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In the installation shot of Ann Lislegaard’s Spinning and Weaving Ada (2016), one
detail jumps out. That is the reflection of the photographer and his camera on the
mirrored surface of the sculptural element in her video installation. The sculpture in
question consists of geometric and angular columns whose formal language invokes
that of 1960s brutalist architecture or Brancusi’s Endless Column, especially in the
way its mirrored surface lets it continue into the space. Though the immediately
recognizable function of the sculpture is to reflect and multiply the projections as well
as to expand and complicate the room, another important role it plays is to incorporate
the audience into the artwork, which is underlined by the reflection of the
photographer in the documentation picture. Usage of mirrors to integrate the spectator
with the artwork is an avant-garde technique explored by figures such as Larry Bell or
Dan Graham, but it is also a method that, at least since Joan Jonas’ Mirror Piece
(1969), has been associated with feminist discourse. Lislegaard is rightly renowned
for her sophisticated digital animations derived from various Science Fiction novels
and films, and the critical discussion of her works tends to focus on her analytical
examination of the SF genre. What is less discussed is her subtle engagement with art
and architecture history. However, it must be emphasized that merely a single
documentation picture of her installation conjures numerous associations with
historical precedents. In her works, the unmistakably contemporary digital animation
is positioned within cultural history through the nuanced dialogue with the past.
The main component of Spinning and Weaving Ada is a short animation of a spider
weaving its net. Produced to appear as though it was shot with night vision, it soon
becomes apparent that the spider is in fact weaving letters spelling the name ADA
LOVELACE, an 18th century mathematician who wrote the algorithms that came to
form the basis of the world’s first software and computer. She is regarded as the
forerunner of the development of the internet today. The connection Lislegaard draws
between the internet and the spiderweb is easy to grasp, and the piece gives a nod to
the fact that the earliest form of digital technology was the punch cards used for
Jacquard looms. Projected from the floor to the ceiling and proliferated through
multiple projections and their reflections by the sculpture, the spider looms large and
is slightly menacing, even though it is silently absorbed in its task. The principle
subject of this piece is a powerful homage to the icon of the history of mathematics,
produced in the days when women were still marginalized in the field of science and
technology.
The piece’s countersubject is its rich allusions to art history. Works of Louise
Bourgeois and Eva Hesse are clearly present in the spider and its net, while the link
between digital mechanism and textile brings to mind the pioneering computer
animation of Lillian Schwartz from the early 1970s. Going further back, the
juxtaposition of a spider and weaving evokes the myth of Arachne and the famous

painting of it by Velázquez. And as is mentioned above, the sculptural element echoes
modern architecture and Brancusi. What is remarkable is the way in which the piece
carries the weight of these complex references effortlessly; the piece would surely
have imploded in the hands of a lesser artist. Moreover, Lislegaard does not flaunt
these references in the face of the viewer, while it is more customary for an artwork to
use historic references as a legitimation for their existence. Lislegaard in contrast lets
examples from history to inhabit her piece in order to form a lively background.
However, what is most astonishing is how she manages to contain these historical
elements within the techno-futurist visual language of 3D animation without causing
any glitch. While standing inside her installation, it feels equally natural to
contemplate cyberspace, the history of science, digital feminism or SF aesthetic, and
the tactility of Hesse or the brushstroke of Velázquez. And this is accomplished by in
one sense a very simple piece; a spider weaving a name.
The other main piece in this exhibition is a sound and light installation Shadows of
Tomorrow (2016). It uses fragments of audio from the science fiction film Contact,
where a female scientist captures sounds from outer space by an unknown entity, as
its material. Lislegaard manipulated and re-recorded them with a human beatboxer
into a new and abstract language. The audio is played in several sequences together
with lights controlled by an algorithm. There is not an enough space in one review to
delve into the intricate dialogue this “space opera” (both in the sense of how it uses
the exhibition space and its affinity with the popular SF trope) conducts with music,
theatre and cinema history. In a way, that is the point this text aims to highlight: that
in order to understand the historical wealth of Lislegaard’s practice, an extensive
engagement with each piece is required.
The coexistence of science fiction future and cultural history in Lislegaard’s works
triggers the sense of time travel, both forward and backward (in fact, one of her earlier
pieces is based on The Time Machine by H. G. Wells). The time register of her works
is unstable and multifaceted, and leaves the audience slightly giddy. They are
stabilised, however, by the restrained rigor of her aesthetic language.
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