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A Sense of Hope

Towards an Aesthetics Between Denialism and Apocalyptic Environmentalism

Boris Brorman Jensen
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I visited the Seto Inland Sea as part of a delegation of Danish
architects eager to study potential strategies for regional
development. It seemed quite obvious that the cultural ventures
on the islands of Naoshima, Teshima and Inujima could
somehow be implemented in different scales and variations
at a number of locations in Denmark struggling with similar
problems of shrinking and ageing populations. At least from
an overseas perspective, the prime examples of outstanding
architecture on the three islands resembled the ‘Rural Bilbao
Model’ every Danish regional planner is searching for. A
genuinely ambitious rural-aid package just waiting to be
plagiarised. But I got it wrong. The visit completely dismantled
my naive presumptions. The lessons learned were much
more radical and transformative than I ever anticipated. The
underlying notions on which my compass of cultural geography
rested and my preconceived ideas of an enlightened division of
labour between art, religion and science somehow collapsed,
leaving me with a profound sense of uncertainty about the very
idea of progress. However, my personal ‘Insular Insight’ also
left me with a vague sense of hope. I have spent hours and
hours trying to grasp the attempt of phenomenology to build a
connection between subject, matter and landscape. This was
an eye-opening experience that made me aware of a different
dimension. Here I felt something in real time, 1:1, which I'm
only gradually beginning to comprehend. Finding no help in
any existing theory seeking to close the gap between subject
and object. This was something more fundamental. More real.

The first thing that struck me like a mental whiplash was
the anachronistic rigidity of the centre-periphery dichotomy I
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carried around with me. And this is not just 7y misconception.
The cultural economic rationales behind the prevailing Danish
regional development programmes are based on stable notions
of centre and periphery. An established, if not completely
naturalised concept of culture as something primarily
generated by urban density and a fixed view of centrality as
something gravitating around power structures. Like bugs
swarming around lamp posts at night. A historic belief in the
metropolitan project as a progressive mechanism pushing back
an imagined frontier towards uncivilised territory. A notion
of The Great City as the very antithesis of nature—with
pockets of lush landscape functioning as cultural retreats and
symbols of successful colonisation. A mental map referring to
a static image of spatial figure-ground constellations that was
drastically destabilised by what I saw and experienced during

my short visit.

It was a pleasant and at the same time gently accumulating
shock to witness art and architecture conspire with nature.
Just leaving the supposed mainland was exciting. As the visual
bombardment of endless sprawl flying by outside the windows
of the high-speed train slowed down, my sensory system
initiated a transformation process. The modest pace of Inujima
cured my tunnel vision. Out of nowhere, a rich universe of
delicate sounds and visual details began to emerge. I suddenly
realised that impressionist sensibility is much sharper and
much more focused than any photographic picture. I stopped
using my iPhone because it couldn’t capture what I saw. I don’t
know why, but my shoes began to irritate me. My bare feet had
a better grip.

Entering James Turrell’s Open Field installation at the
Chichu Art Museum was the first straightforward shock. The
experience utterly suspended my figure-ground schemata. I
found myself fully engulfed by an aesthetic world connection.
Finding myself, for the first time, in a kind of non-locality.
As 1 experienced space becoming light I felt my own senses
fluctuating in an ethereal universe of airy blue matter. I was
being decentred. The shock therapy continued when I was
taken to the Backside of the Moon. It took a few minutes for
the sensory detox to work. Then I felt like my sense of vision
had acquired an extra dimension. A deepening of vision,
causing a drawing in or centring of what I will call, for lack of
a better term, my perimeter senses. Here, in the vast darkness
of a fairly small wooden building, I realised how culture takes
place everywhere. That culture does not operate from a fixed
position. I was not speculating or trying to fathom a deeper
meaning as I wandered around on the three small islands. But
sitting completely stunned on the smooth floor of the Teshima
Art Museum, watching the formations of water behaving like
mercury spills and listening to the architecturally amplified
sound of wild birds flying out of sight, I understood that we
cannot go back to nature. There is no return to innocence. We
have to move forward to nature as the Icelandic singer Bjérk
has put it.

With all due respect to the powerful and almost endless
register of artistic expressions, I do not think that this can be
achieved by art alone. Neither by science nor religion. The
deliberate conspiracy of art, architecture and nature that is
being tested on the three islands gave me an idea that reaches
beyond the question of regional development and revitalisation.
What about all the rest? We have reached the Age of
Humankind. Studies are indicating that humans are causing
the sixth mass extinction. Scientists are now speaking about
“The Anthropocene’, an era where our accumulated activities
have become the biggest single factor of global warming
threatening eventually to change the earth’s geological
condition. To claim that The Great City or the opposite: The
Great Retreat to a beautiful island or any other remote utopian
setting, is the solution to this cataclysmic perspective is, in my
view, a great lie. In order to survive the Age of Humankind we
have to find a way to decentre not only culture but humankind
at large.

Initially, I was a little sceptical, if not actually critical, of the
seemingly deliberate blend of an almost religious atmosphere
with an artistic aura and virtually scientific manipulations
of senses that is so gracefully orchestrated in the distinctive
venues. To me, modern art is by definition liberated from
reverence or subjugation and should therefore never pursue a
religious purpose. Nor should art be committed to serving any
scientific truth or reality. Art found a secular way to express
what was once the exclusive domain of religion. We do not
have to understand art by trying to falsify its truths. But maybe
it’s time to consider how these three separate realms, all driven
by great curiosity, can join forces? Since they became liberated
from religious dogmas and other constraining systems, art,
science and spiritual curiosity have pursued the great mystery
of existence in two directions. Outwards: into endless space;
and inwards: into the infinite world of matter. But what about

the middle ground? The space we occupy here and now?

I do believe that science is, to some extent, driven by an
innocent inquisitiveness, just like art and religion. The
instinctive urge of a free spirit. A basic human motivation to
read and interpret our surrounding environment and a deep
desire to understand the space around us and the very matter
of which we are made. A life-affirming activity to the extent
that cognition and human existence appear to coincide. Cogito
ergo sum, to borrow the Cartesian perspective. To bite into
the apple from the Tree of Knowledge might be considered
the original sin, but to reach out, see and discover new things
and relations is essentially a creative act. A fundamental
human undertaking, which of course also involves a sense of
pure necessity. We seek new knowledge in order to survive,
which gives science a crucial practical purpose. I also support
the altruistic idea that the creative power of science is an
open source we hand on to future generations. Something
we proudly share, notwithstanding the fact that science also
plays a more sinister role, as a secret enterprise and a key
instrument in the modern arms race. But somehow I can no
longer pin my hope on natural science. Despite their life-
affirming and creative foundation, most scientific studies
nowadays seem to be carried out with the more or less direct
intention of controlling and manipulating our environment. It
seems a depressing paradox that this great endeavour of both
joy and struggle for survival has become the ultimate threat
against us and all other species on the planet. I feel trapped
in an ontological crisis, calling out for help. Religion reaches
out with a promise of salvation after death and describes a
wide range of apocalyptical future scenarios for life here on
earth. Scientifically driven progress has not, so far, provided a
techno-fix that makes our lifestyle viable. So far, all geological
matter has been assigned a value determined by our cultural
activities. What if we tried to turn around the logic of this self-
destroying dynamic?

Perhaps aesthetics can convey a sustainable path in between

denialism and apocalyptic environmentalism?

Boris Brorman Jensen

Born 1968, Denmark. Boris Brorman Jensen is an independent researcher, consultant
and practicing architect MAA with more than fifteen years of research and teaching
experience from architectural schools and universities around the world. He studied at
the Aarhus School of Architecture, pursued graduate studies at the State University of
New York in Buffalo and earned a PhD from Aalborg University. He has been a visiting
academic at the University of Sydney and a guest lecturer at Chulalongkorn University
in Bangkok and the Oslo School of Architecture and Design as well as an Aga Khan
Fellow at Harvard Graduate School of Design. From august 2017 part time associate
professor at The Royal Danish Academy of Arts, School of Architecture, KADK.
Boris has published and exhibited numerous research projects on globalization, urban
development and architectural theory and been involved in a number of urban design
and planning projects with various collaborators. He has curated the Danish Pavillion at
the 15th Venice Architecture Biennale in 2016 together with Danish architectural critic
and philosopher Kristoffer Lindhardt Weiss.





