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A brush with... Haroon Mirza

An in-depth interview with the artist on his cultural experiences and
greatest influences, from Salvador Dali to the Royal Academy's Sensation

Left to right: Haroon Mirza [ Haroon Mirza's The National Apavilion of Then and
Now (2011)

Ben Luke talks to Haroon Mirza about his influences—from writers to composers
and musicians, film-makers and, of course, artists—and the cultural experiences

that have shaped his life and work.



Haroon Mirza's /\/1/\/1 \/\/\/\ (Aquarius) (2017)

Mirza, born in London in 1977, creates installations using sound, light, objects and
video. These complex and evolving experiences immerse the viewer in varied
sensory phenomena while building fascinating connections between their

materials, formally and in the meanings they produce.

Haroon Mirza's /\/1/1/1 /1/1/\/| (Aquarius) (2017)



He reflects on his early interest in Salvador Dali’s sense of space and time; the
impact of seeing the exhibition Sensation in 1997 at the Royal Academy in London;
the relationship between science and science fiction; and the complex process of
translating ideas from his head to a practical language. We gain insight into Mirza’s

studio life and daily rituals and he answers the ultimate question: what is art for?

Haroon Mirza's Dyson Sphere For Schumann Resonances (Solar Symphony 13) (2021/2022)

* Haroon Mirza @, Lisson Gallery, London, 24 February-8 April. You can listen to

Haroon’s Modular Opera EP at haroonmirza.bandcamp.com &
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Haroon Mirza, Film Still © Haroon Mirza, Courtesy Lisson Gallery.

aroon Mirza presents a solo exhibition of new works, entitled /ff, forming a
H constellation of installations around the so-called ‘Holy” or ‘Divine’ frequency

of 111 Hz, which provides a sonic bathing experience that permeates the gallery

spaces. Individual works incorporate light, moving image, sound and sculpture,
while a living ecosystem deriving from one of Mirza’s solar-panel works ‘powers’ an ant
colony and a fungus farm. This is his fifth solo show with the gallery and follows major
museum and biennial presentations in 2022 such as the Lofoten International Art Festival
in Norway and lille3000 in France, with a new commission also being unveiled during the

first Islamic Art Biennale in Saudi Arabia that opens on 23 January.

In the main room at Lisson Gallery, Mirza presents a new video work in collaboration with
filmmaker Helga Déréthea Fannon, continuing his ongoing ‘modular opera’ — a malleable
system of interconnected video and performance works — in which a tea ceremony is
conducted using the active ingredient of the amanita muscaria mushroom. Also known as
Fly Agaric, this deliriant strain of mushroom is associated with toxicity, dizziness and loss of
coordination, rather than with the hallucinations of the psylocibin or magic mushroom. Its
red-and-white, domed cap has a rich history and mythology, both in popular folklore
associated with the poisonous toadstool that shrinks Alice in Wonderland and in its ritual
usage by Saami and Siberian shamans, as a healing aid or a portal to another universe.
Combining these themes of childhood make believe and mystic soothsaying, Mirza’s
immersive installation intermixes vocals by soprano Sarah-Jane Lewis, a two-channel film
featuring ingestion of the tea by a group of children (the artist’s included) on the night of
Winter Solstice, alongside two tabla drums beating out a shamanic rhythm, representing

another of the modular elements borrowed from previous bodies of work.



Sound acts as another connective thread, linking the entire show through the staging of an
electro-acoustic ‘gong bath,” for which Mirza has approximated the sonic frequency of 111
Hz using synthesizers and traditional instruments such as a Tibetan singing bowl and a
bespoke harmonium from India known as a Shruti box. In addition to the meditative effect
associated with vibrational group meditations, the 111 Hz frequency is said to have
numerous therapeutic and healing effects, as noted in various medical studies. It also been
discovered at prehistoric sites and ancient temples that once hosted spiritual events (for the
Frieze Live programme in 2020, Mirza staged MindFlip during 111 hours of performance).
This low, droning bass note continues in an LED floor work in the front gallery that flickers

imperceptibly at the same frequency.

Upstairs, Mirza continues his series of Solar Cell Circuit Compositions that act as scripts to
the film below, as well as another new work incorporating three glass chambers containing
an ant colony and a fungal bed of organic matter for the leaf cutters to harvest themselves,
while an array of halogen lamps provide heat and light to ensure the ecosystem’s survival
and illuminate solar panels that activate sounds created by the ants’ movements. While our
societies and social networks are meant to be horizontally structured, but are ultimately
governed from the top down by the state, ants live and work in non-hierarchical colonies,
with the queen as the solitary, benign figurehead. Rather than following her orders, ants are
known to locate sustenance and organise mass movement using pheromone trails, much
like the mycelial network that links plant life below the earth’s surface. These sentient paths
have gone to influence optimisation algorithms, suggesting that the order found in the
teeming chaos of natural systems may be driven by a heady combination of psychoactive
substances and superorganisms, connecting divine and spiritual impulses of a collective
consciousness with the rational and progressive urges of the technologically-networked

individual.

ABOUT THE ARTIST

Haroon Mirza has won international acclaim for installations that test the interplay and
friction between sound and light waves and electric current. He devises complex sculptures,
performances and interconnecting installations, such as A Dyson Sphere for Schumann
Resonances, (2021-22) - an earthbound version of a hypothetical, off-world megastructure
in which a sun-like central tungsten light powers a carapace of photovoltaic panels. An

advocate of interference (in the sense of

electro-acoustic or radio disruption), he creates situations that purposefully cross wires. He
describes his role as a composer, manipulating electricity, a live, invisible and volatile
phenomenon, to make it dance to a different tune, calling on instruments as varied as
household electronics, vinyl and turntables, LEDs, furniture, video footage and existing
artworks to behave differently. Processes are left exposed and sounds occupy space in an
unruly way, testing codes of conduct and charging the atmosphere. Mirza asks us to
reconsider the perceptual distinctions between noise, sound and music, and draws into
question the categorisation of cultural forms. “All music is organised sound or organised
noise,” he says. “So as long as you’re organising acoustic material, it’s just the perception

and the context that defines it as music or noise or sound or just a nuisance” (2013).



Haroon Mirza was born in 1977 in London where he lives and works. He has a BA in
Painting from Winchester School of Art, an MA in Design Critical Practice and Theory
from Goldsmiths College (2006) and an MA in Fine Art from Chelsea College of Art and
Design (2007). Recent solo exhibitions have been held at CCA Kitakyushu, Kitakyushu,
Japan (2020);

John Hansard Gallery, Southampton, UK (2019); Australian Centre for Contemporary
Art, Melbourne, Australia (2019); Sifang Art Museum, Nanjing, China (2019); Ikon,
Birmingham, UK (2018); Asian Art Museum, San Francisco,

CA, USA (2018); Nikolaj Kunsthal, Copenhagen, Denmark (2018); Zabludowicz
Collection, London, UK (2017); LiFE, Saint-Nazaire, France (2017); Contemporary Art
Gallery, Vancouver, BC, Canada (2017); Piv6, Sdo Paulo, Brazil (2016); Nam June Paik
Center, Seoul, South Korea (2015); Matadero, Madrid, Spain (2015); Museum Tinguely,
Basel, Switzerland (2015); Museum Haus Konstruktiv, Zurich, Switzerland (2014); Le

Corbusier’s Villa Savoye, Poissy,

France (2014); IMMA, Dublin, Ireland (2014); The Hepworth, Wakefield, UK (2013);
MIMA, Middlesbrough, UK (2013);

The New Museum, New York, NY, USA (2012); University of Michigan Museum of Art,
Ann Arbor, USA

(2012); Camden Arts Centre, London, UK (2011) and A-Foundation, Liverpool, UK
(2009). His work was included in the 7th Shenzhen Sculpture Biennale, China (2012) and
the 54th Venice Biennale, Italy (2011), where he was awarded the Silver Lion. He was
awarded the Northern Art Prize in 2011, the DAIWA Foundation Art Prize in 2012, the
Zurich Art Prize in 2013, the Nam June Paik Prize in 2014, the Calder Art Prize in 2015
and the COLLIDE International Award in 2017 which included a two-month residency at
CERN, Switzerland in 2018. In the same year, Mirza unveiled Stone Circle, a large-scale
outdoor sculpture commissioned by Ballroom Marfa, Texas, which will remain in the
landscape for five years. In 2021, Mirza’s The National Apavilion of Then and Now (2011)
was acquired by the Museum of Modern Art, New York.
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STRANGER THAN FICTION
Agnieszka Gratza at LIAF and the 2022 Bergen Assembly
September 21, 2022 « Bodg, Bergen

LYING JUST NORTH of the Arctic Circle, Bode is the gateway to the Lofoten peninsula. A
regional hub, the town is gearing up for its stint as the European Capital of Culture in 2024. A
two-and-a-half-hour layover at Bode airport en route to Svolver—the headquarters of the
Lofoten International Art Festival (LIAF)—left me with enough time to take in the opening
ofBode Biennale, coinciding with LIAF’s. The airport is, after all, only a fifteen-minute walk

from the city center.



Curated by Elise Cosme Hoedemakers and Hilde Methi, who was the chief curator of LIAF’s
last edition, the inaugural Bode Biennale, which is focused on visual art and dance, was set up
with locals in mind, availing itself of public spaces dotted around Stormen Library on the
waterfront. On opening night, I managed to catch a spectacular performance, by textile artist
Malin Biilow, involving a dancer nestled at the bottom of a piece of taut opaque elastic fabric,
drawn up high into the sky by a crane as part of AER—Greek for “wind,” a force to be

reckoned with in these parts—commissioned for the biennial.
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Installation view: Haroon Mirza: For A Dyson Sphere, Lisson Gallery, New York. 2022. © Haroon Mirza. Courtesy
Lisson Gallery.

Published in 1937, Star Maker is a science fiction novel by British author Olaf
Stapledon. The titular Star Maker is the creator of the universe, and has an
analogous relation to it comparable to an artist to her work. The novel
features an orbital device for sourcing energy from the sun, later made more
widely known by the English-American scientist Freeman Dyson in 1960, who
also gave it its popular name. A reimagining of the Dyson sphere energy
capture device by Haroon Mirza constitutes his Lisson Gallery installation and

is the London-based artist’s second solo exhibition in New York.



Mirza’s immersive installations explore the relation between light and sound,
using electrical current as a medium to act on a variety of devices that in the
past have included musical instruments, household electronics, vinyl and
turntables, pieces of furniture, video recordings and other existing artwork
by other artists, for example works by Anish Kapoor and Channa Horwitz.
The disruption of any assumptions about the nature of sound—noise or
music; its structures or sources—are challenged on entering the installation.
John Cage seems like a very distant precursor. Mirza has in fact described
himself as a composer—the sounds are generated by his assemblage of
sculptural objects using new and antiquated technologies, including energy-
saving lights, LED lights, or old transistors.

Installation view: Haroon Mirza: For A Dyson Sphere, Lisson Gallery, New York. 2022. © Haroon Mirza. Courtesy
Lisson Gallery.

The central piece of this exhibition, the Dyson sphere itself, has at its core a
number of intense tungsten lights surrounded at a short distance by a series
of encircling solar panels. This is the energy center for a dependent network
or solar system of other assembled sculptural objects. The sound systems and
flora that constitute parts of these sculptures that are placed through the
galleries, connected by electrical cables or the glow of LED lights, all rely on
particular solar panels that are sequentially activated by receiving tungsten
light; these subsequently and intermittently illuminate or issue sound. For

example, two tabla drums on a traditional carpet are operated by a device



above the surface of the drums in response to variable electrical current: the
percussive taps are mechanically produced, rather than by the blows of
human fingers or hands. Another sculpture features hallucinogenic
succulents and loudspeakers. In other places, plants stand independently and
receive nourishing artificial light. This world, created in the galleries,
therefore, includes an echo system sustained artificially and removed from
any natural environment. Red, green, and white lights, together with
movement and sound, are at once an organic and artificial hybridized context

for the viewer.

Installation view: Haroon Mirza: For A Dyson Sphere, Lisson Gallery, New York. 2022. @ Haroon Mirza. Courtesy
Lisson Gallery.

So many questions are asked of our relationship to the planet on which we
exist and the priorities for the technologies we choose to deploy. Are we going
to create ever-new technologies to sustain life, or conserve the limited and
dwindling resources that we already have? There is no labored pedagogy in
Mirza’s poetic approach; rather, the experience is playful, fun—it thoroughly
involves and disorients the viewer, both sensually and intellectually. The
disparate sounds, fluctuating colored light, and heterogeneous connected
objects provoke sociological and philosophical thoughts—where are we in
this fragile and changing environment we call the world? In previous
installations, theological and political questions were asked, the looped sound

and images sourced in regional conflicts. Considerations about the synthesis



of sound and light waves when merged as here, light converted to energy,
wattage, then sound, add another complexity to our understanding of
everyday experiences. It is understandable that there is so much interest in
Mirza’s work, his freshness, originality, and apparent joy in producing his
installations (whilst also acknowledging that the collaboration necessary to
realize them, including the skills of exhibition designers, technicians, and
more recently live performers, is the work of a team of people) puts him in

that position where we should look forward eagerly to his next works.
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Series, Audiovisual | By Henry Bruce-Jones

Haroon Mirza, Jack Jelfs and
GAIKA conduct a shamanic
ritual in The Wave Epoch

An audiovisual accompaniment to the concept album of the same name, setina
distant future in which the forgotten remains of the Large Hadron Collider at CERN

have been rediscovered.

Back in 2018 artists Haroon Mirza and Jack Jelfs took part in a residency at CERN, the

largest particle physics lab in the world and the home of the Large Hadron Caollider. It
was during their engagement with the ideas and technology involved in some of the
most important scientific discoveries of contemporary times that they began to dream of
the future, speculating on what civilizations thousands of years from now would make of

the gigantic circular structure.

The Wave Epoch, a concept album, film and multimedia performance that has been
presented at the Brighton Festival, Lisson Gallery in London and Ministry of Sound, is set
in this distant future and imagines the kinds of rituals, practices and questions that would
arise upon the machine’s rediscovery. Enlisting the talents of GAIKA, Mirza and Jelfs
incorporate music, poetry, incantation, archive material and original video footage into
the piece, as well as DIY electronic instruments constructed from discarded scientific

equipment gifted to the artists by CERN.



Arriving via OUTPUTS, a new experimental publishing imprint operated by hrm189, the
studio of Mirza and Gaia Fugazza, and musician, synthesist and artist Nik Void, The
Wave Epoch exists as a film and an album that is available digitally, as well as in the form
of a limited edition physical version, which takes the form of a playable artwork made

from machined card and foil by Haroon Mirza, housed in a 12" record sleeve.

The Wave Epoch is out now, on OUTPUTS. For more information about the label, you

can visit the Bandcamp and follow the label on Instagram.

The Wave Epoch Credits:

Protagonists — Jessica Barter, GAIKA

Cameo — Jack Jelfs, Gaia Fugazza, Cheolwon Chang, Haroon Mirza
CERBN Physicists — Sophia Borowka, Gain Francesco Giudice, Peter Jenni, Rolf Landua,
Brenda Penante

God — Higgs Boson, Google

Spirit — N, N-Dimethyliryptamine

Director of Photography — David Bebber

Camera -Gaia Fugazza, Haroon Mirza

Costume Designers — Jessica Au, Haroon Mirza

Electronics — Ben Barwise, Tom Mclean

Production Management — Matilde Cerruti-Quara, Stephanie Jong
Director & Editor — Haroon Mirza

Original Soundtrack — Jack Jelfs and Haroon Mirza
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Haroon Mirza discusses Stone Circle at
Ballroom Marfa, shares unheard anecdotes

In a contemporary take on the culture of stone circles, British artist Haroon Mirza creates a
technology driven intervention in the landscape of Marfa, Texas.

by Shraddha Nair | Published on : Oct 30, 2020

*There's enough electricity for it to play 24 days continuously without stopping if it needed
te. It's very unlikely that it doesn't play. Having said that, very strangely, on the night of its
opening, it did not play. It never happened before and it never happened again. It didn't play
and did this strange thing where it hummed. It was like it went on strike... There was a
massive electrical storm that day, which wasn't normal for Texas that time of year, and
there was hail and Stone Circle just did its own thing. It was disappointing for me because
a lot of people had shown up. To this day no one has been able to figure it out, no
engineers or physicists. |t was very bizarre. The site looked the most beautiful | had ever
seen it. You could see the sunset and the electrical storm in the distance. About half an
hour before it was due to go off, a woman came up to me and she said her ancestors were
the indigenous pecple from the area. She looked at me, held my arm, and asked, "Do you
know what this land was used for? Time travel!” And she walked off. | remember thinking |
den't know if this woman is completely crazy orif she's speaking some truth. It was very
strange; | don't know who she was. And then the Stone Circle behaved the way it did. It was
avery strange evening'.

Currently on holiday in Italy, Haroon Mirza's voice crackled through an unsteady phone line.
When he shared this little anecdete, however, both of us burst into peals of laughter.
Confused and curicus, we began discussing theories on what this encounter could have
possibly meant. Mirza is the kind of person who is casually funny and beguilingly intriguing
all at the same time, jumping from theories on time travel to discussions about his recent
work and contemplations about the structures of human culture and the universe which
houses it.



An artist with myriad inspirations, from scientific, historical and cultural complexities to
something as elemental as a piece of music or sound, Mirza's work reflects these
influences with equal diversity. His oeuvre embodies dichotomies, sculpturally imposing
while also being performative and invoking movement. His recent work, titled Stone Circle
. mirrors these contrasts. A set of nine large black marble stones set into the desert soil of
Texas, the installation is embedded into the landscape with an affirmingly permanent
demeancr. Using solar panels to self-charge, Stone Circle comes to life every full moon
with lights and sound. This audiovisual experience is in fact programmed electrical pulses.
His fascination with electricity as a material is one which developed over the length of his
practice, propagated by his interest in sound and music, which stems from years of
working as a DJ. With little interest for the structural conventions of music, Mirza's
attenticn eventually turned toward the demccratic aesthetics of the contemporary art
realm. In Stone Circle, this play between time and space creates a sense of transience and
ephemerality, which starkly contrasts the Neclithic aesthetic of the installation, a
marriage of human intervention and naturally driven technology.

Mirza shares, "Although the piece is highly technological with the solar panels and LEDs,
it's also very much about the landscape, it's very much about nature. It deals with natural
processes, the eveolution of that stone starting from millicns of years ago. The practice of
placing stones in the landscape has been recorded at least for five thousand years, since
the Stonehenge. As soon as humans started making tools from stone, they alsc started
putting stones in the landscape, so it's a very ancient practice that | kind of wanted to
continue and make it appropriate for today”.



Mirza continues, *l visited CERM for a residency and it struck me that what they do there,
you could see as a ritual. They construct these maagnificent, gigantic machines and the
tunnelis 27 kilometre circumference, going through France, Switzerland and a little bit of
Italy maybe and it's this incredible feat of engineering, the biggest machine ever made and
it has these eight points in this gigantic circle where they have detectors. What they are
trying to dois just figure out what's inside particles. You can think of that as a ritual, these

pecple go there every day and collide these particles tcgether, which is a really viclent act
just at a really small scale. The purpose is just trying to understand nature, pattern
seeking. | think this is what early humans were doing with their stone circles".

As we continue to ponder the mobius-like nature of the relationship between culture,
ritual and monuments, Mirza tells me how he hopes that Stone Circle eventually inspires a
cult following of its own. He says, "Initially when | conceived it and started talking to
Ballroom about it, | wanted to de it in secret and have nc association to it whatsoever but
for sc many practical reasons we couldnt. | actually have this secret desire that it
somehow gets forgotten and rediscovered accidentally. | am happy to remove the plague”.



Stone Circle at Ballroom Marfa was originally inspired by a stone circle in Derbyshire,
known as the ‘Nine Ladies Stone Circle'. Legend says that nine ladies were dancing on the
sabbath and hence were turned into stone. Mirza's nine marble stones are now embedded
into the landscape of dry Texan expanses, making a mark not only in the space but in the
larger history of human-made stone circles. “It's like Conway’s Game of Life, it's like
planting a seed. | did intentionally plant the seed but not knowing what the plant will look
like,'he concludes, in referencing cellular automata structure.

Although Stone Circle doesn't offer much in terms of visual engagement when not
activated, it is precisely this unassuming nature which allows it to merge quietly with the
ancient art of stone circle making. To experience the installation at its apogee, visit
Ballroom Marfa on a full moon evening and wait until sunset for the self-contained, off-grid
artwork to come alive.
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THE NEW YORRKER

AN ARTWORK FOR AN AGE OF ANXIETY
AND AYAHUASCA

The forty-year-old London-based artist Haroon Mirza has made a name for
himself as a brainy manipulator of sound and light, which he marshals to produce
installations and elegantly jury-rigged sculptures. His works bristle with
recondite influences and ideas: chaos theory, Minimalist art, nineteen-seventies
club culture, experimental music composition, and all manner of electrical and



auditory geekery, which spring from his background as both a d.j. and a designer.
Often, his works seem to be the product of a hyper-intellectual tinkerer, who
relishes his time at the soldering bench as much as he enjoys producing
unexpected conceptual and auditory resonances.

Recently, Mirza has added a new item to his tool chest: psychedelic drugs. In
2015, he made a collection of electro-etchings (produced by running a strong
electrical current through an object placed on a copper plate, creating a shadow
image that recalls pseudo-scientific Kirlian photography of “auras”) featuring an
array of psychedelic plants and fungi. Last year, he made sculptures that double
as grow boxes for psychoactive sacraments such as the peyote cactus, which is
used in the ceremonies of certain Native American tribes. For his newest and
most ambitious psychedelic project, “aaa—Fear of the Unknown remix,” which is
currently on view in Lisson Gallery’s new Tenth Avenue project space, Mirza has
focussed his attention specifically on ayahuasca, the hallucinogenic brew that has
been used for divination by indigenous tribes in the Amazon basin since time
immemorial, and now attracts spiritual seekers the world over. (Ariel Levy
reported on the ayahuasca craze for The New Yorker last year.)

Mirza had his first encounter with ayahuasca while on a two-month artist’s
residency in Brazil, and he cooked up the initial iteration of “43a” for the Sao
Paolo nonprofit art space Piv, in the summer of 2016. The work’s current
iteration, a scaled-down “remix” of the original, consists of four flat-screen
monitors facing an array of speakers, which are wired to a pulsating, blue-and-
red L.E.D. array on a planter containing a small specimen of Psychotria viridis,
one of the two principal plants used in the preparation of ayahuasca. The bass-
heavy sound that pumps out of the speakers is produced by the electrical
impulses used to power the L.E.D.s, which have been calibrated to provide the
plant with optimal lighting conditions for its growth, creating an enveloping,
rave-like atmosphere.



One of ayahuasca’s main

effects is to untether thoughts

from their normal, linear flow.

Instead, consciousness skitters in

all directions at once, like a glob

of mercury hit by a hammer,

producing unorthodox

connections that nevertheless

seem to have self-evident

significance to the person

experiencing them. Alternatively,

it can seem to transform the

brain into an antenna, tuned to

receive huge downloads of

information from the cosmos.

The footage on the installation’s

video monitors plays at

replicating these altered states of

consciousness. Video clips, many

of which have been pulled from

the Internet, fly by at a dizzying

pace, seemingly beamed in from

the heart of our tumultuous

present: video lectures on

theoretical physics; anti-Brexit

satire; game play from Grand

Theft Auto; YouTube clips made

by fringe-science cranks; news

footage of the New York Stock

Exchange during the financial crisis; a computer simulation of 9/11; press
briefings during the impeachment of former Brazilian President Dilma Rousseff;
planets spinning in the vast vacuum of space; and, of course, a photograph of
Donald Trump, angrily stabbing his finger in the air. To make matters even more
psychedelic, many of these images and videos have been post-processed through
Google’s DeepDream, a program that spits out visualizations of the “dream”
images created when it attempts to identify the content of images that are fed
into it. These images have been likened to the hallucinations experienced by
humans under the influence of drugs like ayahuasca, and, in a fittingly trippy
associative leap, have led computer scientists to speculate that the artificial
neural network that runs DeepDream may mirror the structure of the human
visual cortex.



~~~

Though “aaa—Fear of the Unknown remix” is deeply rooted in our present
moment—Mirza has said that he remixed the video footage as a response to the
election of Trump—it is equally concerned with our future, and the agents of both
order and chaos that are straining to reshape the world. The forces of chaos are
evoked in the video with anxiety-producing force: runaway technological growth,
global political corruption, the gathering storm of political and religious
extremism, and a media landscape littered with a motley array of conspiracy-
peddling crackpots, snake-oil salesmen, and boot-licking spin doctors. Mirza also
deploys allusive juxtapositions to suggest that there are additional forces of order
at work that are subtle, and perhaps not fully of this world. In one particularly
telling sequence, he has overlaid a rotating view of Earth from the International
Space Station with a mandala-like representation of an unimaginably complex
eight-dimensional structure known as E8, which has been theorized by the
theoretical physicist Garrett Lisi, among others, to be the fundamental
mathematical structure of the universe. As a voice explains Lisi’s theory, another
monitor plays a clip of a Shipibo shaman performing a holy song that is sung
during ayahuasca ceremonies, in front a traditional fractal-patterned textile
woven to reflect the geometric visions seen under the influence of ayahuasca.

It is a common adage among scientists that the more one learns about the
universe, the greater its mysteries become. Similarly, the altered states
experienced through the ingestion of psychedelics provide far more questions
about the nature of consciousness, and about the nature of reality itself, than it
does answers. (Those who assert otherwise are most likely selling something.)
Instead of providing some kind of certitude—about reality, about politics, about
our individual and collective fates—Mirza leaves us teetering on the precipice of
the unknown. In the face of this howling abyss, he asks us, do we cower in fear?
Or do we make peace with our ignorance, expand our minds, and soldier forth all
the same?
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Haroon Mirza

at Lisson Gallery
through Apr. 1
136 Tenth Avenue

Google’s DeepDream is a pattern-recognition program that trains artificially intelligent
machines to see faces and objects. Images processed by DeepDream have iridescent
scales shimmering and swirling over their surfaces, as doglike eyes and snouts cluster at
points of attention. While Google promoted the program as a way to make art, the
computer-generated images leaves little room for human creativity. But Haroon Mirza has
bent it to his own ends, incorporating DeepDream’s distortions in 434 — Fear of the
Unknown remix (2017), a hypnotic, eighteen-minute audiovisual installation. Still and
moving images flicker across four broad, flat monitors, as a trippy beat generated by a
pulsating electrical signal rasps through eight speakers, arranged in a witchy semicircle.
In his visuals, Mirza aligns DeepDream with the psychotropic plant Ayahuasca: shamans
chant, and one in swim trunks spits coconut juice on a tourist. A live plant sits in a pot to
the left of the monitor. In one of the work’s funnier moments, snapshots of street-side
sewer drains alternate across the monitors. The indentations in the sidewalk look like
eyes, the drain itself a yawning mouth. Their appearances onscreen are accompanied by
an audible drone, as if they’re moaning. The human mind, like computers, has its own
mechanisms for seeking out familiar patterns; Mirza has us thinking of art as a drug,
heightening and intensifying that effect through his own brand of ritual mumbo-jumbo. —
Brian Droitcour
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Haroon Mirza experiments with light, sound, electricity and other natural elements to create
otherworldly compositions that manifest as kinetic sculptures encompassing installations, and
mutable performances. Though Mirza earned his BFA in Painting and Drawing at the School of the Art
Institute of Chicago and BA in Fine Art Painting at the Winchester School of Art in 2002, an
inclination for music and understanding the pragmatics of acoustic space led him to pursue a masters
in Design Critical Practice and Theory at Goldsmiths College in London. He soon became fascinated
with prototyping and self-governing systems, which in turn took him toward D1Y engineering. This
journey was one of trial and error filled with electrical shocks and minor explosions, resulting in
smooth integrations of LED lights with vintage speakers, wires and bare cords, exposing the intimate
connections between seemingly discrete objects. Several works incorporate copper, the raw material of
printed circuit boards. Five Liberty Caps (Solar Powered LED Circuit Composition 25) (2015) and Liberty

Cap (Solar Powered LED Circuit Composition 27) (2015), for example, run solar energy through liberty cap
mushrooms printed on circuit boards, creating reliefs. In recent years Mirza's work has garnered

commendations, such as the Calder Prize in 2015, and the Nam June Paik Art Center Prize in 2014.

Most recently, Mirza has been working on a large-scale public sculpture for Ballroom Marfa, which will
be unveiled in a group exhibition in March 2017. The semi-permanent commission, The Stone Circle,
references man-made historical monuments and their connections with the earth. Through a
combination of black marble, solar panels, and generated sound and light waves, the work encapsulates
his interests in physical interference and cosmological consciousness. The London-based artist has also
been preparing for his first solo show in Canada at Vancouver's Contemporary Art Gallery, titled
Entheogens (13 January - 19 March 2017), which means: 'generating the divine from within' The
exhibition will present new commissions as well as d@@d, an eight-channel installation produced at Sdo
Paulo's PIVO residency in 2016. The show also introduces psychotropic plants to Mirza's oeuvre,

lending an air of intangible possibility to the materially grounded work.

Ocula talked with Mirza about his upcoming show, and the connections between his compositions and

the cosmos.

Entheogens features an array of psychotropics, like magic mushrooms, peyote, and the San Pedro
cactus. What first drew you to these organic materials?

I've worked with organic materials before quite a lot, mainly water and ants. I've also worked with
plants before, but not in any great detail. I've always been interested in organic matter, material, and
organisms because of their chaotic, unpredictable and autonomous nature, and also as a metaphor for
other things - water and the sound of water is quite interesting because it produces white noise. Ants
are chaotic systems, so you can create truly chaotic systems from using natural material. But then, on
top of that, I've used a natural material constantly in my work over the last 10 years: electricity.

Flectricitv is alen a natural nhenamenon which we kind of think we contral hut we dan't reallv



e Wesie

Haroon Mirza, Entheogens (2017), Contemporary Art Gallery, Vancouver, January 13 to March 19, 2017. Photograph SITE
photography.

There's an interesting tension between the chaotic and the controlled. Your work with ants seems to
embody this, as they represent elements that are both uncontrollable and quite orderly.

The most recent piece I developed with ants was called Pavilion for Optimisation (2013). To talk about
the ants in the work, the term 'optimisation’ is a mathematical reference to a kind of logic. So for
instance, satellite navigation systems use optimisation algorithms, which they derive from ants. Ants
find a food source and use pheromones to communicate where that source is in relation to their nest,
and then find the shortest route from the nest to the food and communicate that. That method of
communication and of finding the shortest route is also how navigation systems work. And it's similar
with water. If you think of a window when it's raining, you get the little droplets of water coming down
a window. The water works as a whole to create the shortest routes, and then other particles of water
can join and follow the same route. It's partly to do with gravity as well, but there is sort of this
optimisation logic that takes place, which is chaotic but controlled. So there is that tension in nature.
Chaos theory itself is about those sorts of structures and logic in chaotic systems, like patterns,
recognition, and microcosms. These are really exemplified by fractals, like in geometry. Fractals kind of
work their way back round to psychedelics and entheogens, because they're a part of what's more
commonly known as entoptic phenomenon, which is commonly what's seen when you ingest
psychedelics or you have endogenous-altered states of consciousness. Whether it's induced by
psychedelics or by other natural means - stress to the body, for instance - that's the first stage of

psychedelic experience: images of geometric patterns and fractals.

Haroon Mirza, Entheogens (2017), Contemporary Art Gallery, Vancouver, January 13 to March 19, 2017. Photograph SITE
photography.



Would you say that it was the idea of fractals that led you to psychedelics?

The first thing that led me to psychedelics was just being a teenager and doing LSD. Taking acid as a
kid, that was my first interaction with psychedelics. Then it kind of went away and 1 sort of made sure
to not really take drugs and concentrate on other things. But 1 know full well those kinds of
experiences have had a profound influence on my aesthetic and theoretical taste, specifically the
aesthetics of audio or the timbre of sound that 1 adopt in my work. 1t predates going to Brazil, but that

trip did lead me to ayahuasca.

My interests lie in consciousness, and how consciousness relates to scientific endeavours: what we
know about the physical world and universe, and how that doesn't make sense in terms of metaphysics
and consciousness, because we don't understand consciousness in scientific terms. But we claim to
understand it through either religion or other forms of spiritual engagement, whether it's yoga, Vedic
traditions or more westernised traditions of spiritual practice, or these mind-altering substances or
practices that do the same thing. It's the same effect. It's not a proven thing, but it could be argued that
a high-level effect of yoga is DMT releasing in the mind, which is the same as meditating or other
spiritual experiences. It's linking these metaphysical and physical things, which are what we know
about the world and the universe. But what joins these two together is consciousness, and that's the

crux of my interest.

Haroon Mirza, Entheogens (2017), Contemporary Art Gallery, Vancouver, January 13 to March 19, 2017. Photograph SITE
photography.

That takes me back to 'entheogen, a word that means 'generating the divine from within' This seems
to frame an exploration of connections between the sacred and the spiritual, and there's certainly a
long engagement in your work with religious traditions. In particular, I'm reminded of your
installation Adam, Eve, others and a UFO (2013), in which a selection of speakers are placed in the
round to create a chamber of electric currents that are translated to sound.

That's a funny one, because those words literally refer to objects that are in the piece. There's a speaker
that's branded an 'Adam’ speaker and there's another that's branded 'Eve' - they're kind of similar
marketing schemes. Then there's a little LED device that is called a UFO. So 'the others' are just the
other speakers in the installation, but at the same time they set up this sort of narrative that has all
these references. It's a two-fold thing. It's about the real, everyday reality of the physical, reductionist,
materialist world that we live in, which we sort of have to accept somehow to come to consensus. But
then it also refers to this metaphysical, spiritual world that we don't really have any access to. We're not
allowed legally to take a plant out of the ground and ingest it; we literally don't have access to this

other world, or other level of consciousness.
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Copper features as much as pyschotropics in the exhibition. Could you explain the production behind
some of the copper works?

There are various processes that are going on. The caps of the mushrooms are placed onto the copper
and release spores to reproduce, so you get prints that are the fingerprint of the mushroom. Some are
done like that, some are electro-etched. Through the mushroom you run a negative charge, and you
complete the circuit with a positive charge on the copper so the moisture in the mushroom will
actually oxidise on the copper itself. That can be quite beautiful, and specifically beautiful with the
peyote cactus and the San Pedro cacti. A lot of the titles refer to what they look like, so there's one that
looks like a cosmological nebula, and one that looks like a comet. Sometimes the titles are just
descriptive of what they are - some of the mushrooms refer to constellations.

Haroon Mirza, Entheogens (2017), Contemporary Art Gallery, Vancouver, January 13 to March 19, 2017. Photograph SITE
photography.



All very tied to cosmological terminology.

Yes, there's a sort of cosmological narrative in there - this relationship with cosmology, ritual, and
psychedelic experience that kind of collapses. That's identified mostly in Dec 21 [a work included in the
Contemporary Art Gallery show], which is a representation of an astrotheological idea.
Astrotheologists are a group of people who believe that many religions are tied to celestial events. One
of the most famous is the astronomical event happens every 21 December: Winter Solstice. If you look
up at the sky on 21 December, you will see Orion. Orion's Belt has been known throughout history as
the Three Kings, and also referred to as the Three Wise Men. Southwest of that is a very bright star
called Sirius, which is in the Canis Major constellation. If you make a line from the three stars of
Orion's Belt to Sirius and continue that line to the horizon, on that point is where Virgo and the sun
both rise. Astrotheologists believe it was the personification of this event that led to lots of religious
ideas. Nativity, for example, is apparently based on this: the Three Kings in the story follow the
brightest star in the sky, and then the Virgin Mary gives birth to the Son. When you personify these

celestial objects, the story and the myth grows.
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1 wanted to ask about your titles, as they often play with language and linguistic systems. I'm thinking
of the 2014 exhibition at the Irish Museum of Modern Art, Are jee be? (8 March - 8 June 2014), and
/o/ojojo/ at Lisson Gallery (r7 May - 29 June 2013). Could you describe your constructions and, in
particular, how you pronounce the title of the work dda?

1t's pronounced 'ahh,' like you're thinking about something. It's a funny one, because it's playing with
typography. This has more to do about typography and syntax, typography and its relation to sound
and linguistics. 1t comes from, in a convoluted way, McLuhan's idea of acoustics in visual space. He
talks about how pre-linguistic man perceived visual space and acoustic space as one form of
perception. It was only with language and the advent of syntax and spoken word that we started
abstracting the thing itself. -[O]
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The Christmas mixed bill was designed as a tribute to Pierre
Boulez

Paris Opera Ballet performs Fina Bausch's 'Rite of Spring

Music has been at the heart of Benjamin Millepied’s vision since he took over the
Paris Opera Ballet, and it is starting to pay dividends. This Christmas mixed bill was
designed as a tribute to Pierre Boulez, who turned 9o this year, and the French
composer is joined on the programme by Gyorgy Ligeti and Igor Stravinsky, whose
works he often conducted. The trio didn’t always see eye to eye, but they make for a
stimulating combination.



The inclusion of Maurice Béjart, a choreographer long associated with Boulez and
the Paris Opera, would have been warranted, but Millepied brought two British
choreographers instead. Polyphonia marks Christopher Wheeldon’s belated Paris
Opera debut. The 2001 work was an important statement for post-Balanchine
abstract ballet, both indebted to the master’s leotard ballets (Agon especially) and
original in its response to complex Ligeti piano pieces.

Polyphonia is also a fine training ground, and an
opportunity for the Paris cast to shed their reserve and
engage with a style that doesn’t come easily to them.
While some sections still felt like school exercises,
others made deeper musical connections. Amandine
Albisson lent the leggy main pas de deux appropriate
texture, and Léonore Baulac, a rising star, captured the
sense of loss and vulnerability in the “Hopp ide tisztin”
section, the wistful heart of the ballet.

Wayne McGregor, no stranger to the Paris Opera,
returned with Alea Sands, set to Boulez’s Anthémes 2.
Designer Haroon Mirza has crafted a disorienting
introduction: the lights around Palais Garnier’s
Chagall ceiling flicker menacingly as an additional
electronic score cracks and booms like a siren.

The first couple onstage, the androgynous Marie-Agnés
Gillot and Audric Bezard, emulated that disjointed,
disquieting atmosphere. Both music and choreography
seemed to tune themselves progressively when
Anthémes 2 started: McGregor’s bursts of postmodern
hyper-articulation have a clear affinity with Boulez's,
and violinist Michael Barenboim led the dancers’ fits

and starts, setting them in motion only to screech to a
halt.
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Artist Hardon Mirza Manipulates Electronic Sounds,
Light Effects And Readymades Like A Mad Scientist


























