrawnique. Instead
Eliassonds installations are both possible

and altered for different venues.
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Figure 1Serpentine Gallery Figure 2Jokla series

Ol afur EIl i assonos eteardiullydhougihrough displayd, t en s i

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 pebptedb 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 blogtimwsseand artworks
by Eliasson. In 2003 he represented Denmark in thieidgthial in Venice witfihe
Blind Pavilipfiollowed byThe Weather Propedche Turbine hall at Tate Modern in
Londan, where he installed a gigantic artificial sun, attracting more than 2,2 million
visitors. In 2007 the San Francisco Museum of Modern Art opened theQdahibit



Eliasson: Take Your Timgé he f i r st retrospecandinge of El
summer of 2008 he made new landmarks in New NerkYork City Waterfalleese

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 peAoditalR eOv2i 0eOW8d sP o we r
1 0 0 “His arttreside in several major worldwide collections, including SFMOMA; the
Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum, New York; the Museum of Contemporary Art, Los
Angets; 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 Malmé Konsthall, Sweden; the

Mus ®e do Ar taViMadeRansnaad thee &unsthaus Zug, Switzerland.

Figure 3The BlinBavilion Figure 4The New YofkityWaterfall

T he anntentient 6

Since establishing a firm position as one of the leading artists on the international
contemporarart scene, Olafur Eliasson and desvrieave 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,
numenpous articles and several conversations have been published over the years. Eliasson
himself is also an active writand haspublished essays on his own work, and
contributed to many of h@wvn exhibition catalogues. He has recently started his own
publiding house, run from his studio in Berlin. linscommon,andhighly interesting,

that an artist actively engagethe 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 hs 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/356216R{R0&3.06

List.html
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writing (as well as ispeech his own thoughts ansburces ofnspiratior. There is

al ways the question of whether to take the
and with regards to Eliasson, the question ipea@ent. Intentionality in a work of art

is difficult to account forEven i f the arti sdicdthroughnt enti o
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
artsignifies We must consi der t heanewrcfillyacdoumtt t he ¢
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 Eliassoghly engaged in the development

of a language for understanding his art, it can be interesting to take his thoughts into
account. | will therefore choose to quote Eliasson where his point of view may add
something interesting to the text and contrilmntl expandroour understanding of

his art.

Figure 5The Weather Project

SFor a good i ntr odu c ttions and thaught brehfs awn artisticipmjectss,cseed s | nt en
EngbergPedersen, Anna and Wind Meyhoff, Karstese sig selv sanse: Samtaler med Olafur Eliasson
(Copenhagen: Informations Forlag 2004.)

SFor further r eadi ngBasamdal, MiehaBattemns ofitedtion :iomthedistaricab n, s e e
explanation of pic{N®s Haven, Conn. : Yale University Press 1985.)
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http://ask.bibsys.no/ask/action/result?fid=forfatter&term=Baxandall,%20Michael

Ol afur E/ 1 assonods I nstall ati on
history

Installation art can be difficult to define. It has not had a straightforward historical
development, but has beéspired by an array of artistic practices, ranging from
sculpture, architecture, painting, cinema, set design, performance art and Inurating.
Installation Art, a Critical Higtony 2005, art critic Claire Bishop surveys the history of
installatiorart, dividing it both thematically and theoretically into four parts, categorized
by different ways of experiencing the install&t®rise def i nes install ati
that loosely refers to the type of art which the viewer physically entevkjcanid
often described as O0theddbtnsabdingi mmet $iev
frskthand presence in the workao, she further
its claims to political and philosophical significance obasis of two arguments:
activated spectatarshipe idea of thtisperseddecentred subfect

Today, installation art is al most as di
multifaceted artistic practices that make out installation aytdad be traced to the
1960s. I n the essay o0Sculpture in the Expa
Krauss discusses the stretched boundaries of Minimalist sculpture in the 1960s. She sees
the expanding category of sculpture, where a workias &r N a Gamida1668
70)* can be art, to symbolize a historical break with the logical conditions of Modernism.
JearFrancois Lyotard first theorizé&tbstmodernismrhe PoModern Conditivom
1979. Krauss appl i es pptoaackto artewhene each art phogect Mi n i m
demanded its most suitable medium or material, and form was ‘inféhiereas
Krauss, together with art critic Michael Fried, in the 60s was one of the most dedicated
followers of the formalism proposed by art c@tement Greenberg, she changed her
view radically towards the middle of the 70s, only to become one of the harshest critics
of Moder ni sm. Wh a 't she so strongly opposecq

medium, the autonomy of aesthetics and the batoantinuity.

7 Claire Bishodnstallation Art: &ritical Histofzondon: Tate Publishing, 2005), p.8

8 The four categories are: The dream scene, heightened perception, mimetic engulfment and activated
spectatorship. Bishop identifies Eliasfdonds install
9 1bid. p. 6.

19bid. p.128.

11 Bruce Nauman became famous during the 60s with his physicalJekesrasit as a Fountin,

photograph of him spitting a stream of water.

2Kr auss, Rosalind O6Skul ptur en dfieldé@avantgardensdet e f el t 6
originalitet og andre modernistigkistoykax Forlag, 2002)

12



Greenbergds moderni st projectAvat art ed

o)

Garde and Kitsevhere 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 iklodernist Paintiwbere he explains how he sees Modernism
as carrying on in the tradition of the Kantian self criticism of the enlighterement er
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 Frieda sudent of Greenbergleveloped
this theory further, addinge termsinstantaneousagds
presentnesshe discussion in his artiédlg and Objecthood
from 19672 Both Greenberg and Fried were skeptical to
Minimalism and artists as Donald Judd, whasEriad
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

experiencé.

Figure 6. Bruce Naum@nmeen Light Corridor
Several ciits noteEl i assonds strong connection 1

movement of the 19686€C | ai re Bi shop stresses Eliassondd
1960s precursors of the Light and Space mo
experiments in the9I0s. She notes ho®60° room for all col@d82) is highly

remi ni scent oGreeBlightcCerrid8i7®lu)ma nSlse sees t his r

from Eliassonds belief that the project of

BEried, Michael: ®&HKunsthdo@bq ®jcd khtoaldiét, etl®,67[] in Agor

“l bid. OB8Art and Obj ect hofledéas Feed dantdd, heipg ohesofrthiemgst t he opp
precise descriptions of Minimalism at the time, and together with the works of Krauss contributing to the

further development of Postmodernist theory.

15Grynsztejn et.dlake Your Time: Olafur Eli@@@mintudes a collection of essays promising to be a

longl asting contribution to the contextualizing and a
in print between Olafur Eliasson and artist James Robert Irwin concerns topics as the déoratdrializa

the art object and the viewer as the coproducer of the work. Klaus Biesenbach and Roxana Marcoci

di scuss the protocinematic aspects of Eliassonds ar
Smithson, the New Vision experiments ofifitzky and Laszl6 Mohélagy as well as more

contemporary artists. Art historian Pamela M. Lee n
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 di sc

architecture, and those who draw on the scale and strategies of architectural design.

15
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still urgent ad necessafg ) and partly from his conviction that chronological distance
permits a more nuanced rereading of this work, particularly with regard to its
understandiny of the viewer.é

Olafur Eliasson came from an artistic environment in Denmark &80 that
took an interest in neexpressionistic painting and an objeented, marketonscious
art production. Eliasson thus became a part of an international trend concerned with
experimenting with visual phenomeas well as new materfalglis intaest in the
American minimalism of the 1960s should prove to be an important art historical
foundation for Eliasson, not least because of their enhancinglofsaotismand their
participation in the change of focus from object to subject in am @itmin The
minimalists made the viewer aware of her physesaincén 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 ofdddamp as materials,
became i mportant to Eliassonds artistic ex
Robert Irwin and James Turfelmodernists and frontiers in the Southern California
Light and Space movement in the 1960s, a movement that wepFanocupied with
the dematerialized art object than the minimalists on the eastTooadt. was
particularly interested in heightening perception of cognitonperceive their
perceptiondma ki ng t hem awar € froommfwhithvean see gpdirectc e pt i o n
l ine to Eliassonds ok didDad wWesih ilEmdan Gor d on
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, letiiegimlight in the
form of a giant, radiant circle. An obvipasallelto the degree that it might seem as a
true replica at YouriSunsMachiemn 907 where EBliasgéoh ¢ubas s on 0 s
circular hole in the roof of an art gallery in Logefes, 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’

16 Bishop, op.cit p. 76. For further reading, see Broeker, teag&iafur Eliasson: Your Lighthouse; Works

with Light 19992004abooke nt i rely devoted to Eliassonds wor ks wi
L¢t geesnssady O-Cwehurigethi ght and Space artdo, where L¢tg
surveying an entire tradition of Light and Space art.

170 S u r \O&|fyré&liassdiadeleine Grynsztejn, Daniel Birnbaum og Michael Speaks, Phaidon Press

Limited, London 2002, s.3Fhis interest might have been triggered and inspired by the Itaian Ar

Poveralbid, p. 41.

18|bid. s.45.

19]bid. s.46.

20|n The Weather PrajedDouble Sunset might say that Eliasson took it even further, creating his own

sun.

14



Figure 7. Gordon Matta CldPka y s End Figure 8Your Sun Machine

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

L creatin

degree involved the actual room in
as we have passed the millennium it may seem as we are seeing a sensual approach in
contemporary art. Such an approach is sdrvey@stallation Art in the New Millennium:
The Empire of the Sé&mees2003, where the author Nicolas de Oliveira refers to
El i as s on dWe Things You Canag2@@® as an example of installations that
envelop the viewer physically a8l a® psychologicatiyWe might see The Venice
Biennale in 2007 as an attempt to highlight this approach, at leastThankitieith the
Senses, Feel with thédMimdh the Present Témdieates a high degree of interest in the
Vi ewer dice experie
The philosophy of phenomenol&gynd its workings of consciousness,
theorized by the German philosopher Edmund Husserl-1888Y and French
philosopher Maurice MerleRonty (1908961) and an important framework to the
Minimalists in the 1960s,shheen 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 CopenkegkacPonty and Husserl
both stress the centrality of thadyin the construction of space and time. As Merleau
Ponty said: omy body is the fabric into wh
relation to the perceived world, “the gene
Bishop sees Eliasson gzresenting a group of artists in the 1990s that turned té°a new

21Bishop op.cit p.37.

ZNicolas de Ol i vei Mnstallagan Arhiha Neve Millennium: 3he Empiredé the Senses
(London: Thames & Hudson, 2003), p53972.

23Phenomenology is the study of human experience and of the ways things present themselves to us in

and through such experiensekolowski, Robeiftroductiom Phenomenp{@gynbridgeCambridge

University Press, 2000.2

24 MerleadPontyThe Phenomenology of PEr@épji¢inondon: Routledge (1945) 2000), p.235.

2%Bi shop notes how after the 1970s t hedaceddthet i ngs of M
subject in crisis, dismantling MeHBamnt yds assertion of the primacy of

1t



phenomenology truer to the original writings of MeReaint y t han t he oOr e
thinking off e? andaddrgssingltime, meradryiasdimdividual History.

Art historian Ina Blm has in her recent bo@n the Style Site: Art, Sociality and
Media Culturer om 2007 pointed out the presence of
perceptienéompasxildig omedia machinesd i n I
exemplified inTV lamp2@ 6 . Bl om describes how EIliassotl
creates a new environment where thepinston perspective of phenomenology no
longerisasefvi dent starting point, but where 0
psyche of the individual peiver, which is then projected back onto the world through
patterns of conduct and?®letarestnglyy) Blan amies h t he
t hat what di stinguishes EIliassonds work f
practices is that in his wankture and artifice exists in a seamless continuum, as she
says: 0 t hishsu ntaonn tfilemmuboitht ngtingdthat Blom briefly notes how
the viewerodos reflexivity of madeeisibpéte i at i on
distributioof lamps? Without saying so explicitly she refers to the distribution of the

sensible proposed in Ranci reds politics
chapter 6.
The Mediating Factor

An important aspect to consider is how the relationshiedretthe 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 afvthik 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 representetiorie of

more mani festation of the humanist subject,d6 and su
Bishop p.77.

26 Bishop p.76.

27Phenomenlogy opens up to several of the subjects discussed in this thesis, from the private sense
experience, Vvia the soci al happening, to an art exp
surroundings, and become politi€ak importance of phenomendlogal questi ons i n EIli as:
especially evident in his practice of integrating visual phenomena as an aSistieradalritics and art

hi storians have written extensively on the phenomen
ako linking phenomenology with politics. Although an interesting approach to his art | will not pursue it

further in this thesis. For more reading on Eliasson and phenomenology, see for example: Birnbaum,

Dani el 0Hddke YourTimg OldfurBi@ds® 0 7 and Grynszt ejQlafur Madel ei ne
EliassoR002.

28|na Blom:On the Style Site Art Sociality, and Med{®@&liliu&ternberg Press 2007) p1PI5 quote

from p.117. My italics.

291bid.

30]bid.p.122.
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the art institution as a mediab@tween work and viewer is important to Eliassdhe
essay O Mus e undiafureEliasson: Thel Weathe( BRORFEliasson points

to how he in the initial phase of the exhibition became aware of the underlying structure
of the museumas an institution, and how important it is to the final artistic Féguitis.

regard to this aspect of his art,dhestic practices of Daniel Buren and Vito Acconci are
interesting points of reference. Buren has been concerned with the art imstathtodn

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 mdteon the institution is
evident in an interesting conversation between the two in the periodical Artforum in
2005%

Yet, as Bishop also notes, Eliasson
and his contemporaries as Carsten Holler,
differ from the institutional critique where
the aim isd activate the spectator. Instead
they are concerned with producing in the
viewers a critical attitude toward their
perceptiohthe institution (and might we add,
the rest of the world). I myself have
experienced Car s tfTen HO | | e
Unilever e8iesn the Turbine Hall at Tate
Moderri, noticing how a slide in a museum
changes my perception of the place radically.
The potential lies within the subject. In

El i assonds case, he of t en

directly:Your windless arranggrfé),Y ou
Figure 9. Carsten HollBest Site natural denundation invEr899) andYour
intituitive surroundings versus your surround2d00jtudindyy being a few on many

examples where the title implies the priority of the viewers indiviuradree.

31 published in connection tcetlexhibifThe Weather PrajeEate Modern Oct. 16th 20081arch 21

2004, edited by Susan May

201 af ur EIl i asson i nOlafiMElisss@henWeather RrojeRRadi cal 6 i n

380l afur Eliasson and D a ArifoeuhMaBa005.ev3, 6d9np.2@Bo nver sati ono
34The Unilever Series: Carstew&tikown in the Turbine Hall in Tate Modern in London from the 10th

October 2006 15th April 2007.
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Eli assonds critiqgue is not®batiratherdt at t he

(@)
~—

s Onatur al 8 *YAsHiassondaysitti on of objectso.

| think that the museum, historical or not, much too often is exactihé&k&uman

ShowThes pectator is tricked and neglected with re
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 seeifg.

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

perception of nature today through instal/l
i mme d ¥ Ehis is particularly evident Tine Weather Projdute r e she says,
curious to see vVvisitors stretched out on

Sum. o

Art and Science

Eli assonds installati ons |Igleiavestigatibneandnsor k o f
follow in the tradition of sentific research. Thus it is possible to say that his art bears

certain similarities witlsonceptualart, with itsinsistence on the analyzing and
investigating aspects of the artistactise The curators of the exhibition Surroundings
Surrounded from®0 1, Chri sta Steinle and Peter Weil
towardothe factors of human perception in an age of technology and the laws of nature

from the perspective of their anthropologiekitivity. His work addresses the question

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

me a s u ¥ ®heyifuttherdargue:

Romanticism wanted to rescue nature from mankind bgci@ntiific means. The

ecology movement wants to do this in scientific fagbiafur 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 addressingszigméfic or premeditated
perception of nature, his installations deal exalusiith phenomena of nature as
natural science has made them analytically accessi#le to us.

35 Although interesting, issues concerning the white cube remains outside of the scopei®fHois thes

further reading on the subject of the presumably ne
collection of articles originally published as a sefigsHarunin 1976Br i an O@médether t vy,

White Cube: The Ideology of the Gallery &(an Francisco: The Lapigss, 1986)

36Bishop p.77.

371bid. p.77.

38 bid.

lbid.Forf urt her reading on the mediation of the art in;
GrynsztejnMadelein® ( Y) our Ent angl ementwsm, Odrmad uCo rEdnu mesrs o@uy | tt th
Grynsztejn, Madeleine (efigke your time : Olafur Eli268@n

40 Christa Steinle, Peter WeibeDiafur Eliasson: Surroundings Surrounded Essays on SfeeMid Science

Press 2001), p.12.

411bid, p. 1213.
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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 Sp&@OHRrnd &tience
anthology of essays concerning different aspespaandscienddere 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 soareeplains nature to &s

that i s natural science. As the editors St
science, which appropriates and reflects the findings of natural science, and transforms
them into art, into aesthetic experiencejand 0 s e n's u*aThey seg thismew ence. 6
alliance as a paradigm shift, owhich intr
twentyf i r st c*®ntury art.o

What is the relationship between art, nature and politics?

Figure 10Your utopia
Utopia is genatly 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 bettét @fiee comprehensive

definition state

[Greek: no place], title of a book by Sir Thawha® 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 evilsfosociety, such as poverty and misery, haga 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 contemprary social scene but also to outline vast and revolutionary reforms

without the necessity of describing how they will be aff@ttesl. the influence of

utopian writings has generally been inspirational rather than practical. The name utopia

is appliedr et roactively to various ideal states desc
notably to that of the Republic of Pl&to.

421bid. p.16.

43]bid. 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.

45From The Columbia Encyclopedia, Sixth EditR0107.

http://www.bartleby.com/65/ut/Utopia.hil . Downloaded 01.May 2009.


http://www.bartleby.com/65/mo/More-T.html

Ol afur Eli asson has wused the term utopi a
potential® One of his works of art is even titedu Utopig2003). 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 nesdveral minutes, each time the viewer blinked, the

word 'UTOPIA'" was imprinted on her retinaSamtaler med Olafur Eliassexplains

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

wi sdom which occurs when you are able to say ot
engage. 6 Thi s introverted engagement i s, for n
productionof 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?’
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 ckifé functions but also different media and
more meaning$.am concered withissues concerning the relationship between the
vi ewer and her surroundings, aandhowdi fi ed

naturecanfunction as a meafw dialogiengagementinh e vi ewer 6 s r el at i c

surroundings and the surroundingsd effects
Eli assonds work is about the demateri a

as the cgproducer of the artwork. He makes the perceptive suldjedhén art

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

Eliasson's arttakes part insociepolitica] antrmodernist and anrfibrmalist

discoursg It revolves around spatial and temporal complexities impoansey art.

Perception i n EI| i assr®otoim @positimoto kocmolitical terms, and

cognition and interpretation are produced in an active rel@tiotne spectactads.

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

experiences, and to ask oursetveflat am | sensingamdhy 2?6 EIl i asson ref

46 EngbergPedersen and Wind Meyhoff 2004 op.cit p. 39.

47O0r i ginal quote: O6Tidligere gjaldt forestillingen o
omgivelser. Jeg mener derimod, at det er noget inde i én sebr; @t dem for vished, deropstar, nar
man kan sige: oODenne situation Bnsker jeg at engage

nye Utopia. Det drejer sig om, at vi producerer vores omgivelser med en tiltro til relevansen af vores
arbejg of handlinger, der naturligvis abidpi3d® i ndehol dei
48|n this thesis | will use the terms viewer, spectator and-petieipant 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 attehigon to
ways our senses shape our everyday life.
Eliassondés art differs from th&0sartisti
and | wi | | not make an attempt to | abel EIl i
definition of political art. Eliass&nimself 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. Insteadhh&es us question how we see reality, by simulating
natural phenomena ad, 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 wddid. artworks are less objects than
experiences. Witnstallations 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
conscios of her own cognition. El'i asson gener
seeingé, an idea that is key to all of his
Knowing this it is apparent that it is difficult to write about an experience that is
not firsthand. With regard to hisstallations, it most often is the casedpati had to
be theré. His art is physical, emotionallya@tive sensational and culturally dependent.
In this text my main focus of attention will be a small selection of works that | have
experienced first hd, namel\Beaut{1993),360° room for all co{@062) andultiple
Grottq2004), and that will be described in part 2, as well as discussed throughout the
thesis. In addition to these | will refer to several other works from his large oeuvre. My
desciptions, 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-fiestd. It is however not the expadeper se
that is the main objective of my coné&but the politics involved in experiencing the
art.
Are Eliassonds installations best under
lwillapproach EIliassonds art fmetthheo dé erad tl iyc stdh

proposed by Susan Sontag and the hermeneutics ebétagsGadamer. Here, | will

49For an investigation on the art experience in Hiigds ar t , s eReladjofen Emandersskelser e i g

av kunstopplevelsen som fenomen med utgangspunkt i Olafur Eliklestas tinssélasjardristory,

NTNU, 2007. LBnmo al so writes on t hwthoutenbkinga on al aes
full account of the extended critique of Bourriaud, nor the connection between the sublime, the relational

and the political in Eliassonds art.
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not use theory wunilaterally as aBeawyans t o
engages in a dialogue on equal premises with the themrmeplements and completes
the theories on central points and in important ways.

El'i assonds work displays as we have see
contextualization and art theoretical interpretation. Howevergumnsgehemedoes
seem to be the perceiving subfeaelation to its heterogeneous environféltie
presentation and representation of nature is an essential aspect of this relation. Eliasson
evidently escapes from any labelling. But in thesed teiissthere are hintf a
common resonance in a political aspect of hisGftour particular interest is two
essays discussing the subjects of this thesis; the notion of the sublime, relational

aesthetics and the politics of aesthetiddelotropmirator and critic Daei Birnbaum

contextualize Eliassonds work with relatdi
Ranci redfs politics of a e s LightePolitioscholart o t h e
cultural and art critic Mieke Bal discusses the sublime and @dalitl in Eliassond

this thesis | 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 r e, marous artoiedes. iwill makegn of E|
attempt to investigate, explain and argue
installations are incomprehensive, and how an understanding of the politics of aesthetics

at work in EI i asson &sotian oftthe bublimang the sbcalg et her
aspects of relations aesthetics.

I will discuss whether the sublime and the relational make for adequate
understandings of Eliassonds installations
the sublime and thelational that his art displays a politics of aesthetics. | will discuss his
works mainly in relation to the writings in Jéana n ¢ o i s OnLtlyeoSukdifned 6 s
Ni chol as RelatonalrAesth@@B?’a nd | ast but not | east
The Politics of AesffieticsTher e i s a very sharp distincti
the artisand what the adoedt all comes down to a subtle political aspect. Eliasson

tries to redefine artds polsi,tiamd erodasinng

SOBi r nbaum, Dani el 0 H e TakeoYbur Tinpee@afur Bi28EP. M0 s zt ej n et . al
S1lLotte Juul Petersen discusses the German political
0Det politiskes aktualitet i OOlafdr HliassoB:IDet mdresabdets k un st
ydreCopenhagen: Politikens lBBgr2008Although an interesting approach, | will not discuss it further

here.

52 yotard, JeaRrancoiOm det sublifPanmark: Akademisk forlag, 1994).

53Bourriaud, NicholaRelational AesthédijendQuetigny: les presses du réel, 2002).

54Ranciére]Jacqued,he Politics of Aesthetics, The Distribution of therSensiGlentinuum (2004)

2006).



autonomy. His art stands in a position between adoamething,eds¢he same time a

part of and cut loose from the viewer. In order to make an inquiry of the politics of
nature in Eliassonds | Henvdads hradreate a sritical | wi ||
space for seeing the worl d? What renders
represented? How may an inquiry into the relationship between art, nature and politics
contribute to our un deans?Theongd ia migcussioh of EI | as s
Jacques Ranci refs assessment of the rela
position against the claims of relational aesthetics on the one hand and the radical
heteronymous aesthetics of the sublime on the otherdramnteresting approach to
Eliassonds installations appear. According
way, amount to a return to what he calls
dissenis eliminatedAgainst the backdrop of R@ere's critique of both relational and
subli me aesthetics, I owi |1 di scuss how Mie

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

Beauty (1993)

Fresnel lamwvater, nozzles, hose, wood, and pump.
Museum of Contemporary Art, Los Angeles, purchased with funds provided by Paul Fra
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 | move around in
the room, through the soft mist and the rainbow, the moisture in thedEnses 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 almostigjké the |

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 | am an integrated
and wholly necessary part, is continually moving and changing. Depending andime, pl

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 thémstiegeo creating
afterimages, and turning me into gpcoducerBe auty i s El i assonds fi
work. The allusion to the specteadssubject is strong. Maybe you see the rainbow,
maybe you dondt .

The one thing that holds me from only seamtjexperiencing 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 ingtallat take a mental step back and end up
seeing myself being in the situation. I k
different meaning, aside from the sensational and aesthetic aspect of it that initially took
my breath awayret even if the delibste disclosure of the mechanics behind the
artworks is central to Eliasson, the result always remains magical.

| reflect on the fact that my experience is individual. The very experience of
standing insid8eautghift focus away from the art objectliitamd toward me as a
viewer and the primacy of my own perception. As | stand inside the rainbow (rather than
standing in front of it as | would a painting) | ask myself: What am | seeing here? How
am | seeing it? Do ot heassvieaveram intbgeal tstlleme a s

fulfil ment of the potenti al I n El i assonds



so inextricably and indivisibly linked with my own physiological process as | experience
it.

In the beginning | am by myself, osgnsing the mist, the humidity, the tiny
drops of water gathering on my forehead and bare arms. My heart beats fast as | walk
through the rainbow, as if I might somehow ruin it, or that somebody will see me, as if it
should be forbidden. Nothing happests| 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. | take a step back, to watch what their reaction will
be, and if it will be any diffeteto 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. Teen coupl e of ki ds, around twel ve
hands and jump right through it, giggling and laughing, making everyone smile. |
recognize the sense of liberty they must be feeling. It is like running through the water
from a garden hoseotnaot summer 6 s day. After that, evVve
it, approaching the rainbow not so much with awe and hesitation, darevitmd

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

Installation views abtbes ®e d 0 Ar t ille de® ghEd004. Staiess sted, prdjection
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 Galldriguiei2vanii 13.




As | step into the instation 360° room for all colodired 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 aadds. 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
systenthat 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 wéh,

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 ofgmeaou® one
colour is being shown in 360 degrees and affects the entire rooBedsdtre 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 bodyair@producer, and me into a
viewerparticipant. ie 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 magentgregnassd Klein blue, how
do theyfed&l

Standing inside the room full of overwhelming light is reminiscent to standing in
front of one of the artist Mar k Rot hkods
contain an inner light. Standingalgsetooa of Rot hkods paintings,
to Eliassonds wall, the | ight and colour e
need to take a step back, looking at the wall from some distance, and find that it gives me
an entirely different impressiérstanding insid860° room for all colotard s not possi
to step too far back, | 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 themp changes according to the light and the
colours. | immediately realize how the colours affect my feelings. | also realize that
strongly depending on whether or not | am alone inside the installation, the colours
evoke conflicting feelings in me, feslingirect 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

2



varying largely from warmth, joy aaggpiness to irritation and anger. The colder shades
make me feel calm and balanced, less connected to my surroundings. Being inside the
installation with somebody, | find myself striking up conversations with strangers, or just
| i steni ng taonvessatiors in a pnere gohseidus way than elsewhere. As
soon as | realize the effect of the colours in me, | start noticing how the light and the
work of art affect other people too. And in turn this reflects back ah subtly
changing my own feelingglgperception of my surroundings and other people.

Like an abstract painting as Rothko0s,
Time is essential B60° room for all coltutskes three quarters of an hour for the
scheduled colours to comeckdo its starting point. As a vieyarticipant | 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 . eltheroygh tihe.dhe§ missediit.v

When | dm | eft alone again | suddenly
somewhat overwhelming. Staring at one fixated point on the wall | start to feel engulfed
in the light. It is like staring at the sun, witlibatrisk 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 aesthétibeautiful, on the verge of frightening. In this
way360° room for all cobpansates in different relatiodso myself and between other
people and myself.



Multiple Grotto (2004)

Installation views at the San Francisco Museum of MadetaiesteDairrors. 180 x
180 x 180 in. (457.2 x 457.2 x 457.2 cm). San Francisco Museum of Modern Art, Accessior

Committee Fund puréingise 14.
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Multiple Grotte a hollow crystalline metal wiallconstruction 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
| only see the enclosed side of the sculpture, and it seems solid and aggretssive with i
sharp cones and metallic structure. | 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 wilara re
kaleidoscope, the patterns change, each individual viewer creating her own unique visual
patter. As | stand within the core of the installation, gazing through its myriad openings,

| see my surrounding environment reflected kaleidoscopically adidteng 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 | can see the
inside and the outside of the grotto on the same time, mieiihg the structure of the
work and the different modes of seeing
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 grottashmultiple. 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 | see the interior of the grotto in an unending
kaleidoscopic gaze. Standing inside it and loikmggh the countless cone shaped
openings | 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 gragppear: Depending on my bodily
positions, other people standing outside or inside the grotto, or which cone | am looking
through, the grotto appears different at every new gaze. Time, space and movement are
activated in me as the viewer and leadsck eflarientation. 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 | see my sutiogs reduced to thousands and thousands of
small particles. The kaleidoscopic cedpactrums created as | am standing inside are
beautiful and mesmerizing. The mifilar surfaces of the metal plates mirror each other

and myself, resulting in a veil#abxplosion 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 anets@&nding outside, an
interesting thing occurs. To the outside observer looking through the cones it is like
peeking in on another person. | see her looking at her surroundings with multiple
viewpoints, not fixing her eye. Standing on the outside | hev&ngular viewpoint,
although | 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 persbe ountside 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 | may not feel so at ease with my
surroundings. They are looking back at me. | becomly aguaiee that they are in fact
my surroundings, constantly changing, and that | am likewise changing my perspective
and perception of them, through time and physical moveByense of mirrors the
vi ewer ds perception of cdd.orhehintedor resemoblegteect and
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 tradilyjostatic form of an artwork as new
forms and reflections appear at every moV
absorption of information. Eli assonds phot
installation projects. He works in semeturing different aspects of the primordial
landscape and spectacular weather at IcEf@nthner cave $&888) consists of thirty
six prints that survey the openings of various cltdgple Grotiiterally reflest
naturé own caves that mgsent transitional places, where the hidden inner of the earth

meets the visible surface.



30 Sene or reflection? Confronting

Interpretation

When experiencing a Beaupgheworklimmkeoatelpdppebdlate EI| i a
our senses; we feel thewv 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 exprience, emphasizing tgerienddis approach goes hand in hand with the
Ameri can wr it er -2004)steanmeroti§&ooh.dftze goppssite(phstid3
would be to stay, unsatisfied with the mere experience, persistently trying to understand
what the piece and our experience of it mmgéanThis approach, using cognitive
interpretation, is called hermeneutics, and is best known through the philosopher Hans
Georg Gadamer (19Q002). Hermeneutics (from Grek&rmenefjieireans the art of
intepretation 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?

I n experiencing Ol afur El i assoand s art,
sensing and a cognitive aspect leading to interpretation of the work? Is it possible to have
the best possible experiermeelunderstanding of the work by taking up an aesthetic
position in between Ssohermenguics?Thiemmdidali cs and
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
andthat slowly exposes several layers of interpretation. do iBigtly 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 | see it, Eliasson tries to show that a
strong aesthetics and a public engagecaantbe united in his minimalistic, hon
representate approach. | will argue that interpretati@yhave tle dfect that it leads
usintothe work, as oppodeo away r om i t . I n fact, Ol afur EI
that what we need is a moderatibtihe position for or against interpretation.

55 othe et.alitteraturvitenskapelig lel@#tonKunnskapsforlaget 1999. p986
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| will first make an account for the main arguments against hermeneutics made
by Sontag in her texirgainst Interpretati@t® and explain what she mednysthe
expressiomthe revenge of the intellect upotbar and t hereafter move
the most important features of hermeneutics as they are proposed in dfibetext
Elevation of the Historicality of Understanding to the Status of Hermeneutical @rinciple
from Truth and MetPoay Gadamer. Further lilwapply their theories in a braid
tentative anadg of the worlBeautlgy Olafur Eliasson. The work may present a kind of
mediationbetweenSontag and Gadamer, thureatinga more adequate attitude in
relation to EI i as syconfiiltute toa theigimea nondesstanding ude t h
anda heighteed experience of the works of art. In my discussiontteaiithe terms

art and literature amalogues

Sontag and the erotics of art

oln place of a hermeneutics we need an erotics @f With these words Sontag

concludes her essapgainst Interpretatidn from 1963. The essay is fiarce

confrontation withthe reigning hermeneutigahcticein the literarysciencg and the
intellectualizing that characterized art. Sontag puts forth astiardfe f ence of art

aesthetic aspects as well as the art experience.

What does Sontag mean when she writes that e r pr et ati on i s 0i n
the revenge of the intatkbeptettppbnoarasée?0fé
actofthemnd which illustrates a certain code,
to art, interpretation méawowsm pheckiihrnd ea we

Sontag argues that contemporary interpretation is aggressive and lacks respect for the
work of art®® Where the interpretation of previous timvas satisfied by raisisanother

meaning on top of the literal dffethe modern tradition wants dexcavate, and as it
excavates, destroys; it dig=hindthe text, to find a sdi@xt which is the tie one %

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

%Sont ag ,AgaBstistaer p 0@I63,tfronAgaidst berpretation and Other H3sewsY ork:
Farrar, Strauss & Giroux, 19@®)vnloaded frorhttp://idst.vt.edu/modernworld/d/sontagn
05.05.2009

57 Gadamer, HarGeorg:Thruth and Metlidsbndon: Sheed & Ward, 1988 [1960]).

58 Sontag (1963).

591bid.

60bid.

61 bid.

62 bid.
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Culture™

at the expense of the semsgperience of artSontag argues against
interpretation in general, that you should find a meaning in a work of art, #nd that
meaning has to b#ug ouShe argues inste#itht there isno immediataneaning.
Interpretation makes usnslata work of art into something other than what it is.
Symptomatic for this way of thinking is a sdargionbetweerformandcontenvhere
content is more important than forBlo nt a g s a yt s still Asaumed dh@atéa)
work of art is its content. Or , as itods u:
says s o*hiad reasam dor this is that interpretation has betoengvay we
understand things: o(é) it is the habit of
them that sustains the fancy that there really is such a thing as the content of a work of
a r %t Fort, Sontag argues, is more important than content.

Sonag is critical towards how hermeneutics works as a method. Through
interpretation we gather knowledfjeand controlthe world.0By reducing the work of
art to its content and then interpreting that, one tames the work®®faris broken
down into maller fragments f unct i oni n.g@n acltumwhoseslreadg hi c | e
classical dilemma is the hypertrophy of the intellect at the expense of energy and sensual
capability, interpretation is the revenge of the intellect upiShByrtthat she means
that interpretation makes art bendable and understandable, art is reduced to articles of
use. S 0 R ondgreseutd ig aadefence ofstrengenesmdthe unheimlich
art. By interpreting the alarming aspect of art we become blind forlfarinitae

situation of interpretation artds intellec
0OThereby interpretation is always at ri sk
first and foremost i & Sohtagr pimts to chgwn axtists ¢ s |, s e

themselves try to escape interpretétiblow is it then, according to her, possible to
break with this reigningegime ofinterpretation? Sontag calls for art that is so
immediate, with such dynamics and clear addttetsthe workcan beé just what it
is6°, instead of pretending to be something else.

Sontag wants more attention to form in ariticism andamong art

commentators, and she sees a descriptive language of form as theAsdhdisame

631bid.

64 |bid.

65 |bid.

66 |bid.

67 |bid.

68At |l e Kittang i n oOShaniklarom literaturvitgmia: Gydendat, 2001g, .451 n
69 Sontag1963)

70]bid.



time she wants a criticisnathyivesa really accurate, sharp, loving description of the
appearance of a work of.dio Our task is to cut back cont
thing”?@8he a¢hd®d by calling for an erotics
receptivity marks ¢éhexperience of the art, a mode of experiencing that makesrart
rather than less, real to us. The function of criticism shouldh@xtdow its what it,is
eventhat itiswhat itis, rather than to showhat it mear®

Critics have claimedthather e i s | i ttl e news in Sont a
the same critismcame earlier from the formalist&Vhat makes Sontag different is the
fundamental polemic drive of her thinking, and perhaps her link to a contemporary scene

of aesthetics th# perhaps not too far from our own?

Gadamer 6s her meneuti i cs

What are the hermeneutic®wards whichSontag is so sceptical? | will answer that

guestion starting with GermaphilosopherHansGe or g Gada+@2)0 s (19«
understanding of the hermeneutaalle’” Ga d a me r Wahrhdiiodblethodieom

1960 was an attempt to approach the human natukmoofledge.Where the

philosopher Martin Heidegger (1-896) vasconcerned witlontologcal questions

his fundamental ontological hermeneutics, Gadénee her meneuti cs poses
guestions by looking at what makes understanding possible, and what we do when we
interpret. Gadamerodos redefined circle of h
of being”

For him what characterigeMan 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 turbagk 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 underst&rditige same way language

is directed towards something, and will always havetcblgeneneutics is to translate

11bid.

72]bid.

731bid. Italics in original.

74Kittang.op.dip.45.

SHermeneutics has a long tradition, however, it was the germamehémiaiedrich Schleiermacher
that came up with the idea of the hermeneutical einclét was further evolvedlbter theoretics.
Skorgen, Torgeilectudel TTEHF, Univerdly of Berger®5.03.07.

76 Gadamer builds his hermeneutics on the phenomenology of Edmund Hussg8l3@ab.

771bid.
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an inner thought to an outer manifestation of langliagehesis of the universality of
under st andihatgcani be undeBswaodnig langudy&adamer finds all
fundamental understanding to be languadke n n ersnkrettet pa a finne et sprak
for sine erfaringer, og at v-re erfaringer
Man is constituted this way to understand
verden ofp for oss. o

Gadamer thinks #t we relate to our surrounding world constahty 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 thers afusion ofhorizons that are the fundament for understaftiiige
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
enttyywh ol eness. The understanding of the worl
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 bedausading 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 8here.

Gadamer enhamrs the meaning of what Heidegger calls a draft, and argues that all
understanding is built on preunderstanding or prejibcertejl that can be judged

both negatively and positiv€lyThis means that we approach the work with a
preapprehention of thmeaning or content of the work. Understanding something
involves or implies that treomethiig abousomething or other. A hermeneutically
trained conciousness must be receptive of whidteientith the text' right from the
beginning. Interpretaticthen 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

BLbgreid, Sissel a rGeorgSdadameay EondommeErts prgdekitive menibigog n s
forst-el s e nHermendikid enrnafarii@sko:eSpadtgcus,2006), p.220.

79 bid.

80 bid.

81 Skorgenop.cit.

82 Gadamenp.citp.236.

831bid. p240.

841bid.p.238.



continual revision andt@raction 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 somethingareHe rephrases the task and nature of hermeneutics.

0( é) t he ofphe mgividdal, faremre than his judgements, constitute
the historicacPThisenaahsthada doafmehridss bpeoiimg. o f de p
the epistemological question of the conditions of understanding, but rather the
ontological question dfi¢ nature of understanding as a way for us to relate to the world,
and to our situation in the woffdHermeneutics, as Gadamer sees it, becomes an

endless attempt to understand understanding.

Beauty between aesthetics and hermeneutics

In his art, OlafurEliasson 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 attentiBeaufywhere the viewer is an integral and necessary
part of the wrk, 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 enhacing 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 behtldithout the beholder, no art. Even
though the streture of the work; the perforated hose, the water and the spotlight, is laid
bare, and both motif; a rainbow, and tkgutis a cliché, the viewer can rejoice/enjoy
in an immediate experience.

Beautynvites immediately to sensualexperience, andurther to a light
formalistic description in the spirit of Sontagl vka could lethatsuffice However, as
previously notedEliasson is concernedith indicating to the viewer how a
phenomenon appears, by making visible the mere technical constractiarkd in
t his case the hose. Gadamer 0s her meneutic
chall enges in Eliassonds art. Il n front of

the expectations and experiences we take with us in the enctiuttterwork, and the

85 |bid. p.245.

86 segreid og Skorgemp.citp.241.

87 That is not to say that the refraction of light is obserpendent, 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 worksmagible 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 whola dow it affects her. Coincidetyashe 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.

Figurel5 Beaty
Beautgxpose itself for usas it isit showshow it is what iaigdthat it is what it &s

Sontag writes, but at the same time it opens up to an interpretatia ibineansthe
elongation of Gadamer. In a hermeneutical reading/intgipnethe 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 elongdti@adamer, to find the
guestions the work might be imagined to answer. This way a pEeauigats itself

both in the tradition of hermeneutassantthermeneutics.

Eli assonds art modi fies t he t wo posi
interpretabn. When | say thatawork |Beauty p poses Sontagds pol emi
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

Sontg in her critique of the reading of a messagehmtwork. It is evident that
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interpretation can | e a®®However #@is flsosleartoaf t he
there is a big problem with Sontagds ar gul
critique is the cognitive aspect of literature, that hereaning Sontag sees art as a
dynamic, sensibiermHowever, without perception there is no rainbow, hence neither a
meaning. The perception engages the viewer in a process of cognigitectiod that
uncover the very form. And so not even Sontag can manage without a language for
description. On the other hand; to grasp the meanBegaoitywe need to describe our
perceptual experience. We need to rehabilitate the cognitivg twitkout going back
to a traditional hermeneutics. We have to see literature as literature, and not as an
expression of something else. Literary tastse interpretationproblematic to the
degree that they are subject teistdfpretation; a process ofergretation 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 inteatsdn, exemplified in good literature, or in
El'i assonds art. And although -oterpretdationt er pr et
of the text, we do not get an ansregiardinghe meaning of the worBReautgonveys
the alternate way of thinkigp about art that makes us capablentefpreting 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
i nt er pr et i-nterpretatidn,]hence nsaking the dulfject 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
interpretatio going on within the literary wofks.

Confronted with a work likBeautihe 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 selfiterpretation of the worky encountering it openly, directly and
sensually, and read the work from what she sees, including the underlying construction
thatunveil s the wonmsloftsgacecheddimes Thereaftemtbenveewer can
transmit the interpretation of the worlatointerpretation of herself and her situation as
a viewer, in her surroundings in a gabeny as a viewer in the world, her being in the
world and her being in time.

The mostemarkable thingb out Sont ag 0 sestpblishes suchoan | st

shap divisionbetween form and content. A description or interpretation will always be

88 Kittang makes a similar pointor eller inot fortolkingd ( 2 00 1)
89|bid.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 ofythe totalit
Description and interpretation asitacts n Gadamer ds her meneuti ca
deeper experience of a work. It caalizethe workfor the viewer. It is necessary to

occupy an aesthetic position between the erotic and the hermsaiatrigcio both

through our senses and our thought experience to bedadvork and have a best
possible experience of and understanding o

get us closer to a complete and utter art experience. In the vigiassoh:

(' 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

objecto that particular quality also gives us the abilityitoccrit s e o[and givd$ v e s é

the subject a critical position, or the abilit
perspectivé?

9% Grynsztejn, et abp.cip.10.
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4 0 Presenting the Unpresentable: The Sublime

there was this little girl standing in the stream of water, utterly eshtraitic 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 stoppedgandith gi ¢ &8 hattered €

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 beyoaal
comprehension. The sublime is in every matter a private experience. Several critics have
addressed the experience of the subl i me
traditions of the Romantic landscape painters to describe the sublime. &ptmgnip
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 ¢e sublim
Eliasson attended the Royal Danish Art Academy in Copenhagen from 1989 to
1995. In 1985 the Academy published a small collection of tex@rtifléed Sublifme
edited by Stig Brggger, Else Marie Bukdahl and Hein Heinsen (Brggger et al.). The
editorswere 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 transl at i onBhe SublimeBis NoweltJeakraheois ma n 6 s
Ly ot @he Sublamand the Avantgamleg finallyEn samtale med-Bemmgois Lyotard
by Bernhard BlistéfeThe 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 pason at the Academy in Copenhagen during the mid and late eighties. And it
was into this art environment Eliasson was enrolled if°1989.
Knowing this about the Academy, and considering that little research has been

conducted on the topic in relation tcaQl u r Eliassonds art, itow

910n Beauty1993postedby visitor Andrew Calkins on Dec 28, 2007 at the SFMOMA webpage.

92 Original titteOmkring det Suhlime

93 First published in 1948.

94 First published in 1984.

9% TranslatedA conversation withRlespois Lyotaithe onversation wdseld and publishad 1985.

%]t 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
under standi ng ibrfotpsuethisesoamdsLyawottar ddsw aest hetics of
l ead to interesting implications for the political
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investigate it in further detail. How does
the sublime? How and why could the sublime be relevant to our experience of the art of
Olafur Eliasson? And mighishart 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 | will discuss parts of the key notions of the sublime that | find relevant to
El i as s o il discusahoweaut{1993)860° room for all co@062) andultiple
Grottq2004) may be described as sublime or invoking a sublime experience, and | will
also introduce other key works in order to elaborate on the presence of the sublime in

Elas onds art.

Ancestors of the sublime

In The Sublime and the Avadgsigiancoid yotard refers to and discusses theliaxt

Sublime (Greek: Peri hypsblished by Nicholas BoileBaspéaux in 1674 The

treatise is attributed to a certain Lorgffhlonginus practices a new kind of literary

criticism, where he differentiates between good and bad writing through examples,
promoting an oOelevation of sty IWhatisas well
important for us is that the sublime to Longiis 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: ogreat thought s, st
speech, noble diction, and diguli 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 e mot ™bonginusiopeesdip wi t h p
dimensions in langge 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 wiattez to

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

97 BoileauDespéaux also published the more farAcsipoétiqtiee samgear.

%8 Thetrue identity of Longinus not known, but he is thought to be a previously unknown rhetorician

most probably from the first century A.D.

®The treatise focuses on the ef Poetdgpsroxa385Bdgib od wr i tin
is considered to be one of the most important ancient treatises on aestbBeti8sblimé&onginus

breaks with the rhetorical tradition of Aristotle, Cicero and Quintilian, who valued a more pedagogical
mode of speaking, in exchange for, astLybta st at es, an al most oOsublimed rhe
made to write Oabove the ordinaryo.

100] ejtch, Vincent B. (edThe Norton Anthology of Theory and @l&wisiork: Norton. 2001) p. 135

154.

4z
-
~



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 Avantgardé Utopia

After BoilekatDe s p®aux06s publication of Longinus?d
sublime became very well known, contributing to the formation of the aesthleéics of t
sublime at the time, including the separation and definition of tHeetaryBeauty ties

aesthetic qualities to an object that exists independently of the viewer; its aesthetics are
tied to specific rules. This aesthetics of rules was dominatit theur§ 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 A Bhildsaplical Enquiry into the Origin of our Ideas of the Sublime and
BeautiflL757) represents a new theory of cognition that more than anything at the time
triggered the interest in the sublime in tieab8 19 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
psychol ogi cal factors behind oO0the beauti f
0 p ai n ge.two Tphyehological factors function as a fundament for his further
di stinction between Obeautyo and oOosubl i me
describing the aspects of our world, real as well as artificial, which is inhabited by the
viewerandgivdssi m or her a sensati on”Barkesdebal Obeau
phenomena in art and real life that give an experience of pain,azapietysure, as
sources of the sublime. On the other hand, all phenomena that give an experience of
tenderneser affection are sources of beauty. Neither, however, is under the control of
Othe reasoning facultyo, HaSmgpyputtwhemgouy and
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 andrimipe are
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, blugy yvaginit

1011bid. p. 7.
102|bid. p. 8.
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magnificent or in any way powetftilA t Burkeds ti me, the phen
commonly gave such experiences and feelings were attributed thiglatimeater and

fog @ many of the materials Eliasson works with make it natural to draw aHme to
sensibility, spirituality and emotionality of the Romantic era, as exemitie loy the
Oybin Monastéiter 180) by Caspar David Friedrich,Study of Sky. 181619 by

J.M.W Turner. Like them, Eliasson is concerned with recreatilegting phenomena

of naturel n E | iBeaasity i3 exactly a powerful and magnificentlifeahatural
phenomenon that is on display; a raindde.see the same thing in Andreas Gersky
photographoNiagara Fals(1989), a representative of the NRmmantics. Eliass@n
Double SungE299) can be placed in this tradition. But where the Romantics wanted to
transmit aheightenedexperience through perfect representation, Eliasson chooses to
expose the underlying construction of the represeritation.

Figure 16. JIMW Turn8tudy of Sky Figure 17.
Caspar David Friedri¢tuins of the Oybin Monastery

In Kritik der Urteilskrdfom 1790, Kant submitted his understanding of the
sublime. He mentions Burke, dismissing his philosophy of sensuality. Hawvkeer,
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 experiencengdotii pain and

103|hid p. 910.Burke distinguishes between literature and painting, where literature seems more adequate

to presenting thenpresentable. At the time, painting was commonly seen as incapable of visualising the
phenomena that create a sublime experience, simply becawesg#resces have no form, whereas

painting has. Literature, on the other hand, is able taimagealise the concepts. Thé &8ntury

aut hor and philosopher Denis Diderot thought Burkeb®
alternative to thiwnging for meaning or content in art that dominated the classical aesthetics of the time.
However, Diderot disagreed with Burkef6s distinction
that visual art had a stronger effect than literatureugtirahead 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.

104Susan Maeyo rio |Qsfpi Hissson. The Weather @33t p. 18.



pleasure. But where Burke seesaffgtination 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 rahbigirgasoaverruns 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 sensilEaotm.
understands that to be able to transmit an emper@f the sublime, art has to be
abstract, the negative representation of infinity.

In The Sublime and the Postmodern Bramjgoret al. asserts that the new
interest in the aesthetics of the sublime comes as a reaction to the ideas of the
philosoplers 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 {erature) and art (paintii).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 w8flsh the 17" and 18 centuries,
there was commbnbelieved 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
andreconcileNature and Man. This is where aesthetics, or reflection on the notion of
beauty, becnes an important feature of modernist thought and remains so until
postmodernism in the 1960s and 1970s.

BoileauDespreaux determined that the sublime cannot be learned and is not
bound to rules of poetics. It is up to the reader to know. This breaksewithiting of
Longinus but coincides with P re Bouheur w
sai s quoi 6, or s o met hgivanggift onty sengble itocazhoider , hi d
person, someone particularly inclined. Lyotard sees thisphibesimphical 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 oO6tasted of "he O6enlightenedd peopl e.

105]pid. p. 12

106 Brggger, Stig, Bukdahl, Else Marie and HeinsenOH®inng Det Subl{@epenhagen: Det Kongelige
Danske Kunstakademi Kgbenhavn, 1886)

107]bid.

108]pid. p. 32.
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Lyotardré er s t o Denis Diderotds remar ks on
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
unforeseeremotions such as admiration, shock or indifference. No longer is it a
guestion of pleasing the audience by letting them participate in a reproduction through
recollection or adoratidout of surprising the viewer, Lyotard states, even to the point of
shock'® He agrees with Boileau that the sublime is not visible or provable, but
something quite wonderful that shakes you and stirs your efmdfivas.imperfection
such as ugliness plays a part in this condition of ‘Shac&ording to Lyotard: He
refers tosuch a state, what Martin Heidegger célled n ®&r eagniss mpl e vy e
attainable if we let go of thought, as thought always and insistently tries to grasp, reflect
and understand what is experiefted.

Through this historical survey, Lyotard watdeshow 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 axgarde to make its way through'it.

The termavangardéfrom the French, meaning advance guardanguard,
originally a military tern used to describe a radical, original artistic and intellectual
activity™ and is generally attributed to modernism as opposed to postmat&rnism
which especially appreciated origingtiyfirst artistic avaigarde 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’#rts tied to the linear understanding of
time and also presupposes an understandingmef Lyotard breaks with the
understanding of the avagdarde, no longer subscribing to the belief in a utopia. What
happens then when the avgatde has lost its hope of winning new territory?

Lyotard finds that because of the aesthetics of the sublim& b ecomes artaod

prove that the indefinable exists. Representation was always the intent of the paintings of

109]pid. p. 33.

110]pid.

111]hid.

112) yotard further e f er s t o the artist Paul Klee with respect
instead | ongs to create a new world, ©O6ein Zwischenw
discuss it furtherdre.

113]pid. p. 23.

1141bid. p. 39.Lyotard does however note that it is not likely that Manet, Cézanne, Braque or Picasso ever
recakant or Burke. Any &influenced is rather due to t

115]t can be defined as andlligentsia that develops new or experimental concepts, especially in the arts.
http://www.merriamwebster.com/dictionary/avagarde. Downloaded 01.05.09.

116Except with regard to music, where the tramgjardis still often used to describe innovatisic.

117 Among these artists were the painters Gustave Courbet, Paul Cézanne ani¥l &dletuard
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Romanticism, as Burke also stated. Manet and Cézanne, however, started to question the
rules of representation, and as Lyotard putgzar®®e constantly questioned himself:

oOwhat is painting?6 C®zanneds basic colour
and these oOpetites sensationso6 were availa
to go through an inner process of iftgehimself from perceptual and intellectual
preconditions. Art should unveil what could be seen, not what is already®visible.

Lyotard argues that the quest to grasp perception and reproduce it the moment it is born

is precisely the point; To catch colawthe very minute it comes into existence

Figure 18Paul Cézannilont Sairfictoire, seen from Les Lauves

Modernism and the aesthetics of autonomy

The aesthetics of autonomy were established during modernism and remained in place
during postmodersm. 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

ofat 6s i ntervention in everyday |ife, t he r
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 proceas. it w

loose from the narrow definition of a painting to involve performance, installations,

happenings, video installations etc.

118|bid. p. 4041.
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