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SIMON DENNY: Frankly, [ haven’t really speculated about blackouts that much before...
HITO STEYERL: Me neither. My thoughts have primarily been about electricity cuts.
Inearly 2022, with the full-scale invasion of Ukraine, | began to wonder whether black-
outs might occur. Inthe end, there weren’t any here, but the dependency on fossil fuels
became very palpable, as did the very real possibility of blackouts. Until then, had only
experienced themin placeslike Beirut, where they were a scheduled, almost mandatory
partof dailylife. Since then, however, the prospect of blackouts has become a tangible
reality for me.

SD: Yeah, I think this reading of blackouts suggests a kind of material definition

for how we might think about infrastructural systems, and maybe that’s where our

interests connect.

Ionce presented an exhibition at MONA - Museum of Old and New Art, the private mu-

seum established by David Walsh, a gambling mathematician. Walsh made his fortune

byidentifying and exploiting vulnerabilities in gambling systems worldwide. He lives

onapeninsulain Tasmania, above the Museum he has excavated into the ground, like

abunker, its architecture still bearing the raw traces of that process.

The exhibition I made there, Mine, brought together different scales of extraction,

modelling them through games and AR. It was about making visible parts of systems Hito Steyerl, Mechanical Kurds, 2025

that usually remain hidden, challenging the supposed ephemerality or virtuality of (still) the artist © the artist/ VG Bild-

networks as they’re often framed. In this sense, a blackout becomes a kind of proof of =~ Kunst, Bonn 2025

the materiality of networks, with limits and complexity.
HS: Yeah, it’s a kind of system failure. It made me think of something I saw in Australia
too, in this remote place called Coober Pedy. There was wild opal mining going on there,
where people were digging their own holes, handling dynamite, just blowing up the silt.

SD: “Artisanal” mining... that’s the euphemism I've often heard for these kinds of

small-scale, almost amateur mining setups.
HS: Theyreally were “artisanal.” It looked like something out of the Bronze Age, hon-
estly. And of course, those pits would sometimes collapse on people. It was the most
individualized form of mining I've ever seen. It reminded me of the early days of the
internet, when you could still mine things for yourself.

SD: Kind of like early crypto, when it still made sense to mine Bitcoin on a regular

desktop PC. When did you first come across Bitcoin?
HS: Good question. I think it was around 2016.
I’d always been interested in the theoretical side of it, but the practical part only really
started for me in 2016.

SD: And what would be the difference between theory and practice in what you were

attracted to?
HS: Well, you know, the theoretical side was really about reading the white paper. I
think the original Bitcoin white paper was titled Bitcoin: A Peer-to-Peer Electronic Cash
System. It used a completely different vocabulary about being open-source, horizontal,
decentralized, and so on. But that whole language has more or less vanished since.

SD: Yeah. Actually, Ben Vickers’s occasional publishing house even printed a version of

the Bitcoin white paper, with an introduction by Jaya Klara Brekke. Around that time,

I'was also reading her work, looking for a deeper political and historical context. She

wrote an influential thesis covering this: Disassembling the Trust Machine, Three Cuts

onthePolitical Matter of Blockchain. What I wonder is the continuities and discontinu-

ities between then and now, between the theoretical and the practical. Becausein some

ways, the seeds of what Bitcoin later became were already present in the white paper.
HS: Absolutely. The encryption, the anonymity, the supposed untraceability of trans-
actions, all of that.

SD: And then there’s the more zoomed-out idea of trying to solve social problems

through technical fixes, right?
HS: Absolutely. Automating trust.

SD: That still seems important to many of the people who are enthusiastic about it to-

day, though maybe in different configurations. The idea that you can invent a system

thatis entirely technically defined, which then functions as asocial tool and effectively

short-circuits an existing system that lacks the efficiencies of software-based solutions,

atleast within a particular narrow band...Ithink people are just as convinced of that

now as they were when Bitcoin was first launched, perhaps even more so.
HS: Yeah. There are always new ones being ingested into the machinery. But back then,
there was also something called LETS, Local Exchange Trading Systems. I don’t know
if you remember those? It was a community-based currency initiative, theoretically
developed in Japan.
SD: Not sure...
HS: It was basically the idea of community bonds in the form of smalllocal currencies.
And in my view, these were all predecessors to the creation of crypto as a technical
system, but they also vanished.
SD: I also think those predecessors are
reallyinteresting, like E-gold. When I met
Peter Thiel, he told me about it. Apparent-
ly, the early PayPal team was interested

Simon Denny, Ascent Above the Nation  in E-gold and even got involved with it in

State Board Game Display Prototype, some official capacity. But certain uses of

2017 Photo: Nick Ash Courtesy: the E-gold triggered a major pushback from

artist and Michael Lett, Auckland government authorities, which led the
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whole PayPal crew to distance themselves from virtual currencies in the years that
followed. He said this made him much more hesitant when Bitcoin emerged and was
therefore relatively “late” to get involved in crypto.
HS: I'mjust abit worried thisis turning into an interview about Peter Thiel now, but...
was that a formal interview, or more of an informal conversation you had with him?
SD: No, no, it was casual. In 2017, 1 did an exhibition in New Zealand called 7%e Found-
er’s Paradox, a series of sculptures modelled after board games. They tried to distill
the intellectual and political cloud surrounding Thiel’s context, built entirely from
third-party information, basic online research, and even just Google searches. At
the time, he was very present in the news in New Zealand. He had entered an investor
program for gaining citizenship status and bought property, which many people there
didn’t look upon favorably.
His visibility coincided with research I was doing into startups. I'd noticed that tech
entrepreneurs were occupying Berlin in ways similar to artists. And on every startup
desk, from Berlin to Beijing to Auckland, I kept seeing a copy of Thiel’s Zero fo One.1felt
Ineeded more context. The exhibition became a way of mapping what I could about his
philosophical and political interests. It contrasted his position with another text, Max
Harris’s The New Zealand Project, which focused on indigenous models of governance  gimon Denny, Ascent Above the Nation
and redistribution... something more “progressive.” State Board éame Display Prototype
About amonth into the show, Peter turned up at the exhibition in Auckland. 'vedone 5997 (detail) Photo: Nick Ash Courtes’y:
a lot of work about prominent business figures and companies, and usually they’re  {he artist and Michael Lett. Auckland
disinterested or even hostile.I once got an official cease-and-desist request from Sam- ’
sung for an exhibition about their corporate myths. But Peter responded differently.
He spent a long time in the venue and even left his contact details. I reached out, he
replied almostimmediately, and he remarked on the “incredible amount of detail.” He
also said that I seemed “not very optimistic about cyber libertarianism,” and that he
was rather more optimistic about it, but he “could be wrong”...
HS: That’s great detail.
SD: Totally, I was amazed. And then he said that if I ever wanted to “compare notes,”
he’d be open to a chat. I found that far too interesting not to follow up. As it happened, I
was going to San Francisco for a show, and Thiel Capital was based there atthe time, soI
stopped by his offices. They were in the same building as Lucasfilm. Amusingly, you were
greeted at the entrance by a statue of Darth Vader. I was basically unprepared. I didn’t
reallyknowwhatto expect,and I was a bit caught off guard. I asked him questions about
New Zealand and about crypto. At the time, it felt like there were so many possibilities. His
answers were detailed and generous. And that’s when we ended up talking about E-gold.
HS: ... you could have been JD Vance, with just a little twist of destiny.
SD: Hahaha... right. I think somebody who was clearer about their own ideas might
have taken a different path with that opportunity. I didn’t really know what to do with it.
HS: It’s almost a shame, though...
SD: At the time, following up on that would have felt quite transgressive in the art
world I was part of. Now, though, there’s practically an entire art world around that
conversation. It’s different. I'd find far more people in those circles with connections
back into the broader art world. There’s even this whole kind of “downtown” scene...
HS: Apparently, there’s been an H&M, Dimes Square T-shirt edition!
SD: Oh, hahah. I guess with the political regime in the US as it is, it makes sense that
these mainstreaming forces are at play. It makes sense there’d be an opportunity there.
HS: Do they have infrastructure yet? I mean infrastructure in the sense of a market
system. Are there galleries? Is there some kind of critical apparatus?
SD: Ithinkinthe younger LES art world, which has of course been around for decades,
those circles seem very intertwined. You're just as likely to bump into someone polit-
ically conservative or merely curious about these worlds as you are someone liberal.
It’s also hard to tell what’s genuine conviction and what’s just mimetic vibe-casting. In
that sense, transgression seems fashionable. Punk-ish, almost a Who Killed Bambi or
Sid Vicious kind of vibe, alibidinal pleasure in confounding expectations. Placeslike
Sovereign House are pretty well known for this kind of performance.
HS: Oh, I did not know it.
SD: It’s a grungy basement space on East Broadway, a block or so east from Reena
Spaulings. On the wall there you might see the book 77%e Sovereign Individual, publica-
tions by Passage Press like Curtis Yarvin’s books. Passage even threw a party for the
Trump inauguration in Washington with the Milady people. This is all sort of floating
around downtown as a Semiotext(e) or e-flux might have been in previous decades. It’s
complicated for me. These are not my politics, but I think these worlds are important.
Milady etc. are really innovative, one of the most interesting things to come out of NFTs
in terms of new formats for culture.
I'was justreading this book, Exocapitalism: economies withabsolutelynolimits by Marek
Poliks & Roberto Alonso Trillo, which Ithink opens up some language to describe what
might be happening. For me it joins some dots, and it productively meets the intellectual
worlds like those around the Thiel-verse. I just read a great section suggesting how
one canread SaaS as amodel for contemporary social and political dynamics. In their
words: “the way that the critical apparatus tends to think about capitalismiswrongand Hito Steyerl, Babenhausen 1997, 1997
it should be amended, full stop. The Marvel Cinematic Universe theory of capitalism (still) © the artist / VG Bild-Kunst, Bonn
as auniversal bogeyman is wrong. It doesn’t help us to intentionalize an introverted, 2025 Still © the artist Courtesy: the art-
ambivalent multi-scalar fractalizing machine as some kind of monster, and it doesn’t  ist, Andrew Kreps Gallery, New York and
help us to suffer illusions about our own respective capacities.” Esther Schipper, Berlin/Paris/Seoul
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Ash Courtesy: the artist and Michael
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Stills © the artist Courtesy: the artist,
Andrew Kreps Gallery, New York and
Esther Schipper, Berlin/Paris/Seoul

HS: Let’s talk about this book! It gave me hundreds of new ideas, especially about art,
even though that’s not its main topic. One of the core arguments is that traditional
production and value creation have been superseded by financial operations based
on volatility. Simply put, price goes up, price goes down, and that movement itself be-
comes the engine of value. On contemporary markets, profit can be made regardless
of direction, up or down doesn’t matter.

This also means that concepts like efficiency, productivity, and much of traditional
optimization become obsolete. The creation of “value,” in capital’s sense, is driven by
sheer movement (volatility) often modelled in finance through Gaussian noise, es-
sentially a proxy for chance. So, work and labor are displaced by disruption, arbitrary
shifts, and the production of chance.

‘What emerges is a gap (arbitrage) that can be monetized and exploited. This gap is
puredifference, and capital, which the authors describe as a kind of replicant program
akintoviral DNA, reproduces itself by feeding on these differences. This is why capital
tends (without any intentionality) to expand the surface area of everything, rendering
it porous, irregular, and exploitable, like an open-world terrain. Anything turnsintoa
fractal Mandelbrot surface with near infinite complexity going down. The more terrain
and differentiation there is, the more opportunity to create value. Like in those Coober
PedyBronze Age mines, where basically every surfaceis infinitely complex and twisted
and crooked and provides maximum surface to find and extract opal.

Ithink for art there are several paths to explore from here.

Number one: what happens to art, iflabor in the traditional sense becomes more and
more obsolete and with it the realm of social reproduction to which culture belongs?
It means that many of the economic metrics that art is quantified with become mean-
ingless. Labor doesn’t matter, but neither do productivity, quantity, or efficiency, the
metrics of cultural industries. The only thing that matters in this new paradigm is its
volatility value, and this is something we have been witnessing a lot around scandals,
flame wars, platform polarization, etc. The creation of fissures, splits, cuts, and other
kinds of volatility opportunities is basically the new engine of value creation and has
become its own kind of performance art, which needs to be objectively addressed as
such, meaning in a non-moralist way. Whether its style is hypernihilist, as from the
extremeright, or hypermoralist, as from the extreme mainstream. Both transgressive
chainsaw and rightwing dada and moralist shitstorm create volatility. The creation
of polarization is a hyperefficient way to maximize minable surface area, by creating
gushing wounds in the landscape like a massive caterpillar. The chainsaw is a tool to
create maximum volatility, polarization to ramp up difference. It relates to the imag-
inary of cuts, and austerity. For this type of cut to be efficient, it cannot be clean or
surgical. It needstobeasjagged as possible. So from the point of view of volatility, both
extreme liberal mainstream and extreme right do the job, they create difference for
capital to reproduce itself on. There is a new kind of volatility labor emerging, which
has some overlap with performance art. Trillo and Poliks describe a sort of extractivism
of artificial difference as volatility.

Number two: in machine-learning-based image production, the main “raw” material
is Gaussian noise, which gets basically algorithmically distilled, reverse-engineered
and processed. You start from a technical proxy, a stand-in for chance (pure chance
is very hard to produce, but one can get approximations). This is your infrastructure
in Al image production. Operations that are aligned with financial formulas (like
the famous derivative formula Black-Scholes, for example, which also uses noise as a
stand-in for change over time). What does this tell us about image and art production,
if its infrastructure leaves the realm of either artisanry or factory and aligns itself
with the mode of production of casino, volatility, entropy, thermodynamics, and the
exploitation of chance and differentials?

The novelty is that we are talking about a machine-learning-based automation of
chance, a sort of divination on steroids, a Mallarmé-bot, a Mecha Symbolism.
Number three: if the exploitation of differences (something related to Derridean dif
férance as authors suggest) is capital’s main operation, one can extrapolate a number
of protocols to make it more difficult for it to operate. Which is to reduce surface area
and individual differentiation, so algorithmic operation cannot encroach on it. Which
is to become blank, expressionless, flat-surfaced, like a mirror sphere or an egg. As
generic as possible, as illegible. Refuse outrage. Be the noise, not the signal. This is
certainly not the only possible way to lessen exposure, just the first to come to my mind.
Itisalsoawayto rethink terms like privacy, opacity, encryption, or complexity in a new
way. I think authors would argue that this is wrong for anumber of reasons, primarily
because it is not their priority to prevent the operation of capital in the first place or
they are indifferent towards it. This is a productive point to discuss.

There would be lots of ways to also expand the theses of that book. It’s also very well
written!

SD: Totally. It was a relief for me to have

thingsreframed in ways that felt closer to what we see today.Iread itas asort of lyrical
polemic (which seems to be how you’re responding to it also).

Toyourthreeideas forart...Iagree... outrage and disagreement production as “volatil-
ity opportunity performance,” and a way of creating artistic value is almost a standard
format by now. It’s good to be explicit about that. Ben Horowitz and Marc Andreessen
recently described Trump’s rhetorical style as “high drama,” and that the kinds of
ways he produces value, in their assessment, are extrapolated from his experience in
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reality television and wrestling, where contriving conflict for value is key. Poliks &
Trillouse aterm, “nam-shub” from the Neal Stephenson novel Snow Crash, to describe
something like this too. They say: “A nam-shub is a speech with magical force. The
closest English equivalent would be ‘incantation,” but this has a number of incorrect
connotations.” The term could very well describe the polemic, animated political style
of Trump, Mussolini, etc.
Related to this, there’s an entertaining suggestion in your third idea for art, an idea for
resisting thislogic. That one could undermine or become invisible in an art field (or any
other field, I guess) primed for value-creation-through-volatility-induced-arbitrage-op-
portunites by simply being boring is hilarious. What would a boringness-protest be
and look like? I agree that Poliks & Trillo might not be interested in formulating such
potential strategies of opposition (they may not see the point), but I like your suggestion
of a kind of boringness Autonomia-successor. Imagine upsetting the “lift-stream” by
being inefficient in the only way possible... a weaponized “basic-ness.” Hahah.

HS: Oh, I love the “boring autonomia”...

autonomia noiosa! Or just some literal

Hito Steyerl, Normality 1-X,1999-2001
© the artist / VG Bild-Kunst, Bonn 2025
Still © the artist Courtesy: the artist,
Andrew Kreps Gallery, New York and
Esther Schipper, Berlin/Paris/Seoul

coolness and detachment to set off all the heat, rage, and entropy value engine. Being
just friendly and encouraging as some kind of countermining. It’s a kind of strike in
relation to volatility labor. Also, the nam-shub is very literally a prompt, an operative
speech act. And it’s about a battle of incantations; everything is being prompted all at

once, but the question is which speech acts can be backed up by real power.

SD: Right. To your second point, the similarities between randomness generators in
finance and casino mechanisms and in generative models, gesturing perhaps to these
sites of artistic production being native to these logics, have shownup in art-like things
already for me. What’s most effective, most innovative in the NFT art world, particu-
larly during “up” cycles like 2021’s bull market, was the recognition that speculation
itself was the medium.

A good NFT was an NFT where the price went up. Groups formed around NFTs were
able to issue their own speculative asset for describing their enthusiasm financially.
All my attempts at clever conceptual art as NFTs paled in comparison to the truly
speculative PFPs that dominated the market of that period: Cryptopunks, Bored Apes,
and, as mentioned above, Miladys. Even today’s “Gay NFTs,” as they’re called, with their
associated meme coins and Solana derivatives, still feel like they’re a bit nostalgic for
the heady speculative upsides of yesteryear, and suggest that it’simpossible to replace

this value-stamp with any other metric.

HS: I thought Loot was incredible, but impossible to intentionally manufacture. A
feral game that, in a way, was also art resistant, which is also great. This energy has
beenre-territorialized and captured through Magacoin projects and some strands of
experience marketing.

Whichleads me to the cultural formations of the cultural mainstream Right, whatever
isemerging. Trad accelerationist, new Futurist, you know? And also, these weird cross-
overs arereallyinteresting. I think this is why I was really so excited about you harking
back to Futurism, for example, because I see some real resonances, you know? And I
wonder what we can learn from the Inter-War period, the zoth century? But also, what
arethe cautionarytales from that period? But it’s very difficult for me to grasp because
these are things that emerge in a way very fluidly and it’s very hard for me to evaluate
them. But I think, you know, at the core, I'm still a kind of documentary journalist. I
want to step into a situation, approach it in a reportage-like way, expose myself to it,
and see what Ilearn, because there’s always something in it that I didn’t know before.

SD: IthinkIalways find the evaluative step the hardest one. Sometimes I think I have
an instinct to stop short of the evaluation.

HS: It’salso the safe part, the evaluation. Because when you go out and expose yourself,
it can feel awkward. You’re vulnerable to some degree.

SD: That’s interesting, because I actually see the evaluative part as the more dangerous
bit. That’s when you risk polarizing people’s opinions...

HS: As a consequence, yes, but as an activity, I find it the safer part.

SD: In a talk earlier this year, you drew a connection between second-wave Futurism
(or Aeropittura) and contemporary “Italian Brain Rot” memes, right? I suppose anyone
looking into the history of modernism and technology ends up with Futurism, since it
was so wildly enthusiastic about technology. But as tech politics have shifted rightward,
Ibecame more interested in tracing its history.
Andreessen Horowitz, for instance, used to signal quite broadly, like Meta or Google
once did, positioning themselves in a big-tent liberal frame. You could find right-lib-
ertarians there, sure, but also voices that spoke the language of liberalism. Marc An-
dreessen himselflong struck me asless overtly partisan than Peter Thiel. But with the
Techno-Optimist Manifesto, he not only leaned explicitly to the right but also invoked
Marinetti as a model for engaging with technology. That was followed by a strong
endorsement of Trump in 2024.
From there, I turned to the vast literature on Futurism, especially Giinter Berghaus’s
Futurism and Politics (1996), which I cited in the talk at the conference Art in the Age
of Average. The new Al-thoritarians in June. The book maps the political trajectory of
the Futurists, their proximity to Fascism, and their embeddedness with Mussolini.
It’s fascinating, especially given how many of them started as socialists or anarchists,
frustrated by what they saw as the failures of internationally integrated liberalism in
late 1gth- and early 2oth-century Italy.

SIMON DENNY +HITO STEYERL
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They were young, creative, and transgressive, working with parody, over-affirmation,

shock, spectacle. They embraced disruption for its own sake, even violence, which

they framed as a force of renewal. That was the cultural climate from which Futur-

ism emerged. And reading about it now, it felt strangely familiar. The same kind of

transgressive energy I see circulating in certain contemporary right-wing online

communities.
HS: Additionally, there is this type of automation going on underneath, I would say
automated transgression. And this not only ties in with Futurism, which is, of course,
averyimportant legacy, but also with Dadaism, with the destruction of meaning.

SD: Yeah, right. That was also similarly negatively transgressive, right?
HS: Yeah, transgressive in different directions. But the idea of destroying language,
that’s also been co-opted by the right wing. Basically, the notion that words don’t mean
anything anymore, that they could mean anything or nothing atall. It’s about disrupt-
ing the social conventions around language.

SD: Yes, misused on purpose.
HS: Yeah. It’s an interesting tension. On the one hand, the nam-shub (a total speech
act where meaning and power converge). On the other hand, the absolute impotence
of language (words that signify nothing, have no effect, a magician whose spells fail).
Automation underlies both, organizing them in a factory-like fashion. Thatlogicis very
closeto Futurism, where machinic elements coalesced in the figure of the airplane, the
pilot, the rocket, forms directly tied toItalian colonial warfare in Libya and Abyssinia.
They were among the first to deploy aerial bombs, even poison gas. Futurism leaned
hard into that legacy.

SD: Absolutely, yeah. In asimilar way,  see companies like Anduril leaning into these

kinds of language and images. There’s also something else that, for me, rhymes with

Futurism. A continuity between today’s transgressive cultural figures and the actors

at the very top of the political sphere in their tactics, their rhetoric, and the cultural

models they work with.

That connection feels more generative to think through right now than simply pointing

to authoritarian tendencies in political leaders. What strikes me instead is how the X

shitposter and the President of the United States seem to operate with a similar model

of how the ecosystem of attention, both in politics and in culture, actually functions.
HS: You know, a similar model of trying to transgress, mine difference, trying to troll,
hack and accumulate attention. That’s part of volatility labor, too.

SD: Exactly. Recognizing the value in the attention hack, but also enjoying the libid-

inal attraction of it too. I think the prominence and usefulness of terms like “vibes,”

that seem to capture something of what’s going on with that way of working, is key. It

isavery feelings-based, instinct-based, responsive kind of thing, rather than a grand

strategy planned and executed. It feels very reactive. It’s reactionary, of course, but it’s

also,Ithink, reactive.It only performsinrelation to whatever else is going on. Leverages

existing dynamics as those dynamics become mappable.

ButIalsothinkaboutanother thing. WhenIwas alsolooking into Dada,Icamebackto

an artist that I've been attracted to in other periods, for other reasons, who is Picabia.

His journey through Dadaism, through using the machinic, diagrams, etc., but later

leveraging pictorial forms that appropriated conservative visual language in the '30s

and ’40s. I am thinking of the work he made during the Vichy Regime, when he was

living in France, these kinds of chocolate box looking paintings that somehow seemed
tobe appropriating the language of totalitarian art of the time, as well as being this kind
of disruption of, and parody of, other more po-faced uses of modernism. Which became
an important touch point, seemingly, for like, painters in the 1980s, you know, the be-

Hito Steyerl, Factory of the Sun, 2015
© the artist / VG Bild-Kunst, Bonn 2025
Still © the artist Courtesy: the artist,
Andrew Kreps Gallery, New York and

ginning of the postmodern painting, Neo-expressionism. There was also a Buchloh’s  Esther Schipper, Berlin/Paris/Seoul
text, Parody and Appropriation in Francis Picabia, Pop and Sigmar Polke, around how
suspect Picabia was as a figure because of his seeming adjacencyto the regime during
the occupation of France. And myimage of him in very fast cars. I thought that there’s
something resonant there too, which is not
exactly Futurist, right? In Picabia there’s
adjacencies to Futurism, but it’s not the
same. It’s more removed, but it is, maybe
inaway that Futurismisn’t, moreironicin
tone, more flippant with the politics.
HS: Maybe precisely because it’s less aligned, it ends up being more potent?
SD: Yeah, right. And it certainly has been
influential in a different way, or seemingly
on different generations.
HS: Yeah. For me, mainly, it’s a surprise. I grew up thinking of Mussolini as a ridicu-
lous figure. Anytime Ilooked at him, he just seemed absurd. But now I can see how he
could have been taken seriously.
SD: Yeah, itdoeslook serious. Like amod-
el that is useful, right? For somebody...
HS: Yeah, exactly. And I didn’t expect that. It’s very surprising to be forced to almost
osmotically grasp the attraction of this kind of ridiculous, pathetic performance, be-
cause it’s backed by violence, with mobs ready to deploy.
Simon Denny, Output 0216, 2025 Photo:  SD: Yeah, actually, I didn’t grow up in
Nick Ash Courtesy: the artist and Krau- Germany. [ grewupin New Zealand. And
pa-Tuskany Zeidler, Berlin/Munich I think there’s a difference between your
194 CURA.45

experience in education and mine. If you’re German, looking at World War Il and Fas-
cist-adjacent history, l imagine the relationship is very different from the way I see it.
HS: Yeah.I mean, basicallyall of Europe-
an art history from that period, I guess?
SD: Right. I assume you did some kind of artistic education?
HS: No, I was at film school.
SD: How was Futurism taught or was it taught at all?
HS: No, it wasn’t.
SD: That’s interesting. Was Dada taught?
HS: Yeah, Dada was taught more. I think
because it was considered more progres-
sive, which I'm not entirely sure was right.
Well, in parts, it was a very diverse move-
ment. ButIshared the general enthusiasm
for Dada, precisely because of its disrup-
tive attitude. Now, though, I see that dis-
ruption in a new light.
SD: Yeah. But again, to flip that on its head, if disruption today is most effectively
leveraged in the service of something resonant with a Trump-like project, then what’s
the opposite of disruption? That’s something I find difficult to think about politically.
HS: Absolutely, yeah.
SD: It’slike does that make me conservative if 'm rooting for a continuity of liberalism,
even as it’s falling apart?

Simon Denny, Dungeon map 7: Anduril
Industries ‘Fight Unfair’ advertisement,
2024 Photo: Nick Ash Courtesy: the
artist and Petzel Gallery

HS: No, no. You can’t do that. One cannot go back.

SD: Exactly, you can’t. But then how does one proceed? By disrupting more?
HS: How about some kind of de-disruption? It would have to be a kind of sublation. It’s
funny, if you translate from German, Aufhebung means both lifting and cancelling.
If you apply that to exocapitalism, the idea of “lift” gains a new dimension. A lift that
is also a dump, a nose-dive. A disruption not simply negated in the form of repair, but
mediated differently, on another, more complex level. For example by negating volatility
labor, and recreating its form.

SD: It makes me think of when I went to Russia a few times, before it became the other

side of a war. One visit was for the Moscow Biennale, which I think maybe only hap-

pened twice? It was around the same time Rem Koolhaas was starting Strelka, which

Benjamin Bratton later carried on. It was that moment when oligarch capital seemed to

beinvesting in the international art world, trying to host it there. The Garage Museum

was founded then, too.

I didn’t really understand what was going on at the time, but what I did notice going

in and out of Moscow was Russia Today advertising in the airports. I was struck by the

messaging, this “Question Everything” language.
HS: Yeah. That happened in the Yugoslav wars as well. From there, Tudmanization of
the world took place, and also MiloSevic-ization.

SD: So, these disruption tactics were already being deployed by what I would say are

similar politics. That Vladislav Surkov idiom, Nothing Is True and Everything Is Possible.

Peter Pomerantsev’s books describe that attitude, which was cultivated and scaled in

the 199o0s. That Russia Today ad was my first encounter with that tone.

And then there’s WikiLeaks. What did that really do politically, looking back? At the

time, I was excited about Julian Assange. In 2015, when we both did the Venice Biennale,

one of my focuses was the amazing Snowden leaks through WikiLeaks. But now, what

does Snowden signify from today’s perspective? He ended up comfortably absorbed

by Russia.

The Assange project, one could say, ultimately served...
HS: ... Trump, definitely.

SD: Exactly. And I'm pretty sure that’s not what those actors thought they were doing  Hito Steyerl, Animal Spirits, 2022 © the

at the time. It wasn’t the messaging I heard then. But this notion of disruption, being  artist / VG Bild-Kunst, Bonn 2025 Still

transgressive, going against the State, exposing parts of it, ended up politically serving © the artist Courtesy the artist, Andrew

Trump’s rise and Putin’s world. Kreps Gallery, New York and Esther
HS: Yeah, I think in the end they profit Schipper, Berlin/Paris/Seoul
more, because they have the muscle. Not just the pose or the posture, but the ability to
follow through. They usually also have institutions, militias, museums, and whatnot.

SD: But the liberal apparatus had all of those things as well, right?
HS: True, but it also had contradictions. Its opponents weren’t burdened with things
like the rule of law, democracy, and equality. Liberals had to observe at least some of
their own rules, which created insurmountable contradictions. Reactionaries, on the
other hand, make a point of not observing their own rules. Rules are for losers. So, no
contradictions or at least fewer.

SD: Exactly. That’s the thing aboutliberalism. If you claim to be arules-based system,

you have to follow the rules.
HS: Atleast to some degree, yeah.

SD: Or atleast pretend to, to remain rhetorically consistent. Whereas in this emergent

worldview, consistency doesn’t matter. One disruption can always be replaced by an-

other, and the momentum that creates becomes power. But then again, in modernism,

the conventional role of the artist was to disrupt, to challenge. So if disruption is the

most useful tool for this world, how do you avoid becoming Assange or Snowden? I

know that’s not the scale we’re working on, but still...
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HS: Right. But then, on the other hand, how do you avoid becoming a tribalist who
just forsakes the contemporary world and retreats into premodern times? Or to make
it more complicated, how to adapt to newly premodern times without becoming a
tribalist?
SD: Yeah. I find that idea very unattractive.
HS: Same. I don’t see the point. It’s not that I find it dangerous per se, but so many op-
tions get lost in the stone age, cancer research, astrophysics, you know...
SD: Exactly. Thisis whyIthink one has to meet the contemporary. For me, that comes
back to what I described earlier as your methodology. You have to encounter the new,
get to know it. And to do that, you have to use the system, be inside the systems.
HS: Atleasttrytowitnessit, even if not fullyunderstand it, from a position, which may
or may not be in- or outside the system. At that point in time, at least it’s not clear, and
later it usually ends up being inside the system, but even that is very uncertain now.
SD: Right. Because if you diagnose too quickly, form a language of opposition before
you’ve even grasped what’s happening, as if you ever could totally understand, you risk
creating a false analysis. You might label something as an opposable phenomenon that
actually has nothing to do with reality, and waste all your energy fighting a phantom.
That’s why I felt one danger in the way the conference A7t in the Age of Average: the
Al-thoritarians was framed. The premise seemed to be: “Okay, these are AI author-
itarians, they’re all Fascists,” and then the critique focused on that as if we already
understood it. That risks missing the wood for the trees.
HS: I get you. But we still need to develop a vocabulary, through trial and error. We’re
not in the camp that enthusiastically labels everything Fascism. But we also know
something of that kind; many mutations or updates exist today, and they need to be
described.
SD: You know, I pay a lot of attention to the way technologists speak, what they focus
on, and when. You’ll hear someone like Andreessen say, “Oh, Kara Swisher missed
the point. She used to be a great journalist, but now she’s just calling us Fascists,” and
dismisses her. It’s not that he thinks there’s nothing to critique; it’s more that he thinks
she’s not even hitting the real thing worth critiquing. Whether Andreessen is orisn’t
this or that isn’t the point for me.
HS: Yeah, he’s not Mussolini. Not even Musk-olini.
SD: Exactly. He’s a contemporary formation; he cannot be Mussolini or Marinetti
either. The question is: why does he find Marinetti so compelling? That’s what opens
things up for me.
Especially if you take into account Marinetti’s whole package, his ties to Fascism in-
cluded.
I'was also around some Al people, another subset of the tech world, connected to Mi-
djourney.I knew some artists testing early prereleases in Discord, when “Midjourney”
was just an ad hoc name. There are transcripts of David Holz describing the tool as
he discovered it. Two of my favorite quotes: “If millions of people want to play with
Midjourney, the cultural force of that washes everything else away,” and “It’s not a
picture maker... it’s’l’ike saying Instagramis a filter app. This isanew mediumnoone Rito Steyerl, SocialSim, 2020 © the
really understands. : ™~y ; ;
That’s the thing about these technologists. They don’t really know what they’re building. %rttﬁé ;xgthgulftuensit:’ tlflznar:tzi’ gtzgnsj :.I,_I,’w
They’ve accepted that inevitability and are searching for language to describe it with Kreps Gallery, New York and Es,ther
whatever references they canreach for. My reading is that Andreessenis interested in Schipper Berlin/Paris/Seoul
Marinetti because it offers alanguage of disruption and energy to describe something ’
unknown but important. Of course, there are risks with that, but also opportunities.
Ifyou’re funding a weapons company, drawing on rhetoric that dignifies violence can
be very useful.
And here in Germany, we don’t have Anduril exactly (though it collaborates with Rhe-
inmetall), but we do have Helsing and Quantum Systems. What does it mean for these
companies to emerge here? I moved to a Germany that said: “We will never rearm,
because of our past.” But since Vance’s speech at the Munich Security Conference,
the cultural logic has flipped. Now it’s: “We were complacent, we should have led the
rearmament all along, we’re the wealthiest nation in Europe.”
And as someone who both fears Russia and lovesliving here, it’s complicated. Germa-
ny admitted many Ukrainian refugees, less so from elsewhere, but I teach amazing
Ukrainian artists working to support friends and family on the front lines. How does
one speak with them about weapons? These questions make me reflect on my own
relationship to this.
HS: Just recently, I overheard two Ger-
man software guys at arestaurant: “We’ve
been complacent too long, now we need
to rearm to fight the Mongol hordes, the
Russian Orcs.” That kind of rhetoric has
gone mainstream fast. From “don’t invest
in Rheinmetall” to “put all your money on
the horse that saves us from the Mongols.”
SD: Right. Germany is sliding into a kind of military Keynesianism. Rearmament is
even treated as a way to save the economy.
HS: Exactly. And Al industries areina Simon Denny, Output 1472, 2025
similar place, looking for that same mili- Photo: Nick Ash Courtesy: the artist and
tary Keynesianism. In the US, it’s always Michael Lett, Auckland
196 CURA.45

been tied to the military-industrial com-
plex. Germany wants back in.
SD: Right. One thing I've appreciated in Exocapitalism is the way it takes on Landian
perspectives, seeing capitalism as an agent with its own momentum. I also read Cute
Accelerationism by Amy Ireland and Maya B. Kronic, which describes this kind of
agency compellingly. The danger is that once you set up a military Keynesianism, it
exists like an algorithmic agent, with incentive structures that keep scaling, beyond
anyone’s control.
HS: Yes, this fortified, automated body, it
echoes the imaginaries of the 1920s, stan-
dardizing, militarizing, and fortifying
bodies, redistributing profit unevenly.
It’s frightening how quickly it has con-
quered the mainstream. It’s like a Thewe-
leit-Transformer-Anduril body, in auto-
mated operation.
SD: Exactly. Norms have shifted fast. Which brings us back to art. For me, my main

Hito Steyerl, Animal Spirits, 2022 © the
artist / VG Bild-Kunst, Bonn 2025 Still
© the artist Courtesy the artist, Andrew
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activity is making artworks and exhibitions. I’ve been creating these fake Futurist

paintings using robot-manipulated brushes to paint Al outputs trained on both defense

tech advertising and Futurist painting (Balla, Crali). The results mash those languages.

‘What Ifind compelling is the uncertainty. The images suggest wings, bombs, lines of

force, but also forms you can’t describe. There’s a resonance with both the known and

the unknown. It feels truer to today’s uncertainty than past works of mine that were

more diagrammatic, more top-down. This ambiguous language feels more alive to

the moment.
HS: I understand completely. My recent work, too, is more about following a process
without knowing where it ends, whereas earlier projects were about mapping and
orienting. Now it’s about following the thread through the labyrinth.

SD: Exactly. And what about your own artwork right now? Obviously, your discursive

and artistic practices overlap, but what are you working on?
HS:Idon’t... I mean, one work is just finished, so I feel 'm done with it.

SD: Yeah? And can you describe the process of making that?
HS: It was pretty long. I was looking for microworkers in Kurdish refugee camps in
Iraq. It took along time to find them.

SD: Yeah.Iimagine there was a lot of social work involved?
HS: Yeah. We found them, interviewed them. I eventually went there to see the circum-
stances under which machines are trained to see and recognize objects. And of course,
those same characteristics are immediately embedded into weapons systems that turn
against the same population. So, basically, the work was about that.

SD: Wow, yeah. And what did the artistic outputlooklike? What would the viewer see?
HS: A video installation. Kind of a documentary, but not only. Also very focused on
what they told us, their working conditions. I felt it was important not to assume but
listen. The descriptions were less terrible than dominant discourse makes them sound.
Shit pay, but no other jobs. That was the attitude.
ButIalso came across many anecdotes I couldn’t fit into the film. One worker told me
his drone was hijacked by the Turkish army because he launched it in a militarized
mountain area. They jammed the GPS and kidnapped the drone. So suddenly, he had
no drone.

SD: Unfortunate for him, but fascinating in terms of drone interception. That’s key to

contemporary warfare, right?
HS: Absolutely. Very common. Imagine the shelves of captured drones somewhere,
or maybe officers’kids get them as toys. These toy drones plucked from the sky, living
abducted lives. I found that super fascinating. All the films that could be edited from
the hostage micro SD cards inside.
Anotherthing I didn’tinclude. I visited a famous Neanderthal cave where 40,000 years
ago Neanderthals were buried with rituals, flowers. It’s spectacular, prime real estate of
the Paleolithic, the Trump Tower of its time. The cave was also used to survive Saddam’s
chemical warfare in the late ’8os.
Whenlarrived, rockets and RPGs were going off outside as the PK K was fighting in the
mountains. Inside the cave, it felt safe. No rockets, no drone surveillance. And it struck
me. This is the future. Retreating to a Neanderthal cave, a place beyond surveillance.
The future looks like a very ancient past. Not only in terms of the Stone Age, but also
rising water levels, climate shifts. What if that is our future?
SD: Yeah. This conception of cyclical time
appears...
HS: Exactly. It connects to what you said earlier. The world has shifted 180 degrees,
maybe not cyclical butin a spiral. You can’t use the language of transgression anymore.
Even criticism has become difficult. The futurelookslike the past,butin a proprietary
version you have to pay for. So how do you adapt to these rotations? How do you reorient
without becoming conservative in one way or another?
SD: Yeah. And how would you recognize
itif you did?

Simon Denny, SpaceX Dragon Moves HS: Mess.

to Pad, 2025 Photo: Nick Ash Courtesy: =~ SD: But that’s the thing. How do I even

the artist and Michael Lett, Auckland assess myself as a subject? I don’t know.
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I formed some idea of the kind of actor I am in the past, and I try to live up to that...
HS: But how can you stay similar to what
you once thought, when everything else
changes?

SD: Right. And is that even a useful guide?

And then these things that were hard to understand in the past, like, how does Mus-

solini start as the leader of a socialist magazine, and then suddenly becomes such an

effective authoritarian dictator who leverages the ridiculous? Ten or twenty years ago,
that seemed alien to me, something I didn’t recognize.
HS: To me, they didn’t seem alien, just
historical.
SD: Historical, yeah, that’s a better way to put it.
HS: I could see where people might be
going ten years from now by looking at
history, evenifthe directions are very dif-
ferent. ButI didn’t anticipate that I myself
would have to go through such transitions
ortheuncertainty and disorientation they
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bring. Looking at the past, you know the ending. From the other end, when you don't,

it feels dizzying and full of war.

SD: That’s why I've been drawn to Benjamin Labatut’s books, When We Cease to Un-
derstandthe World and The Maniac. They romanticize moments of technological emer-
gence, the experience of scientists and engineers like Shannon and von Neumann. A
critique could be that they still valorize singular geniuses, but they capture that chilling
unknown, the “other end” of history you just described. Before computing or nuclear
power were naturalized. Venkatesh Rao even called this a “Labatutian moment,” when
you experience unknowing in a profound way. That also reminds me of Mark Leckey’s
work. The world as a visceral, romantic unknown.

artists to do more alone? It can. I can al-
most replace technicians now. But it also
impoverishes imagination, because ideas
often come from banter, miscommunica-
tion, and jokes. Once I can vibe-code ev-
erything myself, that disappears. Things
become cheap and lonely.
SD: Right. That echoes what I've heard on A16Z pods. One host said LLMs cando alot,
but can’tlearn or adapt to his writing style. Something is missing. For us, that missing
piece can be productive. Failed prompts can open new directions, like Surrealist or
Dada chance methods.
HS: Hahahahaha.
SD: That’s the value of the system’s limits, recognizing you can’t replace what a team
gives you. It’s more than productivity exercises.
HS: It’s the watercooler conversations.
SD: Exactly. The offhand “how about this?” that leads to something. A different kind of
agency. Anyway, it’s striking how the tech conversation has shifted in just six months.
HS: So you think the “existential risk”
conversation is over?
SD: It'sbeendeleveraged, yes... whichisrelieving. The AI-Overlord talk felt nihilistic.
Now they’re treating Al as a tool again. Casado says, “These are technical systems.
Nothing magical, nothing religious.” I prefer that to “hallucination” metaphors.
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HS: But doesn’t the industry feel manic-depressive? Sometimes manic, sometimes

depressive. A bit unhinged.
SD: Yes. And that feels Futurist.

HS: The main question is where to go from here. How to keep going in this shifted
landscape. What does it mean to “keep going”? Do I need to keep anything?

SD: I don’t know either. My instinct is to meet and describe. To see if my words or art-

HS: In Labatut, unfortunately, as a science nerd,  already knew all the anecdotes. 'm
skeptical about the trend among some peers to “go back” to the Neolithic. I'd love to,
but it’s too late. We can’t go back. Instead, we need to actively move forward towards
a Neolithic. The question is how.

SD: It’s like turning away from the internet. Did that happen in the 'gos with artist

groups?
HS: No.NobodyIknew turned away from the internet. Everyone went, “Wow, finally!”
Attitudes toward technology were so different then.

SD: More optimism?
HS: Yeah, the bad things hadn’t happened yet.

SD: Interesting. | had a different impression. I started exhibiting in the mid-zoo00s,

when the internet was already embedded in the art world. Net art was past. My peers

making work about social media looked back at Net art as different. Post-internet art

was more ready to accept financial systems as sites of activity, something less visible

in’gos Net art. There was also a strong medium specificity then. Work had to be made

for abrowser to “qualify” as Internet art. We didn’t see it that way. Art fairs and objects

could also address the internet. That’s where my question comes from.
HS: It was all really pre-industry. Net art happened in the time of Yahoo, Internet
Explorer...

SD: Yeah, right. Explorer versus Netscape. Andreessen again. But the reason  mention

Net art is because it feels similar to today. Some artists want to pull away from Al, to

“goback.” My instinct is the opposite: to follow the dominant models as they scale, try

to understand them, and be alongside them. Not because smaller alternative stacks

have no value, but because their scale can’t compare. The cultural effects (shitposting

bots, language mutations) come from the big systems. Building smaller ones doesn’t

necessarily meet those effects. My instinctis to follow and describe the dominant ones,

though I wonder if that’s a mistake.
HS: I don’t know either. Building alternatives is part of the research. It’s a way of im-
mersing yourself.

SD: Yeah, right. It’s about understanding.
HS: You only really understand once
you'’re inside. That’s my rationale: praxis.

SD: Not building a “true alternative” to OpenAl, which is impossible.
HS: No. More like being in the engine
room, working with what’s in there.

SD: Exactly. I also follow the discursive production of the industry itself. Podcasts,

for instance. That’s where technologists publish. A16Z has produced consistently

high-quality podcasts. I was even on one in 2024 with Sonal Chokshi, their founding

editor. Since Erik Torenberg got involved, it’s become more politically consolidated.

Recently, Torenberg, Casado, and Srinivasan shifted from saying “AGI will take over,

only one winner, US or China” to asking, “Okay, what are these systems actually good

at?” The new consensus is that no single AI will master everything. It will augment Simon Denny, For What It’s Worth: Value

humans instead. Those with domain knowledge will leverage it best. That framingis Systems In Art Since 1960, installation

works resonate with the day. If not, try again.
HS: Same. Maybe I'm just a witness of our time. Reporting, producing testimony. Know-
ing it may sound ridiculous in ten years.
SD: Exactly. That’s where pop sensibility becomes useful. It was about witnessing, not
diagnosing.
HS: Or judging.
SD: Right. That’s part of Warhol’slongevity. Conservatives and critics alike find value
in his work. Descriptive, big-tent. A way of meeting the world.
HS: Yup.

rhetorically useful for them, but also true. When Iuse Al, my domain knowledge helps
me get better results.
HS: I was reminded of a question Mark
Spiegler asked us in Basel: Can Al enable
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