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In the wake of extractive industrialization surfaced the no-
tion that humanity was the radical other to nature. In 2023, 
this premise sounds like an outmoded hit song, one that has 
long since lost its reference points yet is still played in an 
endless loop every day. In other words, human exceptional-
ism seems to have fallen oddly out of time. This narrative 
of superiority – indeed, reserved for a privileged segment 
of mankind – is increasingly eroding at its foundations in 
light of the ecological collapse: extreme weather, resource 
scarcity, and the collective experience of the pandemic have 
emphatically trivialized the human/nature divide.

With the pandemic, in particular, it dawned on us that 
we are rather part of an open system we cannot control. In 
an almost unbridled manner, the virus proliferated around 
the globe, mutating, infecting, and fundamentally disrupt-
ing established patterns of life. Simultaneously, however, 
it also revealed the multiple connections and interdepend-
encies between different life forms, exposing them as a 
matrix-like, multirelational web.

Viruses weave our bodies into invisible relational en-
tanglements with human and more-than-human beings. 
Thanks to them, our bodies enter into symbiotic relation-
ships with fungi, insects, bacteria, and other organisms, 
ultimately becoming part of a deeply interconnected eco-
system teeming with life. As biologist Lynn Margulis noted 
in her book The Symbiotic Planet (1998): “We are symbionts 
on a symbiotic planet, and if we look closely, we find sym-
biosis everywhere.”1

The group exhibition Matrix Bodies takes the so-called 
“viro sphere” as its departure point for an exploration of the 
manifold visible and invisible interdependencies between 
humans and nature. The works of artists Eglė Budvytytė, 
Seba Calfuqueo, Caterina Gobbi, Nona Inescu, Josèfa 
Ntjam, and Sophie Utikal transport us to places where the 
threshold between body and environment becomes un-
stable. They variously conceive transcorporeal, chimeri-
cal life forms while forging strategies for non-binary, 
more abundant and vibrant futures. 

Matrix Bodies marks the beginning of the 2023 an-
nual program Sensing the Heat. Under this motto, 
Kunst raum Niederoesterreich unpacks the ecologi-
cal crisis from intersectional perspectives. While our 
planetary incapacity to take action is becoming more 
and more visible, the program evolves around ques-
tions like: Where can we spot the seeds of new ter-
restrial modes of coexistence? What other avenues 
of social reproduction, of care for our material and 
spiritual livelihoods, of solidary and provident rela-
tionships between human and more-than-human 
beings are emerging? And what role can art play 
in these inquiries? Taking on questions like these, 
Matrix Bodies constitutes an attempt to point be-
yond the current catastrophism in search for 
more caring modes of coexistence.
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1 Lynn Margulis, Symbiotic Planet (New York: Basic Books, 1998), 7. 



Liquid Power Has No Shame transports us to the shores of the Lofoten Islands, 
an archipelago in Norway with open sea, rough lands, and overwhelming moun-
tains. Against the backdrop of this striking landscape, Eglė Budvytytė conceives 
a sphere in which time seems to have melted away and categories of gender 
and species are collapsing. Three hybrid creatures conduct ritual-like acts; 
circular movements in tandem, which put their bodies in an almost erotic 
exchange with nature: their legs rub rhythmically against rough rocks, their 
saliva enters the seawater eliciting a symbiosis with its myriad underwa-
ter beings. “Species are drifting, humans are shifting” is the voice-over’s 
message. Budvytytė conjures a world in which the inseparability of the 
human and non-human becomes an embodied practice while banaliz-
ing the discursive border between humankind and nature. The artist 
proposes gestures of sensuality and intuition as strategies to over-
come extractive and brutally functional relationships with nature.

The trayenko (waterfall) or traytrayko (big waterfall) is deemed an eminent sa-
cred site in the cosmology of the Mapuche. As a primary source of lawen (medicinal 
herbs), these bodies of water are of vital signifi cance for the rituals and the survival 
of the Indigenous people. In the eponymous video performance, Seba Calfuqueo – 
a Mapuche person – illuminates this relationship. Clad in a shiny blue fabric, the
artist carefully escorts a 30-meter-long piece of the same textile through the 
Pewen rainforest in Wallmapu (Chile), with the sound of a cascade reverberating 
in the background. On the glistening surface, one sees the refl ection of plants
 along with the nearby river and the artist’s naked upper body. The fabric be-
comes an intermediary, a poetic translation of the continuity between water, 
plants, and humans. This irreducible oneness, cultivated by the Mapuche 
for centuries, recurs in the camera work, too: the artist is fi lmed from the 
back, front, from below and above, all the while immersed in the luscious 
green of the Andean forest. TRAY TRAY KO foregrounds the crucial role 
that nature plays in Mapuche survival, identity, and sense of belonging. 
Given Chile’s accelerating loss of biodiversity, Calfuqueo’s piece can 
also be read as a fervent plea to acknowledge and preserve spiritual 
and Indigenous ecosystems.

Caterina Gobbi’s immersive soundscape permeates the gal-
lery, bathes our bodies in melodies of dripping water and cracking 

ice sheets, recorded by the artist herself in the crevasses of Mont 
Blanc. In her pursuit of the conditions under which humans become 

emotionally entangled with the environment, Gobbi engages with 
sound as an affective interface, a relational agent between the human 

and non-human. She consciously anthropomorphizes the glacier, as if to 
remind us that we are 90% water ourselves: she affi liates the sounds of 

its melting ice with those of human body fl uids; she visually dissects its ice 
blocks, draws connections between their pulsating movements and our inner 

organs. This “humanization” complexifi es the image of the melting glacier as 
a mere (passive) emblem of global warming and its imperative for protection. In 

Nessuno crede a ciò che non è mai successo glaciers attain an agency in their own 
right, asserting their cyclical rhythms of life and death, growth and decay. The glass 

fl ower emphasizes this: an emulation of the Dryas octopetala – plants once frozen into 
the ice blocks for centuries and now resurrected due to rising temperatures – symbolizes 

the infi nite invisible memories and knowledges inscribed into the planetary body.

Nona Inescu’s sculpture meanders across the exhibition fl oor like a riverbed with 
incomprehensible detours. Its metal strands fl ow in almost organic paths next to each 
other, deviating their straightness to incorporate oddly-shaped stones here and there. 
The materials steel and stone – generally associated with immobility and unchanging 
permanence – become fl uid entities in Inescu’s work, softening and acquiring a whim-
sical liveliness. A liveliness that in nature all too often evades human perception: seen 
from a geological perspective, even seemingly passive elements like stone undergo 
continuous processes of transformation. They change their appearance, mutate in 
their essence, and thus undermine their anthropocentric perception, according to 
which the Earth would exist statically and outside of human history. With Meander, 
Inescu invites us to fathom the Earth in its corporeality. A bodiness that follows 
its very own temporal laws and orders of magnitude, which are impervious to 
human control.

The category of nature, its institutionalized division into rigid taxonomies 
and classifi cations, stems from the same desire to dominate and subjugate 
as does the construction of identity and race. Departing from this premise, 
Josèfa Ntjam crafts hybrid, abundant worlds in which natural science and 
history melt into unruly conglomerates with fi ction, mythology, and an-
cestral rituals. The photomontage series Underground Resistance – Living 
Memories takes its cues from the Black militant techno collective Under-
ground Resistance and their techniques of sampling and remixing. Set 
within the speculative realm of the deep sea, the work juxtaposes the 
ability of plants and fi sh, particles and microbes to survive and multiply 
with emancipatory social struggles. Archival images of riots and por-
traits of political dissidents merge with abstract cellular shapes, dig-
ital glitches, and mythological characters like Mami Wata, a symbol 
of anti-colonial struggles in the shape of a mermaid popular in many 
countries across Africa. What can be learned from nature in order 
to become unfathomable, to undermine social categories and hi-
erarchies? Ntjam deconstructs the power structures at the core of 
both scientifi c and social processes of objectifi cation and conjures 
messier, intrinsically uncontrollable futures in which interspecies 
alliances can fl ourish.

Coexisting is inspired by Octavia Butler’s sci-fi  book series Lilith’s Brood 
from the late 1980s in which a nuclear war left the planet uninhabitable. Hybrid 

beings called the Oankali have made it their mission to refertilize the Earth for 
humans to survive on it once again. In return, they demand a “gene trade” in order 

to undo humankind’s fatal combination of intelligence and hierarchical tendencies. 
Building on this plot, Sophie Utikal’s textile series constitutes a speculative vision of 

post-apocalyptic life on Earth. It proposes more humble and compassionate forms of 
coexistence between different life forms, depicting a fi gure who engages in various ways 

with their natural habitat. In one of the four panels, we see them grieving for the destruc-
tion of the planet, whereas in another, they become entangled with an animal-like creature, 

indicating an idiosyncratic interspecies relationship. In a third, the fi gure studies different 
kinds of fungi as if opening up to the wisdoms of the myriad organisms in the soil. This rejec-

tion of the dualism between human and nature is accentuated by the work’s technique: the very 
act of sewing implies the confl ation of formerly divided entities. Similarly, the stream that seems 

to fl ow across and thereby connect all four parts renders each incomplete without the others and 
refutes any sense of hierarchy.
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01 Eglė Budvytytė: Liquid Power Has No Shame (2017), 
HD video, 6:55 min

02 Seba Calfuqueo: TRAY TRAY KO (2022), 4k video, 6:14 min

03 Caterina Gobbi: Nessuno crede a ciò che non è mai successo 
(2023), installation (wood, speakers, LCD screen, amplifi er, 
cables) and glass object

04 Nona Inescu: Meander (2020), chrome-plated steel, 
mineral concretion stones, 10 × 380 × 180 cm, Courtesy of 
the artist and Collezione Agovino, Naples

05 Josèfa Ntjam: Underground Resistance – Living 
Memories #2, #3, and #4 (2023), photomontage printed 
by sublimation on aluminum, each 120 × 80 × 3 cm, 
Courtesy of the artist and NıCOLETTı, London

06 Sophie Utikal: Coexisting (2018), textile series, 4 parts: 
Join 370 × 150 cm, Connect 310 × 150 cm, Relate 
300 × 150 cm, Multiply 250 × 150 cm, on loan from the 
Federal Republic of Germany – Contemporary Art 
Collection
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