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When the image is not the disease

List Visual Arts Center exhibits a magnifying glass to the metaphors of multiple sclerosis

By Veronika Moroz

SCIENCEEDITOR

Inside the Hayden Gallery at the MIT
List Visual Arts Center, a fragmented dias
pora of LEGO robots is creaking in unison.
Each robot carries an iPhone, waving the
phone back and forth to increment the step
count on a health-tracking app

When companies started providing
cheaper insurance to those who walk a
certain number of steps, some people with
chronic illnesses turned to assembling ro-
bots like these to afford the care they need
The robots, collectively entitled Lego Pe-
dometer Cheating Machines (2019), are a
part of Flare-Up, an exhibit at the List by ar
tistic duo Simon Goldin and Jakob Senneby
(GoldinsSenneby) that explores the divide
between the precise facts of medicine and
the spiraling reality of human illness. Open
at the List until March 15, 2026, Flare-Up
pulls from a range of modern and historical
portrayals of sickness to describe Senneby’s
experiences as a patient suffering from
multiple sclerosis (MS), a neurodegenera-
tive disease.

White spots

On Jan. 20, 2000, a singular picture
changed Jakob Senneby’s life.

The plcture - a Machine Resonance Im-
aging (MRI) scan of Senneby’s brain - fea-
tured white spots characteristic of MS, It
was enough for his doctor to diagnose him
with the discase.

Senneby quit his job a few months later
and enrolled in art school, where he part-

Jakob Senneby (left) and Simon Goldin (right),

opening night of Flare-Up.

placebo. The FDA “accepted the image as
the disease, and approved the drug to reat
it” Senneby said.

15 years later, leading MS researcher
George Ebers organized a follow-up study
on the original patients, but couldn’t find
evidence that the MRI scans predicted
disability progression. Betaseron contin
ued to be sold as an MS treatment, and is
now 10 times more expensive than it was
in 1993,

“Drugs are developed on a lot of end-

THE TECH

ver a performative lecture on

treatment. The name is a direct translation
of Schluckbildchen, the German word for
tiny portraits of saints that 18th- to 20th-
century religious pilgrims would swallow in
hopes of curing their llinesses.

Each piece in Swallowimage consists
of a historic oil painting of health, death,
or sickness, the canvas reversed and In
oculated with the fungus Isaria sinclairii
— the source of an active ingredient in the
MS drug Gilenya. Though Isaria sinclairii is
mythologized as an elixir of eternal youth in
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What is multiple
sclerosis (MS)?

Multiple sclerosis (MS) is a neu-
rodegenerative disease that occurs
when cells from the body's im-
mune system enter the brain and
attack the protective coating on
cells called neurons. As the coat-
ing, called myelin, gets damaged,
neurons in the area die and lesions
form. These lesions are what doctors
identify as white spots in magnetic
resonance imaging (MRI) scans

MS comes in multiple forms, in-
cluding Relapsing-Remitting  MS,
in which myelin damage is tem-
porary and occurs in short bursts
that people refer to as “flare-ups”
However, many patients accumu-
late damaged brain tissue, causing
both cognitive and physical decline.

According to Xochitl Luna '22,
an MS researcher and neuroscience
PhD student at the Whitehead Insti-
tute, most current MS treatments are
anti-inflammatory drugs “designed
to tell the Iimmune system to just calm
down and stop auacking the body.”
This Includes Betaseron, Tysabri,
and Gilenya, each of which Senneby
has been prescribed over the course
of his iliness. While over twenty
drugs are available today to help with
improving attack recovery, slowing
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Just one story

» art to keep the reader engaged

« Jakob Senneby’s experiences with
MS as the throughline of the piece

« focusing on the claims that | was
able to contextualize
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When the image is not the disease

List Visual Arts Center exhibits a m

By Veronika Moroz

WIENCEEINTON

lnside the Hayden Gallery at the MIT
List Visual Arts Center. a fragmented dias
pora of LEGO robots is creaking in unison
Each robot carties an iPhone, waving the
phooe back and forth to increment the siep
count on a health: tracking app.

When companies  started  providing
cheaper insurance 10 those who walk »
certain numnber of stepy, some people with
chronic dlnesses terned 1o asembling o
hots ke these 10 affosd the care they need
The robots, colectively entiled Lego Pe
dometer Cheat L

kines (2009), air 2
part of Hare Up, an exhibit af the List by ar
tistie duo Simon Goldin and lakob Seaneby
(Goldine Senneby) that explores the divide
between the precise lacts of medicine and
the spiraling reality of human illness. Open
at the List untll Masch 15 2020, Fare - Up
pulls from a range of modem and historical
portrayals of sichness to describe Sennelby’s
experiences as a patient suflering from
multiple sclerosis (MS), a neurodegenera
tive disease

White spots

On Jan. 20, 2000, a singular picture
changed Jakob Senneby’s life

The picture - a Machine Resonance Im
aging (MRI) scan of Senneby’s beain - fea
tured white spots characteristic of MS It
was enough for his doctor to diagnose hism
with the disease

Senneby quit his job a few months lates
and encolled in art school, where be part
nered with clasmate Simi
form Goldin+ Sennoby. As Senneby’s condi
tianed peogressed, thei practice shifted 10
focus moce on his feeling of living in “two
incompatible realms: that of medicine,

Goldin to

where bodies were measared and manipu
Lated with inctedible peecision, and that of
[Sennely's] own experience, where num
bers refuse 10 add up and lmbs 2 10 pro
cens commarndy”

Historically, doctors have characterized
MS by the leslons it leaves on the nervous
system, which show up as white spots in
MRI scans. When the fiest MS treatment
Betaseron, was undergoing clinkcal trials in
1993, scientists chose to measure the drug’s
success by counting the lesions. The white
spots became what scholars refer 1o as a
“survogate endpolnt,” said Thea Applebaum
Licht, 2 PhD student at MIT who studies the
history and economy of the U.S. pharma
ceutical industry

Patients taking Betaseron during the
1993 clinical trial developed fewer and
wmaller spots than patients treated with a

Jakob Senneby !loﬁ) and Simon Goldin (rdght), oalver & perfory

e g night of Hare-Up

placebo. The FDA “accepted the image as
the disease, and approved the drug 10 treat
i’ Senneby said

15 years later, leading MS researcher
George Ebers organized a follow- up study
on the original patients. but couldn’t find
evidence that the MRI scans predicted
disability progression. Betaseron contin
ued 10 be sold as an MS treatment, and is
now 0 times mwore expensive than it was
in 199

“Drugs are developed on a lot of end
points that are of mized quality, and you
need 10 keep validating themn,” Licht ex
plained, Subsequent studies have found
sorne correlation between braln lesioas
and disease severity, but researchers are
sttll debating the extent to which MRI im
apes should influence treatment

Though he was initially 1old 1o take Be
taseron, Seancby's doctors later switched
hix prescription to newer drugs. With each
new medication came new wans “ln
creaalngly, my feeling was that all the doc
1ors could find were the spots they had ot
10 see: the image of their own diagnosia”
he said

Making images of their own

Sennelbry’s MS has taken away his cognl
tive capacity 1o speak (reely and coheremly,
but creating art with Goldin has allowed
him to continue sharing his ideas. Flare Up
is the artises” latest attempt 10 expose view
ors 80 the sullering missing from clinical de
scriptions of MS.

Their Swvallos )

moge serles (2025) ex

plones the emotional risk of starting 2 new

treatment. The name is a direct transiation
of Schhuckinldchen, the German word for
timy portraits of salnts that lith. to 20¢h

century religious pigrims would swallow in
hopes ol curing their linesses

Lach piece in Swallowimage consists
of a historic oll painting of healkh, death
or sickness, the camvas reversed and in
oculated with the fungus bavio sinclaivii

the source of an active Ingredient in the
MS drug Gilenya. Though laria sinclairil is
syythologiaed as an elixir of eternal youth in
traditional Chinese medicine, it's 2 deadly
paraite 10 cicadas, cating awasy until @
blooms out of its hoat's bhead

This dichotomy of Jsarie siacloirii te
flects patients’ lack of control over the pos
sible outcomes ol a new treatment, "It is
often said that you become what you eat”
the artists wrote, “But as you swallow the
pill, you are uniure if you are becoming
mare lke the fungl of eternal youth, or in
deed, the cicads whose head is about w0
sprowt”’

The artists’ blockchaln based artwork,
Spot Price (2023), gives viewers an expen
sive look at the scans that have defined Sen
neby's lBness. In oeder loe it to be visible
each scan needs to be minted for $7.000 to
S$HLO00, an amount that Is “pegged to the
monthly cost of certain medications ve
been on,” Senneby said

“Given the inexorsble rise in prices
and the decisive role of the white spots in
validating drugs, the spots pictured in Spot
Price (2023) may be the Seller’s most valu
able asset” the caption stated
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agnifying glass to the metaphors of multiple sclerosis

What is multiple
sclerosis (MS)?

Multiple sclerosis (MS) s a neu
rodegenerative discave that occun
when oells from the body's im
mune sysom enter the beain and
Miack the protective coating on
cells called neurons. As the cost
ing, called nyyelin, gets damaged,
neurons in the area die and lesions
o, These lesions are what doctors
identily as white spots in magnetic
resonance bmaging (MIU)  scans,

MS comes in multiple forma, In
chading  Relapsing Remitting  MS,
in which myelin damage is tem
potary and occurs in short bursts
that people refer to as “flare-upc”
However, many patients accuma
late damaged brain tisue, causing
both cognitive and physical decline

According to Xochid Luna 22
an MS researcher and newroscience
PhD student at the Whitehead Insti
tute, most current MS treatments are
snti-inflammatory drugs “designed
10 tell the immune system to just calm
down and stop attacking the body”
This includes Betaseron, Tysabri,
and Gilenya, each of which Senncby
has been prescribed over the courve
of his liness. While over twenty
druags are avadlable today 1o help with
impeoving attack recovery, sowing
the onset of the divease, or managing
symptatns, notie of theen offer a cute,

Bocause the drugs work by weak
ming the entire nsmune system, “a
lot of the treatments make MS pa
tients  immunossppressed,” lLuna
said, “The folks that | know in nyy e
with MS some of them will wear a
mank everywhere because i's worth
it to be able 10 bave & treatment, but
the risk of getting skck s just too high”

A2 the exhibit’s opening lecture, the art
Ists distributed their own swallow images,
which were chocolates imprinted with s QR
code linking to Spot Price. Unlike Senneby,
whose deteriocating healih forces him to
pay thousands of dollars for drugs tha
provide listle long term improvemend, the
audience was given a cholce: investigate
the QR code, ot like the religious piigrims,
swallow blindly.

“Fpilogue,” Goldin announced. “Eat
your image, befare your image eats you"
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Thank you! Any questions?

Veronika Moroz ’28 Grace Zhang '28
V146 Science Editor V146 Editor-in-Chief
March 28, 2026
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