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technological progress. 

These works are enjoyable in their 

vague, poetic sadness, but with nowhere 

to go from this feeling, ultimately lack a 

critical edge, which others attempt, rather 

desperately, to make up for. Pinar Yoldas’ 

video Artificial Intelligence for Governance, the 

Kitty AI (2016) channels a host of academic 

references from Paul Virilio to the Uncanny 

Valley through a cute kitten, intentionally 

rendered in the style of ten or so years ago. 

Yoldas’ premise is intriguing: a future in 

which artificial intelligence systems will be 

better at governing societies than people. 

But the perspective of the retro-kitten is 

confusing: “Us millennials don’t know 

concepts like scarcity and frugality,” it 

says, “We had experienced violence, but 

only in video games/We had experienced 

loss but only when we lost our iPhones.” 

In a world of neverending crises and war, 

it seems misguided to refer to the apathy 

of a middle-class minority as at all repre-

sentative of our time, and the intersecting 

meta-layers of the retro-digital rendering 

and the kitten-headphones worn by the 

audience, in the end, are more bewildering 

than incisive.  

The presumption of such a particular 

“we” is the Achilles heel of another ambitious 

work in the show, Nicolas Maigret and Maria 

Roszkowska’s Predictive Art Bot (2016)–an 

algorithm that sources current discourses 

to generate new concepts for art, creatively 

displayed for the exhibition on an army of 

small fan ventilators. The concepts, e.g. “A 

post-digital secret society undermining the 

credibility of accelerationism,” are hilari-

ously absurd, and reveal that algorithms, 

like humans, can only innovate through 

the recomposition of existing elements. 

But the value of this art-academic inside 

joke is questionable, especially considering 

its place in an exhibition with so many of 

such elusive concepts at play to varying 

degrees of success.  

While, in this way, some works have 

taken on more footnotes than they can juggle, 

others, such as Evan Roth’s monumental 

sculpture Burial Ceremony (2015/17)–two 

kilometers of fiber-optic cable laid out in 

the shape of the infinity sign–are striking in 

their simplicity. In an equally sophisticated 

gesture, Constant Dullaart’s photo series 

Dull Dream (2017) turns Google’s Deep 

Dream technology on its head. Where Deep 

Dream is used to recognize faces, objects 

and speech by intensifying characteristics, 

Dull Dream’s algorithm does the opposite, 

dissolving images into eerie planes of shad-

ow and light. This work poses a practical 

challenge to increasing surveillance and 

regulation through technology to a striking 

aesthetic effect. 

Not simple at all is Suzanne Treister’s 

HFT The Gardener (2014-15), an elaborate 

story of an investment banker who merges his 

consciousness with algorithmic intelligence 

allowing him to become a successful artist. 

The story plays out in a curiously boring 

BBC-style artist’s documentary, and a series 

of stunning colorful mind maps indexing the 

worlds of business and pharmaceuticals as 

if they were flora and fauna. In a show that 

ranges from pseudo-academic indulgence to 

aimlessly nostalgic tech-anxiety, Treister’s 

work is eccentric and unusual in the best 

sense. Along with a host of the other works, 

it makes for thought-provoking exhibition, 

albeit one in which “alien matter” remains 

rather too alien. Kristian Vistrup Madsen

Hosted by Berlin’s Haus der Kulturen 

der Welt as part of the annual transmedi-

ale festival on art and digital culture, the 

exhibition “alien matter” showcases works 

by thirty international artists that reflect 

on artificial intelligence in technological 

artifacts as kind of new, unpredictable 

material, not entirely within our control. 

“It’s so cold here in the dark/Alone 

here in the dark/All of us here still” says the 

pleading voice of a black refrigerator in Mark 

Leckey’s film GreenScreenRefrigeratorAction 

(2010). Against the backdrop of HD photo 

collages, we follow the refrigerator’s search 

for friendly relatives from a black computer 

case to the Kaaba of Mecca. Never realized 

in spite of many attempts, the intelligent 

fridge is an emblem technological f lop, 

just as its visual reminiscence of the iconic 

black monolith of Kubrick’s 2001: A Space 

Odyssey skilfully imbues the work with the 

disappointed, yet humorous melancholy of 

living “after” the digital revolution. 

The theme of affect in technology recurs 

in a suite of the works in the exhibition, 

often attaching itself, as in Leckey, to the 

grain of the voice. In Ignas Krunglevicius’ 

video Hard Body Trade (2015) crisp computer 

generated speech asks, among other things, 

“Do you know that feeling, honey, when 

Candy Crush is asking for your money?” as 

we pan over surreally beautiful aerial shots 

of mountain landscapes. This work becomes 

sad as we realize the hollow cadence is more 

real to us than the obscene natural splendour, 

bringing to mind more than anything else 

computer desktop backgrounds. Joep van 

Liefland’s Video Palace #44 – The Hidden 

Universe–a large monument made out of 

20,000 VHS cassettes–plays to a similar 

emotion at the intersection of generalized 

nostalgia and alienation in the face of rapid 
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Pinar Yoldas, Artificial Intelligence for Governance, the Kitty AI, 2016, video
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