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Art In The Flesh

By Ståle Stenslie

If art is about challenging how we live and experience this world, what is then the most 
challenging form of art? If not the one we live and experience directly in the flesh? 

The Touch Me festival presents a radical and important arena for experiencing art in the 
flesh. First of all, the festival exhibit art that affect the body, thus happening in the visitor, 
turning the flesh into the arena of the art happening. Secondly it is about the flesh as 
embodied experience – the place you cannot escape or close your eyes at. Thirdly it is about 
art and the conceptual challenge Touch Me presents to our notion of art and aesthetics.

Based on the projects of the Touch Me festival the following will discuss art at the 
intersection of technology and science from a phenomenological point of view. A 
phenomenological approach to art explains why the works presented at the festival are so 
significant to our artistic experience. But first a counterargument: The notion about art-in-the-
flesh is easily challenged by the fact that art is about much more than perceptual 
experiences. Some would say that art is more about sociological and cultural codexes, and 
how we create, uncreate, change and relate to these. Indeed the art world represents 
rhizomatic networks of complex relationships and interdependencies. If we are to treat art as 
a singular entity, and here -for the sake of the exercise- we are, then art is a fleeting and 
hard to pin down product. Bourriaud’s theories on relational art illustrates this (2002). In his 
view artistic practice revolves around human relations and their social context. Such thinking 
adds a certain immaterial and conceptual dimension to art, but also communication practice
becomes a part of the artwork. Good and successful art in institutional contexts –especially 
for museums and the culture industry- is measured in its quantitative social effect, that is: art 
is understood primarily as a social phenomenon relatively independent of style and material. 
In other words, it does really not matter which works of art one exhibits as long as the 
exhibition in itself generates large volumes of visitors and press.

“Works of art are always the product of risk one has run, of an experience taken to its 
extreme limit, to the point where man can no longer go on” - Birnbaum (2005),

If we –romantically enough- take the risk of reducing art to the physical encounter between 
recipient (that is you as an active and reflective subject) and work of art (the object of 
reflection), art appears as a corporal phenomenon. Some form of object or action triggers 
some kind of response in a living subject. Whether this is caused by a material expression 
like (dead) painting or social media like twitter art, is less important as long as we work 
towards the premise that art is based in living perception and living experience. This is the 
basis for a phenomenological conception of art that is such an important component of the
Touch Me festivals. 

Art through body perceptions

Phenomenology studies what is directly given to perception. We have a tendency to 
undervalue embodied knowledge. Merleau-Ponty extends the role of the body in 
phenomenology and puts it right at the centre.  His thinking bridges the dualist opposition of 
body and mind by proposing the body as the ‘embodied ground for all perceptions’ (Svanæs, 
2000:89). In his view “all consciousness is embodied consciousness”. The bridging of the 
gap between body and mind was at the locus of his thinking. The world in which we live is of 
the body, and the body is of the world. This is a different approach from that of the 
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philosopher he so often relates to, namely Descartes. If Descartes split our world in the body 
and the mind, Merleau-Ponty reconciles them by stating that ‘to be a body is to be tied to a 
certain world’ (Merleau-Ponty, 2003:171). There is no opposition between body and mind. As 
he says ‘our body is not primarily in space: it is of it’ (Merleau-Ponty, 2003:171). There is 
therefore no cold body that is completely controlled by the (homunculus) mind. Perception is 
always embodied and does not exist by itself. Insisting on the primacy of lived experience he 
states that ‘the perceiving mind is an incarnated mind’ (Merleau-Ponty, 1964:3) and that ‘the 
world is flesh’ (Merleau-Ponty and Baldwin, 2004:255). Living in the flesh, living in the here 
and now, is at the locus of the phenomenological process.  Experience is a living thing, not 
something that can be canned and conserved outside the corpus. In framing the body as the 
main hub of the Lifeworld he makes perception foundational (Ihde, 1991:24): “The body is 
our general medium for having a world.” (Merleau-Ponty, 2003:169).

In the context of Touch Me, the body perceives art as a living object, not as a passive 
receptor. Moreover, according to Ihde our intentionality is not only perceptual, it is also 
action-directed (1991:24). There is therefore no perception in itself. Perception is constituted 
by living in the world. The perceiving subject is always changing, always being born again. 
Consciousness is a lived experience, it is perceptual, in a state of flux and therefore the
certainty of perception is always changing within lived experience. It must continuously be 
confirmed. The essence of perception for Merleau-Ponty is not that it is the truth, but it grants 
us access to the truth (Ihde, 1991:24). According to this, truth is some kind of relational 
condition where ‘perception is the background from which all acts stand out’ (Merleau-Ponty, 
2003:xi). In existential phenomenology, existence is never isolated. It happens within a 
relational field and through complex interferences. Merleau-Ponty states that reflection 
appears through the body in a truly creative act of a changed structure of consciousness 
(ibid, p. xi). The view of the body as thinking has consequences for the embodied interaction 
techniques of artistic experiments. Addressing the body through corporeal interfaces and 
with haptic expressions–as in my work presented at Touch Me festival –is consistent with the 
phenomenological process. Practically speaking it emphasizes the user’s sensory immersion 
as a constituent element of art. 

Computer-mediated art and phenomenology

The phenomenological perspective represented by festivals like Touch Me brings the body 
back to art and aesthetics. As a field, art and aesthetics needs to be corporally experienced 
to be understood. Phenomenological art -as it is proposed here- allows and encourages 
individual experiences. How can experimentation in media art contribute to our 
understanding of phenomenological embodiment in the world? How can art installations 
really represent inventions and innovations for individual experiences as embodied being?
Zielinski points out in his media archaeology that the combination of art and technology is not 
novel (Zielinski, 2006), but perhaps appears as the emperor’s new clothes. More often than 
not we are being seduced by the appearance of slick high-tech apparatus, rather than its 
existential content (Reck, 2002:37). Here the Touch Me festival and Kontejners substantial
work is to provide an open field for phenomenological ‘trial and errors’ with technology in 
relation to the body. An example of how art can produce a phenomenological experience of 
touch, texture and embodiness is my project inter_skin II presented in Zagreb in 2004.1  The 
project connects two users telehaptically via bodysuits and represents a corporeal 
experimentation with social haptics – touch in a social and mediated fashion. Whether one 

                                               

1 http://kontejner.org/inter-skin-english



3

finds media art new or ‘old’, the material impression of for example art works that touch, 
represents existential experience for every single user.

Phenomenological materialism

Martin Heidegger’s use of Dasein is often interpreted ontologically as meaning existence, but 
it can also be understood as Da-sein, that is Here-being. It implies being-there as essential 
for any phenomenological experience. This being-there is dependent on the body being 
present-at-hand in the causal events that make up the world we perceive. This is what Ihde 
calls an existentialization of experience. You really have to be there, to occupy a certain 
place-time to experience a world or situation (Ihde 1991:49). Your body becomes the 
material condition for perception. This marks the emergence of ‘phenomenological 
materialism’ according to Ihde. The material body is of special relevance to Touch Me since 
the works on display appears in situ and through their functional interaction with the visitors. 

Further, in his book What Computers still Can’t Do Dreyfus opened with the notion of 
instrumental embodiment (Dreyfus, 1992:235).  In line with Merleau-Ponty, he argues that in 
order to think, one must have–or be–a body.  Dreyfus shows this negatively by 
demonstrating the consequences of lacking a body. As computers do not have human 
bodies they can also not think as humans. In order to think one must have a body. The body 
is both in the world and that which gives access to things in the world (Watkin, 2009:20). As 
Dreyfus further notes ‘thinkers (---) which from Plato to Descartes has thought of the body as 
getting in the way of intelligence and reason, rather than being in any way indispensable for 
it’ (In Ihde 1991:69). Of interest here is the interpretation of the Da-sein as instrumental 
embodiment. One of the unanswered questions is how the body and the world afford2 each 
other. 

Corporeal affordance

How does the body contribute to an understanding, or construction of meaning? Merleau-
Ponty calls the complex, interrelated chain of factors that constitute our lives for the 
‘‘intentional arc’. Hubert and Stuart Dreyfus explicate Merleau-Ponty’s theories by pointing to 
the ‘three ways our bodies determine what shows up in the world’ (Watkin, 2009:21). If we 
take the basic structure of the body as something given, then one can argue for a ‘facticity of 
the perceptual world based on corporeality’. Dreyfus and Dreyfus argue that the three ways 
things show up in the world are i) biological: the body’s innate structures, that is a given body 
and its given biological constitution, ii) historical: general acquired skills and iii) cultural: 
specific cultural skills, that is skills acquired through training. The example given is how a 
chair affords sitting, that is how an object affords the body: 

‘Because we have the sort of  bodies that get tired and that bend backwards at the knees, 
chairs can show up to us – but not for flamingos, say- as sitting (innate). But chairs can only 
solicit sitting once we have learned to sit (acquired). Finally, only because we Western 
Europeans are brought up in a culture where one sits on chairs, do chairs solicit us to sit on 
them (cultural). Chairs would not solicit sitting in traditional Japan.’ (Dreyfus and Dreyfus, 
1999:104)

Structuring embodied philosophy within these three analytical observation points makes it
easier to understand phenomenological problems. Don Ihde’s understanding of perception is 
close to Merleau-Ponty’s in the sense that sensory, or bodily, perception is always 
understood to be situated within a kind of cultural perception (Ihde, 1991:12), but Ihde 

                                               
2 Afford and affordance is used in the sense of opening up to and facilitating for.
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expands this, adding emphasis to contextual perception. We experience the world through 
our biological given body. How we interpret our experience is influenced by the cultural, 
historical and contextual framing of the same experience. An example is the vibrations of 
contemporary mobile phones. This haptic signal is usually conceived as a neutral sign of an 
incoming message. In everyday activity such vibro-tactile stimulus are used to perceive call 
reception (Yim, Myung & Lee in Aykin, 2007:646). However, in a different ‘affordance 
situation’ with different biological, historical, cultural and contextual discourses, it could also 
be interpreted as a personal and sensual touch by another human. In the above mentioned 
inter_skin II project I uses the cultural context to influence the ‘affordance situation’ to change 
the common perception of vibrotactile touch from ‘receiving a call’ to becoming a stimulus 
associated with human touch and pleasure.

The combined psychophysical coding and the multimodal stimulus in inter_skin II
contextualize the vibrotactile output in such a way that the previous understandings of
vibrotactile stimulation break down. The stimulus must be reflected upon which in turn form 
new meanings. This is an indication of how our perception of experience can shift when our 
phenomenological understanding of something-as-something also shifts. Multiple conditions 
and discourses must therefore be taken into consideration when explaining how corporeal 
affordance allows specific experiences. If a structure does not afford specific experiences, 
the very same experiences disappear from the horizon of our Lifeworld. Part of the Touch Me
festival’s significance is because it affords multiple views and expressions. Examples from 
the 2008 version are the various installations ranging from Food Hacking, to Satoshi Morita’s 
immersive sound, to experiments with drugs -such as Pacek’s work with pure Oxygen Bar 
and Kal Spelletich’s liquor serving surveillance robot-, to my own art-medical experiments 
with corporeally induced orgasms (Artgasm). Such a compilation of experimental and 
experiential art works are rare to encounter. This is especially true for the contemporary art 
world where art and the market have practically merged (Graw, 2010). So called ‘new media 
art’ with its experiments in art and technology was in vogue in the late 1990s, but is now 
pushed back to the edge. Being at the fringe of the centre of gravity can also be an 
advantage. Innovations always come from the periphery. Media arts dependency on 
technology has in some ways guaranteed for its relative high degree of artistic autonomy.

In relation to Touch Me, the festival affords and thus stimulates the production of new 
experimentation and experiences. The festival can so be considered as a meta-body for 
phenomenological art forms.

The art-scientific research challenge

Being a festival for art at the crossroad between science and technology, is it not science 
and technology that sets the agenda? In line with critical theory it is appropriate to ask what 
kind of ideology is driving the Touch Me project. As the works of Louis Althusser and Michel 
Foucault point to, there is a complex interrelationship between ideology and identity or 
between control and subjectivity. According to Foucault technology always serves the 
interests of power. Therefore it is the artists that get used by technology. Not the other way 
around.3 How to retain a certain critical distance from the subject at investigation? I think this 
is one of the most interesting aspects with Touch Me; it is an arena where one encounters a 
critical and questioning attitude. Accordingly the works presented at Touch Me can be 
understood as artistic research in the field of art, technology and science. Now, there is a 
clear difference between research done in science and art:

                                               
3 http://www.metamute.org/en/In-the-Name-of-Art-Ewan-Morrison-and-Matthew-Fuller-on-
imaginaria-and-digital-art accessed on June 9th 2010.
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’research conducted by artists is obviously not characterized by an objective, empirical 
approach, since art indeed does not strive for generalization, repeatability, and quantification. 
Rather, artistic research is directed towards unique, particular, local knowledge’.4

Further, Henk Slager states that artistic research ‘leads to novel artistic strategies and 
intensities of perception’.5 This particularization means that artistic research is not excluded 
from being science proper, but it does pose a challenge to our notion of quality, our methods 
of assessment, as well as the normative ethics of academic streamline thinking. The Touch 
Me festival provides here not just an open field, but attempts to frame the experiments within 
a qualified discourse. An example is my Artgasm project where male visitors are medically 
and physically manipulated into orgasm. Phenomenologically interesting is the layer, that is 
the distance between the subject and the experience, which the technology creates. This 
estrangement makes it possible for the body to experience for itself and can therefore be 
considered a phenomenological experience of corporal autonomy. In the context of Kant’s 
notion of the sublime, this experience can -even if it is experienced as unpleasant and 
forced- in itself reappear indirectly as pleasure at a later time. Here pleasure appears both as 
material, experience and perhaps even a product in itself. The project represents a form of 
research which is both art and science. Its method is close to what Feyerabend in his book 
Against Method termed “anarchist methodology” and “Dadaist epistemology’, but the art work 
itself –like many others presented at Touch Me- is hard to fit in other contexts than the 
festival.

Techno-cultural challenges

Finally I would like to bring up some critical elements to the techno-cultural approach of 
Touch Me. The mentioned affordance aspects place the conference within Croatian history 
and culture. This significantly affects the representation as well as reception of the art. The 
gap between Chinese and Croatian art might illustrate this. In a discussion with a Chinese
curator about his major media art exhibition for the Beijing Olympics, he ironically remarked 
how the Croatian and Balkan art scene focuses on the small scale of the body. In his opinion 
this is not just a phenomenon of the 1980s, but also insignificant and irrelevant to the art 
scene at large. I think he is both right and wrong. First of all he is right. Why? Because he 
comes from a giganto- and megalomaniac culture where anything appears possible. One 
testimony of this is how the Chinese artist Xu Zhen in May 2005 led an ascent on Mount 
Everest to reduce the summit of the mountain by the artist’s own height, 186cm. This 
massive lump of ice was later exhibited in Beijing. Later measurements of the height of 
Mount Everest even showed a reduction of height of almost 4 meters. However, the project 
was a hoax from the beginning and despite the actual iceberg on exhibit, it was never 
actually done. Nevertheless, the point of the curator was that such conceptual thinking is not 
possible within Croatian culture. It does not afford such concepts. The cultural and historical 
gap between China and Croatia represents perhaps nothing less than a battle of system 
thinking. Yet it poses a challenge to future versions of Touch Me: think big. Think impossible. 
Think perhaps even beyond art and technology.

I also think the curator was wrong, very wrong. If we twist and understand Adorno’s 
statement that ‘every work of art is an uncommitted crime’ (Adorno, 2005:111) towards a 
tribute to alternative and different actions, then we are indeed in need of successful crimes
that challenge normative perceptions of the world. Such transgressions in art and technology 
suit the Touch Me approach well.

                                               
4 In www.lierboog.dds.nl/workshop.doc accessed on June 9th 2010.

5 http://apexart.org/exhibitions/slager.htm accessed on June 9th 2010.
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- Stahl Stenslie, June 2010.
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