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ABSTRACT 

Contemporary research-creation and critical practice methods are 

increasingly entwined with computational media processes, 

workflows, and infrastructures. The following paper documents a 

research-creation and critical practice project developed at New 

York University from 2018-19 along the topoi of fat identity, 

materiality, representation and mathematical or computational 

reproducibility. Working through philosophical discourses of 

affect, biopolitics, and emotion, we pose an arts-oriented 

computational media process which shifts its theoretical method 

and vocabulary from a topological localization of affect to an 

emotional localization of affective topology. We offer that this 

methodological shift for research-creation and critical practice 

identifies the philosophical importance of emotion and emotional 

experience in reconciling computational media practice with 

contemporary social and political thought. 

CONCEPTS 

• Affective media composition → Emotional media 

composition; Matrixial subject; Computer Animation • Affective 

Commons → Emotional trans-subjectivity 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

Adipose Tissue (2018-9) is a critical practice [1] or research-

creation [2] project that utilizes the Unity 3D game engine and 

adjacent creative 3D software to aesthetically and psychologically 

engage with computational media representations of fatness and fat 

bodies. In this register, the project is also principally a self-

expressive or autobiographical documentation of my own fat body 

and its psycho-somatic registers. Developed intermittently during 

graduate schooling at New York University between the falls of 

2018 to 2019, Adipose names a composite process of 

transdisciplinary inquiries spread between arts-based research 

practice under the instruction of arts professor Marina Zurkow, 

media studies theory-practice under the instruction of film scholar 

Marina Hassapopoulou, and computational media practice under 

the instruction of spatial computing researchers Carmine Elvezio 

and Igal Nassima. These inquiries fan out into three initial research 

trajectories: 1) fatness in psychical, aesthetic, and political relation 

to environmental crisis, 2) topological forms and techniques in 

computational media through tools such as noise, randomness, 

flocking, 3D scanning, and physically based rendering, and 3) the 

technical and conceptual relation of these topological techniques to 

the critical philosophical discourse of affect and affectivity.  

 

Figure 1: 3D printed scan of left hand, skewed in ZBrush 

This process and its multiple trajectories are documented and 

expressed in a variety of media forms. This spectra of expressions 

or destinations constitutes one possible raison d’etre for the 

project’s definition as partly research-based and not specifically as 

https://doi.org/10.1145/3347122.3371381
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a work of art. In the pages that follow, we include some sparse 

visual documentation and a trio of theoretical statements drawn 

from essays written at the beginning, middle, and ending of this 

process. We convey here a critical practice and research-creation 

process which began with an initial query and theory, carried 

through an active artistic practice, and cumulates here with a 

critique of our initial positions and a theory, technique, and reading 

program towards the next research cycle. 

2 STATEMENT ONE: ON THE 

TOPOLOGICAL LOCALIZATION OF 

AFFECTIVE EXPERIENCES 

 December 15, 2018 

 

If we consider, following the works of Gilles Deleuze and 

adjacent spatial philosophers of the 20th century, that space is 

produced by, between, and amongst bodies over and through time 

(taking the definition of what constitutes a ‘body’ to its farthest 

limit), then we may be able to think and feel differently about local 

to global, and indeed self to environment, relations. In adding 

fatness as a concept for research to the academic discourses 

regarding human-environment relationality, we work to study – 

from a situated practice – how body dissociation by fat 

accumulation and its accompanying morbidities index important 

aspects of psychic individuation and political subjectivity and help 

to elucidate a way forward in re-thinking human subjectivity in the 

Anthropocene. The concept of locality (contra ‘globality’) is useful 

for conceptualizing a not-only-extensive theory of space and body. 

Adipose Tissue focuses in on a conjunction of locality and 

topology, or non-static shape, to think about space as an 

enjambment of many moving, living, and dying bodies. Simulating 

and thinking about the rippling, juggling, and quaking swaths of the 

fat body with computational media techniques and workflows, we 

try to encourage an awareness of this enjambment by refocusing 

our attention from broad and rigid ideas of bodies, institutions, and 

things to the super-local dynamics of fluctuating and waving 

surfaces. These fluctuations, in the specificity of their super-local 

movements in time, evidence the congruent or isomorphic fluidity 

of materiality and its ideal or mathematical form (what Deleuze [2] 

and his readers bifurcate as the ‘actual’ and the ‘virtual’). A super-

local topological frame tunes to how materials and ideas change 

together in groups of associated movement. Movements, here in 

our own reading of Deleuze’s work, are sequences of localizable 

translations from the ideal to the material. These translations from 

ideal -> material, as suggested by Brian Massumi [3] and more 

recently by Sha Xin Wei [4], are claimed to be localizeable at the 

layer of affective experience; at the material infinitesimal 

translations that happen constantly in extensive reality and are more 

resonant with the dynamic mathematical lens of topology than with 

fixed geometries. By tuning in to the movements of surfaces such 

as the ripples of water from a skipped stone, the slow movements 

of the forming or flattening of mountain ranges, or the aberrant 

topographies of the fat belly, we can start to carry our ideas about 

what a given body may be into the real-time changes that that body 

continuously enacts and is enacted by. That is, by starting at the 

super-local site of topological transformations of material surfaces, 

we can re-interrogate our ideas about global movements, trends, 

and fixed ideas or feelings through a philosophical association of 

ideas and mathematics to these granular surfaces. To Deleuze, this 

framework is not a conceptual fall into chaos, but is rather a more 

intensive mental relation to the contingent aspect of all reality and 

experience.  

 

 

Figure 2: Adipose, still frame from original rendering: 

https://vimeo.com/306496035 

By tuning to computational media techniques related to surfaces 

(texture, lighting, color) and topologies (non-rigid shapes, non-

linear interactions, dynamic relations, and oscillating forms), we 

can begin to interrogate technosocial models of global relations 

(network connectivity, immersive empathy, financial and 

biological emergence) through a novel category of affective 

materiality and its computational reproducibility. 

3 STATEMENT TWO: ON THE BIOPOLITICS 

OF EMERGENCE  

 June 1, 2019 

 

Computational media practices which arose through technical 

and aesthetic post-war experiments under the umbrella term of 

cybernetics have brought to the fore the enduring concept of 

emergence. Major scholars across a spectrum of academic fields 

have tracked emergent phenomena in the study of affect, cognition, 

computability, social structure, biosemiotics, and complexity. In 

media studies and computational media, this interdisciplinary 

image of thought has inspired significant interest in computational 

simulations and artistic studies of emergence and recurring citation 

of Gilles Deleuze’s theorization of potentiality (or ‘virtuality’) in 

media studies [5][6][7][8][9]. Throughout this development, 

however, scholars and practitioners have increasingly consistently 

equated potentiality to vitality. Potentiality has become reductively 

imaged as merely but purely ‘lifeness’, thereby reduced to swarms 

of potent vitalities that are informed and in economic relations with 

the computational techniques of noise, flocking, randomness, 

genetic algorithms, machine ‘learning’ and massively produced 

images of particles, packs, and flows. Yet, as Michel Foucault [10], 

https://vimeo.com/306496035
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Achille Mbembe [11], Lauren Berlant [12], and many critical 

interlocutors have shown us, cultural and scientific images of life 

are never not jointly situated between biological and political 

economic or sovereign mechanisms. By mapping culturally and 

politically inflected images of life onto the realm of potential, 

media studies and computational media practices have animated 

potentiality as a ‘naturally’ ‘selective’ and ‘adaptive’ phenomena, 

thereby erasing both Deleuze’s own philosophical formulation of 

the negative and - more pressingly - what Frantz Fanon [13] and 

Sylvia Wynter [14] famously characterized as the evolutionarily 

dysselected image of the black (in)human in its fabricated 

opposition to the evolutionarily selected (white) human. In this 

capacity, the emergent image of life and vitality is not a purely 

affirmative gesture towards the ontological singularity of all 

being(s) but is rather a colonialist political economic imperative 

towards the totalization of one particular cultural and psychological 

imagination of death.  

 

Figure 3: Custom PBR (physically-based rendering) material 

on photogrammetrically generated bust. 

In other words, the passage from potential (but as of yet non-) being 

towards actual being (from ‘virtual’ to ‘actual’) has been culturally 

and scientifically imaged and imagined according to collapsed 

pseudo-Darwinian and Newtonian classical (or, “servo-mechanic” 

[15]) tropes of vitality and movement. By theoretically committing 

ourselves to a computational reproducibility of affective experience 

in the context of topological maths and computational techniques, 

we – most unfortunately – psychologically and aesthetically parlay 

ethically problematic normalizations of life into the post-cybernetic 

research programs on emergence and emergent phenomena.  

4 STATEMENT THREE: ON THE 

EMOTIONAL LOCALIZATION OF 

AFFECTIVE TOPOLOGY  

 NOVEMBER 5, 2019 

 

Feminist psychologist and fine artist Bracha Ettinger’s 

philosophical concept of the matrixial [16] constitutes a structure 

of sociality and empathy that departs from affect philosophy in two 

principal capacities. Where we could diagnose affect as having 

been at least partly trapped, in Mbembe’s words, within the 

“intensification of the dialects of territorialisation and 

deterritorialisation, a dialectics of opening and closure” [17], the 

matrixial retains the figure of the corporeal ethical boundary (and 

thus an alternate dialect of consent and violation) as resolutely base. 

And secondly, considering non-life (not meaning ‘death’ as 

culturally or psychologically imagined, but merely all that which is 

conceptually not life) as a point of emergence, a matrixial 

philosophy does not overemphasize emergence as a unidirectional 

and normatively vitalist processing of the potential into the actual. 

The Ettingerian subject is premised on both the up-space of a 

psychologically individuated imaginative optics and the down-

space of a psychologically shared traumatic matrix. The traumatic 

matrix, which corresponds to a chthonic epistemic space of 

traumas, is not the down-space of a purely negative universal, or 

monotonic negation, but is instead relative to the social histories of 

all entangled subjects. Here is a remarkable link between image, 

trauma, and a diffraction of “death” into non-life: an unfolding of 

death and negation (back) into a multiplexed set of relations inside 

urbanity and modernity. The matrixial denotes a shared epistemic 

exterior field of death-types that resist projections of biopolitical 

imagery and imaging. Crucially, this framework provides a 

different tilt on the question of emotional, versus affective, 

experience. Whereas Massumi posits in 1995 that “emotion is a 

subjective content, the socio-linguistic fixing of the quality of an 

experience which is from that point onward defined as personal” 

and thereby oriented in the political economic isolation of the 

subject and its sensory-motor schema [18], Ettinger’s formulation 

allows for a conceptualization of emotion as a discursively situated 

but matrixially written phenomena, meaning that emotion is 

culturally or symbolically oriented but non-symbolically or 

traumatically communicated. Emotion is thus a two-fold 

intersubjective medium, composed of both the affective orientation 

of the social field and its materially localizeable positions and the 

sharing of individual traumas.  

 

 
Figure 4: Adipose_02, non-backgrounded rendering: 

https://vimeo.com/367829888 

 

For Ettinger, this stratum qualifies empathic experience not as an 

infinitesimal kinetic or sensory-motor identification, but rather as a 

process of traumatic “cross-fading” that occurs at the level of mind, 

or imagination. To empathize is then not to inhabit an asymmetric 

sensory relation with another but is rather to collude in a profoundly 

symmetrical imaginary intimacy. This position is echoed not only 

https://vimeo.com/367829888
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in feminist psychoanalytic and philosophical practices following 

Ettinger but also in more common (in the United States) relational 

psychotherapy and its study of transitional phenomena and the 

transference of emotion. Emotional intimacies are, for us then, 

ontologically “superior” [19] to affective reproductions given that 

affect is only ever parlayed between subjects at the sight and site of 

emotional experience. For the fat body, we thus become less than 

visual surpluses of affective scansion and more than a body. To the 

imaginative optics of traumal intimacies, aberrant body ‘parts’ 

become screens and we become mediatic. A retuning of the optics 

of fatness is thus a shift from considering the fat flesh in movement 

as a swarm of infinitesimal thresholds to considering the fat flesh 

in movement as a new technology of the curve or as a figuring of 

the infinitesimal.  

5 CONCLUSIONS 

Seeking technical tools to convey the aesthetic and psychological 

materials of fatness and fat subjective experience, this critical 

practice and research-creation process has moved from a 

technical emphasis on theories of affect to a technical emphasis on 

theories of emotion. Topological techniques in computational 

media were considered in the early stages of the project for the 

ways in which they corresponded to materialist concepts of the 

infinitesimal in affective philosophies. As further research and 

vocabulary was developed, we began to link analyses from critical 

race theory to our own work and to the sciences of emergent 

phenomena at large. Through the work of Bracha Ettinger and the 

concept of the matrixial, we now begin to consider and research 

computational media techniques that correspond to emotional 

experience and psychical and aesthetic theorizations that situate 

trauma and transitional phenomena as social structures. 

 

Figure 5: Imprint of bodyweight on moss 

This traumal modeling of structure provides a theoretical 

framework through which to think, inhabit, and observe body 

‘parts’ as media objects: as site-specific materials that are both 

performative (non-localizeable) and figural (compressed). This 

framework maintains the dynamical affordance of philosophies of 

affect (qua imaginatively observed trans-subjective trauma) 

without resonating with computationally produced and neoliberally 

distributed normative images of life (by instead evoking emotional 

experience as the stratum inhabited by the irreducible specificities 

of individual traumas). As we reset our research and creation 

process, we fan back out into three novel trajectories: 1) the 

psychological and philosophical relation of emotional experience 

[20] to thought and thinking, 2) intersecting aesthetic archives and 

philosophies of the natural and the gothic, and 3) computational 

media techniques related to lag, compositing, and non-

backgrounded rendering.  

 

 

 

Figure 6, 7: Photogrammetric rendering of moss, animated 

without background 
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