


I sat and imagined this small, graceful 
octopus intensively before actually en­
countering the animal. I gradually felt a 
kind of throbbing around my head, as if 
it were very soft. Then it became clear to 
me: it was the heart — its heart, but also 
the human heart and the energy that ema­
nates from it. The entire head of the octo­
pus was filled with this pumping, with this 
heart. The siphon was like a main artery 
from the heart. It felt energetic. And cool. 
It wasn’t at all about its powerful arms, 
but instead everything seemed very light 
and garland-like, like a lace doily. A small, 
graceful octopus, floating. The feeling was 
"go with the flow"— going with something 
rather than going against it. To give in to 
the currents. 

And suddenly I felt that the connection is 
the thing! The tentacles are like a hand that 
are attached to this heart. Very directly. 
Not with five fingers, but eight. And these 
eight fingers are much more sensitive 
than those of a human hand. I can sense 
everything with them. 

If I sit on this scallop, then I know precisely 
how big it is, how it feels, with all of its 
grooves. Very similar to with my (human) 
hand, but much quicker, as the heart, which 
is, at the same time, also the head, per­
ceives everything much more directly. My 
food for example, that was rather playful 
— there were shrimps that swam around 

me. I could have taken them, but I didn’t 
take them. I wasn’t hungry. I felt fearless, 
well aware of being trapped in terrain that 
I wished would be bigger, but also safe.

Looking out into the exterior space, making 
contact with humans, terrified me at first, 
because they are enormous. From the way 
they approach the tank it was clear to me 
that they are beings that try to compre­
hend everything with their two eyes. They 
come up to the tank, hold out their hands 
and contort themselves in some way or an­
other. 

Eventually I realised that they cannot  harm 
me. Nevertheless, it is always frightening 
to see them from up close. 
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It’s not a good day to visit Sea Life Melbourne. It’s 
Boxing Day. A day to go shopping with the fami
ly, or to do something with the children. Long 
queues to the various ticket booths stretch back to 
the entrance. It looks as though you can only get 
in with pre-booked tickets. The staff are strug-
gling to control the flow of visitors. I ask a young 
keeper, whether there is an octopus in the display 
and whether we still had a chance of a ticket. Yes, 
there is one he says, and we can queue up for a 
ticket if we like. We decide to give it a go. 

We move slowly towards the entrance. A young 
man in a hat entertains the children in the queue 
with little magic tricks. After a bottleneck around 
the corner we finally reach a slightly more spa
cious area. There are cardboard cutouts of comic 
figures all over, ‘giving information’ about the 
individual areas of the exhibition. The fast-food 
restaurant is just around the corner. A deafening 
noise fills the room and mixes with the swelling 
background music, its melodic progression lost in 
the whooping of the excited children. Our route 
leads us past a petting zoo containing various sea 
creatures. A cluster of parents and children forms 
around it, all wanting to splash wildly in the small 
tank. Finally, in the furthest corner of the display 
room, we find a small aquarium, set into the wall, 
where the octopus is supposed to be. 

The theming of Sea Life Melbourne has more 
to do with Jurassic Park than underwater worlds. 
The display designers have clad all of the aqua-
ria and tanks with ornamental, interwoven giant 
bones and teeth, as if a T. rex had fallen into the 
water, its bones scattered everywhere and grew 
together through the sediment into massive pic-
ture frames. 

There’s pushing and pulling everywhere. “Look 
there’s an octopus!” a father says to his child and 
points to it with his finger on the pane of glass. 
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Apparently it is not that spectacular, so his sug-
gestion wanes. As with most children, his child 
shows no particular interest in the animal, which 
has withdrawn into a modelled diver’s helmet, 
roughly the size of a handball, where it remains 
motionless. The octopus is not to be lured out, 
even by violent banging. Warnings are issued. 
The barren tank has nothing more to offer. Just 
this miniature diving helmet, a couple of shrimps, 
nothing else. 

Now and then the octopus opens an eye and 
you can see the siphon, that sticks out of the con-
tracted body. The arms border the inner edge of 
the helmet and give it its typical ornamentation. 
We try to catch a quiet moment in order to take 
a photo of the tank and make contact with the 
small octopus. But it seems this isn’t the right day. 

On the way to the exit we pass by the real attrac
tion at Sea Life Melbourne: the penguins. In a 
large, conically expanding room is a glass aviary 
with roughly 5- to 6-metre-tall screens that sepa-
rate around 30 birds from the visitors. The space 
inside is suggestive of a landscape of frozen ice 
blocks over which the penguins move and drop 
things here and there. A keeper speaks over a 
headset and explains to the audience what they 
are seeing. A digital display announces the coming 
spectacle – feeding time. “Holiday in hell” I think 
as we step back into the daylight. 

Sea Life Melbourne  | light-boxes (32 × 22 cm, 44 × 32 cm, 39 x 49 cm, 72 x 102 cm), sound loop approx. 3 min





It wasn’t easy for me to connect with the 
animal; the visual impressions of my 
morning visit to the aquarium kept forcing 
their way to the front of my mind. What I 
felt was a whirr, a kind of sprawling out – 
as if I am reaching out with all of my arms, 
like a wheel, a sun or a pleated skirt spin­
ning on its own axis, in stark contrast to the 
oppressiveness of the actual situation.

My body has a centre – for as long as I have 
existed I have learned to sense space with 
all of my cells from out of this centre, like a 
living blob of plasticine. I have scanned the 
tank in which I find myself. It is boring and 
unimaginative. The only available place 
for me to take refuge is an artificial cave, 
a head. I’m in your head! I have filled it. I 
know how it feels, my flesh, my body is in 
it. I only have to be able to open one eye in 
order to see out and lie in such a way that I 
can breath comfortably. My very existence 
is reduced to this cave. There is no other 
place. I close my eyes and breath the wa­
ter always tastes the same. There must be 
something edible swimming around some­
where, but I’m not interested in that NOW! 
I have all the time in the world to take it. 
When I’m hungry, when the light goes out, 
when this movement, all this noise and the 
constant pressing on the glass stops. 

I keep my eyes closed. In my imagination I 
am somewhere else: in open shallow water, 
where the sunlight is broken by the waves 

and casts shadow on the floor. Where I can 
decide to swim wherever I want. There 
are stones of the most varied sizes lying 
all around, with crevices into which I can 
crawl, in which I can hide myself but also 
swim out again. It feels good. 

If I could imagine being another being, e.g. 
a tree, then I’d like to be an oak, a strong 
oak or ... a sky, a living sky – in the evening 
when the clouds are lit up from behind, a 
fantastical sunset in dazzling colours.

I cannot judge my relationship to humans: 
for me they are all just confusing appa­
ritions. Brights surfaces that are held 
against the glass. Fidgeting tentacles, 
screaming, knocking. Completely distract­
ed and haphazard. I don’t feel that I can 
make contact with them or that one of them 
wants to make contact with me. It is more 
like the noise on a motorway that I just 
have to accept. I am completely alone here.
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