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Our perception of our personal environment is affected by the 
impact of the surrounding surfaces, which catch our attention as 
we scan the space. We learn from artists – those using all manner 
of materials and contemporary technologies to lure our senses – 
to tactility upgrade these settings. Covering walls and floors 
with meaningful, powerful textures and materials can make all 
the difference, turning the interior into an outstanding place.

NEW VISIONS 
ON SURFACES 
& COVERINGS  

The Skies Epitomized 
A series of artworks exploring the essence of the sky from 
the perspective of humans gazing at it, a collaborative 
project by artist Maja Petrić and researcher of machine-
learning Nebojša Jojić
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WAY UP ABOVE
 Evaluating the human gaze

People have been turning their eyes towards the sky 
for meaning and guidance since prehistoric times. 
“Our gaze directed toward the sky has shaped as-
tronomy, mythology, religion, agriculture, art, phys-
ics, and cultural world-views across this globe”, says 
artist Maja Petrić, “I am interested in the meaning 
of that gaze at the sky, as an element that is both 
mundane and archetypal for the history of our civi-
lisation.” The piece investigates what one sees when 
gazing at the sky from peaceful places such as Ice-
land and New Zealand or from war-torn areas.

The artworks originated from a collaboration be-
tween Maja Petrić and Nebojša Jojić, initiated at 

Microsoft Research in 2015, on the topic of com-
bining art and machine-learning algorithms to sum-
marise and translate large amounts of data. Jojić is 
a principal researcher in the Artificial Intelligence 
and Machine Learning Group at Microsoft Research. 
The very first installation is permanently exhibited 
at Microsoft Research Headquarters. And in October 
2016, the new version, The Skies Epitomized II, was 
shown in Seattle during the exhibition 9e2.

“The works epitomise the online images of the sky 
as retrieved through a web search for keywords cor-
responding to specific times and places. Through 
these, we depict the collective view across several 

What does the sky look like in the most conflicted areas of the world, 
such as Syria and Iraq? What does it look like in a more peaceful land? 
We have one sky, but our experiences of it can be infinite. The Skies 
Epitomized II is a series of art boxes exploring the essence of the sky 
from the perspective of humans gazing at it.

TEXT Patrizia Coggiola

New Zealand sky
Universal sky
Syria sky

Epitome of the moderate, hot,
and humid skies, China

locations in time and space. These views are facili-
tated by the vast collection of images people around 
the world have posted on the Internet, and are thus 
also a reflection of how the web might ‘comprehend’ 
the sky in its boundless variations: Epitomes reveal 
archetypical skies defined by a global Internet com-
munity. With this series, we are inquiring about 
what people see when they gaze into the sky as well 
as exploring ways in which human views of the sky 
shape our landscape.

Petrić works at the interface of science, technology, 
and art. She grew up in Croatia during the violent 
fragmentation of Yugoslavia. Her work has been ex-

hibited at venues such as Henry Art Gallery in Seattle, 
and the Medialab Prado and Matadero in Madrid. She 
has been nominated for the International Light Art 
Award and Co.Design’s Innovation by Design Award 
2016, and has received numerous international 
prizes, including the Richard Kelly Light Art Award, 
Thunen Light Art Award, and the Croatian National 
Award for Science and Technological Development. 
She holds a PhD from the University of Washing-
ton and a Master’s from New York University, on the 
topic of transforming the poetic experience of space 
through the innovative use of new technologies.• 

majapetric.com  / 9e2seattle.org 

To create the epitome of the
polar sky, the algorithm sifted
through big data in search of
images, under the keywords
sky, skyscape, north+pole+sky,
south+pole+sky, and used
Nebojša Jojić’s Epitome model
to extrapolate parts of found
images into an epitomised data
set representing what people
perceive to be a typical polar sky.
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THESE WALLS 
ARE MIRRORS 
El Anatsui goes back to retrieve

There is a tendency to consider El Anatsui an overnight success story, based on the 
artist’s breakthrough exhibition at the 2007 Biennale in Venice. His hangings made 
of recycled bottle caps were hailed for defying form and categorisation. At the ripe 
age of 63, this was obviously a fairy tale that omitted an artistic career in Ghana 
and Nigeria spanning over four decades. Having since received a Golden Lion for 
Lifetime Achievement at the Venice Art Biennale in 2015 and an honorary Doctor of 
Arts degree from Harvard University in 2016, a deeper appreciation of his work is long 
overdue. Drawing on older pieces and archival material, his new Meyina exhibition in 
Amsterdam does just that. 

TEXT Nadine Botha

It was in the 1960s that Anatsui defied family ex-
pectations by studying art at a time when the notion 
of becoming a professional artist was unheard of in 
Ghana. It was also when African countries started to 
obtain independence and a movement of intellectu-
als began to seek alternative ideologies to those of 
the West. “We had to take stock of what happened 
before and during colonisation in order to chart a 
mode of moving on”, Anatsui explains, saying how 
he was drawn to the revival of the ancient concept 
of sankofa, meaning ‘going back to retrieve’. It is a 
principle that is crucial to understanding his procliv-
ity for recycling as being about repurposing objects 
and materials that have obtained a certain human 
patina through usage.

This is not an insight easily obtainable without 
considering the artistic phases that came before his 
globally renowned hangings of recycled bottle tops. 
Taking a longer view of Anatsui’s career reveals how 
deeply conceptual his exquisite work actually is, as 
opposed to what is implied by the clichéd label “re-
sourceful recycling artist from Africa”. Curated by 

Bisi Silva, the Meyina exhibition goes beyond the 
hype to consider Anatsui’s legacy as an artist and a 
university lecturer “and its impact on several genera-
tions of artists, curators, and writers from Nigeria, 
West Africa, and across the continent”, she explains.

El Anatsui, 2008
Photo: Uche James Iroha

<   Monumental tapestry made 
entirely of metal bottle caps
Palais El Badii
Marrakech Biennale 2016 
Marrakech, Morocco
Photo © Jaime Rojo  
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Anatsui was born an artist, establishing an aesthetic 
obsession with symbols even before he could read. 
After studying in Ghana and taking up a position as 
lecturer at the University of Nigeria, his first phase of 
work began to explore symbols as constructions of 
the collective consciousness through wooden trays. 
A body of work that investigated the afterlife of clay 
pots followed, giving way to a third phase entailing 
chainsaws and used-wood, like old pestles and grat-
ers. With this added context, the themes of food, 
consumption, and labour, along with the interwo-
ven texture of symbols, have become more apparent 
in Anatsui’s hangings of recent years. 

The leap from recycled wood to recycled bottle tops 
came about quite by chance when he stumbled upon 
a packet of the aluminium stubs in 2004. Besides 
the tops, Anatsui also uses ring-pulls and labels to 
create different effects and degrees of transparency. 
Specifically, the use of liquor-bottle components is 
indicative of how hard-alcohol was introduced into 
Africa during colonialism, but Anatsui lets viewers 
and curators make their own interpretation of what 
that means. 

Anatsui’s intention with this openness is to invite 
participation. For instance, the works come with 
no installation instructions, giving carte blanche to 
the curator. Even before the piece arrives in the gal-
lery, though, each recycled element involves another 
person through its previous use, not to mention the 
many hands that have assisted in its construction. 
This is quite contrary to the Western art world’s idea 
of the individuality of genius.  

The artist also likes to play with words, such as in 
the work Gli, which means ‘wall’ or ‘barrier’ in the 
Ghanaian dialect of Ewe, but it also means ‘story’ 
or ‘disruption’ with a simple change of intonation. 
Walls have fascinated Anatsui since his childhood 
visit to the Walled City of Notsé in Togo, and later 
to Berlin and Israel as an adult. “I think walls are 
human constructs that are meant to block views”, he 
says, adding that they only obstruct the ocular view, 
but that the thoughtful view “tends to go over that 
barrier and imagine so many things that might or 
might not be there.”

“Thinking about walls in that way, they reveal more 
things than they hide”, Anatsui emphasises. Regard-
ing many of the works he has left untitled, one might 
read them all as walls of sorts. •

El Anatsui: Meyina is at Prince Claus Fund Gallery, Amsterdam, 
until 28 Apr 2017. princeclausfund.org

DAMN°60 magazine / EL ANATSUI 

Untitled, 2016 
Bottle caps
260 x 250 cm
Photo: Maarten van Haaff
Courtesy of the artist

Untitled, 2014 
Bottle caps
280 x 260 cm
Photo: Maarten van Haaff

(Detail)

Untitled, 2016
Bottle caps
260 x 460 cm
Photo: Maarten van Haaff

Gli, 2010
Jack Shainman Gallery booth
Art Basel 2016
Photo courtesy of Art Basel
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SKIN DEEP 
Bart Hess won’t settle for less
  

Using all manner of materials, Bart Hess 

designs textiles that drip with eroticism 

but have nothing to do with sex. He first 

rose to fame through his collaboration 

with Lucy McRae in London, resulting in 

projects for Lady Gaga, Nick Knight, and 

Iris van Herpen no less. While McRae’s 

work has since developed in the direction 

of speculative design, Hess is concentrat-

ing on tactility, intending to do more than 

explode notions of craft and hyperreality. 

In his Eindhoven studio, the designer ex-

plained to DAMN° why the surface itself 

has become his primary design object.

TEXT Nadine Botha

Surface is a contradiction. An object’s face, it si-
multaneously hides and reveals. Surface encapsu-
lates the rhetorical question of whether true beauty 
comes from within or is only skin deep, a dimen-
sion of our psyche that separates the shared real-
ity from the subconscious. Surface interfaces be-
tween what we see and what we feel, increasingly 
flattened by screens. Surface in design is too often 
either incidental, or it’s an added antidote to an in-
creased pervasiveness of hyperreality.

But for designer Bart Hess, the surface is the object. 
In his hands, metal becomes fur-like, shaving foam 
looks like polystyrene, latex takes on the quali-
ties of silk, silk becomes flesh, and wax emulates 
delicate satin drapery. He works like an obsessive-
compulsive craftsman to achieve material perfec-
tion, pushing the material to just before breaking 

 Royal Latex Bed, 2016
Dutch Design Week, Eindhoven Exploded View Part Two, 2008, by LucyandBart
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Beyond creating a contradiction between manmade 
and natural systems, there is always another step 
for Hess: establishing the anomaly between tactile 
and digital through photography, film, or perfor-
mance. Pushing his craft-based products to emulate 
super slick computer-generated images creates an 
uncanny interplay between the seamless perfection 
of hyperreality and the naturally occurring flaws of 
reality. These flaws are often introduced into the 
image using human bodies that by contemporary 
standards might be deemed perfect. 

Gorgeous bodies are not the only reason Hess’s 
work drips with eroticism, without any conscious 
intention by the designer. Rather, the eroticism of 
his work is more in the mind. For instance, he likes 
“to play with that moment where you want to touch 
it but the material creates a distance between you”. 
It’s also about evoking two feelings in the viewer at 
the same time, creating a fine line between desire 
and repulsion. In the words of Georges Bataille: “Ex-
treme seductiveness is at the boundary of horror.” 
In Hess’s most recent project for the Textielmuseum 
in Tilburg, this boundary of horror was created by 
giving different movements to three semi-interactive 
textiles in order to anthropomorphise them. “It was 
inspired by testicles and their pulse, which a man 
can’t control”, says Hess. “Like when you drink too 
much coffee and your eye starts to spasm.” 

While working for a museum forces Hess to uti-
lise materials that have a long lifespan, he has also 
started to explore the half-life of his favourite one of 
all, latex. Repurposing the reams of flesh-coloured 
silk-like latex created for the Biennale Internation-
ale Design Saint-Etienne 2015, he has installed the 
Royal Latex Bed in his studio. Within a few months, 
the texture is already hardening and the colour yel-
lowing, like a body in decay – a far cry from our 
sleek futuristic associations with latex. By pushing 
standard surface associations beyond recognition, 
Hess is exposing the design of both the physical and 
psychological. We need more nuanced examinations 
of surfaces as we negotiate between the physical and 
the second skin of the hyperreal. Which brings us 
back to Bataille: “I believe that truth has only one 
face: that of a violent contradiction.” •

barthess.nl

point. For Hess, perfection means the material is 
imbued with an organic life of its own, not forced 
but effortless. “I don’t want people to be able to 
see my hand gestures”, says the Eindhoven-based 
designer. “For me, the most magical thing is when a 
material can still behave as it wants to but has been 
pushed to its maximum. So it almost starts growing 
by itself in the lab, because I’ve created a system to 
push it into that shape.”

Shaved, 2011
Video performance

Video installation for the Monsters in Fashion exhibition in Paris, 2013

Work With Me People, 2012
Shell mould from a workshop performance at MU, Eindhoven 

Digital Artefacts, 2013; film performance with wax
Lisbon Architecture Triennale

Mutants, 2011; latex photographic installation
In collaboration with HeyHeyHey

Hunt for High-tech, 2007
Collection of conceptual textiles and animation
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A HAIRY 
BUSINESS 
Advances in resourcefulness

Cutting-edge art & science projects require passion, funding, and dedication. Thanks to 
a pair of Belgian research groups and a Dutch designer, humans are being tapped as 
facilitators for creating materials of different sorts. Dwindling natural resources and an 
ailing Planet Earth have inspired a small minority of specialists to look further than the 
end of their noses and to come up with a way of utilising what we ourselves innately 
possess, offering a superb alternative to extracting resources that are in limited supply, 
and in so doing, satisfying our apparent need for abundant consumption. 

TEXT Kurt Vanbelleghem

Only when we discovered what our planet truly 
looks like – and that was not even half-a-century 
ago, with the first images of the ‘blue marble’ shot 
by the crew of Apollo 17 on their mission to the 
moon – did we start to become aware that this Earth 
of ours is limited. Finite in terms of space as well as 
natural resources. 

Our first reaction was to concentrate on consuming 
less. But then some clever guys figured out that this 
meant we were only extending matters a bit, so we 
combined our drive towards consuming less with a 
recycling initiative, inspiring cradle-to-cradle pro-
duction techniques, new circular economies, and so 
on. It didn’t last long before those same clever guys 
started making similar remarks. Recycling is fun 
but it won’t stop the Earth from being ransacked, 
because we continue to use-up the same limited 
natural resources, just at a slightly slower pace. The 
current solution is to keep on consuming less and 
recycling more. But we also have to seek out new 
resources. To this end, we have invested heavily 
in new sources of natural energy and have started 
to experiment with a variety of organic life forms, 
such as using fungi to replace diminishing stocks of 

natural materials. Though nothing can replace the 
human as the ultimate resource, because we can’t 
deplete ourselves as long as we continue to walk on 
this planet. 

The human being as a production facility for new 
and limitless resources seems to be an incredibly 
smart idea, but as it looks now, there will only be 
more and more of us. Of course, more of us means 
more people to dress and more spaces to decorate. 
How can we create new wall and floor coverings, fab-
rics, and textiles using our own physical bodies and 
mental activities as inexhaustible resources? On one 
side of the spectrum is the Experimental Media Re-
search Group (EMRG), based at the St Lucas School 
of Arts in Antwerp, Belgium. It is intrigued with the 
complexity of visualising big data. Some years ago, 
EMRG teamed up with engineers and researchers at 
IMEC, the top-notch digital research and develop-
ment department at the University of Leuven, which 
was developing a brainwave monitoring system. In 
order to measure brain activity, they used a sort of 
helmet as an interface, equipped with electrodes that 
could register the electric waves induced by neural 
activity. 

THE NEW AGE OF
TRICHOLOGY
Sanne Visser
Demonstrating that Asian hair 
waste can withstand more 
weight than Caucasian hair
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BEAM ME UP

The EMRG team focused on the brain’s alpha fre-
quency, through which one can observe whether 
someone is feeling relaxed or agitated. In an experi-
mental set-up called Valence, they created a living-
room environment in which light, sound, and wall 
patterns could change based on the person’s emo-
tional state of being. Imagine coming home after a 
nerve-wracking day at the office and – via a real-time 
data analysis of your brain waves – your personal 
environment is completely altered to make you feel 
at ease. The colours and patterns of your wall cover-
ings are adjusted to induce relaxation or to stimulate 
you, as the case may be.  

It might still take a while before you’ll be able to 
install this system at home. Initial experiments 
have only dealt with alpha waves, but there are 
also gamma, beta, theta, and delta brainwaves, all 
of them transmitting different aspects of one’s state 
of being. The more accurate the measurements, the 

more detailed such a system can be. Additional re-
search based on brain-pattern recognition expands 
the possibilities even further. If you think about a 
forest, for instance, an image of a forest will appear 
on your wall. New scientific developments by Barco 
and Philips about ways to ‘paint’ LCD screens onto 
different kinds of surfaces could also become a great 
facilitator.  

Engineers at IMEC and any other research facility 
working on neurofeedback systems, might in the 
first place not be too concerned about the interior 
of your living room. Fortunately, a few alert peo-
ple, such as the visual researchers in the EMRG 
team, are willing to pick up on their fundamental 
research and translate the findings into opportuni-
ties for all of us. Who knows, maybe they have just 
taken the first steps towards entirely changing the 
way in which we perceive and adjust the space that 
surrounds us. 

DAMN°60 magazine / A HAIRY BUSINESS

THE GIRL WITH THE HAIR

On the completely opposite end of the spectrum, 
regarding using the human body as a depletable re-
source, one can find Dutch designer Sanne Vissers. 
During her MA course in Material Futures at Central 
St. Martins in London, she visited nearly every hair-
dresser in the city, collecting all the cut hair. Not for 
the purpose of making wigs or hair extensions, but 
for transforming this so-called useless waste material 
into thread and yarn, as an alternative to naturally-
harvested fibres and cottons. 

During her Bachelor’s degree studies at Willem De 
Kooning Academy in Rotterdam, Vissers had already 
experimented with the transformation of hair into 
visual patterns and sculptural forms, but at that 
stage it was still a purely artistic and poetic engage-
ment. Her research at Central St. Martins made her 
aware of the sustainable and innovative opportu-
nities of hair as a bountiful resource. It might in-
deed be useful to look for alternatives to cotton, as 
worldwide production of the fabric involves up to a 
quarter of all insecticides and one-tenth of pesticides 
worldwide, and it takes an average of 8000 litres of 
water to produce one kilogram of it. 

TOWARDS REFINEMENT

Hair is perhaps the most natural raw material avail-
able, as it grows continuously, for free. And besides 
the portion that is harvested specifically for wigs, it 
doesn’t get recycled. The most important parameters 
of hair are that it is a very strong fibre that consists 
mainly of keratin and it’s extremely elastic. Both of 
these characteristics are really important if hair is to 
qualify as a possible replacement for cotton fibre. By 
using the ancient craft of spinning, Sanne Vissers 
managed to transform cut-hair into thread. 

A key design element in The New Age of Trichology is the system of using the
material-waste stream. The project created a method of producing a material by using
existing crafts and waste. In this case, it was focused on the tensile strength of human
hair fibre, applying spinning and rope-making techniques. This is a closed loop system
whereby the raw material collected at the beginning remains additive-free and can go
straight back into nature at the end of its life cycle, through composting or recycling.

Hair waste collecting process Caucasian hair

EMRG Valencia
Photos: EMRG

Hair formed into rope
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In theory, this ‘hair thread’ can be used like any oth-
er kind of yarn to produce all sorts of textiles, but for 
the moment, Vissers’ research is mainly focused on 
the production of rope, due to its strength and elas-
ticity. The potential of her approach is up for grabs, 
but some issues still have to be resolved before ‘hairy’ 
clothes will be hanging in the shops. One of them is 
that thread made of spun hair still feels very itchy 
when used in textiles that are brought into direct 
contact with the skin. Vissers is therefore looking for 
collaborators to solve this problem and to further 
develop the wide-ranging prospects. She’s also aware 
that she has to develop a system for organising the 
local collection and sorting of hair. Feel free to get in 
touch with her if you wish to be part of this. •

emrg.be

imec.be

cargocollective.com/sannevisser

The team at EMRG working on Valence, the brainwave visualisation 
project, consisted of Tom De Smedt (artist and software engineer), Lieven 
Menschaert (social scientist and data visualiser), Ludivine Lechat (graphic 
designer) and Lucas Nys (research coordinator). 

Asian hair bag
A net bag made of 100% human hair 
waste, first spun into yarn and then formed 
into rope

A collection of rope products made of 
100% human hair waste, showing the 
potential of different applications

Dog leash
A rope product made of 100% human hair 
waste

Milano Design Week 
4-9 April 2017

Diller Scofidio + Renfro is a New York 
based interdisciplinary studio that works 
at the intersection of architecture, the 
visual arts, and the performing arts.

DS+R’s architecture projects include the High Line 
(New York), the Roy and Diana Vagelos Center 
(New York), The Broad (Los Angeles), Lincoln 
Center for the Performing Arts Redevelopment Pro-
ject (New York), The Shed (New York), and the 
expansion of the Museum of Modern Art (New 
York). The studio’s visual art projects include Mus-
ings on a Glass Box (Fondation Cartier, Paris), 
EXIT (Palais de Tokyo, Paris), and exhibition de-
sign for Pierre Chareau: Modern Architecture and 
Design (The Jewish Museum, New York).

A MATTER OF 
PERCEPTION 
2017 
LINKING 
MINDS

The Broad Museum
Los Angeles, 2015
Image © Benny Chan

The Shed
New York, on going
Image © Diller Scofidio + Renfro

DAMN° + Mosca Partners 
are collaborating with
Diller Scofidio + Renfro 
(DS+R) at Palazzo Litta


