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Preface

A monumental tower of books that enclosed an interior land-

scape — titled Argument #4(b) — and a larger-than-life frosty 

statue of a man made of refrigerator coils — called Onward 

#3 — dominated Tom Bendtsen’s exhibition at the Carleton 

University Art Gallery. From their titles, indirectly alluding 

to the operations of reason and progress, it would seem that 

Bendtsen’s works were made to measure for the university 

environment. And so they were, not because they fulfilled 

such expectations in any obvious way, but because they ex-

posed the delicate balance required to create “‘clearer’, ‘fairer’ 

vantage points from which to make order,” as the artist puts 

it in a statement on his practice.

 In fact, the exhibition was not without its adventures. 

Unlike the marble it outwardly resembled (from a distance), 

Onward #3 depended on technical refrigeration calculations 

to maintain its solid appearance; when these turned out to 

need adjustment — initially the sculpture failed to freeze 

Onward #3, detail 7
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— a refrigeration specialist worked with the artist to make 

last-minute modifications. Such unexpected events under-

line the partnership between the art gallery and the contem-

porary artist. The finish and permanence which, until the 

Impressionists, could more or less be taken for granted are, 

for many artists today, provisional states to be negotiated in 

their pursuit of meaning on terms appropriate today. Any art 

gallery committed to contemporary art – and the Carleton 

University Art Gallery is most definitely one of these – is pre-

pared to work alongside the artist to help realize his vision.

 We welcome the long-awaited publication of this cata-

logue, which carries forward the arguments and conun-

drums initiated by Bendtsen’s works. Petra Halkes’s detailed 

reading of the exhibition in the accompanying essay situates 

the artist provocatively at a point of reconciliation between 

the postmodern emphasis on the social construction of cul-

ture and socio-biological arguments of necessity that ex-

tend to the cognitive and aesthetic spheres. Her essay deftly 

and suggestively traces Bendtsen’s cultural affinities, from 

archaic Greek Kouroi to Don Quixote, concluding that the 

uncertainties the artist introduces into his work oblige us to 

take “a more humble view of humanness.”

 I wish to thank all those involved in the exhibition and 

this catalogue, particularly curator Sandra Dyck, whose in-

tuitive amazement at Bendtsen’s constructions led to the 

exhibition, and Patrick Côté, who has approached the cata-

logue design with both flair and understanding. Special 

thanks go to the artist, who offered gallery visitors a privi-

leged opportunity to share in his quest for meaning in our 

ever-evolving world. 

Diana Nemiroff

Director
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Tom Bendtsen’s tower of books, Argument #4(b), almost 

reaches the Carleton University Art Gallery’s nineteen-foot 

ceiling. The column looks utilitarian, a bit drab, even. The 

spines face inward, so the paper-beige of used books sets the 

tone. Here and there, bits of colour and letters show in the 

small gaps between books, but little can be read from the 

outside. The structure is hulled in a semi-darkness that be-

fits the reject-status of the books; all 12,000 or so volumes are 

surpluses from public and private libraries and universities.

 Having lost their original purpose and meaning, the un-

readable books suggest the arbitrary nature of arguments. 

Whether we categorize our stories as fiction or non-fiction, 

as true or false, here values don’t matter, for all narratives are 

shown to be as interchangeable as building bricks. The col-

lective diversity of all these narratives adds up to a solidity 

that is illusory: Argument #4(b) is easily dismantled; Bendt-

sen has created different structures with his vast collection 

of books in the past, and will likely do so in the future. He 

even has two sets of books, one organized by subject and one 

One thing only do I know for certain and that is 

that man’s judgements of value follow directly 

his wishes for happiness — that, accordingly, 

they are an attempt to support his illusions 

with arguments.1

sigmund freud
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deconstructions of absolute truths mark him as a true post-

modernist. Yet, as I will argue, his work implies that the 

human search for meaning is an intrinsic drive, hardwired 

into the brains of the human species. 

 A biological approach to human culture is perhaps best 

exemplified by Stephen Kellert’s and Edward Wilson’s “bio-

philia hypothesis”, which holds that the cognitive, intellec-

tual, aesthetic and spiritual interactions between human 

beings and the world arise from a biological necessity; hu-

man cultural impulses are as essential to the sustenance 

of human life as physical wellbeing is.2 Ostensibly, such a 

universalist proposal goes against the grain of postmodern 

thinking about difference and the social construction of 

human culture. The polemical tone of arguments against 

postmodernism by many defenders of a socio-biological ap-

proach to culture and art affirms the divide between these 

intellectual positions.3 Bendtsen, however, correlates a bio-

logical approach to art making with the endless search for 

meaning in an intrinsically meaningless world, thereby 

by colour, more than 26,000 volumes in all.

 The works of this exhibition, which borrows its title 

Argument #4(b) from the book installation, are as varied in 

subject and media as the contents and shapes of the books. 

Onward #3 is a sculpture of a larger-than-life-sized male fig-

ure built from refrigerator coils which are covered in ice. 

Ground is a dvd presentation that shows a rider and horse 

galloping back and forth across a field, and Terminal consists 

of nine framed drawings of hybrid bird/human creatures. 

Bendtsen draws in not just language, but all aspects of cul-

ture — art, religion, science, technology and philosophy 

— to show that the search to find new grounds for meaning 

is a human impulse that prods us all into an endless process 

of inventing, creating and arguing. 

 My exploration of the backsides, insides and undersides 

of the art works will show how his constructions deflate 

lofty arguments, while new ideas turn out to be old stories 

in new guises. Bendtsen mixes media and materials, and 

he freely quotes styles and historical beliefs; his playful 
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questioning the antithesis between biological and cultural 

constructivist positions, and opening up new grounds for a 

worn-out nurture/nature discourse.

 Bendtsen’s tower of books appears as an emblem of the 

cultural constructions that we create to shape our worlds. 

In the tower, as in the other works of the exhibition, count-

less references crowd each other out; each “brick” denies the 

possibility of ever getting to know an underlying, universal 

truth. The column of books offers commentary on a range 

of contemporary phenomena: the obsession with collecting 

and archiving, the archaic quality of books in a digital age, 

not to mention the piles of unread books on bedside tables all 

over the land. And this is just the outside. Hidden in the back 

of the structure, facing the wall, there is a corbelled-arch en-

trance, harking back to Mycenaean tombs. Step inside, and 

any sense of pressing present concerns fades; something else 

begins to happen.

 We experience a total transformation of the tower in its 

secluded interior. Floor-mounted spotlights emit a raking 
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 The circular form of Argument #4(b)’s landscape reminds 

me of the painted panoramas of the nineteenth century. In 

many European and North American cities rotundas were 

built to house enormous circular paintings that presented 

heroic war scenes, Bible stories, colonial vistas, landscapes 

and cityscapes. Entrepreneurs travelled from city to city with 

these paintings so that a new and newsworthy scene could be 

shown at regular intervals; the panoramas were an early form 

of mass entertainment. In these panoramas — a number of 

which are still extant — demarcated viewing platforms situ-

ate the viewers right inside the picture. Doors, windows, and 

any other connections to the real world are screened out. The 

panoramas provide their viewers with a faux-transcendental, 

divine point of view, a whole world in the grasp of the eye.5 

 In Argument #4(b) we find ourselves in a shrunken pan-

orama. There is no space for a viewing platform, and so we 

are free to move around and discover how this landscape 

is constructed. Here we are denied the god’s-eye point of 

view and return to a medieval one, looking up in awe, as in a 

light across the books’ colourful spines, evoking a cathedral 

sense of awe. Although the lights pick out a few titles (The Ice 

Age, Waiting for the Wave, Faith and Fear, Blue Mountain), the 

words are subsumed by an overwhelming sense of colour. 

It is as if we were inside a painting. Artists often feel that 

critics’ interpretations colonize their works; here, in a witty 

reversal, the visual colonizes the discursive.

 But don’t let this witticism limit the work’s meaning. 

There is more at stake. We move our eyes from the solid 

brown and black tomes at the bottom to a layer of grassy-

green books, then upwards to spines in shades as blue as 

the sky. A landscape begins to appear, complete with white 

clouds and a red, setting sun. The landscape, set in this ca-

thedral-like atmosphere, alludes to a Romantic veneration of 

nature. Many Romantics dreamt of “pure nature” as a higher 

order, indeed, a divine infinity in which the inadequate, time-

bound human existence could be dissolved and redeemed.4 

Here, Bendtsen shows idealized nature as a human construc-

tion built from an endless multiplicity of words and images.
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cathedral. But what exactly do we see when we direct our gaze 

higher, over the edge of the wall of books? Not the stained-

glass grandeur of the cathedral, nor a heavenly Tiepolo ceil-

ing, or a wide expanse of sky. Hooked up to an electrical plug 

in the ceiling, within a circle of light emanating from the 

column, a tiny mechanical bird hangs upside down in its up-

side-down nest. As hatchlings do, it opens its beaks at inter-

vals, wanting to be fed. 

 In the privileged space of the all-embracing view, above 

the more than 12,000 books filled with arguments, stories, 

poetics, reports, regulations and polemics, there is this tiny 

bird, incessantly wanting more. Drawing our attention to the 

creature’s endless needs, Argument #4(b) proposes that peo-

ple’s ongoing search for meaning is a human drive on a par with 

a creature’s need to be fed. The question then arises whether 

physical needs for food, water and shelter have to be met first 

before the need for meaning-making can be tended to. 

 Bendtsen’s Onward #3 is as much a physics demonstra-

tion as it is a sculpture, suggesting that physical and cultural 

Bird’s nest, Argument #4(b)
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needs are as difficult to separate as body and mind. The 

larger-than-life-sized male figure is shaped with copper 

coils that were filled with refrigeration coolant and frozen 

with the aid of two compressors. The condensation from the 

air causes a thick layer of ice to form on most of the coils’ 

surfaces. Some coils — the head, the left calf, and a few ribs 

— remain bare, not by intent, but rather, by failure of tech-

nique. The figure that appears is like a parody of the Western 

tradition of the male nude in sculpture.

 This tradition of sculpting a single figure reaches back 

so far in Western history that it seems natural to us. The an-

thropologist Clifford Geertz has remarked, however, that the 

representation of the human body as a separate, self-con-

tained entity, disconnected from others and free from its 

environment, is in fact a “rather peculiar idea of rare occur-

rence in all but Western culture.”6 In Onward #3, Bendtsen’s 

figure seems emblematic of Western values of autonomy and 

independence. The figure, his head held high, his posture 

stiff and straight, one foot slightly in front of the other, arms 

Onward #3
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hanging by his side, recalls the Archaic Greek Kouroi of the 

seventh century B.C. Although the Kouroi showed the influ-

ence of older Egyptian relief figures, they were freed from 

a supporting background. Frozen in their idealized beauty, 

the sculptures were the first to present human figures as 

discrete, self-contained entities. Rising above lowly nature, 

they form a beginning of the Western exaltation of autono-

mous humanness.

 Onward #3 retains traces of the Kouroi as well as of Des-

cartes’s mechanistic concept of the body. Descartes’s high 

hopes that science would make a better machine of the body 

still resonate today. While the advancements of science and 

medicine over the last three centuries are difficult to deny, 

the objectification of the body and of nature that empirical 

science demands has skewed our thinking into a persistent 

dualism of body and mind, nature and culture. Nature, in 

Western thinking, is something to overcome or, at least, 

to be refined by culture. Bendtsen’s delicately blown glass 

tubes that guide the melting ice with precision into a bottle 

below form an ironic, mechanical “improvement” on 

squashy, bloody intestines. Onward #3’s clean look (the 

white, shiny ice-crystals), the military/Christian reference in 

its title Onward (Christian Soldiers!), and its steadfast stance 

allude to the goal-directedness of war, to linear progress, 

and to the single-mindedness that have all been high values 

in Western culture. Bendtsen undercuts these ideals by using 

a cheap plastic bottle to catch the water, suggesting that, in 

the end, all that this machine/body produces is a drip. As for 

its self-containment, the ice man’s backside contraptions, 

compressors, electrical wires and copper coils suggest that 

we are simply trying to substitute the bonds of technology 

for the bonds of nature.

 In Ground, the overlay of one myth by another is under-

lined by Bendtsen’s layering of media. He shot the film in 

Super-8 first, and then subjected it to an intentional process 

of deterioration. More than a comment on the rapid obsoles-

cence of new media, the resulting degenerated image levels 

the distinctions between man and horse. The blur that moves 

Following pages: DVD still, Ground
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as other, physical needs, even if the truths that our imagina-

tions conjure up are bound to be overlaid with other truths.

 Bendtsen returns to the equation of physical and men-

tal needs in Terminal, a series of nine drawings of diminu-

tive human/bird hybrids. In each of the drawings, which 

consist of photocopy transfers embellished with graphite 

and colouring pencils, we see an upside-down creature with 

a squawking bird’s head, with claws holding firmly on to a 

branch. Bendtsen differentiates the human part of each crea-

ture with clothes, shopping bags or other accoutrements, as 

if to show their individual obsessions and desires. Uniden-

tifiable objects of desire — delicate squiggles, simple forms 

— float at the bottom of each drawing, forever out of reach of 

bird or human. Terminal suggests that, no matter which di-

rection we follow, upward (as in the tower of books), forward 

(as in the man of ice), or endlessly back and forth (like the 

horseman), an abiding impulse to make sense of life leaves 

us terminally hanging. To be human means to be caught in 

an endless search for meaning.

across the field from one side to the other can barely be iden-

tified as horse and rider. Movement is perceived before form 

is recognized and sets up a strange equivalence between 

anything that moves in this picture. What must be trees in 

the background metamorphose into windmills, or, perhaps, 

giants brandishing sticks.

 Indeed, Ground can be read as a re-staging, in pixels, 

of Don Quixote’s hallucinations, providing a fresh view of 

Cervantes’s centuries-old satire. Don Quixote interpreted his 

world strictly according to the chivalry books he so admired, 

resulting in hilarious delusions. But when Quixote finally 

returns to the reality of home, the story ends; the author 

declares that no more tales can be recovered about the Don. 

This suggests that it was Don Quixote’s imagination that 

kept him alive, or at least made his life worth re-telling.

 In Ground Bendtsen reminds us that the present world 

continues to be shaped by our own imaginations, through 

ever-changing inventions, artistic and otherwise. He sees the 

drive to give meaning to our world as a human need, as vital 
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 Bendtsen’s work, though leavened with humour, takes a 

rather dark view of culture as an inescapable human drive. 

His discontent, arguably, is not caused by the drive for mean-

ing itself, but rather by the tendency to take illusions for 

final truths. For why couldn’t the need to make art, to create 

meaning, to play, be as pleasurable as our other needs that 

are just as inescapable — our needs for eating, drinking, 

sleeping and sex? Indeed, there is an undercurrent of pas-

sion and fun in Bendtsen’s work, even if it warns of the folly 

and dire consequences of human presumptions of final 

knowledge and meaning.

 Freud’s pessimistic Civilization and its Discontents, from 

which I borrowed my opening quotation, resonates in Bendt-

sen’s work. Yet there is an important difference between 

Freud’s analysis of culture and Bendtsen’s staging of the 

endless human search for meaning. Freud’s idea of civiliza-

tion, focussed as it is on restraint or sublimation of physi-

cal needs, is oppositional to nature. While he recognizes the 

animal nature of the human species, he views civilization as 

Terminal 1-9, detail
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separating the human species from the animals in an over-

coming of nature. The inescapable tragedy in Freud’s theory 

is that civilization can only be a veneer, too easily broken to 

reveal the human’s true animal nature. In Bendtsen’s natural 

view of culture on the other hand, civilization is not a subli-

mation or a repressive cover, but a vital impulse that comes 

as naturally to a thinking species as nest-building does to 

birds.

 Bendtsen’s work prods us into taking a more humble 

view of humanness, in which our thinking skills are on a par 

with the specialized skills of other creatures on this earth. He 

levels the human/animal divide and hints that our uniquely 

human skill for shaping the world according to our imagi-

nation brings with it a great responsibility. Re-opening a 

discourse that has been made unpopular by antithetical nur-

ture/nature debates, Bendtsen shows that a biological view 

of culture does not preclude postmodernist insights into 

the human construction of meaning. His nature includes 

culture.

Terminal 1-9, detail
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4. Robert Rosenblum, in Modern Painting and the Northern 

Romantic Tradition, Friedrich to Rothko (New York: Harper 

& Row, 1975), writes on page 14 that the Romantic ven-

eration of nature took on a religious character, “as if the 

mysteries of religion had left the rituals of church and syn-

agogue and had been relocated in the natural world.”

5. Stephan Oettermann, The Panorama, History of a Mass Me-

dium, translated by Deborah Lucas Schneider (New York: 

Zone Books, 1997). Oettermann provides a list of still-exist-

ing panoramas on pages 346-347. The only Canadian pan-

orama is the Cyclorama of Jerusalem with the Crucifixion of 

Christ, painted by Paul Philippoteaux, at Sainte-Anne-de-

Beaupré, Québec.

6. Clifford Geertz, Local Knowledge, Further Essays in Interpre-

tive Anthropology (New York: Basic Books, 1983), 59.

Dr. Petra Halkes is an independent curator, painter, and art 
critic in Ottawa. She has written many catalogue essays as 
well as reviews and articles for art magazines such as Border 
Crossings, Canadian Art and Parachute, and is the author of 
Aspiring to the Landscape, On Painting and the Subject of 
Nature, published by the University of Toronto Press in 
2006.
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Where Art Comes From and Why (Seattle: University of 

Washington Press, 1992).
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