The Light from the Horizon

Theoreticians suggest that attributes of Modern art, such as the loss of unified
perspective and dissolution of homogeneous space, can already be found in works by
the romantic painter J. M. W. Turner. Jonathan Crary, art historian, argues that Turner's
painting Light and Color (Goethe's Theory) — the Morning after the Deluge — Moses
Writing the Book of Genesis (1843) anticipates new technology, such as photography
and other visual practices that will emerge later in the 19t Century.! The painting, where
one can hardly distinguish a sunrise or sunset over a diffuse - possibly stormy or foggy -
ocean, destabilizes the very appearance of a horizon, already barely visible. The rules of
perspective are disregarded. Rather than representing something ‘out there,’ the
painting seems to replicate an inner image, a lasting visual impression. Similarly, in her
essay “In Free Fall: A Thought Experiment on Vertical Perspective,” the artist Hito
Steyerl describes Turner’s art as a violation of the social logic of the geometrical
perspective, a logic derived from enlightenment thinking, which imagines a
homogeneous Western subject at a privileged vantage point from which to observe the
world.2 The violation which Steyerl identifies in Turner’s work breaks apart the singular
horizon. Perspective multiplies and dissolves. This violation lingers in Modern art, along
with the development of photography and film, which reaches a new level with advent of
artistic video installations.

Such a fragmentation of the space and experience of art is partly, but only partly,
discoverable in Magnhild @en Nordahl's work, which often makes the viewer aware of
the possibility to perceive the world from many perspectives. At the same time, however,
her installations, sculptures and videos maintain a pedagogical, unified and accessible
quality, which emphatically expresses the presence of a common basis for these very
different perspectives.

In the video work The Distance to the Horizon (2016) the horizon appears in its normal
aspect: fixed and clearly in the middle of the picture, as per the rules of perspective.
From a small wooden boat, we are looking toward the line where the surface of the Earth
curves and disappears before our eyes, where the blue ocean meets the sky. But, we
are moving forward. The boat should - if the horizon were actually a line at the edge of a
flat plane — have reached the end of the world before the film’s end.

Anyone might say that the Earth is obviously spherical, and that is why we cannot reach
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the horizon. But how many of us have actually taken a voyage like that in The Distance
to the Horizon? How many have experienced the Earth curve? Most of us are left to trust
the experts of the scientific community who collectively decry: the Earth is round.

Modern science follows, in accordance with the philosopher Karl Popper, the idea that
knowledge of things is acquired through deduction. The deductive method requires that
assumptions must always be subject to analyses and tests from a skeptical position, that
what is believed to be right might be wrong. They must be falsified. In this way alone can
professional scientists maintain a sobriety and it is only this critical approach that will
lead us toward to a correct understanding of the world. The deductive method’s
predecessor, the inductive method — usually associated with the 16th century
philosopher Francis Bacon — was differently oriented. It was concerned with the
collection of knowledge, of compiling a reserve of experience, and then, in order to prove
their claims, the scientists were constantly involved in testing their veracity using
empirical studies. The two methods have one thing in common: both were based on the
principle that scientific results are arrived at through observation and rational analysis;
collecting knowledge is mandatory, as is a system for classifying, organizing and
analyzing this knowledge.?

The central question today may be who has the right — the mandate — to engage with
science. The concept of a researcher at a university, institute or company who is
adequately educated to perform their task is quite new. In early modern times, scientific
investigative research was often relegated to hobby-status, disconnected from economic
value or academic status. It's really only since the second half of the 19th century that
the position of a researcher has become a profession. Some have warned that the
institutionalization of acquiring knowledge actually challenges the basic principle of
scientific deduction — why would professional scientists question their own conclusions
by submitting to the deductive logic, and thereby run the risk of possibly ruining the
safety provided by their professional status?

This is one of many challenges for a science that constantly wishes to refine and
critically review its own methodology. There is a tradition in Western humanities of
criticizing the language of scientific truths by pointing at the parts of so-called scientific
results that rely on highly-ideological assumptions: the paleontologist and science
journalist Stephen Jay Gould has remarked on the racist foundations of archeology,
theology and anthropology; the philosopher Donna Haraway has pointed out how both
masculine norms and anthropological conventions prevent scientific empirical studies in
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science; and Thomas S. Kuhn has — in stark contrast to Popper — criticized the ability of
singular individuals to think beyond the epistemological frameworks offered by a certain
knowledge paradigm.

In the exhibition The Frisbee Perspective (2018) at Sogn og Fjordane Kunstmuseum,
Nordahl presents parts of the rocket built by “Mad Mike” Hughes, a 62-year-old former
limousine driver. The goal of the rocket was to raise money for a larger spacecraft,
capable of flying high enough to prove that the Earth is flat. Hughes, who is part of the
so-called Flat Earth movement, does not rely on the scientific community collective
answer to the question of whether or not the Earth is flat. In an interview published by
The Two Way, a blog affiliated with NPR (the United States’ media network National
Public Radio), he goes so far as to say that he “does not believe in science, since it's no
better than any mythology”. Hughes has his own ideas on how to get to know the world:

| know about aerodynamics and fluid dynamics and how things move through the air,
about the certain size of rocket nozzles, and thrust. But that's not science, that's just a
formula. There's no difference between science and science fiction.*

Hughe's do-it-yourself attitude results in a distrust of the analysis and large-scale
collection of information in the service of science. This serves to stress the fact that
science, the supposed safe haven of free thought and exploration, in fact limits empirical
studies of the world. Hughes can be seen as part of an influential anti-science and anti-
information movement, which typically has ties to the populist christian Alt-Right
movement, and is perceived as a thorn in the side of many social as well as academic
institutions.

Some have pointed out the similarities between this movement’s science criticism and
the criticism stemming from within humanities mentioned above. Such a simplified
historical dialectical attitude, which could be attributable to the sociologist of science
Bruno Latour among others, is problematic in many ways, not least because it corrupts
the fact that many of the theorists involved in reviewing and thinking about scientific
methodology actually make use of the same critical approaches as Popper argued for. It
is a kind of thinking that not only assumes that science tells the truth, but is constantly
testing this assumption against criticism of the basic foundations of research by
questioning the relationships between facts, perception, ideology and results.

Something similar can be said about the work of Magnhild @en Nordahl. Her installations
often put objects and theories from widely different sources against one another in a
clear way, as if each proposal should be observed with the utmost care and examined at
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their foundations. In the exhibition The Frisbee Perspective, theories regarding the
shape of the Earth are illustrated. In a previous work, Occupational Knots (2014), the
performances and metaphors that associated with the knot became the starting point.
The work consists of a series of sculptures based on knots found in the encyclopedic
knot book Ashley Book of Knots (1944): a book of clear lexical ambitions and a
somewhat unclear empirical method. In connection with the sculpture installation, the
fanzine Pb? Ni? He? presented material from practical as well as mathematical knot-
theory. The mathematical knot theory arose from the hypothesis that everything in the
world consists of the same material on the nano-level, but is firmly shaped in different
ways, as different knots. The theory was eventually replaced by a better-functioning
atomic model, and only a century later when scientists discovered knots in the human
DNA, it regained interest from fields outside mathematics.

The question is whether the gesture itself — of placing scientifically-sanctioned material in
relation to more 'amateurist' attempts to an epistemology — is in fact inline with a
deconstructive strategy: to emphasize the value of having different ways to understand
the world, while simultaneously studying the power relations between these different
ambitions? My answer is that Nordahl's art rather opens up the possibility for
simultaneously thinking inside of different thought systems: the scientific deduction, the
spirit of an amateur inventor, the reactionary science criticism, poststructuralist
antihumanism, etc. When these different systems are side-by-side, one can observe
their differences and at the same time recognize that they all have roots in a common
world, one that is commonly unwilling to take a thing for granted.

*

The works in the exhibition The Frisbee Perspective also make allowances for different
systems of perception to be placed in an immanent relationship with each other.
Previously, in connection with the opening of an exhibition at Skdnes Konstférening in
Malmo, Sweden, Nordahl answered a question about her interest in different
measurement systems, both historical and in present-day use:

| started doing research on body-based systems for measurements such as a
stones throw, a days walk, a halt, an arrow shot, a rowers shift all of which were
in use in Norway before the introduction of the metric system. (...) What type of
effect physical activity, sensory input and culture has on our thinking is being
done a lot of research on in Neuroscience at the moment, for instance at
Karolinska Institutet where | was following the course ”The Cultural Brain”. Some
would say that making use of the body as a source of knowledge is nostalgic or
adhering to some trendy mind-body-fithess ideology, but | think it is more about
acknowledging how we function as human beings and make use of this when we
decide how to do and make things and live our lives.

The constant, never-ending, human conceptualization of the world that Nordahl identifies
is based on relations observed in the physical world as they become a part of our mind,
constructing of our self and our life. The body is in a cognitive relationship with other



bodies in the world; and from this relationship we gain experience and information for
use in neuroscience as well as in the establishment of different systems of
measurement.

To think of the body in relation to surrounding bodies, natural phenomena and existing
technology, involves a changing relationship from which we extract meaning. It is easy to
interpret such a relationship as a non-anthropocentric description of consciousness and
its relation to the outside world. Many could be called upon in this context (Donna
Haraway among others), but here | want recall an important predecessor in the field, the
anthropologist and cybernetic Gregory Bateson.

Bateson (1904-1980) worked for his whole life as interdisciplinarian, making
revolutionary studies in ecology, psychology and neuroscience. His method always
departed from a type of ecological model of thought around social development and
evolution. This resulted in, among other things, a critique of ecological miscalculations,
where political decisions followed firm beliefs in man's ability to control other beings and
the surroundings, rather than of seeing themselves as part of the same feedback
system. Bateson’s critique of the prevailing social order, based on his studies of human
actions in relation to each other and their surroundings, expanded into active work
against fascism. In a 1978 interview with Daniel Goleman for the magazine Psychology
Today, Bateson said:

Because we think in transitive terms, we lose the systematic whole. We say that
something affects something else: “Dogs Hunting Rabbits”. But if you say “Dog-
hunter-rabbit” then you're on your way to a completely different view upon
things.s

What Bateson points to in this quote is that the relation between the surroundings and
human beings is more important than the individual and the surroundings separately. It is
possible to see a similar interest in this relationship in Nordahl’s art, which also
frequently raises questions regarding the significance of interface — questions about the
possibilities and methods now available to model a worldview. This is the case, for
example, in her video work, How fo Make a Utah Teapot (2016) where the experienced
potter Anne-Lise Karlsen makes a Utah Teapot, a standard reference object used in 3D
modeling software. The virtual teapot was developed by the American computer scientist
Martin Newell in the mid-1970s, and has achieved a unique cybercultural status because
of its wide use.

The Frisbee Perspective presents frisbees as 3D-rendered objects which differentiate
themselves from the shadows they cast on the wall, as if the form displayed an
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ambiguity in its readability, pointing out the different directions available to interpretation.
In both The Frisbee Perspective and How to Make a Utah Teapot, it is the cooperation
between image / interface and observation that facilitates the production of meaning.
Objects are anything but passive in this process.

The question remains whether it is possible for humanity to fully embrace this
nonanthropocentric posture. But viewers of The Frisbee Perspective can at least try to
regard their presence in more relational terms, as only a part of a network in the relation
between art, space and perception — or as a “visitor-viewer-exhibition”. We are not alone
as observing animals: instead we share the same cognitive space with people, things
and course of events happening around us, which are written into our consciousness,
regardless of whether they fit into a frame of artistic, scientific, reactionary or
philosophical systems.



