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Becoming Aquatic Eyewitness
— On the Collaborative Practice of Marjolijn Dijkman and Toril Johannessen
by Niekolaas Johannes Lekkerkerk

Let’s imagine that this text is written for an exhibition set at the twisted conjunction of 
an estuary, where a river meets the sea, or at a mangrove swamp, or, for that matter, at a 
flooded underground Miami car park temporarily inhabited by an octopus. Temporal 
insofar as a waterpump and a human techno-fix later the space was dried out, and the 
cephalopod inhabitant, with its proven adaptive qualities, would have found refuge 
elsewhere. The question remains whether this climatic event, caused by a sudden influx of 
a mixture between salt water from the sea and fresh water from the nearby swamp, was 
only incidental in nature. How a certain negligence could have allowed for this makeshift 
pool to take shape in these cultivated environs, previously solely inhabited by humans and 
domestic pets. And, beyond most of our figuring capacities, to what extent one might be 
able to determine the degree of relative sea level change from tasting the thin film of salty 
soil left to cover the surface of the car park floor after being drained.

These aforementioned words only do partial justice to the complex backdrop against 
which artists Marjolijn Dijkman and Toril Johannessen have recently formulated their 
collaborative practice. Sharing an interest in the domain of human perception and 
experience in close relation to the natural sciences, scientific methods and methodologies, 
the two have embarked on a series of project-based works revolving around the subject 
of brackish water in connection to our current climate regime. Brackish water is subject 
to a higher degree of salinity compared to fresh water, but less so than seawater. It often 
comes into being when these water streams meet, in swamps, lakes, lagoons, marches 
and deltas, estuaries, but equally the Black and Baltic sea are brackish. 

As an introduction to the subject of brackish water one could ascribe Liquid Properties 
(2018) as a seminal work in their joint endeavour. As a sculptural installation consisting of 
a diagrammatic patchwork of interlinking rods, the work presents a variety of glass bulbs 
containing water samples from different sources. Through magnifying lenses enclosed in 
the glass buoys, one could observe the development of natural processes in these 
samples, among the growth of algae, vegetation and other aquatic specimen like worms of 
shrimps, or detect a decline in biodiversity as the life force simply could not be contained 
any longer. Here it is interesting to think about the systemic nature of the installation, as if 
the glass bulbs would constitute the domains of a planetary system; seemingly self-
contained but at the same time subject to an overarching metabolism that would not allow 
life to be contained outside of these glass ecospheres.

In that sense one could arguably read brackish water as analogues to how anthropologist 
Elizabeth Povinelli writes about “geontopower,” defined as the intensifying contrasting 
components of nonlife (geos) and being (bios, ontology) within late liberalism. Among 
other positions, Povinelli exemplifies “geontopower” through the figure of the desert, as 
holding on the distinction between life and nonlife and dramatizing the possibility that life is 
always at threat from the creeping, desiccating sands of nonlife. Arguably one could read the 
figure of the desert as a more contemporaneous invocation of the canary in the coal mine.1 

In other words still, as the desert’s uprising through intensifying periods of drought is 
encroaching on life, the surge of brackish water could be seen as symptomatic of the 
current climate regime, with the accelerated mutation and degradation of aquatic 
environmental biodiversity caused by ocean acidification and sea level rise. 

In that, Dijkman and Johannessen could be seen as de facto investigators and hairsplitters 
of the composition of brackish water, with special attention to the plethora of 
microorganisms that inhabit these increasing brackish biotopes that tend to bypass the 
human sensorium altogether. Central to their collaborative practice is the film work
Reclaiming Vision (2018). Captured through a light microscope, the work presents a 
diverse range of microorganisms sampled from the brackish waters of the inner Oslo 
Fjord alongside cultivated algae. In that, the film extrapolates the different co-inhabitants 
of brackish water that are obscured from the range of human vision. Here, Dijkman and 
Johannessen, perhaps unnoticeably, shift the focus of the work moving from a loss of the 
documentary to its recovery in the key of fiction. Albeit resonating with the aesthetic of 
nature documentaries and the expectancy of scientific objectivity, the film is rather the 
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outcome of different sources of fieldwork compiled into a new fictitious patchwork of 
significations—one that is nonetheless mighty real and not less alarming in nature. This 
new patchwork of significations largely extends itself beyond the givenness of the source 
material presented in the film, as their work forms a subtle commentary on the traces left 
by human activity—which surely could be deduced by a trained eye capable of judging 
the composition of the brackish water samples—but is rather found in the disconnect 
between humans and the perception of their surrounding environment. 

A central axis within their thinking concerns the idea that for most humans the 
perceptual feedback loop does not come full circle. Here, climate deniers are less of a 
problem in their unwillingness to accord to the current climate regime than the majority 
of climate quietists. The latter category having seen climate effects being historicized 
before their eyes,  most often on the premise of scientific findings, but standing 
incapable in mobilizing their sense-awareness into the field of interagentivity.2 Even 
with the interposition of a scientific instrumentarium enabling us to see and rendering 
us perceptible to matters of concern—like the microscope—it still informs a tendency 
to contemplate observable phenomena from a detached position. The latter also being 
exemplified in the photographic series Aberrations (2018), zooming in on localized and 
global marine pollution, among microplastics, oil spills, or sediments of pigments from 
industrial waste. These images show aquatic life forms invisible to the human eye, yet 
highly affected by human activity. 

Both aforementioned work titles refer to the human scopic regime and the need for 
making reconnections on the level of a more conscious registration of matters of 
environmental concern. No longer through the registration of business as usual by 
resting all too comfortably in our category of human being, whilst reasoning in terms of 
stable patterns and the constructed artificiality of our surroundings, but by activating 
and applying our shape-changing capacities. Let’s reclaim our ancestral eyes from the 
sea and delve under the water surface, no longer serving as the self-assigned threshold 
and limit of our perception, but as a breakthrough to join the climatic equation and start 
discussing inter-species interdependence. 

1 Elizabeth A. Povinelli, Geontologies: A Requim to Late Liberalism (Durham and London: Duke University 

Press, 2016), p. 16.

2 Anthropologist Tim Ingold has coined the term “interagentivity,” which he uses to highlight the constitu-

tive quality of the “dwelt-in world” of hunter-gatherers. Here, human beings engage intimately with one 

another as well as with non-human components in the environment. Ingold prefers to speak of “interagentiv-

ity” rather than of “intersubjectivity,” as we should not infer that every agent, with practical conscience, is 

subjectively determined, thoughtful and intellectual, with discursive, narrative awareness, as we commonly 

believe adult humans to be.

Niekolaas Johannes Lekkerkerk (1988, NL) works as a curator and writer for The Office for 
Curating in Rotterdam. Central to Lekkerkerk’s work are social and political discourses revolv-
ing around daily living and working practices, cultural norms, and ideologies. He particularly 
focuses on debates concerning the Anthropocene, ecology and climate, post-humanism, and 
the increasing entanglement between nature and culture. Lekkerkerk recently published The 
Standard Book of Noun-Verb Exhibition Grammar (Onomatopee, 2018), a publication regard-
ing the exhibition as an ecological assemblage. In 2012 he received the inaugural Demergon 
Curatorial Award, and in 2014 he was the beneficiary of the Akbank Sanat International Curator 
Competition. 
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Directed by: Marjolijn Dijkman & 
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Music by: Henry Vega
Edited by: Dieter Diependaele
Cinematography by: Aleksander 
Andreassen
Scientific Consultants: Bente 
Edvardsen, Jan Heuschele, 
Jack Christopher Leo, Luka 
Supraha at Section for Aquatic 
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OSL contemporary is proud to announce the exhibition Liquid Properties by artists 
Marjolijn Dijkman & Toril Johannessen, presenting three different bodies of work from 
their collaborative practice; Liquid Properties, Reclaiming Vision and Aberrations.

Liquid Properties is a sculptural installation that consists of hand blown glass bulbs in a 
variety of shapes reminiscing of lab equipment glassware, buoys, ecospheres and water 
lenses. The glass objects are containers for samples of brackish water taken in Bjørvika, 
and are structured by a meandering metal framework in a laboratory like set-up. Each of 
the glass objects contain one or more magnifying lenses enlarging the organisms, 
particles and pollutants inside. 

Studied up close, each bulb is an isolated ecosystem. However, the installation as a whole 
might bring to mind models within a taxonomic structure, or planets within a planetary 
system. The ecosystems found in the glass containers change over time and display a 
natural processes where certain organisms thrive, and others don’t. 

Captured through a light microscope, the film Reclaiming Vision features a diverse cast of 
microorganisms sampled from the brackish waters of the inner Oslo Fjord, alongside 
algae, cultivated in a lab at the University of Oslo. The film reveals various processes in 
the water that are hidden to the naked human eye. By investigating the brackish water, its 
inhabitants, its properties and the traces left by human activities, the film is a reflection 
upon the relationship we humans have with our surroundings, especially with what we 
cannot see.

Springing from the assertion that the physical act of seeing evolved from the sea – eyes, in 
fact, evolved from marine algae – Reclaiming Vision takes the viewer on a journey through 
various ways of looking at, relating to and influencing nature.

Aberrations is a series of images in which marine microorganisms are arranged alongside 
algae monocultures and chemical substances such as microplastics, oil and pigments. 
Titled after a term used in biology and optics for defect or deviation from the norm, the 
images are composites made from raw footage of the film Reclaiming Vision. Greatly 
enlarged, the photographic prints show aquatic life forms invisible to the human eye, yet 
highly affected by human activity.

Liquid Properties and Reclaiming Vision were originally commissioned by 
The Munch Museum for Munchmuseet on the Move 2018.

The exhibition is accompanied by the text ‘Becoming an Aquatic Eyewitness’ 
by Director of the Office for curating, Niekolaas Johannes Lekkerkerk (hyperlink)

Marjolijn Dijkman (b. 1978, NL) is an artist and co-founder of Enough Room for Space. Her 
works can be seen as a form of science – fiction; partly based on facts and research but often 
brought into the realm of fiction, abstraction and speculation. Solo shows include NOME, Berlin, 
DE (2018), Munch Museum, Oslo, NO (2018); Fig. 2 at ICA, London, UK (2015); IKON Gallery, Bir-
mingham, UK (2011); Berkeley Art Museum, US (2008). Group shows include Contour Biennale 9, 
Mechelen, BE (2019); 21st Biennale of Sydney, AU (2018); 11th Shanghai Biennale, CN (2016); 7th 
Mercosul Biennial, Porto Alegre, BR (2009) and the 8th 
Sharjah Biennial, UAE (2007).

Toril Johannessen (b.1978, Norway) is an artist living in Tromsø. Perception and representation 
as historical and technological constructs are recurring themes in Johannessen’s artistic 
practice. Combining historical records with fiction and her own investigations, and with an 
attention to how science coexists with other systems of knowledge and belief, her works often 
has elements of storytelling in visual or written form. Recent exhibitions include solo shows at 
Entrée and Trykkeriet, Bergen (2019); Munchmuseet on the Move (w/Marjolijn Dijkman), Oslo 
(2018); Hordaland Art Centre, Bergen (2017); ARoS, Aarhus (2017); Museum of Contemporary 
Art, Oslo (2016), and group shows such as NATURvitenskap, Trondheim Art Museum (2018); 
the 13th Dak’Art Bienniale de Dakar (2018); STAGES, Plug In ICA, Winnipeg (2017), and What 
Remains - The Golden Records, Fotogalleriet, Oslo (2017).    


