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Shifting patterns, zooming layers, focusing processes
Art and anthropology in a transforming and translucent world

Introduction: Thriving fields

The interlinkages between art and anthropology and more so between art 
and ethnography, to come to more sensually holistic ways of understanding 
and representing different realities in a globally transforming world, are the 
matter of many recent projects and publications (Latour 2013; Pink 2009; 
Pink, et al. 2010; Schneider and Wright 2010; Schneider and Wright 2013; 
Svasek 2007). Edited volumes (Baxstrom, et al. 2008; Marcus and Myers 
1995; Schneider and Wright 2006; Schneider and Wright 2010; Schneider 
and Wright 2013), special journal issues (Pink, et al. 2010; Rutten, et al. 
2013), blogs and collaborative projects1, and interdisciplinary institutes2 in-
dicate activities in this thriving field of interaction and collaboration. The ex-
hibitions and digital-collaborative art and science projects Bruno Latour has 
thought up with artists3 to renew the political-ecological through the spirit 
of art and science come to mind (Latour 2002; Latour 2013). Likewise one 
can think of Tim Ingold’s writings and experiments on a graphic and motive 
anthropology (Ingold 2001; Ingold 2007; Ingold 2010; Ingold and Hallam 
2007). Often book and journal compilations join products by artists and an-
thropologists side by side, likewise there are increasingly works from people 

1 http://artpologist.com/; http://www.abdn.ac.uk/research/kfi/; http://field-
journal.com/; http://www.anthropologies-of-art.net/

2  http://sel.fas.harvard.edu/
3  http://www.bruno-latour.fr/node/333; http://www.iconoclash.de/

Michael Pröpper

Aber Lebendige machen alle den Fehler, 
daß sie zu stark unterscheiden. 

Engel (sagt man) wüßten oft nicht, ob sie unter 
Lebenden gehen oder Toten. Die ewige Strömung 

reißt durch beide Bereiche alle Alter 
immer mit sich und übertönt sie in beiden. 

(Rilke 1997:188)
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with hybrid identities, that means people who do anthropology AND Art 
(Schneider and Wright 2013).4 

All these activities happen in a context of a rapidly transforming world 
that immerses and challenges the arts as well as all the sciences. Anthropol-
ogy of late has lived through a crisis of representation and narrativity, has 
arrived at widespread massive criticism of the global projects of modernity 
(Latour 1995), post-colonialism, capitalism and neoliberalism with all their 
global effects in local contexts. On top of that there is a global challenge that 
unites artists and anthropologists – the ecological threat of the human im-
pact upon the physical world, lately termed by some as the Anthropocene5 
(Klingan, et al. 2014; Weintraub 2012), which is being epitomized by the 
threat of climate change (Latour 2014). It seems that being confronted with 
the sheer scale of problems to understand and tackle no single discipline and 
not science as an institutionalized system is able to provide solutions or even 
formulate problems adequately (ibid). What we are facing is a crisis of clas-
sic models of reality and realism, “deficits in reality” as Natalie Göltenboth 
terms it in her article (this volume), that require new and different approach-
es to this reality crisis – a quest for “better realities” as Katherine Carl terms 
it in the interview with Linda Weintraub (this volume), or the “rupture be-
tween imagination and real life” as Tim Ingold calls it (2014). Reality it seems 
is more complex, textured (Klingan, et al. 2014), layered, and translucent as 
conceptualized so far. Instead of bounded disciplines and mono-naturalistic 
options for action we need collective approaches at problem formulation that 
involve understanding the interlinkages between physical, emotional, sen-
sual, bodily and discursive parts of politicized realities. 

Critical realism (Bhaskar 2008), political resistance, new forms of nar-
rativity and representation, involvement and immersion into real life prob-
lem forming, knowledge fusion, sensually being inside not outside of things, 
these are key term landmarks in a terrain that also the authors of this special 
issue are carefully and step by step wandering. While this terrain still seems 
to be theoretically and practically unchartered, especially the disciplines of 
anthropology and art, both characterized by a high degree of ‘undisciplined-
ness’ and the fact that categories and definitions are not neatly formulated 
4 Also proponents of a more classic art-anthopology as Morphy and Perkins 

have outlined that an anthropology of art should open the subject of art for 
cross-cultural analysis. Therefore, anthropologists should critically question 
dominant Western conceptions of art (e.g. the emphasis on the autonomy of 
aesthetic experience, the connoisseurship of elites, the utilization and capi-
talization of objects as symbolic capital, or the emphasis on cultural renewal 
using terms like innovation, avant-garde, or rebellion) (compare Morphy and 
Perkins 2006:1ff). 

5 Anthropocene is a term that has been proposed by geologists to denote the 
epoch that began when human activities had a significant global impact on 
the earth and its ecosystems. The term is currently being examined further to 
become formally part of the Geological Time Scale.   
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but often contested, seem well suited, especially as they are characterized by 
a strong mutual affection. 

Mutual affection, hybrid practices

Already 20 years ago Foster had argued convincingly that anthropology has a 
particular prestige among artists as a science of alterity, which takes culture 
as its object and is open to self-critique and reflexivity (1995). Broadly, it is 
the anthropological practice of ethnography in conjunction with the direct 
encounter and within-ness of the researcher in real-life sociality, culture and 
politics that seems to fascinate artists of late. Consequently, relational aes-
thetics and socially engaged participatory art are important contemporary 
strands (Kester 2011). In these projects artists are dealing with social rela-
tions and the challenge of participation of the people they interact with, also 
being cautious about inequalities, marginalizations, hegemoniality, power 
differentials and criticism of the politics of collaboration (Bishop 2012:, 
see Schneider this issue). As part of anthropology’s attractive self-reflexiv-
ity there are multiple old and ongoing debates certainly of high interest for 
contemporary artists. I am thinking of debates about the (im)possibilities, 
adequacies, ethics and politics of representing the self and other (Clifford 
and Marcus 1986:, and the myriad of subsequent publications), old questions 
of subjectivity vs. intersubjectivity, structure vs. agency (Gell 1998; Giddens 
1979), whether anthropology is a science at all or an art in itself (Carrithers 
1990), as about the materiality and processuality of the human predicament 
(Carrier and West 2009; Ingold 2000; Miller 2005; Wimmer 2005), and yet 
the recent debates of the merging of culture and nature in times of the An-
thropocene (Latour 2014) – to pick just a few. 

Likewise Foster has argued that the mutual intrigue is caused for once 
by a certain ‘artist-envy’ among anthropologists. ”In this envy the artist be-
comes a paragon of formal reflexivity, sensitive to difference and open to 
chance, a self-aware reader of culture understood as text. […] is this figure 
not a projection of a particular ideal ego – of the anthropologist as a col-
lagist, semiologist, avant-gardist? In other words might this artist-envy be 
a self-idealization?” (Foster 1995:304). It seems that in their contemporary 
struggles to deal with the unspeakable, un-representable of the human con-
dition, the complex interaction of the sensual self with the world (Howes 
2003; Smith 2010), anthropologists increasingly admire artists for their lib-
erties of expression and tend to lean from their practices.6 The immersive 
multi-sensorial products of the Harvard Sensory Ethnography Lab7 might be 

6 I will consider in this article mainly an anthropology which deals with global 
modern arts expressions, and to a lesser way the classic art-anthropology 
investigating indigenous art expressions in a comparative manner (Layton 
1991; Morphy 2005).

7 http://sel.fas.harvard.edu/
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read as only one current example of a new concern with the senses in anthro-
pology. I will keep touching this ‘sensory turn in anthropology’ (Rutten, et al. 
2013) in the course of the paper. 

As outlined, one can observe in recent publications a strong concentra-
tion on the subject of practice especially driven by writings on the practice 
of ethnography (Schneider and Wright 2013). The ‘ethnographic turn’ in 
art, the emerging interest of artists in ethnography and participant meth-
odology, has been critically discussed (Coles 2001; Foster 1995; Rutten, et 
al. 2013). Increasingly we observe the emergence of ethnography based art 
exhibitions (Pussetti 2013) (a fact that is also being addressed in the contri-
bution by Weintraub in this issue) and globally mobile curators operating in 
an ethnographic manner. Ethnography as anthropology’s main method and 
a means of entering, investigating but as well innovatively representing the 
world, is being advocated as a kind of link, a possibility encouraging art-
ists and anthropologists “to learn directly from each other’s practices ‘in the 
field’”(Schneider and Wright 2010). 

Focusing on many practice-based examples Schneider and Wright have 
discussed the distinctions and fuzzy borders between artists and anthropol-
ogists practices and have raised their voices in favour of an art-ethnography 
based on cross-fertilization, dialogue, appropriation and collaboration - in 
the visual but also in other domains (Schneider 2008; Schneider and Wright 
2006; Schneider and Wright 2010; Schneider and Wright 2013). Artists and 
anthropologists share a set of common practices that raise similar ethical 
issues. In this sense Schneider also argues for a new hermeneutics for the 
collaboration in this volume. Another recent step seems to be ‘ethnographic 
conceptualism’, meaning that ethnography is being conducted as conceptual 
art, integrating the performative methodological involvement of audiences.8 

Pushing theory: Sensual and processual realities

Despite the importance of the focus on practice for understanding the cross-
fertilization and mutual engagement of anthropologists and artists alike 
there are some unchartered theoretical fields. Schneider and Wright have 
rightly emphasized “that an engagement between art practices and current 
anthropological theory is now required to push forward theory and practices 
in both fields” (Schneider and Wright 2013:6). They suggest “a genuinely the-
oretical conversation to be had, not necessarily with words but with works” 
and suggest subjects such as materiality, personhood, relations, actor-net-
work-theory, and perspectivism (ibid.2013:16). Likewise Ragazzi suggests 
a look at mimesis and appropriation, materiality and the agency of objects 
(2013). I would fully support such claims, yet I do perceive some chartering 
work still to be done.
8 http://www.courtauld.ac.uk/researchforum/events/2012/spring/jan31_Eth-

nographicConceptualism.shtml accessed 09.12.14
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For the moment I would like to remain with the words-based conversation 
and will come to the works later. In speaking about the anthropology-art 
nexus it is common to use certain concepts and metaphors. Art and anthro-
pology are being described as spatial domains or fields that lie next to each 
other separated by an invisible line or an unchartered terrain. It is the nar-
rative of a “border zone” and “divisions between the fields” (Schneider and 
Wright 2010:1), of a “‘third space’ that crosses disciplinary borders” and a 
“contact zone” (Rutten, et al. 2013:471, see also Schneider this issue) that 
constitutes a feeling of betweenness, of unchartered territory, of newness and 
thus explorative spirit. Likewise this zone is analogized with interwovenness, 
intermingling and the mixing of two liquid colors “maintaining their original 
identities in places, together they achieve new colors and forms” (Schneider 
and Wright 2010:1). Furthermore, somehow the whole territorial setup is 
‘surrounded’ (or permeated) by a wider landscape of the sensual, subjective, 
hard-to-represent or speak-about aspects of human existence that both ‘dis-
ciplines’ attempt to tackle, to understand and to represent. Simultaneously 
these fields can also have an agency, they can become like corporate actors 
acting upon each other and the world. Foster writes that “art thus passed into 
the expanded field of culture that anthropology is thought to survey” (Foster 
1995:306). Here metaphors of interacting, of touching or overlapping are be-
ing used. This corporate agency is then somewhat mixed with single actors 
agencies – the actual performers of exemplary practices. 

I would not contest that such metaphorical speaking has heuristic func-
tions. But I suspect that while emphasizing practice we need to have a clearer 
look at the actors and agents of such practices as people are the human, em-
bodied and emotional locus of practices (involved in to wider societal struc-
tures, of course). Thus we should more clearly apply process theory (Ingold 
2011; Wimmer 2005; Wimmer 2008) to ongoing actions of anthropological 
and artistic actors in the world. That means other theoretical aspects of prac-
tice, the embodiment and ontology of doing any practice, may it be anthro-
pology or art or both, should gain more emphasis. I do not contest that in 
concurrent writings processes, movement and fluxes involving discourses 
and structures play a dynamic role but I argue that the empiricism and the 
examples are based on single actor’s practices – without clearly grasping the 
full theoretical and conceptual dimensions of their reflexive positioning. This 
may just be one facet yet an important one. 

There are yet a few more unresolved issues. Is anthropology a word-
based descriptive comparative science mainly about ethnographic represen-
tation or rather something that should investigate the world also in an exper-
imental forward-looking self-reflexive and philosophical manner, as Ingold 
suggests (2008). Should anthropologists attempt to use artistic methods and 
experiments to not only colour but deepen their ethnographies? These ques-
tions lead into a query about the adequate representation of the respective 
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findings. When remaining with the spoken (or written) representation of 
some practice-nexus, one could argue that the roles in the theoretical con-
versation that Schneider and Wright have called for should remain clearly 
distributed. Art is doing practical experiments without ever claiming more 
than direct sensations differing among recipients, while the written analysis, 
the etic and intersubjectively intelligible view of addressing a broad audience 
is being formulated by sciences like anthropology. 

However, dissatisfaction with the incompleteness of the outcome or 
product, its lack of authenticity, feel and emotion, and its remaining out-of-
touch with the physiology and ontology will remain for anthropologists with 
artistic sensibilities (and maybe vice versa). Susan Hiller, an anthropolo-
gist who later turned to art experienced a great discomfort in the role of the 
observer and became an artist to “find a way to be inside all my activities” 
(Einzig 1996; Hiller 1996). And in fact the detachment of the scientist from 
his/her ‘object’ of study, the unreachable claim for objectivity and the lack 
of recognition of involvement all are serious matters that have been debated 
for long (Fabian 2014; Jackson 1998). Contrarily Hiller postulates that the 
artist, like everyone else, is an insider whose work depicts biographically de-
termined social conditioning. “Artists’ work does not allow discontinuities 
between experience and reality, and it eliminates any gap between the inves-
tigator and the object or situation investigated” she writes (Hiller 1996:24). 
Consequently she found the role of the participant observer disturbing due 
to the absence of a “passionate commitment to the values and goals of the 
people one observed” (Hiller 1996:18). “Fieldwork did not provide revelations 
into the nature of any ‘ultimate’ reality behind the varying sets of percep-
tions one learned of. It was just an exercise in observation and limited social 
interaction” (ibid.). 

I would agree with Ingold that it is a desirable part of the anthropologi-
cal endeavor to come to a “critical understanding of human being and know-
ing in the one world we all inhabit” (Ingold 2008:69). Ingold in fact advocates 
an anthropological ‘being-with’ instead of a mere ethnographic ‘writing-of’ 
(ibid.). Remaining within an ontological perspective both practices are at-
tempts to contribute insights into major mysteries of our existence. Death, 
afterlife, magic, cosmology/religion, the complexity of the human being, the 
human body/mind, the soul, human emotions, or the occurrence of the glob-
al ecological crisis, overconsumption, utmost terror and violence, exploita-
tion and marginalization – these are just a few examples where the scien-
tific results – the spoken and written representations cannot keep pace with 
remaining unspoken, unspeakable yet intensely experienced and thus caus-
ative parts of reality (Bhaskar 2008). Such parts are called transmateriality 
by Schneider and Wright who seem to denote a similar idea “that ephemeral, 
transitory phenomena (anything between social actions and extrasensorial 
experiences) produce and leave material traces that refer back and point for-
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ward to similar events not any longer or not yet manifest” (2013:15). In sum 
what I aim to say is that there are aspects of life, of situations, of practices, 
of interactions, of that thing that we call reality, which challenge our percep-
tion and our abilities of recognition and representation, influence our often 
strikingly misfitting behavior and call for radically new understandings and 
approaches. This is a challenge for the collaboration and merging of the two 
disciplines and their different audiences9 and styles of representation.   

Hence the call by Schneider and Wright to continue the conversation on 
the level of works which might be understood as a call for a deepened engage-
ment in the sensational and representational domain. A salient underlying 
future question seems to be: What happens in the process of the production 
and reception of art (as of things and processes in life in general)? And what 
happens in the process of the production and reception of anthropology? 
What is missing? For which reasons? What is the meaning, the purport, the 
sense? 

As Christina Lammer outlines in this volume anthropology and art both 
are practices of searching, delving and researching. It is a common feature of 
both practices to produce some sort of knowledge about the world, to uncov-
er. That means that both practices are serving purposes of utility. There is of 
course the absolute liberty of art to be useless. Frayling provocatively stated 
that the “American Customs & Excise definition of ‘a work of art’ is that the 
owner must be able to prove it is completely useless.”10 However, if we take a 
research agenda of art to produce some knowledge about and represent some 
findings about the human journey through the world seriously, to my mind 
the two mainly differ in their institutionalization – which carries a lot of 
epistemological baggage.11 

Allow me to insert a short one-paragraph excursus on institutionaliza-
tion: It is mostly the rules of ethics, politics, empiricism, methodology and 
intersubjectivity that constrain an anthropology which considers itself as 
science (and thus a quest to truth) to remain within the realm of the speak-
able, representable, reproduceable. Additionally the scientific system has en-
tirely different incentives for rewarding good performance, which is mostly 
the successful participation in an academic literal discourse (being rewarded 
with one of the scarce steady jobs). Art as a solitary expression of the search-

9 A question that occurs to me is if art and anthropology in western contexts 
might be addressing different audiences – the scientific real, material world 
and the artsy ontological/spiritual, ‘afterwork’, lay world? Or do they address 
people in different modes of their activities – in a science mode and a lay 
mode?

10 Christopher Frayling, Rector of the British Royal College of Art on http://
www.vam.ac.uk/content/articles/w/what-is-craft/ (accessed 20.08.2013).

11 This is of course leaving aside art’s other main aesthetic, archival, decorative 
or therapeutic functions which do not merge with anthropology or science 
that much.
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er is much less confined to these boundaries, and rewards few with relatively 
enormous financial and social capital while many remain largely unprotected 
by an institutional system but pecuniarily precarious and ‘free’. From this 
position the artist can choose a different approach to ethics, to provocation, 
and to pushing social boundaries as some artists do.12 However, to be taken 
serious the artist cannot continuously violate the most basic agreements of 
truthfulness, ethics or sociality. A border zone emerges that may attract es-
pecially those anthropologists who question the claims for objectivity and 
truth and experience themselves as subjects representing an idiosyncratic, 
solitary worldview. Likewise artists attempting to come to representations 
about the world to be taken permanently serious in intersubjective discourse 
may choose to adopt some theme, material or methodology that supports 
these claims. Especially in the field of human-environment relations ranging 
from the scientific conundrums of human perception to the destructivity of 
human ecological impact actors from art and anthropology also in collabora-
tion have produced very interesting outcomes (Weintraub 2012). 

But to continue, what is the nature of that knowledge that art and an-
thropology produce about an ultimate reality behind the varying sets of per-
ceptions that Susan Hiller mentioned (1996)? And what are the products?   
Ethnography is certainly largely a descriptive knowledge of the observable, 
as is probably also iconography.13 As Susan Hiller observes “ethnography 
is very much about talking, about ideas and issues, making art is a process 
largely without talking but much more feeling” (1996). Pointedly one could 
argue that sciences’ role is still rather intellectual while art is more physical/
emotional while in fact such separation of labor is producing only partial ap-
proaches at some sort of holistic understanding. 

Is the reality ultimate and behind the things? Or is it not rather within 
and among the things that we just do not focus precisely enough? Are there 
not layers of a world that need to be zoomed like complexly interwoven nar-
ratives? The work of Kathryn Ramey, this issue, involving her personal bi-
ography in a complex filmic narrative is a step in this direction. Are there 
not aspects of the world, like the aural politics that Jen Heuson in this issue 
argues need to be heard? Or the deeply emotional relationships with things 
and images that need to be chiseled out as in the work of van Klaveren or 
Aigner, both also this issue? Is it not the re-questioning of the real mean-
ings in the imaginations, and representations or their absent content, the 
overcoming of taboos of thinking and feeling alike? Lammer is suggesting a 
different sensual representation about a subjective investigation, the expo-
sure of emotional landscapes of touches and senses in the work of surgeons 
and patients alike. All that is not unspeakable but requires a sort of intuitive 
sensual understanding on the side of the recipient. It is a mutual approach 

12  A popular example is http://www.jonathanmeese.com/
13  In the sense of critics of positivism a dispassionate intellectualization.
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to the „qualitas occulta“, the “energy-metamorphosis” and the “tangency” of 
the art-object in interaction with the recipient as the art-historian Gertrud 
Inboden called it (Völcker 2009).

To me all the questions that have been raised so far boil down to the 
increasing awareness that reality is not quite that material, temporal and 
distractedly observable thing that we tend to believe. Anthropology and art, 
taken as meaningful quests, have to involve their actors inside the processes 
of research – a fact that is much less problematic for artists. Furthermore 
we cannot entirely talk about the outcomes as things/products or singular 
events but as observations of ongoing processes, actor-object-networks and 
multiple translucent layers of a complex reality. It is a major issue “whether 
the notion of art is necessarily associated with the notion of object or prod-
uct” (Hiller 1996:20). There are multiple challenges to complexity represen-
tation (Köhn 2013). I would agree with Ingold that at its core the (solitary) 
individual and social practical involvement with the world, as it is largely 
applied by anthropologists and artists alike, is something that evolves along 
temporal and spatial lines (Ingold 2007; Ingold 2011). Practices are in fact 
processes, as a process of creative improvisation is intrinsic to life (Hallam 
and Ingold 2007). 

From this perspective there are several fortes which have been em-
phasized in art. Its ability to “disrupt and irrupt time, working against the 
kinds of linear social time manifest in social formations” (Schneider and 
Wright 2013:7). Its ability of shifting patterns of thinking: e.g. by staging, 
re-enacting, slowing down, speeding-up, exposing imperceptibilities, break-
ing up linearity and narrativity or the “transmateriality” of material objects 
(photos, images) making translucent the actions or events from which they 
originate (Schneider and Wright 2013:15). But for an anthropology that takes 
this processuality of the human conscious being and its experience within a 
complex layered and translucent reality for serious there will be impulses for 
future anthropological representation and complex narratives. In this sense 
the thematic contributions we have compiled in this issue all take their own 
shot at certain aspects of this nexus.

Thematic contributions 

We present critical reflections on the potentials for future collaborations in 
a field of sensory political/ecological art-ethnography, potentials for theo-
retical or practical collaborations as well as productive friction that infuse 
both activities with new political meaning and engagement and potentials 
for future complex collaborations in a field of social/political action. We have 
mixed contributions by artists, curators and anthropologists who all work in 
some way on these various subjects and have taken care to offer them maxi-
mum liberties to voice their perspectives.
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In an opening theoretical contribution the anthropologist Arnd Schneider 
argues that in the current climate of convergence plus an ongoing ethno-
graphic turn of the arts, there is a favorable climate for a new hermeneutics in 
the collaborations of artists and anthropologists (see as well Schneider 2008; 
Schneider 2013). He emphasizes the need for collaborations around the rhe-
torical figure of being on “speaking terms” and argues in favor of mutually 
critical perspectives, experimentality and exploration, and a process of nego-
tiating and being in dialogue. This dialogue in mutual respect should circle 
around the topic of appropriation in a Ricoeurian sense as “to dispossess 
oneself of the narcissistic ego, in order to engender a new self-understanding, 
not a mere congeniality with the other”. He further argues for relinquish-
ment, the temporary ceding of disciplinary boundaries and the hybridization 
of practices. However, such a dialogue should be conscious of differences in 
terms of capital, but as well unequal hegemonic relationships and practices 
between actors. 

Wilma Scheschonk is an art historian and anthropologist who en-
gages in a deep reflection about the Latourian perspective onto the Anthro-
pocene, a world in deep ecological crisis that is being reshaped by human 
discourse and action, and his call to conflate art and science (Latour 2013; 
Latour 2014). She reflects on the filmic attempt by Armin Linke called ‘Alpi’ 
to meticulously analyze the discursive and practical ‘overshaping’ of the alps. 

The whole domain of relational or collaborative art which investigates 
the interlinkages between art and social life is the matter of an empirical 
case study that is presented by the anthropologist Nathalie Göltenboth in 
her contribution on participation and collaboration in Cuba. She investigates 
the work of Havanna contemporary artist René Francisco from an anthropo-
logical perspective. Francisco applies a sort of ‘social-desire’ fieldwork, social 
work and house restoration practices and Göltenboth shows exemplarily how 
such a socially committed art understood as social sculpture becomes mean-
ingful for the people involved and is meant to break indifference, resignation 
and loss of agency. Convincingly she presents a case of an art within social 
contexts, not separated and disconnected from it though also offering a bi-
directional agency as the artist also capitalizes on the results by exhibiting 
films, photos etc. In the sense of the transmateriality mentioned above the 
artist works with multidimensional representational material that comes out 
of the lives of people but simultaneously symbolizes and visualizes empower-
ment in a living metaphor of ‘Cubanness’. 

Jennifer Heuson is an anthropologist and sound artist who empha-
sizes the essential role of sonic, acoustic art approaches to ethnography in 
making aural politics sensible. She discusses the importance of a sonic and 
sounded approach to the present “experiential” and “sensorial” moment of 
Native American heritage tourism, ethnography, and sound studies mainly 
to expose that sensory aural lifeworlds can be politicized as they are divided 
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along racial lines. Her sonic research deals with the challenge to make such 
aural politics able to be sensed. She exposes how the managing, mediating 
and making sound, noise, and silence, is being used to link these to emo-
tional and physiological effects and to ultimately justify, colonize, and exploit 
cultural and racial difference. Her contribution thus also offers a critical look 
at significant differences between aural politics and other sound-based ap-
proaches, such as soundscape preservation and sonic criticism (Samuels, et 
al. 2010).

In an equally stirring study on racist stereotypes and assumptions about 
Native Americans the art-historian and art teacher Susan Livingston deals 
with the attempt to use art to reshift power structures and challenge hege-
monies (that have also been established by some ‘classical’ anthropological 
narratives) by reflecting on the art of Kent Monkman, a Canadian artist of 
Cree ancestry. Monkman works with a variety of mediums, including paint-
ing, film/video, performance, and installation. Monkman uses quee(re)ap-
propriation, or the queer re-appropriation of previously appropriated imag-
es, to challenge the grand narrative of the erasure of Indians, the imposition 
of European sexual binaries in the «New World,» and engages in issues of 
authenticity and power in a postmodern era of rampant decontextualized ap-
propriation.

Kathryn Ramey, an anthropologist and artist, tackles the question of 
the validity of our collective historical recollection and the complexity of an 
adequate representation of reality. She uses the format of a cinematic essay to 
present a multivalent portrait based on different but connected narratives of 
discovering and forgetting. In her essay she merges the demoted planet Pluto, 
a MIA WWII General by the name of Ramey, who was a relative of hers, and 
a US commonwealth to examine the scientific, militaristic and historic ratio-
nalities surrounding them as much as her personal emotional involvement 
inside these discursive events. Using such a way of representation refusing 
linear narrative or voice of authority in favor of digressions she reflects on 
the potentials and challenges of merging ethnographic fieldwork with formal 
experimentation. Her contribution is thus able to shake up received notions 
of what is an appropriate presentation for anthropological research as well as 
what kind of content is acceptable for experimental film.

Rosanne Van Klaveren is a media artist also touching the subject of 
socially engaged and participatory art. She reports of her artistic approach to 
create an internet platform for the storage and exchange of food related local 
knowledge in circumpolar regions. She shows how an artistic approach can 
create favorable opportunities for the needed combining and communicating 
of knowledge but also reports of the difficulties that a real world application 
causes. Artistic participatory practices can establish connections between 
people(s) that are valuable for the sharing of knowledge, especially when ini-
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tiators are outsiders to those who own the knowledge and/or in situations of 
othering. 

Florence Aigner is a photo artist who presents portraits of a memory 
game that was created with a group of multi-cultural trainees in French lan-
guage in Brussels in 2012. It is about them and their relationship to one spe-
cific painting that they had chosen from the collection of the Musée Royal 
des Arts Anciens de Bruxelles. In describing and depicting this intimate and 
multi-role encounter and the intercultural dialogue that emerged Aigner dis-
cusses the collaborative dimension of the project, how a group that has never 
been in a museum before meets this environment and brings into it its own 
cultural references and experiences. Her contribution is thus a reflection on 
encounters of reinterpretation and transformation of the self and the imagi-
nation within a social multi-cultural encounter.

Kathrin Wildner is an urban anthropologist with longstanding expe-
rience as a curator and editor of anthropological and artistic collaborative 
projects. In her article she explores the urban space, the city, the metropole 
as a social, cultural and political lab, where disciplinary, institutional and 
regional limitations of research and knowledge production can be cracked 
open (van Eeghem 2013). She presents experiences from the transdisci-
plinary project ‘Global Prayers’ which investigated religious phenomena in 
global cities as well as the transformation of urban spaces by religious move-
ments with the means of science and art (Becker, et al. 2013). Reflecting sev-
eral methodological approaches, like the recordings of the sound artist Gilles 
Aubry which expose especially well the texturedness and layeredness of a 
sounded space, or multi-sited ethnography, enactment or intervention, she 
presents potential new avenues of collaboration which span the disciplines.

Frank Weigelt and Miriam Vogt have picked up the complex challenge 
of trying an interdisciplinary and experimental dialogue between an anthro-
pologist and an artist. Inspired by research on European Buddhism they 
have chosen the term of Achtsamkeit (=Attentiveness) as a thematic outline. 
Their work shows how the fruitful friction that emerges when the text based 
approach of the anthropologist meets the work-based results of the artist – in 
this case the production of wax-flags. It is the central argument that Acht-
samkeit understood as ‘sensual (self)sconscious observation’ is a crucial part 
of the artistic process of creating and receiving at the same time and could be 
made fruitful for the anthropological endeavor as well. 

The contributions by Linda Weintraub and Christine Lammer are of a 
di- or trialogic nature as they base on interviews. Linda Weintraub is an au-
thor and curator well known for her work on eco-art. Especially for this edi-
tion she discussed with Natalie Jeremijenko, an artist, engineer and inventor 
with a speciality in environmental and urban issues, and Katherine Carl the 
curator of an exhibition at the CUNY Graduate Center Gallery in New York 
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City entitled “World of Matter”.14 Their exchange about the interlinkages be-
tween art and anthropology in a transforming world is full of insight by two 
professionals. Carl for example perceives anthropology as “cracking open in 
exciting ways” and perceives that as “things are happening in the margins, 
like the personal field notes that don’t end up in the finished journal article 
but are then food for a poem”. She thinks it is crucially important to involve 
both in dialogue. Both engage in reflections on critical realism which for Jer-
emijenko “takes a kind of observation immersion in a phenomenon of inter-
est that exists without the coding and empirical analysis”. Like Susan Hiller 
she advocates a work about lived experiences that makes an ethnographic 
fieldwork methodology a valid entry point.

The Austrian sociologist and multimedia artist Christina Lammer 
combines sensory ethnography with video, performance and body art in 
hospitals and clinics to focus on embodied emotion and sensory interaction 
between patients and physicians during the course of medical treatment. In 
a dialogue with M. Pröpper carrying the title ‘Empathography’ she explains 
her approach to key concepts like sensuality, emotion and subjectivity and 
the role that the body (Leib) understood in a holistic sense, bodily percep-
tions and bodily borders play in her work on human dimensions in the field of 
hospitals. Lammer understands her work as artistic research and in this way 
is a perfect example of hybrid practitioner chartering new ground described 
above. Especially targeting the intersection between actions, arrrangements, 
materialities and the sensual and expressive images of the human body she 
exposes some deep human dimensions of this field of interaction. 

The sensual and expressive human body and the deep human dimen-
sions of the bodily and emotional anthropologist undergoing and suffering in 
stressful and even traumatic fieldwork situations is focused as well by Erwin 
Schweitzer and Kathrin Gradt, both anthropologists. To avoid this situa-
tion which they call the ‘Malinowski-Blues’ they introduce in their article a 
new method called TRE (Tension & Trauma Releasing Exercises), a bodily 
oriented relaxation process that is able to dissolve muscular tensions caused 
by stress, relive traumata and thus improve the general frame of mind. 

Conclusion

The title image of this special edition is an artistic approach to the hidden 
meaning of objects as bearers of significance – achieved by the anthropolo-

14 http://centerforthehumanities.org/james-gallery) This exhibition assembles 
interviews with members of indigenous populations and their representatives 
the world over. Each interview, which is accompanied by textual and visual 
documentation, conveys the impact of resource extraction, genetic modifica-
tion, dam construction, industrial agriculture, and other indicators of eco-
nomic growth upon a region, its population, and its cultural traditions. Re-
flecting their experiences. 
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gist Kathrin Gradt. It could be seen as an objectified metaphor for the mul-
tiple meanings, or different layers of that translucent material reality which 
anthropology and art attempt to grasp. It is in fact the approach to better 
attune our sensorial and emotional and perceptive capabilities to ultimately 
better understand multiple dimensions of a ‘qualitas occulta’ of that thing 
reality that unites anthropologists and artists. The endeavor is about ‘lay-
ing bare’ of hidden gaps of perception and knowledge, as well as structures 
of powerful narratives and the discursive penetration of all spheres of our 
social life. 

Empathography, “Achtsamkeit”, non-linearity, poetic ethnography, criti-
cal aureality, asynchronous sensuality and an awareness for the intermittent 
nature of our daily sensory experiences, the layers of reality in the Anthro-
pocene, social-political cooperation destabilizing lines of power and hegemo-
niality, the ‘participatory democracy’ of non-humans – lastly the forming of 
new problems instead of the repetition of old ones – these are all exemplary 
answers to the challenges ahead that authors in this volume have given. They 
have outlined that there is a great potential for contemporary art to become 
a means of precise communication in scientific discourses, and vice versa. 
Likewise several contributions have focused on processes of participation, 
improvisation, performativity and creativity as part of individual and cultur-
al action in societal and ecological transformation. In this sense the political 
and social dimensions of the processual human encounter with a threatened 
ecological environment seems to steer many activities in the two merging 
disciplines alike.

Though still a bit hazy it shimmers through that arts’ ability of closing 
sensual gaps can be made useful as enrichments or subversive counter-prod-
ucts for scientific work while the scientific theorizing of certain especially 
social encounters can focus artistic expression. Art and research are both 
practices of investigation, of “excavating ubiquitous yet missing knowledge” 
about “ ‘hybrid’, ‘solidified’, ‘pixelated’ worlds all going on simultaneously” as 
Carl put it (this volume)15 This involves art=research as in the work of Lam-
mer, Wildner or the work of René Rodriguez that Göltenboth describes. 

Ultimately what anthropologists and artists alike should attempt is to 
bodily grasp our environment as beings inside processes and to make these 
experiences sensually and inter-subjectively transferable. Lastly, the ongoing 
question to which this volume has contributed a few steps is how established 
patterns of thinking, narrating and acting can be transformed through an 
encounter of multiple perspectives to come to new critical perspectives on 
reality behind the varying sets of perceptions which do not allow discontinui-
ties between experience and reality.

15 See as well http://institut-kunst.ch/art-is-science/kunst-ist-wissenschaft/
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Towards a New Hermeneutics of Art and Anthropology 
Collaborations1

Arnd Schneider

I would like to start this brief intervention with a short observation on histo-
ry. I am not suggesting that in a narrow sense of willful agency we can ‘learn’ 
from history or that history ‘teaches’ us something. But I certainly believe 
that history can be used to retrieve creative potentials of past human action 
and interpret them for the present – to some degree this view is inspired by 
philosophers and historians, such as Ernst Bloch (1986 [1959]) and Reinhart 
Koselleck (2004 [1979]).

For instance, the 1920s and 30s in France saw an unparalleled period of 
fertile collaborations between artists and anthropologists, which culminated 
in the interdisciplinary, surrealist journal Documents.2 Historian James Clif-
ford commented specifically on the collaboration between Georges Bataille 
(an editor of Documents), and anthropologist, Alfred Métraux, and ascer-
tained that “French ethnography [was] on speaking terms with the avant-
garde” (Clifford 1988:126; my italics).

Whilst ‘speaking terms’ were applied by Clifford to a historically con-
tingent phenomenon, in my further use of the term I suggest they are a good 
rhetorical figure, and offer a heuristic potential to think through the possi-
bilities of present and future art and anthropology collaborations.

Hence to speak about the present, or even more ambitiously, the future 
of art-anthropology collaborations, then seems a great leap forward. The in-
tervening period is rich in aborted, half-way, and, very occasionally, success-
ful attempts to bring disciplines of art practice, art history into dialogue with 
anthropology.3

1 This is an abridged and revised version of a chapter to appear in a future 
volume Beyond Text? Critical Practices and Sensory Anthropology, edited 
by Rupert Cox, Andrew Irving, and Christopher Wright. Manchester: Man-
chester University Press (forthcoming). The present short version was first 
published in Still in Search of Europe? Art and Research in Collaboration, 
edited by Samuli Schielke and Daniela Swarowsky. Heijningen /Netherlands: 
Jap Sam Books, 2013. It is here reprinted by kind permission of the editors.

2 This history is now well researched, see, for example, Clifford (1988), Ades/
Baker (2006), Kelly (2007).

3 I have covered these developments elsewhere, see Schneider (2011). 
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Moreover, since the early 1990s a number of writings and initiatives4 have 
tried to gage and critically assess the potentials of art-anthropology collabo-
rations for the present. For some, such collaborations inevitably are fraught 
with dangers of ‘artist envy’ by anthropologists, and artists doubling in 
‘pseudo-ethnographic role[s]’ (Foster 1995:306). Others, including myself, 
have pointed to the critical potential in artistic projects critiquing anthro-
pological methodologies which, nevertheless, are also ‘uneasy relationships’ 
between practitioners with different disciplinary backgrounds (Schneider 
1993, 1996). Experimental situations which bring together artists and an-
thropologists, in fact quickly reveal how tenuous and temporary any dialogue 
between different disciplinary traditions and practices can be.5

Yet there is good reason to continue to explore, negotiate and possibly 
fill, if only temporarily, with contemporary content those speaking terms 
which Clifford found characteristic of French anthropology and the artistic 
avant-garde in the 1920s and 30s. ‘Content’ here appears perhaps as too to-
talitarian or absolute a concept, but it is the dialogical situation itself (the 
speaking in Clifford’s terminology) which is worthwhile considering and 
aiming for, even if it stays inevitably incomplete and imperfect, and ‘content’ 
(i.e. what are the terms for Clifford) remains temporary and fragmentary, or 
just a future aspiration. With ‘dialogue’ I mean the conversational situation 
of collaborations, conscious of the differences (in terms of economic, educa-
tional, and cultural capital) which can and do exist between the participants 
in such collaborations. ‘Dialogue’, in the tradition of hermeneutic approaches 
in philosophy and anthropology (Gadamer 2004 [1960]), Ricoeur 1981; also 
Geertz 1973, 1983), has been a much discussed term in anthropology (e.g. 
Tedlock, 1983, Tedlock/Mannheim 1995, Maranhão 1990, Crapanzano 2004, 
Maranhão/Streck 2003, Verde 2003). However, despite different emphases 
it is clear that ‘dialogue’ can never just mean a level position of partners, col-
laborators, or actors, but has to account for difference.

As regards art-anthropology collaborations, arguably, there is now a 
current climate of ‘convergence’, with on the one hand, the so-called ‘ethno-
graphic turn’ of the arts, and on the other hand, the (post) writing culture 
critique of fieldwork practices in anthropology, coupled with a renewed em-
phasis on practice (in addition to, and beyond text). Within this apparent 
frame of convergence, possibly a ‘third’ is rising – as yet impure, unnamed 
and undefined, and with soft edges pushing up to new epistemological hori-

4 See Schneider (1993, 1996); Foster (1995), Grimshaw/Ravetz (2005), Schnei-
der/Wright (2006); also, the international conferences Fieldworks: Dialogues 
between Art and Anthropology at Tate Modern, London, 2003, Beyond Text, 
Manchester, 2007, and Art/Anthropology: Practices of Difference and Trans-
lation, Oslo, 2007.

5 For example, the closed experimental workshop Connecting Art and Anthro-
pology, Manchester, 2007, which brought together fourteen international art-
ists and anthropologists (Grimshaw/Owen/Ravetz 2010). 
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zons beyond both fields of art and anthropology. This ‘third’ seems to revolve 
around certain tropes or fields, such as relational and dialogical art practices, 
are renewed interest in the senses in anthropology and the arts, a shared and 
heterogeneous interest in ethics (in the plural!), as well as strong counter 
stances to anthropology’s almost innate phobias against images and colour.6

Any future art-anthropology collaborations will have to deal with cer-
tain parameters coming from different disciplinary backgrounds, and certain 
eruptive fault lines (which for instance deal with the aforementioned arenas 
of iconophobia, sensory research, ethics, and experimentation) around which 
productive, but contested and sometimes conflictive dialogues will develop.  

Once such collaborations are set up not only in the closed ‘laboratory’ 
of a university workshop,7 but use ethnographic fieldwork situation as their 
locale (such as some contributions to this volume) they are likely to reveal 
not only conceptual differences between artists and anthropologists but also 
differences in the forms of relationality that are at stake. This is especially 
the case where anthropological research is set in fieldwork situations outside 
so-called ‘First World’ countries, where unequal relations of real differences 
in economic power pertain, as well as differential access to educational and 
other symbolic capital (such as the hegemonic first world education system 
and the equally hierarchically structured international art world). For in-
stance, I’ve been involved in dialogical art projects with artists in North-West 
Argentina (Corrientes Province). Practiced by somebody educated and based 
at metropolitan first world institutions this kind of anthropology, inevitably, 
is a partially hegemonic practice, where artists have substantially different 
access to economic resources, but also the ‘global’ circulation of (anthropo-
logical) knowledge, and this conditioned the possibilities for finding a com-
mon understanding across disciplinary practices. The reflective criticism by 
participating artists, for example through forms of auto-ethnography, conse-
quently decentres the underlying hegemonic structure of such North–South 
(or West–Non-West) collaborations. Rather than just appropriating knowl-
edge, forms and methodologies from the North (or West) artists develop gen-
uinely new art forms ‘From Here’ (Mosquera 2010: 53).8 

It is clear then that there can be no normative a priori demands when 
anthropologists collaborate with artists. To return to my opening remarks, I 
contend that ‘speaking terms’ (which Clifford applied to a specific historical 
situation), are a fragile construct which cannot be normatively presumed but 
can only be delicately constructed for each instance and phase of collabora-
tions. It is solely through this procedure of mutual respect and understand-

6 See for example, Bourriaud (2002), Kester (2004, 2011), Classen, Howes (1991, 
1997, 2004), Jones (2003), Stoller (1986), Taylor (1996), Batchelor (2000), 
Benson/O’Neill (2007). 

7 See note 4 on the workshop convened by Amanda Ravetz in 2007.
8 This example is further developed in Schneider (2013). For anthropological 

research traditions within Argentina, see Guber (2002).
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ing that a hermeneutic field, however tenuous and uneven, can be achieved, 
which might form the basis of fruitful collaborations. 

In this context hermeneutic philosopher Ricoeur’s insights on appro-
priation9 can be equally applied to the appropriation of methodologies across 
disciplines, in this case art and anthropology.

An interpretation is not authentic unless it culminates in some 
form of appropriation (Aneignung) if by that term we under-
stand the process by which one makes one’s own (eigen) what 
was initially other or alien (fremd). (Ricoeur 1981:178; German 
terms in original)

Appropriation is opposed to ‘distanciation’ by Ricoeur, but its practice does 
not mean taking simple possession of the other. To the contrary, the term im-
plies in the first instance to dispossess oneself of the narcissistic ego, in order 
to engender a new self-understanding, not a mere congeniality with the other 
(Ricoeur 1981:191-193).10

Relinquishment is a fundamental moment of appropriation and 
distinguishes it from any form of ‘taking possession’. (Ricoeur 
1981:191)

Relinquishment then, the temporary ceding of one’s own disciplinary bound-
aries to promote understanding, could be a key term and strategy to develop 
collaborative and dialogical projects. Such hybridazation of practices might 
temporarily imply the giving up of secure boundaries definitions but it could 
be rewarding, on the other hand, to explore new fields of practice and theory. 
After all – and no teological or evolutionary agenda is implied here – ad-
vances in the sciences and knowledge, more generally, have often been built 
on transgression (of previous theories) and the opening of new horizons. 

Further, in this context of hermeneutics it is useful to think of Kester’s 
discussion of ‘dialogical aesthetics’ (Kester 2004: 82-123, also 2011). Kester 
develops the concept in relation to a range of art practices which develop, 
or are based on, social relations with communities and individuals, even if 
these relations, established by artists are temporal. Some of these practices 
can be called community art, others have been signified as ‘relational aes-
thetics’ (Bourriaud 2002), where artists themselves instantiate social rela-
tions as artworks. Kester offers an interesting discussion of the possibilities 
of dialogue between artists and ‘communities’ by thinking of the productive 
potential in the social relations engendered by the creation and response to 
artworks.  He builds on and at the same time departs from Habermas’ notion 
of the ‘ideal speech act’, which can only remain a philosophical postulate as 

9 The original context for Ricoeur was textual interpretation (1981).
10 Ricoeur is inspired primarily by Gadamer’s Truth and Method, see Gadamer 

(2004 [1960]). 
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it presupposes equal and ‘ontologically stable’ partners – a condition which 
is not realistic when participants in dialogue have different access to power, 
educational and cultural capital. Kester (2004: 106) suggests, following phi-
losopher Gemma Fiumara (1999), that any dialogue has to start not from a 
position of presumed equality, but with an act of self-reflective listening, in-
terrogating the ‘ethics of communicative exchange’  (2004: 106). This line of 
thinking comes close to Trinh T. Minh-ha’s concept of ‘speaking nearby’, said 
otherwise, that in ethnographic representations we cannot speak about or 
for the other (and that any attempts to lend the other a voice remain illusion-
ary, as early textual critics assumed), but at best can speak nearby (Chen/ T. 
Minh-ha 1994). The same insight can be applied for appropriations across 
disciplines. Yet inherent in any discussion of the ethics of such projects must 
be the recognition and self-reflection upon an unequal relationship, based 
on difference, between the partners in fieldwork (as recently argued by Ben-
son /O’Neill 2007, taking inspiration from Levinas). I contend that it is this 
fundamental acknowledgement of dialogical inequality which constitutes an 
uneven hermeneutic field which can still render a productive collaboration.

Further, what Kester posits for relations between artists and their ‘con-
structed’ communities, I suggest, could also be fruitfully applied to collabo-
rative projects between artists and anthropologists, and comes close to the 
hermeneutic field I have been advocating earlier. Speaking terms, then can 
only be found in a mutual recognition of difference.
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