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The human eye is designed with a flaw  
that is common to all other vertebrates:  
we have a blind spot, the punctum caecum,  
a small patch on the inside of our boisterous 
orbs of vision with no photoreceptors. 
A blind spot can also be psychological 
or social. We tend to be biased towards 
situations or people we cannot fully ‘see 
through’. How can we enlighten our blind 
spots? What kind of artistic practices can 
inspire new readings of history, art, music, 
even politics? 



Haseeb Ahmed dived into the scientific 
and political history of the Peënemunde 
wind tunnel, a machine developed to 
experiment with the highest possible 
speeds. It was designed by and for military 
scientists in Nazi Germany. After the war, 
the machine was moved to the US, along 
with the same scientists who created 
weapons of war and who would later be at 
the foundation of NASA and the American 
space race. Ahmed created a scroll drawing 
of this machine and shows its purpose 
as a contemporary artefact of the future, 
revealing the dark patches of our history. 



A

RUBBING HISTORY 

The Peenemünde scroll depicts a scene that connects the history of 
WWII to the present day, from the most destructive act in humanity by 
Nazi Germany to Western society’s greatest endeavour, the Moon land-
ing. The scroll, a four-metre-long drawing, reveals how contingent tech-
nology is upon desire and the ambivalence we ought to have towards 
it. The drawing itself is a rubbing — a documentation technique used 
in archaeology and engineering — of the world’s first hypersonic wind 
tunnel. Wind tunnels are tubes in which scientists replicate the interac-
tion between air and objects that fly through it. I discovered the scroll 
at the NATO von Karman Institute for Fluid Dynamics (VKI), one of 
Europe’s oldest and largest aeronautic research facilities, while con-
ducting my ‘Wind Egg Experiment’ (2014–18).1 The VKI was founded as 
the Belgian Service Technique de l’Aéronautique in 1922. 

Rubbing as a technique was originally used to document architectural 
remains that could not be transported. This technique was best suited 
to register the wind tunnel, because nothing can be removed from the 
VKI for reasons of industrial espionage and security. The rubbing made 
it possible to show what is otherwise hidden and to represent the entire 
research institute. It turns the wind tunnel into an anachronism, so we 
can see the technology and its operational context from a new perspec-
tive. Wind tunnels belong to the engineering field of aeronautics, which 
is called upon first by the military, with their exponentially larger-scale 
budgets and internal competition that consistently translates into the 
ever-increasing velocity of their equipment. 

The Peenemunde
 Scroll
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The circular elements seen in the rubbing are the Peenemünde wind 
tunnel’s windows, beyond which speeds five to eight times faster than 
that of sound can be measured while the observer is standing still. 
These speeds are achieved by compression. A large volume of air is 
pushed past the narrow opening of the wedge shape, forcing the air 
to compress and accelerate to exit the tunnel. This process is similar 
to releasing balloons before they are tied: the air at their nozzle sends 
them flying flatulently.

OPERATION PAPERCLIP

The wind tunnel originates from the once top-secret Nazi research facil-
ity located in the Baltic coastal city of Peenemünde, Germany, where the 
V-2 rocket was developed. Effectively the world’s first modern rocket, it 
was used heavily during the Battle of Britain. After their victory, the US 
and USSR agreed to split equally between them the scientists and facil-
ities that worked on Nazi Germany’s V-2 rocket in order to set up their 
own space programmes. Operation Paperclip was the name of the move 
to transport the Peeënemunde wind tunnel to NASA facilities in the 
US. The most notable V-2 scientist involved in Operation Paperclip was 
Wernher von Braun, who later would lead the Apollo missions and would 
help with the smooth landing of Apollo 11 on the moon (Wegener, 1996).

No charges of war crimes were ever filed for von Braun’s involvement in 
the creation of a deadly war weapon for Nazi Germany. Instead, one of 
the highest awards for scientific achievement in aeronautics in the US 
today, the National Space Society’s award, is still named after von Braun. 
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During the post-war period, the VKI was also re-founded to integrate 
objective scientific advances made by both the Allies and the Axis 
Powers during World War II. In 1958 Bob Korkegi and Theodor von 
Karman, the joint US directors of the von Karman Institute, brought 
the wind tunnel back to the Institute and thus back to European soil, 
where it was used for research purposes until the 1980s.  

TURBULENT PHOTOGRAPHY 

After the Allied forces bombed the Nazis’ once top-secret Peenemünde 
Army Research Center in 1943, all research facilities, including the 
Peeënemunde wind tunnel, were moved to another secret base in the 
Bavarian town of Kochel. Just before the dismantling of the wind 
tunnel for Operation Paperclip, however, scientist Siegfried Erdmann 
conducted and photographed the first Mach 9 test. A Mach, named 
after Austrian physicist and philosopher Ernst Mach, is the speed of 
sound. Hence, Mach 9 is nine times the speed of sound. 

Air turbulence at these speeds becomes visible to the naked eye. 
Shockwaves compress the air into dense areas that absorb more light. 
Schlieren photography, also known as the shadowgraph, captures these 
shockwaves on film, making it possible to visually record these immense 
speeds. Paradoxically, one observes and photographs these speeds in a 
controlled section from a fixed position in front of the wind tunnel. 

After the wind tunnel was moved to the US in 1958 during Operation 
Paperclip, the many Nazi scientists who moved with it founded the 
American space programme and contributed to the country’s ballistic 
systems.

MAKING (IN) THE PRESENT

Thanks to my collaboration with the von Karman Institute for Fluid 
Dynamics, where I conducted the research for the ‘Wind Egg Experiment’, 
I gained access to the Peenemünde wind tunnel. Today, the wind tunnel 
is reduced to an artefact without an audience but surrounded by its kin: 
more advanced contemporary wind-tunnel technology. The drawing on 
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the scroll was made using the archaeological rubbing technique. A large 
paper is placed directly on the surface before being rubbed with graphite. 
It is a direct representation that contrasts the machine’s goal to render 
the movement of fluids going at great speeds through the tunnel in pho-
tographic images. The rubbing has a direct relation with the object it rep-
resents. The scalar fluids used in the process make it seem as though the 
wind tunnel lends itself to be photographed. 

An expanded practice in my work is something that I call ‘bracketing’. 
The word is appropriated from the vocabulary of digital photography, 
where ‘bracketing’ refers to an image derived from one overexposed 
and one underexposed photograph. By bringing together the seemingly 
opposite or only remotely related elements, I hope to chart our fleeting 
present into a visible image and make it more graspable.
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The process of rubbing, however, can damage the surface of the paper. 
To protect the scroll, the drawing was stabilized and mounted on 
linen by hand by the Brussels-based traditional book binder Tatsuya 
Inuikawa. Inuikawa treated the drawing with techniques inspired by 
traditional Japanese scrolls. Traditionally, Japanese scrolls were made 
to show different pictorial lengths at different moments of the year. It 
therefore seemed suited to lend the temporality associated with these 
techniques to the new artwork of the wind-tunnel drawing.

The scene on the scroll depicts the destruction of humanity, on the one 
hand, and the promise of our human particles spreading in-between the 
stars, on the other. What we see is a visualization of speed faster than 
sound through a seemingly ancient record. This confusion between past 
and future should raise the question: from what place or what moment 
in time are we taking a vantage point to see ourselves?

1. ‘The Wind Egg Experiment’ is an art 
project designed to fulfil the ancient 
conception that animals and people 
could reproduce through the wind, 
like plants. From 2014 to 2018, I used 
cutting-edge wind-tunnel technology at 
the VKI to speculate about the possibility 
of using technology in assisting the 
transformation of our relations to and 
with nature, family and gender roles.
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The Peenemünde scroll, 2018–20  
Graphite on paper mounted on linen, aluminium, 3D print, brass
200 cm wide x height variable from 100 to maximum 370 cm — ideally 220 cm
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In this issue, TYPP gathers contributions 
by artists and their research practices 
about different ways to look for clarity and 
clarification. The blind spot in our eyes 
should not turn into a blind spot in our 
minds. We don’t need our eyes to detect a 
missing link, relate forgotten histories or 
rekindle spirits in objects that have been 
neutralized. The artistic research practices 
that you can read about in TYPP#8 are 
more than attempts to confront our biases 
towards culture and history; they are 
inspired propositions for the future. 


