
God In Heaven & The Ants Ruling The Earth

Kuai Shen was born in Guayaquil, Ecuador. He holds a BA in digital arts from University San Francisco de 
Quito, a ‘Diplom in Medienkunst’ with honors from the Academy of Media Arts in Cologne, and he recently 
finished an interdisciplinary research in Game Design and Development at the University of Applied Sciences 
Cologne. He has exhibited in renown international media art festivals, galleries and biennials in Germany, 
Belgium, England, Slovenia, Italy and Canada, as well as participated in important European symposia. Kuai 
Shen has published his research with ants in a book entitled «Biologically-Inspired Computing for the Arts» 
from the University of Colorado and in the Leonardo MIT Journal for the Siggraph. His artistic approach 
to self-organization and emergence is envisioned in audiovisual installations that reflect on interspecies 
artistic collaboration with ants and the metaphor of a post-human ecology, an ecology whose future lies 
in the communication between species and the mutualism between technological media (human artifacts) 
and insect media (biological organisms). His current research focuses on ant mimicry in the post-biologic 

technology of humans based on post-humanism, resilient networks and mimesis.



0h!m1gas
biomimetic stridulation environment
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topics: social systems, self-organization,  emergence,  matriarchy,  organic architecture

They generate bottom-up structures in order to solve problems by means of a complex network of local interactions. Ants represent a matriarchal superorganism 
characterized by self-organization, a flexible division of labour, altruism, hard work and swarm behaviour. The tiny social ant you see foraging on the ground is 
in fact a sterile female worker, who as well as all her sisters back in the nest, share together the food with her mother, the queen, in an organized social system, 
where everyone is born to perform a specific job to contribute to the well being of the colony. 

Ants construct miniature ecosystems that adapt to any environment. They are the best example in nature for the emergence of order out of chaos. Ants listen 
to the changes in the surroundings to regulate their actions and re-organize their work. We can learn from them, observing the way they built their nests by 
applying an experimental design approach based on organic architecture, where sounds and physical interaction instead of dividing living spaces, promote and 
consolidate environments that breed life.

Based on the social life of a leafcutter ant colony of the species Atta cephalotes, 0h!m1gas is a biomimetic stridulation environment that translates the 
movement and sound production of ants creating an audiovisual reactive installation. The events produced by the ant colony are constantly being video and 
audio surveilled. A pair of turntables constantly reacts to the changes that emerge from the colony, thus spinning vinyl records and producing scratching 
sounds, similar to the original stridulations of the ants. Thus, ants stridulate and human DJs scratch. This creates a cybernetic bioacoustic space, which reveals 
the connection between scratching, as an aesthetic expression created by human culture, and the stridulation phenomena produced by ants as a modulation 
mechanism for social communication. 

The source of inspiration for this sound-reactive installation is based on the functional resemblance of the turntable, as a cultural artefact for sound production, 
with the stridulatory organ of certain highly evolved ants, as a biological artefact for social organization.

What is biomimetics?
• Imitating life, imitating nature.
• To observe and analyze nature, its processes, models and systems to be inspired and apply biological principles and behaviours to human design.

What is bioacoustics?
• The combination of biology and acoustics to study the production of sound in living beings.
• The relation of acoustic signals to the medium in which they propagate and the behavioural effects on the subjects that perceive them.

What is stridulation?
• The production of sound by rubbing together two parts of the body. The sound is basically a chirping sound with different frequency ranges.
• Insects that stridulate, do so by using two parts of their chitin exoskeleton: e.g., crickets, grasshoppers, beetles, cicadas and ants.
• Stridulation is a biological mechanism, which we can be compared to dragging a vinyl record back and forth on a turntable, producing what is commonly 
known as scratching.

...photos & video documentation under:					        • http://kuaishen.tv/0hm1gas	    • http://kuaishen.tv/cyberneticemergence 



First Prototype, Köln, Germany 2008

0h!m1gas in Bonn, Germany 2009



0h!m1gas in Belfast, North Ireland 2009

0h!m1gas in Turin, Italy 2010



0h!m1gas in Ljubljana, Slovenia 2011



0h!m1gas in Genk, Belgium 2012



The colony
My Atta cephalotes colony is 3-years old an lives in my studio



Left: a supersoldier and a minor of the leafcutter ant, Atta Cephalotes. This picture shows the polymorphism in this species.

Center: the location of the stridulatory organ of a major of the same species, which was trying to cut my finger. Photographs 
were taken in the Yasuni Biosphere Reserve in Ecuador.

Right: graphic representation of the multicomponent communication in ants, imagined as invisible atmospheric fields created 
by the combination of pheromones and stridulations.

Photos and Graphics: Kuai Shen Auson, 2011

The stridulatory organ of Atta cephalotes



How does it work?
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Wireless cameras - connection diagram to Monitors



Technical equipment

Equipment / Materials Observations

(1) Canopus ADVC 100: analog digital video converter Artist Property 

(1) Power supply, 0-12V, 0-2A Artist Property 

(2) stepper motors with serial-USB connection Artist Property 

(4) 2,4 Ghz wireless CMOS macro-cameras Artist Property 

 (4) 2,4 Ghz wireless video receiver Artist Property 

(1) Audio mixer: 2 RCA input, 1 RCA output
Organized on 

location

(2) piezoelectric microphones Artist Property  

(1) M-Audio Conectiv: USB sound interface, 2 RCA input, 1 RCA 
output Artist Property 

(1) Arduino USB micro-controller + (1) servo motor Artist Property 

(4) Barco Monitors or LCD monitors
Organized on 

location

(1) sound system set
(4 speakers: front left,  front right, rear left, rear right)

Organized on 

location

(2) computers (miniMac, Mac OSX system)
* 1 computer could be provided by me

Organized on 

location

(4) white spot lights for illumination of the ant's nest
Organized on 

location

(1) main exhibition table painted in white (in 5 parts) Artist Property 

Technical list of materials/equipments
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Feedback: Auf welche Kunstschau gehen Sie am liebsten? Schreiben Sie uns!

Drucken  Seite drucken

Schwerindustrie heran. In einer Vitrine sind Ausweise von

Kindern zu sehen, die in der nahegelegenen Zeche von Bois du

Luc ins Bergwerk einfuhren. 85 Jungen und Mädchen unter acht Jahren malochten unter Tage.

Mehrere Tausend waren es bis zu ihrem 14. Lebensjahr. Aber es gibt auch stolze Arbeiter. Sie schlossen

sich zu Malerschulen zusammen, um in anrührenden Zeichnungen ihr Leben zu dokumentieren.

Genk ist für die Kuratoren der Manifesta 9, Katerina Gregos und Cuauhtémoc Medina und Dawn

Ades, ein Mikrokosmos für den Umbruch in Europa, wo Kohle als Brennstoff an Bedeutung verloren

hat, wo Banken­ und Finanzkrise den Wohlfahrtsstaat an die Grenzen der Belastbarkeit treiben.

Tierische Massenproduktion

Da kommt die Installation des in Köln lebenden Ecuadorianers Kuai

Shen geradezu wie ein Vorbild selbstlosen Sozialverhaltens daher. In

einer Apparatur aus Glasbehältern, die an eine überdimensionale

Versuchsanordnung aus dem Chemieunterricht erinnert, lassen sich

Blattschneideameisen bei der Arbeit aus nächster Nähe begutachten.

Seit vier Jahren beobachtet Kuai Shen die emsige Kolonie, die er

selbst gezüchtet hat. Blattschneideameisen haben einen geradezu

mustergültigen Gemeinsinn. Sie schneiden Blätter, um einen Pilz zu

ernähren, der wiederum die Ameisen ernährt. Die perfekte Symbiose. Die Geräusche, die bei dieser

Arbeit entstehen, dringen über Lautsprecher in den Ausstellungsraum. Für Kuai Shen sind die

Ameisen ein Modell für die Krise in Europa: "Wir brauchen nicht mehr eine Gesellschaft, die wie eine

Pyramide aufgebaut ist. Wir müssen Gemeinschaft neu definieren, um überleben zu können", sagt der

Künstler.

Produktion und Arbeit

Auf zwei weiteren Etagen zündet die Manifesta ihr künstlerisches Feuerwerk, das sich vor allem mit

den ökonomischen Umstrukturierungen unseres Produktionssystems befasst. Die Künstler kommen

aus der ganzen Welt. Eine eigene Abteilung widmet sich der Kunstgeschichte der Steinkohle von 1800

bis ins frühe 21. Jahrhundert. Bernd und Hilla Bechers menschenleere Fotografie­Reihen von Zechen

dokumentieren die Funktionalität der Architekturen imposanter Anlagen in Belgien. Alle Arbeiten

sollen mit dem Ausstellungsort und seiner Geschichte in Dialog treten. Das gilt für den Bergbaustollen

dargestellt als Hölle genauso wie für das eigene Genre der Umweltverschmutzung durch die

Schwerindustrie.

Düstere Industrieatmosphäre

Die Manifesta 9 entzieht sich dem schicken Event­Zirkus des

Kunstbetriebs. Sie liefert kein neues Futter für den gefräßigen

Sammlermarkt. Ob die Re­Inszenierung von Marcel Duchamps

Kohlesäcken, die wie düstere Wolken über den Köpfen der

Besucher von der Decke hängen, Richard Longs dunkler

Kohlenteppich, oder die Recherche der Österreicherin Aglaia

Konrad zur Geschichte der Frankfurter Küche und der Rolle der

Frau in der Massenproduktion ­ zu keinem Augenblick lässt die

Manifesta ihr Thema aus dem Blick. Die Kohle als fossiler Brennstoff hat ausgedient, dafür befeuert sie

die Kunst und zeigt in Genk welch künstlerisches Potential in ihr steckt, um über unser Leben heute

nachzudenken.
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Kuai Shen "Oh ! m 1 gas" (détail)

Angereist zur MANIFESTA 9   ist Kuai Shen mit circa 7000 Künstlerinnen
und  Künstlern.  Das  gemeinsame  Ziel  ist  und  war  die  künstlerische
Darstellung  von  der  Auseinandersetzung mit  Leben  und  Arbeiten  in  der
inaktiven Bergbaumine “Waterschei” in Genk.

Kuai Shen "Oh ! m 1 gas" (détail)

Kuai Shen, 1978 in Guayaquil (Ecuador) geboren, beschäftigt sich seit vier
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s iamo all’epilogo di un’attività 
millenaria, quella delle minie-
re. Non un ambiente ecologico 
qualsiasi. Gli uomini che da 

sempre ci lavorano maturano un’esperien-
za della vita fuori dal comune. In questo 
nostro tempo di software tecnologico (ani-
mato da micro porzioni minerali), le cavità 
della Terra apparivano memoria preisto-
rica, fino al brusco risveglio della protesta 
attuale della Carbosulcis e le drammatiche 
tensioni di Marikana in Sud Africa. È dal 
1904 che i minatori sardi lottano (a Bugger-
ru, allora, furono presi a fucilate dall’eserci-
to), senza scordarsi anche i cento giorni di 
scioperi nel ’92-93, con la dinamite pronta 
a far saltare tutto (come testimonia un do-
cumentario audio degli autori Casu e Sta-
zi). L’associazione tra il lavoro dei minatori 
nelle gallerie e quello delle formiche rosse 
in un ambiente analogamente cavernoso, 
però racchiuso in una struttura di plexiglas, 
è il fulcro dell’opera audiovisiva realizzata 
dall’artista ecuadoriano Shen Kuai. Oltre a 
farci osservare da vicino il movimento delle 
formiche, egli registra anche il suono del 
loro frenetico zampettare. Nella socialità e 

Un complesso dismesso riconvertito in centro 
d’arte. Nel distretto belga di Genk un evento  
come Manifesta sviscera un tema scottante 
di Francesca Pini

Le formiche rosse
lavorano in miniera

 In mostra   Il sottosuolo brulicante di Shen Kuai 

produttività delle formi-
che c’è il rimando a quel-
la speciale tempra degli 
uomini che scendono nel 
sottosuolo. L’installazione 
di quel formicaio assume un significato 
simbolico, essendo stato presentato nel 
contesto di Manifesta, nelle ex miniere di 
Waterschei (sfruttata dal 1924) a Genk, in 
Belgio, e collocata nell’ufficio dell’ex diret-
tore generale. In quel distretto minerario 
molti italiani vennero da emigranti, come 
quel tale Granata, padre di Rocco che nel 
1958 scrisse la famosa canzone Marina. Ma 
sono i settemila libretti di lavoro dei mina-
tori (tra questi, donne e bambini) esposti 
in mostra a rappresentare la fatica di una 
classe lavoratrice, vicina allo sfruttamento. 

Il respiro della Terra. L’immagine più evo-
cativa di quel periodo è quella fatta da Oli-
vier Bevierre in un fotomontaggio del 1892 
di vari livelli di gallerie, e nel quale le per-
sone, con i volti cosparsi di polvere di car-
bone, sembrano strette nella morsa di gi-
roni infernali. Per Duchamp sono come un 
“grotto”, riempito di sacchi di carbone (nel 

1938, all’Esposizione inter-
nazionale surrealista). Il 
nero dei volti ispira invece 
a Igor Grubic, un’immagi-
ne celestiale trasformando 

i minatori in angeli di una speciale genia. 
«Il carbone vittima del progresso», si legge 
nei giornali belgi del 1966 in cui montavano 
le proteste per l’incombente disoccupazio-
ne nella regione. Manifesta ha dimostrato 
che l’arte può diventare una chance per la 
riconversione di luoghi in disuso. Anche 
l’isola d’Elba, con le sue miniere conosciute 
fin dagli etruschi, ha scelto di percorrere 
una strada culturale, con la mostra di Filip-
po Lenzi che con i suoi bianchi e neri ha 
rivelato tutto il fascino di un paesaggio sot-
terraneo. C’è un suono che ha sempre ac-
compagnato il lavoro dei minatori, quello 
del vento nei cunicoli. È nel video di Karikis 
e di Orlow, sempre proposto da Manifesta, 
che noi capiamo, ascoltandolo, il respiro 
della Terra. Gli artisti hanno lavorato con 
un coro di ex minatori riportandoli nel luo-
go dov’erano sempre scesi, e a loro hanno 
chiesto di “cantare” la voce del soffio che 
ascoltavano nelle viscere.

Analogie
Sopra, un fotomontaggio 
di Olivier Bevierre del 1892. 
A sinistra, l’artista Shen Kuai 
e le sue formiche (sotto). 
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