
Anywhere you aren’t: A lecture exploring 

goldin+senneby’s repeated and failed attempts at 

becoming virtual. 
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“Sunday 18th October 2009, 10.30 a.m., green folding chair, a rugby pitch, 

Northamptonshire, England.  Sunny but cold. Tea in a polystyrene cup is stewed and 

bitter.” 



This is where I am as I speak.  It is cold, my son is making a frankly feeble attempt at 

learning to play rugby and I have cramp in my fingers.  The only thing that is important 

about this is that I am not here and now.  Here and now you have before you two rather 

elusive people (or, perhaps, one rather elusive double-person – you decide), 

goldin+senneby.  Their presence in this room, however, is incidental and, to a large 

extent, irrelevant.  I say this not because they are unimportant – they might be, but that is 

not for me to judge – but because what matters here and now is voice.  This voice is not 

theirs but mine.  As a consequence, the significant presence here is also mine and, to the 

extent that you want it to be, yours.  Here and now they don’t really matter. 

Given the title of the talk (which they did choose), we might conclude almost at once that 

in their present absence tonight they have finally succeeded in becoming ‘virtual’.  Even 

though they are the subject of this talk, we don’t really need them to read these lines – 

anyone could do it.  Any of you could do it – it would make no difference, the voice 

would be the same.  So have goldin+senneby inadvertently achieved the virtuality they 

have been seeking?  Would that life were so simple.  In fact, as we will see, they have 

failed, but we are not here either to commiserate with them or to condemn them for this.  

Rather, and again as their title suggests, we are here to explore. Let’s start by briefly 

reviewing their attempts at virtuality to date. 
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Our first stop is The Port, a complex combination of structure, gallery, library, forum, 

studio and various other things built in the on-line domain of Second Life. Multifaceted, 

multilayered, multifunctional, polyvalent, The Port does all sorts of clever things you 

can’t do in a ‘real’ space.  Text, image, sound, form, colour, texture, avatars instead of 

real people – it’s all here and all thoroughly ‘virtual’.  This is probably why they were 

invited to talk to you here in the first place – about ‘net art’.  By the way, they have told 

me that they don’t want to talk about The Port – they are contrary like that – but I do, so 

they’ll just have to put up with it.     

A work like The Port might look and/or claim to be virtual, but that virtuality is 

(appropriately enough) illusory.  The makers of Second Life want us all to believe that 

their world is virtual, and that all the whacked out stuff in it is very virtual, but it’s all a 

bit of a con.   Second Life is repeatedly dragged back into the material world partly 

because of what it is – a profit-making business subject to distinctly non-virtual laws, 

taxes, employees, pension plans, etc – and partly because of who it is.  I mean this in two 

senses.  The first ‘who’ refers to the people that built Second Life in the first place – 

particularly perhaps its chief architect, Cory Ondrejka.   

 

SLIDE 4 – Ondrejka 

 

 
 

A brilliant software engineer with an expansive imagination, before he became the 

poster-boy for the ‘virtual’ Ondrejka was among other things, an electronic weapons 

designer working on top secret projects for the US Navy.  Quite apart from what this 

might say about his particular virtuality, as their well-documented squabbles for control 

of the company reveal, he and the other owners and designers of Second Life never 



succeeded in overcoming their own mundane materiality with respect to their allegedly 

virtual world.  So what chance do the rest of us have? 

The second ‘who’ refers to Second Life’s many thousands of inhabitants and their ‘user 

created content’ – stuff indeed like The Port.  Whilst they have built an often wild, 

original and entertaining world for themselves (though far more often it is boringly 

ordinary – a big online suburb) that in itself does not make it ‘virtual’.  

 

SLIDE 5 – Something boring from SL  [This is in fact me on the bench being bored in 

SL.  The audience don’t need to know that though] 

 

 
 

 The whole thing is, rather, an often second rate simulacrum of the material world – a 

copy replete with money, cars, roads, houses, food, trees, guns, sex and advertising.  This 

‘virtual’ world, for all its pretensions, is built on a human scale, is governed by human 

laws, is chock full of ordinary human behaviour and is in any case carefully (and 

profitably) connected directly to the all too ‘real’ political economies of California and 

the US.  ‘Postmodern’ it might be (who knows?), but virtual it is not.  This is not, of 

course, goldin+senneby’s fault, though they might have seen it coming…. 

Moving on, we find our artist friends turning their collective back on the faux virtualism 

of the online world for some of the stranger aspects of its offline counterpart.  After a 

period converting online objects into real ones and playing around with Microsoft’s 



imagery, their most ambitious attempt at their own virtuality, starting in 2007 and 

ongoing, has been Looking for Headless.  
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Here the problem is rather different.  Looking for Headless is an expansive, distributed 

project that draws a disparate band of people – writers, curators, bankers, academics, 

film-makers, journalists, etc – into an investigation of the world of ‘offshore’ finance.  

Offshore is a complex phenomenon.  Originating in the City of London as an expedient 

means of freeing up post-war investment, offshore is a fictional legal/economic domain 

in which certain currencies, financial securities and derivatives can be traded without 

incurring tax or other regulation.  After developing slowly in 1950s and 1960s, the flood 

of ‘petrodollars’ coming from middle-east oil producers in the 1970s meant that offshore 

grew exponentially.  It is estimated that as much as US$3 trillion per day passes through 

the world’s many offshore centres, but no-one knows the true amount.  Offshore allows 

corporations and individuals to conceal their wealth, to redefine and reclassify it, to place 

it out of the sight of the authorities.   
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Those involved in Looking for Headless – some knowingly and willingly, others not – are 

recreating and mimicking the various strategies used by offshore companies to conceal 

ownership.  Built around a backstory involving Georges Bataille’s secret society 

Acephale from the 1930s, the project is a multi-dimensional search for a ‘real’ offshore 

company – Headless Ltd., registered in the Bahamas - and which may, or may not, exist.  

The search for Headless Ltd., appears in the form of at least one novel, a succession of 

exhibitions, interviews, documentaries, events and, yes, lectures.   
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Each element is put together by different people with varied degrees of involvement and 

explores a different aspect of the project.  They all, whether they want to or not, 

contribute to a complex, interwoven and expanding whole.  

Goldin+senneby’s part in all this – and their hoped for source of virtuality – comes in the 

form of an ‘act of withdrawal’ from their own project.  In practice this means that 

although they commission and orchestrate parts of the project, they do little or nothing 

themselves.  While they are ‘acting’ withdrawal, others, including myself, ‘act’ on their 

behalf.  This is in part why I am speaking to you tonight – I am their ‘spokesperson’, their 

‘emissary’, their voice. 

So, if all these various people are speaking, acting and performing on their behalf, have 

they not now achieved virtuality?  Well, no.  It doesn’t work like that.  The mistake they 

seem to me to have made – up to now at least – has been to assume that virtuality equates 

in some sense to location.  Projects constructed or performed ‘elsewhere’ – Second Life, 

Gibraltar, Spain, Canada, Sweden, in short ‘anywhere you aren’t’ – are, this logic goes, 

virtual by definition.  This is akin to the distinctly logical positivist claim that materiality, 

reality, ontology all depend on actual physical presence.  They are, of course, not the first 

artists to have held this belief – a product of the entirely laudable conviction that we can 

avoid the brute reality of embodied and instituted life by escaping to, variously, Tahiti, 

the wilderness, the city, the factory, Hollywood, drugs, booze, Switzerland and/or 

celebrity, to name but a few.  The history of the arts is littered with the broken minds, 

bodies and egos of those who vainly sought expression and anonymity in escape and 

concealment.  So what is ‘virtuality’?  Before we try to answer this very difficult 

question, a change of venue for me: 

 

 “Saturday 24th October 2009, 3.15pm.  Tan, faux leather armchair in the goldin+senneby 

exhibit at Feedforward: The Angel of History, LABoral Centro de Arte y Creación 

Industrial, Gijón, Asturias, Spain.  Warm and dry.  No tea at all. 

 

 

 

 



SLIDE – 9 – The author’s knee and notebook, again. 

 
 

I’m here now, it’s a week or so later and it’s a vast improvement on the rugby pitch in 

spite of the lack of tea.  Anyway, virtuality is a difficult idea to pin down but we must try.  

Perhaps the most developed line of argument about its nature and meaning stretches 

through an important strand of French philosophy from Henri Bergson to Gilles Deleuze 

and beyond.  This tradition argues that the virtual is a creature of time rather than space.  

The virtual is a state of becoming, of potentiality, of the could be, would be and should 

be.  As such it is necessarily always at some distance from us.  It is distant in time 

because while it has profound consequences for the here and now, it can never be here or 

now.   It is also, therefore, distant in the sense that it is ‘non-active’.  As philosopher  

Keith Ansell Pearson argues (quoting Deleuze): 

 

SLIDE 10 - 

“Conceived in itself it [the virtual] is the mode of the ‘non-active’ since it 

only acts and comes to be what it is (otherness) in differentiating itself, both 

ceasing to be itself and retaining something of itself, and it is in this very 

important respect that it can be considered ‘to be the mode of what is’.” 

(2002:7) 

 

The best way of explaining this rather difficult quote is perhaps with reference to 

Headless itself.  Although none of the participants in Headless are virtual, the project as a 



whole, in all its emergent complexity, is oriented towards the virtual.  The virtual is the 

pole of attraction towards which we all move, but which we will never reach.  It 

nevertheless profoundly affects what we do – the virtual that can never fully be, in 

Deleuze’s terms, what is.  Headless fundamentally disrupts the identities of its 

participants – us, perhaps, more even than goldin+senneby themselves – by scattering 

them along an unfolding timeline.  Mine may be the voice here and now, this is to say, 

but this brief moment of shared reality (a highly contingent and fractured one at that) will 

end the instant they, and of course, I, stop talking.  At that moment my identity, my 

voice, is cast back into the timespace of potentiality that Headless opens up.  It’s all a bit 

unsettling to say the least.   

Virtuality is not therefore simply the opposite of actuality and nor is it some secular 

version of ‘spirituality’ or ‘myth’.  Rather it is an essential and integral aspect of the 

constitution of the ‘real’.  In psychoanalytic terms (after Lacan) the virtual is part of the 

triumvirate of ‘the symbolic, the imaginary and the real’ that together constitute what 

passes for objective reality at any given time or place.  As philosopher and critic Nelson 

Goodman argued succinctly, there is no single, secure reality, but only a succession of 

‘jerry-built’ realities that we perform ‘largely as a matter of habit’.  

 

SLIDE 11 – GOODMAN QUOTE 

“For the man-in-the-street, most versions [of the world] from science, art, and 

perception depart in some ways from the familiar serviceable world he has 

jerry-built from fragments of scientific and artistic tradition and from his own 

struggle for survival.  This world, indeed, is the one most often taken as real;  

for reality in a world, like realism in a picture, is largely a matter of habit.” 

Goodman, N., 1978, Ways of Worldmaking, New York, Hackett, p. 20 

 

Although goldin+senneby are not themselves virtual they are nevertheless engaging with 

some of the uses and abuses to which virtuality can be put.  This has happened before of 

course – it’s what artists, writers, composers, poets and philosophers have done for 

thousands of years.  But now it is the lawyers, the accountants and the politicians that are 

the true masters and mistresses of the virtual – it is the people in the grey suits that are 



leading the way in harnessing the virtual to re-imagine and remake the real.  It may sound 

odd to think of this distant virtuality as functional, as a tool, but that is where it is most 

powerful.   

Nowhere is our acceptance of this immanent virtuality more pronounced, perhaps, than in 

our relationship to money.  The stuff we accept as money, the stuff you have in your 

pockets and wallets right now, is not money at all.  It is a sign of money, a token, a 

symbol, but one that allows for the postponment of actuality.  Money freezes time and 

potentiality.  It allows us to make things real in the future that we cannot realise (or have 

no need to realise) in the present.  It draws our futures into our present and, in doing so, is 

as close as we perhaps ever get to virtuality itself. 

 

SLIDE 12 - Quote from Lyotard + Dollar Bill 

 
 

Modern money is not ‘stuff’, it is debt, credit.  And a credit economy only functions 

because the virtuality of money has been commodified – captured, codified and sold to 

serve particular ends.  Here, what is important is less the nature of the virtual itself, than 

the assumptions we all make about the nature of the ‘actual’ from which it is 

differentiated.  Credit ‘works’ as a virtual entity because we project the potentiality of 

money into the future and, above all, because we believe in it – credit, credo, belief, faith.   

In doing so, we choose (knowingly or otherwise) to overlook the fundamentally fictive 

nature of our economies as they become ever-more deeply ingrained ‘matters of habit’. 

 

 



SLIDE 13 – Thomas Nast – Shadow not a substance 

 
Where you aren’t (to return to their title), therefore, is here and now.  This is not because 

you are not all physically present in this room, but because that bald fact does not even 

begin to exhaust the complex ‘realities’ of your collective and individual presences and 

absences.  If you are in any way at all ‘economically active’, for example, you and your 

virtual money already and necessarily inhabit to a high degree the fictive domain of 

offshore.  You don’t have to be super-wealthy for this to be the case – you just need to let 

the super-wealthy, individuals and institutions handle your money for you.  And you all 

do.  You have no choice. It is not only myself and goldin+senneby that are experiencing a 

little locational disorientation here  – it is all of us. 

 

SLIDE 14 – Thomas Nast – Milk tickets for babies 

 



 

In terms of artistic practice, performance and meaning what conclusions can we draw 

from all this?  Perhaps the most obvious is that simply relocating something, irrespective 

of what it is and no matter how funky the technology, does not make it ‘virtual’.  This is 

not because the virtual is somehow terribly rarified, abstract and hard to reach, but, 

paradoxically, because it is so normal: so present in its absence.  If we find it hard to 

distinguish the actual and the virtual from each other this is because they are no more 

than different aspects of the same thing – reality. 

So, finally, perhaps we should give our intrepid artists a bit of encouragement.  They 

haven’t become virtual – but who the hell would want to?  However they are playing the 

role of the virtual in their unfolding performances – they are pretending to be the ‘non-

active’ determinant, the absent centre, the invisible telos. They have begun to ask – 

whether they are aware of it or not – what it means to make ‘art’ in a world where the 

role played by the virtual in the determination of the real we so readily take for granted is 

increasingly evident.  We may not be able to ‘become’ virtual, or ultimately to ‘know’ it, 

but we do know that it’s there (as well as here and now, of course) and that knowledge is 

a source of immense power.  And if, by chance or design, goldin+senneby are beginning 

to use these same techniques to explore the nature of the virtual, maybe they have finally 

got something right. 

 

- END - 


