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PLACES
Atacama Desert [1]
Atlantic Ocean [2]
Dominican Republic [3]
Earth [4]
Ecuador (and the Amazon) [5]
England [6]
France [7]
Germany [8]
Hollywood [9]
Japan [10]
Mexico [11]
Netherlands [12]
Outer Space [13]
Pacific Ocean [14]
Russia [15]
South Korea [16]
U.S. [17]

HISTORICAL FIGURES
C. Columbus [1]
E. Darwin [2]
J. Dean [3]
A. Humboldt [4]
C. Jung [5]
F. Nietzsche [6]
G. Orwell [7]
Tarkovsky / Lem [8]

TOPICS
Anthropocene / Sentient Landscape [1]
Archival material [2]
Astronomy / Space Exploration [3]
Body traces, fluids, milk, and hair [4]
Colonial History [5]
Film History [6]
Neuroscience / Psychology [7]
Literature / Storytelling / Language [8]
Lost Islands [9]
Paranormal [10]
Philosophy [11]
Relationship Animals-Humans [12]
Sci-fi [13] 
Water [14]

MEDIA
Ceramics [1]
Installation [2]
Object [3]
Performance / Video [4]
Photography [5]
Sculpture [6]
Slide projection [7]
Textile [8]

TOPICS, 
PLACES,
HISTORICAL FIGURES, 
AND MEDIA
IN SANTILLAN’S WORK

THE AGE OF UNCOVERIES
Baneque  1, 2, 5, 9, 14.  2, 3.  1.  6.  
Bermeja  2, 9, 14.  2, 11, 17.    6.  
Astronaut Haircut  3, 4, 13, 14.  13, 14.    4.
Cuerpo de Agua  1, 4, 14.  5, 10, 14.    6.
Spacecrafts  1, 2, 3, 13.  10, 11, 13.    1.
Mirror  1, 2, 3, 13.  10, 11, 13.    1.
Solaris  1, 3, 6, 8, 13.  1.  8.  2, 3, 5.
Lux  3, 13.  4, 5.     3.
Accompaniment  1.  17.    4.
 
GHOST TOUCH
The Enemy  3, 13.  4.     5.
Voyager  1, 3, 13.  4, 13.    6.
A Thousand Years of  Nonlinear History  2, 5.  4.    8.
Phantom Cast  4, 7, 10.  12.     3, 4.
The Permanent Blink  2, 4, 6.  9, 17.  3.  2, 4.
Walking Under a Cloud  1, 10.  1.     5.
Cloud  1.  4.     6.
Zephyr  1, 2, 4, 7, 8, 10, 12.  5.  5.  2, 6, 7.
A Hymn  4, 10.        5.
The Telepathy Manifesto  4, 10.        5.
 
TEXT BROUGHT TO LIFE
Le Monde  1, 2, 8.  4, 7.     3.
Lost Star  1, 2, 3, 5, 8.  4   4.  3.
Afterword  2, 8, 10, 11.  8.  6.  2, 3, 4, 7.
A Year of  Nothingness  1, 2, 5, 8.  4, 6.  2.  7.
The Messenger  2, 6, 8, 10.  15.    2, 3, 4.
Burnt Encyclopedia  2, 5, 8, 11, 13.  4.     1.
 
ANIMA ANIMALS
The Manifesto of  Goodness   4, 12.  5.     4, 7.
Animal Farm  1, 8, 12.  16.  7.   4.
L’Clairvoyance  4, 10, 12.       5.
Armor  4, 10, 12.       5.
The Whisperer   1, 12.  12.     4.

**BIO**



*Exhibition view, ZARATÁN, solo show
Witte de With, Rotterdam. NL. 2016

curated by Natasha Hoare



*Exhibition view, MÁCULA, solo show
MUAC, Mexico City. MX. 2017

curated by Amanda de la Garza



THE AGE OF UNCOVERIES

Baneque
Bermeja
Astronaut Haircut
Cuerpo de Agua
Spacecrafts
Mirror
Solaris
Lux
Accompaniment



BANEQUE
A crystallized phantom island. 
Sculpture. Salt water crystals 10x6x7cm, displayed on a glass sheet 200x200x1cm. 2016



BANEQUE
{PROCESS DOCUMENTATION} 

2. On the area corresponding to the Atlantic Ocean, north of  the 
coast of  the Dominican Republic, there is a hole in the map. 
This hole, which has the shape of  an island, is the only missing part 
of  the map. 

3. Upon landing, the Taíno natives told Columbus of  
an island called Baneque, which had all the richness 
he was searching for. Based on their indications, the 
sailor devoted the following two months searching for 
an island that does not exist.

1. First map known of  the American Continent, 
drawn by Christopher Columbus on his first expedi-
tion.

4. If  charted, the hole in Columbus map is located 4.2 miles into 
the ocean. Sea water has a concentration of  35gr of  salt per liter. 
In 2016, an expedition gathered 100 liters of  water, which after 
evaporating revealed the crystallized island.



BANEQUE
A crystallized phantom island. 
Sculpture. Salt water crystals. 2016



BANEQUE
A cristallized phantom island. 2016

BERMEJA
{PROCESS DOCUMENTATION} 
Gulf  of  Mexico, MX, 2017.

For centuries, Bermeja Island, in the Gulf  of  Mexico, was in-
cluded in the maps and its existence was never doubted. In the 
mid of  the 20th century a new research—undertaken as the US 
and Mexico were attempting to set their maritime limits, deter-
mined that the island has vanished. The artist traveled to the 
coordinates where the island was located in the maps, there he 
gathered hundreds of  liters of  water, which after slow evapora-
tion turned into crystals. The lost island has been reconstituted.



BERMEJA
A crystallized phantom island. 
Sculpture. Salt water crystals. 2017



click here to
WATCH VIDEO

[on vimeo]

ASTRONAUT HAIRCUT
Performance recorded on video.
Video (8’34”, 4K, color, audio stereo). 2018

A haircut performed in the ocean at 12 meters depth, where weightlessness sensation perfectly resembles that 
of  the International Space Station (ISS) which hosts astronauts around Earth’s orbit. 
The recording of  this performance presents us with two paradoxes. What we perceive as different worlds 
–outer space and the underworld– become equivalent ecologies. And, the most mundane aspects of  life –as 
getting a haircut– will follow us within any cosmic utopia. Said otherwise, it is not possible to leave our bodies 
behind despite what contemporary tech-philosophers assure us. 

https://vimeo.com/306632453


ASTRONAUT HAIRCUT
Performance recorded on video.
Video (8’34”, 4K, color, audio stereo). 2018



CUERPO DE AGUA
Two footsteps, each gathered at opposite ends of  the Pacific Ocean 
Sculpture. Sand. 2018
Work in coauthorship with artist Yoko Ono, part of  her ‘Water Event’ series



CUERPO DE AGUA
{PROCESS DOCUMENTATION} 
Yokohama, Japon, 2018.
Real Alto, Ecuador, 2018.

The image on top shows Santillán gathering and 
preserving a stranger’s footstep on a shore in Japan. 
He executed the same action at the opposite side 
of  the Pacific Ocean, in Ecuador. The final piece 
displays the two footsteps next to each other, let-
ting two strangers become one, letting two different 
continents become one.



SPACECRAFT (VENUS)
Ceramics made of  extraterrestrial soil 
2018



SPACECRAFT (VENUS)
Ceramics made of  extraterrestrial soil 
2018



SPACECRAFT
{PROCESS DOCUMENTATION} 
Planet Venus, 1972.
Cuenca, Ecuador, 2018.
 

Departing from data gathered since 1972 by Soviet, 
American and Japanese probes it has been possible for 
this project to faithfully recreate the chemical composi-
tion of  the surface soil of  planet Venus. 
This extraterrestrial soil has been used as clay, and con-
sequently shaped, turned, and burnt transforming it into 
ceramic pieces.
As much as ceramics was a fundamental technology to 
sapiens’ civilizations it remains deeply relevant to our 
present, nowadays it is even used as a component of  
space shuttles. 
Probably the process behind Spacecraft will be useful to 
space missions in the future since it provides clear un-
derstanding regarding the production of  ceramics out of  
the harsh soil of  planets such as Venus or Mars.



SPACECRAFT (VENUS)
Ceramics made of  extraterrestrial soil 
2018



Following the same process as Spacecraft, 
the ceramic material of  Mirror has been ob-
tained by accurately recreating the composi-
tion of  planet Venus’ soil.
On the bottom side of  this pottery piece a 
small fragment is missing, allowing to look 
inside—therefore, to gaze through the pot-
tery’s “mouth” in the same way as the eye 
sees through a telescope.

MIRROR
Ceramics made of  planet Venus’ soil on a motorized 
telescope-mount which endlessly follows planet Venus
2018



MIRROR
Ceramics made of  planet Venus’ soil on a motorized 
telescope-mount which endlessly follows planet Venus
2018



SOLARIS
The desert looking at itself. 2017

The Atacama Desert, in Chile, is the most arid place on the 
planet; its atmospheric conditions make it the perfect site for 
astronomical observations. Over time this immense territory has 
hosted many different human populations, including the Incas, 
and nowadays impressive telescopes are installed there. 
For Solaris, sand gathered at the Atacama Desert was first melted 
becoming glass. This glass was then turned into photographic 
lenses. 
These ‘desert eyes’ were brought back to the Atacama desert and 
used to photograph its landscape. 
The captured images go beyond representing the landscape; in 
Solaris, the desert is an observing subject rather than a passive 
object to be looked at. 
Solaris takes its inspiration from the sci-fi classic of  the same 
title, by Soviet writer Stanislaw Lem, which explored a potential 
type of  intelligence that does not derive from a brain, but, rather, 
from the sea of  a distant planet called Solaris.



1. Sand gathered at the Atacama Desert being melted.

3. The lenses are mounted on an analog camera. 4. The Atacama Desert being photographed by using lenses made from its 
own sand.

2. Polishing the cast glass into photographic lenses. Due to the impure des-
ert sand, the lenses have many physical anomalies, distorting the images seen 
through it.

SOLARIS
{PROCESS DOCUMENTATION}



SOLARIS
(detail)
One of  the photographs taken at the desert through the lens made of  the same desert’s sand.
2017



SOLARIS
Installation
Three analog slide projections (24 slides each), and three photographic lenses made from desert sand, 
which were used to produce the projected photographs.
2017



SOLARIS
Photographic lenses made from melted desert sand. 2017

click here
WATCH VIDEO

[on vimeo]

https://vimeo.com/210254248


SOLARIS
Photographic lens made from melted desert sand. 2017



SOLARIS
Installation
Photographic lens made from melted desert sand, accompanied by a printed photograph, 
taken through that lens, at the same desert where the sand comes from. 2017
SOLARIS
Photographic lens made from melted desert sand. 2017



LUX 
{PROCESS DOCUMENTATION} 
Chimborazo mountain, Ecuador, 2015. 

For this work, a mathematician calculated the weight of  the sunlight that  
reaches planet Earth. With this information, the artist traveled to Mount  
Chimborazo, the place on Earth closest to the sun, searching for a stone  
that matched perfectly to the weight of  light.



LUX 
A stone as heavy as all the sunlight over planet Earth
Stone (8x6,5x5cm), wooden case (120x146x5cm). 2015



ACCOMPANIMENT 
An ode for a falling leaf. 
Performance recorded on video (Full HD,  2’04”, colour, stereo sound). 2012

click here
WATCH VIDEO

[on vimeo]

In the midst of a forest, the members of a rock 
band hold their instruments ready to play, howev-
er they do not start. They seem alert, as if obser-
vantly waiting for something to happen.
Suddenly, a strong wind shakes the branches of 
the tall trees around them. A leaf escapes from 
the top of a tree and gracefully begins its descent 
in front of the musicians. Only then, while it falls 
through the air, they begin playing some unknown 
song, which lasts the few seconds it takes for the 
leaf to reach the ground. With their mission ac-
complished, they pack their instruments and leave 
the scene. 

https://vimeo.com/309435751
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SIMONE MENEGOI. So, what were we talking about?

OSCAR SANTILLÁN. We were talking about the fab-
ric of reality. I’m captivated by the mismatch between 
reality and perception. We are surrounded by a reality 
that possesses endless possibilities. However, due to the 
limitations of our senses, we are unable to acknowledge 
all of them. Our senses are limited while reality is limit-
less. The human brain relies so much on pattern-recog-
nition	that	it	becomes	difficult	to	register	any	aspect	of	
reality that does not belong to a familiar pattern. Let 
me give you a very grounded example of this.

S.M. Tell me.

O.S. Any given day, you are walking on the street, the 
sky is open, not a single cloud in sight, and suddenly 
one drop of water falls on your skin. 

S.M. Yes, sometimes it happens.
 

O.S. And you look up, it’s a bright day, and you cannot 
make sense of where this drop of water came from. It is 
almost as if the water drop came from nowhere; as if it 
has materialized on your skin without any explanation. 
If you bring this up in conversation, most people would 
respond: “Yes, that has happened to me before.” Nev-
ertheless, this tiny event is strange enough not to be 
properly registered by our consciousness.
As one can see, there is nothing special in this isolated 
drop of water; however, this miniature entity is able 
to disrupt the fabric of reality. I’m fascinated by these 
types of events: overlooked events that are neglected 
since	there	are	no	words	or	categories	in	which	they	fit.	

 
S.M. Would you say that your work is about “anoma-
lies of reality”?

 
O.S. The whole of reality will always remain largely 
unknown to us, and one should be aware of that. That’s 
why my work as an artist begins with recognising my 
own cognitive limitations, and with escaping my ideo-

CONVERSATION
Simone Menegoi and Oscar Santillán

logical and cultural preconceptions. I strive to be alert 
to the anomalies of reality, to be a careful observer.
In this way, observing is an act of political envisioning, 
of hunting in the darkness. 

 S.M. As I was saying before we started recording this 
conversation, one could say that your work is about 
anomalies,  exceptions to rules or norms. Upon further 
reflection,	I	think	it	is	more	appropriate	to	say	that	
your work, by focusing on those anomalies or excep-
tions, makes us aware of how narrow norms are. You 
are an extraordinary hunter of anomalies. I’m always 
impressed by the way you manage to uncover those 
details,	like	the	story	of	a	certain	film	crew	buried	by	
a landslide (The Messenger, 2015-2016); or the effect of 
a chemical process that enables someone to extract all 
the ink from a newspaper, without apparent damage to 
the pages (Memorial, 2008; and Le Monde, 2015); and 
another additional example could be Nietzsche’s re-
lationship with a faulty typewriter (Afterword, 2014-
2015).  So, I would like to ask you, have you developed 
a	strategy	to	find	those	details?	

O.S. There is a method, but more than being a step-
by-step procedure, this method is basically a reminder 
that I often give to myself, which is “do not anticipate.” 
For me, having an idea doesn’t mean to have a point 
of	arrival	but	just	a	point	of	departure.	The	first	step	
is often an immediate fascination for something; and 
this is a very common way of looking at the world, as if 
history would not exist, and life could be approached 
without any previous knowledge. 

S.M. That approach is not so common.

O.S. Well, common at an early age of life.

S.M. Well said.

O.S. We have been conditioned to believe that History 
exists, to believe that there is a timeline of sequential 
moments, to believe that life evolves in a linear man-

CONVERSATION
Simone Menegoi and Oscar Santillán
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CONVERSATION
Between artist Oscar Santillán and curator Simone Menegoi [Nov. 2015]
From the AU book, a monographic publication on the artist’s work  

[continues on page 56]
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*Performance, PHANTOM CAST
Oude Kerk, Amsterdam. NL. 2017



PHANTOM CAST
Performance documented on video, and phantom limb captured in a box 
Video (full HD, 4’37”, colour, audio stereo) and wooden box (32x65x28cm). 2017

A person who experiences “phantom sensations” gets 
the shape of  her leg cast by the many hands of  a group 
of  performers. As she feels them approaching her ab-
sent limb, she instructs the performers on where to po-
sition their hands and fingertips so that the phantom 
form is revealed. The invisible leg is then carefully re-
moved and captured inside a wooden chest.



PHANTOM CAST
{PERFORMANCE DOCUMENTATION}

click here to
WATCH VIDEO

[on vimeo]

password: phantom

https://vimeo.com/308009026


THE ENEMY
Photograph
Inkjet print. 140x200 cm. 2015



VOYAGER
Shirt found in a rainforest, and meteorite buttons. 2016
Sculpture



VOYAGER
{PROCESS DOCUMENTATION} 

An abandoned shirt, which is missing its buttons, is found by the 
artist during a walk in a forest. In order to repair it, new buttons are 
made by melting meteorites  and casting them into button shapes. 
Consequently, they are sewn onto the shirt. This action unites two 
wandering entities that were not otherwise intended to meet: a shirt 
on planet Earth, and meteorites from outer space, which now be-
long  together.



VOYAGER
Shirt found in a rainforest, and meteorite buttons. 2016
Sculpture



A THOUSAND YEARS OF NONLINEAR HISTORY
Weaving made of  yarn from each century of  the past millennia.  /  120x270cm. 2019



A THOUSAND YEARS OF NON-
LINEAR HISTORY
{PROCESS DOCUMENTATION} 

For this piece, ten old weaves—each dating back 
to each century of  the last millennia, each com-
ing from distant places in the world, have been 
unknitted and consequently reassembled into a 
new weaving. The oldest weaving taken apart to 
be integrated into the piece is from the Chimú 
culture (nowadays Peru), about 1000 years old.
In the most abstract sense this is a calendar with-
out dates, a map without coordinates, dislocating 
History turning it into a convergence of  all pos-
sible histories.



THE PERMANENT BLINK
All of  James Dean’s blinks glowing through a wall. 
Installation. 2009-2010



THE PERMANENT BLINK
{DESCR IP T ION}
All of James Dean’s blinks were collect-
ed from every one of the films in which he 
performed. The resulting 951 blinks were 
sequentially arranged to create a video piece. 
Like an apparition, this video can be seen 
on the gallery wall, being projected through 
it, without any visible holes or marks. No 
video equipment can be found by the pub-
lic, only the tiny video projection that some-
how appears on the untouched wall’s surface. 





WALKING UNDER A CLOUD
Photographic documentation of  a performance. Inkjet print. 105x135cm. 2017



A HYMN
Drums synchronized to sweat 
Performance recorded on video (full HD, 12’30”, co-
lour, stereo sound). 2013

A performer goes through a series of  physical exer-
cises. At some point, between her initial warm-up and 
the increasing demand of  her movements, a drum-
mer joins the action by following her pace with the 
drumbeats. The activity, when reaching a certain level 
of  intensity, makes it increasingly difficult to establish 
who is following who. Finally, the performer stops in 
total exhaustion, and so does the drummer.
Panting, covered in sweat, for the rest of  the perfor-
mance’s duration she stands still. At first there is si-
lence, only the rapid breathing of  the performer reso-
nates in the space. Then, the drummer—in an act of  
careful observation—begins beating the drum every 
time a drop of  the performer’s sweat falls on the floor. 
Sweat and sound become synchronized with one an-
other.



A HYMN
Drums synchronized to sweat 
Performance recorded on video (full HD, 12’30”, colour, stereo sound). 2013

click here
WATCH VIDEO

[on vimeo]

https://vimeo.com/309450196


THE TELEPATHY MANIFESTO
The artist catches with his own eyes the tears of  a man on a bridge.
Performance recorded on video (full HD, 1’37”, colour, stereo sound). 2011



THE TELEPATHY MANIFESTO
{VIDEO STILL}

click here
WATCH VIDEO

[on vimeo]

https://vimeo.com/47422380


CLOUD
{PROCESS DOCUMENTATION} 

A hollow marble sculpture is fitted inside a vacuum cleaner to replace its 
regular bag. A cloud is sucked into the vacuum cleaner, filling the sculp-
ture. The marble form is then sealed, trapping the cloud inside. 



CLOUD
A cloud captured inside a marble volume. 18x18x18 cm. 2012



ZEPHYR
Carl Jung’s birth chart and the scent of  Jaguars 
Installation. Marble container, sheet of  plexiglass, and analog slide projection. 2013-2014



Painting by Carl Gustav Jung depicting his ‘birth 
chart’ (astrological map).

“I never saw the civilizations of  the jaguar,” he 
wrote to a friend.

where  a shaman pointed out the 
location for..

Around 1930 he made an undetermined number 
of  three-dimensional translations of  his chart.

Diagram of  a vacuum cleaner.

..the region where jaguars can be 
encountered.

None of  these models have survived.

A hollow replica of  the chart accustomed to oper-
ate as a vacuum cleaner bag.

Towards the end of  his life he regretted not hav-
ing travelled south of  the US,

In 2014 it was taken to the Ecuadorian Amazon.

ZEPHYR
{ A N A L O G  S L I D E  P R O J E C T I O N }
A sequence of  slides telling the story behind this research connecting Carl Jung to the Amazon



ZEPHYR
Carl Jung’s birth chart and the scent of  Jaguars 
Installation. Marble container, sheet of  plexiglass, and analog slide projection. 2013-2014
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ner. This notion of history as an intelligible timeline 
is really very misleading. The paradox is that I am 
constantly working with historical material. Let me 
be more precise, I work with the leftovers of history: 
interrupted historical events, desires never realised, 
or marginal aspects of a character or an event. It is 
not about deconstructing History; I approach the past 
only	in	order	to	fi	nd	ignored	possibilities,	not	to	trace	
a linear connection to our present.

S.M. Although you might say that focusing on appar-
ently useless, “minor” aspects is exactly what decon-
struction is about. Focusing on the margins of a text, 
for example, is a classic strategy of literary deconstruc-
tion.

O.S. Yes, but the spirit of the approach is different. I 
do not aim to gain any further understanding of the 
world from the historical material I work with.

S.M. Can you expand on that?

O.S.	Let’s	take	a	specifi	c	case,	Memorial (2008), a work in 
which the ink of a printed edition of The New York Times 
is removed through a chemical process; and consequently, 
the extracted ink is cast into a miniature sculpture of a 
reindeer. In this work, the ink, which holds all the content 
that was printed in the newspaper, has been emancipated 
from its previous form: it is no longer printed text. It has 
been reversed to its previous raw state. The material has 
lost its memory but regained its physicality.
This	ink-reindeer	does	not	offer	the	viewer	any	refl	ection	
on the political material from which it came. The viewer 
is not gaining any further understanding of the ideology 
behind The New York Times, or behind mass-media in 
general. The material cannot offer any understanding of 
its past to the viewer. This reindeer has become a thing 
in itself.
Memorial neutralizes the ideology of the material where it 
came from. It’s an example of how my work aims to free 
History from its past.

S.M. I think it depends on which works we are consid-
ering. For example, if I focus on A Year of Nothingness 
(2015), which literally takes on the blank pages of His-
tory, in this case, the blank pages of Emma Darwin’s 
diary, the most important aspect of this work is the 
way in which you reverse a given hierarchy. You are 
not	focusing	on	the	main	fi	gure	but	on	Charles	Dar-
win’s wife. You are not focusing on the written pages of 
the diary but on the empty ones. And this choice, the 
choice of the minor instead of the major, has political 
implications. I would say that here lies the most im-
portant thing: literally, the deconstruction of a certain 
dominant narrative.  

O.S. Regarding the emphasis of my practice on the 
minor, there is a concept devised by Brazilian theo-
logian Leonardo Boff–a Catholic priest expelled from 
the church in the 1980s–which has largely inspired 
my way of thinking. The concept he outlined is “the 
dimension of care”, which addresses our relationship 
with	life	as	a	whole;	more	specifi	cally,	it	means	to	see	
life as a continuum in which a galaxy and the dirt un-
der my nails are equal. This concept, I believe, is a vin-
dication of the minor. It calls for the overlooked to be 
incorporated into life.
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MEMORIAL – An edition of The New York Times newspaper rendered blank 
by chemical process, and the extracted ink turned into a miniature. Object. 
Newspaper, solid ink miniature. 2008.
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TEXT BROUGHT TO LIFE
Le Monde
Lost Star
Afterword
A Year of  Nothingness
The Messenger
Burnt Encyclopedia



LE MONDE
Object
Newspaper, solid ink miniature. 2015

An edition of  French newspaper Le Monde has been rendered blank by a chemical process, separating the printed ink from the paper’s fibers; 
and, the extracted ink turned into a miniature sphere.



LOST STAR
Object
Book, solid ink miniature. 2012-2013

An early edition of  Alexander von Humboldts scientific magnum opus, Cosmos, has been treated with a chemical process that separates the printed  
ink from the paper’s fibers, removing all words and images from the original publication.  The entirety of  the book’s contents, expressed through 
its ink, is  turned into a tiny sphere displayed next to the then blank book.



AFTERWORD
The spirit of  Nietzsche remembers how to dance
Installation
Analog slide projection (13 slides), piece of  paper taken from an original Nietzsche’s typed script, 14 inkjet prints 
(14 x 21.5 cm), and HD video (color, stereo, 4:3, 2’56’’). 2014-2015



AFTERWORD
{DETAIL} 
Tiny piece of  paper taken from an original document of  Nietzsche

This work departed from research into the troubled rela-
tionship between philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche and his 
typewriter. The philosopher’s typewriter was a fascinating-
looking machine invented by a Danish professor, who was 
part of  a family of  psychic mediums. However, due to inter-
nal mechanical damage, the machine never worked properly. 
Nietzsche’s mistyped documents, unfinished and full of  mis-
takes, have been preserved in an archive in Germany, where 
Santillán conducted this research. Within these mis-writings, 
as in some of  the major works by Nietzsche, reflections on 
the body, dance, and the supernatural are found.

The installation, Afterword, displays four elements: an analog 
slide projection, which discloses glimpses of  the research; a 
series of  14 prints showing all of  the mistyped words, and 
all of  the pencil scribbles which, in total frustration, the phi-
losopher drew on these failed papers; a tiny piece of  paper 
that the artist took from one of  these original documents 
and gave to a psychic medium, who used it as a “bridge” to 
reach Nietzsche in the afterlife; and, finally, a video docu-
menting the moment in which the psychic enters into trance 
and contacts the dead philosopher.
Nietzsche dances through the psychic’s body.



Due to his messy handwriting and sight complica-
tions, philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche acquired a 

typewriter.

Nietzsche expected the typewriter to transform 
his way of  thinking,

It was a Malling Hansen “Writing Ball”.

“It will enable me to write books that are the op-
posite of  those I have written,” he predicted.

He wrote of  dancing himself  “as if  something 
supernatural” echoed out of  him.

In his room, undisturbed, Nietzsche spent hours teach-
ing his fingers “to dance with the Malling-Hansen”.

None of  these models have survived.

However, the typewriter was damaged during 
shipping which led it to produce typing errors.

Long after his death, a tiny piece of  paper was 
torn from one of  Nietzsche’s typed manuscripts.

Johanne, one of  Rasmus’ daughters, even became 
a psychic medium

The philosopher would try over and over to find a 
way to use it regardless.

Consequently a psychic medium used it to contact him 
and ask one question: What was your dance like?

AFTERWORD
{ A N A L O G  S L I D E  P R O J E C T I O N }
A sequence of  slides telling the story behind this research connecting Nietzsche’s typewriter, dance, and the afterlife



AFTERWORD
{VIDEO STILL} 
The spirit of  Nietzsche dancing through the body a pyschic medium



A YEAR OF NOTHINGNESS
Installation
Analog slide projection. 2015

Throughout the decades, Emma Darwin’s diaries show many empty pages—far different from the overloaded 
famous diaries of  her husband, Charles. By selecting the blank pages from all of  her diaries, and arranging them 
in chronological order, a calendar is created, displaying a year in which nothing was written. 



A YEAR OF NOTHINGNESS
Installation
Analog slide projection. 2015





THE MESSENGER
Soundtrack for an unfinished film; and, its original script. 
Installation
HD video. 2015-2016

For this installation, hundreds of  prints of  the original script of  unfinished Russian film The Messenger (2002) 
are placed on shelves around a large black cube. Inside the black cube, a video shows the actual 35mm filmstrip 
of  that unfinished film being used as a musical instrument.



THE MESSENGER 
{DESCRIPTION}

In 2002, while shooting the first scenes of  Sergei Bodrov Jr.’s fiction film 
The Messenger in the Russian Caucasus Mountains, an avalanche ended 
the lives of  the filmmaker and his crew. The footage captured during the 
shoot survived, remaining intact in the body of  a camera. The final frames 
of  the filmstrip remained unused; the scenes never to be shot.
In 2015, Santillán traveled to Russia in order to locate this filmstrip frag-
ment. After finding it, and meeting with some of  the survivors involved 
with the film, the artist decided on using this original filmstrip as the cen-
tral point of  this work. As a homage to the filmmaker and his crew, Santil-
lán commissioned a composer to create a soundtrack for this unfinished 
movie. For this purpose, the composer was asked to use the filmstrip itself  
as his sole musical instrument. Playing it with a bow, drumsticks, and his 
fingers, he created an unexpected set of  sounds that, when assembled, 
became the sought after soundtrack.



THE MESSENGER
{IMAGE STILL} 
Soundtrack for an unfinished film; and, its original script. 2015-2016

click here
WATCH VIDEO

[on vimeo]

https://vimeo.com/166784842


BURNT ENCYCLOPÆDIA
12 cuneiform tablets made of  fired clay
26x17x3cm each. 2016-2017.

{DESCRIPTION}

Taking the shape of  cuneiform tablets, executed 
with the same ancient technique as the original Su-
merian tablets, Burnt Encyclopædia combines tales 
of  the history of  science, colonial history, and fic-
tional accounts.
Burnt Encyclopædia brings together narratives from 
drastically different sources from diverse times and 
lands. The prominent physicality of  the fired clay 
ignites a sense of  “graspable knowledge”, in con-
trast to the ever-editable ever-changing digital real-
ity of  contemporary life.



BURNT ENCYCLOPÆDIA
12 cuneiform tablets made of  fired clay
26x17x3cm each. 2016-2017.
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I think that this theological concept can be radical-
ized even further.  While it is possible to care for the 
smallest aspects of life, it may also be possible to care 
for what does not even exist, for the invisible.

S.M. To care for the potential not yet expressed.

O.S. Exactly.

S.M. I would like you to speak about this unspoken 
core that is present in many of your works. They rely 
on an absence. You depart from elements that hint at 
something that is not there. And, as I was saying be-
fore, this is a basic strategy of “the sublime”: hinting at 
something that surpasses our capacity of understand-
ing so much that it cannot be fully expressed. Do you 
recognize yourself in this kind of strategy?

O.S. The notion of the hidden is one of the main as-
pects of my work. It is curious that mapmakers of an-
cient times documented unknown territories by nam-
ing them as “terra incognita” in their maps. This was 
the name for the places that remained unseen, what 
was beyond their known reality.
If in the past the term “terra incognita” was strictly 
related	to	geography—since	it	defined	uncharted	areas	
on the surface of the world, nowadays the term has 
the potential to be used more broadly, to name what 
is beyond the perceptible world.
Google Maps shows us the surface of the planet, the 
surface of streets and houses—which is really useful 
in a pragmatic sense, but what we rather need are 
maps that go deeper into space; maps of the bottom of 
oceans; much more complex maps of the human senses; 
and	finally,	a	map	of	the	Milky	Way	on	an	atomic	level.	
I see my work as a set of speculative charts, delving 
into what is inside terra incognita.
While the sublime assumes an insurmountable un-
known that art can only aspire to hint at, I prefer the 
term “terra incognita” because it is less absolute; it 
recognizes the unknown as a territory that indeed is 
possible to navigate, to dive into.

As you can see, I’m fascinated by the history of map-
making. It’s no surprise that a book titled Travelers 
and Travel Liars by Percy G. Adams—which is a his-
torical recount of fake voyages reported as real, of tra-
vellers who pretended through their stories and maps 
to have discovered new lands— has been one of my 
faithful companions over the past years.

S.M. This brings us to the question of belief and 
trust. Many of your works rely on that, on the trust 
that something has happened or that some strange 
process has been carried out, or that an object was 
gathered	at	a	very	specific	location.	So,	in	respect	to	
your work, or in general, what is trust for you? And 
what is belief?

O.S. I don’t expect anyone to believe in my claims. 
Rather than inviting the viewer to trust me, which is 
what politicians and preachers do, I rather see my work 
as an invitation to walk the thin line where the visible 
and the invisible meet, where desires and facts meet.

S.M. Which basically is an area of uncertainty.

O.S. Absolutely.

S.M. So, you don’t want them to be convinced that 
something happened or has been done in a certain way, 
but rather to ask themselves if it was indeed so.

O.S. I don’t expect trust from the viewer. The viewer 
should trust anything she or he wishes. The problem 
with the notion of “belief” is that it’s moralistic; it 
means that you submit to an unequivocal account of 
an event. That’s just not possible. If you look into the 
human brain, you understand that our brains are sim-
ulators of reality; they are translators of complex phys-
ical	phenomena.	Our	brains	are	fiction-telling	devices.
The notion of an unequivocal “Truth”, with a capital 
T, is problematic because it fails to acknowledge the 
limited cognitive abilities that we humans have in or-
der to relate to physical reality. Any artist who asserts 

CONVERSATION
Simone Menegoi and Oscar Santillán

130 131

I think that this theological concept can be radical-
ized even further.  While it is possible to care for the 
smallest aspects of life, it may also be possible to care 
for what does not even exist, for the invisible.

S.M. To care for the potential not yet expressed.

O.S. Exactly.

S.M. I would like you to speak about this unspoken 
core that is present in many of your works. They rely 
on an absence. You depart from elements that hint at 
something that is not there. And, as I was saying be-
fore, this is a basic strategy of “the sublime”: hinting at 
something that surpasses our capacity of understand-
ing so much that it cannot be fully expressed. Do you 
recognize yourself in this kind of strategy?

O.S. The notion of the hidden is one of the main as-
pects of my work. It is curious that mapmakers of an-
cient times documented unknown territories by nam-
ing them as “terra incognita” in their maps. This was 
the name for the places that remained unseen, what 
was beyond their known reality.
If in the past the term “terra incognita” was strictly 
related	to	geography—since	it	defined	uncharted	areas	
on the surface of the world, nowadays the term has 
the potential to be used more broadly, to name what 
is beyond the perceptible world.
Google Maps shows us the surface of the planet, the 
surface of streets and houses—which is really useful 
in a pragmatic sense, but what we rather need are 
maps that go deeper into space; maps of the bottom of 
oceans; much more complex maps of the human senses; 
and	finally,	a	map	of	the	Milky	Way	on	an	atomic	level.	
I see my work as a set of speculative charts, delving 
into what is inside terra incognita.
While the sublime assumes an insurmountable un-
known that art can only aspire to hint at, I prefer the 
term “terra incognita” because it is less absolute; it 
recognizes the unknown as a territory that indeed is 
possible to navigate, to dive into.

As you can see, I’m fascinated by the history of map-
making. It’s no surprise that a book titled Travelers 
and Travel Liars by Percy G. Adams—which is a his-
torical recount of fake voyages reported as real, of tra-
vellers who pretended through their stories and maps 
to have discovered new lands— has been one of my 
faithful companions over the past years.

S.M. This brings us to the question of belief and 
trust. Many of your works rely on that, on the trust 
that something has happened or that some strange 
process has been carried out, or that an object was 
gathered	at	a	very	specific	location.	So,	in	respect	to	
your work, or in general, what is trust for you? And 
what is belief?

O.S. I don’t expect anyone to believe in my claims. 
Rather than inviting the viewer to trust me, which is 
what politicians and preachers do, I rather see my work 
as an invitation to walk the thin line where the visible 
and the invisible meet, where desires and facts meet.

S.M. Which basically is an area of uncertainty.

O.S. Absolutely.

S.M. So, you don’t want them to be convinced that 
something happened or has been done in a certain way, 
but rather to ask themselves if it was indeed so.

O.S. I don’t expect trust from the viewer. The viewer 
should trust anything she or he wishes. The problem 
with the notion of “belief” is that it’s moralistic; it 
means that you submit to an unequivocal account of 
an event. That’s just not possible. If you look into the 
human brain, you understand that our brains are sim-
ulators of reality; they are translators of complex phys-
ical	phenomena.	Our	brains	are	fiction-telling	devices.
The notion of an unequivocal “Truth”, with a capital 
T, is problematic because it fails to acknowledge the 
limited cognitive abilities that we humans have in or-
der to relate to physical reality. Any artist who asserts 

CONVERSATION
Simone Menegoi and Oscar Santillán

CONVERSATION  [continues from page 56]

[continues on page 85]



ANIMA ANIMALS

The Manifesto of  Goodness
Animal Farm
L’Clairvoyance
Armor
The Whisperer



THE MANIFESTO OF GOODNESS
Performance recorded on analog slides
Sculpture. Metal structure, wooden base, analog slide projector, twelve 35mm analog slides, glass screen. 2012



THE MANIFESTO OF GOODNESS
{SEQUENCE OF ANALOG SLIDES}

The artist takes a mouth-
ful of  milk from a cow, 
walks for several hours 
and finally offers it to a 
stray cat.



Link: https://vimeo.com/39544293

https://vimeo.com/39544293
https://vimeo.com/39544293


ANIMAL FARM
Live performance 
7 industrial farm lights, and 7 performers. 2018
Work in collaboration with artist Bona Park

{PERFORMANCE DESCRIPTION}
SongEun Art Space, Seoul, KR; and, Delfina Foundation, London, UK

This work focuses on the animal characters in George Orwell’s 
Animal Farm, the famous political fiction describing a socialist 
revolution led by the animals of  a farm, a revolution soon taken 
over by an animal elite. 
The performers move around the space—stopping for longer 
periods underneath industrial farm lights which hang at different 
heights. Their movements switch constantly from four to two 
legs, and their voices emulate the sounds of  those different ani-
mals in Orwell’s novella. At times the animal sounds are abruptly 
paused and, in unison, the performers utter sentences from the 
Universal Human Rights Declaration, and resume back to the animal 
sounds.
The performance enacts a tension between what humans (ques-
tionably) understand as a difference between language and ani-
mal sounds; the performance questions “human exceptionalism” 
by rather seeing humans as a part of  a continuum of  language, 
sounds, emotional states and a wide range of  body postures.



LA CLAIRVOYANCE (I)
Photograph of  a horse staring at a bubble made out of  his own semen
Inkjet print. 100X66.5cm. 2012



LA CLAIRVOYANCE (II)
Photograph of  a horse staring at a bubble made out of  his own semen
Inkjet print. 100X66.5cm. 2012



ARMOR
Inkjet print. 66x45cm. 2015



THE WHISPERER
A bird sound is brought live from a forest into a music hall
Performance recorded on video (full HD, 6’25”, colour, audio stereo). 2014



THE WHISPERER
{PROCESS DESCRIPTION}

For this live performance, a long chain 
of participants, spread over several kilo-
meters, physically “broadcast” the sounds 
of a bird all the way from a forest into a 
nearby city. Each participant attempts 
to faithfully replicate the sound received 
from the previous person; nevertheless, 
the particularities of each musical instru-
ment inevitably keep on modifying the 
traveling sound.
The chain begins with a bird singing in 
the forest and its song is carried on by a 
whistling birdwatcher to singers and in-
struments: wind, brass, string, percussion, 
and onwards to the staccato produced by 

password: whisperer

slamming car doors, and to a beat box-
er who is standing at the entrance of the 
city’s music hall. As the sound enters the 
building, it is replicated by the heels of a 
flamenco dancer. Finally, the last man in 
the chain is a karate master who imitates 
the sounds of the bird using his body 
movements. 

click here
WATCH VIDEO

[on vimeo]

https://vimeo.com/99205140
https://vimeo.com/104055367


THE WHISPERER
A bird sound is brought live from a forest into a music hall
Performance recorded on video (full HD, 6’25”, colour, audio stereo). 2014
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to be truthful is just cashing in on a moralistic claim.
All I can say is that I do my best to reconcile my ac-
tions and my words. I’m deeply invested in research, 
experimentation, thinking, and that’s as far as it goes. 
In the end, the work should stand on its own. I hope 
that the work and the viewer walk together in total 
uncertainty.

S.M. Is there any difference between falseness and 
fiction?

O.S. There is a clear distinction. Falseness is anchored 
to the notion of truth; it is a deceitful assertion dis-
guised as a fact. Fiction, on the other hand, has no re-
lationship whatsoever to the notion of truth. Fiction 
anchors in terra incognita; it aims for a reality beyond 
our known reality.
Although just now I’ve tried to make a clear distinction 
between	falseness	and	fiction,	there	are	also	a	few	cases	
when they are not opposite terms but rather the same. 
Orson Welles achieved this wonderfully during his ra-
dio broadcast of The War of the Worlds with his famous 
report of an alien invasion, which caused a large wave 
of panic. He also explored the topic of falseness and 
fiction,	in	a	more	essayistic	way,	in	his	film	F for Fake. 
It’s about a master forger who claimed to make bet-
ter paintings than the original painters he copied. He 
claimed to make better Matisses than Matisse himself.

S.M. When I confront your works, I suppose that you 
are presenting fact to me (of course, I might be wrong). 
If	you	would	present	your	work	as	fiction,	my	approach	
to it would be completely different. I think it would be 
less interesting.

O.S. Would you say that a disclaimer could solve the 
difference between something that is false and some-
thing	that	is	fiction?	Although	it	may	be	unfortunate	
to place a big sign next to an artwork clarifying that 
“The Artwork on display is real, and the artist who 
made it is an honest man.”

S.M. Brilliant. Yes, I think so. By not putting an initial 
disclaimer, in the context of the visual arts, you are 
perfectly entitled to play on that ambiguity.

O.S. Have you ever met an honest artist?

S.M. Well, I’m not saying that an artist should put out 
a disclaimer about the degree of falseness or truthful-
ness of his artwork. I appreciate the kind of inherent 
ambiguity of your works because this ambiguity is at 
the core of art. However, to go back to your question: 
yes, I’ve met some honest artists. I’m not saying that 
they were the best artists that I’ve ever met in my life, 
though.

O.S. Simone, that is a marvelous disclosure.

S.M. It could also be the end of the interview.
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Santillán began as a self-taught artist and co-founder of  Lalimpia collective in his native 
Ecuador. After attempting to become a writer, in 2002 he held his first solo show ‘Art 
for Dogs’ in which, precisely, only dogs were allowed in to witness the exhibition. A 
fellowship allowed him to pursue and obtain an MFA in Sculpture at VCU—Virginia 
Commonwealth University, US. Over the past years he has been an artist-in-residence 
at Jan van Eyck, NL; Delfina Foundation, UK; Fondazione Ratti, IT; Skowhegan, US; and 
currently at Leiden Astronomical Observatory, NL where he is developing an ambitious 
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Once a friend told me about a game she had 
made up as a child. She would eat all her 
lunch except a single grain of  rice. When ev-
eryone else got up from the table she would 
stay there with her grain of  rice, alone. 
She imagined that this was the last grain of  
rice on Earth, and she the lucky one who 
was about to eat it. She would cut it in half  
and eat one half  slowly, savoring its taste. 
The remaining half  she would then cut into 
two, and would go on prolonging the plea-
sure of  this last grain of  rice until it was fi-
nally impossible for her to go on dividing 
the minimal, almost invisible morsel that was 
left: its width was the same as that of  the 
edge of  the knife in her hand.
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