The light of dawn drowning in the clear plastic of space
A conversation with artist Zeno van den Broek on his new installation Forming Folds
Screens are increasingly transforming how we interact with physical space. In Forming Folds,
an installation commissioned by LIMA, the multidisciplinary artist Zeno van den Broek fuses
sound, text and visual elements from different digital sources and the physical realm. Forming
Folds allows the visitor to explore a spatial experience beyond our human perception, beyond
the screens that alter and ‘protect’ us. Manique Hendricks, curator at LIMA, discusses the
installation Forming Folds with Zeno van den Broek.
At the moment you are finalising a new installation titled Forming Folds, which is
produced by LIMA. Can you tell me how the idea of making an audiovisual installation in
the form of a horizontally rotating screen came to life?
My work always starts with a concept and research: for Forming Folds this concept revolves
around the relationship between the omnipresent digital layer in our daily life and our perception
of space. I aim to create a coherent work of art in which every layer and element relate to the
concept and each other. So in this train of thought, the installation’s physical form should
strongly connect to the visual elements on the screen. During my research, I became fascinated
by how a painting, a rectangular frame with an image, can function as a window into another
world and how this relates to the digital rectangles we carry around daily. Whereas the painting
is fixed in time and space on a wall, our smart devices constantly change perspective and
position: I wanted to be able to compose these spatial movements and make them an integral
part of the installation. The choreography of the rotation of the screen is also connected to the
movement of the ‘sound space’: creating an audiovisual space within the physical space the
installation is presented in.
How is the process in making this work evolving?
The process of creating Forming Folds has been a continuous movement between the digital
and the physical: the programming of the visuals, filming locations, the composition of the
sound, recording spaces and the building of the installation. These different worlds feed into
each other, for example the sound composition is mainly built up out of electromagnetic
recordings which are all generated by the machine itself. The computer, electronics and motor
of the installation all emit electromagnetic waves when they’re operating. I have captured these
waves and structured them to form the soundtrack of the installation. This method also applies
to other aspects of the installation, language and text for example are present in both the visuals
and the sound track, feeding into each other and layering into complex patterns. A part of the
overlaying structure of the piece is composed in time; this works in combination with generative
elements such as the AI generated text so the resulting experience is always different.
Forming Folds focuses on the relation between the digital and the human spatial
perception, how is this expressed in the work?

This relation forms the core of the work; it is expressed by connecting and layering various
elements of both the digital and the physical realms: filmed material of lifeless facades are
merged with generative images of broken screen aesthetics, and a reading of ‘Species of
Spaces’ by George Perec is intertwined with text generated by an AI trained on that same text
and Wikipedia pages discussing spatial analyses. With this merging and melting together of
various sources, I aim to find new perspectives of spatial perception that go beyond our human
perception and the screens we utilise to navigate and orientate in physical space.
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In what ways are digital tools and the increased connectivity within our networks
influencing our perception of public spaces?
The network society has had a significant impact on the use of public space: whereas these
spaces used to be a place to meet the ‘other’, to be confronted with something different from the
habitual, which could lead to reflection and new insights, now these spaces have become mere
spaces of transit, used to move as efficient as possible between the safe and familiar points in
our network. However, at the same time, digital tools have enabled us to connect far beyond our
physical form, not only to others in our network but also to vast sources of information which
open up new perspectives on places. This digital layer is often so immersive and convincing that
it overshadows reality with its dirty edges and imperfect surfaces. Therefore, in Forming Folds,
I’m using the glitch as a recurring element in both the sound and the visual aspects of the
installation: the glitch breaks the spell of the digital, through its gaps we connect to the physical
space.
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Text from the 1974 publication ‘Species of Spaces’ by French essayist George Perec will
be part of the work, how does this translate to an audiovisual installation?
I encountered ‘Species of Spaces’ when I was studying architecture; it struck a chord with me
because it’s so beautiful in its almost naive sensorial description of spaces and their relations to
memories and experiences. For this installation, I wanted to use this sensitive perspective for its
human and physical depiction of space. To make it even more physical, I had a friend, Philip
Marshall, read and record parts of the text on his phone. To contrast this humane side, I trained
a GPT-2 algorithm on Perec’s text and countless Wikipedia pages discussing spatial analyses
and perception: on one side, the humane and sensitive perception and on the other, a dry
analytical reading of space. The AI can now generate new and often disturbing texts about
space and how we occupy them, balancing the analytical and the natural. One of my favourite
generated sentences is: ‘The monk peers through the windows of an apartment, above all else;
he sees only the light of dawn drowning in the clear plastic of space.’
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The concept of posthumanism is apparent in the creation of this new work, where does
this fascination come from?
Yes, that is right. The idea of spatial perception through technology and new perspectives opens
borders on the posthuman. I am more interested in how these technologies and the digital layer,
the information we always have at hand, and the options to navigate and relate to our
surroundings infiltrate and alter our perception. Not as some super-human being but more like a
human being with a pretty distorted relation to physical space due to the digital layer that goes
beyond our senses. We all know the feeling of being guided by Google Maps to a new place in
an unfamiliar city and having no clue where we are, no idea how to relate to this new place
except for the reason we went there, to begin with. But simultaneously, the same technology
enables us to gather endless information about that exact location. We can look down on
ourselves from a bird's eye perspective with the pinch of two fingers to give an example. I'm
fascinated by how this changed our physical perception and relation to space, I guess it's not
textbook posthuman, but it's certainly altering our senses.
Can you tell me something about the visitor experience? Once the work is exhibited, how
do people move around in this installation, can they interact with the work? What do you
hope they will experience and take with them?
I want to place someone who encounters Forming Folds inside of a virtual space which is
layered onto the exhibition space: the monitor is placed horizontally and the visitors encounter it
almost like circling a campfire, or a pond. The monitor’s rotation shifts the visitor’s perspective to
the screen. Simultaneously the digital space depicted on the screen also rotates, creating a
distorted relation to the filmed or generated space presented on the flat rectangle of the screen.
At the same time, the quadraphonic speaker setup creates a ‘sound space’ which virtually
rotates in relation to the monitor, the rotation of the sound space shifts the connection between
this virtual space and the physical space of the exhibition room. For this concept, it was vital to
create and show the computational brain of the installation to the visitor. In the open aluminium
construction, you can see the encased computer calculating and generating the digital content,
creating the new digital spaces and altering the physical space. The visitor will have to position
themself in relation to the moving images, the rotating monitor and the immersive sound and is
hopefully triggered to explore this positioning, resulting in an intensified awareness of the body
in relation to space and the digital.
Your background is in architecture, how is this reflected in Forming Folds and previous
projects?
For me, the most important aspect of architecture has always been the relation between the
built environment and the human, the person using or exploring the space created by the
architecture. There is never a tabula rasa: there is always a context with which the newly built or
created has to relate to and create a new reality. This way of thinking is also present in my art: I
use audiovisual means to relate to the space and context the work is performed or presented,
often resulting in location-specific pieces. The Forming Folds installation works with this notion
both in the audiovisual content and in the physical presentation form. Forming Folds is the first
work I've used filmed footage of architecture: during the Covid lockdowns, I became fascinated
by how certain areas of the city transformed. Especially the areas which are built up out of office
buildings became quite disturbing, almost unrealistic. The dark and empty buildings waiting to

be occupied again reminded me of monitors and screens on display in stores, the shiny
surfaces lacking content and information. Filming these facades and using them as an
ingredient to process in my visual algorithms became one of the key elements of Forming Folds.

