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Fig. 1, Hreinn Fridfinnsson, Attending, 1973 

 

 

 

The Art of Science 

 

Science is serious, rational therefore cold; Art is emotional, hence irrational thus 

dubious. This commonplace notion arises from a culture clash between science and 

the humanities, which has polarized Western knowledge for the past three hundred 

years. Yet, a clear division between art and science did not always exist, will not 

necessarily persist, and is obsolete according to some theoreticians. 

  

Art certainly bears a great deal of responsibility for such a gap. By evolving in the 

direction of intellectualization and reductionism since the 20th C avant-garde it has 

distanced itself from common understanding. Today, art is often accused of being 

cryptic, irreverent, of having narrowed the borders with reality to the point of 

tautology and become so hard to detect that it relies on a self-generated context to 

define it. The extraordinary, a prerogative of art throughout centuries represented by 

outstanding craftsmanship, has been lost in the face of technology. Furthermore, if it 

is generally sensed that both art and science strive to grasp some kind of essence or 

truth, science has an inbuilt filtering process that warrants its effectiveness by testing 
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theories against natural phenomena, only preserving as plausible the ones that stand 

the test. Whereas art offers no testable criteria to assess its quality whose evaluation 

relies exclusively on the support of a disputable art system (which evolves, not only 

around conviction and good faith, but also around market speculations and social 

climbing). It follows that good art coexists next to frivolous, irresponsible activity, 

muddling up the whole perception of contemporary art.  

 

Crux of this essay however, is the conviction that the divide between the two 

disciplines is mostly rooted in a conception of hard science characterising the middle 

dimension of everyday physics, which is deterministic, pivots on the cause-and-effect 

paradigm and its corollaries of objectivity and absolute truths. Despite generations of 

scientists who, in the course of last century, have recognized the relativistic and 

probabilistic nature of phenomena, thereby tracing tendencies rather than laws, fields 

of interacting energy rather than fundamental particles, the idea that science has 

acquired flexibility and subtlety encounters resistance. Newtonian science has 

polarized and mutually excluded properties that post-relativity advocates as 

coexistent and complementary – for instance: that light is both a particle and a wave. 

Furthermore, it has caused mystifications that have led to overrate the role of 

rationality, vice versa underrate the input of aesthetic and intuition, with the result of 

severing science from art.  

 

    

   

Fig. 2, Peter Fischli & David Weiss, Der Lauf der Dinge, 1986-87, Video stills 

Home made cause-and-effect chain parodying determinism. 

 

Epistemologists and scientists have long denounced these fallacies. Linguist Noam 

Chomski undermines the rational base of science contending that interpretations of 

quantum physics respond to a primarily aesthetic standard. Whereas Paul 

Feyerabend criticized the alleged rationality of scientific method on the grounds that 

scientists create and adhere to theories for what are ultimately subjective and even 
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irrational reasons. A proof is that ancient Greeks already had the mathematical 

knowledge and intelligence available in the 16th and 17th C, but did not come up with 

the theories, which defined modern science. They applied deduction but no empirical 

induction. Feyerabend even draws a parallel between science and religion, as both 

are ultimately embedded in a cultural and semantic structure generated by a system 

of belief, so much so that science has become the God of modern times. 

Sophisticated scientists, he concludes abrasively, realize they are practicing 

something more akin to art or literary criticism than conventional science1. Some 

physicists also proclaim the end of hard science; David Bohm aspired towards an 

alternative art-like science, while Fred Hoyle saw cosmology becoming more like 

botany: a vast collection of empirical facts loosely bound by theory. The fact remains, 

that since the conception of relativity and quantum mechanics, physics relies less on 

testable data than on mathematics and statistics, so much so that modern 

astrophysics can be compared to a quintessential form of science fiction. 

Wormholes, time travel, baby universes and superstrings are so highly speculative 

that they justify Karl Popper’s conviction that scientific theories are invented rather 

than discovered; that they are acts of creation as profoundly mysterious as anything 

in the arts. Since science seems to have bypassed its function of predicting 

phenomena by means of establishing laws based on empirical data that assure the 

reversibility from natural phenomena back to theory, Gregory Chaitin has taken 

Popper even further postulating that what science effectively does is to actually 

invent the future.  

 

This essay aims to outline some interfaces between art and science firstly, by briefly 

tracing some historical overlaps; secondly, by exploring the interaction between 

aesthetic, intuition and rationality; thirdly, by focussing on some contemporary visual 

artists whose work correlates the two disciplines thereby bringing science into real 

life experience. David Claerbout, Attila Csörgö, Christoph Keller, Robert 

Ku!mirowski, Steven Pippin, Tobias Putrih are here the principal referents of a 

considerable amount of artists inspired by science, who have rendered the 

speculative abstraction of theories into synesthetic perceptions. The reader will 

hopefully concede the assumption that visual and performing arts, poetry, literature 

and music have comparable workings. 

 

                                                
1 
Paul Feyerabend, Realism and the Historicity of Knowledge, in Creativity in the Arts and Science, W. 

Shea & A. Spadafora, Science History Publications, USA,1990. 
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Fig. 3, Piero della Francesca, The Flagellation, 1455–1460 
Galleria Nazionale delle Marche, Urbino 

 

 

 

  

Fig. 4-5, Lara Croft, Tomb Raider, videogame 

 

 

SOME OVERLAPS 

Evident overlaps between art and science are manifest by the brilliance some 

protagonists of one discipline have shown in mastering the other. Notorious is the 

link between science and music, exemplified by J.S. Bach’s application of 

mathematics to composition, by Einstein’s delectation in playing the violin and 

Richard Feynman’s the clarinet, and by William Herschel’s career as oboist in an 

army band before becoming an astronomer. Another renowned interface is between 

science and fiction: Fred Hoyle, Alan Lightman and Primo Levi wrote successful 

novels, the latter attaining fame through literature rather than through his full-time job 

as chemist. Visual art has also claimed a few scientists whose change in direction 

turned them into successful artists: Tony Cragg and Sissel Tolaas (chemists), 

Carsten Höller (biologist), Christoph Keller (physicist), Steven Pippin and Arcangelo 

Sassolino (engineers), Tobias Putrih (studied physics before switching to art) to 

mention a few.  
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Leonardo da Vinci is the quintessential artist-scientist, emblematic of a time when 

distinctions between disciplines were blurred, and when science and art were 

considered as valuable cognitive methods on equal footing - religion and philosophy 

holding the keys to ultimate knowledge. At the court of the Sforza, Leonardo was 

employed primarily as musician, but effectively worked as engineer, perfecting the 

waterways surrounding the Milan area and planning the lock system still today in 

function. The Last Supper was painted as a diversion, to experiment with a secco 

technique. Delving into medicine was for him a necessity; his anatomical drawings 

derived from observing corpses dissected at night in hiding, because to paint good 

portraits he had to know how human bodies are made – and vice versa, after looking 

at viscera he had the necessity to recompose the figure in painting. Piero della 

Francesca is another eclectic case. He wrote treatises in mathematics and 

perspective, and used logarithms to perfect his renderings of human figures. The 

contrived accuracy of his use of perspective emanates an aura of transcendence 

from mundane matters, which evokes a controlling, superior set of orders. In his 

masterpiece The Flagellation (fig. 3), the flooring forms a complex pattern of 

trapezoids that gradually reduce towards a central vanishing point obtained by 

progressively decreasing the square root from the largest tile in the foreground into 

the smaller in the background, so that the side lengths of the bigger geometric figure 

equal the diagonal of the smaller.  

 

It should also not be overlooked that in the early days of physics some amateurs 

made the most useful discoveries by extending to science methods used in other 

disciplines. Early telescopes evolved from devices used by Renaissance artists to 

obtain perspective, which consisted in a camera obscura plate, a grid of fine threads 

and a pantograph. The world’s first radio telescope was built single handed by Grote 

Reber in his back yard. Today art is the only domain that does not exclude another. 

On the contrary, it allows for hybrids and experiments with open-ended perspectives 

and in doing so bears a unifying function that modern culture has otherwise lost. 

Microbiologist Enrico Boncinelli points at the advantages of interdisciplinary practices 

sustaining that, had there been closer contact between computer scientists and 

biologists when cybernetics came to a turning point in the 1950s, precious 

discoveries in genetics would have been anticipated by two decades2. But computer 

science at the time was so remote from biology, embedded as it was in technology, 

that it seemed to bare little analogy with living structures. When pointing at the 

                                                
2 Private conversation, spring 2001 
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connection between science and his writing, Levi unexpectedly observed that: 

‘Periodical systems are like poetry, they even rhyme...in the most commonly used 

graphic form of the periodical table, every line ends with the same “syllable”, which is 

always composed by a halogen plus a rare gas: fluoride + neon, chlorine + argon...’3 

And according to physicist Tullio Regge, Luis Borges’s short story The Garden of the 

Forking Paths (published in 1941), anticipates some visions of quantum mechanics, 

explicating them in a singularly vivid piece of literature4. It seems that the above 

examples represent more than a coincidental overlap between science and art. In 

fact, they instil the idea that science, as much as art, responds to aesthetic criteria, 

and that these are in some ways rooted in rationality. But also, that both disciplines 

ultimately draw from the imagination, which is both closely connected to aesthetic 

language as it is to creativity.  

 

 

   

Fig. 6, Johannes Kepler, Solar System, from   Fig.7, Steven Pippin, Geostationary, 1995-98 

Mysterium Cosmographicum, 1596   TV monitor, DVD player, metal 

 

 

GEOCENTRIC PERSPECTIVES; ART, SCIENCE & VIRTUAL REALITY  

Renaissance art and architecture strived to create images of supernatural balance, 

therefore systematized the configuration of visual space in a fashion that would allow 

such idealization. For the first time in history, vision was structured through the 

invention of perspective, as if organizing space optically gave some degree of 

understanding of how human beings locate in the universe. Structured on geometry 

                                                
3 Primo Levi / Tullio Regge, Dialogo, Oscar Mondadori 1994, p. 13-14 
4
 Ibidem, p. 57 
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and arithmetic, perspective is by all means a theory, which still holds in the sixth 

century since its conception. Except, it is a testable model that does not make 

predictions about natural phenomena, as science does, but about the simulation of 

natural phenomena, i.e. the illusion of space on flat surfaces. Today, one can venture 

to say that linear perspective is still much in use, only it has moved from the realm of 

art into virtual reality. Indeed, it is astonishing to see how video games display the 

orthogonal spatiality that characterizes much of Renaissance painting (fig. 3-5). TV 

screens have even taken up the idea of a centripetal subjective/objective perspective 

over a flat world that was first maintained by classical painting. So much so that they 

have flattened progressively from the convex shape of early TVs built in the 1950s to 

super flat plasma monitors which accentuate even further the analogy of the picture 

plane with a “window onto the world”. Paradoxically, now that so much more is 

known about the structure of the universe, anachronistic visions based on pre-

Copernican cosmology - the ontological background of Renaissance painting – have 

been reinstated. Given the degree to which virtual reality penetrates our world today, 

it follows that the act of zapping from the fixed vantage point of a comfortable couch, 

not only empowers the viewer with the faculty of editing pictures portraying the 

Planet. It also promotes a geo-ego-centric global vision (fig. 7-9), which relates more 

to an obsolete conception of the world based on superstition than to relativity and 

quantum mechanics. The reporter is held as objective observer and the broadcast 

images as hard data; the remote control is the magical extension of the human body, 

which confers the whimsical ability of making such images appear and vanish at will. 

Much of Steven Pippin’s sculptural work pivots around the TV monitor, recognized 

(and denounced) as the modern epicentre of the physical and mental universe: 

people watch television and are influenced by it as intensely as they used to observe 

and be governed by the sun in past eras. His sculptures shape an aesthetic inspired 

by the dyslexic movements of humanoids whose physical activity has become limited 

to pressing digits, they borrow from slick technology and from reductions flavoured 

with scientific pretension. The elegance and rigour of Pippin’s sculptures and 

photographs sparkle a sinister light by reminding one of the incommensurateness 

and utter beauty of the universe, and by condemning the narrow mindedness of 

viewers whose world vision has been reduced to the petty show biz of media 

spectacles.  
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Fig. 8, Steven Pippin, Geocentric TV, 1998  Fig. 9, Steven Pippin, Executive Toy, 1999 
Plasma flat-screen, metal TV monitor, DVD player, metal 

 

 

 

AESTHETIC, INTUITION & SYNESTHETIC PERCEPTIONS 

Both art and science rely on a cognitive process largely derived from visual 

information. Data analysis techniques in science are mainly based on graphic 

representation (fig.10), likewise, inspiring works of art tell us something we don’t 

already know, and keep exerting fascination as long as the message is enlightening. 

The Flagellation (fig. 3) displays one single image versus 50 frames per second of 

television, yet preserves a mysterious aura that captures people’s gaze since 

centuries. Shapes, colours, materials and the way they are organized are a 

vocabulary that communicates information just like any other idiom. In fact, before 

learning to master language, children build much of their knowledge by associating 

images; combining, juxtaposing and reproducing visual data, as the act of drawing 

offers a metaphorical analogy with the comprehension of the physical world. It 

follows that images are significant surfaces. Usman Haque’s air-floating installation 

Sky Ear (fig. 11) exemplifies how aesthetic can convey knowledge. Led lights 

contained in a huge helium-filled balloon-cloud, pick up electromagnetic signals 

changing colour intensity according to the strength of data received. If the spectators 

call with cellular phones, electromagnetic charges in the atmosphere augment and 

the colouring and brightness increase. This work is capable of turning invisible 

electromagnetic fields into sensations, abstract scientific notions into life experience.  
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Fig. 10, tracings from a bubble chamber 

 

 

 
Fig. 11, Usman Haque, Sky Ear, 2004 

 

Intuitions leading to major scientific discoveries are often triggered by images, as the 

pioneer of quantum mechanics Niels Bohr revealed when admitting that he ‘had 

come to them [models] intuitively…as pictures.”5 Neurologist Oliver Sacks describes 

another fascinating episode of iconic mathematical perceptions observed in two 

retarded identical twins: ”John would say a number – a six-figure number. Michael 

would catch the number, nod, smile and seem to savour it. Then he, in turn, would 

say another six-figure number, and now it was John who received, and appreciated it 

richly. They looked, at first, like two connoisseurs wine-tasting...”6 All the six-ciphers-

sets the twins exchanged were primary numbers only divisible by themselves or by 

the unit. The twins’ IQ was too scarce for them to understand how to unlock a door, 

yet they were capable of visualizing numerical operations most of us need a 

calculator for. Neuropsychiatrist Aleksander R. Lurija extensively researched 

synesthetic perceptions, identifying the capabilities of extraordinary mnemonists with 

their ability to instantly correlate numbers or sequences of alphabetic letters with 

images, smells, tastes, sounds and textures7. For them, a figure of 8 is not just a 

                                                
5 

Lisa Randall, Warped Passages. Unravelling the Mysteries of the Universe’s Hidden Dimensions, 
2005, Harper Perennial, p. 123 
6
 Oliver Sacks, The Twins, in The Man Who Mistook His Wife for a Hat, 1985, Picador pp. 191-192  

7 Aleksandr R. Lurija, Un piccolo libro una grande memoria, Editori Riuniti, 1991.  First Published 1965, 

A Small Book a Big Memory 
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number, but also, say, a fat lady with a distinctive smell and voice. Mnemonists can 

effortlessly remember successions of three hundred ciphers or entire telephone 

books because, like John and Michael, they feel abstract data as sensations. 

Numbers and letters, difficult to remember because mostly unrelated to emotions, 

represent for people with highly developed synesthetic perceptions an entire, 

unforgettable world.  

 

The process of conversion from abstract into empirical data characteristic of people 

with highly sensitive iconic perceptions is reminiscent of an inverted scientific 

method. Scientists generally collect data, envision them in mathematical symbols 

and develop a theory - they synthesise abstract data from sensations. The theory is 

then tested empirically and if the process is reversible the model holds, if it doesn’t it 

is discarded. The production of art follows a method, which seems in-between 

science and synesthetism. Works of art are born from intuitions based on observed 

empirical data. Like in science, intuition is the sparkle. But the conversion consists in 

a formal idealization, which is aesthetic, not abstract. In art, much of the intellectual 

process is retroactive: the concept is tracked down through reasoning after the work 

has already been realized and fulfils the function of backing up an object (as without 

an idea, a title, a concept, most art is meaningless). In science, instead, it is the 

intellectual process itself that gives birth to a theory and which constitute the creative 

component that resides in the imagination.  

 

It seems at this point legitimate to consider aesthetic as a receptacle for signs of an 

idiom that offers different dimensions from a word or number based language and 

that exudes a subtext beyond the alphabet and ciphers. To this purpose two artists 

made the following observations derived from their artistic practice. John Latham 

remarked that ‘being object based’ language ‘could not adequately describe an event 

based reality’8. And Richard Hamilton sustained that 'civilised man has been using a 

medium (language)... which denies concepts of dimensionality and event many 

twentieth-century thinkers regard as fundamental to a further understanding of the 

universe'9. John Latham’s eccentric aim was to coin an artistic language apt to 

emotionally convey astrophysics – and he was so knowledgeable as to step into the 

arena of scientific debate, engaging in confuting the theory of gravitational 

singularity. Like many scientists, he was moved by the quest to find a theory of 

everything.  

                                                
8
 Tate Modern, London, website on John Latham 

9
 Ibidem 
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Fig. 12, Christoph Keller, Rundum Photography, 1996, photographic film 

 

 

Fig. 13, Christoph Keller, Rundum Photography display 

 

 

RELATIVISTIC PERSPECTIVES  

Beginning with the Impressionists, via cubism and 20th C avant-garde, linear 

perspective starts breaking up in art. Orthogonal organization of space is disrupted, 

the golden section splintered, bird’s-eye view introduced and figures depicted half-in-

half-out of the picture plane; abstractionism enters Western art for the first time, 

canvases are burnt or slit leading the eye into a space behind the framework of the 

painting. Yet, if one considers the majority of image-making techniques today, this 

process has not been radical enough when related to conceptions of timespace 

brought about by modern science. Christoph Keller makes an interesting point by 

observing that the pre-relativist physicist looked at the world as if through the lens of 

a photo camera, as were he an inertial observer. Vice versa, ‘the linear perspective, 

used in describing the laws of classical mechanics, is present in realistic 

photography, where the point of observation lies outside that of the picture, and there 

are objective sizes within a linear system of coordinates and a specific time x-y of the 

observation.’ His Rundum photography (fig. 12-13) refers to a photographic 

technique he devised by modifying a camera so it can shoot panoramic views 

obtained by pulling the film along a fixed exposure-slit functioning like a scanner. The 

aim is to stretch the image further than the 180° wide angle maximum that constrains 

the photographer to a fixed vantage point thereby amplifying vision to a “relativistic” 
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perspective, which conveys a sense of timespace. The Theory of Special Relativity 

shows how space and time are interwoven. Quantum mechanics acknowledges that 

there is a general interference of the observer on the perception of the scientific 

experiment. These epistemological statements are fundamental because from them 

it follows that the image of the "external" world is inextricably bound to its 

observation. Material objects, when seen from different perspectives, have multiple 

space and time coordinates – each of which can nonetheless be perceived as one 

and the same. The result is a photographic diagram of movements; fast objects 

appear compressed, slow ones elongated. The vertical axis of the Rundum picture 

corresponds to a realistic reproduction of space, whereas the horizontal represents 

time and space, i.e. motion. Accessing the film through a microfiche projector rather 

than displaying large format photographs, associates the work with old fashion 

research data creating a distance from a traditional art context. 

 

 

        

Fig. 14, Ferranti computer, 1949, Manchester Mark 1         Fig. 15, Apple Macbook Air (weight: 3-pound) 
was one of the world's first stored program computers.  
 
 

    

Fig. 16, Gian Lorenzo Bernini, Baldachin,   Fig. 17, Giovanni Anselmo, Fotografia dell’ 

Saint Peter, Vatican, 1624-1635)   Infinito, 1970, photo, Collection Gaia Franchetti 
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Simplicity is the ultimate sophistication. Leonardo Da Vinci 

= 

Make things as simple as possible, but no simpler. Albert Einstein 

 

A parallel tendency for reductionism can be traced both in science and art, and 

referred to an aesthetic inclination for the essential. Simple and concise theories are 

favoured over complex ones, even though they both lead to valid predictions. A 

useful theory implies a compression of data: if the theory approaches the size of the 

bits it purports to explain, it is held redundant. Likewise, the ratio maximum results 

with minimum display of means applies to art if the intensity of the work is to be 

preserved. Excess distracts; any sign that needn’t be there is detrimental. Science 

and technology have strived to minimize the size of machines while maximising 

efficiency: early Ferranti computers take up about 100 square metres and have the 

power of a modern pocket-size calculator (fig. 14-15). Art has moved towards the 

minimal, monochrome painting and slashed canvases, ready-mades and actions that 

leave no physical trace. There is a tendency in modern art to represent the void, 

which at times takes the proportions of an obsession whose counterpart has been 

expressed by the Baroque horror vacui (fig. 16-17). Infinity and vacuum are hard 

enough to grasp, as every time scientists have been looking for nothing they have 

found something (efforts to reproduce vacuum in labs have led to discovering 

subatomic particles and energy fields). For artists such concepts can only be 

represented through metonyms, by displaying absence in a context of plenitude, as 

non-representation would fail the purpose and representation is not possible.  
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Fig. 18-20, Attila Csörgö, Three Solids, 1993, Sand, projection, area variable 

 

 

AT THE INTERFACE BETWEEN REALITY AND IMAGINATION 

The speed of electrons moving inside the atom (900 km/second) makes it appear as 

a solid sphere, although the actual mass of the nucleus in relation to the atom is 

comparable to the size of an orange in relation to Earth. So, counter intuitively, mass 

does not explain why water is liquid and stone solid. The reason why we cannot poke 

a hand through a table or do not fall into the centre of the Earth is because of 

electromagnetic forces. This baffling notion of modern physics is a good example of 

the discrepancy between perception and reality, and of how imagination is needed to 

bridge the gap. Attila Csörgö’s Three Solids (fig.18-20) is a poetic apparition of 

impalpable regular geometric “solids” floating in mid air as if by magic, but resulting 

simply from an unconcealed do-it-yourself device that makes two flat figures intersect 

so as to optically shape three-dimensional forms. Wooden boxes hanging from the 

ceiling drop columns of sand through grids shaped as triangle, square and rhomboid 

onto which an identical geometric pattern is projected. The combination of the cross-

section of falling sand with the light projection creates images of geometric solids: 

tetrahedron, cube and octahedron. We can only see the effect, provided: a) the 

projector is turned on, b) the geometric shape of the grid matches the projection, c) 

sand keeps falling through the grid. If only one of the conditions falters the work fails. 

A phenomenon can only be observed scientifically when it is singled out, and 

prepared or produced for an induced “experiment”. But that does not mean that the 

observed phenomenon corresponds to a stable reality. There is no cohesive force 

holding together Csörgö’s Solids. Only a coincidence of events originates the vision 

for the limited time of their interference, which is provoked at will just like a scientific 

experiment.  
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Fig. 21-22, examples of scotoma and phosphene 

 

 

Still un-bridged in Western belief, is the division between mind and matter, traced by 

the Greek atomists and sanctioned by Descartes in the two distinguished entities of 

res extensa and res cogitans. It follows that reality and imagination are held as 

concrete the first, volatile the second: the working of one’s mind separate from 

physical reality. Science is traditionally associated with physical phenomena, art with 

the imagination. However, from a neurological point of view exactly the same areas 

of the brain are stimulated and the same chemicals produced in identical amounts 

whether we see an object or only imagine it. Vice versa, during migraine auras 

phosphenes and scotomas appear that don’t have a counterpart in reality (fig. 21-

22). We perceive something physically which isn’t physically there. This shows how 

the brain constructs our sense of space and time, and what happens when such 

construct collapses. In physics we admit, first of all, that theories are intellectual 

maps of natural phenomena rather than perfectly adhesive descriptions of reality. 

Secondly, that in describing with language or with mathematical symbols complex 

phenomena reaching beyond our senses, an interpretation occurs which inevitably 

creates an interference – a caesura that inverts what is supposedly real with the 

imaginary. Thirdly, that the gaps between observed phenomena are simply filled by 

the imagination. Max Planck reported to have struggled for years with the 

assumption that light is quantized ‘I knew the answer’ he said, but ‘had to find a 

theoretical explanation at any cost’.10 The question here seems legitimate: is a theory 

derived or invented? Science, according to David Bohm, consists in creating fresh 

modes of perception, enabling us to think differently. It extends our intuition from 

common sense to an understanding of a world beyond our perception and in doing 

so creates new visions.  

 

 

                                                
10

 Lisa Randall, Warped Passages. Unravelling the Mysteries of the Universe’s Hidden Dimensions, 
2005, Harper Perennial, p. 118 
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Fig. 23-24, Robert Ku!mirowski, Datamatic 880, 2007. Installation: cardboard, paper, scrap materials. 

 

 

TIMESPACE  

Introduced onto the market in 1958, DATAmatic 1000 was one of the first 

electromagnetic calculators intended for industrial use and among the last models of 

“first generation” computers. Robert Ku!mirowski draws inspiration from the 

legendary years of cybernetics and invents with half-century delay the missing model 

DATAmatic 880 (fig. 23-24), which he conceives as a “time machine” able to take the 

artist back to his art school days. Biologic information is in large part codified 

according to a binary system similar to the workings of a computer. Ku!mirowski’s 

paradoxical hypothesis is that, by analyzing his own body with systemized logic via 

DATAmatic 880, he can revisit the past and direct his life with hindsight. Using 

cardboard and papier-mâché, he reproduces objects from the last millennium, 

rendering them with a verisimilitude that even imitates the patina. In recreating the 

aura of the past, he brings back to the present a long lost “warm” society that 

contrasts with the coldness of homogenous, global aesthetic. The sweep between 

diverse emotional climates generates temporal delays, accelerations, reversibility, 

and the annulment of linear time in favour of an ontological clock attuned with a 

quantum-relativist perception of time. “How can two types of time exist – past and 

future – since the past is no more and the future is not yet there?” Saint Agustin 

pertinently points out (Confessions). For Ku!mirowski both past and future seem to 

pertain to projections of the imagination, therefore become deeply rooted in the 

present; as much as the past determines the present, the present determines the 

past. The future resides in the imagination, but the past also is a fiction recalled and 

reshaped in the mind in accordance with the present.  
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Fig. 25, simulation of cube seen when accelerating towards the speed of light 

 

    

Fig. 26-27, David Claerbout, Sections of a Happy Moment, 2007, video 

 

 

‘…I don’t just come to a halt, I am still going, but I have run out of space to move 

in…You see, my space, our space, is nothing like your space: our space gets bigger 

and smaller, it bounces back on itself, it loops itself round till it runs into itself’.11 This 

sentence is especially fascinating because it is neither a quote from science fiction 

nor the description of the multi dimensional worlds of superstring theory. Rather, it is 

the description of a parkinsonian patient’s freezing seizures. Her perception of time 

and space may seem at odds with that of “normal” people, yet it instils the thought 

that parkinsonians may sense an extraordinary variety of dimensions, more attuned 

with modern physics than with common sense. Yet, we’ve all experienced how 

chronologic time can stretch in and out irregularly, how minutes can be perceived as 

hours if we anxiously wait for something to happen, vice versa how time flies when 

we are in a hurry. Much of David Claerbout’s work deals with notions of time. In 

Sections of a Happy Moment (fig. 26-27) a scene is shot at exactly the same time 

                                                
11

 Oliver Sacks, Awakenings, Parkinsonian Space and Time, Harper Perennials, 1990, p. 339 
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from several angles and differing distances. When displayed, such shots inevitably 

lend a sequence to an evanescent episode, which originally lasted just a blink of the 

eye. Some images capture the smiling, relaxed faces of an Asian family during a 

moment of recreation, other focus on the ball suspended in mid air. If we hypothesize 

travelling at the speed of light, the apparent deflection of light from an object would 

allow us to actually see behind the object itself. It also would have an effect on time 

perception, as we would see the object simultaneously in different time frames than 

when viewed from a fixed vantage point. For instance, a cube would loose its 

geometric shape and take an amorphous curvature (fig. 25). In Sections of a Happy 

Moment it is impossible to separate space from time, or to maintain linear 

perspective and progressive, sequential time perceptions, because if Claerbout were 

to do so, the work would result in a single, boring image. Instead, the simulation of 

unfolding timespace, close to the descriptions of relativity and quantum physics, 

makes the video innovative because it resists the traditional construct of bi-

dimensional “support” with the third dimension (depth) inscribed as illusion, and a 

final fourth dimension represented by the time frame that enables the action to take 

place.  

 

 

   

Fig. 28-29, Tobias Putrih, Macula Nr.5, and Macula Nr.16, 2007 

 

STATISTICS & TENDENCIES 

Science has learned to live with simplifications and ambiguities. Statistics and 

general tendencies constitute much of its research methods. Macula is both the Latin 
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name for spot, a generic blot that mars sight, and the medical term for a part of the 

eye that enables central vision. Tobias Putrih’s Macula series (fig. 28-29) transforms 

process defaults in works of art obtained with life-size cardboard structures that 

display the lightness of paper and delicacy of filigree. A “sample group” is asked to 

draw a circle free hand several times. The irregularities that occur are accumulated 

and projected in mean tendencies. Departing from the perfectly geometric form of the 

cylindrical plinth, the building up of errors progresses from the lower till the upper part 

of the sculpture giving form to an organic shape far apart from the pristine base that 

served as model. As the etymology of the title suggests, the sculpture has a 

duplicitous sense; it calls into question the method of its production as well as the 

end result. Simplifications and reductions in science may well be effective, but when 

applied to life, irremediable discrepancies occur. In Macula Putrih adopts statistics 

and tendencies slipping them across the dividing line from mathematics into art. The 

result is also a model/maquette - as cardboard is a transient material often used in 

the planning phase of an object. But rather than the dead-end of a theory followed ad 

absurdum, it becomes the start of an artistic process which also shows how far apart 

theory and reality can be. 
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Citazione Oliver Sacks in italiano:  

<< John diceva un numero di sei cifre. Michael afferrava il numero, annuiva, 

sorrideva e pareva assaporarlo. Poi diceva a sua volta un numero di sei cifre 

offrendolo a John, che a sua volta lo gustava con soddisfazione. Facevano pensare, 

a tutta prima, a due esperti assaggiatori intenti a degustare vini rari di annate 

prestigiose. >>  Oliver Sacks, “I gemelli”, in “L’uomo che scambiò sua moglie per un cappello”, Biblioteca 

Adelphi 174, 1990, p. 263  


