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symbiosis is a multifaceted 
exhibition that aims at 

opening our minds to how 
complex, frightening and 

fascinating our world is, at the 
same time as it offers various 

inputs to reflect upon 
challenges and oppor tunities 

in a rapidly changing 
existance. 
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INTERVIEW WITH JOACHIM GRANIT, 
CREATIVE DIRECTOR AT FÄRGFABRIKEN

How did the Symbiosis project come about?

The idea first came to us about three years ago, when large forest fires were ravaging 
Sweden and the global political situation was perceived as being alarmist, reactionary and 
protectionist. We wanted to create an exhibition that investigated alternatives—where 
can they be found, and how they can arise? Moreover, we wanted to investigate the 
concept of symbiosis—what does it mean? The opposite of symbiosis is parasitism. This is 
what dictates our existence today. 

What’s the exhibition about?

Symbiosis is a polyphonic exhibition with many contributions from and links between 
different disciplines and scientific fields. The ambition is to discover and investigate con-
nections and relationships that impact both our present and our future. 

Symbiosis is an attempt at finding interesting and possible—or impossible—connections 
between different subject areas.

Visitors encounter various forms of expression—art, design and architecture. It’s import-
ant to particularly point out the parts of the exhibition that represent unions between art 
and science. Through their different approaches and methods, several constellations have 
sought to find and compose stories that can give rise to perhaps seeing and interpreting 
the world with new eyes. It’s an ongoing curious, investigative process. One that has just 
started.

These days, we usually base our lives on existing systems and methods, which means that 
we miss opportunities that we haven’t yet identified. We see that there are protectionist 
structures that are very reluctant to change. We live in a time where different systems 
and ways of thinking simply need to be challenged in order to find new ways and oppor-
tunities to collaborate.

What has collaborating with others meant for the project?

It’s impossible to put into words how important the conversations and meetings have 
been for developing this project. We’ve had a fantastic time, and have generously been 
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given the opportunity to participate in new experiences and knowledge production. The 
researchers we’ve collaborated with have inspired us and, above all, helped to raise aware-
ness of interesting and, in many cases, very advanced issues. At times, it’s been like a kind 
of light “sparring”, where we’ve tested each other’s positions and, to some extent, also 
challenged our respective working methods. It’s been exciting and challenging. What you 
take away after a process like this is a feeling that we have only just started gently testing 
each other and understanding each other’s different experiences.

What distinguishes Symbiosis from a thematic group exhibition?

We have developed a couple of key areas in the exhibition that scientists and artists have 
created based on collaboration. Together, they have visualised, considered and prepared 
theses and artworks that can evoke thoughts. The wide range of expressions and ideas 
may “clash” with each other in this mix, where art, architecture, performance, science— 
all these different forms of expression—are striving for symbiosis.

What insights have emerged during the process?

A metaphor that became apparent for me personally is the coral reef where small and 
large species live in symbiosis. 

Sculpture by John Jakobsson, a part of the sculptural installation Amongst 
the wonders of nature shown in Symbiosis.
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As most of us know, coral reefs are acutely endangered and may more or less disap-
pear in the near future since their symbioses have been disturbed. There are many more 
examples, such as our own forests, which are also extremely vulnerable. Our commercial 
forestry means that a lot of species are about to become endangered. This is an example 
that’s close to home. Not to mention our marine environment in the troubled Baltic Sea. 
 
Another insight that became apparent during the work with Symbiosis is the question 
of cities and how we live in them. The city is a melting pot, where a wide range of differ-
ent individuals, groups, interests, structures and biological systems have to coexist, both 
inside and outside the city limits.

Why the term “symbiosis”?

We thought that it would be interesting to see how we can experiment with it to gaze 
both backwards and forwards from our present. The term also illustrates the wide range 
of connections and dense networks that exist between different systems in our world. It 
helps us shift perspectives and focus on what we may not see on a daily basis, and to be 
able to examine ourselves in issues of various scales.
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JOHN JACOBSSON
A living laboratory

Mankind has reached a point where we 
have learned so much about how nature’s 
systems and building blocks work that 
we have the ability to influence evolution 
itself. What has taken nature billions of 
years to develop, can be broken down by 
man in just a few decades. However, this 
means we also own more and more tools 
for creating, recreating and simulating bi-
ological systems. What opportunities and 
what responsibility do we have with this 
knowledge and abilities in our hands? 
Humanity is dependent on maintaining a 
balance and a symbiotic relationship with 
the ecological system in order to live on 
as a species. Can we both be part of the 
ecosystem and at the same time con-
sciously re-create it? 

John Jakobsson is an artist and sculp-
tor working on Gotland, educated at the 
Ceramics and glass program at Konstfack 
University of Arts, Crafts and Design. He 
is interested in the construction of per-
sonal and collective realities, and explores 
through his sculptural work the mech-
anisms for the “possible” and the “true”. 
In the exhibition we see the installation 
“Amongst the Wonders of Nature” which 
gives an insight into Jakobsson’s universe, 
in an installation that is reminiscent of a 
creative artist’s studio, but at the same 
time perhaps a kind of Frankenstein’s 
laboratory, where no one and nothing is 
what it seems to be, and no associations 
are unthinkable. 

“I create different beings and 
lifeforms that in their physical 
form are directly impossible. 
At least from what we know, or 
rather what we think we know.”

Photo from John Jakobsson’s studio.
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BENGT HÅBRO
Symbiotic forms

Art can act as a bridge between what 
we regard as nature and what we see as 
culture. Paradoxically, even though they 
are obviously constructed by humans, 
works of art can help us see, understand 
and get closer to nature. When a shape 
is described in a work of art, we learn to 
recognize it, and it opens up for us to read 
nature in new ways. 

Bengt Håbro lives and works at Österlen 
in Skåne. He is educated at, among oth-
ers, Gerlesborgsskolan and the Royal In-
stitute of Art in Stockholm. In his painting 

he is interested in form and volume, while 
his sculptures, often mobiles of various 
kinds, explore spatiality and movement 
through abstract rewritings of nature’s 
design language.

Håbro’s sculptures have a strong vivid 
expression and a fragile lightness which 
contrast with their distinctive colors and 
the metal they are made of. He is inspired 
by water and by the forms you find in 
nature, but also by music. The sculptures 
can in many cases be said to be para-
phrases of nature. 

“My art is about visually 
translating the experiences 
and feelings nature evokes in 
me.” 

Bengt Håbro in his studio.
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ÅSA CEDERQVIST
A symbiotic element

Our world is intertwined across nation-
al borders through oceans, lakes, rivers 
and small streams of water. Water can 
be seen as a resource and as a material 
that contains toxins, dirt, human waste 
and the elixir of life. Water is a symbiotic 
element. A prerequisite for life.

Åsa Cederqvist is an artist based in Stock-
holm, whose works place themselves at 
the intersection between visual art, film 
and choreography. She has both stud-
ied and taught at Konstfack University 
of Arts, Craft and Design. Through vid-
eo, sculpture, installation, photography, 
and often with extensions in the form of 
performance or digital means, she creates 
humorous and disturbing worlds, which 
increasingly move towards a mixture of 
virtual and physical spheres.

Prior to the Symbiosis exhibition, she has 
looked at her previous work on the de-
marcation between purity and dirt, both 
from a mental and physical perspective. 
Mankind has a series of repressive behav-
iors which reinforce the feeling that what 
is not visible does not exist. Our intricate 

systems for water supply and water pu-
rification are taken for granted. We in 
Sweden often forget how the seas can 
rise and our drinking water depots can 
actually dehydrate or be poisoned. In the 
work Civilization—The Pleasure Principle, 
we get to come along on a journey into 
an underworld. We travel through sewers 
and treatment plants, private homes and 
public buildings, where what we usually 
hide and displace becomes a fascinat-
ing spectacle. In Ambigious Vanity, the 
division between dirt and purity is ques-
tioned through soaps made from grease 
separated from wastewater. Prior to Sym-
biosis, Cederqvist has been in dialogue 
with the Water Center at KTH and famil-
iarized herself with their research and the 
 NATURE project. The conversations have 
revolved around leakage, cycles, man’s 
relationship to nature and the nature of 
water, questions that led to a desire to 
reach the essence of water and give it a 
voice. Cederqvist created a water spirit— 
which has now taken shape in two new 
works: as an AR prototype in The Essence 
and in the video installation The Source.

“By creating the works The 
Source and The Essence, I 
would like to remind you that 
at any time you can choose 
a more spiritual and reverent 
relationship with all other living 
things, let us be enchanted, and 
create an understanding of how 
everything is connected in a 
well-developed symbiosis.”

Still from the film The Source (2021), 
by Åsa Cederqvist.
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KTH NATURE
The NATURE project explores the relation-
ship between nature and society in urban 
water infrastructure—and their underly-
ing ideas. Researchers at KTH collaborate 
with colleagues in Uganda, Scotland and 
India. A key issue is how the idea of   mo-
dernity governs our thinking. How are 
the stories surrounding infrastructure 
shaped? Where does the language arise 
that creates and maintains a hierarchy 
between nature and humans, which now 
seems to lead us towards destruction? 
Maybe there is another, more sustainable 
and meaningful way we can relate to 
nature. Can we replace the modern ideal 
with a more “modest” one?

For Symbiosis, researchers Timos 
 Karpouzoglou, Katarina Larsen and David 
Nilsson (KTH) together with  Färgfabriken 
have taken their starting point in a num-
ber of concepts, such as abundance, 
dependence, control, leakage, symbiosis 
/ parasitism, decay, nature and techno-
sphere. In addition to idea development 
and texts, a dialogue with the artist Åsa 
Cederqvist has led to new forms, expres-
sions and questions.

“We want to explore different 
stories about water and infra-
structure to examine how artistic 
forms of expression can help us 
think differently about the value 
of water and its role in our lives.”
/scientists from the NATURE-project, KTH

“In times when we face difficult 
and complex challenges, we need 
to try new paths. An artistic pro-
cess is an exploration that uses 
methods other than the scientific 
ones. This creates other freedoms 
and other claims, but owns its 
own validity.”
/David Nilsson, scientist KTH Watercentre

Photo: Sumit Vij
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TOVE KJELLMARK
In the gaps between the digital and the 
organic 

The boundaries between our physical 
and digital worlds have long since dis-
solved and begun to flow. Our inner and 
outer landscapes interact with and are 
constantly influenced in intricate ways 
by other people and beings but also by 
technologies. 

Tove Kjellmark is an artist based in Stock-
holm. She studied at the École des beaux 
arts in Paris and the Royal Academy of 
Fine Arts in Stockholm. Through her art, 
she explores the relationship between 
movement and the solid. Kjellmark is 
initially a trained sculptor and has devel-
oped a versatile and experimental prac-
tice where she moves freely between 
different media and materials. Her work is 
both physical and conceptual and plac-
es itself in the gap between the digital 
and the organic, the past and the future. 
More recently, she has experimented with 
glitches in transformations between digi-
tal and organic; gaps in the experience as 
you move from one world to another, the 
changeability of time and how it shapes 
our perception of our own and others’ 
bodies, the human and the non-human. 
She seeks beyond the fixed and stable in 
explorations of the interplay between the 
inner and the outer vision—not just her 
own and others but also the machine’s. 

Inside consists of a sculpture and a video 
installation. The sculpture is a balancing 
act of 45 unique shapes mounted with 
Hoffman instruments (orthopedics). The 
video work takes the viewer on a journey 
through and out of the empty shell of a 
human body where the camera’s forced 
gaze oscillates between a voyeuristic and 
a sculptural relationship to the body.

“For a long time, my artistic 
works have resulted in a kind 
of technoanimalism, which has 
given rise to a new way of per-
ceiving what is natural. In other 
words, a new norm or a new 
topology where the machine 
is part of nature and equal to 
organic life. We shape our tech-
nologies and our technologies 
shape us. But how aware are we 
really of this symbiosis?”

Inside (2017), sculpture by Tove Kjellmark, detail.
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JENS EVALDSSON 
& MATTIAS HÖJER
A bubble against the outside world

How can we overview, understand and 
regulate something as invisible and ab-
stract as carbon dioxide emissions—the 
most important cause behind mankind’s 
impact on the climate? The EU has a 
system for trading carbon dioxide emis-
sions, the EU ETS. It creates a symbiosis 
between activities within the EU. We 
can see it as a cupola. Within the cupo-
la, a limited number of emission rights 
are distributed each year, and the num-
ber decreases rapidly over time. It is a 
strong political instrument. An expert has 
called it a system that combines extreme 
market logic with totalitarian socialism. 
The system thus evokes emotions, even 
among those who know it well. The fun-
damentally simple idea of   a limited num-
ber of emission rights is in practice a very 
complex system, which for most people is 
not easy to understand.

During the spring of 2021, Mattias Höjer 
and Jens Evaldsson engaged in a number 
of studio conversations with artists and 
experts about the EU’s emission allow-
ances system. These conversations result-
ed in sketches that form the basis of the 
video work Art of Rules. The discussions 
dealt with the possibility of making art 
out of regulations, and if so, why and in 
what format.

Through animated film, they found a 
method to play with the connection 
between words and images, where the 
words are sometimes closer to the rules 
themselves, but where on the other hand 
the images can give more associations to 
their physical consequences.

Jens Evaldsson is an artist with a vast 
experience of collaborative projects. He 
has participated in exhibitions around the 

world with artworks that are often about 
human behavior and social interactions. 
The working method is varied and broad, 
often within what is known as do-it-your-
self or the maker culture.

Mattias Höjer is a professor at Environ-
mental strategies and Future studies at 
KTH. He is interested in digitization, con-
struction and infrastructure, based on fu-
ture studies for sustainable development.

“We see Symbiosis as a concept 
that marks reciprocity, or rather 
interdependence. Most often, 
people probably think of symbi-
osis as ecological processes, but 
for us it is interesting to think 
more broadly about phenomena 
that create connections.”

Still from the film The Art of Rules (2021), by Jens 
Evaldsson och Mattias Höjer. 
Image: Jens Evaldsson.
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Art of Rules, 2021. Fragment from the artistic work process on the EU ETS, by 
Mattias Höjer (KTH) and Jens Evaldsson (artist). With support from Mistra and KTH 
Sustainability.

EU Emissions Trading System (EU ETS)
Carbon
Carbon dioxide
Coal Charcoal
Charcoal kiln
Walk on hot coals
Empty shopping carts
Regulations, rules of conduct.
Directive. Regulations. Decision. 
 The regulations are difficult both in terms of content and
 structure. It is a jigsaw puzzle of documents that jointly 
 create the EU ETS. The meanings of “Directives”, 
 “Regulations” and “Council Decisions” differ slightly. 
 They probably have a slightly different weight, and they 
 probably have different names because they are interpreted 
 on different levels or in different ways within the EU 
 bureaucracy. Speaking of symbiosis, I envision a unique 
 universe of interdependent governing documents.
Social rules of the game
Computer games
 Pyramid games, pyramid schemes, who wins? trickle up or 
trickle down

Images: The Art of Rules (2021), 
Jens Evaldsson.
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Insecurity, what happens within the system.
Climate anxiety
Industrialism
 The inner critiques, modelled in clay
13 000 facillities
Factories, industrial plants, pulp / paper, steel, cement, chemistry
Energy: heat, electricity
Earth, climate 
 Global warming
  Health
   Emissions

Bubble. EU ETS. The verdict sets a limit to the outside world.  
 But only for the origin of emissions. The gases actually 
 emitted do not care about the bubble and are mixed with
 emissions from other parts of the world. What is trapped in 
 the bubble? What is kept out? 

 Ceiling

Heaven

Thank you to the participants in the studio conversations: 
Fredrik Hannerz (manager of the unit of emission trade, Naturvårdsverket), Isa-
bella Lövin (prior climate- and environmental minister), Magnus Nilsson (environ-
mental consultant), Lars Zetterberg (program manager, Mistra Carbon Exit, IVL) 
and Rut-Karin Zettergren (artist). Hugo Bernhard was in charge of sound design. 
Research and design made by Ebba Landén Hembold from LABLAB.

Art of Rules, and the complimentary panels, were financed by Mistra and Kungliga 
Tekniska högskolan. 
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GÜLBEDEN KULBAY
Becoming human

To be human is to exist in an ever-chang-
ing state—we are both impulse-driven 
and reflective. We are constantly part 
of new symbiosis with our technology, 
but being human is, after all, still a be-
ing in our bodies, where we through our 
senses relate to the outside world. What 
methods, besides the purely technical or 
intellectual, can we humans use to put 
ourselves in a state that opens up new 
paths of thought? Performance art is at 
its core interdisciplinary and often breaks 
boundaries between different types of 
artistic expression. It exists in a here and 
now, acting rather than narrating, creat-
ing relationships rather than explaining. A 
kind of symbiotic thinking in practice.

Gülbeden Kulbay is a multi-dimensional 
performance artist who often works with
community art or participatory art prac-
tices. She also works pedagogically and 
with consultations for artists in artistic 
processes. By leading workshops for 
youths and adults in the methods of 
performance art, she wants to encourage 
participants to an awareness of the con-
nections between mind, body and soul. 
One of her overarching themes is Human-
ity, a starting point for many of her body-
based performance works. Kulbay invites 
the spectator to see new perspectives on 
what it can mean to be human.

Gülbeden Kulbay inaugurates the Symbiosis exhibi-
tion with a site-specific performance on August 27, 
2021; In case of shatter—the symbiosis of contrasts, 
light and darkness, beauty and disgust, yes and no. 
The performance is documented in a film that will 
be shown on Färgfabriken’s website. She also leaves 
a mark in the exhibition, a potted plant which is tak-
en care of by the exhibition hosts.

“Right now I’m thinking that the 
term Symbiosis is the sympho-
ny and harmony that enamates 
from the state of being that 
springs from our symbiotic ex-
istence in the universe. I’m also 
thinking that there’s an idea that 
we are not symbiotic right now, 
that it is the place we continu-
ously strive for. Our carrot. But 
perhaps we are already there. In 
a symbiosis.”

Photo: Gülbeden Kulbay. Process picture from 
the preparations for the performance 
In case of shatter (2021).
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IRENE STRACUZZI
An intertwined planet for better or 
worse 

Globalization has created a strong but at 
the same time fragile “cobweb” of rela-
tionships and structures that affect each 
other. In their everyday lives, people are 
dependent on goods and services origi-
nating from around the world. Economic 
and political systems are in a sophisticat-
ed but also contradictory way interdepen-
dent. 

Irene Stracuzzi is a graphic designer 
based in Amsterdam who teaches in the 
master departments at Design Academy 
Eindhoven. Specialising in graphic design, 
art direction and information design, she 
works independently as well as collabo-
ratively for clients in the fields of art and 
culture. Her research practice aims at 
translating complex findings into acces-
sible visual formats, reflecting on the role 
of design as a critical tool to share knowl-
edge. She is fascinated by cartography 
and works a lot with questions about the 
climate crisis and the relationship be-
tween incorrect information and lack of 
understanding. 

The 4 Metre inflatable Globe paints a dif-
ferent picture of the world than the one 
we are used to. It is based on the Chinese

e-commerce giant Alibaba and how they 
present themselves through the data 
they make available. Stracuzzi took an 
information and design perspective in her 
analysis of geographical data from Aliba-
ba’s e-commerce site and then organized 
it on a huge inflatable ball—ordered and 
manufactured via Alibaba’s own platform.

“The concept of ’symbiosis’ 
could be applied to describe 
the complexity of the interac-
tion between different systems. 
The globe shows the intricate 
network of logistic routes, pro-
duction locations, and the cloud 
infrastructure, demonstrating 
how our dependence on the ex-
change of goods heavily impact 
our planet.”

Irene Stracuzzi with globe.
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INTERVIEW WITH IRENE STRACUZZI

How does cartology play a part in creating our realities and how does that affect our way 
of seeing? 

Cartographic images are something we are exposed to very early on in life and they help 
us navigate the space around us. Because of their ubiquity and apparent scientific nature, 
we take for granted that the version of the world they reflect back to us is necessarily true. 
However, maps are the result of an accurate process of selection and inclusion/exclusion of 
information, which in turn affects the way we conceptually perceive the space depicted on 
them. This process is heavily informed by the agenda of the mapmaker; Google Maps, for 
example, clearly reflects an image of the world based on infrastructures and commercial 
activities, making us believe this is the only information worth sharing on a GIS application. 
Since it is clear that cartographic neutrality can never be achieved, it is important for any 
map user to understand the logics behind mapmaking.

How can the concepts of “symbiotic thinking” be related to your work?

I think the concept of ’symbiosis’ could be applied to describe the complexity of the 
interaction between different systems. The 4 Metre Inflatable Globe shows the intricate 
network of logistic routes, production locations, and the cloud infrastructure, demon-
strating how our dependence on the exchange of goods heavily impacts on our planet. By 
showing the hegemonic vision of global companies like Alibaba, the work also advocates 
for a more symbiotic understanding of our shared space and future.

Custom Printing 4-Metre Inflatable Globe, 2018. By Irene Stracuzzi. Detail. 
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Why is the data from the Alibaba Group interesting?

The Alibaba Group is a giant Chinese multinational corporation owning several e-com-
merce, retail, Internet and technology companies, among which the famous Alibaba.com 
platform. Thanks to their vast portfolio of companies, services and platforms, the Alibaba 
Group is able to obtain and analyse big data, turning it into carefully curated research 
reports on their AliResearch.com platform. 

The globe portrays data on Alibaba that potentially have repercussions on a global scale, 
challenging the viewer to acquire knowledge of the impact of such gigantic multination-
al corporations. An example is the logistic network developed by Alibaba and boosted 
by the Chinese government, proposing a new contemporary Silk Route through Asia in 
order to reach Europe more efficiently both on water and land.

I chose to focus on this data because, besides being very valuable per se, it is clear that it 
is not presented in a neutral way: the reports’ conclusions promote Alibaba by creating 
a positive, unquestioned image of technological innovation at the service of globalisation 
and ubiquitous e-commerce. I tried to capture Alibaba’s univocal techno-optimism by 
representing a world using only their own data, presenting it as a carefully curated collec-
tion.

Which kind of questions does the globe open up for? Or answer? 

I think the work wants to question our understanding of globalisation in the age of 
e-commerce economy. Goods from faraway lands are available to us in just a couple 
of clicks, so our perception of the economical, political and social repercussions of our 
online purchases is completely skewed, when in fact, the corporations which run these 
activities have ambitious global plans in the name of progress and profit. I believe it is im-
portant to question their endeavours through the means of design and artistic research, 
in order to give back a critical image of global e-commerce and encourage the audience 
to acquire an informed opinion on the matter at hand.
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OPEN STUDIO: 
DACE – DANCE, ART, 
CRITICAL ECOLOGY
Symbiosis—Erotics

Curators Rebecca Chentinell and Rickard 
Borgström work investigatively in the 
borderland between dance, choreogra-
phy, contemporary art and curation and 
have together initiated a new platform 
for curatorial and choreographic explora-
tion of post-anthropocentric world views 
and various ideas. They have been invited 
as guests in Färgfabriken’s Open Studio, 
where they reside October 18 – November 
28, 2021, when the new platform meets 
an audience for the first time through a 
dance exhibition and performance pro-
gram. This is put in relation and dialogue 
with the exhibition Symbiosis, as a satel-
lite. DACE invites artists who in different 
ways work with the body as an interface 
to the environment, as part of an ongoing 
examination of the consequences that 
today’s rapid technological, environmen-
tal and political changes have in relation 
to human action, thinking and artistic 
practices. 

The duo’s project Symbiosis—Erotics will 
present art that is based on different 
practices, in relation to technology and 
to nature. What the artists have in com-
mon is that they use the body and (queer) 
eroticism as interfaces to create transcen-
dent relationships, which both shifts and 
broadens our understanding of the hori-
zons of the human as well as the more-
than-human and their relationships with 
each other. 

“We want to highlight diversi-
fied bodily practices and perfor-
mative dimensions as possible 
methods to both comprehend 
and produce even more com-
plexity around the conditions of 
our intertwined world.”

Photo: Ylva Sundgren.
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LABLAB
The new energy landscapes

The energy transition is of monumental 
importance, it affects us and the future 
generations who will live with the conse-
quences of our decisions. But the scope 
of the issue is not only about technical 
challenges that are tackled with new 
technological innovations but also about 
new perspectives and behavioral change. 
One aspect is how we plan and use the 
landscapes in search of energy sources. 
But to make energy transition possible, 
we must map and understand the inter-
pretive precedents that have ruled over 
the landscapes since the advent of indus-
trialism until today. Namely, it is the pre-
cedence of interpretation that regulates 
and decides what and for whom the 

landscapes are for. We all have some kind 
of relationship to landscapes. This also 
makes energy conversion a communi-
cative matter. Tomorrow’s energy land-
scape needs to communicate a future 
that visualizes, understands and respects 
the planetary limitations. In other words, 
tomorrow’s energy landscape needs to 
establish a clear relationship to the plane-
tary constraints.

/LABLAB

Brown coal fields in Lausitz. Photo: Nadja Huebner.
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ART, ARCHITECTURE
& SCIENCE

Björn Norberg is a freelance curator and 
has for a long time been interested in 
artistic projects concerning science and 
research, urban development and ecolo-
gy. He has for Symbiosis made a selection 
of intriguing examples and prototypes 
which in different ways relate to city de-
velopment, based in both history and in 
visions of the future:

• Love Enqvist, artist, shows parts from 
the project Diggers and Dreamers.

• Jonas Runberger, architect, participates 
with the prototypes for The Interstitial 
towers.

• Pablo Miranda, architecture researcher, 
with the computer program Regex: [01]
{20}.

• The ZONE, interdisciplinary art- and 
research group composed of artists Bron-
wyn Lace and Marcus Neustetter, curator 
Basak Senova and philosopher and biolo-
gist Johannes Jaeger, participate with the 
Game Zone.

• The Arkitektur journal marks its 120 
years as a magazine through the concept 
“A house for seeing into the future”.

Idea sketches for shape and function, for a cluster 
of interstitial towers. Jonas Runberger.
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A SPOONFUL OF SOIL
by Björn Norberg

Throughout summer 2021, I’ve been spending my spare moments vainly attempting to 
repair small cracks in the concrete foundations of my house. These cracks, starting out 
barely wider than a hair’s breadth, are quickly broadened by black ants, grey woodlice and 
other small critters whose names I do not know and haven’t the patience to learn. They 
seem to crumble the concrete into a fine sand, chiselling a tiny motorway through the 
thick walls, probably assisted by the frosts of cold winter nights. One day, on the out-
side of the foundation wall, I measured up the position of one particularly well-trafficked 
A-road, and went down into the basement to examine the damage on the other side.  
There, I could see how the ants were crawling straight into the wall, as if they were ghosts 
with no appreciation of physical barriers.
 
These ants have got to go, I thought to myself. I brushed away all the loose concrete and 
at last I burrowed my shovel into the ground closest to the wall, so that I could dig out 
the nest made by the ants along the south wall. This bothered me, but I told myself it was 
me or them. I didn’t want to use any kind of chemicals, even though modern sprays and 
similar extermination methods promise that it has no effect on the ecology. I then put on 
another layer of cement plaster, having carefully moved away the spiders, whom I hoped 
could help me reduce the number of insects I’d rather have somewhere else. At the same 
time, I could only marvel at the perseverance of the ants. There seemed to be hundreds 
of the little chaps, lost and scrambling to see what was left of their nests. When the ce-
ment dried, I painted over it and thought about how pointless of a battle it was, both for 
me and for the ants, but that we both nevertheless lived according to the same laws: the 
laws of nature. I believe that a tablespoonful of soil contains more organisms than there 
are humans on Earth. This neither comforts me, nor can I anywhere near comprehend 
the extent of it. There is a lot that we don’t know.
 
Nature is cruel. Omnipotent, unsentimental, and all its parts constantly at war withone 
another, which maintains a sense of balance. Neither the human race, dinosaurs nor 
the ants have any particular importance. We are said to be moving towards a sixth mass 
extinction, far more devastating than the fifth, when those largest of land animals, the 
dinosaurs, went extinct 60 million years ago, and along with them 75% of all living things. 
This was following the widespread destruction when Earth collided with asteroids: one 
celestial body colliding with others somewhere in the infinity of the universe, which had 
enormous consequences for the planet’s ecosystem. Today it is us humans causing the 
havoc that threatens to be just as destructive.
 
The architect and visionary Buckminster Fuller coined the idea of   Spaceship Earth—that 
we all share one spaceship, and in this, we also share the resources that can be found on 
our ship. His hope was that through modern technology and science it would be possible 
to find an even distribution of the Earth’s resources, so that they benefit all passengers. 
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It is a clear, simple image that has had a great impact: it has inspired and continues to 
inspire.

In the project Diggers and Dreamers, Love Enqvist has put together some examples of 
attempts to create alternative societies. Some are small projects; some are impressively 
extensive. Some have failed, while others survive even if they don’t thrive. What they 
have in common is that they are created as enclaves, and that they fail to be utopias if 
they don’t achieve their goals. These are but small bubbles where individuals strive to 
create self-sufficient units, small space capsules launching themselves away from a world 
that can’t function. You can marvel at the creativity but you must also be awed by the 
hardships faced and sacrifices made by those who built these utopian societies. When 
you look at the world they have tried to leave behind - that is, the development of a 
modern civilisation from the beginning of industrialism to the impending catastrophe of 
our time—you can hardly accuse them of being insane creations. Wasn’t the entire 20th 
century shaped by utopian notions of freedom, equality and faith in technology and the 
man-made to get you there?

In the project The Zone, the philosopher and evolutionary biologist Johannes Jaeger, the 
artists Marcus Neustetter and Bronwyn Lace, and the curator Basak Senova refer to 
Jorge Luis Borge’s [BN3] short story, Tlön, Uqbar, Orbis Tertius about the fictional Tlön 
and its interaction with reality. By blending fiction with real people, institutions, events 
and places, Borges creates a dialogue between the fiction of the short story and the 
reality outside of it. The creators of The Zone state that the strength of Tlön is that it is a 
world and an idea made by humans. This model thus becomes simple to explain. However, 
Borge’s text raises a number of philosophical questions which themselves create a level 
of complexity far harder to explain, and which show why Borge’s short story, like many 
works of art, remains timelessly enigmatic. Alongside The Zone, Jaeger, Neustetter, Lace 
and Senova want to explore new ideas, demonstrate the importance of working across 
disciplines and, through this, find new ways of thinking and working in art and science. 
This is a complex and a deliberate departure from clear hierarchies and simple explanato-
ry models.

The other day I once again inspected the spot that had been crawling with ants a few 
weeks ago. I couldn’t see a single one. It could be because of the season. Fifty years ago, 
it would have been perfectly fine to spread some DDT to make the ants go away. The 
poison was invented in the 1940s, but it wasn’t until the mid-1970s that it became illegal 
in Sweden. Before that, the poison was hailed for its efficacy in getting rid of pests for 
human benefit. We know now that ecological systems are more complex than that. I pick 
up some soil from the ground and feel the weight of it in my hand. It’s roughly a table-
spoon. I think about how there are more organisms in there than people on Earth, and 
that we know very little about these organisms and how they interact and function within 
the ecosystem. It’s a clear picture, just like Buckminster Fuller’s Spaceship Earth. But 
with a far more complex and enigmatic meaning.
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Open City, photo from the project Diggers and Dreamers by Love Enqvist.
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DESIGN FOR SUSTAINABLE 
DEVELOPMENT
Biomimicry & nature inspired design

Anna Maria Orrù is an architect and 
artistic researcher as well as co founder of 
the platform Nordic Biomimicry. She was 
a designer and co-teacher for a course in 
Biomimicry & Nature inspired design as 
part of the industrial design program at 
Konstfack University of Arts, Crafts and 
Design in Stockholm in spring 2021. The 
results from the course are present in the 
Symbiosis exhibition as prototypes, ex-
ploring more-than-human design, where 
each species is placed at the heart of the 
design and humans merely become the 
companions to enable further life.

“The art of “living together” with 
all species, in life-enabling 
symbiosis, is increasingly 
poignant as we enter climate 
turbulence. Biomimicry is a 
field that gives us an awareness 
of how different species create  
conditions to live in symbiosis. 
There are plenty of instances of 
‘mutualism’ that we can be in-
spired by. Take for example 
pollination, a mutualistic 
symbiotic relationship between 
bees and the environment that 
benefits all species, including 
humans. The critical question 
is how can humans create such 
symbiotic relationships with the 
environment that benefits all of 
life?”

Earthworm: Ariana Drvota, Lovisa Ingman & 
Christoffer Isaksson.



FOLDER #1 / 2021.08.28

27

Pigeons: BIODIVERSITY BLOCKS—FOR BIODIVERSITY IN THE 
CITY CENTER, process image. Nikola Despotovic, Philip 
Ståhlbrand, Wilma Wågelöf & Kristin Wästberg.

Bees: AIR BNBEE, process image. Maria Bennani-Smires, Fanny 
Gulliksson, Linn Hammarberg & Silva Zander



SYMBIOSIS – Participants

28

GILES THOMSON 
Regenerative habitats for humans

A regenerative city is an aspirational con-
cept. In the past, conventional cities have 
paid little attention to pollution, waste 
and environmental impacts; whereas a 
regenerative city is planned and built 
with the goal to improve and restore the 
natural systems from which it draws its 
resources. It has a symbiotic, mutually 
beneficial, relationship with its surround-
ing “hinterland”, not only by minimizing 
its environmental impact but by actively 
improving and regenerating the eco-
systems on which it depends.

Giles Thomson is a researcher within re-
generative urbanism at Blekinge Institute 
of Technology (BTH). Since 2019 he has 
had an ongoing dialogue with Färgfab-
riken on the concept “regenerative cities 
and communities” and has contributed 
ideas and text for a section of the Symbio-
sis-exhibition.

INTERVIEW WITH GILES THOMSON

What are regenerative cities?

Regenerative is a biological metaphor, meaning to regenerate or repair, to heal. All or-
ganisms on the planet have a metabolism, and metabolism can be used as a metaphor for 
how a city works. Cities consume resources—food, building material, oil, gas—and then 
metabolise these resources into goods and services, and expel waste bi-products like gar-
bage, sewage, pollution from vehicle exhaust and construction waste. So you can think of 
a conventional city as a giant sort of pacman, eating resources and then spitting them out 
on the other side in a linear process—a linear metabolism. But a regenerative city should 
function more like an ecosystem, using energy from the sun and wind, using resources 
efficiently, and reusing ’waste’ as feedstock for something else. A key to the regenerative 
city is designing urban systems that transform ’wastes’ into new resource streams that 
feed the city—by creating a circular metabolism! To plan for regenerative cities is to look 
at the city as a holistic system that creates a high quality of life for its inhabitants without 
harming the biosphere, but instead helping to regenerate the planet’s living systems.
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What urban sustainability trends do you see?

Two major global urban sustainability trends that I see are:
• renewable and eco-efficient cities—that design out greenhouse gases and other toxic 
pollutions, and also reducing the amount of resources used to provide the urban func-
tions like electricity, water, transport, food and so on. And:
• bringing nature back into the city through tree planting, urban forests, green walls and 
roofs, water sensitive urban design and many other different ways. From an ecosystem 
services perspective - as in the services plants do for us— for example, they keep warm 
places cool and reduce the risks for floods, and from a wellness perspective they contrib-
ute to health and a sense of calm. Increasingly it is being recognised that access to nature 
is critical for people, and especially urban dwellers, to (re)connect and sense the joys of 
the natural world. By building a relationship with nature we grow our desire to preserve it. 
Even if you live in a city it is still possible to find ways to become a steward of nature!

Why is it interesting for an urban planner to imagine living on Mars?

To survive on Mars is extremely challenging. You need to live in a closed system, one that 
is extremely resource efficient with a circular metabolism, so in a way it is a metaphor for 
the regenerative city. Imagine that you put a dome over Stockholm - could the city sur-
vive on its own? Likewise, if you looked at our planet from space, you would see a closed 
bubble—the so called ’spaceship Earth’. Seeing the limits of our planetary system might 
make you more aware of the importance of keeping it in balance—to survive, we do not 
want to poison the spaceship or use our limited supplies faster than they can regener-
ate! Ultimately, sustainability is about our home and how we look after our home, so our 
home can look after us!
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The term symbiosis comes from 
Greek and can be translated as 

“living with”. The original meaning 
refers to a biological cohabitation 
where two organisms are mutually 

dependent on each other, 
sometimes even for their survival.

How can we use the term 
symbiosis to think, research and 

collaborate across borders—visible 
and invisible?
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with support from: Stockholms stad, Region Stockholm, Kultur-
rådet, Mistra, Riksbankens Jubileumsfond, KTH Watercentre, 
KTH Sustainability, Bleking Tekniska Högskola, Citycon, 
Lindéngruppen AB.  

participants and contributors to the exhibition: 
• Tove Kjellmark – video and sculpture.
• Åsa Cederqvist – video installation, AR and sculpture, 
partly in collaboration with KTH NATURE—ideas and text (Timos 
Karpouzoglou, Katarina Larsen, David Nilsson). 
• Bengt Håbro – sculptures.
• John Jakobsson – installation and sculptures.
• Gülbeden Kulbay – performance.
• Irene Stracuzzi – design/sculpture. 
• Jens Evaldsson – video in collaboration with researcher Mattias 
Höjer/KTH, also ideas and text.
• Giles Thomson, researcher, Blekinge Tekniska Högskola – ideas 
and text.
• LABLAB – Research and design.
• Love Enqvist, Jonas Runberger, Pablo Miranda, The ZONE 
(Bronwyn Lace, Marcus Neustetter, Basak Senova, Johannes 
Jaeger), the journal Arkitektur—a selection and prototypes by 
Björn Norberg, freelance curator.
• DACE – dance art critical ecology. Art platform led by
Rebecca Chentinell and Rickard Borgström—installation, work-
shops, talks and performances in collaboration with invited 
artists in Färgfabriken’s Open Studio.
• Students from Design for sustainable development, a course at 
Konstfack led by Anna Maria Orru and Stina Wessman 
—prototypes/models.

Program cooperations: JPI Urban Europe, IQ samhällsbyggnad, 
KTH, Konstfack, Nordic Biomimicry, projektet Lyssna/Svenska 
postkod stiftelsen, North Cultitude 6263, Nationalmuseum, 
Citycon m.fl.




