
a
nother city exists 
alongside any familiar 
one; a ghostly double,  
a sibling city of sheer 

electromagnetic presence. This city is 
called Maxwell City, so titled after the 
Scottish physicist and mathematician 
James Clerk Maxwell, whose famous 
equations described the complex 
interactions of electricity and 
magnetism within empty space. 

Maxwell City boasts a glorious new 
architecture composed of the interplay 
of these two phenomena, unified as 
electromagnetism, with both urban 
structure and a total proliferation 
of Maxwell’s legacy: uncountable 
electric facilities, devices, senders and 
receivers such as phones, wireless 
networks and radio. At the same time, 
every wire, cable and electrical device 
emits such fields during operation. It is 
a territory with few maps or guides. Of 
course, we have Maxwell’s rather terse 
equations, meshing the properties of 
light and electromagnetism, and Albert 
Einstein’s highly readable lectures. 

On a more mundane level, the 
diagram of the electromagnetic 
spectrum, providing an entry point 
for political discussion with questions 
of property and ownership, attempts 
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some kind of mapping. Yet through the 
use of simple electronic devices, we 
can begin to render this new landscape 
audible and thus tangible, to map this 
new city, to learn to sense new spatial 
relations, and, as artists, to question 
ways of making sense of this terrain. 

It is precisely this rich spectrum 
that the Maxwell City workshop 
explored during one week in June, 
anchored within the very real city of 
Oslo and making use of a range of 
devices and techniques. 

As demonstrated in the early 
days of the workshop, this new city 
can be entered from an everyday 
perspective, making use of nowadays 
less commonplace AM and FM radio 
receivers to study rich, lively emission 
sources such as ATMs and gambling 
machines. The use of scanners and 
wireless network equipment extends 
both diversity and spectrum, yet there 
is simply too much information here. 

precise areas of interest within this 
new geography. The performance 
aspect of the work was made obvious 
as eight equipment-laden artists 
wandered slowly through the streets, 
now crowded for a local music 
festival. Audible electronic phenomena 
competed with laid-back blues when 
the group amplified formerly private 
material with the use of a powerful 
megaphone. The rich, perhaps 
intrusive, presence of Maxwell City 
within Oslo itself marked a fitting 
close for the first electromagnetic-
inspired workshop orchestrated by 
Atelier Nord. Future workshops will 
focus on techniques of mapping, the 
construction of electromagnetic space, 
and finally data leakage: yet another 
information landscape with the artist 
taking on the roles of both forensic 
detective and archaeologist.

More information on Maxwell City: 
www.anart.no/projects/maxwell-city

After a short introduction, looking 
again at the base phenomena and 
discussing how science models 
and describes the world, it became 
a question of extending sense to 
precisely feel a way through this novel 
substance and city. The constructed 
devices, borrowing from designs that 
examine natural radio phenomena 
such as lightning storms, come to 
resemble a blind person’s stick, both  
in appearance, with a sensitive wire 
coil mounted proboscis-like at the end 
of a plastic pole, and in philosophy. 

In the first days of the workshop, 
which I led with fellow researcher 
Erich Berger, international participants 
tested a range of devices, judging 
sensitivity and locating rewarding 
spaces of interest within the man-
made twin city. With headphones 
closing off the city noise, the new 
space was explored and recorded for 
later discussion and, for the technically 
inclined, analysis was carried out 
within the frequency domain using 
spectrogram software.

Unfortunately, though less 
tangible in electromagnetic effect, the 
weather across both cities impacted 
heavily on the workshop. Under 
heavy rain, the focus was pushed 
mid-term towards discussion rather 
than active exploration, or refined 
wandering in this new space. The 
work of architects and artists such 
as Usman Haque, particularly with a 
piece entitled Haunt, led the group to 
consider a more ghostly aspect of the 
electromagnetic spectrum. 

On the final day of the workshop, 
the formerly grey city of Oslo awoke 
to a glorious summer day, with 
participants eager to probe deep into 
the doubly new city, or to focus on 
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