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The muffled syllables that Nature speaks
Fill us with deeper longing for her word
George Santayana, “Premonition” (1901)

M

odernity has upheld the categorisation of the world’s
subjects and phenomena into those belonging to the
realm of nature and those belonging to the realm of
culture. This division comes from the long tradition in Western
philosophy that distinguishes the intellect from sensation and
emotion.1 The rational products of the human mind are separated
from its unconscious, emotional reactions, which are perceived as
connected to something more primal and natural. Many works of
contemporary art focusing on emotion, fleeting sensation and
ephemeral phenomena are changing those paradigms. In these
works, sensation leads the audience to interpretation, dissolving the
barrier of culture and intellect separating humanity from the natural
world.
The birth of immersive art, which is often based on current
technical advancements, comes along with technological progress
and the emergence of neuroaesthetic studies.2 In the works of
authors who draw from research in neuroaesthetics, the connection
between the art object and the viewer is based on the neural reaction
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created on the biological level.3 The body’s reaction leads the mind
to interpretation, and what was formerly categorised as biological
and cultural now intertwines, functioning in flux between one and
other.4 Since artworks have freed themselves from the boundaries
of the traditional media (such as the canvas plane), the exhibition
space has become the field for manipulation. Artistic expression has
given birth to immersive art, which can occupy entire rooms and
buildings of museums and galleries. Simultaneously, the
environmental crisis emerges as a theme in many artists’ works,
which focus on recasting the human/nature dichotomy present in
the previous millennium. Nature becomes the sole theme in
exhibitions and artworks which present humanity’s control over the
natural world as an illusion.
This article uses neuroaesthetic methods to investigate what
kinds of artistic strategies provoke the audience’s specific emotional
and neural responses and how those responses lead to the
interpretation of the artworks. These strategies are reflected in the
artworks of Studio Drift, Olafur Eliasson and Lee Bororson, all of
which are focused on the condition of the humanity-nature
relationship. The theme of the artworks I analyse in this article is
the dire future of our species and the natural world. As the
dichotomy between viewer and object is abolished in these
immersive artworks, acts of seeing/sensing and interpreting
intertwine. Neuroaesthetics-based analysis, which focuses on the
observer’s bodily sensations and emotions, can help us understand
how the artworks respond to the changing hierarchy of the
humanity-nature relationship. The shift in the relationship between
humanity and the environment it inhabits can be traced to
paradigms present in contemporary philosophy.
Between culture and nature, mind and body
Definitions of what is natural and what is cultural changed
significantly at the end of the twentieth century. Discussions
surrounding the effects of human activity on the environment have
3
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influenced how we conceptualise nature and in what way humanity
has positioned itself in relation to it. While postmodernist theory
often focuses on studying the influence of culture on our perception
of the world, more current research poses questions about the
natural bases of different cultural phenomena. Scientific discoveries
and studies of empirical experience have led philosophers to
reframe nature as an ontological problem. The questions of what is
natural and what is human-made, what is natural and what is cultural,
are being disputed.
In his book We Were Never Modern Bruno Latour points
out that the separation between the cultural and the natural is a
notion coming from modernity. According to him, this dichotomy
is a product of the 20th century, which positioned humanity and its
cultural production higher on the hierarchy of things, while
positioning nature and what is natural as phenomena subject to
human control.5 This false construct allowed us to see nature as the
“raw material of culture,” an object to be manipulated and
controlled, deprived of its agency.6 In this view, humans and the
rational human mind stood above what is natural, biological and
unconscious—things which pose no threat to the wonders and
powers of human-made objects, science and technology. The
discoveries of a hole in the ozone layer and global warming have
provided proof not only that humanity cannot separate itself from
nature, but also that humanity can be endangered by the
environment.7 This brought Latour to reject the paradigms of
modernity, arguing that we need to see humanity/nature and
body/mind as interconnected entities in a constant process of
influencing each other.
Latour critiques the postmodern approach as well, for even
though it rejects the modern cultural/natural dichotomy, it
emphasises the cultural and ultimately disregards ideas of objective
materiality and human ability to influence natural matter.8
Postmodern views base themselves on subjectivity and, according to
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Latour, reject belief in reality.9 This critique of postmodernism is
also present in neuroaesthetic researchers’ works. Łukasz Kedziora
states that the postmodern discourse omits the first step in
experiencing art—seeing—and moves the process of analysis straight
to interpretation.10 He critiques postmodern authors’ focus on
disputing social connotations, while the object itself and the
formality of the artwork seem to disappear. Kędziora’s art history
research shifts focus to the materiality and visuality of the artwork
rejecting views stemming from the modern view of the world. The
approach is therefore not postmodern, but a-modern, creating new
notions of what is cultural and what is natural. The result is the
merging of biology and culture, creating an assemblage in which
nature and humanity are intertwined, with the cultural and the
biological influencing reality at the same level. Examining the
connections between cultural and biological phenomena can help
us to understand the contemporary relationship between humanity
and nature.
Seeing/interpreting
The main problem at the core of the dispute surrounding the use of
neuroaesthetic knowledge in art analysis is the dichotomy of
presence and representation in a work of art, which separates the act
of seeing and experiencing art from looking for its meaning in the
cultural field.11 Theories that take presence as their focal point see
artworks first as images and then, later, as texts to be read. Theories
focused on representation, on the other hand, concentrate on
associating artworks’ components with their meaning.12 For
representatives of both approaches, the neuroaesthetics method is
not convincing, because it makes no clear distinction between what
comes from the socio-cultural realm and what is biologically
determined. Sally McKey argues in her dissertation that aesthetics is
an ongoing dialogue between nature and culture.13 She demonstrates
9
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that neuroaesthetic research sees the products of the mind and
psychology as a part of the body, so that sensorial reaction to art
becomes part of the socio-cultural model. If the body’s response is
also culturally determined, the dichotomy between the body and the
mind is abolished.
The difficulty in creating a bridge between neural response to
and interpretation of the artwork is partially resolved in the work of
David Freedberg. In his method, the main concept bridging the two
is memory.14 When we approach an artwork, what we see and
experience is influenced by our memories and cultural background.
Freedberg does not overlook this social and personal aspect of
perception. In the article “Memory in Art” he introduces two
concepts of memory: direct memory and indirect memory. Direct
memory is a basic neural response as the body reacts to the
presented art. This response on bodily and neurological levels is a
basis for the awakening of “indirect memory”—the memory created
from our experiences, the cultural artefacts we have encountered,
and everything else that we store in the part of the brain responsible
for memory. Bridging these two notions of memory allows
Freedberg to connect the findings of neuroaesthetics to artworks’
meanings. Analysing Rogier van der Weyden’s “Descent from the
cross,” Freedberg recalls viewers’ testimonies of their reactions to
this work of art, which focus on emotions the viewers expressed after
encountering it.15 Freedberg’s method is interesting because it
provides an association between the “emotional” and sensorial
response and memory, which holds the socio-cultural connotations
we looked for in theories focused on representation.
This method is especially relevant to the interpretation of
artworks that refer to the fragility of the contemporary human
condition. Since these artworks undermine the humanity-nature
dichotomy, it is necessary to explore whether certain artistic
strategies connect the acts of reception and interpretation, thus
intertwining what art history theories deem as biological and cultural.
Freedberg’s method, in which both of these modes are considered,
allows the artwork to be examined comprehensively.
14
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Capturing beauty and captivating attention
In 2018, a solo exhibition of the Studio Drift collective called Studio
Drift: Coded Nature was held at the Stedelijk Museum in
Amsterdam. While the show was on view, I visited the museum for
the first time. Studio Drift’s bizarre, very technical, and yet somehow
ephemeral and delicate creations caught my eye. What particularly
captured my attention, though, were the different reactions of the
audience: while the viewers moved quickly between the paintings,
sculptures and objects on view in the museum’s permanent
exhibition, the rooms occupied by the Studio Drift show were filled
with observers. The viewers were lying on the museum’s floors,
changing positions before the objects and trying to get the most out
of the experience of encountering art. Studio Drift’s constantly
moving, shining objects seemed to enchant the audience. Is it the
meaning behind the art that casts the spell, I wondered, or is it the
pleasing sensation, the feeling and the emotion that comes from
aesthetic experience? Where does feeling stop and interpretation
begin? Can the two coexist in an ongoing interplay?
The artistic creations of Studio Drift, Olafur Eliasson and Lee
Boroson share similar artistic qualities: They are full of colour and
movement, filling the gallery space with objects. The works’
structures are created with the viewer’s reaction in mind: the artists
often work with a specific space, and they consider how the viewer
might encounter the objects. The artists use a lot of light, colour and
movement to make their objects visually gripping. In the article
“Neuroaesthetics: The Cognitive Neuroscience of Aesthetic
Experience,” the authors refer to George Santayana’s notion of
beauty. Santayana explains that people are “drawn to aesthetic
features of an object and its environment.”16 They conclude
something quite obvious to the connoisseurs of the visual arts: that
aesthetic features play a major role in determining the influence that
the object has on the observer. Santanaya, a philosopher, rejects
belief in the metaphysical world and positions beauty as something
that comes from the natural and aesthetical judgment rooted in
sensory response. This view comes from the branch of philosophy
known as naturalism. According to Alberto Marinho Ribas Semeler,
16
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theories of empirical experience go through a constant process of
naturalisation, and the contemporary epitome of such theories is
neuroaesthetics.17 Semeler defines naturalisation, following Edmond
Couchot, as “a philosophical branch which aims at defining what it
is to be human, at times in a reductionist manner, addressing natural
phenomena, submitted to the rules and laws of nature just like any
other object in the world.”18
Santanaya’s views anticipate current discussions about culture
and nature, laying the groundwork for neuroaesthetic studies
defining the biological basis of empirical experience. According to
the radical naturalisation perspective, an artwork is also a natural and
biological object, because it originates from human activity, which is
necessarily subject to the laws of nature. Identifying the biological
basis of empirical experience, therefore, leads to determining the
natural sources of art creation and aesthetic judgment.
Returning to the works of Studio Drift, Olafur Eliasson and
Lee Boroson, their especially captivating usage of light—ensuring
that the objects will attract the viewer’s attention—creates a longerlasting neural connection between the observer and the object. The
process of sensory reaction is not instant but temporal, and therefore
the viewer needs to spend some time with the art and reflect on the
message that their body is sending. Assuring that the art is
aesthetically pleasing guarantees the audience’s positive judgment of
its beauty and, further, leads to the art’s presence gripping the
audience. According to studies on emotional responses to
installation art, immersive artworks, relying on the use of light and
colour, provoke an emotional reaction that aligns with the curatorial
and expert discussions. This is not the case with art based on more
traditional media.19 The researchers found out that even lay viewers
can be led by their emotional response to the interpretation the
artists intended. This suggests that identifying the sensory and
emotional reaction, which Freedberg labels as direct memory,
should be part of an artwork’s examination, as this reaction is where
the initial source of its meaning lies. This methodological approach
17
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will guide the analysis of artworks by Studio Drift and Olafur
Eliasson presented below.
Studio Drift—hybrid forms and neuroaesthetics
In Studio Drift’s exhibition at the Stedelijk, two installations
captured the audience’s attention the most: kinetic objects
resembling flowers, titled “Meadow,” and “Shylight” (fig.1).
According to the findings of neuroaesthetics, experiencing an
artwork provokes a reaction in the viewer’s neurons.20 Looking at
kinetic sculptures awakens
the part of the brain that is
responsible for perceiving
movement. If the perception
of movement is awakened, the
body becomes more eager to
react
with
its
own
movement.21 Studio Drift
often focuses on creating
moving objects resembling
natural forms. The artworks
“Shylight” and “Meadow” are made with this artistic strategy in
Figure 1: Studio Drift, “Shylight,” aluminium, mind—the featured objects
polished stainless steel, silk, LEDs, robotics, are moving lamps hanging in
2018. Stedelijk Museum Amsterdam, permanent a cluster from the ceiling.
collection Rijksmuseum, 2018. Photo: Alicja
The lampshades’ forms
Serafin-Pospiech.
resemble flowers, blooming
with the help of a complex wiring structure. As we see in the picture,
viewers were eager to interact with these moving objects. Some
people decided to lay on the ground to better experience the
artwork sensorially without any disruptions.22 This way, the body as
a whole is captivated by “Shylight” and “Meadow.” According to
neuroaesthetic research, the viewer positions their body in order to
connect to the artwork the most. Interpretation is accessible if we
20
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experience it through the senses and the initial neural and emotional
reaction guides the mind towards deeper understanding.
Applying David Freedberg’s method to the works of Studio
Drift yields interesting results. The reaction of the viewer to an
artwork, according to Freedberg, can be summarised in the scheme
presented below:
Senses
awaken

•Looking and
experiencing art

Direct
memory

•Neural
response

Indirect
memory

•Meaning,
sense,
connotations

Freedberg uses this schema to analyse the relationship between a
viewer’s sensory response and the meaning that the viewer
interprets. Many viewers of the Studio Drift show acknowledge that
the objects provoke a sensory response. These viewers describe the
objects as “pretty, captivating.” According to the Stedelijk Museum’s
announcement of the Studio Drift exhibition, “[t]he works’ tranquil
beauty invites us to pause and experience the wonder of what is
unfolding—to enjoy a few minutes of stillness in our hectic, fastpaced, digital world.”23 The artworks, which mimic the forms and
movements of flowers, refer to the natural world. The mimicry of
natural objects is very significant, provoking emotional and neural
responses similar to those provoked in encounters with nature.
Direct memory revoked by this artwork is the memory of
experiencing nature. If the viewer’s sensory response then creates a
bridge between the viewer and nature itself, the agency of the object
seemingly connects contemporary society to nature. In fact, though,
the connection is here disrupted. If the response from direct
23
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memory is a serene feeling associated with experiencing nature (as
nature is suggested by the use of light and the movement of the
objects), the “technological” part of the artwork disrupts this
connection. We can analyse the process of a viewer’s experience
with “Shylight,” for example, in the following way:

But there is a disruption in this process:

The experience becomes a cycle back and forth between nature and
technology.
The force of “Shylight” lies in this cycle, repeatedly connecting
to nature and disconnecting from it. In this case, nature and
technology connect. They are not presented as oppositions. The
neuroaesthetic analysis of Studio Drift’s art shows us exactly this
problem. The technological parts of the artwork connote different
senses than the artwork as a whole. This leads to a ceaseless process
of connecting to and disconnecting from nature. Further, the work
provokes viewers to reflect on their everyday lives and recognise that
we cannot connect to nature anymore, as our focus on technological
advancements and products of culture stands in the way.
As it is presented in the scheme above, Freedberg’s method
of analysis is still based on references that can be attributed to
cultural influence. As Sally McKey points out, we make
connotations not only under the influence of culture but also with
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the help of our body’s reactions, which are often determined by past
experiences and knowledge.24 Although Freedberg’s idea to include
neural reaction as part of the interpretative process is fruitful for the
analysis, the proposed process of simple cause and effect does not
really work in object analysis. The indirect memory awakened by
the direct memory has already influenced the latter significantly,
before and during the encounter with the artwork. This can be seen
in the constant cycle of neural reactions and cultural connotations,
as they become intertwined with each other in a perpetual process
of interpretation. Eventually it becomes impossible to determine
what is cause and what is effect. But the crucial part of the process
of interpretation is the point of connection between different
connotations and sensory reactions, not only in the associations
based on visual analysis.
Studio Drift’s hybrid forms, therefore, represent the
entanglement of human-made forms and nature. In some of Studio
Drift’s artworks, like “Dandlelight” (fig. 2) and “Fragile Future” (fig.
3), it is difficult to determine what is technical and what is natural.
“Dandlelight,” belonging to the series of works in which artists
focused on dissecting dandelions, combines natural parts with
technological structures. The final form is a structure made of small
dandelion lights, constructed to resemble cells, growing on the
wired circuit board. Although one can assume that the flowers in the
dandelion series are fake, real dandelions were in fact pulled apart
and their seeds were assembled again on the LED lights. The Studio
Drift’s alterations to the dandelion, which was an intervention into
the natural object, was a very precise task. In the end, the clear
distinction between natural and human-made in “Fragile Future” is
difficult to comprehend without knowledge of Studio Drift’s creative
process. Latour saw the hybridity of modern technology as one of
the indications of the fact that the dichotomy between the cultural
and the natural is in its essence false.25 Technology, seen as an aspect
of the technoscience combination, represents the mind, as it is part
of many human-made cultural creations. 26 The human ability to use
what comes from nature and combine it with technology contributes
24
25
26
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to the philosophical view of the human entity as an assemblage of
the natural and the cultural, without a hierarchical relation between
the two.

Figure 2: Studio Drift, “Dandlelight,”
battery, wires, glass, LED lightbulb, real
dandelion seeds, 2017. Installation view:
Stedelijk Museum Amsterdam, 2018.
Photo: Alicja Serafin-Pospiech.

Figure 3: Studio Drift, “Fragile Future,”
phosphorusbronze, LED’s, real Dandelion
seeds, 2018. Installation view: Stedelijk
Museum Amsterdam, 2018. Photo: Alicja
Serafin-Pospiech.

Unconscious and conscious
The “Tree of Tenere” (fig. 4) is another Studio Drift artwork
addressing the relationship between nature and humanity. It takes
the form of a tree with leaves made out of LED lights, equipped with
sensors and connected to a programmed electronic controller.
According to the artists, the sensors react to the audience’s presence,
and software adjusts the colours of the leaves accordingly.27 “Tree of
Tenere” was shown both at the Stedelijk Museum (fig. 4) as well as
at the Burning Man festival, where viewers actively engaged with it:
they climbed the tree and sat on its branches. This shows that there
is a relationship between the artwork and the viewer on the material
level—the viewer’s body becomes part of the creation. If the viewer’s
body is an actual part of the art, then it is important to think about
27

Studio Drift, “Tree of Tenere.”
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what the viewer’s neural response might be. In “Technoscience Art:
A Bridge Between Neuroesthetics and Art History?” Salah and
Salah analyse AI-based artworks that tend to connect directly with
the viewer without the need for fixed representation: the forms of
these artworks change according to the viewer’s interventions and,
as in the “Tree of Tenere,” unconscious reactions.28 Technoscience
art relies heavily on the connection
between the object and the viewer,
removing the presence and form of
the work almost entirely. In this
way, technoscience art abolishes
the “necessity of representation.”29
Studio Drift’s artworks function on
two levels: they are representational,
and they rely on a connection
Figure 4: Studio Drift, “Tree of Tenere,”
between
the object and the viewer.
steel, aluminium, fibers tube, handsculpted polyester, paint, plastics, LEDs That is why visual analysis of these
and embedded electronics. Installation artworks
is still important.
view: Stedelijk Museum Amsterdam,
Considering
the viewer and their
2018. Photo: Alicja Serafin-Pospiech.
reaction to the art is a further step
in this analysis. The art of technoscience, according to Salah and
Salah is to create a “new interface” made out of neurons.30 That is
exactly what “Tree of Tenere” does when viewers’ unconscious and
conscious reactions interfere with the object. The artistic medium of
“Tree of Tenere” are the neurons of the viewer’s brain, like paint
and brushes in the act of painting.
This artwork by Studio Drift treats the problem of combining
culture and nature from a different angle. “Tree of Tenere” shows
that the relationship between the body and the mind is also a matter
of what is regarded as conscious and unconscious action, and how
those notions stand in the hierarchy of things in contemporary
philosophy. The unconscious neural process is especially awakened
when the viewer encounters “Tree of Tenere,” and it is the
neurological response of the viewer that completes the artwork. In
28
29
30
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this way, the neurological response—the viewer’s indirect and direct
memory—creates the artwork itself.

Encountering the
tree

Neurological
response

Effect on the
tree

Noticing that I
am interacting
with the tree

Connecting and
disconnecting with
the tree –
difficulty of
connection with
nature

With “Tree of Tenere,” Studio Drift aim to show that humans have
a connection with nature on the basic biological level. The viewer’s
body connects to the program before any conscious, cultural
interpretation is formed in the mind. But in “Tree of Tenere,” this
connection needs to be re-established through an algorithm and
technology, which belong to the realm of human-made objects. The
connection or disruption in this connection becomes the main point
of understanding. The need for connection with nature is always
present, as the human is not separate from nature. The technology
here, thus, can be seen on two levels: as something that disrupts our
connection with nature and as a requirement for establishing it in
the first place.
As Sally McKey points out, the unconscious, sensual and
emotional are often seen as connected to nature.31 A reaction that is
biological and spontaneous escapes from the control of the human
mind, belonging to the realm of ephemeral reactions that quickly
move to intellectual interpretation. In “Three of Tenere,” the
observer’s unconscious reaction is provoked without their control.
The viewer attempts to regain this control, while being confronted
with the algorithm-based process behind the changing light. The
connotations of one’s life being subjected to forces outside of one’s
conscious, rational and intellectual control come to light. The
artwork reminds humans that they are, in fact, biological beings
connected to the natural world, and in this, not entirely in control of
their environment.

31
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Representing nature and human influence
Studio Drift’s “Tree of Tenere” is also a commentary on humanity’s
influence over the natural world. Humanity influences the natural
world not only through rational thought—such as by creating
technologies that pollute the Earth—but also through sensory
reactions originating within our bodies. This means that our
presence in the world already makes an impact on it, no matter if
we try to control ourselves or not. As viewers learn how they interact
with “Tree of Tenere,” they try to change their actions and give them
a rational direction. The first step to changing humanity’s impact on
nature is to gain knowledge about this impact. Only then is it
possible to redirect human activities towards reducing potential
damage to nature, and even to create positive outcomes out of
humanity’s impact on nature.
While technology becomes a necessity in Studio Drift’s works,
Olafur Eliasson masks the technical part of his creations. In
Eliasson’s famous work “The weather project” (figs. 5, 6), which was
exhibited at London’s Tate Modern Gallery in 2003, he confronts
the audience with the sun. Through clever manipulation of space,
he manages to transform the gallery space into a sun-filled dessert.
Fog filling the room scatters light radiating from a large, semi-circular
yellow lamp hanging from the ceiling, which is covered in mirrors.
These mirrors reflect the audience, which appears to be comprised
of small, dark, barely recognisable figures. The light overwhelms the
hall, changing its range of ambient colours and creating an effect of
high contrast.
Eliasson uses this same strategy in “Din blinde passager”
(2010) (Figs. 7, 8, 9), but this second work immerses the viewer
completely in the changing colours of fog. The boundaries of space
seem to disappear, and the audience is left alone, without guidance
from the artist. The immersed viewer sees only the lights and fog,
moving through the makeshift corridor without a sense of direction.
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Figures 5, 6: Olafur Eliasson, “The weather project,” 2003, Monofrequency lights,
projection foil, haze machines, mirror foil, aluminium, scaffolding. Installation view:
Tate Modern, London, 2003; Courtesy of the artist; neugerriemschneider, Berlin;
Tanya Bonakdar Gallery, New York / Los Angeles © Olafur Eliasson.

Figures 7, 8: Olafur Eliasson, “Din blinde passager,” 2010, Fluorescent lamps,
monofrequency lamps (yellow), fog machine, ventilator, wood, aluminium, steel,
fabric, plastic sheet. Installation view: Tate Modern, London; photo: Anders Sune
Berg; Courtesy of the artist; Andersen's Contemporary, Copenhagen;
neugerriemschneider, Berlin; Tanya Bonakdar Gallery, New York / Los Angeles
© Olafur Eliasson.
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Both of these creations focus on recreating nature through more
than just visuals: the viewer’s body itself becomes the vessel of
meaning. The audience’s reactions and movements become part of
the artworks. If we look at the artworks from the perspective of
Freedberg’s methodology, the scheme below represents the process
of the viewer’s encounter:
Encountering
the sun in a
gallery

Direct memory:
warmth on the
skin/heat

Neurological
response

Indirect memory: the
dangers that sun
poses, the heat of the
dessert

The direct memory is feeling the warmth of the sun on the skin, like
the heat of a summer day, recalling the sensation of “heat.”
Ephemeral sensations are not the only topic of these creations; as
they capture and recreate things as fleeting as weather phenomena,
Eliasson’s works create a new relationship between the viewer and
the art. The immersed audience is not separate from the work. In
fact, viewers are not only part of the work in that they interpret it,32
but their bodies, moreover, are part of the real structure of the work.
In this, actions of the body are intertwined with processes of the
artwork’s creation and, at the same time, interpretation.
Eliasson points out that we no longer evolve from the model
to reality, but from model to model.33 This changes the relationship
between reality and representation as the old notions shift:
representation is no longer the aim. Rather, the aim is the recreation
of experience, through which meaning can be conveyed. When
representation becomes more fleeting, the viewer’s sensations hold
the potential for “meaning” or interpretation. The importance of the
viewer is embodied directly in “The weather project,” as the
members of the audience watch themselves interact with the
artwork.
The experience of Eliasson’s works takes place somewhere
between the artwork and the viewer. The focus in these works, is on
interaction and connection, not on the artwork or the viewers
32

Poststructuralist philosophy puts the recipient’s mind as the main source of the
interpretation of the artwork.
Eliasson, Models are Real.
33
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themselves. In this way, recreating natural phenomena can bring the
audience back to nature. Once again, this makes humankind one
with nature, or in the case of Eliasson’s creations, overpowered by
nature. As the viewer looks for an exit from “Din blinde passager,”
a sensation of being lost in the fog becomes the initial basis for
interpretation. The sense of powerlessness, of being overwhelmed,
creates a separation between nature and humans. The viewer’s
experience becomes unpleasant and fearful, and a sense of danger
is awakened. Reality and representation are not separate, Eliasson
has pointed out, just as the viewer’s sensations are real and convey
connotations coming from indirect memory.34 Eliasson’s recreation
of nature, therefore, is a way to confront the viewer with nature’s
power and show that humanity is actually fragile, once it finds itself
in a relationship with nature.
Nature is also the subject of Lee Boroson’s artwork “Lucky
Storm” (fig. 9). Like Eliasson, Boroson aims to recreate ephemeral
experiences by creating gallery installations mimicking nature. In his
large-scale inflated sculptures, Boroson
recreates different natural environments,
providing the opportunity for the
audience to enjoy the visuals of these
environments. But like with Studio Drift’s
artworks, the mimetics are disrupted by
the material and the technique. The
materiality of Boroson’s artworks
contributes to their interpretation: while
plastic represents destructive human
influence on the natural world, the
inflated objects are fragile like balloons,
Figure 9: Lee Boroson, “Lucky
suggesting that humans could lose the
storm,” Dimensions vary,
miracles of nature at any moment. The
Nylon, monofilament, stainless
process of interpretation here is similar
steel, hardware, blower, 2004,
http://www.leeboroson.com/ar
to that explored in the analysis of Studio
t/recent-projects/outer-limit.
Drift’s work, highlighting the fragility of
our connection with nature, which is continuously lost and reestablished during the encounter with the artworks.
34

Ibid.
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It should be noted that Latour’s critique also acknowledges
that although the complete separation of the biological and the
cultural is a social construct rooted in modernity, a distinction
between the two is necessary to identify the human ability to
influence the environment.35 If we do not distinguish ourselves from
the natural world, we lose the tools to critique the actions we direct
consciously and unconsciously towards the environment. If we look
at the products of culture, following Couchot, as de facto objects of
nature, every human action can be recognised as being a product of
the natural world. In this way, technologies that destroy land and
pollute water can be seen as extensions of the “natural.” Studio
Drift’s hybrid forms represent this line of philosophical thought. In
these forms, technology and nature merge with each other
seamlessly, giving birth to new kinds of entities. As the artworks’
enchanting beauty captures viewers in awe, the audience can forget
about the dystopian reasoning behind the creations. What we
actually look at when we encounter Studio Drift’s art is the failure of
humanity to change. Humanity’s impact on the Earth is so farreaching that human activity and human creations are inseparable
from the natural world.
Communal experience
Explained through neuroaesthetic methods, the process of
reception can be viewed as an individual experience. A sensory
experience is the impression of one particular individual, making it
seem inherently subjective. The artworks discussed above, also
combine the knowledge of the viewers’ reactions with the use of big
spaces, occupying entire galleries. The viewer, then, is not separated
from others in the audience. Just as these works blur the boundaries
between object and viewer, they also create connections between
individuals immersed in the gallery space. This is especially
apparent in Eliasson’s creations (fig. 10), in Studio Drift’s “Shylight”
(fig.1), and in Boroson’s inflated caves and clouds (fig. 9), where we
can experience the art as a collective body, united with the other
viewers. The actions of one viewer heavily influence those of the
others. When, as Eliasson puts it, “sensations become actions,”36
35
36

Pollini, “Bruno Latour,” 25-28.
Cabañero and Mulet, “Spaces of Participation and Memory,” 25-29.
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one’s sense of individuality becomes increasingly vague. The
audience together experiences the space that the artist provides for
them. The experience becomes communal. Photographs depicting
the audiences of these works show that the gallery spaces are often
occupied not by isolated individuals but by the audience as a group
of people mimicking each other’s movements and actions. The
feeling of connection to the art is shared, and the audience forms a
collective subject.37 The transformation into this collective subject
takes place in the gallery space.

Figure 10: Olafur Eliasson, “The weather project,” 2003, Monofrequency lights,
projection foil, haze machines, mirror foil, aluminium, scaffolding. Installation view:
Tate Modern, London, 2003; Courtesy of the artist; neugerriemschneider, Berlin; Tanya
Bonakdar Gallery, New York / Los Angeles © Olafur Eliasson.

According to the findings of neuroscience, mimicking others
is not necessary to create a connection between individuals. John
Onians associates mimetic theory with the specific neurons in the
body called mirror neurons. As Semeler points out, the

37

This process takes place while the viewers encounter the objects at the museum,
or the gallery. Id., 26.
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neurons present in the premotor cortex demonstrate
how we learn. Through imitative processes, even if we
do not understand the meaning of the actions we carry
out, or without performing any movement. When we
observe someone performing any task, we activate in
ourselves the same area of the cerebral cortex.38
From this perspective, seeing other members of the audience move
around already creates an association in the individual’s mind.
Mimicking and simulating others’ movements is not necessary to
interpret the artworks in the same way as the other viewers. These
insights provide a new way to look at neuroaesthetic experience:
while processes of reception happen individually, the members of
an audience influence each other.
This leads us to Freedberg’s concept of memory as included
in the process of reception. If experiencing art is a collective
experience, the process of interchanging influence amongst viewers
draws upon cultural memory while at the same time creating a new
common cultural experience within the plural subject of the
audience. McKey has called this kind of aesthetic experience taking
place in the gallery a “performative assemblage,” through which
collective knowledge of all the actors is involved—both human and
non-human (objects, viewers, gallery space)—emerges.39 This
approach shifts from examining a particular individual subject to
examining the plural one consisting of different kinds of entities.
This creates a model based on a network of connections between
the viewer, the object, other members of the audience, and those
members’ social background and culturally influenced neural
reactions.
Conclusion
The art objects analysed in this article represent a paradigm shift in
contemporary views of nature and the natural. Since these objects
merge what is natural and what is human-made, the distinction
between natural phenomena and products of culture becomes
diffuse. The artists not only mimic the aspects of nature observable
38
39

Semeler, “Neuroaesthetics: Aesthetic,” 297.
McKey, Repositioning Neuroaesthetics, 78.
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by the senses, but also try to enhance the human ability to
comprehend nature by creating spaces that allow the viewer to
experience different phenomena. Their artworks allow the audience
to once again feel a connection with nature, even though these works
are human-made objects. Neuroaesthetics explains the processes of
this connection, bridging the cultural and biological and showing that
the body’s reactions to art bear some similarity to real experience.
A viewer’s connection with an artwork recreating nature becomes,
to a degree, a connection with “real” nature itself. This is especially
clear from the analysis of Studio Drift and Eliasson’s immersive art,
which identified mimetic strategy as recreating sensations,
movements and emotions in the viewer. The artworks become only
the first prompt to induce the feeling of being one with nature. Their
form is important only within the function for the purpose of
capturing the viewer’s attention. The neuroaesthetic method
conceptualises and captures the physicality of the connection
between the viewer’s body and the art object.
This poses questions about the relationship between
humanity and nature. The artworks analysed in this article guide the
viewer, positioned as a representative of humanity, to the sensation
of something lost. Studio Drift points to the damage that we caused
to the natural world in the modern era. Nature and its objects, for
Studio Drift, are not things that we can mimic without a visible
combination with technology. Nature, according to this view, is lost
and unsalvageable, and we can only hold onto the memory of the
natural world. Eliasson’s creations shift the position of humanity,
posing different notions. The human, in Eliasson’s work, is small
and lost, overpowered by natural phenomena. In both Studio Drift
and Eliasson’s approaches, we are included in nature and we are not
seen as separate from each other. Products of culture are therefore
inseparable from nature, and, as such, our analysis of them should
not dispense with the findings of neuroscience and biology. These
findings can lead art historical and visual culture researchers to more
comprehensive interpretations.
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