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Words Around Objects: The Metaphors of New Media
Michael Rees

Michael Rees, Study for Artificial Sculpture, CAD rendering, 1999.

In this talk, I will discuss the nature of objects and the words around them. Typically, I am competent
at raising issues and pointing to the contradictions. I am reticent to resolve them though. To resolve
these issues is to deny the potential for their growth. It is to control and manipulate them. In this
sense, this talk is really a set of notes –– a framework to consider the field broadly. This essay is a
work in progress and doesn’t pretend to be comprehensive. 

I hope to lay out a territory and to look at what possible connections might be made. This hopefully
has some resonance with the larger issues of computing and culture. The hierarchical tree of computer
organization, hypertext as a classification system and the Mandelbrot Set in Chaos Theory allow for
some fresh ways to experiment with categories, perhaps even to dissolve them. I will use three exam-
ples that employ this way of looking at objects: Joseph Kosuth’s One and Three Chairs from 1965,
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images from the University of Hamburg’s Visible Human Project and images from a current project
of mine. Each of these challenge issues of representational veracity.

My project is a kind of laboratory to investigate the relationship of text, image and object as
expressed through a variety of digital and analog practices. This includes Computer Aided Design
(CAD), Rapid Prototyping (RP) output, silicon molding of the RP masters and the creation of mul-
tiple, self-similar parts to be constructed in a kind of Tinker Toy or ‘thinker toy’ structure. An
important element to this project is a software interface that artist and programmer Chris Burnett
and I have developed to explore the fuzzy territory of text, image and object. We explore these
things not as distinct categories, but as fluid entities. For us this interface, called a Sculptural User
Interface®, is the location of a group of impulses about object, image and language. By extension, it
is about humanity’s strange confusion and convolution of these things and what we take or mistake
for the real. 

All of these investigations are speculative and are not to be confused with reality.

In 1965 Joseph Kosuth did a piece called “One and Three Chairs.” This work is a precursor to digi-
tal classifications or digital representation (as in the Mandelbrot Set) and suggests a more complete
way of understanding the object, image and text discourse. In our current milieu one could proba-
bly add multiple modes of ‘chairs’ to Kosuth’s piece. These other types might include a mathemati-
cal description, a chemical analysis, the 3D computer file, etc.  One could keep adding and re-scal-
ing to infinitely like a Mandelbrot Set in Chaos Theory.1

The title suggests the issues. In our sense of ‘chair’ there are, at least, a linguistic representations of
‘chair,’ physical experiences of the object ‘chair’ and images of the object ‘chair.’ For Kosuth at
that time, this was probably all that mattered about locating the issues of language, image and

Joseph Kosuth, One and Three Chairs, chair, photograph, signage, 1965, from A
Sourcebook for Artist’s Writings, Christina Styles and Peter Selz, ed., University of
California Press, 1996.
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object, even if this illustrated a problem of representation more than a solution. “One Chair and
Three Chairs” has some reference to a Platonic way to understand things –– namely that there is a
unified and single form which we understand as ‘chair’–– an essence of sorts. It also redefines the
presumption of an essential form of ‘chair’ in that each of these representations of ‘chair,’ represen-
tation of the same chair, have reality in themselves. They are modes of their own, categories that
are independent in some senses and yet depend upon one another. This is akin to what Wittgenstein
proposed about language: that the fibers of many experiences go to make up words. Nothing is
defined in its essence, but rather as a family of relationships.

This reflexive system of Kosuth’s prefigures the Mandelbrot Set.2 In my opinion, it is an important
illustration of a set of problems about language, similar in importance to Magritte’s painting “Ce
n’est pas une Pipe.” All of these problems of representation make their way into the computer and
its use in 1999.

Perhaps one of the most notable of these kinds of developments is Sol Lewitt’s work. This drawing
series from 1968 is actually a program for generating drawings. It is more direct, perhaps less
abstract, than a computer and its programs, but it functions the same way. In this case though,
humans are the machines, language the program.

If we look at Kosuth’s piece a little more directly, none of these representations are ‘chairs’ in a
strict sense. None are definitively categorical. All one has to do is enlarge or narrow the abstract
frame around the nebulous ‘chair’ and new behaviors begin to emerge. Kosuth’s work only begins

Sol Lewitt, Drawing 1968, from A Sourcebook for Artist’s
Writings, Christina Stiles and Peter Selz, ed., University of
California Press, 1996. 
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to scratch the surface of the almost infinite permutations of ‘chair,’ which is completed by all kinds
of other representations. Indeed, if we begin to add up all the categories or modes of how ‘chair’
can be expressed, we have an enormous nexus of hierarchies. The conundrum evolves as we invent
or discover ways that the categories around things expand infinitely. This has so many implications.
I am interested in three. Its cross-pollination with the Mandelbrot Set, its implications about Zeno’s
pile3 and the second law of thermodynamics (entropy). 

When I consider the palimpsest that this work implies, it looks something like Zeno’s pile, or
Zeno’s pile looks like it is located squarely in entropy. (Entropy in that energy is neither lost nor
gained, but dissipated). In this case, energy, in the form of chair, for example, is broken into less
and less usable packets. Our categories seem to break our whole understandings of things like
‘chair’ and break them into more and more packets, one less usable then the next.4

Yet as the energy becomes more categorized, less usable, something strange takes place. The possi-
bilities grow, they continue to make connections to other structures . They reform themselves up
the structural chain into a new kind of object, a recrystallization.  Entropy never seems to take full
hold. This reformation also gives us a kind of assurance, however tenuous, that we are in posses-
sion of something real.

This is ambiguity. This is the place where an object, a word, an image, is both one thing and anoth-
er. Digging deeply into this place is about uncovering problems (in the sense of making headaches
or in the sense of a puzzle to be pondered. It is handy to link my sense of ambiguity with the
alchemical concept of the albedo state. In alchemy this is the silvery mercurial state where one
thing slips into another, scale changes without notice, meanings seem to be one thing but turn into
another, nothing is quite what it seems. My own experience of this alchemical process, from the
nigredo through the albedo into the rubedo is that it never quite makes it to the rubedo or firm,
solid stage.5 Things are never quite clear, never standing in sharp contrast to one another as distinct
entities. Some days, I think of this as my failure, my inability to see things clearly, plainly.  Some
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days I think of this Albedo state as a matrix that is extendible, connectable, energetic, and
reformable. As categories take hold and divide the whole into part after part or into systems of parts
and their relationships, those parts recombine themselves back up the chain.

For sure, ambiguity can be harnessed. It can be strapped like an engine to any of a number of prob-
lems and yield interesting results. This is one way that we defend ourselves against its intrusions in
our lives. We harness it and make it pragmatic. Science is quite good at exploiting ambiguity
towards pragmatic ends.

As an illustration, consider these extraordinary images from the Visible Human project. Here we
have a highly idiosyncratic portrait of one man’s body, a criminal who dedicated his body to sci-
ence to be sliced up and studied using our most current technologies. The results are a detailed and
accurate map of that man’s body. Of course it suggests so much more. It suggests that we no longer
understand the ‘body’ as a collective platonic one, but rather that each body can have its own por-
trait. Maybe this is a little like Wittgenstein’s practice which implies that the body is not a thing of
essence, but rather a set of relationships twined within and throughout our individual and collective
experience. In some sense we have a set of global parameters, issues in human anatomy that we all
share, and some local parameters, issues which are germane to the criminal’s body.

Of course, anatomy has a comprehensive history. A recent compilation is this Visible Human
Project. The Visible Human images are especially extraordinary because of the Leonardo da Vinci
drawings in the background. It is so exquisite to see these drawings that I have studied as art in

Visible Human (with Leonardo da Vinci drawing) from the
Visible Human Project, IMDM, University of Hamburg, Germany.

http://www.uke.uni-hamburg.de/institute/imdm/idv/gallery/
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contemporary medical imagery. Against the Leonardo drawings the history of art and of science are 

enshrined together.  It also suggests that we understand the body globally and locally. But, as
Foucault points out, the local has been completely discredited in our time.

For me, these images contain the entire problem and none of the solution. In the first case, to slice
up a body and look at it like this is akin to slicing up a television and weighing it as a means of
analysis; it uses a mouse gun to shoot an elephant. We can no more watch the television than we
can understand from these images the nature of the criminal’s mind. 

Of course, like the Swiss physician and alchemist Paraclesus (1493-1541), Leonardo was wrong,
even if it is more refined and closer to true. The quintessential example of this is that Leonardo
drew the reproductive organs of the male and female as inverses of each other. Morphologically
this is such a tempting deduction, and it is so poetic. It is entrenched in humans to think of the male
and female as halves of a whole, each completed by the other, or to think of the body as related to
the universe and to universal principles (a la Paraclesus). We can forgive Leonardo’s primitive
understanding. It was just the beginning of a method, the beginning of what we know now.

Indeed, he drew these organs according to the belief of the day, not to his empirical observation. If
he had the tools we have today, he would have gotten it right. As we have done. For here in the
Visible Human, we have gotten it right. We really are looking at the body as it is with the best and
most expensive technology of the day.6

So many people have participated in bringing us this image that it is staggering. Everyone from
Leonardo to the researchers at Hamburg, to the criminal who gave his life, to the doctors who have

Robert Fludd, Anatomiae Amphitheatrum Effigie 
Triplici, More Et Condotione Varia Designatium,

1623, title page.
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developed a concise understanding of the body, in all epoches. This is a work of humanity; it is an
expression of a collective. No one person controls its presence or its veracity. It is established by
debate and falsifiability, by scientific method. We now can access quite an amazing network of
knowledge that has depended on drawing the boundaries around things very clearly and maintain-
ing those boundaries in a disciplined manner. Of course the hubris of the Hamburg images is that
supposedly we will never let our idiosyncrasies or our philosophies intrude into our objective
understanding of the body the way Leonardo did.

Yet, how could we not?

Combining this analysis of the Hamburg images with the Kosuth images of “One Chair Three
Chairs” is purposeful. We have at least one anatomy and three anatomies. Realistically, maybe
more. We have one body and an infinite set of anatomies, which are all the bodies of all the
humans and all the thoughts of each of those humans about their bodies and other people’s bodies.
That’s an unusable definition. We can narrow it a bit and say in a medical sense we have a body for
every significant moment –– in an historical sense –– of the development of our scientific under-
standing of anatomies. What of Hinduism’s metaphysical anatomy? What of Chi or of the meridi-
ans in acupuncture? Are these part of our knowledge of the body? Or our body of knowledge? I
cannot leave out the psychological or psychic aspects of the body. What a shame it would be to dis-
miss the poetic body, the Vitruvian man, or the Judaic Sephiroth, the Jewish equivalent to the
Hindu metaphysical body. Or Artaud’s organless body, or Shiva’s multi-limbed anatomy. Or any of
the other contributions of the work of language and imagination. We may think of this as false or as
myth, and yet it is so clear that what is true and what is false is a daily, weekly, or yearly construc-
tion. Let me put it a different way: It is so clear that our mental construction whether known as
myth or as theory or as science are malleable and fluid. They are subject to change! 

Michael Rees, Ajna 3  Amber (momento mori) , height: 11”,
epoxy resin, stereolithography, 1998.
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It seems inevitable to conclude that one cannot reach beyond the net of perception or language. Is
there really such a thing as experience? Is there a real and an artificial? Or is there only artificial? If
reality is a compilation of perceptions and the universe and its activity is modulated by perception
then anything can come to be, everything rushes about us in a mad dance to be plucked, denied or
reinvigorated by our senses.  A strange enormous responsibility, but no responsibility at all.  Its just
how we put our intelligence to work everyday. So enmeshed are we in our artifice that we take it
for real. All Cretins are liars; I am a Cretin. All painting is a lie; I am a painter. Artificial intelli-
gence is a lie, my intelligence is derived artificially, and so on.7

It is against the background of these issues that I have become so fascinated with the varieties of
computer experience that are available. On the computer, I sculpt as much with light as with mater-
ial. The development of commercial products to create physical objects from a CAD (computer
aided design) file make my sculptures closer to language and image, closer to my thoughts. From
the code called an STL file an object is created, an object, which was previously only potential. We
have invented techniques that prove to us what we have suspected all along,namely that language
creates form.

When creating sculptures via CAD modeling and 3D printing (Rapid Prototyping), we are sitting
on complex systems in relationship to one another. CAD modeling and other new tools have given
us extraordinary implements to explore the relationships of image, object and text. They have con-
tributed to my understanding of objects. For example, to analyze the workflow of an object devel-
oped with automatic processes is to add history to that object. When one considers various cultural,
social, and economic objects –– a phone for instance –– one can see it as a phone, a simple object
there for one’s use.  One could also see it as an object with so many layers of meaning, purpose,
and function (all highly developed in language) that it is almost indescribable. This is an object,
which has an enormous history. An enormous set of words describe it, produce it, order it, deliver
it and use it. All of these things contribute to its existence. To count them up and trace them in a
hypertextual sense would create a dense palimpsest. 

I often wonder how histories are retained within objects or within matter. Is it intrinsic to the object
or is it a cultural effect? Do we invent the object or matter to validate our thoughts about things?
To validate that objects do have meaning? I believe that objects and all matter are a function of
consciousness. There are many who want to make matter more efficient by turning it into a compu-
tational mechanism like quantum computers. In my view matter is a function of consciousness, not
of computation.8

Sculpture is something like this. In addition to being objects with aesthetic and theoretical implica-
tions, sculptures are also embedded with historical moments, sociological intricacies, anthropologi-
cal implications, political and power structures and, more recently, new technical abilities. If we go
the other way and claim that an object, called a sculpture, has an intrinsic set of values that are
demonstrable we get into the ‘subjective-objective’ debate. In other words, meaning in sculpture is
subjective, susceptible to the reading of each viewer and not solely ascribable to the authorities
who write about it. We also get entangled in the postmodern issue that all objects have an incom-
plete context which is completed by the way a viewer reads the work. Their reading could develop
in a way that the original object does not contain. If, on the other hand, the sculpture became the
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agent of ubiquitous computing, then it also becomes the originator of the content and the controller
of the context in which it gets interpreted. Against this point, consider a software program that is
designed to be part of a creative process, to facilitate7 your intent even though it is something of an
essay in and of itself, full of assumptions, presumptions, histories and logical arguments. 

Today, a sculptor with a computer and CAD has many of the same systems at the end of their fin-
gertips as any engineer or scientist, including intentional access to all the linguistic presence or
meaning embedded in those objects. Because technology has released me from worrying about how
an object is made, I am free to wonder about the limits of objects and words, to investigate the
enormous liminal territories of what I know. The limits of this sense of ‘object’ are what I’m inter-
ested in. How far can it embody meaning? How capable is it of storing its historical information? If
we accept that it can contain metaphorical information beyond the perceptions of the maker of the
object, is that implicit in the object or explicit? Are we involved in a kind of super personification
with all of the objects around us. Can anyone truly, definitively, demonstrate where a thing begins
and ends? 

Although in many ways I’ve been involved with this issue for at least 12 years, rapid prototyping
and CAD allowed me to focus more clearly upon it. The way a thing is made today is less relevant
than the intention of the maker. The skill-based delineation of labor is in some sense dead. Rapid
Prototyping and CAD allows me to load objects with historical, technical, theoretical, aesthetic,
emotional, anatomical content to the Nth degree –– to load them until they crack and break. To load
them as the artist Robert Smithson loaded the main beam in his Ohio project. 

The presence of content, history, and process in an object seem to be observable. New technology
makes one’s intention for the object transparent. It also makes the relationship between the object
and its content demonstrable. This is neither objectivity nor metaphor. For example, Karl Sims stat-
ed that his neural networked organisms were more complex than the genetic code of broccoli.
Whether this is artificial intelligence or artificial sculpture, are we mistaking these creations for
reality? Perhaps this is very much the same as worshiping a Shiva Nataraja as if the God resided
within it. Today we can feel a little better about it, a little less ashamed. After all, we are worship-
ing the products of our mind directly as opposed to some untenable notion of an anthropomor-
phosed ultra entity.

For now we can only propose various models of reality. Their efficacy cannot depend upon their
pragmatic veracity. There is no guarantee that our map is correct. There is no guarantee that we
haven’t simply stumbled upon some of the real laws through the false ones, or stumbled upon
enough of the laws to make us ‘feel that we are in possession of something real. Simultaneously, it
is important to remember Magritte’s famous painting “Ce n’est pas une Pipe.” A little knowledge or
a little bit of the map is a dangerous thing. Our maps are comprehensive only in so far as they
reflect our mind. 

Against this background, Chris Burnett and I have collaborated to investigate the issues of image,
text and object within the computer. We are in the early stages of perfecting a piece of software
called a Sculptural User Interface®, which equally employs language, image, and object in the for-
mation of objects. The general structure of this endeavor is linguistic but takes advantage of the
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hierarchical tree structure of the computer.

In short letters and words typed into the keyboard produce discrete objects or combinations of these
objects.  Words create objects. The library of objects available to the user is based upon work of
mine from the early 90s. Objects are repeatable by inputting the same characters or words, and
exchangeable in that the user can switch between words or objects. It is also possible to replace the
existing library of objects (and their keyboard equivalents) with one’s own library of objects, or to
work with some combination. 

Pictured are some of those objects, all of which have a certain level of personification. Different
letters on the keyboard work as follows:

Vowels = anatomies
Hard consonants = connectors
Soft consonants = bodies (not pictured)
Letters = other, and so on creating an object such as this:

Michael Rees, Putto, 14” x 8” x 93”, wood, plastic, contcrete, 1992.

Michael Rees, Study for Artificial Sculpture, CAD rendering, 1999. 10



Add to that something of the flavor of a Frankenstein, or some of the issues of artificial intelligence
and you have the Sculptural User Interface®. Of course, the interface will construct and reconstruct
objects in ways that are equally meaningful and absurd, intelligent and artificial. The total project is
united under the title Artificial Sculpture as an installation at the Forum for Contemporary Art and
contains objects made from computer files, animations, the Sculptural User Interface® and draw-
ings. 

I am trying to be up front when I call my sculpture ‘artificial.’ In so many ways there has never
been any other kind of sculpture. At the same time, it represents a reification of a kind of social
sculpture, in which multimedia is not directive but rather the implementation of user intentions. To
that end I have begun to focus on the moral, psychological, and spiritual problems of artificial intel-
ligence against the backdrop of my sculptures from 1992-95. Regardless of the media used, one has
a persistent feeling that one is in possession of something “real” yielded from the ritual of creating
art or intelligence. At the same time, I see the Forum for Contemporary Art installation as a labora-
tory to explore these issues. What I propose is not didactic or pedagogical, rather it is an investiga-
tion of a set of issues that are mysterious. I cannot dismiss them, or give them over to easier
thoughts. Both because I’ve run out of time, and because this project doesn’t fully exist yet, I must
end by thanking you for your attention today.

Michael Rees, Tree, 8 1/2” x 11”, graphite on paper, 1999.
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Endnotes:

1.  This is not strictly a Mandelbrot Set. These aspects of ‘chair’ are not morphologically similar, (as in a
Mandelbrot Set) but rather similar in intent or in meaning.

2.  An adage in which, Zeno of Elea (Greek, c. 420 BC), shows that matter never ceases to exist, that it can
be divided in half infinitely.

3.  I have done something to both Zeno’s pile and to the definition of entropy by claiming them as inflec-
tions of a similar content. I also admit to stretching the intent of a Mandelbrot Set.

4.  As an aside it is worth pointing out, that while artists are working on issues in their hermetic domains,
there are other examples of the same developments in different fields. Sometimes the work of one prefigures
its presence in another area. Nauman’s Tunnel sculptures are quite similar to the kind of algorithms that are
developed in CAD at the same time (mid-70s). Sometimes these are stylistic things, such as Marilyn
Manson’s appropriation of Matthew Barney’s satyr imagery. (One could make a whole list of appropriations
from Barney images.) Or even Tony Smith’s development of faceted structures, an interesting precursor to
the representation of objects in CAD space while developing a larger set of issues than Judd’s narrow but
rigorous what you see is what you get (WYSIWYG) geometries. And yet, there it is again, Judd’s WYSI-
WYG is also expressed in graphic computer applications as another means of representation. I think this is
also the case with the Kosuth piece. It prefigures the Mandelbrot Set, but it was not Kosuth’s intent to create
a mathematical system of representation. On the other hand, it stumbles right into it not as a formal means of
representation (the Mandelbrot Set are the iteration and reiteration of the same form) but in meaning (for
Kosuth the meaning of the object, picture, definition is the same). Another interesting example is a text,
which in part inspires this work, Artaud’s 1925 text from The Nerve Meter. It’s hard for me to sort all this
out. Are all his ramblings about virtuality, impossible spaces and non referential crystalloid structures true
visions of the future, or do we read them this way in a kind of hindsight? 

5.  For further reading on alchemy and the nigredo, albedo, and rubedo states see: Bosnak, Robert. A Little
Course in Dreams, New York, New York: Shambala Press, 1988. 

6.  Once again, I think it is pertinent to point out that this is a map, not the body, but a representation of it. In
my opinion it does not even skim the enormity of an anatomy and its fluid employ. It would be harsh to
insist on this too much. Like the child who asks, “but why?” After all, it’s just a tool to get at other things,
and it’s forgivable that it is by default not true. And then again, veracity is veracity.

7.  As a digression, I must add that sculpture, which has always occupied a place that is “real” (it can fall on
you or it can be worshipped as the place of the god) takes on new presence. Recently Anshuman Razdan, a
computer programmer who specialized in the construction of 3D kernels, told me that “2D is a special case
instance of 3D.” (Private conversation with Anshuman Razdan at Siggraph ‘99 in Los Angeles.) Razdan’s
observation reverses the painter, Ad Rheinhardt’s famous quip that sculpture is the thing you back into when
you step back to look at a painting.The computer is reinvigorating 3D space in a major way. (Now, if only
that had been said by some art world notable!) It is also worth noting that the proliferation of 2D informa-
tion is an order of magnitude larger (at least!!!) than 3D. At the same time, much of the 3D information we
receive is presented within the visual structure of the flat page, a perspectival window. This is an interesting
set of issues. After the invention of perspective it is very difficult to “see” space unless it is graphically rep-
resented, converted to this 2D window.  Notice that looking through a window, whether car or house,
achieves this conversion.
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8. Further reading: Tipler, Frank. The Physics of Immortality: Modern Cosmology: God and the Resurrection
of the Dead, New York, New York: Anchor Books Doubleday, 1995 and Kurzweil, Ray. The Age of Spiritual
Machines, New York, New York: Viking, 1999.
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