


With the emergence of the pandemic, contemporary art 
museums and galleries canceled or postponed their upcoming 
exhibitions. As well as these suspensions in exhibition spaces, 
there has also been a suspension for community-based and 
participatory events. Since then, there have been many 
talks about how to ‘become public’. This has been more of a 
problem for projects that were almost complete and ready 
to be shown in a public venue, designed to interact with 
the human body, as is the case with the previous project of 
mine. An institutional focus since has been more on finding 
a way to reach a public, with online showings presented as a 
simple solution: often using online as a platform instead of a 
medium, with little consideration for the effects this shift will 
truly have on installations and participatory projects. 



The past two years, my artistic practice has revolved 
around questions on the existence of political agency 
in a participatory installation. The concept of social 
individuals1 has served as the foundation for my artistic 
choices, whereby the audience’s interaction with the 
installation was designed to explore the notion of 
agency; in other words, the installation demands the 
stimulation of each observer’s concern of agency and 
subsequent awareness of any resultant decisions/actions.



After the lockdown, though it did not happen completely here in Sweden, the planned 
MFA exhibition in Göteborgs Konsthall was cancelled. Since then, I have been rethinking 
the research project, especially in the context of the digitalization trend (before and 
after the pandemic) and the talks about ‘translating’ art projects into a virtual
setting. What about the works constructed around the involvement of bodies and 
sensation? What about audience-activated installation works? To what extent
can the documentation present the work and also
preserve it? How can a participatory installation happen
online? What might it do differently and how does it
do it? Between all these questions, I decided to finish
the installation and install it in a white cube setting in
one of the available rooms at the HDK-Valand Academy
building.

This decision was made to document the current
situation, i.e. the lack of an audience and consequently
the absence of bodies for the installation. In particular,
the current situation has led me to explore one of
the thematics of my work in a more specific way:
investigating the relationship between socio-political
installation art, the importance of physical presence and
public assembly as a political act. What was seen in this
temporary, one-hour long installation can be defined
as a failure. A supposed-to-be political artwork, without
a public. An installation waiting for an activation with
bodies, but instead, sat as a very solid landscape of a frozen time.









In the end, the activation of the project was my own
experience in an empty installation, and of a video

lasting one minute and twelve seconds, made in
collaboration with a sound designer. That was all I had

to present.

And, I am thinking that if the public, the bodies, do
not have the opportunity or a place to meet and
be triggered sensorially, linguistically, verbally or

perceptually, what is happening to the idea of art as
social change? If there is no public program, there is

no actual conversation in the designated space, does
the documentation just become a flat news report?

If due to a pandemic situation, we cannot create any
assembly of bodies around socio-political subjects, what

is actually happening to those subjects? How does this
lack of physical presence actually work in our crises? To

what extent can online platforms fill the effects of this absence?

Months have passed since, and people have started to
reclaim assembly in the streets to oppose and resist.

But, still, how long will it take until we will have people
back in art institutions or in public installations? Or back

in a space to participate, engage, belong after all this 
pressure and fear? Should a finished project wait till then?

Does a finished project make sense even after a global
pandemic? Within economical, psychological, political

and health crises that are highlighted or raised from
pandemic, where is art standing?



How can we follow thoughts through bodily movements when there is no body, no 
encounter, no physical interaction, no presence? Bishop says that installation art offers 
an experience of centering and decentering: work that insists on our centred presence in 
order to subject us to an experience of decentering. She claims that this constructs a set 
in which the viewing subject may experience this fragmentation of dispersed subjectivity 
first-hand2. 

What is mentioned above does not imply that perception can only happen through the 
body between sets of planned objects, but to only highlight the relationship between 
physical presence and perception. In-gallery participation might be only an experience 
in a temporary ‘microtopia’, and nothing more.

But, now, we are in a precarious situation. The pandemic  intensified the move towards 
digitalization, and the lack of criticality about the context, concept, public and role of 
the artist is the problem. Uncritically translating projects for online platforms disregards 
the importance of the physicalworks, and especially of socio-political participatory-
driven works, to create an assembly of bodies to exercise our social being. What we easily 
forget in all our scrolling is what Lev Manovich, author of books on new media theory, had 
said:“the synthetic computer-generated imagery is not an inferiorrepresentation of our 
reality, but a realistic representation of a different reality.”3 Indeed we might not be able 
tocommunicate together with our known signals such as gaze, movements and gestures; 
but on the other hand the lack of multi-sensory features in non-material art might create 
a space for users to ‘take on different roles from what they are used to’4.



5



6



The occurrence (happening) of these Covid-19 days, in the first place, is the questioning 
and eliminating of the physical presence of the body in the public sphere. We might 
still engage and participate in online events, but what do we have when our physical 
presence is out of context? What does it do to the happenings with a socio-political 
approach? There might be various choices between virtual art events or many 
opportunities for companionship from home, and they probably have positive effects 
in our post-pandemic lives (if it exists). There is a potential there, but also a difference. 
The numbers of participants in Instagram lives, Facebook lives, Zoom meetings and 
webinars are constantly changing. Cameras and microphones switch off and on, 
sometimes because of weak connections, sometimes because the food is ready or 
some other interruption. Or we might choose to do something else, just because we can 
and we are not being watched. 

I want to finish here: we don’t go to museums, concerts,
performances, seminars, and other types of social or
group activities in public spaces accidentally. We don’t
visit a museum just because it is on our way. We choose.
We think. We read about it and we plan it. We check the
route and then we arrive at our destination, and our
body appears in that space. Sometimes alone, sometimes
among others. The physical body does not move that
easily between events. There is a difference when we are
present, and that has to be considered before all these
virtual happenings.





1 This is my term, departing from what Marvyn Frost states, that there is no such 
a thing as a pre-social individual; because we are constituted as free individuals 
only through participation and mutual recognition within social institutions, 
which are grounded in certain norms. See M. Frost, Ethics in International 
Relations: A Constitutive Theory, Cambridge University Press,
1996.

2 Bishop, C., Installation Art: A Critical History, London, Tate, 2012, p. 130

3 Manovich, L., The Language of New Media, Cambridge, Massachusetts Institute 
of Technology, 2001, p. 135.

4 Korpilahti, T., ‘From Physical to Non-material Art – Design Choices of the Digital 
Artist’, in R. Aylett, M.Y. Lim, S. Louchart, P. Petta, and M. Riedl (eds.), Interactive 
Storytelling: Third Joint Conference on Interactive Digital Storytelling, ICIDS 
2010, Edinburgh, UK, November 1-3, 2010, Proceedings (Lecture Notes in 
Computer Science), Berlin, Springer, 2010, p.145.

5 Movement documentation of An Experiment on Agency #3 at Cittadellarte-
fondazione pistoletto.

6 Juan Sandoval presenting a physical participatory experience to distant 
participants via Zoom. Cittadellarte-fondazione pistoletto, November 2020.


