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Life is a loan and the collateral is flesh. The bond is always
redeemed in death, never before. It is in death that the flesh is
separated from its owner, quickly to be burned, decomposed
or devoured. In life, flesh connects us to each other. Passing
from being a materiality to becoming something more akin
to a medium.! Once the flesh is no longer, nothing connects
(medium) nor separates (matter) the body from the world.
The animals enter into the same world of non-differentiation
as the plants and their monadic world-unit of the biomass
out of which new life can be lent new leases.

There are, in this process, animal parts that resist de-
composition, and might in that sense be seen as partly (at least
for a while) outside of this transaction. This is the hard or
mineralised tissue such as bones and teeth. Besides this, there
is fur, hair, horns, hooves, nails and other elements of the body
existing in a liminal territory. These can be shed in the course
of life itself, and are in some cases capable of re-generation
(constituting a life-within-life). For both the delay (in compar-
ison to flesh) in disappearance and the shedding (and poten-
tial re-growth), these forms of tissue have become important
for human rituals of remembrance of life.

The flesh and what we provisionally can call “memory
tissue” (as a composite of hard tissue and elements like hair
and nails) have markedly different anthropological manifes-
tations. The flesh has a near-constant absence of presence in
human cultures, especially human flesh.2 A real presence (a
presence of presence) of flesh (as a part of the body sepa-
rated from the organism) is compartmentalised in species
brackets. We have in most human cultures been historically
invited to actively partake in the decomposition of the flesh
of other species by eating it for the energy that meat, fat and
brain give us. We have also displayed this flesh prominent-
ly as commodities and status symbols. Eating the flesh of
fellow humans has in many cultures been taboo apart from
in carefully delineated religious or medical practices (in
Europe, often as the consumption of fragments of a recently
deceased youth).3 It is also rare to use flesh (with the excep-
tion of heart and brain) to remember a life.

1 In the anti-material sense of Merleau-Ponty's invocation of chair (flesh) as in

“la chair du monde,” see Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Le Visible et I'lnvisible (Paris:
Gallimard, 1964), 116.

2 Presence should here not be confused with Merleau-Ponty’s concept of “/e
visible” (the visible). Chair is for Merleau-Ponty expressly not material. Ibid.,
191-192.

3 As in the case of early England, see: Louise Noble, Medicinal Cannibalism in

Early Modern English Literature and Culture (Basingstoke: Palgrave, 2011), 2-3.
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“A pound of flesh” is the impossible security demanded
by the Jewish moneylender Shylock for his loan to Antonio.
Shakespeare's The Merchant of Venice, home to this famous
formulation, shows the abject nature of the human flesh
when differentiated from the body. In the plays complicated
engagement with, and peddling of, anti-Semitism, the Jewish
moneylender is dissuaded from claiming his “just” reward
after Antonio forfeits on the loan, as the claim alone consti-
tutes an attempted murder of a Christian.

Shylock, a Jew, however, makes a powerful claim for
his “revenge" on Antonio, who has wronged him previously
just because he is Jewish: “I am a Jew. Hath not a Jew eyes?
Hath not a Jew hands, organs, dimensions, senses, affections,
passions; fed with the same food, hurt with the same weap-
ons, subject to the same diseases, healed by the same means,
warmed and cooled by the same winter and summer as a
Christian is? If you prick us, do we not bleed?” (Act 3, Scene
1).To be a Jew is, in other words, to belong to the shared flesh
of the human species. The grotesque security that Shylock
has asked for becomes an illustration of how Jews are not
accorded this belonging but made into a separate and separa-
ble part of the body politic. What he is asking for is equality:
with the implication that Jewish flesh should be seen as
equally abject as Christian.

There is thus a wide-spread acceptance in human
cultures that the collateral of life can be redeemed only after
death. The notion of a “sanctity of life” is interpreted imma-
nently. We are intra-species bound by a mutual respect for
the inseparability of flesh from the living body. A bond that
is often translated into metaphysics: preserving the right to
kill in the domain of the divine force alone, namely God.
The “Thou shalt not kill” of the Torah and Bible is silently
accompanied by the understanding that something else kills (we
do not become immortal by stopping killing each other, or
by ceasing to believe in the divine). The just killers are meta-
physical entities like God or Nature.

Cultural representations of the absent presence of the
flesh are unusual, even though this absent presence is the
very basis of a cultural life. The flesh faces similar challenges
as representations of the divine. How to show that which is
not there, and yet is present? This has led, on the one hand,
to bans against making pictorial likenesses of the divine or
pronouncing the name of God, and, on the other hand, to
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countless symbolizations and memorialisations of the fleeting
non-presence of earthly existence before we die and properly
become part of this planet.

Art is, in general terms, an attempt to show what is and
what is not at one and the same time. It can be understood as
a meditation on the transience of existence, and, recursively
as well as tautologically, of art — ars longa, not ars aeterna. Art is
thus profoundly wedded to the question of flesh. In classical
and neo-classical forms, art shows a body as a representation
of an ideal that differs markedly from the spectator’s. This is
a type of art intensely interested in the un-clad surface of the
body — like Michelangelo’s David or Canova's Psyche. This is
in contrast to a baroque art that attempts to show the body
in process and movement, and the body engaging with the
objects of the world (such as clothes that partially cover it).
Works like Berninis David or Maderno's St. Cecilia (of a dead
yet impossibly intact body) explore these types of states of
the body.

Alongside these different, and here radically schema-
tized, approaches to the body, there is the question of the
“memory tissue” invoked above. The vanitas motif transcends
almost all ages and cultural divisions. A memento mori, typically
skulls and bones, reminds the spectator that her flesh will one
day be claimed. Returning to literature and to Shakespeare,
there is no more adequate way to put in words the concept at
hand, than the famous scene with the skull from Hamlet (Act
5. Scene 1 — perennially confused with the “To be or not to be”
soliloquy (Act 3, Scene 1)). Hamlet asks the gravedigger how
long it takes a dead man in the ground to rot (as the grave is re-
dug for a new body after the body previously there has disap-
peared). The gravedigger answers eight or nine years (if he has
not begun to rot already when alive, in which case shorter, or
was a tanner, in which case longer). The gravedigger then gives
Hamlet the skull of Yorick the jester that he has excavated from
the new grave he is digging for Ophelia (who Hamlet has driven
to her death). The mad prince takes it and asks: “Where be your
gibes now? Your gambols? Your songs? Your flashes of merri-
ment that were wont to set the table on a roar? Not one now to
mock your own grinning’

The figurative traditions of the plastic arts have given
them some evident limitations for showing both the absent
presence and a revealed or symbolic presence of the vanitas
motifs that literature has not experienced to the same extent.

163



Artists dedicated to one medium are left to go to the very
ends of the plasticity of that medium, but even so they still
have to approach the question of the flesh obliquely. Paradig-
matic examples from the twentieth century are: in painting
Francis Bacon, in drawing Kithe Kollwitz and in sculpture
Louise Bourgeois. This should not be confused with attempts
to show the already disembodied figure beyond the remem-
brance of transience, like the hand series of Bruce Nauman
in sculpture or the grotesque human form in surrealists like
Dora Maar, Man Ray or Salvador Dali.

To the extent that the question of flesh is present today
in art, it is so primarily in installation. The installation trans-
forms the very notion of “the work of art” into a similar game
of absence and presence where the work is often transiently
defined as or by process (here and not here at the same time).
Signe Johannessen is one of the many contemporary Swedish
artists that evidently has drawn this conclusion, alongside
forerunners like Asajungnelius, Gustaf Nordenskidld and
Tilda Lovell to mention a few. This does not preclude very
strong senses of belonging to certain practices and media
among this group (indeed using craft as a starting point as in
the case with Jungnelius and Nordenskitld). However, the
destination of the art is often synonymous with the medium
it once began with.

The result of the installation of flesh for an artist like
Johannessen seems to give us a ‘return,’ or ‘remembrance;’ of
previous baroque treatments of both form and content. It is
important to underline that the notion of the baroque is here
not invoked as a depreciation, in the way common language
uses the term to describe that which is grotesquely “over the
top.” At the same time, the definition of the elements of the
baroque style inevitably rests on Heinrich Wélfflin's exam-
ination of the “disintegration” of the art of the Renaissance,
which in his Renaissance und Barock (1888) was given the very
name “baroque’” The baroque period was, for Wélfflin, a cha-
otic answer to the reason of the Renaissance, a chaos aimed
at showing transience, unrest, change, vertigo, monumentality
and multiplication. If the Renaissance aimed at the establish-
ment of perfection, art as a representation of the ideal, then
the baroque was the degeneration of this.# It eschewed the
Gt nthe barodue. making ftthe fret “Entartete Kunath as the Nesis calied

art after modernism: Heinrich Wolfflin, Renaissance und Barock, 4th edition
(Miinchen: F. Bruckmann, 1908), 1.
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static, linear, balanced and proportional techniques of the art
that had preceded it.

The absent presence of the body was a key compo-
nent of baroque visual art understood, as Wolfflin does, as
the expression of an historical movement (occurring in the
sixteenth- and seventeenth-century West). The human figure
is here often represented as clad, or concealed, and in move-
ment. Fabrics shroud the subject, like in Bernini's The Ecstasy
of St Theresa. At the same time, the period is full of invocations
of “memory tissue,” both in the form of hair (to its most
extreme transmutations such as Caravaggios Medusa with
serpents replacing a full crown of hair) and in vanitas motifs
of static skulls and bones (or rotting fruit as in Caravaggios
Bacchus) underlining the transience of existence.

To the extent that baroque art of the period in question
showed an ideal state, it did so by means of deferring that ac-
complishment to a metaphysical domain. This is why the end
of transience is portrayed through the means of vertiginous
opulence. We cannot pretend to transport ourselves there
through reason. We can only be moved, corporeally, to feel
the difference between the immanent world that we inhabit
and this beyond. Perfection is only ever ethereal. Beauty is
a way to approach the glory of the divine, but the approach
itself is fractal: forever extending the closer we think we are
to it. Only “memory tissue” is static, but at the same time it
shows something that no longer is. In this sense the histor-
ical baroque combined a future apoptosis of the spectator,
deferred and always to come, with her realization of a future
(understood imminently) physical degeneration and decay.

We have in the field of art become accustomed, through
seminal works like The Return of the Baroque in Modern Culture
(2004) by Gregg Lambert, to thinking about a certain interrup-
tion of the modernist project through the baroque (unhinged
from time) as an almost spectral revenant. But these theories
are now by and large inoperative, as they were developed in
a dialogue with a discourse on the “post—modern" that today
seems conceptually drained. It holds little explanatory or
other value to compare an artist like Signe Johannessen to a
“post-modern baroque” when contemporary artworks in that
genre have ossified to an academic second-rate surrealism.
This also prompts a separation of the question of the “instal-
lation” from the modernism-minimalism quarrels of the 1960s
and yos. We could instead, tentatively define a conceptual
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baroque staged through installations as a practice of trying,
with all available means, to show that which is not there

(for example flesh). Art here becomes preoccupied with the
presence (and not absence as in minimalism) of the empty
kernel. It is for the same reason an art that is not afraid of the
transcendental; an art that seeks to physically rub shoulders
(or get its hands dirty) with that which it cannot know, rather
than reifying a work or an experience. As a consequence, the
former arch enemies of high modernism and minimalism
suddenly share more with each other than they do with this
new form of installation.

Signe Johannessen has in a number of recent works
explored the large question of life and art as flesh. The main
installation of Trophy at Ystad konstmuseum (2020) constitutes
a comprehensive commentary on “memory tissue” that in
a visceral manner encourages the spectator to consider her
own embodiment in the room. This is a further development
of the vanitas theme present in older works like Thank You for
Carrying (2015-), The Beast & The Eye of the Cyclone (2015—2017) and
Contamination of Evidence (2013—2014) to mention some exam-
ples. Whereas many of these works centre around classic
hard tissue like bones, there is an equally important strain in
her work devoted to fur and hair as an intersection between
cladding and tissue. This is the case in Protector (2018), which
contains, mounted on a frame, the hide of a horse with the
mane and tail intact (that have been plaited in performances
in connection with the exhibition of the work).

Various entities are continuously connected in the
work of Johannessen. On a general level the spectator is
connected with the work. This is perhaps the most impor-
tant part of the post-modern baroque discourse to salvage
and bring over to the conceptual baroque discussed here.
That is to say, that, in the words of Lambert “the body of
the spectator — meaning both the physical and emotional
surfaces of the aesthetic representation — can be understood
to comprise the extended materiality of the art-work itself’s
There are also connections made between life and death that
put into question the categories of media and materiality.
Furthermore, and maybe most problematically for the ques-
tion of the flesh, there are post-humanist queries regarding
connections between different species.

5 Gregg Lambert, The Return of the Baroque in Modern Culture (London: Continu-
um, 2004), 33.
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This myriad of different connections (in an installation
format) could be seen as an art that exhausts itself, that is to
say the kind of decadence that runs as a line from Wolfflin
to the post-modern baroque. Lambert, via Jorge Luis Borgess
understanding of the baroque as the “final stage in all art”
where art “flaunts and squanders its resources, sees baroque
veins of “hatred and self-caricature” even in high-modernist
I'art pour Iart® None of this is useful when approaching the
conceptual art of Johannessen and her contemporaries. The
installations are, for all their baroque excesses, austerely
sincere. They can be playful, but rarely relying on irony or
other forms of exclusionary tactics. One way to understand
this difference is that this art is built on exactly that, difference.
The connections are connections by virtue of also being
separations. The notions of “connecting” and “separating”
here become transductive, implying each other, rather than
remaining mutually exclusive.

Subtle peripeteias setting connection and separation
against each other are especially evident in Johannessens
recent video works such as Rupture (2018), Puppy Play (2020)
and Mr. Deer (2020). There are humans stalking deer in Rupture,
shifting to a new scenery when the deer stalks the ruins of a
human civilization. In Puppy Play there is a shift from day to
night accompanied by the introduction of'a real dog into a
group of children that have previously played at being puppies
without this presence. A stag in Mr. Deer at first elicits desire
for its virility, and later, is finally swallowed by the equalising
maternal ground through the force of the sexualised gaze. Aes-
thetically these plots are also united by their sustained focus
on inorganic cladding (clothes) and organic (fur) covering the
absent presence of the flesh of the protagonists.

The transient and processual levels of Johannessens art,
and the flesh it encircles, make it a good candidate to be read
with and through Gilles Deleuze’s notion of the baroque as
an operating function rather than something containing an
essence. In this definition, the baroque (for Deleuze a philo-
sophical concept rather than a historical period) becomes the
opposite of degeneration and exhaustion, as it folds itself into
the infinite.” The fold becomes a central image for the ba-
roque in Deleuze’s interpretation: one flexible or elastic body
being ever-capable of folding itself into new divisions.8 This

6 Ibid., 139-140. .
7 Gilles Deleuze, Le pli. Leibniz et le baroque (Paris: Les Editions de Minuit, 1988), 5.
8 Ibid., 9.
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Protector, 2018. Horsehide, steel, Photo: Jean Baptiste Berangér.




folding can incorporate everything, include all externalities
(monadically), but it does so through a division into contrary
or opposite parts.? The fold has a “duplicity” (a contradiction
and a doubleness: duplicité), two sides where the contradic-
tions uphold (relaunch, relance) each other0

There are in Deleuze, echoes of Maurice Merleau-Pon-
ty's concept of the co-joined nature of the visible and the
invisible. The two sides are not two worlds, but one that
connects and separates (for example exterior and interior).
These combinations, Deleuze names emblems or allegories
forming an entrexpression (a between-pressing-out)." A trait
of the baroque is thus, for Deleuze, that the exterior is on
the outside and the interior on the inside.’2 The monadic
is not homogenous or levelling (as in decadent readings of
the baroque), but on the other hand it is communicative,
or with a condition of what he later calls compossibilité.13
Reaching back to the Stoics, he adds that nothing is divisible
or separate, but that all “conspires.14

A fixity of exterior and interior is not, for Deleuze,
translatable to a fixity of principle, nor is he saying that the
two are easily inverted. Deleuze argues instead, that the “ba-
roque solution” to the question of principle is to multiply
the principles, and in doing so change their use. It replaces
the concept of “law” with a universal jurisprudence of
developing usages.’> This opens up the possibility of under-
standing the baroque as a way to think or act, rather than as
a prescribed set of beliefs or forms. Therefore, the baroque
can also come to be an infinite practice, a category outside of
time that includes all times to come; for Deleuze, represented
emblematically in the folding fabrics that seem to have no
beginning or end found in the “Baroque period” of art history.

Signe Johannessen implicitly mobilises this conceptual
arsenal to address the specific question of the existence of a
“post-human” artistic expression. We might say that she folds
the question of our inexorable belonging, as animals, to this
planet that can itself be seen as an organism: the Gaia hypoth-
esis of James Lovelock and Lynn Margulis. The creasing line

9 Ibid., 31-33.
10 Ibid., 42.
1" Ibid., 44. The concept of entr'expression is notoriously difficult to translate. Tom

Conley leaves it unchanged (in italics) in his translation, see Gilles Deleuze, The
Fold: Leibniz and the Baroque, trans. Tom Conley (London: The Athlone Press,
1993), 31.

12 Deleuze, Le pli, 49.
13 Ibid., 67.
14 Ibid., 75.
15 Ibid., 91.
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of the fold runs, in Johannessen, between life and death, be-
tween human and animal, between animal and plant, between
plant and solid earth and so on and so forth. What we are
presented with is a mythopoetic cosmology of connections
and separations.

The art of Johannessen, and of the conceptual baroque
in general, is, in its folding, decidedly anti-Romantic, in con-
trast to many emergent post-humanist artistic practices. These
tend to ignore the problem of the absent presence of the flesh
and speak from the point of view of the whole as in-differ-
entiated totality (holon), rather than a structured one (cosmos).
That is to say: they speak from death rather than from life.
What does it then mean to “speak from life”? It is to position
the enunciation in a place of debt, as in the flesh we owe (ours
and that of those species that we kill) but that we cannot repay
while still being alive. It could potentially be translated to
aresponsibility to the life that we do not own as it is, effective-
ly, mortgaged. A responsibility that furthermore can be seen
as demanding our profound care for our environment, not as
a practice of self-effacing penitence nor patronising steward-
ship. The art arising from this engagement with the world will
reveal the careful folding of existence: an embracing and a
letting go.
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