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Our lives and those of other animals! are
interwoven in many ways: we share a
planet, our natural habitat, our cities and
households. The peregrine falcon is no less
fond of city-centre skyscrapers with fan-
tastic views than human residents. Ravens
and elephants perform elaborate mourn-
ing rituals, just like we do. Some dogs have
a status equal to that of a beloved spouse
and sleep in the same bed as their ‘owners’.
Yet, generally speaking greater empha-
sis is placed on the differences between
humans and other animals because they
cannot talk in human language, nor take an
active partin a society designed by and for
people (they don’t go shopping, vote, or air
their opinions on Twitter). Humans decide
where other animals live, how they live and
whether they’re allowed to live at all. These
relationships, based on hierarchical power
structures, ensure that despite a tempo-
rary sense of solidarity with, for instance,
fluffy koalas in need or our beloved pet ani-
mals, people rarely empathise with other
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animals and their experiences. What does
the average person really know about how
other species perceive the exterior world?

While sharing a house with friends,
Sheng-Wen Lo realised that sound is sub-
jective. What is music to one person can
be a torment to another and the fact that
humans don’t hear ultrasonic noise doesn’t
mean we don’t produce it. We use whistles
and drills, medical apparatuses, remote
controls and wind turbines, to name just
a few of the devices that can cause con-
siderable stress in non-human species.
His personal experience in the shared
house led Lo to wonder, ‘am I unknow-
ingly producing ultrasound that annoys
other species in daily life? Am I living
in ultrasound-rich societies that tackle
“noise” human-centrically?’2. In order to
get to the bottom of these questions, Lo
designed a wearable device that transforms
ultrasound (20-50 kHz), resembling the
sound perceived by cats, into frequencies
that humans can hear. Although doctors
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advised him against it, he wore the device
continually for a month, wherever he went
for two weeks in the Netherlands and two
weeks in Taiwan. Day and night, twenty-
four hours a day, even in bed.

Extendable Ears consists of the docu-
mentation of this experiment. His findings
are reproduced in 360° photos, videos of
his everyday activities, surveillance-style
images of Lo sleeping that prove he kept
his headphones on, and scans of the dream
diaries he kept during, and shortly before
the start of his experiment. The dream
diaries reveal that his dreams became
increasingly intense during that period:
he often dreamt about his father, not as
the old, bedridden man he is today, but
as a young active man in good health. He
also writes about how, during his stay in
Taiwan, he became ill for the first time in
10 years: dizziness, a throat infection and
an increase in blood pressure which only
confirmed the effects a sleep physiologist
had predicted before: an increase in stress
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and anxiety levels as well as a weakening
of the immune system. In Extendable Ears
there is only one animal to be seen: a batin
captivity. Instead the artist himself is vis-
ible in his own experiment, like a labora-
tory rat.

The work fits well into Lo’s young
but coherent oeuvre, which focusses on
the place of other animals in relation to
humans. Lo’s strategy is that of the as-
tonished researcher and his use of photo-
graphy, infographics and video recordings
lend his projects the aura of semi-scientific
experiments. The camera as a means to
register and collect evidence, reflects on
one of the oldest scientific functions of
photography, which Lo updates by adding
a dash of absurdity and obsessive persis-
tence. Through his work he challenges the
viewer to open up to the experiences of
animals and becomes a mediator between
animal and human. Ifwe are to take other
animals seriously and shake up existing
power relationships, artists like Sheng-
Wen Lo are essential. The clear and simple
questions he asks out of personal curiosity
lead to humorous and playful projects with
deeply serious undertones. His projects
manage to prompt people to think about
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the place of other animals in mass soci-
ety and ultimately lead to the insight that
a different experience of the world by its
inhabitants is possible.

— Text by Kim Knoppers

1
In literature various terms are used,
including ‘human and non-human
species’, but this general introduction
to Extendable Ears is not the place to
go into detail on the subject of termi-
nology. I therefore talk about ‘humans
and other animals’ to indicate that we
are part of a whole. I nevertheless
endorse what Eva Meijer writes in De
soldaat was een dolfijn. Over politieke
dieren, Amsterdam 2017, (p. 37): ‘The
word “animal” is in itself misleading,
since it glosses over the differences
between animals and magnifies the
difference between humans and other
animals. “Animals” is a word, and be-
hind thatword live countless creatures
including jumping spiders, elephants
and polyps. Yet the word covers all
animals and therefore amplifies the
distinction between humans and
other animals. Derrida draws atten-
tion to the way language can conceal
differences like this.’
2
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