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Simone Ferracina

All media are active metaphors in their power 
to translate experience into new forms

Marshal l  McLuhan1

Formats enforce – and operate within – normative 
relat ional ecologies and precise functional orientations. 
Whereas ‘form’ can, in Aristotel ian terms, be 
understood in isolation – as mere actual ised matter – 
‘format’ ( from the Latin formatus ,  shaped) is, in the 
wider connotation used here, the result of an active 
chain of operations that in-form matter towards a 
specif ic set of relat ionships and contexts of use. In 
other words: whereas form designates individual 
substances, a format describes them in relat ion to one 
another. In this sense, standardisation consists in the 
selection and technical deployment of preferred – often 
more eff icient or effective – communication channels 
between substances (objects and people).  For example, 
the A4 sheet of paper is defined by the standard ISO/
DIN proportions (aspect rat io of the square root of 
two) that afford it  productive machinic interactions 
(the physical correspondence of printer tray and sheet 
of paper as the basic requisite for print ing). Similarly, 
the shape and size of a styrofoam packing box fol lows 
that of the item it contains and insulates; a queen-
sized bed affords the lying of two human bodies next 
to one another, as well  as an ecology of mattresses, 
duvets, pi l lows and sheets; a chair is designed for 
sitt ing on; the external thread of a metal bolt matches 
the internal thread of a nut, etc. Formats across scales 
unlock relat ional affordances while simultaneously 
forcing objects into obl igatory, often instrumental, 
interactions. Form(at) fol lows function, and the result ing 
monocultures reject, conceal and foreclose al l  manner 
of other  – non-teleological,  bottom-up, spontaneous, 
queer – encounter. This should not be taken as a naïve 
denial of the fact that such encounters occur or have 
value – that, as Reyner Banham beautiful ly points out, 
a chair is sometimes used as door stop, step ladder, 
work bench, stand, clothes hanger, and even as bongo 
drums; and indeed some objects may be designed to 
be more susceptible than others to unscripted uses – 
but i t  should remind us that the formatting intentions 
behind the material economy of chairs (manufacture, 
marketing, acquisit ion, disposal)  inevitably hinge upon 
their primary function: being objects for sitt ing on.2 

1 Marshal l  McLuhan, 
Understanding Media: 
The Extensions of  Man 
(Cambridge:  MIT Press, 
1994 [1964]) ,  57.
2 See Reyner Banham, 
“Chairs as Art,” New 
Society (Apri l  20,  1967). 
Quoted in Nigel  Whiteley, 
Reyner  Banham: His tor ian 
o f  the  Immediate  Future 
(London: MIT Press,  2002), 
568.
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( in the sense of the broken hammer famously described 
by Martin Heidegger, but also in a wider spectrum of 
valuing and de-valuing industr ial  and cultural practices 
and orthodoxies) and non-conformance to the interior 
laws of prescribed standards (Le Corbusier’s Modulor 
versus André the Giant) result in rejection and eviction 
– in the production of waste. The devaluation of objects 
– their obsolescence – is not unlocked in a theatre of 
generic and universal worth, or in the playful context 
of secondary uses, but in response to deficiencies 
within a primary functional ecology, in the same way 
that the definit ion of dirt,  for Mary Douglas, is always 
interwoven with (and co-produced by) a specif ic 
context.3 When the chair breaks and coffee is spi l led 
on the sheet of paper, that is, or when the electr ical 
cable no longer f i ts into the jack, they are discarded 
regardless of the secondary uses that might have 
been previously supported or tolerated, which either 
no longer apply or fai l  to claim suff icient relevance. 
In this sense, the functional value of an object is not 
necessari ly determined by its intr insic qual it ies (r igidity, 
porosity, weight, texture, etc.)  but by external factors; 
by its equipmental f i tness ( in the Heideggerian sense 
of belonging to an ecology of interconnected tools) 
and degree of co-adherence. While formatting/design 
enables objects to productively talk to one another (to 
form al l iances), i t  also instal ls the principles whereby 
they wil l  be muted, and become obsolete. The single-
use polyethylene bott le is a case in point: once it 
exhausts the capacity to transport mineral water from 
the factory to the consumer, and can no longer retr ieve 
a ‘proper’ ( formatted, designed) working sequence, i t 
loses al l  value – regardless of whether it  has undergone 
any actual physical change.

Media, in the McLuhanian sense of the term, 
promote a looser and more plastic set of possibi l i t ies, 
beyond the design and naming of perfectly f i tt ing 
and predictable machine cogs. Rather than referr ing 
to a mere communication channel or technological 
extension of human facult ies, the term ‘medium’ 
denotes a space for non-scripted action, an unleashing 
of potential i t ies that is as spatial ly situated/constrained 
as it  is open-ended. The l ight bulb, for instance, 
creates the environment in which a wide range of 
actions and interactions become possible, conquering 
the darkness of night.4 And while a medium always 
depends on local ised – implicit  or explicit ,  simple or 

3 See Mary Douglas,  Puri ty 
and Danger:  An Anal ys i s  o f  
the  Concepts  o f  Pol lu t ion and 
Taboo (New York: Pantheon, 
1966).
4 See McLuhan, 
Unders tanding Media:  T he 
Extens ions  o f  Man .
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also invites l iquid encounters: the development and 
unfolding of unexpected and transitory teloi .  Guided 
by McLuhan’s celebrated formula ‘the medium is the 
message,’ we might ascribe the difference between 
formats and media to the presence or lack of associated 
messages, or to their degree of readabil i ty. And while 
the two terms can be imbricating and even coextensive 
( is a l ight bulb, or a sheet of paper, not both?), the 
former potential ises by exclusion and the latter by 
inclusion/annexation. This different approach ref lects 
two possible interpretations of tabula rasa as a f igure 
of potential i ty.

Giorgio Agamben traces the phi losophical 
origin of tabula rasa back to Aristotle’s De Anima, 
in which the intel lect (nous )  is l ikened to a writ ing 
tablet (grammateion )  “on which nothing is actual ly 
written.”5 The passage into actual ity (energeia )  of 
potential i ty (dynamis )  is represented by the act of 
writ ing, by engraving text (content, form) on the blank 
(contentless, formless) surface of the grammateion .  Yet 
how can a r igid implement such as a tablet represent, 
even metaphorical ly, the indeterminacy of potential 
thought? Agamben seemingly condones this apparent 
contradiction:

The diff iculty that Aristotle seeks to avoid 
through the image of the writ ing tablet is 
that of the pure potential i ty of thought and 
how it is possible to conceive of i ts passage 
to actual ity. For, i f  thought in itself  had a 
determinate form, i f  i t  were always already 
something (as a writ ing tablet is a thing), i t 
would necessari ly appear in the intel l igible 
object and thus hinder intel lection.6

In other words, Aristotle employs the image of a 
“determinate form” (a format: the tablet)  to i l lustrate 
an undetermined being (a medium: the intel lect) that 
is, by definit ion, formless. Both the tabula rasa and the 
tabula scripta are however already actual,  and exist as 
things. Agamben excuses this disjunction because the 
phi losopher “takes care” to clari fy that mind “has no 
other nature than that of being potential,  and before 
thinking it  is absolutely nothing.”7 After al l ,  the tablet-
thing is for Aristotle merely a vehicle for blankness. It 
is the nakedness of the tablet, the fact that nothing is 
written on it ,  that al lows it  to mirror the nothingness 
of mind. However, precisely in the fracture that seems 

5 Giorgio Agamben and 
Daniel  Heller-Roazen, 
Potent ia l i t i e s :  Col l ec t ed Essays 
in  Phi losophy  (Stanford, 
Cali fornia:  Stanford 
University Press,  1999), 
244.
6 Ibid. ,  245.
7 Aristot le,  “De Anima,” 
in Aris to t l e  in  Twenty-T hree 
Volumes  (Cambridge,  Mass: 
Harvard University Press, 
1986).  Quoted in Agamben 
and Heller-Roazen, 
Potent ia l i t i e s :  Col l ec t ed Essays 
in  Phi losophy ,  245.
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with actual ised form (something), we might f ind a key 
to undermine the trope of “creation from scratch” and 
to redefine and repurpose tabula rasa .  Our start ing 
point is an observation by Alexander of Aphrodisias, 
who suggested that Aristotle should have spoken of 
epitedeiotes ,  the thin layer of wax covering a writ ing 
tablet, rather than of grammateion ,  the tablet i tself .8 
This apparently modest shift  in focus, from tabula 
rasa to rasura tabulae ,  resolves the contradiction by 
replacing the r igidity of the wood with the suppleness 
of the wax, which, l ike mind, is malleable and can’t 
therefore be f ixed into definit ive, stable forms. But more 
importantly, i t  substitutes the blankness of the tablet 
with the plasticity of the writ ing surface, a formatted 
lack of content with a medium. It  no longer matters 
whether the tablet is inscribed, whether the wax has 
been recently melted and smoothed clean or engraved 
with words. The wax is shapeless insofar as its shape 
can change: radical contingency, not blankness, is the 
medium of pure potential i ty.

This shift  from tabula rasa to rasura tabulae 
suggests that formats can be re-oriented towards 
previously unforeseen functions, de facto becoming 
media. The Formwork project, represented by the 
image at the beginning of this section, performs such 
transformations by using formatted discards l ike 
food packaging and e-waste as moulds for plaster 
and concrete casts. An ever-increasing architectural 
abécédaire emerges from this on-going practice, 
whereby plastic containers and disposable objects 
become manufacturing tools associated with a novel 
construction alphabet – a bottom-up notational system 
for spatial choreography and the recombination of parts. 
Yet this is not just upcycl ing in the narrow sense of a 
value increase or of a dodged devaluation that reboots 
(reformats) materials into new, albeit equally str ict, 
functional roles. Rather, the result ing bricks, while 
carrying the indexical memory of previous equipmental 
ecologies, remain radical ly open to interpretation and 
subject to impromptu association, appropriat ion and 
manipulation.

8 Agamben and Heller-
Roazen, Potent ia l i t i e s : 
Col l ec t ed Essays  in  Phi losophy , 
245.
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Figure 2:
Liquid Life, 
Rachel 
Armstrong.
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Liquid Life
Rachel Armstrong9

Western design conventions view real ity as a machine. 
The transit ion from raw matter to formatted materials 
– specif ical ly in the embodiment of ideas – almost 
inevitably requires translation through the bête 
machine .  Based on the ancient principles of atomism, 
this worldview proposes that fundamental objects 
comprise the whole of real ity, and dissociates strange 
and super-natural events from the material real.  The 
machine converts al l  ‘real’  encounters into the logic 
of mathematics enacted through ‘brute,’ de-animated 
bodies, which require external agencies to empower 
them. The machine metaphor applies across al l  scales 
and materials from cel ls to bodies, apparatuses, 
ecosystems and the cosmos. This worldview has been 
modernised and ref ined through industr ial  systems and 
their associated methods of making. Everything we 
make and describe in contemporary design practice 
is f i l tered – in one way or another – through the 
constructive logic of machines.

The success of the machine metaphor is that 
i t  embodies its own phi losophy and therefore its 
structures ref ine and reinforce the concept of machine 
through its myriad expressions, enabling mechanical 
systems to address al l  kinds of contexts. The ease 
of demonstrating a mechanical worldview through 
experimental methods should not be underestimated, as 
it  can be designed to perform useful work. While it  has 
brought many advances in the modern understanding 
of the natural world – it  does not perfectly speak for the 
extraordinary phenomenon of l i fe, which is by nature in 
a state of constant transit ion that is sensit ive to its 
contexts. I f  the capacity of formats to become media 
is to be unleashed, the machine metaphor must be de-
centred from its stranglehold on real ity.

Of course, since ancient t imes there have been 
other models for understanding the world ranging from 
the divine and mythological,  to the f lowing realms 
proposed by Heracl itus. Diderot argued against the 
mathematical mechanist conception of matter and 
Ludwig von Bertalanffy championed the application 
of ‘systems’ science and cybernetics.10 However, 
the weakness of these frameworks is that their 
arguments are not embodied but symbolised through 

9 Notation by Simone 
Ferracina, movie footage 
from Bütschli  experiments 
by Rachel Ar mstrong, 
2017. These Bütschli 
notations by Simone 
Ferracina are produced 
by layering the events 
within an emerging system 
and begin to discuss the 
incalculable creativity of  
l iquid l i fe.
10 See Isabel le Stengers, 
“God’s Heart and the 
Stuf f  of  Life,” Pli 
9(2000):  86–118; Ludwig 
von Bertalanf fy,  Moder n 
T heor i es  o f  Deve lopment :  An 
Introduct ion to  T heore t i ca l 
Bio log y  (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press,  1933).
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proposals, such as Bertalanffy’s extended vocabulary 
for encounters and their operations through notions 
of information, control,  feedback and communication, 
offer more complexity than classical machines. In 
practice, the founding ideas are constructed through 
modif ications of inert-bodied machines, where action 
within the system is transduced back into its operations 
to maintain a steady state such as in Ross Ashby’s 
‘homeostat,’  which was imagined as an ‘art i f icial 
brain.’11 The emphasis on relat ionships between 
objects as the driver of change actual ly reinforces, 
rather than decenters, the fundamental atomism within 
mechanical systems. Without an ontological shift , 
cybernetics strengthens the idea that the difference 
between nonli fe and l i fe is merely a matter of structural 
and organisational complexity.

It  is not. Machines and cel ls are very separate 
ontological agents. Life is probabil ist ic, while machines 
are determinist ic systems. Life is observed within far 
from equil ibrium systems while machines operate 
within a world at relat ive equil ibrium. Life is deeply 
correlated with its surroundings while machines are 
not sensit ive to their environmental contexts. Drawing 
on these differences, a counterpoint metaphor and 
model to the machine metaphor is used to develop 
an alternative discourse for l i fe that is more than a 
theoretical proposal but operates through actual 
structures that were f irst described by I lya Prigogine as 
‘dissipative systems,’ which possess their own energy 
and agency.12 The unique abi l i ty of dissipative systems 
to interact with their environment is not conferred by an 
external agency, but arises from their ontology being 
produced by ‘charged’ f ields of matter/energy. These 
dynamic structures can be demonstrated using the 
chemical Bütschl i  system as a visual isation tool. This 
apparatus generates str ikingly l i fel ike droplets that are 
capable of movement, sensit ivity and population-scale 
behaviours, which arise out of the intersection of ol ive 
oi l  and concentrated alkal i .13 They leave soapy trai ls 
and structures behind them, which can be read as a 
polysemic l iquid language and interpreted, or ‘scryed’ 
by observers, as a range of recognisable events.

Moreover, changing the external environment 
of the f ield, for example by adding alcohol to the 
ol ive oi l ,  can inf luence events. Altering the chemical 
composit ion of the l iquid body can also produce 

11 Brit ish Library,  “The 
Thinking Machine:  W Ross 
Ashy and the Homeostat,” 
accessed 7 June, 2017, 
http://blogs.bl .uk/
science/2016/04/the-
thinking-machine.html. 
12 I lya Prigogine,  T he End 
of  Cer ta inty :  Time,  Chaos and 
the  New Laws of  Nature  (New 
York: The Free Press, 
1997),  3.
13 See Rachel Ar mstrong, 
Vibrant  Archi t ec ture :  Matte r 
as  a Codes igner  o f  Liv ing 
Str uc tures  (Berl in:  Degruyter 
Open, 2015). 
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copper I I  sulphate solution, for example, transforms 
it  into deposits of greenish copper carbonate. The 
strange yet somewhat famil iar images, symbols and 
behaviours that arise from the Bütschl i  system and 
its ‘ loose’ modes of technical control,  draw upon the 
combinatorial and contingent propert ies of matter at 
far from equil ibrium states, which cannot be embodied 
by mechanical systems as they are not f inite. The 
variat ions within the system may be understood as 
chemical computations.14 The Bütschl i  apparatus 
therefore offers a means of testing and producing 
materials and effects, which open up a space for new 
kinds of notation, and ult imately design processes, 
using l iquid media that evade f i l ter ing through the bête 
machine ’s logic – and provide access to the oceanic, a 
term that draws on the irreducibi l i ty, relat ive invisibi l i ty 
and hypercomplexity of the terrestr ial  seas comprising 
“an ideal spatial foundation… [that] is indisputably 
voluminous, stubbornly material,  and unmistakably 
undergoing continual reformation.”15 Its ontology 
arises from the inherent creativity of agentised matter, 
and invites poetic readings to produce maps of events, 
rather than theories of concepts.16 In other words, the 
oceanic resists formatting knowledges and enclosures 
to continual ly invent, foster and become new media.

14 Rachel Ar mstrong, 
Sof t  Liv ing Archi t ec ture :  An 
Al t e r nat iv e  View of  Bio-
Infor med Prac t i c e  (London: 
Bloomsbury,  2018),  40.
15 Phil ip Steinberg 
and Kimberley Peters, 
“Wet Ontologies,  F luid 
Spaces:  Giving Depth to 
Volume Through Oceanic 
Thinking,” Environment  & 
Planning D. Soc i e ty  & Space 
33 (2015),  40.
16 Matt Lee,  Oceanic 
Ontology and Problematic 
Thought,  (NOOK Book/
Barnes and Noble,  20 
Apri l  2016),  http://www.
barnesandnoble.com/w/
oceanic-ontology-and-
problemat-ic-thought-matt-
lee/1105805765. 
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Figure 3:
Scoring-as-such. 
Christos Kakalis.
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Christos Kakalis

Mapping l iquid real it ies suggests an embodied 
topography in which humans and natural/bui lt 
environment are interrelated in an organic whole 
that keeps changing. Etymological ly, “topography” 
combines the Greek word for place (topos )  with the 
one for writ ing (grafein ) ,  relat ing experience to the 
notion of inscription, and is tradit ional ly connected to 
“the accurate and detai led description or del ineation 
of local ity.”17 A phenomenological understanding of 
place chal lenges this static understanding of space, 
bringing to our attention its eventual qual it ies; place 
becomes the event of i ts interacting components. 
In such a non-representational understanding of 
topography the psychic and physiological,  the natural 
and the art i f icial,  the hidden and the unhidden are 
unif ied in the corporeal agency of the subject. In this 
context, exploring aural ity, Gernot Böhme argues 
that “atmosphere … is the real ity of the perceived 
as the sphere of i ts presence and the real ity of the 
perceiver, insofar as in sensing the atmosphere s/he 
is bodily present in a certain way.”18 Ambience is f luid 
and vague and its attuning dynamics emerge in the 
tension between the perceiver and the perceived. As 
the phi losopher Tonino Griffero suggests:

One might wonder … what the criteria of 
identity and identif iabi l i ty of atmospheres 
are, … whether they constitute a semantic 
or de dicto vagueness (the atmospheric 
description designates a given situation in 
a given way) or instead, as we l ike to think, 
a metaphysical or de re vagueness (the 
atmospheric description designates a vague 
entity in a precise way), analogous to that 
attr ibutable to many other quasi‐things, 
such as colours, shadows etc.19

Explored through the lens of aural ity and atmosphere, 
mapping and notating opens to an oceanic 
experimentation of chance, indeterminacy, change and 
transformation. This tension is for geographer J. Wylie 
the most “accurate” definit ion of landscape: “Landscape 
isn’t either objective or subjective; i t ’s precisely an 
intertwining, a simultaneous gathering and unfurl ing, 
through which versions of self and world emerge.”20 
Challenging establ ished conventions of formatting, 
mapping the spatio-temporal real it ies in which we are 

17 Edward S. Casey, 
Represent ing Place :  Landscape 
Paint ing and Maps  (London: 
Universi ty of  Minnesota 
Press,  2002),  153.
18 Gernot Böhme, 
“Atmosphere as the 
Fundamental  Concept of  
a New Aesthetics,” T hesis 
Elev en  36,  no. 1 (1993): 
113–26.
19 Tonino Grif fero, 
Atmospheres :  Aes the t i cs  o f  
Emot ional  Spaces  (Surrey: 
Ashgate,  2014),  12.
20 Peter Merriman et al . , 
“Landscape, Mobil i ty, 
Practice,” Social  & Cul tural 
Geog raphy  9,  no. 2 (2008): 
203.
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this organic embodied topography that are diff icult ly 
captured through establ ished representational 
constructs that are informed by instrumental ity and 
long-held historical conventions.

The analogy between musical notation and 
mapping is useful in questioning the latter as the 
l iminal zone between format and medium. Diff icult to 
transpose, real ity cal ls for a non-l inear understanding 
of atmospheric translations that reminds us of the 
musical scores. Minimalist composers such as Arvo 
Pärt and John Cage, sought to achieve this through 
composit ional methods (t int innabull i  and charter 
techniques respectively) or experimental notation, 
have sought to performatively express ambient events. 
Relating human attunement to sonic atmospheres, 
Gernot Böhme suggests two different ways of l istening.21 
The f irst refers to the idea of “l istening as such”, 
the second addresses our “l istening to” an acoustic 
event coming from a specif ic source (and hence more 
related to its tectonic and mathematical ly abstracted 
real isation). In “l istening as such,” the individual is 
invited to keep si lent, opening up to the surroundings. 
The individual fal ls into “a l istening which does not leap 
over … sounds to the sources where they might stem 
from, l isteners wil l  sense … sounds as modif ication of 
their own space of being. Human beings who l isten in 
this way are dangerously open: they release themselves 
into the world and can therefore be struck by acoustic 
events.”22

Following Bӧhme’s argument, a scoring as 
such challenges the rules of cartographic formatting 
and tradit ional methods of site analysis, al lowing for 
l iquid qual it ies to be expressed through iterational 
and open-ended representational schemes/models. 
As in the case of the indeterminate interrelat ion of 22 
drawings in Cage’s Fontana Mix (1958), a scoring as 
such opens a f ield of ‘transparency’ in which different 
performers and l isteners reinvent and remix a musical 
piece made up of the same sonic components. The 
paper, or the drawing surface, becomes the canvas 
upon which diverse pieces are scored according to 
chance operations. In this way, the map can become a 
kind of window. It  al lows its interpreter to unfocus his 
or her attention and read through the piece, equally 
accepting any datum, either intentional ly expressed or 
unintentional ly determined or experienced. This kind of 

21 Gernot Böhme, 
“Acoustic Atmospheres.  A 
Contribution to the Study 
of  Ecological  Aesthetics,” 
Soundscape :  T he Jour nal  o f  
Acous t i c  Ecolog y  1,  no. 1 
(2000):  18.
22 Ibid.
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to architectural theoretician Yeoryia Manolopoulou, is 
always open to change.23 It  is a matter of openness 
to others that al lows an aleatoric transposit ion to 
produce something new that remains unpredictable in 
a l iquid and organic real isation of space through the 
passage of t ime. In this sense, mapping can be seen as 
a form of questioning, a hermeneutical approach that 
never leads to a clear answer but keeps generating 
questions. This can be found, for example, in the urban 
strol l ing techniques of the Situationist International in 
the late 1950s, a t ime during which John Cage was 
also experimenting with notions of emptiness, active 
chance and indeterminacy. Mapping is therefore an 
expression of the juxtaposit ion between the absence 
of space and the ful lness of place. Wylie famously 
argues:

I think space sti l l  speaks of emptiness, 
absence, interval.  The sti l lness and si lence 
of juxtaposit ion. Place by contrast, and even 
despite al l  the attempts to think it  differently, 
relat ional ly, global ly, is always already too 
ful l ,  too ful l  of i tself  and the others: a whole 
congregation; everybody present. But I  think 
the landscape works precisely amidst and 
through both of them: presence/absence. 
Landscape sits precisely on this t ipping-
point, both joining and dividing. It  tears 
things apart, and maybe even sometimes 
threads them together again.24

This kind of mapping cannot be framed in conventional 
formats, but should start and end at the co-emergence 
of the voicing or expressing of i ts data, which keeps 
changing through t ime – an oceanic voicing of moments 
that are happening, or have just happened. In a similar 
way, the image at the beginning of this section depicts 
a drawing’s attempt to grasp a moment; an oceanic 
landscape of si lence through a design methodology 
that is based on chance and sti l lness techniques 
informed by the aforementioned composers. The image 
is already “formatting” the topography in a visual 
way, fai l ing, as a two-dimensional representation, to 
mediate its ever-changing l iquidity, and rejecting al l 
hints of representational accuracy.

23 Yeoryia Manolopoulou, 
Archi t ec tures  o f  Chance 
(Surrey:  Ashgate,  2013), 
193–220.
24 Merriman et al . , 
“Landscape, Mobil i ty, 
Practice,” 203.
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Figure 4:
Oceanic Practices.
Rolf  Hughes.
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Rolf Hughes

We should not connive in the construction of 
our own abject formats, the surface currents 
we generate, running a ruler over depth and 
f low while thoughts f l i t  haphazardly from rock 
to sky then plunge abruptly towards uncharted 
oceanic depths. Our lungs, once entwined, are 
vulnerable to incursions of seawater, which is 
the source of our peerless intuit ion, as well  as 
our bottomless rage.

The ocean harbours ingrown volcanoes once 
known as the island’s mult iple eyes, but today 
hol lowed and lacklustre. Occasional ly, in their 
manifold furrows, the explorer may gl impse 
f lashes of defiance.

I bought a strong cage and poured in the 
typing pool, howling l ike banshees. Today I 
lower this into the saltwater lagoon. Mounds 
of swollen f lesh slowly r ipple, then part as 
sunken eyes survey their new home. I  toss l ive 
rabbits and hens which they shred in seconds, 
gobbling guts and bones al ike.

You lunge at me whenever I  approach, sending 
showers of sparks from the iron bars. To have 
unloosed your soft skin, pressed my l ips to 
your heat unti l  r ising subsides in del ight, 
served choice meats from calfskin platters, 
hands encased in the f inest, blood-mottled 
gloves – al l  this counts for nothing in the 
inferno of fury you have currently brought 
yourself to.

And so I wait,  cl inging to a rock gnawed by the 
ocean, drawing l ight and energy landscapes 
– my face in your wild Medusa hair,  inhal ing 
its sulphurous musk, ruptured stars – folding 
a tr ick back into itself ,  a perfectly purposeful 
accident, a r ing dropped into a lagoon to 
summon crustaceans.

Here they come, the bi l l ion white-l ipped 
barnacles, sucking mutely on effervescent salt 
blooms.
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– its manifold diversity, microbial alchemy, 
squirming through plasma landscapes, water 
islands where one can l ive by choosing 
f lexibi l i ty over strength; by writ ing l iquid 
naming r ituals in water, subjecting the 
metaphors of the machine to sal ine jaws unti l 
they rust-crumble, diffusing orange cloud-
showers of iron nutr ients?

Is it  the back end of something becoming 
the front end of something else? Cambrian 
explosion? Origin of l i fe as st inking pantomime 
horse?

Or should we prefer a middle to fronts and 
ends –
Liquid city: sluicing
Back and forth, sl ice and dice Material 
si lence, science Tabula rasa, thrumming...

*

Against coherence and causal ity, the bounded and the 
rational, oceanic practices invite us to yoke together 
seemingly disparate components to bring forth 
hitherto latent potential i t ies. Discourses of identity, 
gender, genre, discipl inarity, arising from narratives 
of evolution, science and progress, have framed 
what passes for crit ical i ty in the modern period; 
oceanic practices instead propose vibrant sites of 
experimentation where categories and certainties are 
separated and whir led together in new, provisional 
assemblages. Experimental ecologies within a nascent 
ecocene suggest that the nature of l i fe i tself  may 
be choreographed into existence through rethinking 
interactions between bodies, spaces, soi ls and the 
many potential relat ions between them. Revisit ing 
pre-modern forms of acquir ing knowledge, unafraid 
of scrying, augury, magic and witchcraft,  developing 
concepts and prototypes, oceanic practices explore 
what a third mil lennial experimental research laboratory 
– wet, messy, magical and dripping – might involve.

How does one evaluate such oceanic (or 
emergent) practices? By developing assessment 
apparatuses ( languages, materials, methods and 
instruments) i .e. working prototypes shaped by l iving 
processes – choreographies of bodies and spaces in 
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demystif ied or “solved.” The goal is neither explanation 
nor paraphrase ( i .e. the context of justi f ication ) ,  but 
rather inducing experiences from which moments of 
enchantment and insight appear ( i .e. the context of 
discovery ) . 25 This is an ongoing conversation where 
the modes of l iv ing, tools of assessment, bodies, 
communit ies and the materials themselves relate 
through constant f lux. The term oceanic practices 
is used to denote an exploration of our relat ionship 
to our materials within a larger story of nature. Such 
practices are mult iple, hybrid, transdiscipl inary. By 
l iberating the context of discovery in this way, in place 
of theories and mimetic representations emerge new 
practices and epistemic things .  These are not valued 
in terms of truth and/or error ,  but rather as strategies 
that promote generative diversity ,  asymmetry ,  and 
disequil ibrium .

Effusive methods cherish anomalies. For 
example, consciousness makes us aware of non-l inear 
matter which may not be aware (of)  i tself .  Soi ls and 
oceans, al l  that is too ephemeral (consciousness i tself ) 
to be matter or format, al l  that is material ly unassuming . 
Rachel Armstrong writes “radiation interacts with 
matter, is created by matter, can create matter and is 
emitted by matter but is not actual ly matter. Radiation 
is massless and takes up so l i tt le volume that i t  is just 
too ephemeral to ‘be’ matter.”26

Our oceanic tools are the paradoxical and the 
unquiet – disturbances that suck in and throw 
out energy.

Strategies of i l l-discipl ined organisation 
that make l i fe simultaneously possible and 
impossible, which is perhaps one route to the 
ecstatic.

Consciousness reveals to us dissipative voids 
alongside a capacity to navigate in the dark. 
And so, shaping – despite ourselves. Life wil l 
have l i fe.

25 The dist inction is  made 
by Hans-Jörg Rheinberger, 
director of  the Max Planck 
Inst i tute for the History 
of  Science in Berl in,  and 
cited by Henk Borgdorf f  in 
Henk Borgdorf f,  “Artist ic 
Practices and Epistemic 
Things,” in Exper imental 
Sys t ems:  Future  Knowledge 
in  Art i s t i c  Research ,  ed. 
Michael  Schwab (Leuven: 
Leuven University Press, 
2013),  113.
26 Rachel Ar mstrong, Star 
Ark:  A Liv ing ,  Se l f-Sus taining 
Worldship  (Chichester: 
Springer/Praxis,  2016),  36.
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