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cation of electricity – i.e. the entry of electricity into the
gas) found itself ‘domesticated,’ that is to say applied
private home – that also revolutionized the treatment
to accommodate the demands of ‘home’ use—indeed,
of female hysteria: up till then, and in true nineteenth
the late nineteenth-century revolution in electrical
century fashion, hysteria had long been treated as a
applications constituted an especially auspicious
sexual affliction first and foremost, enabling the male
moment in this cultural history of the gendering of
medical authorities to subject their female patients to
an essentially ‘neutral’ natural phenomenon, not in
such unlikely ‘cures’ as manually administered pelvic
the least because the Victorian era as a whole was so
or vaginal massage – it was an early electric invention
obsessed with the question of gender, and with the
already then named the vibrator which put an end to
‘problem’—like electricity, potentially destructive—
the aforementioned dubious ‘medical’ practices,
thus
of femininity in particular.1 Furthermore, la fée élecmarking one small step in women’s struggle to regain
tricité was also conceived of as a fairy, female goddess
control over their bodies, this one accomplished, quite
or muse (rather than, say, as a gnome, knight, or priest)
improbably, with the help of electricity.

electrical polarities, however, was the constant presence of a lethal threat hidden (or presumed to be hidden) in the folds of electricity’s impenetrable cloak,
one that required careful handling and ruthless disciplining: an indispensable source of heat, light, and
life (see the famous Miller-Urey experiment on the
origin of life on Earth) throughout all of human existence, electricity in both its ‘natural’ and ‘artificial’
forms also appeared early on as a frighteningly reliable bringer of death and destruction—a dichotomy
equally prominent in many traditional representations of the fair sex throughout history. It is no coincidence then, that the vogue for la-fée-électricité-style
Liquefaction here stands opposite the solid state of
being that Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels famously
saw “melt into air” with the advent of modernity; as it
so happens, Nina Canell, whose art is the instable subject (obliquely approached) of the current, equally
instable essay, was invited in 2009 to participate in an
exhibition named after Marx and Engels’s celebrated
assertion that, in the modern world, “all that is solid
melts into air”—with a work composed of five blue
solids. “Liquid modernity,” furthermore, is Zygmunt
Bauman’s preferred formula for the present condition
of the world; it would be interesting to further investigate the gendered overtones of these qualifications
from the historical perspective (among other vantage
points) of both the increased presence of women in
the workplace—including the scientific laboratory—
and the persistent tendency to gender ‘work’ (as both
opposed and equal to ‘action’ and ‘labor’) as such.
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It is known how Diogenes of Sinope, the
Cynic, quite simply refuted [the Eleatics’]
arguments against movement; without speaking he rose and walked about, contradicting
them by action. Hegel, History of Philosophy
1. AC
Long before French Fauvist Raoul Dufy started work
on his monumental magnum opus La Fée Électricité,
a giant painting created especially for the Electricity
Pavilion of the 1937 Paris World’s Fair, the popular
cultural imagination had grown accustomed to viewing (and constructing) electricity as an essentially
feminine phenomenon. This may have had something
to do with the fact that, soon after the discovery of its
essential properties and qualities, electricity had
quickly (and much more easily than, say, water and
gas) found itself ‘domesticated,’ that is to say applied
to accommodate the demands of ‘home’ use—indeed,
the late nineteenth-century revolution in electrical
applications constituted an especially auspicious
moment in this cultural history of the gendering of
an essentially ‘neutral’ natural phenomenon, not in
the least because the Victorian era as a whole was so
obsessed with the question of gender, and with the
‘problem’—like electricity, potentially destructive—
of femininity in particular.1 Furthermore, la fée électricité was also conceived of as a fairy, female goddess
or muse (rather than, say, as a gnome, knight, or priest)
65

because the traditional graphic representation of
electricity—as a stream, a current, flow or fluidum,
a liquid state of becoming2—seemed to correspond
so well with the supposedly ‘feminine’ qualities of
softness, curvature, and, most importantly, caprice;
it is no coincidence that the official aesthetic of the
belle époque, an era enchanted with both the many
marvels of electricity and various rebellious models
of femininity (think of Ophelia and Salomé, of Sarah
Bernhard and Mata Hari), was best expressed in
the languorous floral motifs of art nouveau—as the
French modernist littérateur Paul Morand put it:
“Women are flowers with light bulbs. Flowers with
light bulbs are women.”
More important in this alignment of electricity and
female agency, and quite unrelated to the bizarre scientific custom of distinguishing ‘male’ from ‘female’
In a neat twist of historical irony, it was the domestication of electricity – i.e. the entry of electricity into the
private home – that also revolutionized the treatment
of female hysteria: up till then, and in true nineteenth
century fashion, hysteria had long been treated as a
sexual affliction first and foremost, enabling the male
medical authorities to subject their female patients to
such unlikely ‘cures’ as manually administered pelvic
or vaginal massage – it was an early electric invention
already then named the vibrator which put an end to
the aforementioned dubious ‘medical’ practices, thus
marking one small step in women’s struggle to regain
control over their bodies, this one accomplished, quite
improbably, with the help of electricity.
1
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the aforementioned dubious ‘medical’ practices, thus
marking one small step in women’s struggle to regain
control over their bodies, this one accomplished, quite
improbably, with the help of electricity.
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amplification of the soundless sounds produced by
a watermelon, and Anatomy of Dirt in Quiet Water, a
brute resonance study of natural entropy. Canell’s
avowed interest in infra/ultrasound, frequency shifts,
and quasi-geological processes of fossilization, petrifaction, and solidification in such works—a list to
which the aforementioned Temporary Encampment
(Five Blue Solids) should also be added—often concerns the imperceptible pace of change that ‘sees’ one
material or form become or turn into another, as well
as the porous borders, which are really anything but
borders, between different material states and
processes of (de-)materialization—what could also
be described as osmosis.8 And so we find ourselves
returned, following the many meandering materials
(paths, lines, conductors, channels) that litter the
floor, mostly, of the artist’s studio, to an earlier topic
of conversation (see note 4), the dialectic of stasis
and motion, movement and stillness—merging and
e-merging, emergence and emergency.
Canell has referred to her work with certain lessthan-obvious materials as a form of externalized
thinking, or as a laborious externalization of thought
as such—giving thought the ‘natural’ appearance,
The reference to the osmotic process helps to explain
the subtitle, so to speak, of Canell’s Mutual Leap, the
bracketed (After Nollét): Jean-Antoine Nollét is the
name of the French amateur physicist whose groundbreaking work in the field of electrical conduction and
electromagnetism eventually led to the discovery, in
1748, of osmosis.
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Cables, I must confess,
have
long been something of
a personal obsession, and I of course responded rather
enthusiastically to the fact that Canell seemed to share at
least some aspects of my fascination for a material and/or
technology both so anachronistically ‘analogue’ (or at
least smacking of obsolescence) and timeless. In our daily
tussles with miles of cables all around us, most notably
those meant for charging mobile phones, laptops, iPods,
and other disingenuous prophets of the illusion of an
unfettered mobility, we sometimes resemble a twentyfirst-century equivalent of the famous Laocoon sculpture
group, caught in the stranglehold of a mythical sea serpent. Yet all the while these very same cables that in some
way keep us bound to the ground are of course also channels designed to conduct the energy that makes movement possible in the first place. The profusion of wires,
threads, cables, and other conductive or connective
channels (or, more precisely, symbols of channeling) in
Canell’s work points to this foundational aporia of stasis
and motion, stillness and dynamism, begging the question whether ‘movement,’ in a philosophical sense, is
possible at all (absolute stasis isn’t, as we all know: the
absolute limit of 0 Kelvin or zero molecular motion
only exists as a purely theoretical limit, i.e. requiring the
existence of a thermodynamic system wholly disconnected from the universe). More importantly, however, the
ubiquity of wiring in Canell’s work also echoes the reticular model of neural traffic, i.e. of thinking as such.
The wire, charged or not, that connects A to B to Y to Z
symbolizes both the ceaseless circulation of energies,
forces, and values of all kinds, as well as the erratic, associative path ‘followed’ (or rather, traced) by all creative
thinking, which is only ever chronologically linear.
4

70

72

2. DC

like the quotidian hazard that is traffic. So when
Caoimhín Mac Giolla Léith, commenting upon
The precarious
an agreed-upon
risk required
and
Canell’sbalance
habit ofofincluding
the voltage
to
its contractual
negotiation
on the one hand, and
cir-descripbring to
life her electro-installations
in the
culation,tions
the ghost
of traffic, onthese
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a ‘thinking’ machine (leafless trees equally look like
brains). What we marvel at upon entering the exhibition space, in short, are not just thoughts, momentarily frozen in various stages of de/materialization,
but thinking itself. It crackles.
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The Tunguska event refers to a massive explosion that
occurred in Central Siberia, some thousand kilometers
north of the city of Krasnoyarsk, in the Lower Tunguska
valley, and caused the flattening of tens of thousands of
trees in a 40-mile radius of the site of impact. According to the NASA website, the exact causes of the explosion continue to be debated to this day, but there is
growing agreement that “on the morning of June 30,
1908, a large space rock, about 120 feet across, entered
the atmosphere of Siberia and then detonated in the
sky. [. . .] It is estimated that the asteroid entered the
Earth’s atmosphere traveling at a speed of about 33,500
miles per hour. During its quick plunge, the 220-million-pound space rock heated the air surrounding it to
44,500 degrees Fahrenheit. At 7:17 a.m. (local Siberia
time), at a height of about 28,000 feet, the combination
of pressure and heat caused the asteroid to fragment
and annihilate itself, producing a fireball and releasing
energy equivalent to about 185 Hiroshima bombs.” I
was inadvertently reminded of this (pop-cultural) factoid when I visited Nina Canell in her studio some
months ago to discover that she was about to start work
on a sculpture that would incorporate a large piece of
lodestone, involving the strategic use of magnetic force
fields—which seems to chime rather elegantly with the
intriguing fact that, back in the Lower Tunguska valley,
hardly any traces remain of the actual meteorite that
caused so much destruction a century or so ago (it literally went up in smoke, like a rumor, or a myth). The
famous black-and-white photographs of thousands
of trees strewn across the Siberian plains like so many
matchsticks, finally, resonate with the so-called ‘arborescent’ imagery I discerned in the enigmatically titled
9
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a ‘thinking’ machine
(leafless trees equally look like
brains). What we marvel at upon entering the exhibition space, in short, are not just thoughts, momentarily frozen in various stages of de/materialization,
but thinking itself. It crackles.
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