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Being Flexible! 
The Aura of the Artwork in the Age of 

Digital Reproduction 

The Largest Pavilion Ever! With this slogan, the Internet is presented at
the 53rd Venice Biennale as a pavilion of its own for the first time1. The
World Wide Web has been developing rapidly in recent decades.
According to the ITU (International Telecommunication Union) an esti-
mated quarter of the Earth’s population uses its services. The advent
of the Internet Pavilion at the 2009 Venice Biennale indicates that the
Internet has become a new part of the art world. With its potential to
cross geographical, social and cultural boundaries, art in the Internet
age reaches larger and more diverse audiences than ever before. Art
and its expressions can never be separated from the technologies of
their time: Digital technology and the virtual channels of the Internet
not only transform the ways in which art is produced, distributed,
curated and presented but also expand the way a work of art is experi-
enced. 
The exhibition Flexible Aura again raises questions around the notion
of the aura in the age of digital reproduction where limitless global
communication and image distribution is possible via digital technolo-
gies and the World Wide Web. New dimensions of space in a globalised
world brush the idea of a fixed location against the grain and thus
encourage us to understand the auralbeyond its material boundaries.
In a time when art can be collectively experienced beyond the restrict-
ed frame of the gallery space, it also seems necessary to reconfigure
traditional ideas of experiencing a work of art. Is art experience today
more democratic? Has the viewer become more emancipated, as the
philosopher Jacques Rancière describes in his lecture The
Emancipated Spectator? 
Flexible Aura illuminates the role of a curator in the digital era by play-
fully transforming the two curators’ visual and artist dialogue via the
Internet into the form of an exhibition. It explores how technological
advances have influenced contemporary global curatorial practices
and how the role of the art institutions has to be recontextualised when
art is curated both in the physical and virtual space. 
The exhibition Flexible Aura looks at these issues by presenting ten
international artists who offer the viewer an opportunity to have flexi-
ble experiences of the flexible auras of contemporary art. The artists
connect through their common desire to challenge archaic notions of
space, distance, originality and authorship by exploring the boundaries
between original and copy and subverting the authority of an art-
work’s so called auraby using digital technologies and new channels of
dissemination beyond the dominant culture. 

1 http://www.Padiglioneinternet.com and http://www.biennale.net



The Aura in the Age of its Digital Reproducibility
Quoting its title from Walter Benjamin’s essay The Work of Art in the
Age of Mechanical Reproduction (1936)2, Flexible Aura re-examines
the concept of the aura in the age of its digital reproducibility. The aura
namely in Benjamin’s term is a particular holiness that is intrinsically
connected to the original artwork. For instance, when seeing the wall
painting The Last Supper (1498) by Leonardo da Vinci in the church
Santa Maria delle Grazie in Milan, the viewer can experience the auraof
Leonardo’s fresco, that means its unique presence in space and time,
in the specific location for which it was created. 
Later in his essay, however, Benjamin argues that technical repro-
ducibility undermines the authority of the original and that, since the
early 20th Century, the exclusive experience of an artwork’s unique
aura has been replaced by a collective experience of mass repro-
ducible art. In the age of the mass explosion of digital imagery, the tra-
ditional idea of the aura collapses and the border between copy and
original blurs. Leonardo’s Last Supper in Milan can no longer only be
seen in the location where it happens to be. Through high quality cata-
logues, printed postcards and mass distribution via the Internet The
Last Supper has become a dynamic and hyperreal work of art that is
able to shift through space and time and is accessible or copied by a
single click. 
Nowadays, people from every corner of the world can access art on a
square PC monitor. On our standardised computers we can take virtual
tours through galleries and museums’ collections whereby art is repre-
sented by high resolution JPEG images and video clips. One can
research an artist by looking at his/her images on the Internet and also
exchange an artwork via e-mail3 within quarters of a second. It seems
that in the digital era it is not required any longer to physically visit the
White Cube4 in order to see or experience art. Nevertheless, that this is
not the case is evident in the long queues of art pilgrims who, once in
their life, wish to see, for example, the original Une Odalisque by Ingre
in the Louvre. Thus it seems that digital reproduction does not diminish
the importance of the original. Hence, it rather can be claimed, that
today the virtual exploration of artworks coexists with the experience
of an artwork’s so called aurain the gallery space.
One can come to the conclusion that in a time where an all embracing
perception of art is carried out in the Internet, the real experience of art
does not exclusively happen when one physically encounters the
material presence of an artwork in a museum or a gallery. Therefore, in
the 21th Century, when new coordinates of space and time apply, it
seems to be absurd to longer appropriate the traditional concept of the
aura to an artwork and it is necessary to seek an updated idea of the
aural. 

Towards a FlexibleExperience of the Aura
Whilst attempting to reconfigure the notion of the aura in today’s digi-
tal era, it is also important to look at the way art was experienced in the
past and how it is experienced today. In former times, art and its aura
were closely linked to the service of a ritual, for example, The Cave
Paintings of Lascaux where created and experienced within the con-

2 Benjamin, W. 1968. “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction.” In H. Arendt. (ed.).
Illuminations. 219-253. New York: Harcourt, Brace and World. 



text of fertility and hunting rituals. Because the interaction with a work
of art was carried out in a spiritual context, the location of the artwork,
for instance, a church, was crucial. In the last two centuries, when art
became moveable because it was painted on canvas or a panel, the
spiritual and religious experience of an artwork was gradually replaced
by the exclusive ritual of contemplating an original artwork in 'in the
sacred halls’ of the museum. 
With the emergence of analog photography and film, art was detached
from its original source. It lost its aura but gained mobile qualities as
André Malraux described already in 1949 in his text The Museum with-
out Walls5. However, in our digital epoch, the authenticity and the
experience of an artwork’s aura, based on its unique existence in a
fixed space, seem to be even further destabilised by its digital repro-
ducibility and the uncontrolled dissemination of hyperreal and manipu-
lated images through the endless channels of the World Wide Web. 
As a result, the context of experiencing an artwork becomes multifari-
ous and the location where one encounters a piece of art is loosing its
significance. As described above, in the Internet age the way to per-
ceive art is strongly modified by our new technologies. Today, the
viewer can also experience art by facing a monitor, for instance when
accessing artworks in the Venice Biennale’s Internet Pavilion on-line.
For many contemporary artworks the substantial space and location
where they are presented are not of importance anymore. Hence, as
art experience is flexible and dynamic, that means it can be carried out
everywhere at any time by anybody, the auratoday should also be flex-
ible and dynamic. In other words, the aura of an artwork needs to be
defined by an individual, vis à viswith a work of art, be it on the monitor,
in the gallery, or in a catalogue, not by its materiality in a physical loca-
tion. The aura in the digital reproduction age becomes pluralistic. An
artwork does not have only one fixed aura, but manifold auras. Thus,
the conventional notion of the aura can be redefined with the idea that
a work of art has shifting and flexible aurasthat depend on the viewer’s
individual experience

The Emancipated Art Spectator in the Digital Age
When rethinking the meaning of the aura in the 21st Century, it
becomes evident that the exclusive and bourgeois experience of the
original art work, that was carried out in what Brian O’ Doherty
described as the White Cube, today coexists with a collective art per-
ception on a square PC monitor. The flexible experience of art, as
described above, seems to enhance art becoming more democratic.
This is not only because a larger audience can access art from seem-
ingly any location. The idea that an artwork has flexible auras funda-
mentally changes the role of the viewer as it empowers him/her to
have an active and emancipated role when experiencing a work of art
beyond the restricted frame and ideologies of a gallery. In his lecture
The Emancipated Spectator in which Jacques Rancière redefines the
relation between the actor and the spectator in the context of the the-
atre, the philosopher argues: ”Emancipation starts from the opposite
principle, the principle of equality. It begins when we dismiss the oppo-

3 The participating artist group Goldin+Senneby sent their artwork by email to the curators of
Flexible Aura. 
4 O’Doherty, B. 1986. Inside the White Cube: The Ideology of the Gallery Space (Expanded Edition).
Berkeley, Los Angeles and London: University of California Press.   



sition between looking and acting and understand that the distribution
of the visible itself is part of the configuration of domination and sub-
jection. It starts when we realize that looking also is an action which
confirms or modifies that distribution, and that ”interpreting the
world” is already a means of transforming it, of reconfiguring it. The
spectator is active, just like the student or the scientist: He observes, he
selects, compares, interprets.”6

Rancière’s understanding of emancipated spectatorship in the theatre
can be applied to the contemporary art field and its dynamic relation
between artworks and the audience. As the experience of art in the dig-
ital age also happens ‘outside the White Cube’ in multiple locations, the
flexible experience of an artwork’s aura endows a collective audience
with freedom from the authority of the authentic artwork. Liberated
from the hierarchies and constrains of a gallery or art institution, the
spectator today can play an active role and individually (re)create an
artwork’s aura, thereby discovering the value of one’s own voice when
interpreting a work of art. 

Curating via the Internet
Appropriating different models of Internet-Curating, Flexible Aura
explores how digital technologies influence contemporary global cura-
torial practices and investigates how the role of the art institutions has
to be re-defined when art and its aura are seen as flexible. By employ-
ing the given situation of spatial distance as a curatorial methodology,
the two curators of Flexible Aura - one is based in Seoul, the other in
London - appropriated the Internet as a tool to curate an exhibition.
Over the course of nine months they e-mailed JPEG images of art-
works and biographical information about artists to each other, mirror-
ing how contemporary curatorial practice is alienated from the notion
of the original artwork. To curate an exhibition via the Internet indi-
cates that the selection of artworks and the process of exhibition mak-
ing is only based on virtual images and information, thus reflecting how
today’s politics of representations are deeply interweaved into the
channels of digital communication.  
In addition, curator Catherine Borra, the founder of Supercream, an
on-line platform for contemporary art, curated the on-line exhibition
The setting of X for Flexible Aura in collaboration with artist Maria
Taniguchi by developing a web based playlist (www.supercream.org.uk
and flexibleauras.blogspot.com). 

Flexible Auras in Contemporary Art Practice
The participating artists also appropriate the new understanding of an
artwork’s non-static character and of a re-articulated flexible aura in
their artwork. 
Goldin+Senneby’s installation After Microsoft traces the origin of the
Microsoft desktop image Bliss which is the most disseminated image in
the world. After Microsoft is accessible both in the exhibition and on
the artist’s website and questions the authenticity of this digitally
manipulated landscape photograph and its meaning within corporate
culture. Tasha Aulls and Niina Hartikainen’s digital print series
November Telepathy that conceives telepathy as a form of communi-
cation beyond the channels of the World Wide Web. Both artists fur-

5 Malraux, A. 1974. The Museum Without Walls. St. Albans, Herts: Paladin. p130-131. 



thermore explore how material boundaries and notions of authenticity
dissolve when their drawings are transformed into digital data infor-
mation. Tina Hagedeploys contemporary photojournalistic and topical
imagery from newspapers and the Internet, which she reflects upon by
using her own digitally manipulated portrait repetitively, as for exam-
ple in Dream Start. Once re-made, these images sometimes appear
more ambiguous than the initial context of the image. Although they
still refer to the source, questions are raised about the real and the new
context in which the piece now exists. Jee Oh’s GORI, a small new
media plant, built on physical computing and connected to the
Internet, is fed by network data generated by the artist’s online com-
munication in real time. The project visualises the process of data cir-
culation and blurs the distinction between virtual and real space. For
Flexible Aura, Jee Oh will build one GORI in London, which will be pro-
jected in the exhibition in Seoul by Skype. The viewer in the exhibition
can see Jee Oh, in her room in London, ‘gardening’ the GORI. 
Flexible Auraalso presents a selection of Candida Höfer’s photograph-
ic series Twelve that depicts August Rodin’s bronze sculpture The
Burghers of Calais. Höferphotographed all twelve bronze casts in their
different locations around the world. The artist deals with the recep-
tion of a sculpture in the public realm, showing what impact the differ-
ent modes of presentation at specific sites, for example in museums or
public squares, have on the auraof the artwork. By presenting the tem-
porary performance Bona Park at the opening of Flexible Aura, Bona
Park playfully explores how the contextual integration of the aura can
be transformed when an artwork is immaterial. The work will be gener-
ated in various forms triggered by the audience who plays on the
artist’s unnoticed stage. Kristoffer Akselbo’s The Mona Lisa Toaster,
that burns the portrait of Leonardo da Vinci’s Mona Lisa on ordinary
sandwich toast, ironically reflects what happens when an artwork is
over-reproduced. On the one hand side, the work becomes as ‘banal’ as
a piece of toast, on the other hand it seems to make the original and
the experience of the artwork’s aura even more desirable, as one can
see in the masses of people who want to see the original Mona Lisa in
the Louvre. The visitors of Flexible Aura can take a ‘The Mona Lisa
Toast’ with them, thus contributing to a further flexibility of the Mona
Lisa’s aura. 

By infusing physical realities with virtual spaces in the setting of the
gallery, Flexible Auraquestions what today can be defined as an exhibi-
tion. It explores how new technologies have shaped and renewed the
perception of art and reflects how this new experience has emancipat-
ed the viewer beyond the boundaries of a gallery. The artworks in the
exhibition reveal that the authority of the original and the experience
of a unique aura in a single place are being replaced today by the idea
that a work of art has flexible auras that are accessible in multiple
places and can exist in manifold formations, be it in the physical or in
the virtual space and that can be translated and transformed from one
place to another, from one cultural setting to another. 

Hyunjoo Byeon and Christine Takengny, September 2009

6 Rancière, J. 2007. The Emancipated Spectator. Art Forum. 45/7: 277. 
Jacques Rancière originally presented The Emancipated Spectator at the opening of the 5th
International Summer Academy of Arts in Frankfurt on August 20, 2004.
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Kristoffer Akselbo, The Mona Lisa Toaster, 2007, Installation 
-Stephanie Bertrand

Last June, Channel 5 aired a new documentary on British television which presented the Shroud of

Turin as an enormous hoax devised by Leonardo da Vinci. Lillian Schwartz, an American artist and

graphic consultant who became known in the 1980s for identifying the Mona Lisa’s face with a da

Vinci self-portrait, claimed to have discovered another match for the master’s features in the imprint

on the Shroud. According to the documentary, da Vinci would have used an early form of camera

obscura in order to photographically scorch his likeness onto the linen cloth1.

Inspired by the lucrative Ebay sale of a grill-cheese sandwich displaying a silhouette of the Virgin Mary,

Kristoffer Akselbo’s The Mona Lisa Toaster references this contested history of divine manifestations.

The work consists of a modified toaster that burns da Vinci’s iconic and widely reproduced image

of the Mona Lisa onto ordinary slices of bread. It uses an electrical device to simulate a miraculous

appearance, suggesting that the Virgin Mary grill-cheese might not be a Revelation but the product

of a scam done in poor taste. Instead of channeling divine presence, the common kitchen appliance

seems to have been hard wired into our collective cultural imaginary. The Virgin Mary is replaced

by a profane image of the Mona Lisa, whose enigmatic smile has been interpreted as an indication

that the sitter was pregnant. 

By emulating divine presence, Akselbo’s work whimsically addresses the aura that surrounds the

original da Vinci painting through the decidedly un-miraculous process of repeatedly grilling the Mona

Lisa on toast. According to Walter Benjamin, the aura of the work of art emerges out of ritual asso-

ciated with religious cult, and is attached to the physical presence of a unique object2. While

Benjamin believed that mechanical reproduction - in other words, photography and film - would dimin-

ish the aura of the work of art, it appears as though an increased dissemination of copies might

strengthen the original s mystery and appeal. This seems to be true of the Mona Lisa.  Millions of vis-

itors flock to see da Vinci’s painting at the Louvre every year, often dismissing lesser-known

works of equal importance. 

Through his piece, Akselbo playfully acknowledges this unexpected contemporary cult, using a seri-

al process of reproduction to suggest the Mona Lisa’s miraculous appearance on toast, in a similar

way, perhaps, as Leonardo da Vinci might have used an early form of photography to simulate a divine

manifestation in his own likeness. Indebted to the legacy of Pop Art and Duchamp’s ready mades,

The Mona Lisa Toaster engages, more generally, with the web of speculation and the appeal that

accompanies instantly recognizable images, however sacred or profane. While reproducing an icon-

ic depiction using an ordinary device in plain sight, it nonetheless manages to convey the undeni-

able lure of familiarity apprehended from an insurmountable distance.

1 Jamieson, A. 01/07/09. Was Turin Shroud faked by Leonardo da Vinci?. http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/newstopics/reli-
gion/5706640/Turin-Shroud-is-face-of-Leonardo-da-Vinci.html 
2 Benjamin, W. 1968.”The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction.” In H. Arendt. (ed.). Illuminations. 219-253. New York:
Harcourt, Brace and World. 
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Tasha Aulls & Niina Hartikainen, November Telepathy, 2008 
Drawing, digital print 
©Tasha Aulls, Niina Hartikainen



Tasha Aulls / Niina Hartikainen,
November Telepathy, 2008, Drawing, Digital Print

- Christine Takengny

November Telepathy is a joint drawing project by Tasha Aulls and Niina Hartikainen, who have col-

laborated on various occasions in the past. Both artists are interested in the role of the uncon-

sciousness within today’s hyper-communicative society. Within their artistic practice they also explore

how material boundaries as well as concepts of authenticity dissolve through digital forms of com-

munication. 

By using telepathy as a method of sending images to each other, Tasha Aulls and Niina Hartikainen

try to listen ‘to the quiet and auratic voice of nature’. They seek to create spaces for immaterial forms

of interaction that are able to transcend time and distance - bypassing the distraction of language

as well as the electro - magnetic fields and networks of fibreglass wires that connect places and con-

tinents and govern all aspects of digital communication. 

November Telepathy was created over the course of one month during which Tasha Aulls travelled

to Canada whilst Niina Hartikainen was located in the UK and Finland. Each day the artists scheduled

a certain time during which they would send telepathic signals to each other across the Atlantic, which

means one of them would ‘receive’ an image that the other person ‘sent’. First, they would meditate

for 20 minutes to clear their minds, and then they would take on the role of either ‘the sender’ or ‘the

receiver’. The ‘sender’ would make a drawing of anything she fancied and then attempt to project

this telepathically onto the ‘receiver’. Simultaneously, the ‘receiver’ would try to ‘receive’ the

drawing being sent and then record it onto paper. The series of black and white drawings for

November Telepathy were conceived out of this experiment.

After scanning the results of their telepathic sessions and after sending the drawings as attached

jpg-images to the curators of Flexible Aura, Aulls and Hartikainen destroyed the original artwork.

Hence, November Telepathy does not exist any longer in the physical space but was transformed

into immaterial images - bitmaps floating around in the virtual world. ‘They exist and they don’t exist

at the same time’ as both artists explain. Similar like the telepathic signals out of which the drawings

resulted, the jpg version of November Telepathy is detached from its original source, being able to

flexibly cross spatial distances and time zones. 

To re-appropriate the images back into the physical realm within the exhibition space, the drawings

have to be printed. Hence, the handwriting of each artist is eliminated but replaced by an accumulation

of pixels on a digital print out.

November Telepathy reflects on how notions of the authentic dissolve in the digital era, where inter-

actions, be it between human beings, be it between the viewer and a work of art, do not happen face

to face any longer but are transformed into digital data information. During the exhibition Flexible

Aura, November Telepathycan be downloaded from the exhibition’s website (flexibleauras.blogspot.com),

thus it being able to flexibly travel to people from all over the world. 
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Maria Taniguchi, Figure 1+x, 2009 
©Maria Taniguchi
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The Setting of X, 2009
- Supercream/Catherine Borra

Let's begin with an example.

There are three actors/elements:

is a curator

is an artist, who is currently working together with 

is an art critic.  accidentally happens to be an overlapping point between and  

But the story doesn't begin with them. It starts with a print. The print is titled "x". It is a work by 

1st scene:
The work x is going to be transferred over to , in exchange for his services in word assembly, which were requested by

to make "y", another work by  , which this time is an installation. For the making of x, also asked for the help of

and . All of them were asked to describe an artwork called "z" of unknown origins, which had been thinking about

for some time. It is through  z that and first started to talk together, because it was a common interest and they

both liked to go to the museum together and look at it.

2nd scene:
In September 2009, asked to take part of a project (p1), together with and among others.

thought that they would all be interested in making a compilation of videos that would outline their individual research-

es - although they were all very different from one another.

In a particular way, the material presented by and started to overlap at different stages - and although their prac-

tices are really different, there is a set of influences that draws them together, which was evident by the material.

This example illustrates a network. A network is a combination of actors/elements ( , , ), who

communicate and participate in each other’s activities - in some form. Each element of the network

contributes his/her own material and relations, which are connected to other elements (

and ), which on their own might relate to other circuits/networks. An overall view of this

scene reveals an extended network, counting even more productions, which are all somewhat relat-

ed to one another if the point of view analyzing a single production opens up to include its background.

For whoever is making one, a playlist is essentially a map of influences which are conveyed into that

person's practice (in general), and are explicated by the playlist as a kind of archive of proofs (of one's

system of perception, in relation to a specific topic), which can convey a (particular) message to an

audience or to oneself. But from the point of view of an extended network as a producer, a

playlist's audience becomes involved with its production as it is somehow implicated with the mate-

rial presented.

With this project, a playlist is both a format to survey the migration of influences inside of an extend-

ed network, as well as it is a tool to further exchange information and to deepen the discussion among

and around its elements.

The Setting of X is developed by Supercream together with artist Maria Taniguchi. The project will function as an online

aggregator for a broad selection of websites and artists’ projects. This framework will allow for new content to be con-

stantly conveyed onto the web-pages (www.supercream,org.uk and flexibleauras.blogspot.com) generating a reactive

playlist. 
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Goldin+Senneby
After Microsoft, 2006-07, Multi media installation

-Anna Colin

The composition of the original Microsoft desktop photograph is classical in its observation of the rule of

thirds. On the right-hand side, the hill meets the sky a third way through the width of the photograph, empha-

sizing the curves of the hill while allowing the understanding of the landscape’s scale by bringing in per-

spective. The dominant colours, blue and green, and the imprints of the clouds on the land are most dra-

matic: vivid and contrasted, they have an electric, almost unreal feel. As a matter of fact, a whole generation

of transfixed computer users has been speculating about the provenance of this generic, yet imposing image.

Is the desktop background titled Bliss an authentic depiction of reality or the work of an Image Editing

Software? 

In 2006, the artist collaboration Goldin+Senneby set out to find the answer to this ubiquitous question.

Coming into contact with the Head of Public Relations at Microsoft Sweden, they entered into lengthy nego-

tiations with the multinational to gain access to Charles O’Rear, the photographer who had taken and sold

Bliss to the photography agency Corbis, which then had sold it to Microsoft. Nearly a year after the first

contact with the corporation, Goldin+Senneby interviewed O’Rear who told them the story of his

encounter with this hill in Sonoma Valley, California, under a particular light, while driving past one day in

the late 1990s. Before leaving him, they re-photographed the largely changed landscape, under exceed-

ingly different lighting conditions.

“Blue was an important brand colour already in 1995. Clouds and sky being a common theme in many aspects of the

product’s identity and collateral. Illustrating potential and opportunity. […] Green was the second main colour in the

branding scheme and in the User Interface. Running late in the product development cycle. Looking for a nature shot”.1

Intermingled with the narration of O’Rear’s photographic adventure, these short sentences are mechan-

ically delivered by a generic female radio voice speaking over the projection of the original image’s remake.

The voice-over reveals the secret behind the success of Microsoft’s branding strategy: using what is already

there - nature and our craving for it2, and combine it with key colours and symbols - green, the colour of

hope, and the sky, the symbol of the infinite and of weightlessness. Following this strategy, Bliss is the prom-

ise of a better place, away from the computer; it is an allusion to what the 21st century now calls ‘Me time’.

In effect, Bliss is an utterly virtual break in a place that looks hardly real. 

The artists Goldin+Senneby have a long-standing interest in the virtual and in the functions and forms value

takes within it. Their collaboration started with the creation of a community driven island on Second Life

called The Port, and has more recently focused on Headless, a long-term project investigating the high-

ly opaque and partially virtual realm of offshore finance. Through their investigative practice and via means

of appropriation of the language and tactics of their object of enquiry, Goldin+Senneby seek to highlight

and explore the complexities, ambiguities, ironies and volatility of a world governed by profit-making. 

1 Extract from the transcript of After Microsoft’s voice-over.
2 Along the same lines, Macintosh’s logo is an apple, and Ubuntu’s default desktop background is a bird.
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Tina Hage
Dream Start, 2009, Print

- Rahila Haque

“Whereas representation tries to absorb simulation by interpreting it as false representation,

simulation envelopes the whole edifice of representation as itself a simulacrum.”1

In the work of Tina Hage, we are undeniably presented with a fiction, a fake. There is nothing in the artist’s

photographic works that wishes to deceive, rather the images push forward and assert that falsity is real-

ity. Hage takes images of crowds from the press and re-enacts them figure by figure. The resulting image

is the artist herself in one or many guises, replicated in a digital montage to create a crowd. The images,

ranging from political riots to celebrity fans, appear as high contrast and colourful tableaux. 

In Dream Start (2008) Hage has created a triptych of scenarios that seem to show sports teams and play-

ers celebrating victory, but the expressions lack any sense of joy. Against a hazy background of a digital

void, the confusion of bodies and limbs produce a pattern of sensual chaos. Hage presents a complete reduc-

tion of the photographs generated by the media, and brings to the fore a sense of the hysteria which under-

lies mass social interaction. Simultaneously, the airless quality of the images flattens the emotion on each

face so as to immediately distance and require a reconsideration of what is presented. 

Alluding to what Jean Baudrillard termed the “hyperreal”, these digitally manipulated photographs

take on a process of destabilising the authenticity and disintegrating the ‘real’ status of the found

images they are based upon. Dream Start asserts the impossibility of reality in the content of the supposedly

truth telling images of news media. It has the capacity, through its evident overproduction, to highlight these

properties in the images we accept on a daily basis. Our relationship to Hage’s work is as inauthentic as

the way we often experience social and political events second-hand, and holds just as little in the way of

personal resonance. 

In each photograph we see the repeated figure of the artist in various poses and facial expressions which

formulate a group that on first encounter refuses any sense of difference. The mass of the red, green and

brown crowds overturns the opportunity for the individual to be prominent. Each figure is irrelevant and

only maintains a position through a relationship with its others and how they physically interact in the given

space; the crowd becomes a whole unit. That this might be a work of self-portraiture is inconsequential;

that the artist painstakingly re-presents herself in various roles is not a question of identity, but non-iden-

tity.

The forged relationships which make up the composition of each photograph also present themselves in

the experience of viewing them. There is none of what Roland Barthes described as the punctum; the deeply

personal affect of the photograph upon the viewer. There is an element of recognition that is generated

despite the high production of the image (which nevertheless we are more than accustomed to in

advertising). This familiarity is an external one however, and one that plays on surface rather than

depth. It is as though the relationship formed with the three works of Dream Start imitates the disconnected

yet strangely habitual relations formed in those cultural and political events that make up society.

1 Baudrillard, J. 1983. ”The Procession of Simulacra”. In Simulations. New York: Semiotext(e).
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Candida Höfer
Twelve, 2000-01
A topology of gestures

- Wiebke Gronemeyer

The profundity and silence that rest in Candida Höfer’s series of photographs Twelve (2000-2001) seem to be

the only resonance of an auratic notion of a landmark that was casted to manifest sacrifice as a form of

resistance. In 1884 the city of Calais had commissioned Auguste Rodin to create a work that commemorates the

six members of the city’s bourgeoisie, who saved the city’s life in 1347 by handing themselves over to the English

troops. As much as Rodin emphasised on the representation of the historical figures in The Burghers of Calais,

he stressed the presentation format of the sculpture on ground-level, enabling a direct and equal communica-

tion between the viewer and the work. The various museums and private collectors that bought or were given

one of the 12 existing copies have often undermined this gesture, which disallows the creation of an aura of devo-

tion and reverence. 

When Candida Höfer visited the sculptures at their various locations all over the world, she positioned herself as

an observer of the contemporary, rather than revisiting the actual historical act. As Rodin’s works have settled

into their specific local contexts, they thematise a relationship towards their spatiotemporal environment

that is one of reproduction. The exclusiveness of Calais as the site for representation along with its commemorative

quality has long been abandoned since the work is present at many sites, and by Höfer documented as such.

Emphasis is rather put on the contemporary moment in which the sculpture acts as a cipher for the incorpora-

tion of historical facts into an active cultural and collective memory. The understanding and interpretation of the

sculpture continuously shifts from remembrance to experience, from memorial to monument, establishing a func-

tion of an artwork that enhances a reflection on the possibilities of contextualisation in order to generate different

meaning and significance. 

And that is what Candida Höfer’s portraits reveal: they do not tell about a sculpture as a representation of his-

tory but take their form of presentation in a contemporary context as their subject matter. This can be as much

laden with political ambience as the story of The Burghers of Calais was and to some extent still is. The photographs

articulate an oscillation between representation and presentation as a form of reflection over processes of inter-

pretation, understanding and significance on art and its contextualisation. Working in the medium of photography,

the gesture of reproduction is what unites Höfer’s portraits with Rodin’s sculptures. This invites the auratic notion

of a landmark to become flexible, to become a means of communication. 

Agamben describes gesture “as a crystal of historical memory”1, which offers the possibility to subsequently con-

textualise the past and as such change its significance for the present in our cultural and collective memory. ”Gesture

is the display of mediation, the making visible of means as such”.2 It is the communication of a potential to be com-

municated. By documenting the life of Rodin’s works, the 12 photographs demonstrate the potential of art in sur-

viving temporal circumstances through forms of positioning, often incorporating spatial displacement. Höfer’s

emphasis on perspective, the photographer’s positioning towards the sculpture - close-up, further away, from

the back, bird’s eye - reveals the potential for mediation upon issues of representation of histories and their trans-

lation into a contemporary reality shaped by the continuous loss and re-appropriation of gestures, media and means

of communication. Rodin’s gesture of representing reality by stressing its presentation format is followed by Höfer’s

documentation of a reality of representation, its placement and contextualisation. This frees the work from its

historical aura and translates it into a flexible aura. That is a gesture itself. 

1 Agamben, G. 2007. “Notes on Gesture.” In Infancy and History: On the Destruction of Experience. p152. London: Verso 
2 Ibid, p.155
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Jee Oh
GORI series, 2005-09, Mixed media installation 

- Yannis Arvanitis 

GORI is a plant built on physical computing that feeds with data. It is connected to the Internet and

interacts with information from selected sources. It is set up to correspond to data alterations in var-

ious modes. It changes according to these alterations in a way that is possible to be experienced -

that can be seen and noticed in the form of changes of the GORI garden. 

A mechanism of transformations is suggested; a translation of events that exist inside the Internet

and inside digital sources. These events refer to other ones that exist in the ‘real’ world and are ‘trans-

ferred’ here after procedures of digitalization or data input.  It is a structure that pokes digital data

and what it stands for. 

Data and other elements connected to it are recalled through some common codes, a common lan-

guage that extends data into messages and information. In this case, data does not remain filed and

stable in a database, in a collection of data. It is recalled and dragged in order to acquire meaning.

According to the way it is recalled it articulates different narratives. This happens since data is recalled

as something that corresponds to some meaning; to a concept corresponding to some request.

It is a system where data tags other data, where tagging is through comprehensive material, through

key words. It is a procedure of labelling digital data with key words that link back to the physical world.

There are no hierarchical implications in the way tags are applied; they are simple browsing

shortcuts.

In this context, events do not exist as such. They are composed and recalled through the elements

in which they were decomposed; through elements that stand for them, that describe them; the tags.

Tags remain as a kind of database bookmarks. The reason why and the way they are recalled depend

on the procedure applied by the mechanism and on the politics of its use. This is where hierarchy and

other critical parameters appear.

Different combinations of tags in the digital context may refer to different considerations regard-

ing facts in reality. The motivation of the mechanism, of the tag combination leads to the re-com-

position of an event. The politics of the mechanism affect the suggested event or its icon. The way

reality is projected depends on the system and its criteria. The narration is not a single output but

a continuum of possible ones.

GORI mixes up digital and physical events while constructing an image of the world as it is projected

through its digital narrators. It interacts with its own tags according to its decisions and attitudes sug-

gesting ideas of the world as implied by its metadata negotiation.
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Bona Park
Bona Park, 2009, Performance 

- Hyunjoo Byeon 

An aura is described as a halo or particular holiness surrounding an object or person. When it comes

to art, the conventional understanding of the aura is based on an original artwork’s existence in its

unique time and space where it happens to be as Walter Benjamin argues. In the age of its digital repro-

ducibility, however, the traditional value of the aura has been depreciating and the authority of an

artwork is not necessarily connected to the substantiality of it. By presenting a temporary performance

piece at the opening of Flexible Aura, Bona Park playfully explores how the relation between the

authority of an artwork and its immateriality interacts and how the contextual integration of its aura

can be transformed. 

As the title of the artwork, Bona Park, indicates, Park presents the artist Bona Park. Yet, the

artist does not perform. Instead, Park hires a beautiful actress found on the Internet and she plays

a role of Bona Park: the actress pretends to be the artist; she meets the audience at the opening; she

talks about her artistic practices, issues around the art scene and other artworks. By hiding

behind the performance and delegating her authority as an artist to the actress, Park creates a whim-

sical presence of her artistic authority. Bona Park questions where the authority stems from and how

one perceives a non-substantial artwork by using an actress as a temporary object of the artist. 

This humorous yet pungent approach is one of the features of the artist’s continuous practices. Park

fabricates a theatrical stage which includes subtly uncomfortable situations oscillating between fic-

tion and reality and the audience interfaces within the artist’s absent stage. Whereas many

Relational artists in the 1990s created happy feasts with the audience, Bona Park makes an astute

comment on in-process work driven by the participation of the viewer. Rather than just encouraging

the viewer’s engagement, she opens up a space for the interplay between her piece and the audi-

ence and explores how to position the work within this situation. For example, the artist does not use

the actress as her persona but lets the actress act as she wants. The actress who does not have pro-

fessional knowledge on art can create awkward moments during her ‘art talks’ performance. She

produces varying outcomes depending on the viewer’s response. Hence, the performance piece that

is not informed to the viewer betrays their expectation to see a tangible artwork, yet it ironically gen-

erates the flexible experience of the work.      

With a gesture of withdrawal, Bona Park examines what can be produced in a discerning interval

between the non-material work and its authority. The artist attempts to challenge the archaic con-

cept of the aura by refusing to be involved as a commodity in the art market. Park, furthermore, inves-

tigates the notion of spectatorship by representing an open-ended piece which is self-positioning

itself within the interaction with the viewer. In between fiction and reality, the audience can

actively initiate, intervene, develop and change the work and eventually create flexible auras of the

performance. 
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