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1  The scholarship on ano-
nymity is widespread  
and dispersed. For recent  
attempts at overviews,  
see Andreas Wittel, Götz  
Bachmann, and Michi Knecht, 
eds., “ The Social Productivity 
of Anonymity,” special issue, 
ephemera 17, no. 2 ( 2017 ).  
Two essays that have sought 
to structure the discursive 
field and that have informed 
the RCA project discussed 
here are Julie Ponesse, 

“ Navigating the Unknown: To-
wards a Positive Conception  
of Anonymity,” Southern 
Journal of Philosophy 51, no. 3  
( 2013): 320 –  44;  
and Thorsten Thiel, “Anonymi - 
tät und der digi tale Struktur-
wandel der Öffentlichkeit,” 
Zeitschrift für Menschen-
rechte 10, no. 1 ( 2016 ): 9 – 24.

2  The project Reconfiguring 
Anonymity: Contemporary 
Forms of Reciprocity, Identifi-
ability and Accountability  
in Transformation ( RCA) was 
conducted from 2015 to 2019 
and funded by the German 
Volkswagen Foundation 
through its program Key 
Issues in Science and Society. 

Introduction

How can we grasp the current transformation of ano nym-
ity, the ways it is understood and practiced?1 This was  
the question that stood at the beginning of the inter dis ci-  
plinary research project Reconfiguring Anonymity  
( RCA), first initiated in 2014 by several social and cultural 
scientists from the universities in Bremen, Hamburg, 
and Lüneburg.2 The aim of the project was to examine 
how regimes of anonymity emerge in contemporary 
hybrid online and offline worlds, as well as how they are 
modified, evaluated, defended, or abolished. Collectively, 
the project participants approached these questions 
through ethnographic meth od ologies and artistic research.  
In this chapter, we reflect on the project’s interdisciplinary 
approach, contrasting and evaluating the different 
methods, ontologies, and epistemologies. More specifically, 
we present and analyze the artistic research program of 
the interdisciplinary research project. We do this from the 
perspective of the lead researchers and curators of the 
artistic program. Our work encompassed conceptualizing 
the artistic research component, selecting and accom-
panying the artists, and preparing the exhibition and 
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RCA brought together re-
searchers from ethnography, 
sociology, media studies, art, 
and art history from Bremen 
University, Hamburg Univer-
sity, and Leuphana University 
of Lüneburg. Reconfiguring 
Anonymity website, accessed 
December 7, 2018, www. 
reconfiguring-anonymity.net .

3  For examples from an 
extensive bibliography  
on curatorial practice, see 
Beatrice von Bismarck,  
Jörn Schafaff, and Thomas  
Weski, eds., Cultures of the  
Curatorial ( Berlin: Sternberg,  
2012 ); Jens Hoffmann,  
(Curating ) From A to Z  
( Zurich: JRP / Ringier, 2014);  
and Paul O’ Neill, The Culture 
of Curating and the Curating of  
Culture(s) (Cambridge, MA:  
MIT Press, 2012 ).

artistic contributions to the closing events, which took 
place in October 2018 at the arts center Kampnagel in 
Hamburg.3

The main focus of our common research was on ways 
in which anonymity regimes reconfigure individuality 
and personhood, sociality and collectivity, property and 
practices of sharing, as well as reciprocity, responsibility, 
and identifiability. The aim of the project was to generate 
new knowledge about anonymity, especially through 
ethnographic case studies and in collaboration  
with artists, digital activists, and technicians, and then  
to retheorize anonymity on this basis. The research 
group consisted of artists as well as scholars of ethnology, 
cultural anthropology, digital culture, media studies, 
criminalistics, surveillance research, and art history.  
This interdisciplinary approach to the project, specifically 
bringing in artists, was motivated by how art-based 
research can provide modes of knowledge production 
that frequently opens up unexpected dimensions, 
ruptures assumptions, and queers routines. Art offers 
methodologies and forms of observation and intervention 
that can complement social science methodologies  
but that are also unique in their deliberately undisciplined, 
often nonutilitarian and alogical, approaches to social 
structures and phenomena. In art’s tendency toward both  
unorthodoxy and representation, it can act as an impor-
tant interface in the dialogue between science and society.

Overall, our approaches to the critical investigation of  
regimes of anonymity were conceptual ( including evalu-  
ating the existing literature on and definitions of ano-
nymity), ethnographic ( based on participant observation 
and the gradual evolution of research questions), and 
artistic ( including the context of previous works by the 
participating artists, experimental and idiosyncratic 
methodologies, and the importance of the production of 
a “ work ” — or something to present — at the concluding 
event).
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Reconfiguring Anonymity consisted of five projects: four 
mainly ethnographic projects, and one that focused  
on artistic research. The aim of the latter was to establish 
a dialogue between artistic research on anonymity  
and the other, social scientific projects. Methodological 
considerations played a crucial role in the framing of this 
interdisciplinary encounter: What aspects of anonymity 
can be addressed through artistic inquiries? Does the 
semiautonomous field of artistic research allow access to 
everyday interactions that remain closed to ethnographic 
methods? How can the structure of certain forms of 
anonymity be explored through experimental situations? 
And more generally, can the experimental methods  
of artistic research contribute to an interdisciplinary study  
of anonymity as a social phenomenon helping to create 
an expanded understanding of what anonymity means  
in contemporary societies? The goal was to identify par-  
ticular artistic strategies of speculation, uncon ventional 
forms of action and interaction, and analytical and prac-  
tical methods and tools for “ hacking ” virtual and social 
identity systems, institutional practices, and systems of 
social, legal, and technical exclusion.

Through its interdisciplinary approach, Reconfiguring 
Anonymity sought to contribute to the development  
of critical awareness as well as social and political com-
petency in dealing with issues of anonymity.

Art projects and exhibitions can provide, besides  
the individual experiences of exhibition visitors, a special 
public interface for presenting issues of anonymity  
in the sociologically particular field of contemporary art, 
as well as, importantly, occasions for critical reflection 
and debate in the public sphere through reviews in mass 
media and other forms of public debate. They create 
experimental and exceptional situations and thus  
provide poignant occasions for reflection on the technical, 
social, and aesthetic dimensions of the ethnographic 
projects, as well as on their methodologies and 
assumptions, by offering idiosyncratic scenarios that 
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fundamentally put such dimensions, their logics and 
regimes, to the test.

For conceptual and practical reasons, we decided to  
work with a small number of artists (or collectives)  
over the full three-year period of the RCA project, and  
to bring in some additional artistic positions at a later  
stage, especially for the final presentation and exhibition  
at the end of the project period. Part and parcel of any  
such long-term curatorial process is that the parameters  
shift and change over time. In this chapter, we take  
a retrospective view and reflect only on readjustments 
and shifts when they seem particularly relevant for  
the overall argument. In general, we want to argue for 
the productivity of artistic research in developing a  
new, refined, and critical understanding of social issues 
such as anonymity. Here, the RCA project is our case 
study, but we hope to contribute to a discussion that 
looks at the role of artistic research in a broader and 
more general perspective.

Fig. 1  Kampnagel Piazza, Hamburg (October 2018 ), with installation “ Forgot your password?  
(Hamburg )” ( bottom left), and banner created by participating artist collective (center left)
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Artists Researching Anonymity

The artists who were initially invited in 2015 to 
participate in the RCA project were Aram Bartholl, Heath 
Bunting, Parastou Forouhar, and the group knowbotiq 
(Christian Hübler and Yvonne Wilhelm). Important 
general criteria for their selection were that these  
artists had dealt with issues relating to anonymity  
in previous works; that in their artistic practice, research 
methods play an important role; and that they were 
open to participate in a dialogical and cooperative 
interdisciplinary research trajectory like that envisioned 
for the RCA project. Another aspect of the overall 
selection was a certain level of differentiation in working 
methods and thematic approaches taken by the various 
artists.

The cooperation over the following three years consisted 
mainly of a series of workshop sessions, during which 
conceptual concerns were shared as well as preliminary 
research results. A symposium halfway through  
the project drew into the process several additional 
researchers and artists who were also working  
on the topic of anonymity. Finally, toward the end of  
the project period, in 2018, a conference and exhibition 
event was organized at Kampnagel Hamburg, under  
the title of A=ANONYM, to present the results of  
the individual artistic and scientific research projects and 
to discuss the findings of the overall project in a public 
forum. While the conference program, with keynote 
lectures, panel discussions, and workshops, took place 
in the semiformal space of one of the “industrial ” theater 
halls, the exhibition of artworks was distributed across 
the large Kampnagel foyer. Here, each piece could be 
installed in a specific spatial context that, at least in most 
cases, contributed to the efficacy of the works and placed 
them at the intersection of the RCA closing event and  
the regular program proceedings at Kampnagel, with  
its hundreds of visitors for the daily live performance acts.
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In the following section, we use the conceptual frame-
work of the Reconfiguring Anonymity research project  
to provide an overview of the role of the artists  
in the research process and discuss their contributions  
to the closing event. We first introduce them with  
their previous work and the specific projects they realized  
in the RCA context.

The works of Berlin-based German artist Aram Bartholl  
deal with phenomena of digital culture at the inter-
sections of physical and virtual spaces. Bartholl’s works 
often mimic carefully crafted “ ready-mades,” which seem 
to add something to the digitally enhanced everyday 

environments, and which, so it seems, could easily have 
been there even without the artist’s intervention. The 
notion of anonymity has played an important role  
in many of Bartholl’s projects, including the anonymous 
public and offline data storage points of Dead Drops 
( 2010  –12 ), and the DIY workshop production of the  
Guy Fawkes masks that became iconic for the Anonymous 
online hacker community — only in Bartholl’s version, 
How to Vacuum Form ( 2012 ), these masks are made of  
transparent plastic and thus reveal more of the 

Fig. 2  “ Is this you in the video? ”; installation view ( 2018, Kampnagel Piazza, Hamburg )
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4  See Domenico Quaranta,  
ed., Aram Bartholl: The  
Speed Book ( Berlin: Gestalten  
Verlag, 2012 );  
and Aram Bartholl’s website, 
accessed December 7, 2018, 
www.arambartholl.com .

5  See Parastou Forouhar ’s 
website, accessed December 7,  
2018, www.parastou- 
forouhar.de .

“ masked ” face than they hide.4 Similarly, Bartholl’s two 
contributions to the exhibition at Kampnagel pointed  
to the ambivalence of surveillance and privacy systems: 
the installation Is This You in the Video? placed a surveil-
lance camera that seemed to track the movements  
of passersby in the forecourt of the Kampnagel building;  
the absence of a display, though, suggested that the  
recorded images might not be more than junk information,  
so that any concern about this particular surveillance 
system might be unnecessary. A second work, Forgot 
Your Password? ( Hamburg ), reflected on the widespread 
online availability of stolen personal passwords, those 
illusionary markers of privacy and data protection.

Since in the context of digital culture, with which Bartholl  
and others engage, anonymity is often seen as a positive 
value that protects and enables, it seemed important 
for the RCA project to also include an artist for whom 
anonymity would quite explicitly have a negative conno - 
tation. This was distinctly the case for the Iranian  
German artist Parastou Forouhar, who in her graphic  
and installation-based work frequently addresses  
aspects of physical and psychological violence in human 
relations.5 Forouhar combines this approach with a  
visual language reminiscent of Islamic graphic aesthetics.  
In her images, the facelessness of the victims of torture 
and violence appears as an aspect of their submission. 
Moreover, the repetitive ornamental patterns camouflage 
the presence of guns, knives, and other instruments 
of torture, together with those of the human figures, 
metaphorically occluding the precarious status of the 
individual in settings of structural violence.

The preparatory conversations for the RCA project 
made it clear that Forouhar would act as an important 
advocate of such an expanded perspective on anonymity 
that does not so much celebrate but decry its social 
and psychological effects. She “gave a face ” to this 
problematic side of anonymity in a film about a deserted 
area on the outskirts of Tehran, called Khavaran,  

https://www.parastou-forouhar.de/
https://www.parastou-forouhar.de/
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6  See also “ Sie erinnert sich” 
in this publication, containing  
photographs of Kharavan,  
made secretly by the artist  
during her visits to the  
location.

7  See The Status Project  
website, accessed  
December 7, 2018,  
http://status.irational.org .

where murdered dissidents to the regime of the Islamic 
revolution were buried in the 1980s.6  To date, it remains 
unknown who was buried here and where exactly.  
The dispersion and anonymization of these graves were 
intended to exterminate not only the individuals but  
also the memory of them. In the film Sie erinnert  
sich (She remembers), Forouhar and a friend visit one  
of these sites, where relatives of the deceased make  
the place their own by carefully marking it with pebbles, 
scattering flowers, enunciating memories, and singing 
songs together, thus countering, if only symbolically,  
the attempted elimination.

The British artist Heath Bunting, in the context of his 
Status Project ( 2004  –14 ), has dealt with the construction 
and deconstruction of identities through administrative 
and institutional structures for more than a decade.7  
Such constructions of identity appear as the flipside,  
and thus a conceptual complement, to the notion  
and construction of anonymity. Based on his more recent 
research on the principle of anonymous corporations, 
Bunting prepared a series of eight diagrams that 
describe — in a highly formalized, abstracted manner —
the requirements for a fictitious collective, the Woody  

Fig. 3  “ woody bay survival group” (series of posters); installation view ( 2018, Kampnagel,  
west wing, Hamburg )

http://status.irational.org
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8  For the branching of  
Raether ’s Avataras in what  
he terms “ Identitecture,” 
see his website, accessed 
December 7, 2018, www.
johannespaulraether.net .

Bay Survival Group, to live anonymously in a remote  
spot on the west coast of England, a rural niche in a world  
that seems to have almost done away with anonymity 
altogether. The project explores ways of withdrawing 
from the all-encompassing digital identity regimes  
and the social consequences of such a withdrawal.  
The underlying reflection on the radical disengagement  
from normative and state structures is also the basis 
for Bunting’s contribution to the present volume, in 
which the letters USAE signify the desire to unmask the 
imperialist dimension of the global political, economic, 
and military order. Bunting’s strategy of unhinging 
achieved knowledge patterns by means of questions and 
the introduction of apocryphal knowledge into the RCA 
working meetings had the important effect of probing  
the methodological foundations and orthodoxies on which 
our discussions on anonymity relied.

The German artist Johannes Paul Raether has, over the 
past decade, developed a series of fictitious characters 
that he calls “Avataras,” hybrid and queer personae that  
Raether performs in collective live situations in public 
spaces, as well as in gallery exhibitions.8 One of the main  
themes of Raether ’s research is reproductive technologies 

Fig. 4  “ woody bay survival group” (series of posters, detail ); installation view ( 2018, Kampnagel,  
west wing, Hamburg )
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and their potential for bringing forth new forms of  
social relations. Raether ’s contribution to the art program 
presented at Kampnagel was a new version of his 
Avatara and “ SelfSister ” performance Transformalor 
[ Transformella malor ikeae], an identity through  
which Raether deals with questions of the self, belonging,  
and potentially new formations of kin made possible  
through reproductive technologies. The project reflects on  

Fig. 5 + 6  Performance “ Transformalor [ Transformella malor 4.4.6.11.]”; part of the  
A = ANONYM program ( 2018, IKEA Hamburg City, Hamburg )
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unknown origins and an anonymous descent that may  
deprive a person of — or free them from — the possibilities 
of identifying with known biological ancestors and 
“ family ” histories. Staged as a hypothetical positive take  
on the developments of a biodigital capitalism, the perfor-  
mance took a group of around forty participants to an  
inner-city branch of the IKEA store in Hamburg. Infiltrated 
by Transformalor and its temporary repro-communal 
tribe, the performance investigated this corporate space 
as a symbolic territory of the production of social norms 
and normalities.

The Zurich-based group knowbotiq (consisting of Aus-
trian artist Christian Hübler and German artist Yvonne 
Wilhelm), in their engagement with the sociotechnical 
aspects of digital culture, have moved away from a more  
technoculturally oriented perspective, which they held  
in the 1990s, toward questions of presence, visibility, and  
agency of the human body and of labor under the con di-
tions of a digital and global economy. In 2009, knowbotiq 
developed the figurative concept of MacGhillie, a human 
figure masked by a traditional military camouflage suit, 

Fig. 7   Performance “ Transformalor [Transformella malor 4.4.6.11.]” part of the A=ANONYM 
program ( 2018, Große Bergstraße, Altona, near IKEA Hamburg City, Hamburg )
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Fig. 8 + 9 + 10  “Amazonian Flesh, how to hang in trees during strike”; installation view (detail )  
( 2018, Kampnagel, “ Meisterbude” /  main foyer, Hamburg )
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9  See Andreas Broeckmann 
and knowbotic research, eds., 
Opaque Presence: Manual  
of Latent Invisibilities  
( Zurich: Diaphanes / Edition 
Jardins des Pilotes, 2010); 
and knowbotiq + krcf, 
accessed December 7, 2018, 
www.knowbotiq.net .

10  See also “Amazonian 
Flesh: How to Hang in Trees 
during Strike? ” in this pub-
lication, containing excerpts 
from text mantras by specu-
lative Amazon bots, which 
were translated into a sonic 
environment for the installa-
tion Amazonian Flesh, How  
to Hang in Trees during Strike  
at the Kampnagel exhibition.

which in public presentations was offered to members  
of the audience, who could temporarily wear the suit and 
thus become the anonymous and somewhat amorphous 
figure of MacGhillie.9 More recently, this trajectory of 
research brought the group to study the regimes of labor 
and the subjection of laboring human bodies in logis- 
 tics and distribution centers like those of the company 
Amazon. Their installation Amazonian Flesh, How to 
Hang in Trees during Strike was presented in the former 
supervision booth of the Kampnagel factory, offering 
speculative interfaces for a subversive communication 
between human laborers and algorithmic bots, as  
well as the vision of a free space of idleness that might 
exist beyond the matrices and techniques of optimization 
and value creation.10 The investigation of anonymity  
here shifted from assertive discourses around subject 
positions and social relations toward the more ambivalent 
field of human-machine interaction, where software  
bots and logistics workers are both faceless nonpersonae, 
and where anonymity is not so much a social desire or 
drama but a technical given.

Fig. 11  “Amazonian Flesh, how to hang in trees during strike”; installation view (detail )  
( 2018, Kampnagel, “ Meisterbude” /  main foyer, Hamburg )
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11  See Simon Farid’s web-
site, accessed December 7, 
2018, www.simonfarid.com .

12  See also “ Towards an  
Art History of Art Gallery 
Guards ” in this book,  
the listing of famous artists  
who used to work as  
gallery security guards or 
other (anonymous) security 
personnel in art institutions, 
as well as the “ Provisional 
Manifesto for Invigilator- 
Friendly Artworks.”

In May 2017, about halfway through the project, the 
British artist Simon Farid was invited to join the sympo-
sium organized to include external researchers and artists 
already working on anonymity-related themes without 
being part of the RCA project group. Farid consequently 
stayed with the project until the end. In his artistic  
work, Farid deals with the work of invigilators in con - 
tem porary art galleries.11 Working as an invigilator and 
organizing several clandestine activities with some 
colleagues in the past, Farid now used the opportunity 
of the RCA project to develop research and presentation 
methods that would also make it possible to show  
some of this fragile work in public. For the Kampnagel 
event, Farid designed an exhibition and information 
booth that presented his research about other artists  
who have worked as gallery guards over the past decades,  
combined with a series of photos that show Farid  
visiting and viewing works of these artists — photos de-  
liberately taken from the perspective of a potential gallery 
guard — and speculating about the possible impact that  
this form of labor may have had on the history of 
contemporary art.12

Fig. 12  “ Towards an Art History of Art Gallery Security Guards ”; installation view  
( 2018, Kampnagel, “the artist studio” / main foyer, Hamburg )



49Artistic Research on Anonymity 
a – intro

Fig. 13 + 14  “ The Great Offshore” 
Fig. 15  “Algoffshore”; installation view (detail ) ( 2018, Kampnagel, main foyer, Hamburg )



50Artistic Research on Anonymity 
a – intro

13  See the RYBN.ORG web-
site, accessed December 7,  
2018, www.rybn.org .

14  See also “Anonymity on 
Demand ” in this publication.

15  See the Bureau  
d’études website, accessed  
December 7, 2018,  
www.bureaudetudes.org .

To connect more directly to the broader Kampnagel 
audience, we asked the French artist collective  
RYBN.ORG to design, based on their long-term project  
The Great Offshore, an installation and workshop that 
would have “ popular ” aspects in two respects: first, 
through the choice of the topic (e. g., the illegal offshore 
financial trade, as it has become widely known through 
the publication of the Panama Papers in 2016 ), and  
then through the realization of a workshop that would 
involve members of the general audience more directly  
in the artist group’s research.13 Over the past decade, 
RYBN.ORG has gathered detailed knowledge about the 
effects and affects of anonymity created through  
the architectures and uses of specific algorithms in online 
financial trading software. This technical infrastructure, 
as well as related laws and regulations, support the 
creation and inner workings of financial tax havens 
through anonymity created and provided by the software. 
Moreover, the algorithms act as anonymous and 
increasingly “ intelligent ” agents.14  The exchange during 
the days of the conference and exhibition showed how  
in the zones of resonance between the artists’ work  
and that of the scientists researching software companies  
and digital service applications, anonymity becomes 
visible as a relation that is constructed under very specific 
temporal, technical, and juridical conditions.

The last artistic position brought into the art program’s 
constellation at Kampnagel was that of the French  
artist group Bureau d’études, known for cartographies  
and particularly detailed maps of political, social,  
and economic systems, revealing and suggesting  
complex relations and constellations of global allegiance 
and dependency that normally remain invisible.15 The  
work of Bureau d’études touched on many issues dis-  
cussed in the overall RCA project, even without having 
focused explicitly on anonymity, and the artists were 
consequently invited to take part in the program 
presented at Kampnagel, with a workshop based on their 
current research on bio- and chemo-politics, focusing  
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16  See also “ Sanitary Police 
and the Politics of Anonym-
ity: Observations on a Game 
about Endocrine Disruptors ”  
in this publication.

on synthetic molecular substances as anonymous agents  
affecting the health and bodily integrity of living beings. 
To deal with this topic, the artists are developing a  
game that is to be played in groups, intended to serve  
as a starting point for the participants to reflect on  
the economic and legal structures, regulations, and politics 
that define, name, and identify — or anonymize —  
political agents.16

Fig. 16 + 17  Workshop “ Chemopolitics. A collective game about endocrine disruptors ”; part of  
the A = ANONYM program ( 2018, Kampnagel, Hamburg )
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17  Examples from an exten-
sive bibliography on artistic 
research include Jens Badura, 
Selma Dubach, and Anke 
Haarmann, eds., Künstlerische 
Forschung: Ein Handbuch 
( Zurich: Diaphanes, 2015 ); 
Michael Biggs and Henrik 
Karlsson, eds., The Routledge 
Companion to Research in the  
Arts ( London: Routledge, 
2011);  
Elke Bippus, ed., Kunst des 
Forschens: Praxis eines ästhe-
tischen Denkens ( Zurich: 
Diaphanes, 2009);  
Henk Borgdorff, The Conflict 
of the Faculties: Perspectives 
on Artistic Research and 
Academia ( Leiden: Leiden 
University Press, 2012 ); 
Michael Schwab, ed., Experi-
mental Systems: Future 
Knowledge in Artistic Research 
( Leuven: Leuven University 
Press, 2013);  
and “Artistic Research,” 
special issue, Texte zur 
Kunst 20, no. 82 ( 2011).

18  See Karen van den 
Berg and Stephan Schmidt-
Wulffen, “  The Politics of 
Artistic Knowledge at Univer-
sities,” in Artistic Research  
in Applied Arts, ed. Harald  
Gruber, Gabriele Schmid,  
Peter Sinapius, and Rosema-
rie Tüpker ( Berlin: HPB Uni-
versity Press, 2015 ), 159 – 76; 
and Hans-Jörg Rheinberger, 
“ On the Art of Exploring  
the Unknown,” in Say It Isn’t 
So: Naturwissenschaften im 
Visier der Kunst / Art Trains Its 
Sights on the Natural Sciences,  
ed. Peter Friese, Guido 
Boulboullé, and Susanne 
Witzgall ( Bremen: Kehrer 
Verlag, 2007 ), 82 – 90.

19  See Theresa Schubert and  
Andrew Adamatzky, eds., Ex-  
periencing the Unconventional:  
Science in Art ( Hackensack, 
N J: World Scientific, 2015 );  
and Arthur I. Miller, Colliding 
Worlds: How Cutting-Edge 
Science Is Redefining Contem-  
porary Art ( New York: 
Norton, 2014).

Doing Research in Artistic Practice

While there is a boom of research-oriented artistic 
practices fueled and institutionalized by grants, fellow-
ships, and Ph.D. programs, the notion of “artistic  
research” continues to be controversial. While the activity 
of researching is usually accepted as one that can  
be carried out by anyone and that does not necessarily 
have to be connected to a professional environment,  
the noun “research” is often associated with science. The 
assumption is that research proper can only be conducted 
under the standardized and methodical conditions 
offered by scientific disciplines, whether in the natural 
and social sciences or in the humanities. It remains  
a matter of debate whether “research” can happen outside 
such contexts. In the case of the arts, an additional point 
of dispute is what might differentiate artistic “research” 
from other artistic practices, equally geared at exploring, 
scrutinizing, testing, and seeking insight into the  
world. Whether and how the term “research” as it is used  
in the sciences can be applied to artistic practices thus 
remains an open question.17 Advocates of a strong notion 
of artistic research argue that scientific research and 
all other processes of knowledge production are never 
completely transparent and objective but always to some 
degree based on intuition, creativity, or practices of 
experimentation characterized by “ implicit knowledge.” 18 
At the same time, “doing science” is defined by a value 
and justification system of result-oriented, classification-
based, systematic, reproducible, and falsifiable working 
methods. Such criteria may become relevant for artists, 
but only if their research is inspired especially by  
the natural sciences. It is therefore important to differ-  
entiate between “artistic research,” on the one hand, and  
projects taking place under the labels “ art + science,”  
“ sci  /art,” “ artsci,” and so forth, on the other; the latter 
refer specifically to artistic practices that seek inspiration 
from scientific innovations and research, or from  
historic scientific experiments, leading artists to develop 
scientific experiments of their own.19 What we want  
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to discuss and look at here, though, is a more general 
understanding of “artistic research,” which more or less 
systematically and experimentally explores societal  
issues that, importantly, are relevant beyond the art field.

Looking more closely at this terminology and how 
“ research” might be done by artists, the questions at  
the core of the debate seem to be: What is the aesthetic 
dimension of thought, knowledge, and research? And  
how can artistic practice make this aesthetic dimension  
of any research practice fruitful for other disciplines  
and fields of knowledge production? What is the role  
of the artist as researcher in and for contemporary  
art, science, and society ? The challenge for artists in  
the particular field of anonymity research is to develop 
ways in which the possibilities and implications  
of social and technological change can be addressed, 
used, appropriated, and critically engaged with from  
an artistic perspective. To approach questions that are  
not readily addressed by the research and develop-  
ment contexts that produce these technologies, artists  
instead make use of the potentials inherent to speculative  
and disruptive creative practices for the production  
of new forms of experiential knowledge. The difficulties 
of discussing such nonscientific approaches and methods 
to research arise mainly at a linguistic level, when  
it comes to verbally capturing such nonverbal practices 
through a scientific vocabulary, led by the need to 
describe, explain, and evaluate the artistic work and  
its processes. The current debate and discourse around 
the notion of “artistic research ” aims at developing  
an appropriate vocabulary by reevaluating and refining 
definitions and terminologies, in terms of differentiating 
artistic from scientific research, as well as highlighting 
their points of intersection, and in terms of finding  
and developing nuanced articulations for the processes, 
methods, and logics of artistic research. In an attempt 
to create a manual to art as research, the German artist, 
author, and researcher Florian Dombois has established 
ten criteria that delineate the contested areas related 
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als Forschung: Ein Versuch, 
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zu entwerfen,” in Hochschule  
der Künste Bern HKB 2006, 
ed. HKB / HEAB ( Bern: Hoch-  
schule der Künste Bern, 
2006 ), 21– 29.

to the notion of artistic research.20 He confronts the 
linguistic hurdles of verbally capturing such nonverbal 
practices by drawing lines between three consecutive 
manifestations: “cognizance” gained in the research 
process, which manifests through its communicability; 
the “research result ” taking shape as the work of art; and 
the produced “ knowledge” that results from this research 
process and that is contained in the presentation of  
the work’s form and expression developed and chosen  
by the artist. Dombois’s method of breaking down  
the individual steps of the process can denote qualities 
and functions of these different steps within the  
artistic research process. Yet his analysis still leaves the  
question of how the methods of artistic research  
and the knowledge they produce help us to understand  
the aesthetic dimension of artistic thought, knowledge, 
and research.

In Christoph Schenker ’s text on artistic forms of 
knowledge, “ Wissensformen der Kunst ” ( 2015 ), the Swiss 
art theorist describes artistic work as a way of inventing 
and experimenting with new terms and notions.  

Fig. 18  Presentaion and discussion of works with RCA research team members  
( 2017, Steyerberg, Lower Saxony)
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“ Wissensformen der Kunst,”  
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22  Dombois, “ Kunst als  
Forschung,” 24.

He argues that art is a means to search for new ways  
of thinking and to put normative or normalized behaviors  
to the test; it therefore always takes shape as a prac- 
 tice of differentiation ( Unterscheidungsverhalten) tested 
against specific terms, notions, or behaviors. While  
the concepts and notions put to the test do not necessarily 
have clear equivalents in the language of words, they 
are always anchored and established in the structures 
of perception, and in specific societies or cultures. 
Schenker emphasizes that, as a researcher, the artist’s 
frame of reference for testing and exploring dissociations 
and differences goes beyond the limitations of artistic 
contexts and always involves or reflects other forms and 
disciplines of knowledge, as well as contexts of life. He 
proposes to think of artistic research as a way of creating 
new terms and notions to experiment with, and to reflect 
about the implications they could have on ways of living 
and on belief systems.21

The process of such artistic experimentation being  
as important as the results, artistic research practices 
invite a high level of exchange and sharing of expertise 
across different disciplines and fields of knowledge. 
As outlined in one of the ten clauses established by 
Dombois’s manual: once the artist articulates and defines 
a specific research interest and question, overlappings 
and intersections with those of researchers in other  
fields and disciplines appear, and therefore possibilities  
to network and collaborate also appear. Guided by the 
logic of a common topic, “ research communities ” can 
form and enable deeper, more complex and encom pass-
ing structures of evaluation.22

Analyzing and describing the different practices and 
approaches the artists applied within the specific context 
of the RCA project gave us the opportunity to observe 
and analyze the productivity of artistic research  
for developing a new, refined, and critical understanding 
of social issues, such as anonymity, based on concrete 
examples of the processes and dynamics experienced 
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23  Michi Knecht, in conver-
sation with the authors, 2016.

within such an interdisciplinary project. What kinds  
of reflections and knowledge about anonymity would  
the artistic projects contribute?

Motivated by our need to describe those processes and 
dynamics, as well as the motivations and potentials  
of concrete practices and projects by the invited artists  
to various audiences, institutions, and collaborators,  
we developed and implemented another set of concepts, 
which crystallized in the group’s internal discussions  
and external communication and helped to conceptualize 
the aesthetics of knowledge and research.

Three Concepts in Artistic Research and  
Knowledge Production

A main concern in the RCA project’s interdisciplinary 
communication was to find a way of describing  
the relation between the different methods that artists  
and scientists use, as well as to clarify in what ways  
their combination could be made productive, without  
one methodology compromising the other.

Looking at the array of techniques and methods of doing 
research among the different disciplines, which together 
multiply the perspectives on both the overall topic  
and single aspects, the German ethnologist and project  
lead of one of the ethnographic subprojects, Michi  
Knecht, proposed the notion of kaleidoscopic knowledge  
production to describe the relation and interaction 
between disciplines: multilayered, multidisciplinary 
forms and fields of knowledge in different compositions  
and overlapping constellations, offering different 
perspectives and insights that are recomposed and 
rearranged like the images in a kaleidoscope, changing 
with every turn of the cylinder.23 The term attempts 
to convey the complex set of actions, reactions, and 
interactions of attractions, affinities, or incompatibilities 
that occur in interdisciplinary and differentiated research 
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communities brought together by a common interest  
and topic. Kaleidoscopic knowledge production points  
to the diverse constellations that, in a comparison  
of artistic and scientific research, the German composer, 
film director, and cofounder of the Society for Artistic 
Research in Germany, Julian Klein, describes like this: 
“ Not everything that is regarded as art must therefore  
be unscientific, and not everything that is regarded  
as science must be unartistic. .  .  . The artistic and scientific 
content of objects, processes, and events can be mixed 
independently of each other and in ever-changing 
dosages.”  24

Not always do mutual influences become apparent di - 
rectly in different group constellations, interactions, and 
exchanges, nor even necessarily over a longer period. 
What we could observe during the research process of  
the RCA project were often rather indirect yet discernable 
dynamics caused specifically by the disruptive and 
transformative forces that appear in the confrontation 
of methodologically different approaches and different 
perspectives to the same topic. The embodied ways  
of thinking and engaging that characterize, for instance, 
the performance practice of Johannes Paul Raether,  

Fig. 19  Workshop “ KILLYOURPHONE.COM ” with RCA research team members
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or Parastou Forouhar ’s use of her own body, identity, 
per sonal history, and culture, as well as the sometimes 
humorous, always critical approaches to sociotech-
nical structures and systems in Aram Bartholl’s, Heath 
Bunting’s, knowbotiq’s, Simon Farid’s, RYBN.ORG ’s, or 
Bureau d’ Études artistic practices strongly influenced 
the exchanges with other researchers, and the resulting 
discussions shed light on orthodoxies, motivations,  
and restrictions in the work of each different actor, of 
artists as well as scientists.

While the metaphor of the kaleidoscope is helpful to 
describe the interdisciplinary interaction that introduces 
new perspectives and the integration of yet undefined 
knowledge, it does not articulate the processes and 
dynamics in this exchange between different knowledge 
practices. Yet, the idea of colorful shards and flinders 
in a kaleidoscope rolling through the cylinder, breaking 
the light in different ways as they overlap and reflect, 
led us to further adopt the notion of diffraction, which 
was introduced into the critical discourse on science 
and knowledge by feminist thinkers and philosophers 
of science Donna Haraway and Karen Barad. A term 
from optics and classical physics, diffraction originally 
described a phenomenon that occurs when waves  
(of light, sound, electromagnetic radiation, etc.) encounter 
the edge of an obstacle and are slightly bent, resulting 
in the waves proceeding in a different direction and 
causing a blur at the edge of the shadow of the obstacle. 
Haraway first employed the term figuratively to denote  
a critical and difference-attentive mode of consciousness 
in relation to thought, difference, and alterity. She 
contrasted diffraction to the notion of reflexivity, which 
in her eyes “ only displaces the same elsewhere, leading  
to concerns about copy and original and the search for 
the authentic and really real.”  25 Instead, “ Diffraction 
does not produce ‘the same’ displaced, as reflection and 
refraction do. Diffraction is a mapping of interference,  
not of replication, reflection, or reproduction. A dif-
fraction pattern does not map where differences appear,  
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but rather maps where the effects of difference appear.” 26

These effects of difference lie at the core of what we 
want to refer to here as difference-attentive kaleidoscopic 
knowledge. Works like Heath Bunting’s hypercomplex 
diagrams, for example, map the construction of identity 
and the juridical organization of social relations.  
Hardly readable in an analytical sense, their exaggerated 
complexity offers a clear, intuitive, and diffractional 
insight into the structural fragility of anonymous 
relations. Also Aram Bartholl’s artistic strategy highlights 
the effects of epistemological diffraction: it extrapolates 
from the potentials of technologies, based on an informed 
critique of their functionality, and invents speculative 
applications and experimental scenarios in which these 
potentials become visible as transformations of the 
meanings of the technologies in their social contexts. 
They make it necessary to rethink and critique anonymity 
in relation to the very sociotechnical structures  
that constitute its predominant contemporary frames  
of reference.

But what exactly are the spaces where such knowledge 
is being produced, and where it appears in the encounter 
between different disciplines and research methods? 
The concept of diffraction refers to the processes and 
dynamics taking place in this exchange between dif-  
fer ent knowledge practices, and it can be complemented  
with the notion of zones of resonance to highlight the 
areas or points of encounter and intersection between  
the disciplines and practices. Borrowed from an  
essay by filmmaker and anthropologist Rachel Thompson, 
published in the context of her reflections about  
the intersections of artistic practice and anthropological 
endeavors, the concept of zones of resonance became  
a third useful instrument for describing and reflecting  
on our interdisciplinary research cooperation. The concept  
of zones of resonance does not intend to demarcate  
“clear boundaries or the dimensions of common terrain,” 
or methods to borrow from, but rather proposes 
“ strategies of suggestion, insinuation, and montage,  
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so as to configure a space of possible resonance 
between these two inquisitive endeavors, a zone where 
neighboring objects might oscillate in sympathetic 
vibration” — a resonance that can be conceived both in 
a physical and in a metaphorical way, as the following 
examples illustrate.27

The artist Johannes Paul Raether was first brought into  
the meetings of the RCA project because he happened  
to be a visiting artist at Leuphana University ’s Leuphana  
Arts Program. It quickly turned out that his interests 
resonated not only with the project’s general decon-
structive approach to identity but also and in particular 
with the research of the ethnographers Michi Knecht  
and Amelie Baumann on anonymous gamete donations. 
An ongoing dialogue was forged between them, leading 
Raether to join the RCA working meetings on several 
occasions.

Another, even more striking case of resonance created 
among artistic and scientific perspectives on anonymity 
was triggered by artist Simon Farid’s research about  
the social spaces in which anonymous relations are con-  
stituted and performed. His project became the basis  

27  Rachel Thompson,  
“ Labyrinth of Linkages —  
Cinema, Anthropology, and 
the Essayistic Impulse,” in  
Between Matter and Method,  
ed. by Gretchen Bakke and  
Marina Peterson ( London:  
Bloomsbury Academic, 2017 ),  
1– 20.

Fig. 20  Banner created for the A=ANONYM exhibition; installation view  
( 2018, Kampnagel, main foyer, Hamburg )
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of a lively exchange between him and the ethnographers 
and media scholars Götz Bachmann, Paula Bialski,  
and Randi Heinrichs, based on their respective interest 
in forms of anonymity at the workplace and their effects 
on the individual behavior and social relations of the 
workers. To study these, Bialski, and Heinrichs conduct 
ethnographic research by engaging with software and  
application developers working for commercial com-
panies in Berlin and Hamburg. In contrast, Farid’s artistic 
practice is informed by working as a gallery guard,  
so that for him, labor relation, research, and artistic per-  
formative practice are inseparably entangled. Despite  
the differences of the addressed work environments  
and respective tasks ( in Farid’s case, a museum for con- 
temporary art; for Bialski, and Heinrichs, software and 
digital service companies), both investigated how  
a worker is affected by, reacts to, or rejects different forms 
of imposed or provided anonymity. Here, the resonance 
between the different approaches became most manifest 
through observations and reflections made during the 
presentations in the conference program at Kampnagel 
and, even more importantly, during the discussion  
of Farid’s work in the space of the art installation. Talking 
about how Farid had, in his photographs, staged the 
worker ’s perspective aesthetically and more generally 
in relation to the previously presented ethnographic 
research, Bachmann pointed out how Farid’s visual and 
conceptual approach provided an alternative passage, 
and an alternative logic, showing how one project  
( be it scientific or artistic) could be read and interpreted 
through the logic of the other, opening up new spaces  
of reflection for both.

The RCA artistic research projects thus introduced novel 
conceptual perspectives and methodological approaches 
to the research topic of anonymity: highlighting the 
per formative aspects of anonymity ( Farid, knowbotiq ), 
problematizing the question of visibility and invisibility 
( Bartholl, Forouhar), crossing the topic of anonymity with 
the structures and politics of collectivities and corpo - 
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rations ( Bunting, RYBN, Bureau d’études), and extrapo - 
lating alternative readings of the social and psychological 
effects of anonymity ( Raether, Farid ). As Schenker 
argues in his take on artistic research, these new terms 
and notions made it possible and necessary for all 
participating researchers to rethink their own perspective 
on anonymity, and to experiment — concep tually or  
practically — with such alternative notions and methodical 
approaches. The artistic projects exemplify the necessity 
of approaching any instance of knowledge about ano-
nymity as a form of kaleidoscopic knowledge that occurs 
and diffracts in zones of resonance.

Spaces of Encounter

The discussion of artistic research methods observed  
in our case study has drawn on the concepts of ka lei do-  
scopic knowledge production, diffraction, and zones  
of resonance, with the aim of developing a conceptual 
framework for describing the aesthetics of know ledge 
production in this particular field. All three concepts 
use perceptual and spatial metaphors to describe the 
interaction between practices and their understanding  

Fig. 21  Artist talk and discussion with the audience as part of the A = ANONYM conference  
program ( 2018, Kampnagel, “ the artist studio” /  main foyer, Hamburg )
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in research contexts. We therefore want to conclude 
this text with a more explicit analysis of the spatial and 
practical conditions in which these research practices 
and communication processes have taken place, hoping 
to show that those concepts are to be taken not only 
metaphorically, but also quite literally as descriptions for 
spatial interactions.

The microphysics of communication are determined in 
part by individual styles and habits of correspondence,  
of presentation and dialogue, that each of the participants 
brings to the cooperation. The encounters during the 
RCA working meetings were structured through a mix 
of written papers, lectures, artist presentations, seminar-
style dialogues, and joint workshop-style practices, the 
latter having been proposed and introduced particularly 
by some of the participating artists. In the preparations 
for the retreat meeting in autumn 2017, the curators 
made space in the schedule for such open formats, which 
were not preconfigured in advance and which replaced  
the habits of consecutive speaking by more polylogical 
and performative forms of interaction.

Equally important was the arrangement of the spaces in 
which these encounters took place. What are the grounds 

Fig. 22  Workshop of the Reconfiguring Anonymity team, Leuphana University,  
Lüneburg, January 2016.
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and, quite literally, the territories and institutional spaces 
in which interdisciplinary communication takes place? 
Institutional routines tend to bring artists into academic 
spaces, rather than scientists into artist studios, exhibition 
spaces, or other, hybrid or public spaces, where artistic  
practices usually unfold.28  Most of the working meetings 
of the RCA project took place in university seminar  
rooms, where people usually sit on chairs that are placed  
at a set of tables, looking at one another and conducting 
a consecutive conversation. The egalitarian, horizontal 
structure of such spaces, with their temporal and  
behav ioral routines, may be useful for certain purposes,  
but it can also prove problematic or a hindrance for an  
exchange between subject positions that are “eccentric ” 
and “exceptional,” counterproductively homogenizing  
the exchange. On several occasions, when the group dis-  
cussions were shifted from the academic conference  
and seminar setting to the art exhibition space — whether 
improvised or more formal — this shift significantly 
changed the type of engagement between the participants. 
This was particularly true in the aforementioned work-
shop with Parastou Forouhar, and in the situation created 
during the “ labor ” panel in Simon Farid’s installation for 
the A=ANONYM exhibition. In both cases, the artistically 
induced discussion on visibility and social interaction 
brought up reflections about possible further perspectives 
in scientific research.

A similar productive interference occurred in the encounter  
between artist Johannes Paul Raether and ethnographers 
Michi Knecht and Amelie Baumann, with their rather 
different takes on and interests in the legal, societal, and 
individual implications of reproductive technologies. 
Their exchange about what questions were most relevant  
for both sides, and what the possible answers would  
imply for the others, became fruitful for their conversa-
tions, enriched by the sharing of reference texts as well  
as other research materials. Together they decided to 
create a loop of engagement with each other ’s materials 
and approaches. Raether ’s Avatara performance 
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Transformalor [  Transformella malor ikeae] in Hamburg 
was based on accounts that Baumann had collected 
during her research from people who had been conceived 
with anonymously donated gametes. In turn, Knecht  
and Baumann participated in this performance as though  
it were a research trip, taking field notes that contributed 
to their ongoing ethnographic research, thus interlacing  
the different roles of the artist (as agent, research  
com missioner, and object of study) and of the scientists  
(as art audience and ethnographers). These transgres-
sions proved particularly productive because these actors 
did not meet for the first time but knew each other and 
had engaged with each other ’s work repeatedly over the 
previous years.

An important spatial dimension of the collaborative 
experience of the RCA project was, finally, marked by  
the physical spaces of Kampnagel Hamburg, where  
the closing event took place. They constituted a physical 
environment and platform of encounter that provided 
neither a typical and easy-to-use “  white cube”-like 
situation (as usually found in institutions presenting and 
displaying works of visual art), nor a typical environment 
for academic conferences. Kampnagel confronted every-
one involved with unusual circumstances: the artists  
and the curators for installing and planning the displays 
of the artworks, and the scientists for planning the 
conference as an exchange at eye level with the artistic 
approaches, as well as for considering an audience  
with potentially diverse backgrounds. The physical and  
intellectual environment provided by Kampnagel  
was a logical consequence and extension of the spaces  
of encounter tested during the course of the project.  
It provided a context for yet further attempts to actively  
blur the lines between conference settings and installa-
tions, between formal and contemplative situations  
of presentation, allowing zones of resonance and shadowy 
areas of diffraction to appear and to activate changes in 
the attitudes and forms of exchange.
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