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In the Eye of the Storm

“Sensory Hacking” at ZHdK: Looking back at three Workshops and a
Symposium

Barbara Villiger Heilig

Towards transdisciplinary cooperation

The Toni Campus is better than its reputation. Is it as impersonal, anonymous,
and cold as often lamented? Well, only at first sight. If one spends a while in the
entrance hall at one of the coffee tables, it doesn’t take long until familiar faces
show up. The coffee bar is a genuine networking point. “It's like Facebook live”,
a young musician friend remarks (she’s arranged to meet a pianist for a
rehearsal). Shortly afterwards, one of the Design Museum’s curators walks past.
She gives me a private tour of the Open Exhibitions Division down in the
basement, where | also get an insight into the theatre workshops. What an
efficient place this is for social and cultural updates.

But is it also efficient for teaching? At its new Toni Campus, ZHdK has gathered
its various disciplines, previously scattered across town, on one site to promote
transdisciplinary cooperation among students and — ideally — to provide the
emergence of new forms of art with the necessary space. Does this work? If so,
how? If not, why not?

To explore such questions, the Department of Cultural Analysis, headed by
Christoph Weckerle, organized a three-part further education event (as a joint


/events/
/events/strategic-workshops/

venture of CreativeEconomies ZHdK, RISE Management Innovation Lab,
University of St. Gallen, and the Critical Thinking Initiative of the ETH Zdrich).
Launched in 2015 with the “Leonardo Express”, an event focused on
digitization, the series will conclude in 2017 with a seminar on “The Future of
Judgment.” These two events framed “Sensory Hacking,” three workshops held
from 8-11 November 2016 that ended with a symposium “on art and strategy
relating to the future of higher art education.”

Created by Serge von Arx, a qualified architect, stage designer, and head of
scenography at the Norwegian Theatre Academy/OQstfold University College
(NTA), Fredrikstad, who worked as a guest curator in Zurich, “Sensory Hacking”
aims to subvert strategies designed on the drawing board through sensory-
pragmatic action or rather to anticipate such strategies. In ZHdK’s case, though,
the building itself can be seen as a strategy. It calls upon the various arts to
draw closer. Literally, spatially: why not merge to create a total work of art if

distance is suspended?




Exploring new strategies

A brief review of the beginnings of “Sensory Hacking”: In April 2016, Serge von
Arx was invited to “hack” the Toni Campus with his students because the
strategy devised for the building didn’t seem to be working out as planned.
Future artists usually avoid transcending the confines of their disciplines.
Deploying small interventions, the Norwegians hence sought to pierce the
existing boundaries. They exploded the hortus conclusus of the

Department of Music by channeling the sounds emerging from instrumental
lessons into the staircases and corridors: suddenly these otherwise empty
spaces became filled with sound. Colorful wooden elements were positioned in
the cascade, the monumental central staircase whose potential as a meeting
place had barely been exploited thus far: now, passers-by began sitting on the
stairs, picnicking and chatting.

These were merely two examples, among many others, that revealed that a
dynamic can by all means be orchestrated. Or, put differently, that various
subjects and disciplines are very much inclined to actively take notice of each
other and to communicate — provided the circumstances are favorable.
(Unfortunately the Norwegian interventions were swiftly removed after von Arx
and his students had returned home and hence remained largely
inconsequential.)



