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LISA ROBERTSON: I’m going to begin with a simple question. Your work 
in this exhibition arose as a form of reading, or a response to a partic-
ular passage from Friedrich Nietzsche’s book Ecce Homo. So I want 
to start by asking you, what is the place of reading philosophy in your 
practice? 
 
KATHY SLADE: I am reading philosophy and trying to think philosoph-
ically in a kind of spatial way. My practice though, I would say, relates 
more closely to literature. I first heard of Nietzsche’s encounter with 
the rock in a lecture by the American philosopher Samuel Weber. I was 
struck by it as a story. So my approach, my engagement with Nietzsche 
and with his thought of eternal return, is through the story of Nietzsche’s 
first encounter with this rock. Nietzsche was walking in the Swiss Alps 
along the shore of a lake when he was interrupted by the sight of a 
boulder. This event impacted the course of his thinking for the remain-
der of his life. Shortly after hearing this story, I visited the rock. It was 
only after that first visit that I actually read Ecce Homo. I’ll read you the 
passage that is important for me, where he describes the encounter:
 
 I shall now tell the story of Zarathustra. The basic conception of the 
 work, the thought of eternal recurrence, the highest formula of 
 affirmation that can possibly be attained — belongs to the August 
 of the year 1881: it was jotted down on a piece of paper with the 
 inscription: “6,000 feet beyond man and time.” I was that day walk-
 ing through the woods beside the lake of Silvaplana; I stopped 
 beside a mighty pyramidal block of stone which reared itself up not 
 far from Surlei. Then this idea came to me.¹
 
How do you look at a rock and have a thought like eternal recurrence? 
What was it about this block of stone that inspired Nietzsche to imagine 
that everything that one has ever done, everything that one has ever 
thought, everything that’s ever happened, will happen again and again 
for eternity? This really intrigued me, both the moment that this thought 
came to Nietzsche and the space, place or surroundings he was lo-
cated in at that moment — and then of course the implications of the 
thought itself. 
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Sinking in the West (installation view), 2022. Photo: Rachel Topham Photography.

My work is citational: I am nearly always re-presenting and repeating. So 
while I’m not an expert by any means on eternal recurrence, this excerpt 
from Ecce Homo seemed like an exciting and strange text to engage with. 
As I began to read more about eternal recurrence, I realized that it wasn’t 
just one thing for Nietzsche. It’s affirmative, perhaps as a way to come to 
terms with the nihilism that had engulfed Europe. But it is also an uncom-
fortable thought — an uncanny thought. It’s unnerving, because it displac-
es our feelings of singularity. We become an iteration. In The Gay Science, 
we are a speck of dust, and eternal recurrence is personified as a demon. I 
think you have the quote for that Lisa.
 
LR: I think I should mention that Ecce Homo is a story of how he wrote 
each of his books. And through this recitation of how he wrote his books, 
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he’s revealing how a person becomes who they are. I have not been a big 
reader of Nietzsche — just snippets, in the past — but I can say it’s an ex-
cellent entry point because you get an overview of his life’s work. And it is 
a citational text itself: he cites all of his books within it. So it’s really useful.

KS: And it also has really great titles, such as, “Why I Am So Wise,” “Why 
I Am So Clever,” “Why I Write Such Good Books,” and the final chapter, 
which is my favourite: “Why I Am a Destiny.”
  
LR: This is his description of what he means by eternal recurrence in The 
Gay Science — or maybe not what he means, but what he says he means:
 
 What, if some day or night a demon were to steal after you into 
 your loneliest loneliness and say to you: “This life as you now live it 
 and have lived it, you will have to live once more and innumerable 
 times more; and there will be nothing new in it, but every pain and 
 every joy and every thought and sigh and everything unutterably 
 small or great in your life will have to return to you, all in the same 
 succession and sequence — even this spider and this moonlight be-
 tween the trees, and even this moment and I myself. The eternal  
 hourglass of existence is turned upside down again and again, and 
 you with it, speck of dust!”²
 
The idea came to him for the first time when he was on a walk and ap-
proached the mighty rock on the shore of Lake Silvaplana. Kathy, you 
read Ecce Homo only after seeing the rock; you went to the rock first, flip-
ping what we might think of as a more typical sequence in textual tourism.
 
What happened when you first went there?
 
KS: I was at school in Saas Fee and once classes were over, my friend, the 
curator Kristy Trinier, and I went to the rock. We took the train from 
Saas-Fee to St. Moritz, and then onward to Surlej, which is near to Sils  
Maria, where Nietzche spent most summers in the 1880s. Kristy and I went 
straight to the rock from the train.
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Sinking in the West (detail), 2022. Photo: Rachel Topham Photography.

The landscape was awe-inspiring: the sun was just about starting to 
set and we were walking along this beautiful path beside the lake. The 
famous clouds of Sils Maria — they have these really long, thin clouds 
there — were snaking along above us in the sunset. It was incredible. 
We walked past a waterfall that had this really loud but soothing roar. I 
imagined that perhaps if Nietzsche approached the rock from this di-
rection, he would have passed the waterfall and its sound may have put 
him into a kind of trance.

Then we got to the rock and it was super exciting to actually finally find 
it. I didn’t know then that I would make this exhibition so there was no 
plan other than to see it and to do some initial information gathering. 
We just looked at it for a long time. We took a bunch of pictures of it 
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and climbed on it a bit. We were so absorbed by it that we hadn’t realized 
that the sun had gone down and it was dark as we started back. It was 
very eerie and things got a bit weird. About a third of the way back there 
was a lone figure standing in the tall grass by the lake. We both saw it. I 
spoke to it or him, but got no response. We became convinced he was a 
ghost and so we ran for it! 
 
LR: Let’s talk about haunting, the recurrent return to site almost in  
Nietzsche’s sense. You have haunted several sites. Just before seeing  
Nietzsche’s rock, you visited Shandy Hall — was it on the same trip?
 
KS: No, but it was really close. Shandy Hall was in June and then the rock 
in August.

LR: You went to Shandy Hall, the house in the north of England where  
Laurence Sterne wrote The Life and Opinions of Tristram Shandy,  
Gentleman in 1759. In that book, there’s the famous black page — a solidly 
inked rectangle — which stops the narrative. It’s a page-sized rectangle 
of black ink, which pauses or blocks the text, and it’s placed right after 
the death of Yorick in the narrative, so it comes to function as a sign for 
mourning.  
 
Could you talk about the relationship of Sterne’s black page to  
Nietzsche’s rock?
 
KS: There most likely isn’t one. But for me there is… and it’s about aporia. I 
went to Shandy Hall in 2016 to look at the first editions of Tristram Shandy 
that Sterne self-published in 1759. In around 2002, I made an embroidered 
work based on the black page and all these years later, I found myself 
writing about it. I wanted to see the early letterpress editions because 
when they were published the technology was such that it was not possi-
ble to print large areas of solid black. So I knew the black page wouldn’t 
look like what is presented in modern and contemporary versions. When 
I did get to see them, I found the black page was indeed very different. It 
was mottled and porous; the ink was faint and appeared ghostly on the 
page. I could see the texture of the weave of the paper. 
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The Heaviest Weight, 2022. Photo: Rachel Topham Photography.
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So yes, the black page is about mourning: mourning the death of Yorick, 
which is a borrowing from Hamlet — “Alas, poor Yorick, I knew him, 
Horatio.” But it also functions as a typographic character: a full stop, 
a very large period. And as a reader of Tristram Shandy, when I first 
came upon the black page, I did stop. It was an aporia, which for me is 
a place where knowing stops and thinking begins — as in, I don’t know 
what this is. I have to think, what could this be? And then, how can we 
think this black page? What can we know by it? Asemically, on another 
register, the black page is a void that represents what cannot be ex-
pressed or perceived through “normal” language.
 
So this is how I imagined Nietzsche encountering the rock. It stops 
him in his tracks. He refers to the rock as a block — it blocks his path. It 
opens him up to a new thought, an abysmal thought, a thought of the 
abyss — so the void again. 
 
As for visiting these sites, I do seem to be drawn to them as part of my 
process of thinking and art making. While working on one of my earliest 
artworks, I went to the Brontë Parsonage in Haworth in West Yorkshire 
and stayed at Ponden Hall, a house that was a model for Thrushcross 
Grange in Emily Brontë’s novel Wuthering Heights. During the Brontës’ 
lifetime, this house had an extensive library, so the sisters would walk for 
miles across the moors for books. At Shandy Hall, I stayed in the room 
that Sterne had fixed up especially for his love, Eliza Draper, who was 
not his wife — sadly for Sterne, Eliza never stayed there. I also stayed in 
the Nietzsche Haus, where Nietzsche lived in Sils Maria. Perhaps by vis-
iting these spaces where thinking happens or has happened, I’m hoping 
to learn something that the site holds — maybe I’m hoping to be haunt-
ed. 

LR: It makes me think of Hannah Arendt’s description of thinking in The 
Life of The Mind. Instead of asking what thinking is, she asks, where do 
we go when we think? She says that thinking is always a sort of back-
tracking, a return on the same path, a going back, a retracing of a 
track.³
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KS: Avital Ronell, in her lecture “Walking as a Philosophical Act,” points 
out that in Greek, methodos is path, and she asks, what is our method, 
what is our path? And for Nietzsche, thinking happens outdoors — you 
must never trust a thought that occurred inside. It was about walking 
and thinking. 

LR: He had a lot of rules. Certain climates welcomed thought and oth-
ers didn’t. He also said that you can’t drink any alcohol if you want to 
think. He said his thoughts floated on water. 

I did look up “aporia” — I find it really useful to look up even vaguely dif-
ficult words over and over again in a dictionary. I learned that it is “an 
irresolvable internal contradiction” or “an internal disjunction.” And it 
made me think of your two modes of representation of Nietzsche’s rock: 
the tapestry’s pictorial representation, and the rubbings of the rock 
surface. Both of these modes are abstract and representational at the 
same time, or they flicker between the two, depending on your proximity 
to the work or your point of view. So they enter into that contradictory 
space. 
 
When I came to see the exhibition for the first time two days ago, I no-
ticed that when you approach the tapestry up close, it seems to take 
on the almost abstract texture of lichen. You lose the perspective of 
the overall representation, of course. Whereas the rubbings in the next 
room, when you back up and look at them, rather than appearing to be 
a one-to-one imprint of foreground — of surface — they really have the 
appearance of being aerial images of mountain ranges and the Earth’s 
topology. 

We can see this contradiction — the co-presence of the abstract and 
the representational, the foreground and the long view — in the two rep-
resentations of the rock. This contradictory status is really emphasized 
by the one-to-one scale of both rubbings and tapestry. Both represent 
the rock at its actual scale. But where the weaving opens to the extrem-
ity of sublime experience, overwhelming us with its hugeness, and act-
ing as a breach in time — sublime temporality abruptly throws the viewer 
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The Heaviest Weight (installation view), 2022. Photo: Rachel Topham Photography.

outside the quotidian flow, it forces an encounter with mortality by block-
ing the feeling of time’s continuity — the rubbings parse out the rock using 
the unit of the sheet of paper, to transform the one-to-one representational 
scale into a measured sequence. This sequence of rubbings asks us to walk 
along beside it, to pace out the installation. It suggests the peripatetic think-
ing of Nietzsche: we’re parsing out the sentence of his thinking as we’re pac-
ing. 

In Nietzsche, this idea of the velocity or the pacing or the temporality of 
thinking is attached to very strong ideas about style — a style of thinking. In 
the excellently titled section of Ecce Homo called “Why I Write Such Good 
Books,” he describes this style. For him, his preferred thinking style was one 
he called dithyrambic, which — yes, I looked it up — is the excessive, over-
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flowing Dionysian style of large expressive gestures and quick transitions, as 
opposed to a rational, Apollonian measure. This is what Nietzsche has to say 
about his art of style: 
  
 To communicate a state, an inward tension of pathos, by means of 
 signs, including the tempo of these signs — that is the meaning of 
 every style; and considering that the multiplicity of inward states 
 is exceptionally large in my case. I have many stylistic possibil-
 ties — the most multifarious art of style that has ever been at the 
 disposal of one man.

Not modest! This is the dithyrambic. He goes on to say, “Good is any style that 
really communicates an inward state that makes no mistake about the signs, 
the tempo of the signs, the gestures — all the laws about long periods are con-
cerned with the art of gestures.”⁴ I’m really interested in this notion of style as an 
art of gesture, the sentence (or period, in his vocabulary) as gesture, and also 
more generally his insistence on talking about tempo. The temporality of the 
gestures visible in the two rock representations — the variable, sublime temporal-
ity, or the paced-out regularity as we see in the rubbings room — is pronounced 
or accented. As soon as we try to consider the idea of time or tempo pictorially 
or representationally, we’re confronted again with a conflictual notion: although 
style is to communicate an inner state, in Nietzsche’s terms, time, which is style’s 
mode of being, can really only be indexed in terms of texture or surface in these 
works. 
 
I’d like to linger with that temporal aporia. Time is haptic. Nietzsche thinks of 
consciousness as a surface, as opposed to as a linear progression, referring to 
“the whole surface of consciousness — consciousness is a surface.”⁵ As soon as 
we start to think of time and consciousness as surface, we’re moving the idea 
of time into a geological time, which is stratified and simultaneous rather than 
linear or teleological. I want to use this slightly obtuse segue to direct our conver-
sation towards the obsidian mirror across the room. It’s made out of the meta-
morphic volcanic stone called obsidian. Essentially it’s cooled lava. We look into 
it with some difficulty: it doesn’t give us a reflection easily. We’re not looking at 
the mirror; we’re looking into it and through it. It contains simultaneous tempo-
ralities. In fact, we are scrying. Can you talk to us about the mirror and scrying?
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Scrying Mirror, 2022. Photo: Rachel Topham Photography.
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KS: You described it really well just now, looking into and through… Scrying is 
a divination practice; it’s a way of seeing. And yes, in terms of time, it can be 
futural, or you can conjure images of the past. I started thinking about Claude 
glass, because I was thinking about being in the Alps. 

LR: Can I just interrupt for a minute to ask: does everybody know what the 
Claude glass is? It’s a mirror-like viewing device that refers aesthetically to 
the techniques of Claude Lorraine, the 17th century French landscape paint-
er.
 
KS: Except he probably never used one of these glasses, but somehow it got 
his name. So I started thinking about Claude glass, and this obsidian mirror 
relates to that. Travelers in the 18th century, when visiting the Alps, would 
carry compact black mirrors that they would use to view the scenery. It was 
considered dangerous to look directly at the mountains — you could go mad. 
Because of the sublime, you could go mad. This is the land of Mary Shelley’s 
Frankenstein, as Avital Ronell reminds us (I think also in the lecture I previous-
ly mentioned). This led me also to think about landscape painters who used 
black mirrors to better see the landscape — in order to portray it, they would 
turn their back to it and look at it in a mirror. Eventually, I wound up becom-
ing really fascinated by early witch’s mirrors, like the mirror of John Dee. He 
used to use his mirror to spiritually advise Queen Elizabeth I. Dee’s mirror was 
made from obsidian. And yes, the mirror in the exhibition is made of real vol-
canic rock. It reflects, but it also works to emphasize the act of deep looking, 
and so hopefully through that, and by way of being an actual rock, it works 
to anchor these representations.
 
LR: I want to think about scrying as a form of reading. I think all of the surfac-
es in this exhibition ask us to enter a process of reading the rock, each in a 
different way. The clearest example of that is the artist’s book, which is one of 
the four components of the overall exhibition installation. This artist’s book is 
called Loneliest Loneliness, which we should recall was at the core of  
Nietzsche’s explanation of what he meant by eternal recurrence, or eternal  
return. The way you have structured this book also iterates a mirroring: there’s 
a central point of singularity in the book — a spiral — which is a written-out form 
of potential spell. Can you talk about the book, Loneliest Loneliness?
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Loneliest Loneliness (installation view), 2023. Photo: Rachel Topham Photography.

KS: The book was made in collaboration with my artist friend Alejo 
Duque; the very beautiful black and white photographs you see in 
the book are taken by him. Together we thought of it almost as a field 
guide for the project. But it doesn’t really help you understand — may-
be a little bit; there are some clues. The title itself is almost a mirror 
or a doubling, and at the same time suggests an idea of singularity 
through loneliness, the melancholic feeling of being alone. The demon 
steals into your loneliest loneliness in the passage from The Gay  
Science. 

Images are mirrored within the book, images from the front of the 
book repeat in the back. Toward the centre of the book, the reader is 
given close-up views of charcoal rubbings of the rock (they’re not the 
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same rubbings that are on view in the exhibition, which are graphite). 
Page by page, the magnification of the image increases incrementally 
as the reader arrives at the centre of the book. 

I think of the centre of the book as Nietzsche’s noontide: in Thus  
Spoke Zarathustra he describes that at twelve-noon, when the sun is 
fully overhead and casts no shadows, a portal opens and you can go 
in either direction — you could go to the past or you could go to the 
future. At the centre of the book, at this point, my imagined noontide, 
there’s a spell. And if that spell is enacted, it could trap the spiral that 
is eternal return. It’s an aporia and a Nietzschean “perhaps.” It’s like a 
moment: perhaps we could stop this, perhaps.

Loneliest Loneliness (installation view), 2023. Photo: Rachel Topham Photography.
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LR: Can you tell us how the spell came into being? Where’s the spell 
from?
 
KS: The spell is from a friend, the artist Irena Haiduk. We were talking 
about the project during dinner one night and I was somewhat playfully 
speculating about the rock being the actual source of eternal recur-
rence — as if the power of eternal recurrence resides inside the boul-
der. Because I see eternal recurrence as a very uncanny and unsettling 
thought, I was trying to think of a way to counter its downward pull.  
Irena offered to get me a spell! She was planning a trip to Belgrade and 
offered to visit an Oracle, who is the older sister of a childhood school 
friend of hers. Irena instructed me to write a detailed account of what 
I’d wish the spell to accomplish. I wanted a counterweight, something 
to free us from iteration so we could be singular again: whole or some-
thing. 

The Oracle delivered a spell that is a spiral trap. How beautiful is that? 
The spell is specific to me: I’m the only person who can enact it because 
my name is inscribed in the spell’s canter. So yeah, I thought it was pret-
ty cool. I was further instructed that shine would be good to help the 
spell, and I have to inscribe it into an artwork at a particular size — the 
spell as it appears in the book is not quite the right size. I’m not ready to 
save the world from eternal recurrence at the moment. It’s a potential, 
a thing that might happen; that’s why I call it a “perhaps.”
 
LR: And it’s at the core of the book. It’s the mirroring point where the 
book iterates itself.

KS: Yes, once the reader reaches the spell, the mirroring starts. The 
close-up magnification of the charcoal rubbings decreases page by 
page, and then the other images repeat or else they echo — for exam-
ple, the introductory title pages at the front are matched by the end 
matter, the notes and colophon at the end.
 
LR: It’s in the room placed on a waist-height plinth, obliquely to the ob-
sidian mirror on the wall facing the tapestry.
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Installation detail of As the sun disappears and the shadows descend from the mountaintop, 2023. 
Photo: Rachel Topham Photography.
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KS: Not exactly a pair, but they’re in relation.
 
LR: They’re in a kind of conversation. The mirroring that occurs in each 
of those objects is a co-mirroring. The obsidian of the mirror is a kind of 
rock formed from quickly cooled lava. Looking into it, as a scrying mir-
ror, we’re reading into a substance that came from the interior of the 
earth. It indexes that interiority. 

I’m reminded of an incredible object I saw recently at the Fitzwilliam 
Museum at Cambridge. They were exhibiting William Blake’s eyeglass-
es, which have round lenses that were ground from quartz crystals, 
rather than glass. This was evidently not an uncommon optical material 
then, at the beginning of the 19th century, but it feels fitting that Blake, 
the visionary poet and engraver, looked through quartz lenses to see 
and depict an altered world.

Your obsidian mirror, being black and circular, also functions as a peri-
od — a full stop, as Lorna Brown has brilliantly observed. I’m interested 
in the way the extreme variability of surfaces and textures in this exhi-
bition — the woven tapestry, the buckling and at points tearing paper 
of the rubbings (they were applied smashed right up against this vast 
object represented behind us, in the tapestry), the printed folds of the 
book, the obsidian mirror — all propose inner dimensions: the folding of 
sites into the history of thinking, which is also the history of the Earth. 
We go to the rock to fall into the aporia of Nietzsche’s thinking. It’s a 
form of geological haunting, a full stop that reverberates. We have  
Nietzsche’s journal description, written after his first encounter with this 
rock in the summer of 1881. Kathy’s going to read it.

KS: “The world of forces suffers no cessation; otherwise this would have 
been reached and the clock of existence would have stopped. What-
ever state this world can attain it must have attained it, and not once 
but countless times. Take this moment: it had already been once and 
many times and it will return as it is with all its forces distributed as now: 
and so it stands with the moment that gave birth to it and the moment 
that is its child. Man! Your whole life will be turned over like an hourglass 
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time and again, and time and again it will run out — one vast minute of 
time between, until all the conditions which produced you, in the world’s 
circular course, come. Then you will find every pain and every pleasure 
and every friend and enemy and every hope and every error and every 
leaf of grass and every shaft of sunlight, the whole nexus of all things. 
This ring, in which you are a tiny grain, shines again and again. And in 
every ring of human existence altogether there is always an hour when 
— first for one, then for many, then for all — the most powerful thought 
surfaces, the thought of the eternal recurrence of all things: each time it 
is for humanity the hour of midday.”⁶
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