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Abstract

This dissertation examines the ways that five contemporary artists—Mark Dion
(b. 1961), Fred Tomaselli (b. 1956), Walton Ford (b. 1960), Roxy Paine (b. 1966) and Cy
Twombly (b. 1928)—have adopted the visual traditions and theoretical formulations of
historical natural history to explore longstanding relationships between “nature” and
“culture” and begin new dialogues about emerging paradigms, wherein plants, animals
and fungi engage in ecologically-conscious dialogues. Using motifs such as curiosity
cabinets and systems of taxonomy, these artists demonstrate a growing interest in the
paradigms of natural history. For these practitioners natural history operates within the
realm of history, memory and mythology, inspiring them to make works that examine a
scientific paradigm long thought to be obsolete.

This study, which itself takes on the form of a curiosity cabinet, identifies three
points of consonance among these artists. First, these artists are concerned with
acknowledging, adhering to, or subverting the borders of naturalist taxonomy. They have
appropriated this scientific system of classification, that applies names to organisms—
“species”—to question and undermine the very nature of culturally-constructed
categories. Ultimately, their critiques are concerned with the very categorization of
knowledge itself. Second, these artists demonstrate a sustained engagement with
organismal bodies, attending to plants, non-human animals and fungi and how they have
been applied to our wider culture. Delving into ontology, they provide a space where
viewers may come to terms with, and simultaneously envision, what it is to be a human
being, in a body, in the late twentieth and twenty-first centuries. Third, in an attempt to
resolve a historical past in the present, Dion, Tomaselli, Paine, Ford and Twombly use
natural history to explore and negotiate memory and mythology in the process of their
retreat into eighteenth- and nineteenth-century natural history, its golden age.

I take Aby Warburg’s (1866-1929) Mnemosyne, or Atlas Project (1927-29), as a
model for understanding historical natural history as a field of observation and
recollection, which attended to memory, or according to Warburg, the past
conceptualized in the present. Guided by an associative model, Warburg’s project
continues to challenge traditional patterns of conceptualizing objects and images and
their relationship to one another, leaving us to contemplate our own evolutionary pasts
and place within the order of things. The artists here rely on a similar associative model
to reckon with history, memories and presentness in the process of constructing new
ways of seeing. They have discovered in natural history, as Warburg himself attempted to
do with his “serpent” and “nymph,” a kind of resolution of memory and “trauma.” For
these artists, trauma is complex and subtle, scattered across a field of colonialism,
ecological destruction, and reductive nature-culture bifurcations. It exists in, among other
things, the consolidation of living beings into the homogenous category of “life” and the
relegation of the field of nature to the laboratory of science, exterior to our own processes
of becoming. These artists beckon us with a Visionary Natural History: Through the
space of their own serpents and nymphs—historical natural history—they demonstrate an
awareness that acknowledges a past both violent and full of promise, rich with
possibilties for constructing new ways of seeing and being.
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Plantae, Animalia, Fungi:
Transformations of Natural History in Contemporary American Art

Introduction

Securing Passage and Setting a Course

As for what motivated me, it is quite simple...curiosity...not the curiosity
that seeks to assimilate what it is proper for one to know, but that which
enables one to get free of oneself...'

--Michel Foucault
Now it seems that the paradigm of the curiosity cabinet has become
remarkably familiar...the model has been rescued from the dustbin of
history. Even very official and safe institutions, such as the Smithsonian,
have tried their hand with the cabinet...Yet many of the attitudes toward
these cabinets merely reenact them, or constitute them only as a historical
model rather than as a living one.”

--Mark Dion

I. Natural History

Natural History: A confounding paradoxical term.’

I1. Plantae, Animalia, Fungi
“Plantae, Animalia, Fungi: Transformations of Natural History in Contemporary

American Art” examines the ways in which five contemporary artists—Mark Dion (b.

' Michel Foucault, The Use of Pleasure, The History of Sexuality: Volume Two (London: Penguin
Books, 1987), 8-9.

? Colleen J. Sheehy, Ed. Cabinet of Curiosities: Mark Dion and the University as Installation
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press in Cooperation with the Weisman Art Museum, 2006), 42.

? Natural History and Other Fictions: An Exhibition by Mark Dion (Birmingham, England: Ikon
gallery, 1997), 66. This definition is provided by the artist Mark Dion. Others appear at the beginning of
each chapter as signposts. They provide not only insights into their artist’s own linguistic preoccupations,
but also the ways in which certain words are defined one way, but often carry diverse connotations as their
cultural baggage fills up. We can also read Dion’s lexicographer self as a way to understand his own
attempts to order his world as he conceives it, against the systemized order of standardized dictionaries.



1961), Fred Tomaselli (b. 1956), Walton Ford (b. 1960), Roxy Paine (b. 1966) and Cy
Twombly (b. 1928)—have adopted the visual traditions and theoretical positions of
historical natural history. Using motifs such as curiosity cabinets and systems of
taxonomy, for instance, these artists demonstrate a growing interest in the paradigms of
natural history. For these practitioners natural history operates within the realm of
history, memory and mythology, inspiring them to make works that retreat into a science
long past and thought to be obsolete. Their work recalls the eighteenth-century natural
history of field work, renderings of botanical and zoological imagery, and ordering by
way of morphology, or the shapes and features of external forms. Dion, Tomaselli, Ford,
Paine and Twombly have turned to supposedly antiquated modes of looking to explore
longstanding divisions between nature and culture, offering new paradigms, in which
plants, animals and fungi engage in symbiotic, ecologically-conscious dialogues.

This study, which itself takes on the form of a curiosity cabinet, addresses a
fundamental set of questions: How do these contemporary artists adopt and revise
eighteenth- and nineteenth-century naturalist modes of representation? Why have they
found the visual culture and theoretical underpinnings of natural history to be a
compelling force for making art? How have their artistic practices engaged concurrent
political and scientific developments?

Within this layered discursive space, | have organized my dissertation into three
chapters: one on plants, one on animals and a final one on fungi. This ordering parallels,
in some ways, Carolus Linnaeus’s (1707-78) three-chapter treatment of nature in his

Systema Naturce (1735)." But there are differences as well. When Linnaeus wrote his now

* Carolus Linnaeus [Carl von Linné], Systema Naturce per regna tria naturce: secundum classes,
ordines, genera, species, cum charateribus, differentiis, synonymis, locis [A General System of Nature:



classic text he divided the world hierarchically into the kingdoms of animals, plants and
minerals. His inclusion of zoological, botanical and geological material speaks to the
wide investigations of early naturalists. The fact that inanimate minerals might enter into
his discussion seems forward thinking, especially considering our relatively recent
understanding of the dynamic relations between earth’s organic and inorganic matter.’
And yet Linnaeus’ divisions suggest a tiered system in which animals tower above
amorphous crystalline forces below. Artists like Tomaselli and Roxy Paine make no such
assumptions. As Paine has said:
I haven’t really been that interested in animals. It’s an overrun territory.
The metaphors are too specific and grounded. And also, when I first
started dealing with fungus and weeds I was interested in consciously
foregrounding these aspects of nature so that they weren’t just backdrops
for something else. ’'m consciously not making animals or insects my
focal point.°
My organizational scheme seeks to subvert, in part, such systems by placing plants first
and animals second. Minerals may only be alluded to in this study, having become bound
up in the geological attention paid to such works as Smithson’s Spiral Jetty. Smithson’s

piece acknowledges with the grand counterclockwise swirl of a spiral the way in which

inanimate crystalline structures reproduce themselves, accretions of complexity that spur

Through the Three Grand Kingdoms of Animals, Vegetables, and Minerals: Systematically Divided into
their Several Classes, Orders, Genera, Species and Varieties with their Habitations, Manners, Economy,
Structure and Peculiarities]. (1735).

> See Alexander Graham Cairns-Smith, Evolving the Mind: On the Nature of Matter and the
Origin of Consciousness (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996); Cairns-Smith, Clay Minerals
and the Origin of Life (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986); Cairns-Smith, Seven Clues to the
Origin of Life: A Scientific Detective Story (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985); Cairns-Smith,
Genetic Takeover and the Mineral Origins of Life (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1982); Cairns-
Smith, The Life Puzzle: On Crystals and Organisms and On the Possibility of a Crystal as an Ancestor
(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1971); Cairns-Smith, “An Approach to a Blueprint for a Primitive
Organism,” in C.H. Waddington, Towards a Theoretical Biology: An IUBS Symposium Vol. 1 (Edinburgh:
Edinburgh University Press, 1968): 57-66; and Cairns-Smith, “The Origin of Life and the Nature of the
Primitive Gene,” Journal of Theoretical Biology Vol. 10 (1966): 53-88. See also J.D. Bernal, The Origin of
Life (London: Weidenfeld & Nicolson, 1967); and Bernal, The Physical Basis of Life (London: Routledge
and Paul, 1951).

% Roxy Paine: Bluff (New York: Public Art Fund, 2002), 21.



the beginnings of new bacterial life. Scientists’ focus on life in some ways has
overshadowed the seemingly barren mineralogical and geological forces that have aided
in the production of life and the relationship between the two.

In response, I diverge from Linnaeus’s organization and place animals in the
middle, making man neither the beginning nor the ending of the story. I also replace his
chapter on minerals with one on fungi, organisms that are biological hybrids of sorts,
demonstrating characteristics of both plants and animals. Minerals, instead, intersperse
themselves throughout the text, notably through the geological and crystallographic
works of Smithson, an artist who had his own naturalist inclinations. The headings of
plantae, animalia, and fungi, then, operate as signals for a reordering, but also a
disordering, from the formation of bodies to their dissolution. With this in mind, the
reader will find elements of all three subjects interwoven as we find, for instance, in
chapter one, which not only attend to plants, but also Smithson’s rocks. There is a way, in
keeping with the model of associations we will see in Warburg’s Mnemosyne, that some
relationships are more overtly observed than others.

In chapter one, “Plantae (Vegetable Values): Embarking on the Voyage,” I begin
with an examination of select projects by Mark Dion, who, I would argue, stands among
the most resonant art produced in our era, particularly among those using science in their
work. Through the medium of his installation “portraits” of naturalists from Linnaeus
(1992) to Wallace (1994), Dion uses the motifs of the naturalist to critique the role of
taxonomical systems within the structures of exhibiting institutions. His Linnaeus box,
for instance, read against Robert Morris’s I-Box (1962), marks a space where words and

images, subjects and objects lose their stability and definitiveness. In this chapter I come



to terms with the notion of “species” by reading works of art that are invested in the
paradigms of botanical nomenclature, summoning naturalists from Linnaeus to Darwin.
In addition to Dion and Smithson’s work, paintings by Fred Tomaselli and Roxy Paine’s
Crop (1997-98) further an understanding of the slippages that occur in historical
conceptions of the fixity of species, particularly in light of a dispersal of subjectivity in
the contemporary era.

Tomaselli, whose chromatically-charged tableaux explode with flora and fauna
that include actual botanical specimens and songbirds cut from ornithological
guidebooks. Through a process of paint and collage the artist appropriates the subject of
natural history and the human desire to order plants, knowledge and ultimately ourselves.
He affixes collaged leaves of the delirium-inducing Datura plant onto his paintings, along
with other mind-altering compounds, such as marijuana and various pharmaceuticals.
Throughout these “loaded” compositions, Tomaselli creates patterns of order with a
variety of plants and compounds, colors and shapes, that bring the artist’s paintings to
life.

Roxy Paine’s species-specific poppy fields, composed of polymers and paints,
recast bifurcations of nature and culture, order and chaos. His Crop poppies articulate the
role of taxonomical classification within the scheduling criteria of the Drug Enforcement
Administration (DEA), as a place in which the line between the treasured and the taboo
often becomes blurred. Paine places his artificial specimens within a naturalist
framework, his species-specific poppies, for instance, becoming avenues for discussing

hybridity, and the space in which one thing becomes another.



In chapters two and three, the theme of the dissolution of the box and the egoic
self expands into a space of the un-body, a distributed and fissuring of self. Dion
contributes significantly to this phenomenon of decorporealization, conflating art and
arthropods, human subjects and insect specimens (2000) in chapter two, “Animalia (From
Man to Zoophyte): Recording and Observing Fauna.” In one case, the artist presents the
stuffed figure of Mickey Mouse as the esteemed French naturalist and comparative
anatomist, Baron Georges Cuvier (1990), the better to highlight past and present debates
between pre-evolutionary thinkers and transmutationists, and the slippage of taxonomical
categories (the mouse-man here operating as a zoophyte, a hybrid-like creature).

As with Dion, works by Tomaselli and Walton Ford illuminate contemporary
artists’ appropriation of naturalist modes of representation, as we see with Audubon, as
well as the theoretical positions of naturalists from Linnaeus to Cuvier. Tomaselli’s
paintings simultaneously speak to the wonder so often embedded in interactions with
nature, from the age of the Renaissance Wunderkammer to the Enlightenment-era
naturalist to contemporary notions of biodiversity. Tomaselli has us “floating fast” like a
Hummingbird (2004), between these points of view and other naturalist-inspired milieux.

Drawing on the visual tradition of John James Audubon, Walton Ford’s
heroically-scaled watercolors of birds, mammals, and reptiles enact human dramas, from
those of personal betrayal to naturalist conquest, while questioning the environmental
claims of nineteenth-century naturalists. Influenced by the work of John James Audubon,
his paintings repeat the visual characteristics of time-worn maps, aged documents and
weathered field guides. Ford’s yellowing edges and graphite writing mimic antique

naturalist prints. Like many naturalist artists, Ford’s animals enact private and human



dramas, from betrayal to colonialist conquest. His paintings Eothen (2001) and Space
Monkey (2001) explore, respectively, the role of charm and sexual selection in the
naturalist project, a Darwinian evolutionary strategy that has not received as much
attention as natural selection. These watercolors, vibrating as if Audubon birds on LSD,
display a sensuality and aesthetic “charm,” in the midst of their engagements with
evolutionary discussions of the origin of the eye and the origin of man. These debates
evidenced the way in which becoming other or originating from an other (i.e. primates),
for the human, was all too powerfully repulsive and intoxicating at once.

I use these artists” works to better understand, through Ernst Gombrich, Jean
Baudrillard, and Walter Benjamin, the nature of observation and representation. Their
texts provide a locus for discussing the anxieties produced by the naturalist theories,
which brought man into a shared evolutionary history with the “lower” animals. Dion’s
mouse-man (1990) and Ford’s Space Monkey (2001) and his peacock, along with
Darwin’s vision of himself as the peacock-man, reveal how animal hybridity speaks to
our seduction or fear of transgressing genetic boundaries, either in our evolutionary past
or future, or in our imaginations. Here the implications are that we are no longer merely
humans, but animal species that have the potential to evolve into something entirely else.
Our subjectivity is no longer metaphorically dispersed within the space of a room, but
physically displaced through potentially new genetic codes.

In chapter three “Fungi: Navigating a Route Home,” I consider mycology as an
intellectual nexus for Morris, Twombly, Tomaselli, Paine and Cage. We will examine
Tomaselli’s exploration of\ shamans and celestial spheres in Fungi and Flowers (2002)

and Field Guides (2003), as the artist combines crops of fungi with celestial cogitations



amongst a bursting array of butterflies and botanicals. Tomaselli’s selection and
reassembling of a new species offers a material artifact of entwinement, which I regard as
a visual parallel to the cut-up technique of William S. Burroughs. Roxy Paine’s polymer
and resin fungi map spaces between the mechanized and the organic, the machine-made
and the handmade craft, and enunciate overlaps between the preoccupations of naturalists
and contemporary scientists, and nature-culture continuums rather than bifurcations. His
Amanitas (2000) and Psilocybe mushroom fields (1997) provide a species-specific forum
for the discussion of representation, reproduction and replication, and transformation, all
areas related to the naturalist project.

I conclude the main body of the text with the work of Cy Twombly, who has
produced a series of collages and prints on fungi, namely his little-studied Natural
History Part [ Mushrooms (1974) that, like Paine’s mushroom fields, illuminates a world
of observation and classification through the act of contemplation. These prints situate
themselves at a crossroads of taxonomical methodologies, between morphological
classification and DNA analysis. I pose several questions about the omission of
representational idioms in the existing Twombly literature, and examine his fungi prints
in relation to the composer John Cage’s own interest in mushrooms. Twombly’s use of
the mushroom to explore empirical claims to knowledge is matched by Cage’s zeal for
mycology as a subject requiring the same acute skills of perception as music. Cage’s
mycological activities provide a critical foil against which to view Twombly’s
mushrooms, allowing us to cast Natural History Part I Mushrooms as more than a mere

gestural performance.



By “Natural History—Concluded: Transforming the Specimens,” I hope to
demonstrate how these artists’ works have transformed naturalist motifs in the
contemporary era, directing our gaze toward symbiotic and symbiogenic paradigms of
living. These artists, I conclude, engage natural history as a way to resolve a historical
past in the present; do so, in large part, in their attention to bodies; and seek out a
historical notion of natural history as a way to resolve, or at the very least conceptualize

and temper what Aby Warburg himself would have called the serpent or nymph.

I11. Wunderkammern...Unfolding

On the occasion of his exhibition Natural History and Other Fictions (1997) the
artist Mark Dion provided his definition of natural history as one among many in his
“Lexicon of Relevant Terms,” back matter in the catalog which accompanied his show.”
In his definition Dion considers natural history as something that simultaneously
addresses the history of nature and of Auman history; a history of humans that has
somehow been naturalized. His assertion also alludes to the way in which history itself
operates as something rather unnatural, as constructed by the very humans whose story it
seeks to tell. Taken in the present day of disciplinary specialization, it would also make
sense for Dion to call natural history “confounding;” as a subject of study it asks its
practitioner to engage a wide stream of science from geology to zoology and botany. But
why has Dion preoccupied himself with natural history at all? Why not genetics, for

instance, a topic that seems all the more timely in our increasingly particular world of

" Natural History and Other Fictions: An Exhibition by Mark Dion (Birmingham, England: Ikon
Gallery, 1997), 53-77. This exhibition traveled: Ikon Gallery, Birmingham, January 25-March 21, 1997;
Kunstverein, Hamburg, June 19-August 10, 1997; De Appel Foundation, Amsterdam, August 29-October
19, 1997.



inquiry? What is it about natural history, with its aura of creaky anachronism and
physicality that is so compelling to Dion and other contemporary artists in this age of
cyberspace and digital image-making? Could it be that their work marks a shift in the
“order of things,” where the materials collections of the digital age have manifested
themselves as distributions, cut-ups and dissolutions, rather than whole artifacts, beings
and bodies?

Before rushing to answer these questions I would like to consider the much wider
lens through which artists have embraced the natural sciences, which surely does not
begin and end with natural history. While the artists I attend to here focus on intersections
of art and natural history, many of their strategies parallel contemporary engagements
with the natural world through science and art. I would like to look, briefly, at these
differing strains of art-science investigations with the hope that it will allow us to better
appreciate the unique approach of contemporary artists employing natural history. Within
art’s intersection with the natural sciences it makes sense to articulate at least three areas
of focus: art and genetics, art and the environment, and art and natural history.8 We
should also draw out the area of art and the environment to include both reconsiderations
of landscape and land, as well the visual discourses of sustainability (of course, the
considerations within these two realms overlap at times).

When we think of art in relation to the study of genetics, the biotechnological

morphings of the artist Eduardo Kac come to mind—namely, his glowing bunny Alba

¥ These do not include wider considerations of art and science, and excludes the array of resources
in the physical sciences and technology studies. Some of these sources include Roy Ascott, Telematic
Embrace: Visionary Theories of Art, Technology, and Consciousness, edited with an essay by Edward A.
Shanken (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2003); Lynn Gamwell, Exploring the Invisible: Art,
Science and the Spiritual, edited by Neil deGrasse Tyson (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2002);
Thomas S. Kuhn, “Comment on the Relations of Science and Art,” in The Essential Tension: Selected
Studies in Scientific Tradition and Change [reprinted from Comparative Studies in Society and History 11
(1969): 403-12].
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(April 2000), who grew from an albino rabbit embryo injected with a fluorescent jellyfish
protein (Fig. Intro. 1). The transgenic crossing, a marvel of science, nature and art, took
genetic cloning out of the hands of scientists (e.g. a sheep named “Dolly”) and bestowed
the magic of genetic mutation upon artists. The creation of Alba was inspired, at least in
part, by one of the largest genetic research endeavors of the twentieth century, the Human
Genome Project (HGP), a three-billion dollar project organized and funded by the United
State Federal Government in an effort to sequence and map every gene. The effort
marked one of many in a long line of government-funded exploratory efforts, from “the
settling” of the American West to the frontiers of outer space. The HGP and the
paradigms it produces have no doubt spurred the number of artists working for the last
two decades in the area of art and genetics.’

The artist and theoretician Suzanne Anker provides some of the best scholarship
on this relatively recent, “genetic” movement in the visual arts. In her book with the
sociologist Dorothy Nelkin, The Molecular Gaze: Art in the Genetic Age (2004),'° Anker
argues that the DNA molecule became a metaphor for artists seeking to understand what
it means to be a human and to understand identity in an increasingly coded world. In a
sense they were using the body turned on itself, its internal forms and functions, to

understand the new dynamics of the world around them.'' As one of the practitioners in

? For a critical account of this time period see Daniel J. Kevles and Leroy E. Hood, Code of
Codes: Scientific and Social Issues in the Human Genome Project (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University
Press, 1992).

' Suzanne Anker, and Dorothy Nelkin, The Molecular Gaze: Art in the Genetic Age (Cold Spring
Harbor, NY: Cold Spring Harbor Laboratory Press, 2004).

" Foucault, The Order of Things, 230, 251. This focus on the internal speaks to Foucault’s notion
of the vertical as it relates to the investigations of life in the age of biology. This verticality is in contrast to
the external, horizontal observations of morphological investigations in the age of natural history; See also
Doyle, On Beyond Living: Rhetorical Transformations of the Life Sciences, 13. Doyle here discusses bodies
in the realm of natural history versus biology, the latter of which “focuses on the animal and its thickness,
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the field of art and genetics, Anker’s work appeared in the group show Paradise Now:
Picturing the Genetic Revolution (2000) that featured artists engaged in genetics and
biotechnology.'? The fact that biological projects like the HGP arouse the sense of the
curious that runs through the area of genetic and biotechnology art—from the
microsphere in which DNA research takes place to the technology that enables
experiments with the small—indicates a similarity these artists share with the
contemporary artists who draw on natural history (who have themselves addressed the
naturalist curiosa)."

But there is one key difference between the “genetic” artists and the “naturalist”
artists, and this has to do with the respective temporalities of their engagements with
science. For the most part, the so-called genetic artists are concerned with imagining a
future as it might exist in the realm of mapped genes, or, more historically, have directed

their investigations of the HGP up to its final phase in 2000. In these cases, the artists

the unseen unity called life that dwells in the depths of bodies.” I believe this “thickness” mirrors
Foucault’s notion of the “vertical.”

"2 Paradise Now: Picturing the Genetic Revolution (Saratoga Springs, NY: The Tang Museum,
Skidmore College, 2000). This exhibition traveled: Exit Art, September 9-October 28, 2000; The
University of Michigan Museum of Art, March 17-May 27, 2001; The Tang Museum, Skidmore College,
September 15, 2001-Janurary 6, 2002. The others artists included in this show were: Heather Ackroyd and
Dan Harvey, Action Tank for ®™ARK, Dennis Ashbaugh, Aziz + Cucher, Brandon Ballengée, Christine
Borland, Nancy Burson and David Kramlich, Helen Chadwick, Kevin Clarke, Keith Cottingham, Bryan
Crockett, Hans Danuser, Christine Davis, Mark Dion, George Gessert, Rebecca Howland, Natalie
Jeremijenko, Ronald Jones, Eduardo Kac, David Kremers, Jane Lackey, Julian Laverdiere, Iiiigo
Manglano-Ovalle, Karl S. Mihail and Tran T. Kim-Trang, Larry Miller, Steve Miller, Frank Moore, Alexis
Rockman, Bradley Rubinstein, Nioclas Rule, Christy Rupp, Gary Schneider, Laura Stein, Eva Sutton,
Catherine Wagner, Carrie Mae Weems, Gail Wight, and Janet Zweig and Laura Bergman. While Dion was
included in this show, I would not say that the piece typifies the naturalist pieces of his at play in this
dissertation. Instead Dion’s piece in Paradise Now—Daily Planet (1991)—riffs on Frankenstein and
potential monstrousness of biogenetic engineering, see pages 58-59. Themes like these, that engage the
anxieties produced by genetic engineering, can also be seen in the work of Alexis Rockman, whose
paintings appear on the surface to engage natural history, but more heavily mine a future evolution gone
wrong. See Peter Ward, Future Evolution. Images by Alexis Rockman. New York: Times Books, 2001;
Alexis Rockman, with essays by Stephen Jay Gould, Jonathan Crary and David Quammen (New York:
Monacelli Press, 2003); Maurice Berger. Alexis Rockman: Manifest Destiny. Brooklyn, NY: Brooklyn
Museum, 2004; Douglas Blau, et al. Alexis Rockman: Second Nature. Normal, IL: University Galleries of
Illinois State University, 1995.

" Paradise Now: Picturing the Genetic Revolution, 7.
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attend to an essentially contemporary time, or a distinctly immediate past. The Paradise
Now exhibit was timely in its address of DNA research, but it did not explore the kind of
historical distance that the artists making use of natural history have. These naturalist
artists, through their explanation of the “antiquated” naturalist motifs and theories,
repeatedly take up a historical and aesthetic epoch that has been consigned to a half-
remembered past, whose products and visions seem impossibly obsolete to most
contemporary audiences.'*

Just as there are similarities and differences between artists working in art and
genetics and art and natural history, so too, we find areas of overlap in the paradigms
addressed by those who make connections between art and the environment. In artistic
encounters with the environment, two spheres can once again be articulated: on the one
hand those works dealing with landscape and land itself, and on the other those interested
in ecology and sustainability. This first sphere leads us, at least in terms of American art
history, from the traditions of nineteenth-century landscape painting, as with the Hudson
River School, to Earthworks and those artists indebted to this movement since the 1970s.
The second sphere brings us into a new realm of engagements with art that emerge from
the concerns of the 1960s/1970s environmental movement.

Many exhibitions have addressed these artistic dialogs with the environment, but I

choose two among the most exemplary in terms of landscape and land. The first—

'* Anker and Nelkin, 2-3. I think it is important to note that Anker and Nelkin themselves
underscore the temporal closeness of genetic and biotechnology artists to their time period, and they
provide a short chronology of artists acting in the same fashion throughout the twentieth century. “Artistic
interpretations in the past have provided insight into the social impacts of the most critical sciences and
technologies of their days. In the early 20" century, the splitting of the atom influenced the work of early
European abstractionists such as Wassily Kandinsky and Piet Mondrian. In the 1940s American abstract
painters such as Mark Rothko and Barnett Newman expressed their vehement reaction to the atomic bomb
by creating biomorphic images of a primordial world. Pop artists Andy Warhol and Robert Rauschenberg
commented on technological progress by incorporating inventions such as the electric chair and the X-ray
into their art.”
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Unnaturally—curated by Mary-Kay Lombino, opened at the Contemporary Art Museum
at the University of South Florida, Tampa in 2003."” This particular show forces us to
rethink the boundaries of the “Garden of Eden.”'® Are we really able to make distinctions
between nature and culture? Lombino suggests that the two areas, the natural and the
built environments, have instead collapsed upon one another. What makes this show of
particular interest to me is the range of examples it offers, from the landscape tables of
Jason Middlebrook to the computer-generated flower models of Frances Whitehead. The
exhibition also brings to light the extent to which technology can become wrapped up in
new visions of the landscape and the flora it produces.

A second group show—Badlands: New Horizons in Landscape—proves all the
more engaging, above all because of its scope.'” The show features Jennifer Steinkamp’s

video Mike Kelley (2007), a deciduous tree blowing in the wind, morphing from one

"> Mary-Kay Lombino, Unnaturally (New York: Independent Curators International, 2003). This
show traveled: Contemporary Art Museum, University of South Florida, Tampa, FL, January 13-March 8,
2003; H & R Black Artspace at the Kansas City Art Institute, Kansas City, MO, September 19-October 29,
2003; Fisher Gallery, University of Southern California, Los Angeles, CA, November 21, 2003-January 17,
2004; F. Donald Kenney Museum, The Regina A. Quick Center for the Arts, St. Bonaventure University,
St. Bonaventure, NY, February 3-March 30, 2004; Copia: The American Center for Wine, Food & the Arts,
Napa, CA, April 20-August 16, 2004; Lowe Art Museum, University of Miami, Coral Gables, FL,
September 14-November 14, 2004. Artists included in this show were: Chris Astley, Gregory Crewdson,
Jacci Den Hartog, Allan deSouza, Keith Edmier, Ifiigo Manglano-Ovalle, Jason Middlebrook, Nicoletta
Munroe, Roxy Paine, Michael Pierzynski, Marc Quinn, Michelle Segre, Alyson Shotz, Frances Whitehead,
Clara Williams. Notably Roxy Paine’s Psilocybe Cubensis Tray (1997) and Tapioca Slime Pudding (2001)
are included in this show. But they are included primarily for their “real”’-ness, rather than any overt
engagement with natural history. Its species variety is noted primarily for its “hallucinogenic properties”
(page 43).

16 Lombino, 18.

7 Denise Markonish, et. al. Badlands: New Horizons in Landscape (North Adams, MA: MASS
MoCA, 2008). This show runs from May 25, 2008-April 12, 2009 and includes projects by: Robert Adams,
Vaughn Bell, Boyle Family, Melissa Brown, the Center for Land Use Interpretation, Leila Daw, Gregory
Euclide, J. Henry Fair, Mike Glier, Anthony Goicolea, Marine Hugonnier, Paul Jacobsen, Nina
Katchadourian, Jane D. Marsching and Terreform, Alexis Rockman, Ed Ruscha, Joseph Smolinski, Yutaka
Sone, Jennifer Steinkamp, and Mary Temple. Three other particularly good sources on art and the
environment include: John K. Grande, Art Nature Dialogues: Interviews with Environmental Artists, with a
foreword by Edward Luce-Smith (Albany, NY: State University of New York Press, 2004); Rebecca
Solnit, As Eve Said to the Serpent: On Landscape, Gender and Art (Athens, GA: University of Georgia
Press, 2003 [2001]); and Gail Gelburd, Creative Solutions to Ecological Issues, with a foreword by Vice
President Al Gore (New York: the Council for Creative Projects, 1993).
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brilliant Technicolor hue to the next. And then there are the plexiglass terrariums of
Vaughn Bell, suspended from a ceiling. With the help of a step stool one can “enter” each
terrarium of Bell’s Village Green (2008) through circular holes cut into their bottoms,
leaving one’s feet in an art house and one’s head in a greenhouse. You can even spritz the
moss, ferns and other plants with water while exploring your own twenty-first century
hanging garden. There are plenty of “traditional” works in the show, from paintings to
photographs, including Joseph Smolinski’s Biosphere (2007), a pencil drawing of
Biosphere 2 in ruins next to his rendition of the remains of Buckminster Fuller’s dome.
Paired with one of Smolinski’s turbines in the form of a tree, installed outside the
museum, this show marks the space in which works dealing with land and landscape
unavoidably intersect with sustainability discourses. The entwinement begins to appear
inevitable. In another twist, the catalog for the show becomes its own handy guide for the
show in its relatively small size and color-coded section breaks. Indeed, the back cover of
the book describes the publication as a “field guide to new landscape art.” Issues of art
and the environment increasingly play out not only in the field of the art museum and art
history, but the naturalist’s field as well.

While many of these works have roots in the realm of ecology and environmental
activism, they are not as overt in this orientation as some earlier efforts that date to the
early 1970s. More recently, we have seen the proliferation of works inspired by
sustainability movements, which have contributed to the effect of establishing “green” as
the new “black” among contemporary artists and those who write about their works. This
movement is exemplified by the forward-thinking exhibition—Beyond Green: Toward a

Sustainable Art (2005)—co-organized by the Smart Museum of Art at the University of
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Chicago and Independent Curators International.'® Breaking down the boundaries
between making art and building architecture, as well as between schematic plans and
projects fully executed, curators Stephanie Smith and Victor Margolin present the
temporary houses, known as paraSITEs, of Michael Rakowitz, made from plastic bags
and inflated by the air exhaust vents on buildings. These forms provide inexpensive,
mobile and safe shelters for homeless persons that also happen to make free use of energy
otherwise wasted in heating and cooling totally enclosed structures.

Other green-art projects include Free Soil’s F.R.U.L.T. (2005), which traced the
distribution routes of oranges throughout the world, from farm to market; JAM, whose
hip bags power laptops, phones and iPods via solar energy (Jump Off, 2005); and People
Powered, a group of artists who collect and redistribute paint in new cans and package
compost derived from neighbors’ food waste in sachet (7ransport I: Loop and Soil
Starter, both 2005, and Soil Starter, 2002). The works in this show demonstrate the ways
in which an ecological consciousness increasingly informs artists working with the
environment. While many of these issues are also bound up in considerations of the body
in the state of a genomic revolution, their ecological engagements transcend the borders
of media, geography, and notions of the artist. In fact, many of these projects have been

conducted by artist collaboratives, rather than individuals."

'8 Stephanie Smith, Beyond Green: Smart Museum of Art (Chicago: Smart Museum of Art,
University of Chicago): 2006. This show traveled: Smart Museum of Art, University of Chicago, Chicago,
IL; October 6, 2005-January 15, 2006; Museum of Arts & Design, New York, NY; February 2-May 7,
2006; Contemporary Arts Center, Cincinnati, OH, May 5-July 15, 2007; Richard E. Peeler Art Center,
DePauw University Art Museum, Greencastle, IN, September 14-December 7, 2007. Artists included in
this show were: Allora & Calzadilla, Free Soil, JAM, Learning Group, Brennan McGaffey in collaboration
with Temporary Services, Nils Norman, People Powered, Dan Peterman, Marjetic Potr¢, Michael
Rakowitz, Frances Whitehead, WochenKlausur, and Andrea Zittel.

' Another excellent resource for the intersections of art and the environment, and specifically
sustainability discourses and ecology is Amy Lipton and Sue Spaid, Ecovention: Current Art to Transform
Ecologies (Cincinnati, OH: co-published by greenmuseum.org, The Contemporary Arts Center, Cincinnati,
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The art-science discourses surrounding genomics and biotechnology, as well as
those that reconsider human relationships with the environment, indicate an art that can
be described as moving into a post-humanistic space through nature-culture bifurcations
and the anxieties of technologies that challenge organismal boundaries. The artists
included in the exhibitions I have discussed, tend to look back only briefly, or at least not
in a sustained way; they are, instead, concerned with developing new paradigms of being
in their focus on a post-humanistic era.”’ In this way their art-science interactions remain
quite distinct from those artists working with natural history in the contemporary era. To
take on natural history in one’s current moment means looking back beyond recent
technological advancements and environmental crises, to the work of such historical
naturalists as Carolus Linnaeus, Baron Georges Cuvier (1769-1832), and Charles Darwin
(1809-82), and beyond these emblematic figures, to the ordering strategies that preceded
the natural history of the eighteenth and nineteenth century, including, most notably, the
Renaissance Wunderkammern, or cabinets and rooms of curiosities of the sixteenth and
seventeenth centuries that epitomize, for modern observers, the early modern “age of the
marvelous.”!

Of course, most people today associate natural history with the discrete moment
of eighteenth and nineteenth-century naturalists in the field, and with the monumental

collections of natural history museums that we see today at the American Museum of

Natural History, New York City, the National Museum of Natural History, Washington,

OH, and ecoartspace, 2002). In the area of architecture and sustainable projects globally see Architecture
for Humanity, Ed. Design Like You Give a Damn: Architectural Responses to Humanitarian Crises (New
York: Metropolis, 2006).

% Donna Haraway, “A Cybord Manifesto: Science, Technology, and Socialist-Feminism in the
Late Twentieth Century,” in Simians, Cyborgs and Women: The Reinvention of Nature (New Y ork:
Routledge, 1991): 149-81.

*! A invaluable resource into this period is Joy Kenseth, Ed. The Age of the Marvelous (Hanover,
NH: Hood Museum of Art, Dartmouth College, 1991).
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D.C., and the Field Museum of Natural History, Chicago. These collections emerged
originally from the aesthetic of Renaissance Wunderkammern, which gave rise, in turn, to
the display of art and science in separate institutions in the nineteenth century. The
establishment of the Metropolitan Museum of Art in 1870 and the American Museum of
Natural History in 1874 on opposite sides of New York City’s Central Park exemplifies
the institutionalization of this disciplinary and epistemological split.

That said, the art historian Carla Yanni points out in her invaluable book Nature’s
Museums: Victorian Science and the Architecture of Display (1999), that some art
historians have identified considerable continuities and affinities between the early
modern cabinets and modern museums, despite the fact that their missions seem entirely
antithetical.** The earlier Renaissance collections produced the marvelous and wondrous
through displays of objects “where they looked good, or where there was space.” The
later collections in natural history museums favored a rational organization of objects
according to likeness and the ability to convey “general principles in natural history—not

nature’s quirks.””’

Yanni explains that Wunderkammern served an elite class of collectors
who asserted power over the natural world in microcosms of “scarcity” and oddity.**

These collections also granted to their owners a degree of knowledge over the natural

world that, in turn, asserted power over those who did not have access to the

*2 Carla Yanni, Nature’s Museums: Victorian Science and the Architecture of Display (Baltimore,
MD: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1999). Here Yanni is referred to the work of Douglas Crimp.
Yanni argues, in keeping with Foucault, that it is not as significant that the collections of Wunderkammern
and modern natural history museums make use of different display techniques, but rather that the difference
marks a paradigm shift. Their projects still remain, in many ways, more similar than contradictory. She
cites the work of the art historian Paula Findlen in her move away from Crimp’s reasoning. See Paula
Findlen, Possessing Nature: Museums, Collecting, and Scientific Culture in Early Modern Italy (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 1994). I should also note that Yanni’s book includes a study of the Museum
of Jurassic Technology (MJT), Los Angeles, CA, a kind of Wunderkammer for the masses in the modern
era. See pages 164-66.

» Yanni, 18.

* Yanni, 17.
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collections.”> More importantly, they bestowed upon their well-to-do owners a potent
form of visual power in which works became wonders and artifacts were granted a
measure of auratic authority.

In the last two decades natural history museums, along with study of early modern
and modern natural history, have produced a profusion of scholarship. And in addition to
the work of Yanni, we should include the contributions of Amy R.W. Meyers and
Margaret Beck Pritchard, Paula Findlen, Thomas DaCosta Kaufmann, David Freedberg
and Claudia Swan.”® The work of these scholars has spurred and marked a burgeoning

literature in art and natural history. But although these studies provide critical

% Yanni, 8, 12, 14. Yanni acknowledges her debt to Michel Foucault’s The Order of Things, as
well as to his “The Eye of Power,” in Power/Knowledge: Selected Interviews and Other Writings, 1972-
1977 (New York: Pantheon, 1981), and “Of Other Spaces,” in Diacritics.

** Amy R.W. Meyers, and Margaret Beck Pritchard, Empire’s Nature: Mark Catesby’s New World
Vision, with a foreword by Graham S. Hood & Edward J. Nygren (Chapel Hill, NC: University of North
Carolina Press, 1998); Paula H. Smith and Paula Findlen, eds. Merchants & Marvels: Commerce, Science,
and Art in Early Modern Europe (New York: Routledge, 2002); Paula Findlen, Possessing Nature:
Museums, Collecting, and Scientific Culture in Early Modern Italy (Berkeley: University of California
Press, 1994); Thomas DaCosta Kaufmann, The Mastery of Nature: Aspects of Art, Science, and Humanism
in the Renaissance (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1993); Claudia Swan, Art, Science, and
Witchcraft in Early Modern Holland: Jacques de Gheyn II (1565-1629) (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 2005); Londa Schiebinger and Claudia Swan, Eds. Colonial Botany: Science, Commerce, and
Politics in the Early Modern World (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2005); David
Freedberg, The Eye of the Lynx: Galileo, His Friends, and the Beginnings of Modern Natural History
(Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2002). See also Brian W. Ogilvie, The Science of Describing:
Natural History in Renaissance Europe (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2006); Henrietta
McBurney, Mark Catesby’s Natural History of America: The Watercolors from the Royal Library, Windsor
Castle, with an introductory essay by Amy R.W. Meyers (Houston: The Museum of Fine Arts, Houston in
association with Merrell Holberton Publishers, London, 1997; and Judith Magee, The Art and Science of
William Bartram (University Park, PA: The Pennsylvania State University in association with the Natural
History Museum, London, 2007). Other helpful sources on museums include: Douglas J. Preston,
Dinosaurs in the Attic: An Excursion into the American Museum of Natural History (New York: St.
Martin’s Press, 1986); Joseph Wallace, A Gathering of Wonders: Behind the Scenes at the American
Museum of Natural History (New York: St. Martin’s Press, in conjunction with the American Museum of
Natural History, 2000); Stephan T. Asma, Stuffed Animals & Pickled Heads: The Culture and Evolution of
Natural History Museums (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001); Susan Sheets-Pyenson, Cathedrals of
Science: The Development of Colonial Natural History Museums during the Late Nineteenth Century
(Kingston and Montreal: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 1988); Philip Kopper, The National Museum of
Natural History (New York: Harry N. Abrams, Inc., in association with the Smithsonian Institution, 1982;
and Paisley S. Cato and Clyde Jones, Eds. Natural History Museums: Directions for Growth (Lubbock,
TX: Texas Tech University Press, 1991). On the increasing role of natural history museums in
sustainability efforts see Peter Davis, Museums and the Natural Environment: The Role of Natural History
Museums in Biological Conservation (London and New York: Leicester University Press, 1996).
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illuminations of the golden era of natural history, they have not considered the later
impact of these collections and modes of thought on the making of contemporary (that is,
late twentieth- and twenty first-century) art and culture, and thus do not attend to the
ways that natural history is experiencing a resurgence in art today, or what we might call
an “afterlife.””” This neglect obviously is to a large extent, inevitable, given the
specialization of these scholars in early modern and modern studies. Contemporary
scholarship on natural history is no doubt stimulated by and indebted to these earlier
works, but is also driven by new art-science paradigms.

Crossing disciplinary boundaries and fundamental to any consideration of natural
history (in historical and conceptual terms), particularly in the contemporary era, is
Michel Foucault’s The Order of Things: An Archaeology of the Human Sciences (1970).
In this influential study, Foucault proposed a transformation in the human sciences from
the sixteenth to the nineteenth centuries, in which grammar (the science of words),
natural history (the science of beings), and wealth (the science of needs) shift toward the
specialized fields of philology, biology, and economics, respectively.”® For Foucault and
the contemporary artists directly or indirectly influenced by him, the emergence of

biology fundamentally diverted our attention away from natural history, a science which

2" This term, of course, comes from the German translation of Mnemosyne as Nachleben, or
“afterlife,” a term used by Aby Warburg to identify the survival of antiquity into the Renaissance period,
and ostensibly into his own contemporary moment. I am also taking the use of his term from Brian A.
Curran, The Egyptian Renaissance: The Afterlife of Ancient Egypt in Early Modern Italy (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 2007), 2. Curran provides a genealogy for his own use of the term “‘afterlife’
or ‘mnemohistory’” in the work of Jan Assmann. Curran’s book far more ably tackles what I begin to
address here, which is in some ways bound up in reception and memory. In other words, how is the history
of natural history or of Wunder received in the contemporary period? What is the process by which one’s
knowledge of the past is articulated through an often very different and present moment. This is the project
of Egypt in relation to the Italian Renaissance, for Curran, and, of course, the project of Aby Warburg,
who we will see, articulates Ancient art through the Italian Renaissance in the moment of late nineteenth
and early twentieth-century Western European (and, arguably, American) culture.

*¥ Michael Foucault, The Order of Things: An Archaeology of the Human Sciences (New York:
Vintage Books, 1970).
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had for centuries occupied our ordering of the natural world through the systematic
observation and classification of living beings. This change did not mark the acquisition
of new knowledge, but the development of new ways of knowing. In The Eye of the Lynx:
Galileo, His Friends, and the Beginnings of Modern Natural History (2002), David
Freedberg critiqued Foucault’s characterization of this shift as a “rupture,” as too
essentialist.”” Freedberg makes this assertion in light of his own work on Federico Cesi
(1585-1630) and his Academy, which Freedberg proposes as an expansion of Foucault’s

9930

explanation of “the transition from one episteme to another.””" In addition to this valuable

contribution to Renaissance history, I would argue that Freedberg’s characterization of
Foucault’s “rupture” as “too clear” begs us to consider how life(s) and its study have
been too concrete, often progressing from one state of understanding to another, rather
than being, as is more likely the case, in a constant state of becoming.

Since the last third of the twentieth century artists have repeatedly employed
motifs (e.g. curiosity cabinets) and paradigms of natural history in their work. With this
development in mind, serious studies of natural history in the contemporary era are
needed and warranted. But while no scholarly book has attempted to frame and define
this phenomenon of our present era, many individual and group art exhibitions have
begun to ask some of the more salient questions. Some of the more notable of these
include: Tigers of Wrath: Watercolors by Walton Ford, held at the Brooklyn Museum
(2006-07); Cabinet of Curiosities: Mark Dion and the University as Installation, held at

the Weisman Art Museum at the University of Minnesota, Minneapolis, MN (2006);

Fred Tomaselli: Monsters of Paradise, held at the The Fruitmarket Gallery, Edinburgh;

» Freedberg, The Eye of the Lynx: Galileo, His Friends, and the Beginnings of Modern Natural
g 8.
History, 4,
30 Freedberg, 1-4.

21



Scotland (2004) and Roxy Paine: Bluff, organized by the Public Art Fund and installed in
Central Park, New York City (2002).>' While these exhibitions have gone a long way
toward opening dialogues about natural history in contemporary art, they tend to limit
their scope to the work of a single artist, or address so many artists in a group show that
finding a thread of continuity can be difficult. Futhermore, group shows and catalogs on
natural history tend to focus on animals (perhaps because they look more like humans
than plants or fungi), to the exclusion of other life forms, an effect that ultimately limits
our understanding of the naturalist world in its entirety.’>

There are other facets of these art works that have not been very well addressed in
the current scholarship, including: the categories of body and life, the role of memory,
and the collapse of history, which complicates the ways we might read the afterlife of
natural history in the contemporary period. I will attend more comprehensively to these
issues, in order to clarify and define the places of natural history in contemporary
American art. In the process, I hope to enliven the provocative but rather scattered
existing scholarship on the topic, and to articulate the ways in which these art works and
readings of them can be opened up well beyond the scope of natural history.

As discussed in part four of this introduction, my method takes a number of
significant cues from the work of the German art historian Aby Warburg (1866-1929),

and specifically from his Mnemosyne, or Atlas Project (1927-29). Before fully exploring

*! Steven Katz and Dodie Kazanjian, Tigers of Wrath: Watercolors by Walton Ford (New York:
Harry N. Abrams, Inc., 2002); Colleen J. Sheehy, Ed. Cabinet of Curiosities: Mark Dion and the University
as Installation (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2006); Fred Tomaselli, Fiona Bradley, John
Yau, and Jonathan Lethem. Fred Tomaselli: Monsters of Paradise (Edinburgh: Fruitmarket Gallery, 2004);
and Roxy Paine: Bluff (New York: Public Art Fund, 2002).

See such catalogues as: Endangered Species: Ecological Commentaries (New York: Alternative

Museum, 1987); Harriet Ritvo, Tommy L. Lott, and Ron Platt, Next of Kin: Looking at the Great Apes
(Cambridge: MIT List Visual Arts Center, 1995); Nato Thompson, Becoming Animal: Contemporary Art in
the Animal Kingdom, foreword by Joseph Thompson (North Adams, MA: MASS MoCA, distributed by
The MIT Press, 2005).
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this vision, however, I think it would be helpful to describe and define some of the
phenomena that encompass natural history in its “golden age,” the early modern notions
of wonder that give way increasingly to positivist approaches of understanding in the
eighteenth century, and other themes that broaden my study of natural history in the
contemporary period. Historically, natural history as a field of inquiry and epistemology
sought to gain understanding of the natural world largely through observations, rather
than experiments. As a discipline, it brings to mind a host of associations of time and
place from classical antiquity to the present. As a basis for knowledge natural history has
deep roots in antiquity, exemplified by the work of Aristotle (384 BCE-322 BCE) and
Pliny the Elder (23-79), who sought to record their observations of plants and animals
and catalog them, as well as compile the naturalist observations and comments of earlier
authors.”

During the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, the work of Baron Georges
Cuvier and Charles Darwin informed and provoked many of the revolutions that paved
the way for the emergence of modern science. Naturalists of this period would have had
studies and libraries, rather that the laboratories of scientists today. They maintained
studies filled with books, field notes and specimens. These naturalists relied on an
exchange of information through letters, through observations shared with colleagues
often from one country to another, and the shipments of pressed plants, preserved animal
bodies and minerals that they had collected on their travels. These collections were
characteristically contained and displayed in imposing pieces of furniture typically

known as curiosity cabinets (Fig. Intro. 2), which are probably the most familiar visual

3 Trevor Murphy, Pliny the Elder’s Natural History: The Empire in the Encyclopedia (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2004).
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artifacts of this “golden age” of natural history today and also a vestige of the
Renaissance age of Wunder with its room-sized curiosity cabinets. The survival of these
cabinets gives material evidence to the argument that natural history was not strictly a
post-Enlightenment investigative tool. It was the world of Cuvier, Carolus Linnaeus, and
John James Audubon (1785-1851), but also, to be sure, Charles Darwin. Natural history
does not end as a field of inquiry with the evolutionary theories of Darwin and Alfred
Russel Wallace (1823-1913). For most of the history of natural history, naturalists,
whether amateur or professional, engaged the flora and fauna of the natural world with a
distinct view of wunder. As the art historian Alexander Marr has argued, the concept of
wonder originates with Aristotle who linked a “desire to know” with “the passion of
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wonder.””" In the early modern period, Marr argues, wonder and curiosity were bound up
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together, but in ways that were filled with “ambiguity,” “inconsistency and variety.

Today natural history remains, through disciplines like organismal biology, zoology and

botany, the study of objects through such a lens of “wonder.”*

** R.J.W. Evans and Alexander Marr, Curiosity and Wonder from the Renaissance to the
Enlightenment (Hants, England: Ashgate, 2006): 1.

3% Evans and Marr, 1-2. Per Marr also see: Lorraine Daston and Katherine Park, Wonders and the
Nature of Order, 1150-1750 (New York: Zone Books, 1998); Stephen Greenblatt, Marvelous Possessions:
The Wonder of the New World (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1991); Barbara Benedict, Curiosity:
A Cultural History of Early Modern Enquiry (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1991); Mary Baine
Campbell, Wonder and Science: Imagining Worlds in Early Modern Europe (Ithaca and London: Cornell
University Press, 2004); and Peter G. Platt, Wonders, Marvels, and Monsters in Early Modern Culture
(London and Newark: University of Delaware Press, 1999).

3 The notion of wonder was central in the formulation of Wunderkammern, or rooms of wonder in
the sixteenth century. An excellent resource on this concept is Joy Kenseth, ed., The Age of the Marvelous
(Hanover, NH: Hood Museum of Art, Dartmouth College, 1991). See also Pamela H. Smith and Paula
Findlen, eds. Merchants & Marvels: Commerce, Science, and Art in Early Modern Europe (New Y ork:
Routledge, 2002). The Museum of Jurassic Technology, Culver City, CA provides an excellent current
example of a museum of the marvelous. For those who cannot make the trip see Lawrence Weschler,
“Inhaling the Spore: Field Trip to a Museum of Natural (Un)history,” in Harper’s Magazine (Sept. 1994):
47-58; Lawrence Weschler, Mr. Wilson's Cabinet Of Wonder: Pronged Ants, Horned Humans, Mice on
Toast, and Other Marvels of Jurassic Technology (New York: Vintage, 1996) [first printed by Pantheon as
Mr. Wilson’s Cabinet of Wonder, 1995]; The Museum of Jurassic Technology: Primi Decem Anni Jubilee
Cataglogue, with Contributions from The Society for the Diffusion of Useful Information (Los Angeles:
The Museum of Jurassic Technology Trustees, 2002); Inhaling the Spore: A Journey Through the Museum
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This association of natural history with the aesthetics of wonder finds itself rooted
in the room-sized curiosity cabinets of the mid-sixteenth and seventeenth centuries—
Wunderkammern, Kunstkammern and Kunstkabinett (Fig. Intro. 3). These grand cabinets
of marvels housed the colorful Renaissance collections of unique and often peculiar
specimens. In these places one could find carefully prepared taxidermic animals: wading
birds, joeys, brilliantly multicolored parrots, African finches, a toucan and a peacock,
black crows about to take flight, a brown and black mottled sparrow, an owl, mother
ducks, gray and white pigeons and gulls, domestic cats striped black and gray, crouching
tigers and jaguars, a squirrel, a sneering raccoon, fluffy white polar bears, black bears and
brown bears, a statuesque bison, a boar’s head, a gesturing gibbon, a reclining fox, the
head of a black rhino, nested in a just-opened shipping crate and many other four-legged
mammals contained in the shells of their former selves. A pallid carp, snakes, and a rat
preserved in spirit-filled glass jars. Yellow butterflies accented with orange and black,
coffee-colored moths, green beetles and other winged insects displayed in glass cases.”’
These cabinets catalog the remains of formerly live beings, alongside an abundance of
inanimate matter: exoskeletons of crustaceans, volcanic rocks, fossils, animal skeletons,
nuts and seeds, maps and books of faraway places, globes, marble portrait busts of
notable intellectuals and public figures, hourglasses, architectural models from antiquity,
artifacts and musical instruments from exotic locales, mummies, ceramics, metal tools,

and even unicorn horns.

of Jurassic Technology, film produced, directed and edited by Leonard Feinstein, 2004; Carla Yanni,
Nature’s Museums: Victorian Science and the Architecture of Display (Baltimore, MD: The Johns Hopkins
University Press, 1999), 164-66.

*7T compiled this general list from an amalgam of representations of modern and contemporary
Wunderkammern and Kunstkammern, from the collector Ole Worm to the artist Mark Dion.
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Eighteenth and nineteenth-century naturalists often brought an order to the
associative “poetics” and assemblages that composed Wunderkammern. The Renaissance
assemblages were increasingly replaced with the ordered and rational aesthetics of the
study and the laboratory, Enlightenment-era spaces where materiality could be contained,
examined and ordered. In the working spaces of Cuvier and then Darwin one could find
the tools of the laboratory and the field: butterfly nets, scales, small and large glass
storage jars, bell jars, protective gloves, writer’s desks, specimen pins, scissors, variously
sized knives, shovels, hammers, machetes, hatchets, files, string and rope, display cases,
magnifying glasses, plant presses, animal traps, collecting cabinets, ink bottles and quill
pens, mosquito nets, trunks, shot guns, vasculum, and animal and botanical guidebooks.
These are the tools of the individuals who exemplify the naturalist project in its golden
age. These men—and they certainly were most often men—often traveled to distant parts
of the earth by ship and across vast tracts of land. They observes flora and fauna, and
collected samples for transport back to Europe, examining them further in their studies
and sharing many of these new-found specimens with their colleagues in the scientific
community.

The naturalist projects of wunder that began at least as early as the Renaissance
ended with positivist rationalities of nineteenth-century science. This latter scientific
mode prized specialization, separating out the study of things with life into biology,
zoology and botany, and those things without life into geology. The informatics of total
system structures, the Wunderkammern, gave way to the single lens of the microscope,
which gave more precise and, literally, focused data, but dissociated it from other

information. The single small lens splintered the visual world into bites, making it more
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difficult to achieve a macro focus amidst the newly accumulating details. This and
subsequent technologies of magnification stirred minds and imaginations and stimulated
new micro fields of investigations, but they also contributed to the replacement of the
naturalist field of observation with the scientific laboratory of experimentation, a new age
in which specimens smaller than the tip of a needle can be purchased online. There is an
engagement with the whole organism, its morphology, ethology and ecology that is often
lost in the shift from the organismal studies of Cuvier and Darwin, for example, to the
discrete micro-taxonomies that take place in most areas of scientific inquiry today.

Some readers may detect a romantic or nostalgic quality in my comparison of
traditional natural history to modern science. It might appear as if [ am conveying the
notion that contemporary scientists are “getting it wrong,” and that in Cuvier and Darwin,
in comparison, got it right. My sympathies for the golden age of natural history—a
discipline that survives on the peripheries of scholarly science and more frequently in the
world of amateur bird watchers and mushroom hunters—certainly remain rooted in its
fierce desire, driven by curiosity in large part, to embrace and understand the entire scope
of our material world, a world that so often seems lost among a contemporary focus on
subatomic particles that stand in for whole organisms. These naturalists traveled the
world, from Surinam to Lapland to the Americas. Their travels were often rife with the
perils of the age, taking them on dangerous voyages across continents in search of
butterflies and birds, flowers and trees, mammals and reptiles—species that were rare,
that had yet to be named, but needed to be known. These experiences cast their project
today in a certain heroic light that is difficult to ignore. Although it is true that many of

their efforts were fueled by larger nationalistic missions and colonialist enterprises that
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placed many species (and peoples) in jeopardy, the sheer drive and passionate desire that
spurred them on can hardly fail to attract the imagination.

In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries naturalist studies included minute
investigations as well as broader surveys that were inclusive in scope. Examples include
Cuvier’s Histoire naturelle des poissons (1801), a wide-reaching study that examines
over 5,000 fishes, and, conversely, Darwin’s 4 Monograph on the Fossil Lepadidce, or,
Pedunculated Cirripedes of Great Britain (1851), a more discrete study of barnacles.”®
These illustrated texts were just two of many naturalist texts that described certain
species or, alternately, a larger group of organisms within a larger taxonomical set.
Although some of these studies covered a small geographic region, others embraced
phenomena gathered from a larger region, country or continent, as with John Gould’s The
Mammals of Australia (1863).”° What we can say about the diversity of these studies is
that naturalists cast narrow and wide lenses on the natural world and their work, and they
interpreted what they saw through the immediacy of their sensory experiences. They also,
however, tried to look at species in relation to larger and more sweeping views of
biological and geological change—connecting studies of life with studies of their traces,
fossils, and through their relationships to geological formations. Naturalists of the golden
age produced a range of micro and macro-oriented studies that contributed to the

understanding of organisms and their complexities.

*¥ Baron Georges Cuvier, Historical Portrait of the Progress of Ichthyology: From its Origins to
Our Own Time (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1995 [1801]); Charles Darwin, A Monograph
on the Fossil Lepadidce, or, Pedunculated Cirripedes of Great Britain (London: Paleontographical Society,
1851).
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