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INTRODUCTION

There are two Chinese proverbs 
about cocoons: “作茧自缚” (zuò ji n zì 
fù) and “破茧成蝶” (pò ji n chéng dié). 
The former, which means spinning 
a cocoon around oneself  until one is 
imprisoned, is an admonition; the 
latter, which refers to breaking the 
cocoon during the metamorphosis from 
caterpillar to butterfly, is congratulatory. 
This pair of  metaphors describes two 
contradictory phenomena in the course 
of  a single life: one is static, passive, and 
inert—a mere thing in-itself  (en-soi); 
the other is fluid, active, potent—an 
animated being for-itself  (pour-soi).1 
These proverbs encapsulate a duality 
that echoes Jean-Paul Sartre’s notions 
of  facticity and transcendence, which 
coexist in an ambiguous mixture.2  One 
constitutes the givenness of  a human 
being’s here and now: a past, a body, 
and a social environment; the other 
entails the freedom of  the choices 
one must make in order to interpret 
and surpass one’s current bearings. A 
conscious individual is always caught 
between the immediacy of  the concrete 
present and the unfolding of  life 
toward an unknown horizon.3  Time, 
with all of  its paradoxes, transcends 
one’s situation into the “happening,” 
but a person must consciously take 
authorship of  their future identity to 
avoid turning into an automaton amid 
the practicalities of  everyday life.4 

Søren Kierkegaard asks how one can 
“become what one is.”5  Authenticity, or 
a way of  being that is sincere to oneself, 
is defined by Martin Heidegger as a 
fundamental condition of  achieving 
the wholeness of  Dasein, a temporal 
being whose authenticity lies in its 
potential for becoming.6 In the Western 
philosophical tradition of  Cartesian 
dualism, one’s consciousness is both the 
center of  reference and the departure 
point for one’s relation to the world. 
In this vein, does one, as Heidegger 
suggests, encounter one’s utmost 
potential through experiencing the 
possibility of  death?7 Should one, 
as Immanuel Kant suggests, take 
the public use of  reason to confront 
one’s own subjection to the machine,8 

or, as Michel Foucault proposes, 
shape one’s life as a work of  art?9  

Alternatively, and breaking for 
a moment with the subject-object 
dichotomy, perhaps truth and 
liberation lie in the dissolution of  
the self  in the totality of  the world, 
like a drop of  water in the sea. Along 
these lines, ancient Taoism advises 
learning from animals and losing 
oneself  among them in unity with 
nature,10  while Jean-Luc Nancy finds 
freedom in the essential coexistence 
of  all beings. Gilles Deleuze, finally, 
suggests becoming imperceptible 
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in the rhizomatic universe as if  by 
“painting oneself  gray on gray.”11  
But how does one transform into a 
“butterfly” without flying into the void? 

This essay comprises four chapters. 
The first, Being-in-itself & Being-for-itself, 
discusses Sartrean duality through 
a comparison of  two video works by 
Liam O’Brien, Early April (2017) and 
Whistling in the Dark (2013). The second, 
Being-for-others, examines subjectivity 
and objectivity in Amalia Ulman’s 
interdisciplinary work Bob Life (2018) 
and Graham Wilson’s installation 
Identity Crisis (2018). The third, Being-
with, reviews the relationality of  
being in Magdalena Dukiewicz’s anti-
sculpture Singular Plural (2018) and 
Liang Shaoji’s bio-art practice. The 
final chapter, Being-as-becoming, reflects 
on the figure of  the artist in Richard T. 
Walker’s an is that isn’t always (2015) and 
introduces the curator’s ongoing project 
Becoming (2018), made in collaboration 
with Liang Shaoji and many others. 
All artworks being analyzed are 
found in the physical exhibition 
Cocoon, a collection of  inquiries and 
answers that address the ontological 
question of  being. Created by a diverse 
group of  contemporary artists from 
across the world, these original 

works vary vastly in their theoretical 
underpinnings and approaches. 
While these artists draw inspiration 
from a wide range of  philosophies 
– including Taoism, existentialism, 
onto-aesthetics, ecophenomenology, 
and many more – these pieces are 
more than illustrations of  schools of  
thoughts. Achingly poetic, profoundly 
philosophical, or amusingly absurd, 
they all share an autobiographical 
quality, and each tells the artist’s own 
history of  overcoming and becoming.

Although inspired by Sartre and 
by Heidegger’s phenomenology, this 
essay is by no means an in-depth 
academic study of  the subject; rather, 
it assembles fragmented thoughts 
and inspirations that emerged during 
the curatorial process. Through 
research, gallery and studio visits, 
and stimulating conversations with 
the artists, professors, and friends, 
these ideas have been developed 
and eventually consolidated in the 
final form of  the physical exhibition. 
This catalog offers a documentation 
of  the project, an existentialist 
interpretation of  the works, and 
an explication of  the philosophical 
framework of  the exhibition.

Liam O’Brien, Early April (2017), HD single-channel video, 5:15 min, courtesy of the artist
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The Sex Doll

In Liam O’Brien’s video work Early 
April (2017), the artist incarnates himself  
as an emasculated sex doll. When sex 
toys are approached through the lens 
of  Heidegger’s concept of  Zuhandenheit 
(ready-to-hand), their essence is seen 
to lie in the intentionality of  their 
potential sexual relations with human 
beings.12 However, the doll in O’Brien’s 
video has lost its ready-to-handedness: 
it lacks the organ that could provide 
pleasure. Thus, the object has become a 
present-at-hand with no functionality, 
a useless representation. O’Brien’s 
gesture of  self-objectification is a literal 
translation of  the Sartrean ontological 
status of  being-in-itself. This self-

sufficient, inert aspect of  existence 
has neither potency nor becoming—it 
has only passive involvement in the 
situations it is thrown into.13 Early April 
shows O’Brien in a series of  mundane 
everyday scenarios that suggest a 
truthful portrayal of  his daily life in 
New York City: cooking in his humble 
sublet apartment, commuting on the 
L train, staring blankly in the ISCP 
(International Studio & Curatorial 
Program) studio, and watching 
pornography on an iPhone in bed. The 
familiar settings do not function as 
backdrops to psychological dramas; 
on the contrary, they constitute a 
world of  objects that overshadow the 
already objectified protagonist in 
becoming the real subject of  the film. 

I.
BEING-IN-ITSELF 

& 
BEING-FOR-ITSELF

Liam O’Brien, Early April (2017), HD single-channel video, 5:15 min, courtesy of the artist
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The accentuated sounds of  traffic, 
home appliances, and technological 
devices subsume the silence of  the 
figure. Close-ups of  these instruments 
produce anthropomorphizing effects 
that render the world menacing to 
humans. As the human subject has 
become an object, so too do the objects 
become subjects; flattened to the same 
level of  subjectivity, each takes its turn 
as the subject of  the film. The effect 
recalls Sartre’s description of  nausea: 
the “in-itself” everyday objects oppress 
and apprehend humans with their 
pure existence and their resistance 
to being swallowed into meaning.14  

Embedded in the narrative of  
Early April is a series of  references to 
existentialist thought. For example, as 
the doll leaves his apartment he plunges 
his weightless body down the stairs 
like a feather from the sky, performing 
Heidegger’s idea of  the Verfallen: “Dasein 
has . . . fallen away from itself  as an 
authentic potentiality for Being its Self, 
and has fallen into the world.”15  The 
artist’s desk is stacked with such books 
as E. M. Cioran’s The Trouble with Being 
Born, Emile Durkheim’s Suicide, and 
Hannah Arendt’s The Human Condition, 
all further nods to existentialist 
thought. Then, in front of  this desk, 
the noticeably depressed protagonist 
abruptly deflates himself, in a literal 
and humorous image of  “the unbearable 
lightness of  being.” Seen through a 
sociopolitical lens, the personification 
of  the artist as a castrated, disposable, 
mass-produced sex doll humorously 
evokes an existential crisis with 
contemporary characteristics: as a 
symbolic commodity, it is a surplus 
and a lack at the same time. O’Brien’s 
video also implies a self-reflective 
critique of  the role of  the artist—
someone whose value is often denied 
in our culture and whose agency can 
become compromised in an industry in 
which the self  is regarded as capital. 

The Hand

While Early April highlights the 
repetitious circularity of  everyday life, 
exemplified by Sterling Ruby’s poster 
Sunrise Sunset above the artist’s bed, 
Whistling in the Dark (2013) presents a 
forwardness in the temporality of  being. 
In contrast to the idle human surrogate, 
the artist now renders himself  as a 
relentless hand that keeps pushing 
itself  toward a future. The character 
(i.e., the hand) represents a Sartrean 
being-for-itself  that is highly aware 
of  and tenaciously countervails its 
given conditions—namely, gravity and 
darkness.16  Tasked with the arduous 
duty of  dragging an overwhelming 
sack toward an arbitrary finish line, 
the protagonist is reminiscent of  
Sisyphus and evokes Samuel Beckett’s 
famous quote “I can’t go on, I’ll go on.”17  
Yet it demonstrates a Heideggerian 
“resoluteness,” a commitment to 
its project and thus, in a sense, to 
taking ownership of  its life.18 

As the film slowly and painfully 
progresses, the viewer becomes invested 
in the tension between colossal effort 
and potential resolution. However, 
while their expectations are never 
fulfilled—as Godot never comes, what 
is beyond the horizon in Whistling in 
the Dark remains unknown—the film 
ends with a twist: the artist retracts his 
hand, throws off  the baggage that has 
been concealing him, and crosses the 
street into the night a free man. This 
gesture of  abandoning the external body 
can be interpreted in numerous ways. 
From an existential-phenomenological 
standpoint, the sack represents the 
corporeality of  being or the being-in-
itself. As Sartre says, for one to achieve 
self-transcendence, the “for-itself” 
must be brought out by the internal 
“nihilation” of  the “in-itself” upon which 
it depends.19  On the other hand, from a 
Marxist standpoint, the sack symbolizes 
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the laborer role that one takes on in 
the late-capitalist market. Thus, this 
gesture of  self-liberation epitomizes 
Herbert Marcuse’s assertion in One 
Dimensional Man: “If  the individual were 
no longer compelled to prove himself  on 
the market, as a free economic subject 
. . . the individual would be liberated 
from the work world’s imposing upon 
him alien needs and alien possibilities. 
The individual would be free to exert 
autonomy over a life that would be his 
own.”20  Furthermore, that the artist 
runs into the darkness is representative 
of  the idea that the post-capitalist future 
is completely unknown; for the artist—a 
product and object of  this economic 
system—to imagine a world beyond 
capitalism is shrouded in darkness.

 
As Early April and Whistling in the 

Dark represent the ontological being-in-
itself  and being-for-itself  respectively, 
O’Brien’s intention here goes beyond the 
illustration of  their duality to address 
alienation. Far from the Greek ideal 
of  Kosmos—a perfectly ordered and 
harmonious place21 —the world in both 
films is depicted as an utterly isolating 
place in which individuals manifest 

conspicuous anxieties. The problems of  
excessive labor and the precariousness 
of  the creative class contribute to the 
characters’ estrangement, yet the 
culprits are complicit. Thus the question 
arises: is alienation an ontological 
condition of  being-in-the-world? 
As Heidegger argues, it is through 
one’s projects that the world takes on 
meaning—what he calls the acts of  
“building” and “dwelling”22 —yet the 
world retains its otherness, and thus can 
come forth as utterly alien, unheimlich, 
with the strangeness of  a world in 
which one precisely does not feel “at 
home.”23  Or, is alienation a result of  our 
political and sociological realities in 
neoliberal capitalism, an era that David 
Harvey posits is defined by “universal 
alienation”?24  Colliding fiction and 
reality, Early April and Whistling In the 
Dark are poignant autobiographical 
allegories that induce fascinating 
interpretations of  the unbearable 
“lightness” and “heaviness” of  being. 

Liam O’Brien, Whistling in the Dark (2013),  HD single-channel video, 4:50 min, courtesy of the artist


