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Björk’s Biophilia
A Musical Introduction to Feminist New Materialism
Marek Susdorf

ABSTRACT
This paper looks at Biophilia, created by Björk (2011), the Icelandic singer, musician and actress. This
multidimensional project, comprising a music album, newly-designed instruments, an educational programme and
digital interactive applications, is focused on its title theme, namely, the love of life, or correctly said, the love of zoe,
which I will prove in the course of this article. Taking the project as my point of departure, I will present the basic
structure of feminist new materialist ontology and methodology. In particular, I would like to investigate the
problematic conceptual, as well as physical, relationship between the human (both andro- and anthropocentric) subject
and his non-human other. I will try to locate my reflections within the feminist new materialist and posthumanist
frameworks and analyse the way in which the anthropocentric and phallogocentric human has been trying to
subordinate, symbolically and physically, the rest of the planet. My special focus here is the political foundations of the
myth of human exceptionality, which has been utilised to subjugate, colonise and exploit what we tend to call ‘nature’.
This research draws mostly upon the work of Donna Haraway, Karen Barad and Rosi Braidotti. Following Haraway’s
plea to ‘make kin, not babies’ (Haraway, 2015), I will show how Björk has managed to create a plane whereon both
human and non-human worlds may meet and participate in imagining new artistic, symbolic and physical assemblages.
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INTRODUCTION
Drawing inspiration from Björk’s 2011 project Biophilia, I would like to present a brief
introduction to feminist new materialism and its application in artistic practice. During the course
of my essay, I will describe the general concept of Biophilia (Fig. 1): a multidimensional and
intersectional music project, wherein nature, technology and music work together in order for us
to imagine new artistic and conceptual assemblages. I will then elaborate on the ontological realm
and methodology of feminist new materialism, taking the above-mentioned album as my point of
departure. In particular, I would like to problematise the relationship between subject and object
within a situation of scientific and artistic inquiry. Finally, I attempt to plea for drawing
inspiration from Björk to imagine new possibilities of connection, new planes of what might be
!

!

Junctions: Graduate Journal of the Humanities
Marek Susdorf. 2017.
Vol 2(2):113-125. ISSN: 2468-8282
http://junctionsjournal.org/!

! !

114

!

!!!SUSDORF!

called trans-species ‘communication’ in order for us to discover new potentialities and
possibilities within art and science.

Fig. 1 - The front cover of Biophilia (Inez and Vinoodh, M/M Paris 2011)

BIOPHILIA – THE LOVE OF LIFE
After having released her sixth music album ‘Volta’ in 2007, which was highly inspired by both
tribal music and the notion of independence, Björk decided to explore her admiration for life in its
miscellaneous forms. The Icelandic singer has always been inspired and full of respect towards
what we tend to call ‘nature’. She has devoted many songs to this subject, such as ‘Oxygen’,
‘Nature is Ancient’, ‘Cetacea’, ‘Storm’, ‘Oceania’, to name but a few. In 2008, she released a
single entitled ‘Náttúra’ (Eng. ‘Nature’), sung entirely in her mother tongue. All royalties of that
song were donated to a foundation whose main aim is to protect the Iceland’s environment and
sustainable industries (Phillips 2008). Three years later, Björk released one of her most ambitious
music projects: Biophilia. The album is the result of her reflections of, to put it succinctly, the
nature of nature, and also the origins of music and the specificity of its structure. In a
documentary film produced for Channel4, which promoted Biophilia, it is stated in the
introduction that the project was created “to change the way we see, hear, think about and make
music” (Hooper 2013, 00: 20). Thus, Björk decides to go deeper into what we conceive as nature
in search of the rudimentary musical connection between all of its creations. What is worth
noticing is that she does not fall prey to the patriarchal presentation of ‘nature’ as an ultrapositive, romanticised, woman-like figure, overgrown with myths of fertility. On the contrary, she
tries to become a scientist but of a special kind. Firstly, the singer starts to listen to the world that
surrounds her, rather than to observe and to discursively colonise it. Then, through singing
together with her non-human surroundings, she announces the results of the inquiry on the album.
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Consequently, she manages to redefine the methods, whereby music may be created in the
twenty-first century (Hooper 2013, 05:20). In search of musical answers, both Björk and her nonhuman collaborators (such as a thunderbolt or gravity) become together in the need of reciprocal
understanding. This enables them to find mutual space, wherein their innate features and

potentialities might meet and give life to a new artistic being. The project is, therefore, all about
artistic intimacy rather than about rational distance between the inquirer and her objects, to which
I will return later in this paper.

THE WORLD IS ATOM DANCE1
Feminist new materialism, which I claim inspired Björk to create “Biophilia”, or at least there are
many connections between them, has been establishing itself as a scientific perspective
collaterally to the poststructuralist approach in feminism (Dolphijn and van der Tuin 2012, 21).
The latter tradition has been predominant within the Anglo-Saxon ‘branch’ of feminism and
devotes itself to the discourse of language. For instance, Judith Butler, one of the most influential
figures of this perspective, has been preoccupied, among other things, with the creation and
recreation of discourse and its constant performativity:
Appearance of substance is precisely that, a constructed identity, a performative
accomplishment which the mundane social audience, including the actors
themselves, come to believe and to perform in the mode of belief – in order to adapt
to conditions of the world, to find its own place (Butler 1988, 520).
The core of new materialism, on the other hand, lies in matter, embodiment, corporeality,
potentiality, a passion for creation, multiformity, incessant movement, and everlasting becoming.
Matter itself is all that shapes the world. It is never the same, it always changes and re-creates
itself and multiplies differences between its own patterns. This situation causes a paradox: all
kinds of being, or manifestations of matter, are the same (namely, the substance) but at the same
time they are all different (patterns of the substance). Thus, matter is subject to constant
differentiation, re-configurations and re-arrangements. In compliance with its core narrative,
feminist new materialism draws its inspiration also from ‘maternity’, ‘matter’/‘mother’, which
emphasises the embedded and embodied nature of sexual difference. Therefore, as Iris van der
Tuin puts it, feminist new materialism “contributes to the project of (re-)naturalising feminist
epistemology” while aiming at dissolving “feminism’s reduction of biology to biological
determinism and avoid the associated issue of the nature-culture split” (van der Tuin 2016). The
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
1

A song entitled ‘Atom Dance’, sung by and Antony Hegarty, was released on the Icelander’s last album Vulnicura
(Björk 2015). Its lyrics, written by Björk and Oddný Eir Ævarsdóttir , agitated to redefine our thinking about the world
which surrounds us and seemed to be highly inspired by the philosophy of monism and the univocity of being: ”I am
finetuning my soul / To the universal wavelength / No one is a lover alone / I propose an atom dance. / Our hearts are
coral reefs in low tide / Love is the ocean we crave / Restlessly turning around and around / I am dancing towards
transformation” (Björk 2015, track no. 7).
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importance of the sexual difference, predominant, for instance, amongst French materialist
feminist thinkers, is still highlighted here, but contrary to the politics of essentialising
womanhood (cf. Irigaray 1985), this new approach emphasises the virtuality (Braidotti 2002, 49)
of a term and a body of a female, which might be only actualised against certain backdrops, under
certain conditions, for certain purposes (cf. Spivak’s ‘strategic essentialism’, Spivak 1987).
New materialism also aims at decentralizing the monolith of the male human subject and strikes
precisely at the anthropocentrically grounded uniqueness of our species. Although humans are
always already entangled with-in the non-human world, our ideological arrogance has been
unceasingly maintaining the myth of human superiority over other biotic or abiotic beings. In one
of her manifestos (Haraway 2015), Donna Haraway reminds us that although we tend to place a
human in the centre of our perspective, we have never ruled alone in this world, but we have
always been intertwined with other (organic or inorganic) expressions of matter (or with other
‘critters’ as she calls them):
No species, not even our own arrogant one pretending to be good individuals in socalled modern Western scripts, acts alone; assemblages of organic species and of
abiotic actors make history, the evolutionary kind and the other kinds too (Haraway
2015, 100).
Thus, what new materialism tries to sensitise us to are these entanglements with our objects, these
connections with other beings, which we meet on our way and thanks to which we have managed
to build our cultural kingdom. Haraway prompts to problematise the exploitive utilisation of other
critters which we have always resorted to and to overthrow the arrogant and megalomaniac rule of
men over non-human world. Therefore, she calls for ‘making kin’ with these other species, for
discerning the present as well as arranging new entanglements and assemblages of the
miscellaneous manifestations of matter. This narrative is oppositional to ‘making babies’, which
has always been so crucial to the humanist and patriarchal perspective of the human (male)
Subject. Haraway’s plea has got a very subversive potential on the ground of the fact that it strikes
precisely at the heart of the patriarchal system. Firstly, it goes along with the feminist shift from
the vertical/linear perspective (of the genealogy of humankind) to more horizontal/bifurcated (the
kinship) perspective. Also, it emphasises the importance of here-and-now rather than other
temporal determiners, which have always been so significant for patriarchal politics. Maintaining
the reign of Anthropocene has always been based on emphasising the role of the resentment of the
past (e.g. the role of tradition, history, or the neurotic importance of loss in psychoanalysis) and
the fear of the unpredictable future (e.g. the ideological obsession with death, the end of
civilization, or religious life after life). Viewed in this narrative, both the future and the past have
always been politically formulated in order to perpetuate the anthropocentric and phallogocentric
order. Therefore, linguistically speaking, making kin highlights the role of a dialogue (with other
!
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kin, i.e. co-constitution) rather than a monologue (of making and reconstructing tradition between

a father and a son). Lastly, it strikes at capitalism because of the removal of potential inheritance,
which was crucial for establishing the surplus, the beginning of capitalism and enslavement of
women, children and other biotic and abiotic critters, changing them into chattel or immovables
(cf. Ballan 1987, 13-16).
In Biophilia, Björk proposes such a radical re-reading of making kin with other subjects, which
she sees both as a source of inspiration and as a teaching experience. From the official
introduction to the album, read out by sir David Attenborough at the beginning of the Björk:
Biophilia Live (Fenton, Strickland 2014) concert film, we learn that the general aim of the whole
project is to present “the love for Nature in all her manifestations, from the tiniest organism to the
greatest red giant floating in the farthest realm of the Universe” (Fenton, Strickland 2014, 00:10).
In Biophilia, Björk manages to design her own vision of the intimate universe of life, or rather of
the Ancient Greek zoe, which, in opposition to bios, originally referred to “the simple fact of
living common to all living beings” (Agamben 1998, 1), or to “the endless vitality of life as
continuous becoming” (Braidotti 2006, 41), to the matter seen as “assemblages of organic species
and of abiotic actors” (Haraway 2015, 100). On the album, Björk sings about the constantly
changing Moon, a thunderstorm, dark matter, crystals which grow like plants, volcanoes, lost and
betrayed Nature, DNA, and viruses. She opens the album with ‘Moon’, a song about uncasing recreation, which we are all subject to, and ends it with ‘Solstice’, a lullaby-like ballad about the
‘unpolished’ Earth. The subject area is very wide: the singer travels from ‘the outer reaches of the
solar system to the inner world of cells’ (Hooper 2013, 5:00). Through her music, she shows us
how to think laterally about the subject/object dichotomy and how to change our anthropocentric
perception. In ‘Virus’ she searches for agencies of, amongst others, viruses, mushrooms, and
gunpowder. In the lyrics, Björk proves that their raison d’être, their agentship, might be very
similar to a human one: “Like a virus needs a body / As soft tissue feeds on blood / Someday I'll
find you, the urge is here / The perfect match, you and me / I adapt, contagious / You open up, say
welcome” (Björk 2011,track no. 7). She thus prompts us to start to listen to the world that
surrounds us while emphasizing the need to withhold from speaking authoritatively about it. As
Björk states in the official description of the project, she calls for infinite love for nature rather
than her utilisation and colonisation:
With biophilia comes a restless curiosity, an urge to investigate & discover the
elusive places where we meet nature, where she plays on our senses with colors &
forms, perfumes & smells. [...]Now, forget the size of the human body, remember
that you are a gateway between the universal & the microscopic. The unseen forces
that stare the depths of your innermost being, & nature who embraces you & all there
is (Strickland, Fenton 2014, 00:30).
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Björk decides with her album ‘to make kin’ by creating new artistic assemblages. Her song
‘Thunderbolt’ is a very lyrical, poetic and innovative piece of music. For this piece she made use
of a combination between a Tesla coil with a thunderbolt encapsulated in it, and a special kind of
a speaker (Fig. 2). Thanks to the innovative combination, she managed to generate the bassline for
her voice. Here, the fractured and impulsive sound of lightening, sober pipe organ and the strong
voice of Björk join together to create an extraordinary and musically unusual hymn to desire. The
singer also conceived a gigantic pendulum-like harp for the last song on the album, ‘Solstice’
(Fig. 3), entirely propelled by gravity, which transmits the movements of the Earth into the sounds
of the instrument. The mechanism itself must be properly set by a musician to play the right notes
in certain moments, but the driving force of it is completely uncontrollable by humans. Thanks to
technology, Björk was able to connect deeply with her own environment and therein create a new
assemblage, a humanimalchine mash from out of which her music arises (cf. Pettman 2011, 6).
She lets the whole ‘cybernetic triangle’ of what we conceive as human (i.e. us), animal (namely,
the ‘natural’ other) and machine (the product of the human culture) speak/sing in unison (cf.
Pettman 2011, 5). Here, the various assemblages of desire, capacities, potentialities and
knowledge come together to generate extraordinary artistic ‘beings’.

Fig. 2 – A still from a concert video showing Björk and her ‘singing’ Tesla coil (thirtytwo 2011)

THE BLEST AND THE REST
New materialism, above all, tries to problematise, re-define and re-configure the relationship
between Subject and Object (be it another human being or different biotic or abiotic
manifestations of matter) that we are used to. In Western epistemology, the Subject has been
supposed to conquer nature by colonising it with his own perspective and vocabulary,
symbolically and physically seize it and subordinate it. The politics of clear distinctions,
predominantly based on dichotomies, such as white/black, man/woman, righteous/wicked,
!
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right/wrong, mind/body, has been utilised in this narrative to make the opposition between the I of
Subject and the rest of the Object position. Thus, as Genevieve Lloyd in her seminal book The
Man of Reason (Lloyd 1994) claims, the male “rational knowledge has been constructed as a
transcending, transformation control of natural forces” (Lloyd 1994, 2). Transcending, highly
active, associated with manhood, Reason was to conquer the chaotic forces of ‘disobedient’

nature. This relation, Lloyd takes the argument further, “was the relation of master to slave”
(Lloyd 1994, 5) and “knowledge itself construed as a domination of Nature” (Lloyd 1994, 7).
Viewed in this regard, a (male) human being is depicted as the virtuous, knowing side, while the
rest (including women, animals, plants, non-organic critters etc.) are something non-intelligible,
passive, simply waiting to be called to life by the male Subject.
Feminist new materialism attempts to shift this both male and anthropocentric perception and the
dichotomic, hierarchical oppositions between human vs. the rest. In her text ‘Ecce Homo, Ain’t
(Ar’n’t) I a Woman, and Inappropriate/d Others: The Human in a Post-Humanist Landscape’
(2004), Donna Haraway proves that our humanism, which has always put the Anthropos as its
main Subject, “is a modernist figure” and is both always ‘male’ and allegedly universal (Haraway
2004, 86). Thus, she calls for creating the female subjectivity, which would “resist representation,
resist literal figuration, and still erupt in powerful new tropes, new figures of speech, new turns of
historical possibility” (Haraway 86). This new female identity would strike at the heart of
patriarchal anthropocentrism: it would be non-monolithic, non-linear, non-nameable, nonclassifiable. It would refuse to be what the male Ratio consists of: “‘the Enlightenment figures of
coherent and masterful subjectivity, the bearers of rights, holders of property I the self, legitimate
sons with access to language and the power to represent […] the masters of theory” (Haraway
2004, 87). Thus, she confirms that the male anthropocentric ratio has always been exclusive and
somehow self-contradictory in what it has claimed: universality, rightfulness, objectivity.
Haraway calls for dissolving our discursive ‘humanity’, which is an obstacle in re-joining the
world which surrounds us. She argues that there is no other way than pursuing the “dismembering and dis-placing of our names and our bodies” (Haraway, 88). This includes the
reformulation of the language that we are subjected to as well as the reconfiguration of what we
call nature, or matter, or wholeness.
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Fig. 3 - Björk with her gigantic pendulum-like harp propelled by the gravity (Parsons 2013)

Karen Barad proves that our knowledge is never innocent nor objective. It always transforms and
is transformed by the object of our inquiry. On a simple quantum physics experiment she shows
us how the ‘rational’ and ‘objective’ scientists actually create/determinate knowledge, which later
on will be distributed as a universal ‘truth’(Barad 2014; Dolphijn and van der Tuin 2012, 60). In
this experiment, electrons might behave both like particles or waves, although hitherto they used
to be considered only particles, which was a complete simplification of the fact and did not
explain the ‘real’ nature of electrons. Indubitably, science helps the anthropocentric perspective
perpetuate itself. In response to these ideological rhetorics of male, anthropocentric science,
Barad proposes the politics of ‘diffracting diffractions’ – which “troubles dichotomies, including
some of the most sedimented and stabilized/stabilizing binaries, such as organic/inorganic and
animate/inanimate” (Barad 2014, 168). Let us also introduce another of Barad’s notions, which
also might be helpful to understand the episteme-onto-logy of feminist new materialism (Barad
1998, 120). ‘Cutting-together-apart’, a phenomenon that explains the creation of the (subject)object after it being cut and detached from the I of the subject(-object), emphasizes the precise
act of separation as also hieracho-genetic, since ‘the entities do not pre-exist their relata’ (Barad
2014). It therefore proves that there is nothing ‘before’ the cutting-together-apart, that
subject/objects are produced exactly in the very moment of the detachment. In Barad’s words:
“Agential separability – the agentially enacted material conditions of exteriority-withinphenomena – is what agential cuts enact in their cutting together-apart” (Barad 2014, 177,
!
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emphasis in the original). Her dynamic and always changing approach places our mind and body
in a constant state of emergency – it continuously stirs our pre-existing assumptions, creating new
assemblages of what we know, what we have already learnt, and that which is still to be
acknowledged. This might be achieved through understanding Barad’s ‘intra-actions’, which are

specifically understood entanglements between subject and object, in which the between, and not
only the in-between as in inter-actions, is pivotal (Dolphijn and van der Tuin 2012, 14). Viewed
in this narrative, it is no longer the subject who gets to know, who conquers and colonises ‘nature’
(namely, everything to be known). Here, the constellation of inquiry is problematized and
diffracted, the relationship is understood as multi-directional impacts, re-actions, ex-changings,
impingements between both sides of this scientific or artistic encounter.
What then should be highlighted is also the demand to be ready to be extruded from our ‘human’
safe position, which is constantly stabilised by the force of “eliminating or dominating what it
takes to be the other, the non-I” (Barad 2004, 169). This convenient positionality of ours has been
utilised to build the I of the subject through projecting negativity on the object according to a
simple formula: ‘If I am alive, therefore the rest is dead’. Thanks to her blending in ‘the
cybernetic triangle’ on Biophilia, Björk manages to dissolve the hierarchy between subject and
object in her artistic practice. She is inspired by other non-human critters and does not try to
discursively subordinate them. Particularly interesting in this regard seems to be the song ‘Dark
Matter’. Here, the singer does not want to directly intervene with her object, she does not attempt
to impose on this secret and obscure phenomena her human interpretation of it, nor does she try to
encounter it through our anthropocentric perspective. Here, she sings the song entirely without
comprehensible words. She does not use our colonising language, rather she stays passive in this
encounter and – through improvising the melody she sings – she takes her lessons from what this
object might tell her. The subject/object relationship seems to be inverted here – the singer takes
the position of the object and lets the phenomena literally manifest itself through the sound
generated by her larynx.
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Fig. 4 - From Björk’s ‘Crystalline’ videoclip (Gondry 2011)

Together with sir David Attenborough, one of the most popular biologists in the world, Björk, in
the above-mentioned movie, elaborates more about the origins of music, which turns out to be a
bridge that might help conceptually connect humans with other critters (Hooper 2013). Drawing
on how other manifestations of matter organise and structure themselves, Björk “wants to bring
nature itself into her compositions” (Hooper, 17:03). Fascinated by the inner existence of crystals,
she wrote her song ‘Crystalline’ (Fig. 4) imitating the way crystals structure themselves. She
decided to take an extraordinary time signature here: the verses are written in 17/8 and the chorus
in 4/4. Thanks to that, as she claims, the arrangement of her song became “more like a square”,
or, as Attenborough adds, “in this sense – a (crystal – MS) cube” (Hooper, 19:22). There are
certain similarities between musical and crystal structures. Attenborough points out that in the
core of both of them lies “a mathematical basis” (Hooper, 18:43). They also share similar “visual
structure” (Hooper, 21:18). All of those magnificent self-repeating symmetrical patterns that
might be found on plants, feathering or colorations of (non)human, in the Solar system, or
amongst crystals and snowflakes or eye iris, can also be seen through sound waves. This may be
visualised through an easy physics experiment, wherein music is played through a sand spilt on a
big loudspeaker (see Hooper, 22:30). Crystals or sound waves, albeit abiotic, therefore remaining
at the bottom of the pyramid of importance in Anthropocene, have got their own structures, their
own meaning, their own force that propels them to grow, re-configure, re-generate, re-arrange.
This perspective opposes the greatest fundaments of our anthropocentric narrative of the Cartesian
dualism: body and mind, living and thinking. But what is thinking? And what is living? And does
not a crystal ‘think’? Does it not grow, establish itself, expand, occupy time, space and matter,
just like human beings? In Biophilia, Björk discovers that the way human music functions is very
similar to how crystals organise themselves, and how, surprisingly, we as human beings and our
!
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(artistic, technological) manifestations are similar to what have already been created by what we
call nature. Thus, Björk does not only use nature as a metaphor for her artistic practice. Instead of
trying to colonise it, she attempts to bring new methods to human music creation precisely from
the non-human world through making stirred connections with its miscellaneous creations.

CONCLUSION
In the course of the paper, I tried to show how the fusion of ‘the cybernetic triangle’ of what we
perceive as human, nature and science in Björk’s Biophilia might provide us with new
possibilities of learning and creating. The project teaches us much about the trans-species
connections which we are all entangled with. I have tried to show how feminist new materialism
might bring about a remarkable shift in our hitherto utilised ways of carrying out scientific and
artistic inquires. I do consider this approach a perfect method for such an exploration. It might
also be a helpful starting point in which both state-of-the-art technologies and non-human
environment can be combined to create new assemblages of artistic as well as scientific
experiences and imagine new itineraries for countless becomings of any kind of beings.
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