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ABSTRACT 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

We are living in the era of the Plasticene where the accumulated material of our present is 

forever affecting our possible futures. Plastic is emblematic of both abundance of synthetic 

inventions and ecological concerns.  My thesis and artworks, by drawing on New Materialist 

and Post Humanist discourse, explores how plastic materiality has ethical and ecological 

implications.  Philosopher, quantum physicist and New Materialist Karen Barad’s ‘intra-

activity’ underpins my research and artistic output.  By applying Barad’s intra-active 

philosophy my artworks present and explore the dynamism between plastic matter and 

ourselves. My installation artworks are explorations of plastic material relationships and 

consequences that emerge from our contemporary reality.   Plastics are altering our 

environments and our own physiology, and influencing our perspectives. We affect the 

Plasticene and create differences in the world, while the Plasticene affects us and inflects 

and creates differences in us.  Through my exegesis and ‘intra-active’ installations I explore 

and highlight how we are bound, entangled and ethically implicated by the plastic materials 

and objects that are forever altering us and our world.  
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INTRODUCTION 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
It matters what matters we use to think matters with; it matters what stories we tell to tell 
others stories with; it matters what knots knot knots, what thoughts think thoughts, what 
descriptions describe descriptions, what ties tie ties. It matters what stories make worlds, 
what worlds make stories. 
  
 

Donna Haraway 
Staying with the trouble: Making kin in the Chthulucene 

 2016, p.11-12 
 
 
 
 
 
All bodies, not merely "human" bodies, come to matter through the world's iterative intra-
activity-its performativity. 
  
 

Karen Barad 
Meeting the universe halfway: Quantum physics and the entanglement of matter and 

meaning 
2007, p.152 
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The chapters to come will expound on how my artworks are explorations of and responses 

to material relations in our current epoch of the Plasticene1 where the human proliferation 

of plastic waste has forever altered the world’s ecologies and possible futures. By focusing 

the materiality of my artworks on ready-made plastic materials and plastic objects prevalent 

in our contemporary world, my artworks explore changes in perspectives and 

understandings about how we affect the matter of the world and how it affects us.  Our 

contemporary lives are enmeshed with the products, processes and technologies of 

synthetic inventions and my artistic practice explores and engages in this entanglement. My 

‘intra-active’ artworks draw attention to our enjoyment of plastic materials and society’s 

inherent desire for plasticity, newness and change, all while plastic matter continues to 

affect vast ecological changes and harm to the world. My artworks are intended to 

challenge and alter their audience’s contemporary mattering relationships with plastics - to 

prompt them to consider our ethical responsibilities to all matter. 

First I wish to introduce four main terms that are threaded throughout the exegesis: ‘intra-

active’, ‘spect-actor’, ‘apparatus’ and ‘becoming’. Other theoretical terms will also be 

introduced in the further chapters in support of the development of my intra-active 

artworks.  

I apply Barad’s ‘intra-activity’ in my artworks to highlight agency as the dynamism between 

forces.  Interaction is the action between determinant bodies, where Barad’s ‘intra-action’ 

differs as it sees matter as indeterminate through ongoing exchange and influences. 

 
Reality is composed not of things in-themselves or things-behind-phenomena but of 
things-in-phenomena. The world is a dynamic process of intra-activity and 
materialization in the enactment of determinate causal structures with determinate 
boundaries, properties, meanings, and patterns of marks on bodies (Barad, 2007, 
p.140). 
 

In intra-activity entities are constantly in a process and dynamics of reconfiguring exchange. 

The conception recognises that humans and non-humans are always subjective and situated 

                                                 
1
 The Plasticene term was applied in a 2014 New York Times Editorial Notes from the Plasticene Epoch. The 

article highlighted the new concerns of plastic waste in the world’s oceans. 
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in relation to their experiences and environments and rejects classical humanist objectivity 

and separation of matter. Intra-action sees all matter as entangled in intra-activity2.  

 

 

 Figure 1 Korin Lesh, Self Portrait: Plastic Thinking (Thinking tool - conceptual exploration with plastic accumulations), 2019, digital image 

                                                 
2
 Barad (2007) comments, “[t]he world is an open process of mattering through which mattering itself acquires 

meaning and form through the realization of different agential possibilities. Temporality and spatiality emerge 
in this processual historicity. Relations of exteriority, connectivity, and exclusion are reconfigured. The 
changing topologies of the world entail an ongoing reworking of the notion of dynamics itself. Dynamics are a 
matter not merely of properties changing in time but of what matters in the ongoing materializing of different 
spacetime topologies. The world is intra-activity in its differential mattering” (p.141). 
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The term ‘spect-actor’ (Boal, 1974; Penny, 2017) is introduced for the active audiences of 

my intra-active artworks. I apply spect-actor to highlight the entanglement between the 

viewer and art object. It draws attention to the interconnected relationship between 

audiences to the materiality and experiences of my artworks.  Spect-actor highlights how we 

are never separate from the matter web of life and that humans are entangled with both 

the human and non-human in ongoing, discursive relationships with the environments they 

find themselves in. 

 
I perceive my installations of ready-made plastics with spect-actor audiences as 

‘apparatuses’ that produce certain determinant meanings and materiality, while excluding 

other meanings and material beings. Apparatus is a translation of the term dispositif which 

was developed by post structuralist philosopher Michel Foucault. While expounding on 

Michel Foucault’s terminology and conception of dispositif (in What is a Dispositif? Deleuze 

& Lapoujade 2006) philosopher Gilles Deleuze describes a dispositif like a machine or 

relational mechanism of power entanglements that make us see and think in certain ways. I 

apply ‘apparatus’ as Karen Barad extends on this definition. To Barad (2007) apparatuses are 

not to “be understood purely as technologies of the social (as opposed to the natural) in the 

sense suggested by theorists of political and social practices” (p.169). To Barad apparatuses 

are practices through which divisions in matter are created or configured and create power 

relations. Barad’s power relations however are not only concerned with social relations 

between humans but are also concerned with matter and all mattering potentials. To Barad 

apparatuses reconfigure matter and implicate the very matter and substance of what the 

world is and can become. Barad (2007) declares that: 

 
…apparatuses are not mere instruments or devices that can be deployed as neutral 
probes of the natural world, or determining structures of a social nature, but neither 
are they merely laboratory instruments or social forces that function in a 
performative mode. Apparatuses are not merely about us. And they are not merely 
assemblages that include nonhumans as well as humans. Rather, apparatuses are 
specific material reconfigurings of the world that do not merely emerge in time but 
iteratively reconfigure spacetimematter as part of the ongoing dynamism of 
becoming” (p.142). 
 

Spect-actor relations with my artworks are part of apparatuses. These apparatuses want to 

reconfigure our liaisons with plastic by drawing attention to how our bodies enjoy seductive 
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plastic materiality. My artworks explore how plastics through use and experiences have 

become defamiliarised to us, while the accumulations of plastics continue to grow and 

wreak devastating effects on ourselves and the planet.   

 
Throughout this thesis I deploy the term ‘becoming’ as the potential of change – the 

dynamic possibilities of what change may be. Initially I sought to apply ‘being’ in the terms 

of Martin Heidegger’s ‘daesin’. Heidegger’s concept of being can be understood as the 

experience peculiar to humans - a dynamic process informed by our bodies and minds 

having been affected by our activities and relations to matter in the world. Being is informed 

by our contextual temporal experiences in the world where past, present and possible 

futures create our own unique subjective experiences and selves. In relation to the 

philosophies of Gilles Deleuze and quantum physicist Karen Barad, I have chosen ‘becoming’ 

to encapsulate the ongoing exchanges with all matter that generates changes and 

possibilities. To Deleuze, becoming is a function of dynamic influences that bring about new 

ideas, understandings and uniqueness3. Deleuze’s philosophy contested humanistic theories 

of the presumed binaries of subject/object, world/representation, mind/body to more 

relational views of ontology where truth has multiplicities, and is shaped by context and 

changes.  To Karen Barad becoming through intra-activity extends upon these philosophical 

conceptions.  

 
To Barad becoming is about the ongoing exchanges between all matter that happens right 

down at a molecular level - all the time.  In Barad’s view the world is simultaneously micro 

and macro as everything we view as separated is actually related and connected and in 

phenomena - both human and non-human. Cause and effect are not separate, but rather 

have no clear boundaries and form the world in its “open ended” and “differential” 

becoming (Barad, 2003, p. 821). “Matter is substance in its intra-active becoming - not a 

thing, but a doing, a congealing of agency” (Barad, 2007, p.210). Becoming underpins the 

intentions of my intra-active artworks. By applying Barad’s use of the term, my artworks 

                                                 
3
 See Tod May’s article “When is a Deluzian becoming? (2003) that traces Deleuze’s concept of ‘becoming’ 

through his texts. The conception of becoming is related to difference that produces diversity. “[A]ll becoming 
is the unfolding of difference, there is no necessary sameness to any two becomings. What all becomings share 
is not the specific character of their creative acts, but the return to difference, difference in itself” (p.150). 
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explore the ethics and connectedness of human and non-human material entanglements in 

the Plasticene. 

Through exploration of my artwork Plastic Glow, 2019, Chapter 1 Entanglements in Plastic 

Glow  introduces my concerns about how plastic matter is emergent and contributing to our 

future material realities both human and non-human (Barad, 2007). The chapter explores 

the convergence between anti-humanism and anti-anthropocentrism4 that informs my 

artworks. I introduce contemporary Posthumanist and New Materialist concepts that my 

artworks have developed from and responded to – in particular the philosophy of quantum 

physicist and New Materialist Karen Barad’s ‘agential realism’ of ‘intra-activity’.  

 

 

Figure 2 Korin Lesh, Grasping at Memory (cushion cell detail during artwork trial), 2018, mixed media installation 

                                                 
4
 Posthumanist Rosi Braidotti (2016, p.13) explains that the convergence between anti-humanism and anti-

anthropocentricism triggered the ‘posthuman turn’. “Once the centrality of anthropos is challenged, a number 
of boundaries between ‘Man’ and his others go tumbling down, in a cascade effect that opens up unexpected 
perspectives… Animals, insects, plants and the environment - in fact, the planet and the cosmos as a whole - 
are called into play. This places a different burden of responsibility on our species, which is the primary cause 
for the mess. The fact that our geological era is known as the ‘anthropocene’ [5] stresses both the 
technologically mediated power acquired by anthropos and its potentially lethal consequences for everyone 
else” (Braidotti, 2013, p.8). 
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In Chapter 2 Kaleidoscopic Vision, I examine our relations with plastic materials and how 

they affect what we see and understand through my artwork Grasping at Memory, 2018, 

that explores the tactile signalling of plastic. A kaleidoscope installation, Grasping at 

Memory explores how plastic through repetitive touch is defamiliarised to us, just as so 

many plastics in our world are quickly overlooked and forgotten. Grasping at Memory is 

both a mattering relational experience and social experience that explores how our 

obfuscation of plastics has ethical and ecological repercussions we are just beginning to 

consider and grasp. An encounter with Grasping at Memory is temporal and playful, while 

seeking to question and transform spect-actor thinking about plastic in contrast to plastics’ 

affective qualities that our biological cognition infers. Grasping at Memory acknowledges 

the impossibility of objectivity or complete separation from other matter or apparatuses we 

are part of and highlights how our visuality5, physical responses and physiology are 

subjective to environments and experiences.  

 
In Chapter 3 Relations that matter, I draw upon the photographs of Josef Sudek, a modern 

Czech photographer, and the installations of Daniel von Sturmer, a contemporary Australian 

artist. These two artists explore the entanglement of matter and how matter contributes to 

our entangled production of the world.  My discussion highlights how our artworks apply 

semiotic references to ‘the window’ that serve to mediate viewer/spect-actor experiences 

and knowledge making - and present not as traditional humanist explorations of objectivity, 

but rather as Posthumanist and New Materialist explorations of subjectivity and 

situatedness. 

 
Chapter 4 Plastic Intra-action, introduces my four recent artworks as intra-active apparatus 

spect-actor experiences. An apparatus is not a representation, but rather an arrangement 

and disposition of elements that has powerful causal relations. These artworks as intra-

active apparatuses question our blinkered view of plastic materials and commodities as 

separate from us. They highlight how we are bound and ethically implicated by the plastic 

material realities and objects of our world. My intra-active artworks explore how our 

                                                 
5
 Hal Foster’s edited volume Vision and Visuality (1998) suggests that “vision” is the biological functions of the 

eye, while “visuality” refers to the cultural practices and values that impact vision.  



13 

 

perspectives of plastic and the very contemporary matter of the world are always situated 

and emerge through ongoing mattering exchanges.  

 

 

Figure 3 Korin Lesh, Spect-actor intra-action with dichroic film in Plastic Glow trial, 2018, digital photograph 

 

I apply in all of my intra-active artworks Karen Barad’s (2007, p.71-94) ‘diffractive 

methodology’. Diffraction is an alternative methodological approach to reflexivity. 

Reflexivity mirrors fixed positions, where diffraction pays attention to differences and their 

effects on knowledge-making processes. Barad drew on feminist science scholar Donna 

Haraway’s metaphor of diffraction.  

 
Diffraction patterns record the history of interaction, interference, reinforcement, 
difference. Diffraction is about heterogeneous history, not about originals. Unlike 
reflections, diffractions do not displace the same elsewhere, in more or less 
distorted form, thereby giving rise to industries of metaphysics. Rather, diffraction 
can be a metaphor for another kind of critical consciousness (Haraway, 1997, p.273). 
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My installations of plastic readymade items and materials explore humanistic 

understandings juxtaposed with New Materialist conceptions. The restless and relentless 

changes and transitions of modernisation and capitalism created environments and 

materials where humans could be free and self creating, but we are rarely conscious to how 

we are never separate of the matter web of life. My artworks evolved to emphasize the 

value we have placed on human agency - highlighting our species’ arrogance and lack of 

ecological concern for the plastic commodities and materials that are systemic products of 

our past and present. My intra-active artworks explore how we are currently, and will 

forever be entangled with plastic matter and they provoke us to consider how all matter 

matters.    

 

 

Figure 4 Korin Lesh, Gallery view of A breath of fresh plastic, All that is solid melts into air, Mangled: Out of Sight, and Plastic Dynamism, 

2020, mixed media installations 
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CHAPTER 1:  

Entanglements in Plastic Glow 
 

 

To an ever-increasing degree, the things of everyday life are moulded, extruded, foamed, 

stamped, vacuum formed, or otherwise fabricated of plastic. The very stuff of existence in 

the late twentieth century is synthesised in chemical refineries from petroleum, a universal 

medium of exchange. We live and work with machines, appliances, and furnishings whose 

visual appearances and tactile qualities would have seemed unnatural to our ancestors. 

Objects of plastic have so proliferated that we take them for granted. Plastic has been 

naturalized.  

          Jeffrey Meikle  

American Plastic: A Cultural History 

1995, p.1 

 

Ethics is … not about right responses to a radically exteriorized other, but about 

responsibility and accountability for the lively relationalities of becoming, of which we 

are a part. Ethics is about mattering, about taking account of the entangled 

materializations of which we are part, including new configurations, new subjectivities, 

new possibilities. Even the smallest cuts matter. Responsibility, then, is a matter of the 

ability to respond. Listening for the response of the other and an obligation to be 

responsive to the other, who is not entirely separate from what we call the self. This way 

of thinking ontology, epistemology, and ethics together makes for a world that is always 

already an ethical matter. 

 

Karen Barad 

Interview from ‘Meeting Utrecht Halfway’ event  

7th European Feminist Research Conference 

June 6, 2012 [2009]  
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Figure 5 Korin Lesh, Plastic Glow (detail photo), 2019, mixed media installation 
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In this chapter I will use my installation Plastic Glow, 2019, to highlight terminologies and 

theory that have guided and illuminated my methodology and material choices.  Presented 

in two iterations, Plastic Glow was first presented at the Nan Giese Gallery, Charles Darwin 

University, and then at Darwin Community Arts Untitled Gallery. Plastic Glow explores our 

entanglement with plastic matter and its effects on our perspectives and contemporary 

ways of ‘becoming’.  Through discussion of Plastic Glow I introduce the convergence 

between anti-humanism and anti-anthropocentrism, as informed by Karen Barad’s ‘intra-

activity’, that inform my artworks.  

 
In Plastic Glow an unspeakable spilling mass of everyday plastic items from picnic cutlery to 

children’s cups, a computer keyboard and office containers, toys and trinkets, to a hard hat 

and traffic cones - pour down from the ceiling to the gallery floor. The disposed and 

discarded plastic objects are frozen, suspended as if being poured into the gallery from the 

ceiling and inundating the space. These plastics, sourced from the Shoal Bay Recycle Depot 

over a two-month period, were cleaned to a shiny, glowing newness.  The plastic objects are 

juxtaposed with dichroic plastic sheets, dropped from supports as faux windows in the 

gallery that reflect and refract waves of light in different colours as the plastic sheets flutter 

in response to air movement and spect-actors in the space.  

 
All artefacts of culture reflect and speak about their users and creators. By using overlooked 

and ignored plastic materials in my urban environment I seek to unravel a cohesive meaning 

about why we so easily forget that our computers, desk tops, pens, chairs, air conditioners, 

wall paint and more are made from polymer materials. We are quick to recycle plastic one-

use bottles, but we overlook other objects. Our glue stick tubes, plastic sleeves, keyboards, 

plastic tubs, storage containers, car parts and so much more are also accumulating. By 

highlighting the accumulation of plastic materiality and spect-actor engagement and 

enjoyment with it Plastic Glow recognises our contemporary experiences as wedded 

subjectively to the materials and matter we encounter. We are subjective to our plastic lens 

as our visuality, and environment are enveloped in a technorama6 of plasticity.  

 

                                                 
6
 “Technorama” - Art critic and historian Hal Foster applied technorama  (1988, p. xiv) for new technologies 

that inflect and influence our historicised visuality. 
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Plastic Glow is a staged environment – the immaterial light through the dichroic films is 

beyond language and context, yet is affectively powerful and coercive as refractive colourful 

light surprises and indulges spect-actors unfamiliar with the ability of dichroic material to 

filter white light and produce shadows of vibrant colours. The light signifies transience, 

while the hefty mass of discarded plastics distorts such ephemeral experiences and draws 

attention to the accumulation of human made synthetics in our environments. The artwork 

is a spatial and relational encounter for spect-actors through temporal experiences with the 

plastic matter and other spect-actors. It is an ephemeral experience that like plastic 

commodities in our world will be surpassed by other experiences once the installation is de-

installed.  

 

 
Figure 6 Korin Lesh, Plastic Glow, Opening with spect-actors, 2019, mixed media installation 

 
Spect-actors 

For the audiences of my intra-active artworks I have borrowed the term “spect-actor” from 

theatre visionary Augusto Boal’s Theatre of the Oppressed (1974) and scholar and 

interactive artist Simon Penny’s Making Sense (2017). Spect-actor combines both the 

viewing and active qualities of a participant in a responsive space and implies the 

interconnected nature of sensory information and physical and cognitive responses as 
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acting in relation to each other. Spect-actor implies an inherent feedback loop in every 

experience as each individual is both actor and spectator in an encounter, but it also 

highlights human and environmental entanglement.  Barad (2007) comments in the preface 

for her book Meeting the Universe Halfway (2007) that: 

To be entangled is not simply to be intertwined with another, as in the joining of 
separate entities, but to lack an independent, self-contained existence. Existence is 
not an individual affair. Individuals do not preexist their interactions; rather, 
individuals emerge through and as part of their entangled intra-relating” (p.IX).  
 

As spect-actors somnambulate within Plastic Glow their movement affects the dichroic film 

to flutter which then affects the reflected and refracted colour light displays. As spect-actors 

navigate through, around and with the work their views are constantly changing. With the 

artwork spect-actor senses are conditioned by the plastic materials which consciously and 

unconsciously affect their perceptions and feedback to how they affect matter. An 

experience with Plastic Glow is emergent to the activity of the spect-actors and materials 

within it, but will also continue to materially and socially intra-act and reconfigure into the 

future through matter and discourse. 

 
Intra-active 

The plastic in Plastic Glow (2019) affects spect-actors as spect-actors engage and spend time 

with the matter elements. Barad’s (2007) agential realism argues that:   

 
…ethics is not simply about responsible actions in relation to human experiences of 
the world; rather, it is a question of material entanglements and how each intra-
action matters in the reconfiguring of these entanglements, that is, it is a matter of 
the ethical call that is embodied in the very worlding of the world” (p.160,). 

 

To Barad (2007) “all matter plays an agential role in its iterative materialisation” (p.177).  

We are accustomed to plastics, and our bodies have been unconsciously groomed to 

appreciate their hyper natural characteristics and surfaces that synthetic materials allow. An 

experience with Plastic Glow is intended to awaken realisations that the accumulation of 

polymer materials in our environments is emerging from our own intra-action with non-

human matter in the world, and that all intra-actions affect not only non-human ecologies 

and environments, but also our perspectives and the potentials of our human becomings. 
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Figure 7, Korin Lesh, Spect-actor intra-action with Plastic Glow, 2019, mixed media installation 

 

In Barad’s (2003, 2007) intra-activity, relations and phenomena are the basis of all reality – 

social and physical. Like Barad’s agential realism of intra-activity, social theorist and 

philosopher Brian Massumi argues that affect is not confined to human subjects. Massumi 

(2002) comments that, “[n]ature and culture arc in mutual movement into and through 

each other. Their continuum is a dynamic unity of reciprocal variation” (p.11). “The body 

doesn't just absorb pulses or discrete stimulations; it infolds contexts, it infolds volitions and 

cognitions that are nothing if not situated” (Massumi, 2002, p.40). Plastic Glow explores the 

interrelation, subjectivity and phenomena that emerge between all matter. It employs intra-
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action where “relata-within-phenomena emerge through specific intra-actions” (Barad, 

2007, p. 140) and is interested in how all bodies and matter are indeterminate and come to 

matter through ongoing exchanges. As spect-actors enjoy plastic objects their engagement 

in Plastic Glow makes evident how we are not disconnected observers of our realities 

amongst plastic and plasticity. We are never objective or separate from our plastic 

experiences, but are inter-related and intra-acting and affecting the plastic matter as it 

affects us.  Plastic Glow highlights how the mattering of seductive plastics has ethical 

consequences of vast ongoing implications. It makes obvious how plastic objects influence 

our experiences and implies that these have ramifications and will implicate the world.   

 

 

  

Figures 8 Korin Lesh, Spect-actor intra-action with Plastic Glow detail, 2019, mixed media installation 
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Figure 9 Korin Lesh, Plastic Glow (artwork trial detail), 2019, mixed media installation 

Plasticene 

As a ubiquitous material of our contemporary world, plastic participates in the 

Anthropocene7  epoch as a coexistent material, hugely distributed in time and space 

(Morton, 2013). However, I sought a term that was more related to the endemic amount of 

plastic in our contemporary world and the term Plasticene captured my concerns and 

material focus. I specify an aspect of the anthropocene theoretical extrapolation to use 

Plasticene, where the human proliferation of plastics has forever altered the world’s 

ecologies and possible futures. I apply the term in both a geological sense and in relation to 

                                                 
7
 Scientist Paul Crutzen (2006) declared that “[h]uman activities are exerting increasing impacts on the 

environment on all scales, in many ways outcompeting natural processes… Because human activities have also 
grown to become significant geological forces, for instance through land use changes, deforestation and fossil 
fuel burning, it is justified to assign the term “anthropocene” to the current geological epoch” (p.13). 
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human experience and impacts on our physiology. The plasticene term also draws attention 

to the plastic materiality of my practice. Plastic Glow’s falling mass of disposed plastic items 

draws attention to the accumulation of plastic waste in the Plasticene where synthetic 

products are beautiful, convenient, cheap and malleable - and have almost limitless 

application potential but are also distorting and permanently altering what our world can be 

in its future. 

 
In the Plasticene plastic objects and materials have, what has become, an untameable 

agency of ‘processual plasticity’ where constant replacement and renewal is always 

expected. In our lives plastics are transient, replaceable, recyclable and disposable, but as 

Laura Parker reported in 2018 in the National Geographic “A whopping 91% of plastic isn’t 

recycled”. Plastic Glow consists of plastic objects that are the consequences of this 

repetitive act of throwing away and creating new plastics. Processual plasticity is a residue 

of humanistic ideas where human agency is valued over environments. Humanism implied 

we were separate from our surroundings and had agency over them.  In the words of Jeffrey 

Meikle (1995), author of American Plastic: A Cultural History, with plastic objects we have 

been groomed to expect “insistent stability through instantaneous replacement” (p. 285). 

We have overlooked the constant upgrading and replacement of plastics and the 

accumulation it creates, and we have also ignored how the influence of such processes has 

far from ephemeral affects on ours and the world’s becoming. The processual disposal of 

plastics has naturalised our beings to wanting and expecting more and more plastic objects 

to make our lives easier, smoother, cleaner and brighter - even while we know that there 

are vast costs to the creation, distribution and usage and disposal of the exponential 

proliferation of synthetic materials and objects. 

 
The Plasticene term draws attention to plastics’ influences on potential becomings and 

possible futures as the materials continue to accumulate and affect environments on the 

planet. The world’s layer of plastic is ever increasing as synthetic objects are created and 

disposed of in order to meet ever increasing cultural and social wants and needs. In a recent 

scientific article The Plasticene Lexicon, the Plasticene is defined as an era in Earth's history, 

within the Anthropocene, that commenced in the 1950s marked in our geology in the 

“depositional record by a new and increasing layer of plastic” (2020 Haram et al). Plastics 
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Europe (2011) an examination of European plastics’ manufacturing and plastic demand for 

2010 states that modern production created 0.5 million tonnes of plastics in 1950 which 

soared to 265 million tonnes in 2011. Richard C Thompson (in Gabrys et al., 2013) an expert 

on marine plastic pollution declares that plastic production continues to grow by 9% 

annually (p.151); and according to Susan Freinkel’s (2011) Plastic: A Toxic Love Story our 

annual global plastics production, could reach nearly 900 million tonnes by 2050 (p. 314).  

 
Plastic and their contaminants from ever increasing accumulation are altering 

environments, entering into food chains and shifting preconceived concepts of pollution. 

Anne Fausto-Sterling in Sexing the body: Gender politics and the construction of sexuality 

(2000) explores biological examples of how synthetics and plastics are affecting our 

physiologies. She explores how outside events become incorporated into our “very flesh” 

and she argues that human cells react and change to the signals and materials of our 

environments. Similarly, Max Liboiron a researcher of theories of scale in relation to 

environmental change in his essay Plasticizers: A twenty first century miasma (2013) 

explains that “[l]ong polymer strands make up plastics, while plasticizers nestle among the 

polymer strands, unbound, and can leave their host through off-gassing or leaching” (In 

Gabrys et al., 2013, p. 140). The volume editors and other contributors draw attention to 

how plastic products leach chemicals. They argue that the ubiquity of plastics and the 

promiscuity of plasticizers shaped like hormones are the “reasons why plastic chemicals 

accumulate in our bodies in such high quantities” (In Gabrys et al., 2013, p.140).  

 

Plastic Glow draws attention to how we are still intrigued and captivated by plastics’ 

transformative potentialities while such matter inflicts our planet with vast ecological harm. 

Contemporary philosopher Catherine Malabou (2008) when writing about brain plasticity 

defines plasticity as having two meanings at different extremes. She comments that 

plasticity is both the “irreversible character of formation: determination” and it is also the 

“the capacity to form oneself otherwise, to displace, even to nullify determination: 

freedom” (p.17).  Plastic Glow’s (2019) plastic elements exemplify these extremes. It is an 

installation of static plastic objects that have irreversible formation and contribute to the 

Plasticene as they cannot be easily recycled, while their original chemical make-ups have the 

capacity to be anything. 
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In the 1950s French literary theorist Roland Barthes (1972 [1957]) foreshadowed plastics’ 

transformative abilities and suggested that the material had abolished the hierarchy of 

substances by replacing them all. In his Plastic essay Barthes commented that, “the whole 

world can be plasticized” (1972, p. 97-99, originally 1957 p. 192-194). Barthes also noted 

how plastic is “more than a substance” as it embodies the very idea of “infinite 

transformation”.   Plastic Glow is a site of transformation - never complete, but rather an 

encounter with plastics that audiences consciously or unconsciously become with. It is an 

“open work”.  9 

 
 

Figure 10 Korin Lesh, Plastic Glow (detail) 2019, mixed media Installation 

                                                 
9
 Plastic Glow is an “open work”, but not as defined by philosopher Umberto Eco in The Open Work (1989). 

Eco’s openness is an attempt to understand artworks that are created to be completed by another performer 

or viewer. Of course each person brings their own subjectivity to each of my artworks, but in my artworks like 

Plastic Glow, each intra-action is never finished, all exchanges have future implications even if we are not 

cognisant of them.  
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Figure 11 Olafur Eliasson, The Weather Project, 2003, immersive installation 

 
Inspiration 

Plastic Glow was informed by immersive encounters such as the Weather Project, 2003-4 by 

artist Olafur Eliasson. The Weather Project applies human-made ephemeral light to 

influence people’s moods and behaviours. The artist fashioned the space of the Tate’s 

Turbine Hall with light panels, mirrors and mechanically produced mist creating a 

rising/setting sun effect that encouraged participants to revel in the transitory light 

experience and atmosphere of the work. With the Weather Project  viewers were drawn to 

linger, socialise and lay under the faux sun, and to photograph and share the experience 

through social media. In Plastic Glow spect-actors are drawn to linger, socialise and explore 

the alluring interplay of light on shiny plastics. Like the Weather Project, Plastic Glow 

similarly encourages spect-actors to create through photographic documentation of it.   

 

Photographs of installations alter focus, affect perceptions and anaesthetise time.  Susan 

Sontag (1973), comments in her text On Photography, that “photographs alter and enlarge 
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our notions of what is worth looking at and what we have a right to observe” (p.1).  

Photographs cut the flow of experience and create distance to the original experience 

through new versions of representation. There is irony in this paradox of embodied 

encounters becoming static two dimensional images, yet as I suggest further (see Chapter 4) 

digital photos and online sharing opportunities are an intentional aspect of my artworks. 

Social media images emerge through intra-actions and will continue to affect through online 

discourse that demonstrates how artworks can continue to intra-act with the world after an 

exhibition is de-installed. 

 

 
 

Figure 12 Dan Flavin, monument to V.Tatlin, 1966-69, fluorescent tubes 

 

Dan Flavin’s and Bruce Nauman’s artworks have also assisted to clarify the encounters my 

artworks such as Plastic Glow offer.  In the 1960s Flavin created installations from readily 

available fluorescent light tubes. Light, that historically signifies what is pure and holy, in 

Flavin’s work is revealed as accessible and democratised by applying ready-made 

technology, that none the less has the potential to seduce and alternatively oppress through 

the effects of luminosity. Bruce Nauman’s installation artworks extend the disorienting and 

affective potential of light encounters to viewers who move through architectural elements 

such as the claustrophobic experience of Green Light Corridor, 1970. Plastic Glow controls 

and impedes the movement of the spect-actor, but not by physically disorienting them, 

rather by offering seductive, alluring and soothing spaces that they are drawn to. Yet, Plastic 

Glow is similar to Nauman’s and Flavin’s experiential thresholds in its intention to affect 

spect-actors through the ephemeral materiality of light.  
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Figure 13 Bruce Nauman, Green   Corridoor, 1970, wallboard and green fluorescent light 

 

 

 

 

 

Figures 14 Robert Morris, Untitled (1965), Minimalism Exhibition, 2018, four wooden cubes with mirror glass 
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Informed by Phenomenology 

Plastic Glow and my other intra-active artworks have also been strongly influenced by 

Minimalist artists such as Robert Morris. Morris created geometric and structurally simple, 

yet complex phenomenological objects such as Untitled, 1965 (four wooden cubes with 

mirror glass). In Phenomenology of Perception (1964) philosopher Merleu Ponty explains 

how our bodies incorporate and fold into ourselves experiences and understandings: 

 
The experience of one’s own body … is opposed to the reflective movement that 
disentangles the object from the subject and the subject from the object, and that 
only gives us thought about the body or the body as an idea, and not the experience 
of the body or the body in reality (Merleu Ponty, 1964, p.205).  
 

Merleu Ponty is describing how our knowledge making is never separate from our 

experiences in environments. In Merleu Ponty’s phenomenology matter was separate from 

us, but affects us socially and cognitively. Morris’s mirror cubes, although static and stable 

forms, created ‘situations’ in the gallery as viewers become affected by the reflective views 

and their body in the space around them. The relations of the cubes to spectators shift and 

merge to create complex interactions unlike regular interactions with mirrors. A tension 

between the mirrors, the spectators and the ever responsive potential of experience creates 

new possibilities beyond the taken-for-granted everyday industrial materials applied.  

 
Plastic Glow acknowledges the history of knowledge making, and does not seek to displace 

phenomenological understandings. Rather, the artwork recognises and draws upon 

theoretical differences in order to draw attention to how we have historically perceived 

material arrangements as determinant subjects and objects (as humanistic perspectives 

implied). Phenomenology, like the conception of interaction, presumes independent entities 

in relation, while with intra-action entities do not pre-exist their entangled relations.  Where 

Morris’ cubes explored the perceived affects of non-human bodies on human perceptions 

and understanding, the intra-activity of Plastic Glow embedded with phenomenological 

history, seeks to diffractively explore how we are entangled with the mattering of the world. 

Plastic Glow applies Barad’s agential realism that recognises that mattering is ongoing and 

entities only become determinate or separable through their intra-actions. 
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It is through specific agential intra-actions that the boundaries and properties of the 
components of phenomena become determinate and that particular concepts (that 
is, particular material articulations of the world) become meaningful (Barad, 2007, p. 
139). 

Although it was the relation and phenomenological experience between the materials, the 

space and viewers that Plastic Glow initially sought to apply, it developed to highlight how 

all bodies, human and non-human, are entangled in a constant interplay of dynamic 

mattering change.  Plastic Glow explores how our historical perception, theories and 

knowledges, like plastic matter, will continue to affect, distort and implicate our 

contemporary realities and futures. 

 
Implicated through Action 

The gorgeous and enticing reflective experiences when touching and intra-acting with the 

plastic dichroic surfaces in Plastic Glow are ethically urgent - reminiscent also of Bruce 

Nauman’s photographs Finger Touch with Mirrors (1966-67) and Finger Touch Number 1 

(1966-67).  The titles of Nauman’s artworks describe the photograph fingers touching a 

mirror and their reflections. Like Plastic Glow, Nauman’s photographs explore how a touch 

multiplies and is more than the initial action itself. Touch, action and affect reverberate in 

the mirrored surfaces. There are no barriers between our touch on the reflective materials.  

Our bodies are not discontinuous to materials we engage with; rather they are connected 

through action.  

 

 

 
Figure 15 Bruce Nauman, Finger Touch with Mirrors, 1966–67/1970/2007, photograph 
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Figure 16 Korin Lesh, Spect-actor intra-action with Plastic Glow (detail), 2019, mixed media installation 

 

Nauman’s Finger Touch with Mirrors and Finger Touch Number 1, like Plastic Glow both 

challenge binary conceptualisation of matter as objective and present perspectives as 

subjective and relative to environments and experiences with them. The artworks reflect 

Hannah Arendt’s late 1950s theory of action. To Arendt (1958) action never occurs in 

isolation. Her theory of action does not lead to a utopian situation where everyone comes 

to consensus, but her sense of action empowers personal agency and understanding of each 

individual’s place in a system of direct democracy. Arendt’s theory of action tells us that it is 

through action that individuals reveal who they are and confirm their uniqueness or 

sameness. It is this discursiveness and inter-relatedness in the world of plastic matter that 

Plastic Glow explores. We affect the Plasticene and create differences in the world, while 

the Plasticene affects us and inflects and creates differences in us. 
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Figures 17 Korin Lesh, Spect-actor intra-action with Plastic Glow detail, 2019, mixed media installation 

 
Windows as metaphors 

In Plastic Glow subjectivity of experience is metaphorically explored through the dichroic 

window drops that reflect views and refract light colours around the installation space.  

Windows have been perceived historically through art and philosophy in relation to the 

perspective image and are inextricably linked to Cartesian understandings of the separation 

of subject and object. Renaissance artists conceived paintings as windows to the world, and 

also used windows literally to grid and replicate the world on the windows of their canvases.  

Until modernity the Renaissance single point perspective dominated Western mimetic art 

traditions and practices of looking. These ideas still permeate thought and Western 
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philosophy, and the window has been used metaphorically within these traditions ever 

since. Plastic Glow contests such discrete concepts and presents people and matter as 

historically contingent that affect each other in their relations. Dichroic plastic windows in 

Plastic Glow are fluid and always moving as they reflect, refract, distort and obfuscate 

perspective variances thereby highlighting the vulnerability of our sighted perception. The 

windows draw attention to the agential nature of our embodied experiences and how we 

are entangled and never separate from our material intra-actions.  

 

Conclusion 

Plastic Glow highlights not only that plastic matter affects us, but that we are not objective 

and separate from our plastic contexts but are rather intra-acting, porous and transmissible 

to becoming with them. Plastic Glow was initially informed by phenomenology, but 

developed into a New Materialist exploration of intra-action. In Plastic Glow there is no 

subject and object, but rather a reciprocal relationship occurring when engaging with the 

artwork - we are connected to the plastic - and the plastic is connected to us. The plastic is 

connected to contemporary experiences now, but its implications will continue as it ages 

and changes in environments and through the social and physiological implications of its 

continued presence, accumulation and continued intra-actions. Plastic Glow wants to draw 

attention to and question our acceptance of our present entanglements with contemporary 

plastic materiality. As we allow plastics to accumulate, they implicate intra-act and change 

forever the world’s possible futures. 
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CHAPTER 2: Kaleidoscopic 
Vision  
 
 

 

 

 

“We” are not outside observers of the world. Nor are we simply located at particular places 

in the world; rather, we are part of the world in its ongoing intra-activity. 

               

Karen Barad 

Meeting the universe halfway: Quantum physics 

and the entanglement of matter and meaning 

2003, p.828  

 

 

 

Why do these interactive, ever-emerging and endless works matter? They matter because 

they give us a chance to sense how complexity works…When you encounter such artworks, 

you get a feeling for the endless flux and paradoxically patterned unpredictability flowing in 

the world. The works encourage you to understand how you and the world are in and of 

each other, how you and the world are constituent of each other and mutually obliged. You 

are implicated, not distanced. Such artworks can help you know the complexity that plays 

out when individuals, their environments and their communities insinuate each other. 

 

 Ross Gibson  

Changescapes 

2015, p.73 
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Figure 18 Korin Lesh, Grasping at Memory (Gallery view), Dec. 2018, mixed media installation 

 
 
Grasping at Memory, 2018, is an interactive plastic kaleidoscope that is projected in a large-

scale format on a gallery wall. The kaleidoscope is an assemblage of hidden plastic mirrors, a 

plastic balloon, and a hidden plastic-coated camera under a plastic dichroic covered 

cushioned cell. The assemblage is lit by a gallery light and the dichroic cushion cell surface is 

reflective and enticing to touch.  As spect-actors touch the cell cushion and hover their 

fingers and objects above it, images of their fingers and entities close to the cell are 

projected in tessellations on the gallery wall. The plastic assemblage is quickly forgotten as 

spect-actors are drawn into the interactive visual projection experience of the artwork. At 

first glance the artwork may appear trivial, yet it highlights the complex subtleties of how 

plastic materials affect our perspectives and our visions of the world10. Through repetitive 

touch the artwork reveals our pleasure in repeated haptic relations with synthetic matter 

that contribute to how we obfuscate environmental concerns of plastic matter. Grasping at 

Memory highlights how plastics that we are entangled with implicate our senses, human 

physiologies and ultimately the possible futures of the planet. 

 

                                                 
10

 See Guy Debord’s Society of the Spectacle, 1970  paragraph 35 that outlines how the commodity appears 
trivial, but on the contrary is complex and full of subtleties. 
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Figure 19 Korin Lesh, Grasping at Memory (detail), 2018, mixed media installation 
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Grasping at Memory initially emerged from my desire to create an interactive model that 

reflected visually how it feels to search or grasp for forgotten memories in your mind - how 

memories can come quickly into view in your mind’s eye – and can then also quickly be 

forgotten or overtaken by new experiences and changes in perspective. When discussing 

changefulness in contemporary art Ross Gibson comments that “[m]emory, desire and 

imagination jostle to make a contest with fate, all of which produce perceptible experience” 

(2015, p.111). An encounter with Grasping at Memory creates a jostling of immediate 

experience with plastic materiality and hints at the obfuscation of our actions with plastics 

that have biological, ecological and ethical repercussions.  

 
Intra-activity 

Grasping at Memory is a reconceptualisation of materiality that acknowledges the physical 

changes and ‘doing’ of all bodies in the gallery space – human and plastic as material 

discursive phenomena. It draws attention to the structural coupling that occurs with 

humans and our plastic contemporary reality.   The artwork encounter is an exploration of 

our causal relationship with plastics that exemplifies Karen Barad’s conceptions of agency. 

To Barad (2003) “agency is not an attribute” (my emphasis) rather it is “the enactment of 

iterative changes to particular practices through the dynamics of intra-activity” (p.827). 

Every action or non action has implications.  

 
As spect-actors act on the plastic cushion cell, the projection it produces, acts on them. As 

spect-actors touch the smooth surface of the dichroic cushion cell in Grasping at Memory 

their actions are captured internally and then projected onto the gallery wall. All intra-

actions affect the kaleidoscope, just as the kaleidoscope affects spect-actor perception, 

what meanings they make, and their experience of the artwork. The artwork encounter 

applies Barad’s notion that the primary ontological units are not “things” but “dynamic 

reconfiguring/entanglements/relationalities/(re)articulations” (2003, p.818). In Grasping at 

Memory material beings are engaged acting upon one another. Barad does not see a 

separation of subject and object, (or as I will discuss further in Chapter 4 matter and 

discourse) but rather a dynamic entanglement where intra-acting entities are related. Barad 

(2003) comments that “matter and meaning are mutually articulated” and that “[n]either 

discursive practices nor material phenomena are ontologically or epistemologically prior. 
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Neither can be explained in terms of the other. In agential realism neither matter nor 

meaning has privileged status in determining the other.  

 
Like Barad’s “agential realism” (2003, 2007), Grasping at Memory  recognises matter as 

inseparable and sees determinate boundaries, as we understand objects and entities, as the 

results of causal relationships, while recognising that matter is always entangled and in 

processes of ongoing change. Barad’s (2003, 2007) intra-activity exemplifies significant 

ontological ramifications by shifting representationalism and objective understandings of 

matter relations to a performative understanding. Grasping at Memory embedded with 

these understandings rejects our Western tendency to objectify and view the world and our 

relations with it through a Cartesian mind/body lens and instead highlights how matter and 

knowledge are co-constructed, and in intra-action. Grasping at Memory is an agential 

entanglement that explores tacit in-phenomena experiences where entities are never 

disconnected from relations that affect and cause all matter within the artwork to change. It 

is an on-going entanglement with plastic mediated through kaleidoscopic projections - an 

intra-active project that presents human understandings not as a flat mirror reflection of the 

world, but rather as porous, complex, mattering exchanges. Touch multiplies, distorts and 

mangles11 and feeds back into further actions and visual production. Our knowing and being 

in Grasping at Memory are not isolatable, but rather like our becoming in the world - they 

are mutually entangled and implicated.   

 
 
Relational Propositions 

Grasping at Memory presents unpredictable kaleidoscopic visuals as a consequence of 

spect-actor action. By acting on the cushion cell of the kaleidoscope  we are free to engage 

in the artwork and bring about new visual projections, yet as Hannah Arendt’s (1958) theory 

of action outlines no spect-actor has the power to control all the consequences of their 

actions.  Arendt was concerned with speech acts and human action within a web of human 

relationships where each reaction cannot be subsequently undone. I apply Arendt’s ideas to 

matter rather than speech which presciently forecast Karen Barad’s intra-activity. Arendt 

                                                 
11

 See The mangle of practice: Time, agency and science (University of Chicago Press, 1995), where Pickering 
develops a performative view of scientific practice, focusing on non-human agency and posthumanist views. 
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(1958) comments, “[t]he reason why we are never able to foretell with certainty the 

outcome and end of any action is simply that action has no end” (p.233). Arendt explained 

that this is because  “every action becomes a chain reaction and where every process is the 

cause of new processes … the smallest act in the most limited circumstances bears the seed 

of the same boundlessness, because one deed, and sometimes one word, suffices to change 

every constellation” (p. 190). Grasping at Memory highlights how every action engages in 

processes which have no end. Every touch or non-touch and social experience with 

materials has significance and consequences that have ongoing implications for us and the 

world we are part of. We can never separate ourselves from our environment; we and our 

actions are entangled and will affect all possible future realities. 

 
In her chapter Transitional artworks in the 1960s (2010) Art theorist Anna Dezeuze explores 

counter-culture artists whose artworks were models of experience that were for the time 

“new playful and pleasurable rituals without myths” (p.224) that liberated participants and 

fostered new forms of community. While realising the limits of these utopian endeavours, I 

have been inspired by these participatory artworks that seek to create ephemeral 

experiences between objects and participants that highlight our matter entanglement. 

Pressing ones fingers into the dichroic surface cell of Grasping at Memory’s kaleidoscope is 

reminiscent of the interplay explored by participants in Lygia Clark’s Stone and Air (1966) 

artwork. Clark was a geometric painter in the 1950s whose work developed to include 

participatory objects that were determined by the interaction of a spectator with her forms. 

Her later work, of which Grasping at Memory is indebted, involved materials and objects 

that countered art objects as passive entities and created opportunities for relational 

experiences with them. Clark’s artworks had psychologically healing intentions and were at 

the fore of sensory bodily play. Her propositions were ‘open works’ where participants’ 

action and thought characterised new conceptions of the artworks. They were intended to 

reconnect and reposition viewing subjects and objects as relational and countered 

humanistic separations of audiences and artworks.   

 
 
 
 

Clark’s ‘proposition’ Stone and Air (1966) is a simple plastic bag filled with air and closed off 

with an elastic band with a stone placed on top. The bag is then held with a hand on each 
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side pressing the air so that the stone rises and falls with the changes in pressure. The stone 

rises and sinks into the bag from its own weight. Like Clark’s Air and Stone, Grasping at 

Memory questions and explores relations between bodies and matter. It plays on the 

contrast between the light touch and movement that is multiplied and amplified on the 

gallery wall. A touch that is outside the kaleidoscope becomes inside the visual projection as 

the spect-actor’s body affects artificial plastic.  Grasping at Memory contrasts and blurs 

heavy and light, natural and artificial and inside and outside, artists and artwork. Dualities 

become entangled. An object of previously no importance - a plastic balloon, becomes a 

kaleidoscopic spectacle. Grasping at Memory is a provocation to look beyond initial 

appearances and experiences where spect-actors consider the relatedness of our actions 

and what is obfuscated from our perspectives and experiences. The artwork is not a 

kaleidoscopic assemblage, but a material, relational and social apparatus spect-actors are 

part of.  

 

 

Figure 20 Lygia Clark, Stone and Air, 1966, plastic bag and rock 

 
Subjective Visuality 

When experiencing Grasping at Memory spect-actors’ perspectives can merge in and out of 

the artwork. The artwork can be said to offer liminal experiences that encourage 

diminishing critical distance of the spect-actor to the materiality of the artworks’ object 

elements. Anthropologist Victor Turner applied the term ‘liminal state’ (1982, p.56) to the 

state of instability of in-betweeness that marks the shifts from different orders of 

perception. Grasping at Memory explores stimulus and response as entangled, and 
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highlights how the concepts of past, present and future time can enfold through temporal 

engagement. The artwork encourages increasing emotional involvement to the tactile and 

temporal experiences that the plastic elements and lighting of the artwork offer, yet 

through this liminal engagement the plastics haptically touched are easily forgotten as the 

pleasure offered heightens the spect-actor’s consciousness of the moment. 

 
In Grasping at Memory as spect-actor fingers touch the dichroic cell they visually tessellate 

and become part of the visual projection dislocated from physical touch. Touch on the 

plastic of the kaleidoscope impacts and changes theirs and others’ experiences – even if the 

consequentiality of actions has been disjointed and separated. This experience of 

displacement is intriguing for a while, until the spect-actor fatigues of the iterative 

engagement. We might consider the dichroic surface of the kaleidoscope like polarised 

sunglasses that affect and alter our visuality which brightens our vision, but sometimes it is 

better to view the world with our own naked vision. Yet, is direct vision ever possible? 

Feminist author Jacqueline Rose comments in relation to postmodern art that:  

 
…hallucination and the image of the glass skin and reflector sunglasses are being 
critically juxtaposed to a moment or an epoch when vision was direct and possible, 
when the viewing subject looked out on and greeted the world, and greeted too, 
without perversion or aggressivity, the other human subjects who peopled it (Rose, 
1988, p.117).  
 

Grasping at Memory questions this nostalgia for direct vision and draws attention to how 

our vision is always mediated by our environments. Every epoch’s visuality is inflected by 

social and cultural means. Grasping at Memory highlights how our perspectives are 

enmeshed with our contemporary plastic environments and explores how there are no 

stable referents – visual or otherwise. Art critic and essayist Jonathon Crary argued in The 

Techniques of the Observer (1992) that it was the increasing abstraction of optical 

experience from a stable referent that was a precondition for modernisation in the 1900s. 

As vision (through experimentation and technologies such as cameras and their products) 

became more observable and understood, it was also being exposed as subjective and 

unreliable. In Grasping at Memory vision is always subjective, responsive and changeable to 

the contributing elements.  Grasping at Memory highlights how our fractured contemporary 

views are responses to our social and physical environments where all mattering 
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relationships contribute to our visuality, and as I will elaborate our physical responses and 

even our physiology. 

 
Biological Cognition 

Through movement and engagement Grasping at Memory applies our inherent ability to not 

always mentally cognitise value when presented with materials or experiences – rather the 

materials’ of the artwork affect us because of the type of information our senses receive 

through our ambient and relational bodies. Grasping at Memory reveals how our biological 

phenomenon is a result of environment and culture that are inextricably linked. Educator 

and philosopher John Dewey (1934), in the 1930s, articulated that “the senses are the 

organs through which the live creature participates directly in the on-goings of the world 

around him” (p.22).  Developing these ideas further psychologist JJ Gibson (1979) outlined 

how our bodies’ instinctively perceive functionally meaningful properties and values 

through what he termed as “affordances of environments”. Gibson’s ideas claimed that 

illumination allows “seeing creatures” to pick up various meaningful “affordances” which 

express the potential for different responses or actions from the sensory information we 

receive. The affordances of the dichroic cell of the kaleidoscope and the resulting projected 

display in Grasping at Memory are alluring, safe and touchable. As Gibson suggested just by 

looking at an object we can sense if it is “walk-on-able”, “sit-on-able”, or “sink-into-able” 

(Gibson, 1979, p. 127-128). 

 
Grasping at Memory reveals just how quickly and easily our sensations of pleasure allow us 

to ignore or overlook the harm of plastic accumulation in our environments because the 

materials offer us experiences of satisfaction and enjoyment. By highlighting how we seek 

out and enjoy plastic materiality and then quickly tire of it Grasping at Memory provokes 

spect-actors to consider how our human physiologies desire to connect with synthetic 

materials and then can quickly dispose of them. Grasping at Memory wants to remind spect-

actors that we are easily seduced by plastics because they make our physiology feel good 

and that after our feelings have been bolstered, we can easily forget or ignore the material 

consequences of what affected us so. Cognitively we may believe we don’t like plastics but 

Grasping at Memory reminds us that our bodies love and enjoy these materials and their 

properties. Our bodies love plastics’ touch-ability, their bright desirable colours, their ability 
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to present in organic forms and their fluid flexible characteristics - although we may not like 

to admit as much.  

 

 
 

Figure 21 Korin Lesh, Grasping at Memory (detail), Dec. 2018, mixed media installation 

 
Grasping at Memory  explores how relationships with matter are creating differences in us 

and our world that we may never be conscious of. Brian Massumi (2002) comments that 

there is an “intrinsic connection between movement and sensation” (p.1) when we engage 

with matter and that such connection interferes and intensifies, often unpredictably to 

create differences through the event although we may never be conscious of such changes. 

Plastic absorption and  changes in our bodies, although unseen and unarticulated are folding 

into ourselves and changing how we relate to plastic materials that have implications for all 

matter and the planet. Grasping at Memory (as discussed in Chapt. 1) is informed by the 
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non-conscious boundless complications and implications of changes that plasticity is 

implicating on our bodies and all our future mattering exchanges.  

 
One such example of this is Autonomous Sensory Meridian Response (ASMR).13 Grasping at 

Memory produces a crinkly sound when spect-actors touch the dichroic cell surface. The 

plastic crinkles trigger an autonomous sensory meridian response (ASMR) in some spect-

actors and encourages further touches. ASMR is a feeling of well-being that is experienced 

by many people in response to certain sounds. Over the past 10 years there has been an 

explosion of ASMR videos of plastic scrunching sounds on YouTube that anecdotally 

highlights the number of people who respond to plastic sound effects as therapeutic 

auditory brain massage. By employing the sounds of commodity consumption through the 

crinkling of plastic as spect-actors touch the kaleidoscope cushion cell Grasping at Memory 

highlights how the sounds of plastic bags and packaging can be relaxing – a disturbing 

paradox of our reality in the Plasticene. 

 
Grasping at Memory is not living, but is intended to highlight the affective and ‘agential’ 

nature of non-living matter. The artwork has structures that cause the creation and 

production of fractural kaleidoscopic projections, but its structural coupling (its relation to 

its environments), contributes to infinite possibilities of unique visual projections and spect-

actor experiences. It can be loosely explained as ‘autopoietic’.  An autopoietic system 

reproduces from within itself, but interacts with its environments. Such systems were 

originally devised by Chilean biologists Humberto Maturana and Francisco Varela (1988) 

who were attempting to define what distinguishes living things from the non-living. They 

defined living things as those which are able to reproduce. The classic biological example is 

the closed system of a cell that reproduces its own elements which then participate in the 

network which produced them. Like cells, Grasping at Memory is a closed system that self 

produces, and like the structural coupling of cells with their environments, this contact and 

interaction varies the outcomes for all engaged. The unique experiences with and affecting  

the artwork and it the spect-actor are representative of the tiny and unique changes plastics 

                                                 
13

 See Keiles, 2019 article  How ASMR became a Sensation. The New York Times (online), 

https://www.nytimes.com/2019/04/04/magazine/how-asmr-videos-became-a-sensation-youtube.html, 
retrieved 2022. 
 

https://www.nytimes.com/2019/04/04/magazine/how-asmr-videos-became-a-sensation-youtube.html
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are affecting to our bodies through miniscule and unnoticed changes to physical responses; 

and the changes to our cells through plasticisers, plastic leaching and polymers in food 

chains (in Gabrys et al., 2013). Plastics are not seperate from us, they are unwittingly 

becoming part of us.    

 
 

Figure 22 Korin Lesh, Grasping at Memory (projection detail), 2018, mixed media installation 

 
Transitional Objects  

The plastic assemblage of Grasping at Memory can be compared to British psychoanalyst 

Donald W. Winnicott’s (1951) notion of ‘transitional objects’. Winnicott’s transitional 

objects are toys that children personify during the process of development as they come to 

understand that they are separate from their mothers. Transitional objects offer 

contradictory experiences both real and imaginary. They are controlled by the child in play, 

while at the same time they are separate and exist in themselves. The child creates the 

transitional object, yet paradoxically it already exists. Just as the transitional object paradox 

will never be resolved neither will the ongoing mattering of all matter. What emerges from 

matter already exists, however as Grasping at Memory highlights some matter loses its 
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significance and becomes defamiliarised through human use and application, but this 

matter will continue to inflect devastating effects on the planet even as we overlook it.  

     
Grasping at Memory playfully engages spect-actors in experiences of co-constituting the 

reality of the artwork with other spect-actors and the non-human matter elements of the 

artwork in order to prompt us to consider our entangled relations with plastic matter. I 

agree with Winnicott, that there is a direct development from transitional phenomena to 

playing, and from playing to shared playing, and from such encounters to cultural 

experience (Winnicott, 1971, p.51). Spect-actors trivial absorption in engagement and play 

when encountering Grasping at Memory is intended to have residual influences as 

provocations for spect-actors to ponder and question the seductiveness of the experience 

and the plastic defamiliarisation of our contemporary realities. Repeated use can create 

over-familiarity where we may get bored and discard the transitional object, but even this 

obfuscation is enlightening and contributes to our consciousness and understandings about 

our relationships to plastics. Art theorist Anna Dezeuze (2010) comments that transitional 

objects as Winnicott outlined offer “intermediate experiences that actively shape logical, 

discursive and rational forms of consciousness” (p.213) and that they can also be 

commodities of fetish and desire - invested with special value. Grasping at Memory applies 

this dichotomy – it is an experience exploring our desire of plastic materiality and 

environments, whilst offering a temporal experience to reflect on such engagements.  

 
The fetish quality of Grasping at Memory is fluid and recognises the material and semiotic as 

cultural intra-actions that vary on spect-actors and the environment, however there are 

three intended ways the artwork functions as fetish. Firstly, as Karl Marx’s (Marx, K., & 

Engels, F. [1818-1883] 1967) conception outlines, the fetish of the plastic materials in the 

artwork masks the processes that determine their value and makes them highly desirable. 

Plastic objects in Grasping at Memory mask not only the processes that determine their 

value, but also their implications and the negative value they are inflicting upon the planet. 

What is the real value or rather debt of plastic objects? Secondly, Guy Debord’s The Society 

of the Spectacle (1967) contends that the fetish object contributes to the reign of capitalist 

market economy and explores how mass media and commodificiation- “the spectacle” 

reduces all reality to commodifiable relations and exchanges. Grasping at Memory also 
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draws on these ideas as the spectacle of seductive plastics in the artwork shifts our relations 

from plastic commodities to pleasurable relations and exchanges with plasticity that we 

desire and enjoy to be part of. Lastly, Jean Baudrillard’s (1981) conceptions of fetish also 

contribute to the artwork as his conception outlines how the fetish aids consumers in 

elevating their cultural identities. The dichroic film in Grasping at Memory creates alluring 

and captivating light projections that spect-actors desire to photograph and record their 

participation with and then share through social media posting.  

 
Rather than rejecting commodity fetishisms I wish to draw attention through encounters 

with Grasping at Memory with how we are entangled with them and how easily an 

assemblage of plastic can become part of ‘the spectacle’ and we with it. As elaborated 

above the experience with Grasping at Memory is a pleasurable social art experience to be 

consumed by spect-actors and may bolster their cultural identity through displays of artistic 

participation, and it is through these relations that the artwork prompts spect-actors to 

consider their relations to other plastic materiality in the world. Grasping at Memory 

recognises that plastic “almost has a life of its own” (p.90, 1981) and like Baudrillard’s 

conception of the fetish it turns against and implicates those that use it (p.90, 1981).  We 

might enjoy plastics, but the ramifications of this desirability will affect all life on the planet 

forever – we can never escape the changes to matter that we are continuing to entangle 

ourselves with. 

 
Conclusion 

Grasping at Memory highlights the vitality and interconnectivity of all matter. It captures 

our gaze and is a provocation to look beyond our own defamiliarised plastic experiences.  It 

challenges us to consider that although we may obfuscate naturalised plastics, our 

contemporary perspective entangled with plastic matter affects and changes our vision, 

bodies and experiences. Grasping at Memory wants to remind spect-actors not to settle 

into accepting that what we do not consciously see does not exist.14  The artwork rejects our 

visuality as ever being objective, and highlights how the plastic matter of our environments 

intra-acts with our physiology and experiences forever changing us and what we and the 

world can be. 
                                                 
14

 Cognitive theorists Maturana & Varela asserted, “We do not see what we do not see and what we do not 
see does not exist” (1988, p.242). 
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CHAPTER 3:  

Relations that matter 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Practices of knowing and being are not isolable; they are mutually implicated. We don't 

obtain knowledge by standing outside the world; we know because we are of the world. We 

are part of the world in its differential becoming.  

 

  Karen Barad 

Meeting the Universe Halfway  

2007, p. 18 
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Figure 23 Josef Sudek, Untitled from The Window of My Studio, 1940-1954, gelatin silver print  
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Figure 24 Josef Sudek, Untitled [from Labyrinths of Glass], 1940-1966, 1982, gelatin silver print  
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This chapter draws upon the photographs of Josef Sudek, a modern Czech photographer, 

and the installations of Daniel von Sturmer, a contemporary Australian artist. Similarly to 

Sudek and von Sturmer, I apply semiotic references of the window that are intended to 

mediate viewer/spect-actor experiences and knowledge making and present as post 

humanist artistic explorations in my artworks. I suggest that our artworks share how we 

similarly explore the effects of how matter contributes to our entangled production of the 

world.  

 
Josef Sudek’s Photography 

Over fourteen years Josef Sudek took 100 window photographs between 1940 and 1954 in 

his studio in Prague. In the same studio he later experimented with still life photographs. 

Sudek photographed his studio window in response to different political events (during war 

and peace) and different seasons, dripping with rain, frosted, and dewy. In the photographs 

of his studio window the materiality of the normally translucent pane, that should allow 

light to permeate and views to the world outside, instead like the dichroic film applied in my 

installations, present as a visual boundary that obscures the sights of spaces beyond. The 

condensation and the distorted views through Sudek’s glass window ask viewers to consider 

the effects of the changes to the window substrate, rather than just viewing the seasonal 

and environmental changes through the glass. In Sudek’s photographs, viewpoints, things 

and beings are always entangled in their relations. In his Labyrinth Series, 1968-74, the word 

labyrinth, highlights how his photographic arrangements of objects capture how humans 

are subjectively entangled or trapped within the matter of them.  

 
Ethico-onto-epistemology 

I suggest that Sudek’s photographs and my intra-active installations such as Plastic Glow 

(see Chapter 1) and Grasping at Memory (see Chapter 2) explore what Barad terms as 

“ethico-onto-epistemology” (Barad, 2007, p.90) - a way of knowing and engaging in 

knowledge production that is ethically responsive to the ways we make and view the world. 

My intra-active artworks explore how there is no separability to ethics, ontology and 

epistemology – rather how both human and non-human co-constitute reality. Barad (2007) 

comments that her agential realist approach, “eschews representationalism and advances a 

performative understanding of technoscientific and other naturalcultural practices, 
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including different kinds of knowledge-making practices” (p.90). According to Barad, 

knowing, thinking, measuring, theorising, and observing are material practices of intra-

acting within and as part of the world. My intra-active artworks apply this agential realist 

perspective such that the phenomena of the artworks emerge from intra-actions with the 

material elements as we engage with and share our experiences of them.  

 
 

Figure 25 Korin Lesh, Plastic Glow, 2019, mixed media installation 

 

Like von Sturmer’s installations my artworks similarly seek to make obvious that our 

embodied understandings mediate and effect perceptions of space and the knowledge we 

glean from the artwork. In my intra-active artworks, object elements are entangled with 

what we experience and how our knowledges of them are generated, conceived and 

viewed. Von Sturmer’s installations, like Plastic Glow, diffractively explore how the effects of 

matter intra-act with other matter. They apply interference and emergence of differences to 

allow viewer/spect-actor knowledge of the experience to be constructed. Barad (2007) 

suggests that there is no privileged position from which knowledges are produced. 

“Knowing is a specific engagement of the world where part of the world becomes 

differentially intelligible to another part of the world in its differential accountability to and 
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for that of which it is a part” (p. 379). Barad’s Post Humanist and New Materialist agential 

realism outlines how ethics is not about being separate from matter as Humanism 

suggested, but rather understanding our relations amongst mattering. Her concept of 

‘diffraction’ and the inherent interference patterns it produces allow us to question the 

ways we make the world. Theory, philosophy, and material relations are all connected and 

implicated. By questioning their differences and the impacts of their intra-actions we 

become more responsible to the world’s unfolding and enfolding.  

 

 
 

Figure 26 Korin Lesh Grasping at Memory (detail), Dec. 2018, mixed media installation 
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Figure 27 Daniel von Sturmer, Camera Ready Actions, 2014, 9 screen video installation 

 
Windows 

Windows in my artworks, similarly to Sudek’s photographs and von Sturmer’s Camera Ready 

Actions, 2014 and Electric Lights, 2016 installations, critically interfere with semiotic 

interpretations of windows to find emergent in-phenomena intra-actions. Since the 1600s 

Cartesian models of thought have infiltrated and affected thinking, the structure and 

processes of science, and how we interpret and relate to others in society. Cartesian 

thought allowed us to place ourselves outside of the equations we function within and 

provided a structure which allowed humans to objectify and interrogate experiences. Rene 

Descarte’s (1641) theories separated mind and body. He sought to demonstrate the 

existence of God and to separate the soul from human bodies.  To Descarte sensory 

experiences of humans was judged through and by mental processes where vision provides 

information from which we can draw inferences and then apply mental processes. We, the 

subjects, can view objects and are then able to think about them. Our contemporary 

understandings are indebted to these humanistic constructs and they are deeply enmeshed 

into our perspectives. Where windows in artworks have traditionally alluded to the pictorial 
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plane16 and are inextricably linked to Cartesian and humanistic understandings of the 

separation of subject and object, in my artworks I have applied windows as an alternative 

analogy for multiple perspectives and and entangled subjectivity. In Plastic Glow two sided 

windows offer multiple perspectives and the flexible plastic film presents as a fluid and 

distorted plane highlighting how contemporary human vision is subjective and situated in 

relation to ever-changing embodied experiences; while in Grasping at Memory the window 

of the kaleidoscopic projection mangles inside and outside so that there is no objective 

separation, only subjective entanglement.  

 

 
 

Figure 28 Korin Lesh, Plastic Glow (detail), 2019, mixed media installation  

                                                 
16

 Leon Battista Alberti’s renaissance text On Painting presents perspective as an image system that creates 
pictorial space on a plane – as if the plane were a window. 
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Becomings 

My artworks draw inspiration from Sudek’s photographs and von Sturmer’s installations and 

seek to create intra-active experiences as diffractive fields of relations. The experiences are 

what art theorist Anne Ring Peterson (2015) describes as “fracture-lines” (p.177) as they 

bring together different types of representational systems, materials, and imaginary spaces. 

In my artworks these fracture lines connect and contribute dynamically to what we 

understand as the separations between matter and what is known and unknown of its and 

our becoming.  My intra-active artworks are crystallisation points within this becoming 

which reflect an enmeshed artistic and social awareness. In Installation Art: Between Image 

and Stage (2015) Peterson describes installations as a category of art that expanded the 

concepts of art and viewer-activation. In her opinion installation art’s dependency on 

“external circumstances is one of the explanations for the fact that installation art has often 

been employed to dismiss the modernist idea of art’s autonomy and to articulate a very 

high degree of awareness of the specific historical, social and spatial context the artwork is 

part of” (p.43).  

 
Like von Sturmer’s installations and Sudek’s photographs, my intra-active artworks shift 

between presentation and representation, always feeding back between each other. They 

highlight and explore both relations and representations of matter and experience and the 

seemingly bounded-ness, yet permeable passage between, through and with them. My 

intra-active artworks draw on our contemporary experiences with plastic in order for spect-

actors to ethically consider the implications and ramifications of our engagement with these 

materials as they contribute to forever altering and changing the planets possible futures. 

These futures are not currently bright. Plastics fill our oceans17, become micro particles 

absorbed by eco-systems, and are breathed in through off-gassing. Plastics are covering our 

landscapes in our built environments and in very undesirable ways through waste and 

disposal, and they are imposing changes to the ‘natural’ in ways that can never be reversed 

as plastic materials far outlive us and our usage of them. 

 

                                                 
17

 See article by Eriksen, Lebreton, Carson, Thiel, Moore, Borerro, Galgani, Ryan, and Reisser, ‘Plastic Pollution 
in the World's Oceans: More than 5 Trillion Plastic Pieces Weighing over 250,000 Tons Afloat at Sea’, (2014) 
who report an estimate of the total number of plastic particles and their weight floating in the world's oceans 
at a minimum of 5.25 trillion particles weighing 268,940 tons.  
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In Sudek, von Sturmer and my artworks becoming is both the stabilising and destabilising 

process that allows and supports viewers and spect-actors to interrogate and explore 

material differences that emerge and are generated through and because of the matter of 

the artworks. To Barad becoming is about the ongoing exchanges between all matter that 

happens right down at a molecular level - all the time. Cause and effect are not separate, 

but rather have no clear boundaries and form the world in its “open ended” and 

“differential” becoming (Barad, 2003, p. 821). “Matter is substance in its intra-active 

becoming - not a thing, but a doing, a congealing of agency” (Barad, 2007, p.210). Becoming 

accounts for the dynamic relationships between entities.  

 
Plastic Glow is not a reflection or analogy of what contemporary life is like with plastic 

matter, just as Sudek’s window photographs are not imitations of condensations on glass, or 

von Sturmer’s installations are not mirrors of everyday relationships with materials and 

objects. Rather these artworks generate new relationships with their matter elements. In 

my artworks I strive to push the boundaries of the human and plastic becoming 

relationships to explore contemporary altered perspectives that highlight not just different 

viewpoints on and of plastics, but also new understandings of our relationships as entangled 

with plastic matter.   

 

 

 

Figure 29 Daniel von Strumer, Electric Light, 2016, Mixed media installation with 4 HD videos (programmable LED lights, moving head 

profile light, custom cables, backdrops, booms, supports)     
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Staged Artworks 

In contrast to his brightly lit laboratory aesthetic of Camera Ready Actions, 2014, von 

Sturmer’s Electric Light, 2016, is presented in a darkened space drawing attention to the 

theatrical nature of the photographic production equipment forming and presenting the 

artwork. Objects that are normally hidden behind media production process are on stage in 

their own right - creating an affective intra-active environment between themselves.  

Backdrops, stands, light reflective flats, coloured lights, all interplay with a roving light that 

traverses the topography of the space. Our attention is drawn to where the light unfolds 

and reveals the space’s borders and limits. Von Sturmer’s Electric Light highlights the tools 

of media construction and their ability to affect us and everyday perceptions. Like Plastic 

Glow, von Sturmer’s installation implies how all matter is related, dynamic and influencing.  

My intra-active artworks present perceptions as overtly fabricated and staged - suggesting 

how constructions of the world are influenced by many factors that we are not always 

cognisant. My installations are, as art theorist Anne Ring Peterson (2015) comments about 

all installations, “aesthetically staged events and sense-provoking cultural experiences” that 

draw on the materiality, technologies and realities of our contemporary worlds (p.9). 

 
Agential Cuts 

The windows presented in my artworks and most prominently in Plastic Glow do not offer 

objective views, but rather work as subjective agential cuts that reveal different effects from 

our interrelatedness to the matter elements of them. To Barad (2010) agential cuts produce 

the boundaries of things. She argues that agential cuts are the “ongoing differentiation of 

the world” (p.265).  Cuts are the different results of material – discursive practices which 

demarcate entities and produce certain meanings or effects, while excluding the production 

of others18.  The windows I apply, like Sudek and von Sturmer, suggest and explore Post 

Humanist and New Materialist theoretical assumptions and attempt to shift agency and 

knowledge from the anthropocentric and blur the boundaries of the human and non-

human. These windows are never distanced from reality, but rather enmeshed and 

entangled within it. They are dynamic and in intra-action highlighting how humans are not 

separate acting on matter, rather all matter is relational and in complex interconnected 

                                                 
18

 Karen Barad (2007), discusses how different scientific measuring equipment produce different results or 
‘agential cuts’. She argues that “different cuts produce difference that matter” (p.348). 
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systems of which we are just a part. According to Barad (2010) entanglements are relations 

of obligation which enfold traces of othering. 

Entanglements are not a name for the interconnectedness of all being as one, but 
rather specific material relations of the ongoing differentiating of the world. 
Entanglements are relations of obligation – being bound to the other – enfolded 
traces of othering. Othering, the constitution of an ‘Other’, entails an indebtedness 
to the ‘Other’, who is irreducibly and materially bound to, threaded through, the 
‘self’ – a diffraction/dispersion of identity. ‘Otherness’ is an entangled relation of 
difference (différance) (Barad, 2010, p.265).  
 

I suggest that Sudek, von Sturner, and my window artworks infer that we need to be more 

sensitive to how we are part of the world’s becoming and that we are ethically implicated in 

such processes as Barad outlines. 

 

 

 

Figure 30 Korin Lesh, The Marks and Separations of Diffraction (installation concept photograph), 2021, digital photograph 
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Diffracting theories 

My intra-active installations apply reflective surfaces, and more recently mirrors (as in 

Mangled: Out of sight, 2020, see Chapter 4), but they are not only reflexive opportunities 

that mirror and give views of our plastic context.19 The dichroic surfaces in my artworks are 

intended as Postphenomenological20, Post Humanist and New Materialist projects that act 

on us, as we act on them - an exploration of our inherent and relative subjectivity to, not 

just our perspectives, but all matter. In my intra-active artworks reflective dichroic plastic 

surfaces generate discursive relations – ordinary everyday objects become spectacle, while 

the spectacle of our society’s consumption and relation to plastics becomes a phenomena 

to experience. The dichroic film and plastic views in my artworks highlight perspective 

variances and the vulnerability of our sighted perception. Similarly to Barad’s diffractive 

methodology of intra-activity, with my artworks there is no privileged position for 

knowledge making – rather our being is entangled with matter. 

 
 

Conclusion 

Humanism gave us ways to perceive our world and for science to flourish, but what has it 

obscured and ignored? My intra-active artworks want to decentre us from humanistic 

positions. This is not to negate the part we play in our plastic material intra-actions. Rather, 

my artworks highlight a shift in understandings from human exceptionalism to considering 

that entities and matter exist in relation to one another.  Like Sudek’s and von Sturmers’ 

artworks Plastic Glow and Grasping at Memory highlight how materiality alters not just 

viewpoints, but what matter can become and how it affects future potentialities of the 

world through our intra-actions. They explore how intertwined we are in our current 

viewpoints and environments.  The artworks reveal that the agential cuts and perspectives 

we take ethically position us in our entanglements in the world with the human and non-

human. The agential cuts we take with plastics affect and they can indebt or obfuscate to us 

the implications of our entanglements and future ramifications.   

                                                 
19

 Phenomenologist Merleau-Ponty commented, “Mirrors are instruments of a universal magic that converts 
things into spectacle, spectacle into things, myself into another, and another into myself” (1964, p.7). 
20

 Postphenomenology analyses how technologies mediate the relation between humans and their world. See 
Martin Heidegger’s phenomenology in his Being in Time (1927), and postphenomenlogist Don Ihde’s 
Technology and the lifeworld: from garden to earth (1990). 
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CHAPTER 4:  

Plastic Intra-action  
 

 

 

[C]reating a dispositif [French] means setting the stage for a potential activity by organising 

material elements – as in a technological dispositif, for example a motor or a computer – or 

living beings, especially people in a military dispositif. A dispositif can also be more abstract, 

for example linguistic, as in the case of laws that condition practices or produce them, 

establishing what one may or may not do. As a legal phenomenon, the dispositif regulates 

situations.  

Dispositifs are productive arrangements: they implement potential or real power of relations 

or constellations of forces. 

 

Samuel Bianchini and Erki Verhagen  

Practicable 

2016, p.10 

 

As the twentieth century wound to a close, the paradox of plastic revolved around two 

apparently opposing tendencies. The molding and extruding plants kept pouring out an 

accelerating volume of stuff. At the same time that stuff seemed ever more ephemeral. A 

famous phrase of Marx bore on the situation. "All that is solid melts into air," he wrote in 

1848, by which he meant that continued expansion of the bourgeoisie depended on 

continual turnover in technologies, means of production, types of goods, even ideas and 

opinions. 

 

 

Jeffery Meikle 

American Plastic : A Cultural History 

1995, p.299 
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Figure 31 Korin Lesh, All that is solid melts into air, 2020, mixed media installation 

 

My intra-active artworks have diverged from immersive interactive aspirations at the 

beginning of my research to sculptural apparatuses that represent, explore, test and are in 

themselves intra-active contemporary conditions. In French ‘apparatus’ is often translated 

to ‘dispositif’ which in the post structuralist theory of Michael Foucault refers to social 

structures that control, enhance and exercise power over people. Italian philosopher Giorgio 

Agamben declares that what is common to dispositifs is a “set of practices, bodies of 

knowledge, measures and institutions that aim to manage, govern, control, and orient – in a 

way that purports to be useful – the behaviours, gestures, and thoughts of human beings” 
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(2009, p.12)21. In my artworks apparatus is applied to acknowledge and highlight the power 

of all matter and the implications of intra-action. Barad (2007) comments that, 

“[a]pparatuses are the material conditions of possibility and impossibility of mattering; they 

enact what matters and what is excluded from mattering"(p. 148). French philosopher 

Bruno Latour articulates this act, “[t]he name of the game is not to extend subjectivity to 

things, to treat humans like objects, to take machines for social actors, but to avoid the 

subject-object distinction at all in order to talk about the folding of humans and non-

humans” (1999, p.193-194).  

 
My latest artworks22 are apparatuses that explore how plastic materiality represent 

contemporary conditions while investigating such conditions. All that is solid melts into air, 

2020, highlights the presence and continuance of humanistic desires to create and apply 

nature for our benefit. Plastic Dynamism, 2020, considers how plastic materials and 

products are still conceived as moving us into future potentialities. It explores the ability of 

plastic materials to transform in shape and appearance, and references as a cautionary 

reminder the historical manifesto of Futurism that was enamoured with the materials of 

modernity. A breath of fresh plastic, 2020, explores our entanglement and interdependence 

on plastic materials to maintain health standards and our current way of life. While, 

Mangled: Out of Sight, 2020, highlights the entanglement of the human and non-human in 

contemporary plastic contexts. In these artworks humanist exceptionalism and post-

structuralist ideas about the practices, conditions and knowledges that measure and orient 

our lives are diffracted through New Materialist lenses. What these artworks seek to 

capture is how the collective of non-human material constructions of plastic in our 

                                                 
21

 Deleuze comments in What is a Dispositif? that, “Foucault's philosophy is often presented as an analysis of 
concrete “dispositifs” or apparatuses. But what is an apparatus? First of all, it is a skein, a multilinear whole. It 
is composed of lines of different natures. The lines in the apparatus do not encircle or surround systems that 
are each homogenous in themselves, the object, the subject, language, etc., but follow directions, trace 
processes that are always out of balance, that sometimes move closer together and sometimes farther away. 
Each line is broken, subject to changes in direction, bifurcating and forked, and subjected to derivations. Visible 
objects, articulable utterances, forces in use, subjects in position are like vectors or tensors. Thus the three 
main instances Foucault successively distinguishes - Knowledge, Power and Subjectivity - by no means have 
contours that are defined once and for all but are chains of variables that are torn from each other (2006, 
p.159 ed. David Lapoujade). 
 
22

 The artworks discussed in this chapter were presented in my final exhibition Plastic Intra-action, June 2021, 
Nan Giese Gallery, Charles Darwin University. A sound and video recording of the exhibition with intra-action 
by Sarah Pirrie my supervisor was recorded by Will Tinnapple and is available to view on Vimeo. 
https://vimeo.com/560281299, Password: korin 

https://vimeo.com/560281299
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environment intra-act with people and affect our behaviours, our social constructs, and our 

potential becomings.  

Trans-corporeality  

Informed by Karen Barad’s theories Material Feminist Stacy Alaimo (2008) posits we exist in 

“trans-corporeal space” where we are in constant interchange with the environment. 

Exploring our trans-corporeality as humans recognises that we are always intermeshed with 

the plastic non-human elements of the world. My artworks provoke us to consider how we 

are in constant interchange with our environments and how our intra-actions reveal the 

limits of our knowledge and create potential unknown becomings for the non-human parts 

of our world. My intra-active artworks are explorations of our current habitation in space-

time that feminist theorist Stacy Alaimo terms “trans-corporeality” where, 

 
human corporeality, in all its material fleshiness, is inseparable from ‘nature’ or 
‘environment’. By imagining and considering human corporeality as trans-
corporeality where human is always intermeshed with the more-than-human world 
reveals the extent to which the corporeal substance of the human is ultimately 
inseparable from ‘the environment’ (Alaimo, 2008, p. 238).  
 

Human bodies, the non-human, ecologies, technologies and materials through intra-action 

have some predictable and yet vastly unpredictable consequences. By emphasising material 

interconnections of humans, non-human and environment as not separate, as Alaimo, 

Barad and other New Materialists suggest - my artworks seek to acknowledge and consider 

ethical positions that objective dualities of human and environment deny. 

 

All that is solid melts into air 

In my intra-active installation All that is solid melts into air the light reflection is from light 

particles bouncing from the dichroic surface. The plastic dichroic film and acrylic responds to 

gravity, our touch and the environment in which it is placed. The title of this work is drawn 

from a famous quote about modernity by Karl Marx and Frederick Engels: 

 
All that is solid melts into air, all that is holy is profaned, and man is at last compelled 
to face with sober sense, his real conditions of life, and his relations with his kind. 
The need of a constantly expanding market for its products chases the bourgeoisie 
over the entire surface of the globe. It must nestle everywhere, settle everywhere, 
establish connexions [sic] everywhere (1848, p.31).  
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We are living with the hangovers and consequences of industrialisation and 

commercialisation that began during Modernity. As media lecturer Sy Taffel (2016) 

comments, “From the inception of modern, petrochemical-derived synthetic plastics to the 

contemporary situation in which over 300 million tons of plastic are produced each year, 

media assemblages and plastics constitute a range of intra-actions that contribute to our 

understanding of contemporary material politics”(p355). My artwork All that is solid melts 

into air explores how we are not separate to the plastic materials of our creation, 

proliferation and usage. We are literally and ethically entangled with them. We may prefer 

to think we are objective observers from a distance, but actually we coproduce each other 

and everything is inter-connected. We are not disconnected from the environments we 

build and inhabit. We might stand aside of the crate, balloon, acrylic sheet, dichroic film and 

electrical light that All that is solid melts into air applies, but we are never separate from 

them.  

 

  

 

Figure 32 Robert Morris, Untitled, 1965, reconstructed 1971, mirror, glass and wood 

 

All that is solid melts into air prompts us to recognise how humanist concepts still inform 

current thinking and perceptions. The artwork consists of an acrylic sheet covered with a 

dichroic film rolled and connected as a tube which droops from its own weight unable to 

hold a symmetrical cylinder form. The very pull of gravity on the plastic is made visible as an 

invisible process organises and sculpts and changes its expression. A red second hand 

utilitarian commercial packing crate is suspended from the ceiling as a metaphor for the 
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minimalist cube that in the 1960s was applied to explore phenomenological ideas about 

how the shape of forms is affective in itself. The crate is a ubiquitous contemporary 

commercial item reminding us of commodities that power our economy. But the crate also 

imbues modern minimalist conceptions. Consider Robert Morris’ Untitled, 1965, that was 

presented in a site specific arrangement to generate affective responses. Morris’ artworks 

raised the question of what an art object is by applying industrial materials in refined 

geometric realisations and explored gestalt theory of how our perceptions see a group of 

objects as a whole, and the whole as more that the sum of its parts. 23 All that is solid melts 

into air, 2020 applies the ready-made crate, industrial acrylic sheet and dichroic film to also 

challenge and question the art object. The installation considers not just the perceptive 

whole that our vision recognises from the installation’s separate parts, as Morris’ artwork 

had, but the trans-corporeality of all things.  

 
Humanism sought objectivity and separation from the world, where New Materialists such 

as Karen Barad see all matter and meaning entangled in intra-action. According to Barad 

(2007), the way that everything is entangled with everything else means that any act of 

observation or interaction between entities makes an agential cut between what is included 

and excluded from what occurs. Nothing is inherently separate as electrons jump, and 

particles are entangled with other particles. The world exists as constant shifts of forces and 

endless transformations. To Barad, separations are like viewpoints which enable us to 

examine some intra-actions in order to gain knowledge about them and their changes. This 

view of knowledge making provides a way for thinking about how culture and habits can 

render some things highly visible, while others are hidden or easier to ignore.  

 
Plastics have become a ubiquitous element of our environments and part of the 

contemporary nature of the world. The plastic cube in my intra-active installation All that is 

solid melts into air picks up on the arrogance embedded in the modernist cube, which 

although looking down on us, is empty and offers nothing new for our contemporary 

                                                 
23

 Australian philosopher Andrew Benjamin’s Object . Painting (1994) p.17-26 explores the relation of art and 
non-art. To Benjamin there is no absolute division between the two and art can be explained in terms of the 
becoming-object and the object-in-question as ways of signalling and repositioning objects as art within arts’ 
own history and in relation to time and within interpretation. “The becoming-object works in connection with 
the object-in-question to the extent that the irreducibility of the former means that the way in which the 
object functions as art will always be present as a question” (1994, p.24). 
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conditions. By applying the famous quote from Karl Marx, my artwork All that is solid melts 

into air conjures the power and dynamism of the change processes of modernity, and 

alludes to modernity’s empty promises and lack of answers for contemporary concerns.   

Modernity wrought devastating environmental impacts as Karl Marx recognised in the late 

nineteenth century.  

Capitalist production, therefore, only develops the technique and the degree of 
combination of the social process of production by simultaneously undermining the 
original sources of all wealth—the soil and the worker (Marx, 1976 Capital, vol. 1 p. 
637–38). 

From a humanistic perspective, objects and the non-human are separate to us. However, 

Thomas Nail when writing a New Materialist perspective on Karl Marx wrote that, “[T]he 

very idea that matter is something knowable and independent of its observation (not just 

human observation) is not possible because of Quantum entanglement” (2020, p.4). Intra-

action is not the property of a thing or humans, but rather the dynamic forces at play as 

matter exchanges and influences.  

 
Plastic Potential 

We are caught in the spectacle of plastic objects and materials as fluid and constantly 

evolving. This fluid malleability has implicated contemporary becomings to the point that 

thought is also valued for its flexible and ever changing potentials. Plastic products and 

materiality are both conceived as moving us into future potentialities.  In All that is solid 

melts into air the reflection from the dichroic film pulses on the wall and alludes to how 

plastics are being absorbed and incorporated unwittingly into living ecosystems and 

organisms and are suggestive of science fiction and futuristic potential. Dichroic film was 

explored in the 1950s and 60s by NASA for potential space and military uses and dichroic 

glass has since been applied in ‘high tech’ applications in optical instruments, lasers, fibre 

optics supporting the internet, as well as in architecture and eyeglasses.24 Dichroic coatings 

until recently were not easily accessible or commonly available for use. They are still 

reasonably rare to our everyday experiences and because of the effects on the light 

                                                 
24

 See James Haggerty’s article, ‘High Tech Art: Chameleon Glass’, in ‘SPINOFF 1993’ about Murray Schwartz a 
former NASA aerospace engineer turned artist who applied dichroic glass.  NASA applied dichroic glass in 
shields to protect from cosmic radiation and to shield astronauts’ vision from unfiltered sunlight in space. 
https://ntrs.nasa.gov/citations/20020080952 
 

https://ntrs.nasa.gov/citations/20020080952
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spectrum they can create beautiful and intriguing light diffraction, reflection and refraction 

displays - like exaggerated and immersive optical experiences of rainbows. As French 

theorist and philosopher Roland Barthes commented: 

 
…more than a substance, plastic is the very idea of its infinite transformation; as its 
everyday name indicates, it is ubiquity made visible. And it is this, in fact, which 
makes it a miraculous substance: a miracle is always a sudden transformation of 
nature. Plastic remains impregnated throughout with this wonder: it is less a thing 
than the trace of a movement (Barthes, 1972, p.97). 
 

All that is solid melts into air and my sculpture Plastic Dynamism (2020) both ironically 

capture the optimism we have of the possibilities of science that plastic will take us beyond 

nature. They draw attention to contemporary society’s desire to know more about polymer 

matter so that such knowledge may be applied for our own ends.  These artworks highlight 

the unattainable dream that we aspire to create materials for our own pleasure and ends 

that have no environmental footprint. The ever growing capability of plastic materials to be 

lighter, more elastic, and transparent with various textural possibilities has shifted how we 

view plastic materials as having immaterial properties even though plastics outlive our own 

lifetimes. The dichroic film in my artworks creates an affective experience where spect-

actors don’t register the plastic source and its underlying material reality and consequences, 

but rather the experiences it offers even though this matter will continue to inflect 

devastating changes to the world long after it has been used, disposed of and is refusing to 

degrade. 

 

 

 

Figure 33 Vladimir Tatlin, Monument to the Third International, 1920 reconstruction 1979, wood and metal 
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Figure 34 Korin Lesh, Plastic Dynamism, 2020, mixed media installation 

 



70 

 

 
 

Figure 35 Umberto Boccioni, Development of a Bottle in Space, 1913 [cast 1950], bronze 

 

Plastic Dynamism 

My artwork Plastic Dynamism explores the wonder of plastic materials’ ability to transform 

in shape and appearance. The sculptural form becomes or disappears into colour reflections 

and refractions that spiral into it and out across the gallery space. The sentiment of the 

artwork is reminiscent of the artist Valdimir Tatlin’s (1919-20) monument that was proposed 

as encapsulating the materials, possibilities and potentialities of modernity. Plastic 

Dynamism highlights the awe/ful humanistic tendencies for materials of our own creation in 

our contemporary reality. It considers how, although we are beginning to realise the 

baggage and detrimental effects of plastic, we are still in awe of its infinite possibilities.  

 
Plastic Dynamism’s sublime curves and colour reflections and refractions suggest optimism 

in human ingenuity and futuristic technological advancements. It echoes Futurist artist 

Umberto Boccioni’s artwork Development of a Bottle in Space, 1913. Boccioni captured 

modern dynamism in sculptural forms where inside and outside planes enfold and spiral 

into the surrounding space.  Boccioni’s manifesto about ‘Plastic Dynamism’ stated that,  
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[p]lastic dynamism is the simultaneous action of the motion characteristic of an 
object (its absolute motion), mixed with the transformation which the object 
undergoes in relation to its mobile and immobile environment (its relative motion) 
(Boccioni, 1913). 

 
 

To Boccioni (1913) dynamism was evolutionary and the Futurists had been “able to create 

the model form [in art] – the form of forms – continuity”. Plastic Dynamism wants to remind 

us of these humanistic assumptions and how they are embedded in our sensibilities as 

conceiving the world for only prolonging human desires and needs. The artwork wants us to 

question our plastic reality and whether we should continue to conceive the world as for the 

“infinite prolonging of an evolutionary species” (Boccioni, 1913) that is forever expanding 

our hold over nature. The potentialities of matter and their intra-active implications can no 

longer be seen in such a blinkered view. Plastic Dynamism is an anti monumental image of 

plastic, in contrast with the organic like bags that A breath of fresh plastic consists of. 

 

 
 

Figure 36 Korin Lesh, Safe, 2020 (March Covid 19 Darwin Lockdown) digital photo 
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Figure 37 Korin Lesh, A breath of fresh plastic, 2020, mixed media installation 
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A breath of fresh plastic 

A breath of fresh plastic, 2020, emerged from my thinking about plastic during the initial 

months of the 2020 Coronavirus pandemic. Each plastic bag in the moving suspended form 

holds air, some of which I breathed into the bags - breath that was no longer safe as 

concerns rose about the virus’ infectiousness and transmission, yet concealed inside plastic. 

The sculptural form of A breath of fresh plastic is suspended from a hidden motor and arm 

that lifts the plastic bags, air and dichroic mass up and then lets it fall down. The plastic bags 

appear to breath together in unison. The motion is meditative and spect-actors often find 

themselves breathing with the artwork - yoked to these materials metaphorically through 

breath.  As spect-actors breath small particles are being exchanged to theirs from the plastic 

bodies off-gassing. Yet, the thin skin of the plastic bags keeps viruses or pollutants cordoned 

off to keep people safe. My photograph Safe, 2020, reveals the plastic bags in A breath of 

fresh plastic to be the multiple of one. Each singular bag encapsulates a möbius strip of 

dichroic film that metaphorically represents life forms with their ongoing internal and 

external flows that inform each entity. Whatever is outside of us becomes part and internal 

to us. Just like pet shop fish in plastic bags we exist in a precarious state between life and 

death with a thin synthetic membrane protecting us, but also implicating different 

potentialities for our futures.    

 

A breath of fresh plastic explores our entanglement and interdependence on plastic 

materials to maintain health standards and our current way of life. Disposable plastics have 

become a vital resource, as much as we are conflicted and aware of the toxic contribution of 

accumulating single use plastics. These plastics are necessary to keep us safe from health 

risks, to stop contamination, but yet they too are a global contaminate. The polymer 

materials the bags are made of are cheap, but they are not ethically cheap for the planet 

and for our own futures. The beautiful otherliness of the non-human breath of the artwork 

yoked to spect-actors reminds us that all matter is entangled. Our need for plastic materials 

grows exponentially, as do the risks associated to us and the planet because of them25. 

 

 

 

                                                 
25

 See Ulrick Beck’s Risk Society (1986). Beck defines  ‘risk society’ as one that systematically deals with hazards 
and insecurities created by the effects and experiences of industrialisation and modernisation. 
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Figure 38 Korin Lesh, Mangled: Out of sight, (detail) 2020, mixed media installation 

 

Mangled: Out of sight 

The material elements of Mangled: Out of sight are accumulated plastics from my previous 

installation iterations of Plastic Glow, 2019. Each piece is bright, beautiful, moulded and has 

some contemporary usefulness. Placed together the objects seem to cluster and grow like 

an organism – a plastic reef. The shimmering waves of light reflected from the drop of 

fluttering dichroic film adds to the other-worldly metaphor and the waves of coloured light 

give the work almost a pulse - a contrived life force. Placed amongst the mass of plastic 
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items are also plastic mirrors from which different views of spect-actors and the gallery can 

be seen as they move around the artwork .The spect-actors images therefore become part 

of the accumulation, implicated in its existence and relation to it. The plastic accumulation 

glitters, shines and sparkles. Spect-actors become with the plastic realisation in a 

constitutive engagement with plastic environments and materiality. It is a decentred joint 

apparatus of spect-actors and plastics where novel and unique relations endlessly emerge as 

spect-actors ambiently peruse the plastic agglutination. Spect-actors are both audience and 

discoverers of visual feasts - both active and passive. The artwork explores how there are no 

distinctions between human and nature. Rather it highlights how nature and culture are co-

producers. As Deleuze and Guattari argued:   

 
[T]he human essence of nature and the natural essence of man become one within 
nature in the form of production of industry, just as they do within the life of man as 
a species ... man and nature are not like two opposite terms confronting one 
another...rather, they are one and the same essential reality, the producer-product. 
(Deleuze & Guattari, 1983 [translated], p. 4-5). 

 
 

 
 

Figure 39 Robert Smithson, Yucatan Mirror Displacements, 1969, chromogenic print 
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For the Yucatan Mirror Displacements, 1969, Robert Smithson placed mirrors in natural 

environments outside of institutions to explore the continuities between inside and outside, 

sites and the ‘non site’ of the gallery institution. Smithson was elemental in the 1960s Land 

Art movement. He created artworks beyond the art market that reached outside of museum 

spaces that explored relationships between arts’ institutions and the wider world and 

environments. His artworks are often, as exemplified in the mirror displacements, reduced 

to photographs and contain extreme contrasts or mirror relationships.  

 
The site represents the world itself, the unedited with all its complexities and 
possibilities…The Non site represents the focused articulation of part of the site 
which to some degree comes to stand for the site itself; but which like all metonymic 
tropes takes on a life of its own and becomes a form of speech. (Flam, 1996, p. xviii).  

 

Smithson saw limitations with humanistic ideas and models and sought to create art that 

was not cut off from reality and environments. His artworks are “continuous, even to some 

degree coterminous, with the real world, but at the same time would go beyond surface 

appearances” (Flam, 1996 p. xviii). Where Smithson created a dichotomy between sites, 

Mangled: Out of sight is unlike Smithson’s landscapes in that it seeks to dissolve the 

discrepancy between them. The plastic environment of Mangled dissolves the need for in, 

on, or “non” of site as plastic geology becomes biological (through off-gassing and is 

consumed by us through breathe and food tainted by plastic contaminants). Yet, like 

Smithson’s Mirror Displacements, my artwork Mangled: Out of sight employs mirrors to 

explore the relationship between the objects we place in our environments and our 

relationships with them.  

 
The title of Mangled: Out of sight refers to philosopher Andrew Pickering whose theories 

combine social construction with the ontology and agency of the material world. Pickering’s 

(1995) The Mangle of Practice: Time, Agency, and Science explores the ‘situatedness’ of 

knowledge production. In The Mangle (1995) Pickering argues for a fundamental shift in 

thinking from what he terms the “representational idiom” where science is about 

representing and explaining and producing knowledge of the world, to the “performative 

idiom” that is a decentred  perspective concerned with the emergent interplay of human 

and non-human agency. To Pickering what counts as knowledge at any time “is a function 
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not just of how the world is but of the specific material-conceptual-disciplinary- social-etc. 

space in which knowledge production is situated” (Pickering, 1995, p. 185).   

 
Discourse 

Mangled: Out of sight highlights the interplay of the human and non-human in 

contemporary plastic contexts. The artwork mirrors and points back to spect-actors, their 

own perceptive conditions of which our realities are co-constituting. The ‘selfies’ spect-

actors can take in the mirrors of the artwork link the plastic objects to the digital 

information sharing environment that is now so ubiquitous and vital to contemporary life. 

Mangled: Out of sight explores our interconnectedness with the materials and processes 

with which we co-inhabit places. Plastic products, like digital technologies are the products 

born of innovative design and thinking, but more importantly, plastics are vital to digital 

infrastructure – to the production of the hardware components, wiring and physical 

expression of the devices of digital systems. Cloudless computing of which our current 

contemporary lifestyles are so dependent - are built on plastic and these hardware’s are 

quickly being superseded and disposed of as newer versions of themselves are made 

available to consumers.26  

 
My artworks are often photographed by spect-actors and shared on social media. This 

capturing and sharing of imagery changes the relationship between my artworks and their 

viewers. When photographed by spect-actors my intra-active artworks like Plastic Glow and 

Mangled: Out of sight could be said to shift from being performative back to 

representational, which seems to contradict their dynamic intra-active intentions. There is 

irony in this paradox of my intra-active artworks as embodied encounters becoming static 

two-dimensional images, yet I argue that digital photos and online sharing opportunities can 

allow the artworks to continue to intra-act through digital visual discourse and are 

intentional aspects of them. Online digital discourse, like any matter is inexhaustible, 

                                                 
26

  See Sy Taffel’s article ‘TECHNOFOSSILS of the ANTHROPOCENE Media, Geology, and Plastics’, 2016, that 
discusses how 300 million tons of plastic are produced each year as media and electronic assemblages that 
support our digital realities. “If we are to undertake meaningful collective action focused on altering the 
trajectory toward ecological catastrophe posited by the Anthropocene, we must move beyond the amnesia of 
a digital culture that tends to think in terms of virtuality and immateriality; we must, instead, engage critically 
with the specific affordances of material culture and with the vastness of the geological temporalities and 
globalized spatial scales currently being affected by a pathological technocultural assemblage”(2016, p.370).  
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exuberant, and prolific. Digital photographs don’t simply come to stand in for the original 

encounter after the installation is de-installed they continue to intra-act by continuing to be 

experienced with the world as they are shared in different contexts and become other 

images and experiences.   

 
Art theorist Anne Ring Peterson comments “the term discourse encompasses the idea that 

our use of language is structured in patterns which shape our statements in various 

environments” (2015, p.23). Discourses, according to Peterson, are characterised by both 

homogeneity and transformation. Online digital sharing is a form of art discourse where 

artworks exist in consistent formats – digital images, but are always open to change and 

reshaping. Discourse theorist Marianne Jørgensen and Louise Phillips comment that:  

 
…[d]iscourse aims to remove ambiguities by turning the elements into moments 
through closure. But this aim is never completely successful as the possibilities of 
meaning that the discourse displaces to the field of discursivity always threaten to 
destabilise the fixity of meaning” (Jørgensen & Phillips 2002, p.29).  

My artworks reflect how there is no privileged position for either discourse or matter but 

rather recognises the intra-active relationship between them.  

 

 
 

Figure 40 Instagram post, Lee Harrop, 2019 

 

When a spect-actor takes a selfie in Mangled: Out of sight and posts it online on social 

media the artwork opens up and is reconfigured through online discourse. The original 

artwork as a semiotic entity opens up intertextually and Mangled: Out of sight becomes 

dynamic and affective beyond the installation event – just as all matter is endlessly in the 
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process of reconfiguring. The artwork’s agency exists in the enactment of iterative changes 

in relation to any forms as “iterative reconfiguring…through the dynamics of intra-activity” 

(Barad, 2007, p.178). My intra-active artworks are materially situated experiences 

concerned with plastic commodities, but they also become elements of installation 

discourse. They employ a contemporary ‘ambient perspective’ that art theorists 

Papastergiadis & Barkin describe as both a “contemporary condition” and a “new 

technique” of contemporary art (2015, p81) that seeks to establish “meaningful relations” in 

the “unstable territory” of contemporary realities which includes the digital realm. My 

recent intra-active installations such as Mangled: Out of sight are site responsive and exist 

when on exhibition, yet digital photographs of them continue to transform and become 

something other. Photographs posted on social media can open up the possibility of further 

world entanglements with our complex plastic reality.  

 
My intra-active artworks can be remembered through photographic memory filtered 

through individual subjective gazes and individual subjective manipulation. As spect-actors 

take their own photos of my intra-active artworks authorship of them is also brought into 

question. Photographs, like embodied encounters, allow another means for enabling 

individuals to affect, share, reshape and repurpose artwork encounters. In Brian O’Doherty’s 

1976 article Inside the White Cube he comments that avant-garde artists of modernity had 

“two audiences: one which was there and one - most of us - which wasn't” (1976, p. 88). 

O’Doherty articulates that memory has significant power to inform and make meaning after 

the affect of an experience with art. “[P]hotographs of the event restore to us the original 

moment, but with much ambiguity” (O’Doherty, 1976, p. 88) in that they are “subject to 

inflation” when remembering encounters of importance. O’Doherty recognises that 

photographs become part of the experience of artworks and retrospectively I suggest 

O’Doherty would appreciate Barad’s concept of ‘intra-action’ in his ideas about the 

dynamism of photography. Similarly, photographs of my artworks such as Mangled: Out of 

sight feed-back and influence the original encounter the spect-actor had with the work, 

potentially augmenting or diminishing intra-action of what the artwork encounter was 

before.  
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Conclusion 

My artworks acknowledge how there is no privileged position for either discourse or matter, 

because discourse too is mattering. My intra-active apparatuses are not representations, 

but rather encounters that highlight powerful causal relations. These artworks question our 

blinkered view of plastic materials, commodities and discourse as subjects that are separate 

from us. They highlight how we are bound and ethically implicated by the plastic material 

realities and the social relations of our world. My intra-active apparatuses are intended to 

focus on taking into account the material consequences of plastics that emerge from our 

contemporary reality; and they present as experiences that are easily photographed and 

reproduced digitally which can contribute to digital art discourse while fostering my interest 

in resistance to the possession of art objects.  

 

 

Figure 41 Korin Lesh, Mangled: Out of sight, and Plastic Dynamism, 2020, mixed media installations 
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CONCLUSION 
 

When we drop a pebble into water the ripples on the surface push concentric circles of 

water out from where the weight was dropped. The pebble disturbs the water and the fish 

that are in the pond, and it may cause a small splash of water to reach the thrower. The 

thrower is not removed and at a distance from this scenario, rather the pebble thrower is 

engaged and different ripples cross over and influence each other – all elements are 

entangled. Like this metaphor my artworks are informed by Barad’s (2007) diffractive 

methodology that argues that we are all involved in the production of the world and that 

objects and processes can be observed by the effects of the differences they create. I have 

applied Barad’s diffraction as an artistic conceptual tool that presents through differences, 

connections and relations that produce new relationships and possibilities with plastic 

matter.  Thinking through diffraction goes beyond reflexively looking and reflecting on what 

we see. Reflection is related to mirroring and to separateness whereas diffraction asserts 

that bodies and materiality are accountable for our part in the differences in the 

engagements and becomings we find ourselves in. 

 
My intra-active artwork apparatuses are intended to focus on taking into account the 

material consequences of plastic accumulations that emerge from our contemporary reality 

and highlight how we are bound and ethically implicated by the ever increasing ubiquity of 

plastic material realities and objects of our world. My intra-active artworks explore how we 

are currently, and will forever be entangled with plastic matter and they are intended to 

provoke us to consider how all matter matters. We are not ever at an objective distance, as 

humanism assumed, although these conceptions still have implications and affects. My 

artworks are however not intended as forms of cultural relativism that suggest that all 

actions and all matterings are equal. On the contrary, my intra-active artworks seek to 

highlight how our contemporary focus is beginning to consider the ethical principles of 

disposable plastic matter as having ecological implications, but has ignored how our intra-

action with multiple use plastic objects and materials is not just changing the reality of ‘the 

environment’ but is also implicating our perceptions and what it means to be human. My 

artworks are provocations that draw attention to how our mattering exchanges with 
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synthetics and other materials are forever altering the world and have vast ethical 

implications for our own lifetimes and the future of ecosystems and human lives.  We can 

never return to a life on the planet without plastics. Plastics will forever affect us and the 

world’s futures. 

 

 

 

Figure 42, David Collins, Photograph of spect-actor intra-action with Plastic Glow, 2019, digital photograph 
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After considering plastic accumulations in our environments my explorations have raised 

further questions about plastics in and with our bodies through human enhancements and 

augmentation. Contributing to our plastic matter entanglements are: synthetic devices such 

as phones, headphones and even sexual arousal tools; body enhancement treatments such 

as breast implants; and the life changing possibilities of bionics, artificial limbs and organ 

transplants. While we are beginning to reject plastic objects in our environments, it seems 

we are ironically grooming our bodies to incorporate more and more synthetics in very 

personal and implicating ways. Will these synthetic become part of us? When is our body 

still ours and what will come of our current sustainability concerns as augmentation and 

enhancements become more and more normalised? As we sense differently with plastic 

augmentation what are the implications for the evolving concept of ‘human’ and its effects 

on our relationships with other enhanced and non-enhanced humans?  Will it reveal our 

human imperfections as disabilities as we seek bodily perfection and advancement?  Here 

lay the seeds for my future artistic research to explore synthetic technological augmentation 

of, and with, our bodies in our increasingly plasticizing trans-corporeality where the lines 

between human and the materials we create are becoming increasingly blurred.   

 

 

 

 
Figure 43, Will Tinapple, screen capture of sound/video recording of Sarah Pirrie’s visit with Plastic Intra-action, 2021  
 
A sound and video recording of my Plastic Intra-action exhibition was recorded by Will Tinnapple and is 
available to view on Vimeo. https://vimeo.com/560281299, Password: korin 

 

 

 

https://vimeo.com/560281299
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Cultural “O Mundo de Lygia Clark” 

https://www.moma.org/audio/playlist/181/2411 

https://www.tate.org.uk/whats-on/tate-modern/exhibition/unilever-series/unilever-series-olafur-eliasson-weather-project-0-0
https://www.tate.org.uk/whats-on/tate-modern/exhibition/unilever-series/unilever-series-olafur-eliasson-weather-project-0-0
https://artsearch.nga.gov.au/detail.cfm?irn=111377
https://www.guggenheim.org/artwork/3166
https://mcachicago.org/Collection/Items/2007/Bruce-Nauman-Finger-Touch-With-Mirrors-From-The-1966-67-1970-2007
https://mcachicago.org/Collection/Items/2007/Bruce-Nauman-Finger-Touch-With-Mirrors-From-The-1966-67-1970-2007
https://www.moma.org/audio/playlist/181/2411
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Figure 21  Korin Lesh, Grasping at Memory (detail), Dec. 2018, mixed media installation, 

Northern Centre for Contemporary Art, Members’ Exhibition 

Figure 22  Korin Lesh, Grasping at Memory (detail), 2018, Nan Giese Gallery, Charles 

Darwin University 

Figure 23  Josef Sudek, Untitled from The Window of My Studio, 1940-1954, gelatin 

silver print, Sheldon Art Museum 

https://sheldonartmuseum.org/exhibitions/josef-sudek-photographs 

Figure 24  Josef Sudek, Untitled [from Labyrinths of Glass], 1940-1966, 1982, gelatin 

silver print, Mutual Art  

https://www.mutualart.com/Artwork/Still-life-from-Glass-

Labyrinths/BCB89B30F9890FCD 

Figure 25  Korin Lesh, Plastic Glow, 2019, mixed media installation, Nan Giese Gallery, 

Charles Darwin University 

Figure 26  Korin Lesh Grasping at Memory (detail), Dec. 2018, mixed media installation, 

Northern Centre for Contemporary Art, Members Exhibition 

Figure 27  Daniel von Sturmer, Camera Ready Actions, 2014, 9 screen video installation 

https://www.danielvonsturmer.com/gallery/camera-ready-actions/ 

Figure 28 Korin Lesh, Plastic Glow (detail), 2019, mixed media installation, Untitled 

Gallery, Darwin Community Arts  

Figure 29  Daniel von Strumer, Electric Light, 2016, Mixed media installation with 4 HD 

videos (programmable LED lights, moving head profile light, custom cables, 

backdrops, booms, supports)    

https://www.danielvonsturmer.com/gallery/electric-light/ 

Figure 30  Korin Lesh, The Marks and Separations of Diffraction (installation concept 

photograph), 2021, digital photograph, Charles Darwin University 

Figure 31 Korin Lesh, All that is solid melts into air, 2020, mixed media installation, Nan 

Giese Gallery Residency, Charles Darwin University   

https://sheldonartmuseum.org/exhibitions/josef-sudek-photographs
https://www.mutualart.com/Artwork/Still-life-from-Glass-Labyrinths/BCB89B30F9890FCD
https://www.mutualart.com/Artwork/Still-life-from-Glass-Labyrinths/BCB89B30F9890FCD
https://www.danielvonsturmer.com/gallery/camera-ready-actions/
https://www.danielvonsturmer.com/gallery/electric-light/
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Figure 32  Robert Morris, Untitled, 1965, reconstructed 1971, mirror, glass and wood, 

TATE website, PHOTO: © ARS, NY and DACS, London 2021 

https://www.tate.org.uk/art/artworks/morris-untitled-t01532 

Figure 33  Vladimir Tatlin, Monument to the Third International, 1920 reconstruction 

1979, wood and metal, MoMA website, 

https://www.moma.org/interactives/exhibitions/2012/inventingabstraction/

?work=226 

Figure 34  Korin Lesh, Plastic Dynamism, 2020, mixed media installation, Nan Giese 

Gallery Residency, Charles Darwin University 

Figure 35  Umberto Boccioni, Development of a Bottle in Space, 1913 [cast 1950], 

bronze, Met Museum Public Domain 

https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/485529 

Figure 36  Korin Lesh, Safe, 2020 (March Covid 19 Darwin Lockdown) digital photo 

Figure 37  Korin Lesh, A breath of fresh plastic, 2020, mixed media installation, Nan 

Giese Gallery Residency, Charles Darwin University 

Figure 38  Korin Lesh, Mangled: Out of sight, (detail) 2020, mixed media installation, 

Nan Giese Gallery Residency, Charles Darwin University 

Figure 39  Robert Smithson, Yucatan Mirror Displacements, 1969, chromogenic print, 

Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum  

https://www.guggenheim.org/artwork/5322 

Figure 40  Instagram post, Lee Harrop, 2019 

Figure 41  Korin Lesh, Mangled: Out of sight, and Plastic Dynamism, 2020, mixed media 

installations,  Nan Giese Gallery Residency, Charles Darwin University 

Figure 42 David Collins, Photograph of spect-actor intra-action with Plastic Glow, 2019, 

Nan Giese Gallery, Charles Darwin University 

Figure 43 Will Tinapple, screen capture of sound/video recording of Sarah Pirrie’s visit 

with Plastic Intra-action, 2021 
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