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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.

18



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.
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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).

%% John Gould, Gould’s Mammals: Selections from John Gould’s Mammals of Australia (London:
David and Charles, 1978 [1863]).

28



From all of this, it is hardly surprising that the scope of my study is wide. The
works I consider invoke a plurality and diversity of life beyond museum and gallery
walls, from contemporary ornithological prints to large-scale Audubon-esque watercolors
to elaborate tableaux of naturalists at work. Many research projects in art history
approach inquiry microcosmically, focusing on some particular aspect of the work of an
artist, a group of artists, movement, or historical moment. It appears that today
macrocosmic studies are out of vogue, and yet there remains much to be gained from this
kind of approach, which has the potential to make interconnections across a field of
being, especially when modernity has, instead, given us so many spaces of anomie. But it
is possible that we are arriving at a moment in which the macro- and the micro-study
have entered increasingly into conversation.

Notably, the American ecologist and systems theorist H.T. Odum proposed the
“macroscope” in his book Environment, Power, and Society (1971), an idea he continued
to promote throughout his career.*” Odum poses his view in contradistinction to a
microscopic lens, arguing that “the contemporary world [is] beginning to look through
the macroscope.”' One of his students, Scott Nixon, explained that after “years of
specialized academic minutiae,” people were “drawn” to study with Odum, who “was
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working at a large scale, on the ‘big picture.”””” While objects themselves remain

important, their relationships to other things, ideas, beings and systems provide a broader

*OH.T. Odum, Environment, Power, and Society (New York: John Wiley & Sons Inc, 1971).

* Odum as quoted in William J. Mitsch and John W. Day, Jr., “Thinking big with whole
ecosystem studies and ecosystem restoration—legacy of H.T. Odum,” Ecological Modelling 178 (2004):
135-36. For a fascinating summary and review of Odum’s work see Ecological Modeling Vol. 178, Nos. 1-
2 (2004): 1-292. This volume includes two special editions and a plethora of articles dedicated,
posthumously, to Odum’s scholarship; the special volume is entitled, Through the MACROSCOPE: The
Legacy of H.T. Odum, edited by M.T. Brown and C.A.S. Hall.

2 Scott Nixon as quoted in Mitsch and Day, 136. These “big picture” items included, as Nixon
says, “ecosystems, diurnal curves, network diagrams, and models.”
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story of their larger roles and operations within our human ecology and the many forces,
histories, times, and spaces that which lies beyond description and classification.

While the work of Aby Warburg and his “Atlas” approach to art history, speaks
most profoundly to the tone and vision of my dissertation—I do in fact see his work as a
kind of guide in this project—I would also like to acknowledge the works of more recent
scholars whose works have provided other helpful models—Michel Foucault (1926-
1984), the late Robert Rosenblum (1927-2006), and Jennifer L. Roberts (b. 1969). Any
misreading of their work, or errors of interpretation that appear here are surely my own
and only made in the spirit of inquiry. I look to Rosenblum broadly, in his having urged
art historians to “be as flexible, various and comprehensive as possible in their
approaches, and be willing to consider anything.” “Works of art, he said, “should not be
forced into a single perspective...there is no end to the way we can understand human
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beings and no end to the way we can learn to understand the art they make.”" I embrace

Rosenblum’s invitation to throw the cabinet doors open to all objects and modes of
inquiry, though, as always some scholars have guided me more definitively than others.**
I also bring to my readings his approach to studying the “ferra incognita” of the “hydra-
headed” late eighteenth century “in a kaleidoscopic manner that constantly shift[ed] in

vantage point and even move[d] freely from one nation and medium to another.”* T ask

the reader to be patient with me as we embark on this trip, and consider that naturalists

* Robert Rosenblum and H.W. Janson, ]9”’—Century Art (New York: Harry N. Abrams, 1984), 10.

* I admit also having an ulterior motive of collapsing methodologies, and use as my guide E.H.
Gombrich who broke down the boundaries between the high arts of painting, drawing, sculpture, and
architecture and decorative (and useful) arts in his article on Renaissance cassone. E. H. Gombrich,
“Apollonio di Giovanni: a Florentine cassone Workshop Seen Through the Eyes of a Humanist Poet,”
Journal of the Warburg and Courtauld Institutes (18 Jan. 1955): 16-34.

* Robert Rosenblum, Transformations in Late Eighteenth Century Art (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 1967), viii.
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often stray the course on their own journeys of discovery and on their way to their own
conclusions.

Rosenblum reminds us that the eighteenth century was a period of great
geographic and visionary breadth. Foucault, for his part, signals not only this dynamism,
but also antecedent shifts in conceptions of nature, history and natural history in the
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries that no doubt enlivens contemporary artists’
treatment of this epoch. In The Order of Things, Michel Foucault describes history before
natural history, where organisms in many ways illuminated their own histories and
becomings. Foucault argues that writings on plants and animals constituted histories,
rather than natural histories, until circa 1657, with the publication of Jan Jonston’s (1603-
75) Natural history of quadrupeds. Pierre Belon’s (1517-64) History of the nature of
birds (1555), Claude Duret’s (d. 1611) Admirable history of plants (1605) and Ulisse

Aldrovandi’s (1522-1605) History of serpents and dragons (1640) constitute the histories
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of life as conveyed prior to “the gap that is now opened between things and words.”" For

Belon, Duret and Aldrovandi, Foucault explains, the living being itself recounted its own

story:

...to write a history of a plant or an animal was as much a matter of
describing its elements or organs as of describing the resemblances that
could be found in it, the virtues that it was thought to possess, the legends
and stories with which it had been involved, its place in heraldry, the
medicaments that were concocted from its substance, the foods it
provided, what the ancients recorded of it, and what travelers might have
said of it. The history of a living being was that being itself...The division,
so evident to us, between what we see, what others have observed and
handed down, and what others imagine or naively believe, the great
tripartition, apparently so simple, and so immediate, into Observation,
Document, and Fable, did not exist. And this was not because science was
hesitating between a rational vocation and the vast weight of naive
tradition, but for the much more precise and much more constraining

* Foucault, The Order of Things: An Archaeology of the Human Sciences, 129-30.
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reason that signs were then part of things themselves, whereas in the
seventeenth century they become modes of representation.*’

I would argue that natural history, as it emerged from the work of Jonston and others in
the seventeenth century, constituted a moment as significant for the development of art
history as it was for the sciences, given Foucault’s assessment of histories and signs—
being one with things (i.e. organisms) and representations of them before the seventeenth
century and separate from them after the seventeenth century. While Linnaeus and others
continued with their projects of describing plants and animals, the name of the species
became its central identifier and way with which to discuss the organism. Things and
words increasingly “communicate in representation.” “What one is about to say,”
increasingly marks the space of “seeing,” and codes it with words even before a visuality
has been accounted for.*® I would hope that my study begins to renew a space that the
likes of Belon, Duret and Aldrovandi articulated, and offers a reading of the world itself
in its visual becoming before words; before science and language coded images and
organisms with specific structures of signs and meanings.

In her book Mirror-Travels: Robert Smithson and History (2004), Jennifer L.
Roberts reads Robert Smithson’s Spiral Jetty (1970) in light of its span of historical cues,
from the Golden Spike (1869) to the earthwork’s execution. Roberts argues that
photographs reproduced of the Jetty in Gyorgy Kepes’s book Arts of the Environment
(1972), appeared with increased detail, “in a telescopic progression.”* The result, in the

case of Smithson’s photographs is that they abstract into a place and space that resists

*" Foucault, The Order of Things: An Archaeology of the Human Sciences, 129.

* Foucault, The Order of Things: An Archaeology of the Human Sciences, 130.

* Jennifer L. Roberts, Mirror-Travels: Robert Smithson and History (New Haven: Yale
University Press, 2004) 129.
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location in a historical context. In this sense, they read more clearly as forms detached,
even estranged from the larger work:
The Jetty lifts history into scales beyond the reach of historical narrative,
insisting upon its material preservation of history but nevertheless refusing
to allow it to be grasped...Although the Jetfy is made entirely of material,
peripheral details, it does not offer up those details as material for the
construction of a new historical narrative. It offers no isolable points,
parts, or products that can be selected for progressive narrative
construction of a traditional (“trivial”) history. Rather the Spiral Jetty
preserves peripheral histories by pulling them out of range of history itself.
It redeems lost histories by incorporating them into the crystalline fractal
of universal time, where they may resonate but do not, precisely, reside.”
In Smithson’s spiral, or so Roberts suggests, “a Morellian progression” of images gives
way to a cosmological view, the micro to the macro, allowing us to glimpse at once
history as single moments and as accretions of disparate times.”' But just as we leave the
the detail of Smithson’s crystals, we find ourselves floating across the entire spiral,
whether a few or hundreds of feet away. In these moments history slips away and leaves
us briefly in the single moment, before it returns again to reassert itself. It is this reading
of history that I find so illuminating in Roberts’s work, which allows us at once to deal
with the image on its own terms, as part of specific events (here the joining of the Union
Pacific and Central Pacific Railroads, an oil field and Spiral Jetty), an accumulation of
them, and as things of the world that function very much outside of the world of history,
in particular.>

Some recent studies in art history have used works of modern art to resituate the

contemporaneity of a past moment, or to enliven a discussion of a previous era.” These

*" Roberts, 138.

*! Roberts, 130.

32 Roberts, 1, 114-39

>3 Charlotte Houghton, “This Was Tomorrow: Pieter Aertsen’s Meat Stall as Contemporary Art,”
The Art Bulletin 86 (June 2004): 277-300; Jennifer L. Roberts, “Dreams of Transmission: Fred Tomaselli’s
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temporal folds have emerged most recently in Roberts’s work on Smithson, which makes
a case for an elision of the eighteenth century and the post war decades, both eras
grappling with issues of materiality (she also reads the eighteenth-century artist John
Singleton Copley with as much rigor as the twentieth-century artist Robert Smithson and
attends, in her work on the nineteenth century, to Audubon through the contemporary
artist Fred Tomaselli). By looking closely and by considering the ways in which facts and
forms both adhere to and elude history, we find ourselves struggling to internalize
temporality, materiality and corporeality as experienced within linear time and,
simultaneously, what lies beyond that space, what transcends it. In other words, how do
we ultimately arrive at a working cosmology?

I hope that I engage here the kind of temporal oscillation between the synchronic
and diachronic, a collapse of time and space that Roberts has achieved. But in a wider
sense I hope that it sheds light on what it means to be human in an age of post-Darwinian
evolutionary science and actively engaged in our own processes of becoming.”* Readers
will find that some areas of this project feel more like a study of a past, than an
investigation of a contemporary moment. I envision this text as its own cabinet of
curiosity, interspersing methods and histories, science with art, bodies with minds-at-
large. On almost every page, I attempt to come to terms with what artists and naturalists
have visually consumed, analyzed, and re-imagined in the realm of terra firma. These
contemporary art images unfold a history of eighteenth- and nineteenth-century work in

art and science, producing an ebb and flow of the diachronic and the synchronic. Taking

Bird Collages and American Ornithological Illustration,” talk given May 5, 2007 at Princeton University’s
American Views: A Symposium in Honor of Professor John Wilmerding.

>* See Roberts, Mirror-Travels: Robert Smithson and History and Roberts, “Copley’s Cargo: Boy
with a Squirrel and the Dilemma of Transit,” American Art 21 no. 2 (Summer 2007): 20-41.
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direction from Darwin, whose engagements with flora, fauna and geological formations
ask us to look up and out as much as down and in, I hope to invoke the oscillation
between the discrete and the aggregate, providing not so much an explanation for the
project of contemporary artist-naturalists, but rather a balance of “thick” and “thin”
description. I hope that this approach helps to explain the ways this mode of
contemporary art-making functions as a place where the continuities and discontinuities
of history, where the fold and the unfold become mutually constitutive, or at the very
least, in conversation.

The artist Mark Dion has engaged directly with the history of natural history,
attests to the importance of avoiding limits and embracing a wide scope in managing the
visual possibilities of his own work:

I find that sense of fragmentation ripe with possibility. I view my work as
an expansive practice which is unified by a commitment to a core of
concerns, best characterized as an investigation of the representation of
nature. This practice materializes through a diverse field of expression
which include[s] sculpture, installation, photography, writing, teaching
and lecturing, as well as practical collaborations with institutions such as
zoos, wildlife conservation organizations, museums, public art venues, and
community groups. Since most projects employ the same set of conceptual
tools and challenges, I do not view the various possible approaches to a
project or problem hierarchically.”
Dion addresses his problems with a wide net, piecing together the theoretical and material
fragments into a set of visual solutions; Odum might call his working method a systems
problem. Dion, like the artists I examine, address similar problems with a range of
solutions, but in a way that so often views the earth and the universe through a

macroscopic lens. In spite of differences in style and display, the artists with whom I

engage remain united in their shared concern with issues of observation and description,

> Thompson, Becoming Animal: Contemporary Art in the Animal Kingdom, 53.
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classification and order, the histories of science and art, the subject and the object, the

known and the sensed.

IV. Aby Warburg: Snake Charmer

In 1895, Aby Warburg traveled to the United States to visit relatives. Restless, he
took a research trip to Washington, D.C. to visit the Smithsonian Institution, where he
met the anthropologist Frank Cushing. He also traveled into the American southwest, to
Arizona and New Mexico, where he visited Pueblo communities to observe their customs
and rituals.”® Warburg found the imagery, mythology and symbolism of the serpent in
Pueblo culture of great interest, particularly in terms of what he termed its “demonic” and
cosmological meaning, exemplified by a Native American drawing of a snake and a
house, the symbolic microcosm of the universe.”’

While conducting his ethnographic work in the southwest, Warburg asked a
number of Native Americans to draw pictures that represented their conception of the
cosmos, and symbolically-rich phenomena of the material world, such as lightning. In
one case he asked the priest and painter Cleo Jurino and his son, Anacieto Jurino, to draw
their vision of the cosmos.”® The image that resulted portrayed Jurino’s taming of a

venomous snake in order to produce rain, something Warburg attributed to the priest’s

*% Aby Warburg: The Renewal of Pagan Antiquity: Contributions to the Cultural History of the
European Renaissance, introduction by Kurt W. Forster and translated by David Britt. (Los Angeles: the
Getty Research Institute for the History of Art and the Humanities, 1999), 7. It should be noted that other
texts have marked the year as 1896. See, for example, Aby Warburg, “A Lecture on Serpent Ritual,”
Journal of the Warburg Institute 2, No. 4 (April 1939) [first delivered as a lecture on April 25, 1923]: 277.
The footnote that provides this information was provided by an editor, W.F. Mainland, not Warburg
himself. Of course, it may not be that the differing dates, 1895 or 1896 are conflicting at all, but rather that
Warburg’s state was extended over several months, from the end of 1895 through the beginning of 1896.
This article provides an account of Warburg’s time in the American southwest, an account delivered,
initially, to a “non-professional audience” in German on April 25, 1923. It was a personal account that was
not initially intended for wider public dissemination.

°7 Aby Warburg, “A Lecture on Serpent Ritual,” 277.

> Aby Warburg, “A Lecture on Serpent Ritual,” 280.
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“magic arts.” Most notable for our purposes is Warburg’s observation that the drawing
produced the charming of the demonic in a ritual practiced to produce order.”

Though Warburg does at times conceptualize these magic arts as primitive
antitheses to the Western rational mind, he also struggles with what would later be called
the “Dialectic of Enlightenment,” that is the costs paid for the apparent benefits of
modernity.® In his own cost analysis of modernity, Warburg observed:

How is mankind freeing itself from this coercive bond with a venomous
reptile in which it sees the cause of things? Our technical age does not
need the serpent to explain and control the lightning. The lightning no
longer frightens the dwellers in our cities, nor do they long for a storm as
the only hope of relief from drought. We have our water supply, and the
lightning-snake is led down into the ground—>by the lightning conductor.
Scientific argument puts an end to the mythological explanation. We
know that the snake is a reptile which must succumb if we set our minds
to it. Where the technical explanation of cause and effect replaces the
mythical imagination, man loses his primitive fears. But we should be
loth [sic.] to decide whether this emancipation from the mythological view
really helps mankind to find a fitting answer to the problems of
existence.”’
Warburg’s ethnographic work with the Pueblos of the American southwest revolves
around the art historian’s attempts to make sense of persistent myth culture in an
otherwise positivist, post-Enlightenment Western culture. Rather than viewing magic and
myth as exclusively “primitive” or primordial remnants, Warburg saw their basic

principles as a vital part of later historical and contemporary life and culture, a continuity

represented by, among other things, Benjamin Franklin’s activity as a modern shaman

> Aby Warburg, “A Lecture on Serpent Ritual,” 286. Warburg says, “The amazing thing is that
the Indians have a way of handling the most dangerous of reptiles, the rattle-snake, so that it can be tamed
without violence and will join in the ceremonies for days on end with complete docility, or at least without
showing its usual propensities unless it is specially provoked. Such a feat would inevitably end in disaster if
attempted by Europeans.”

% Max Horkheimer and Theodor W. Adorno, The Dialectic of Enlightenment: Philosophical
Fragments, edited by Gunzelin Schmid Noerr and translated by Edmund Jephcott. (Stanford: Stanford
University Press, 2002 [1944]).

°1 Aby Warburg, “A Lecture on Serpent Ritual,” 291.
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who “stole the lightning.”®*

In Warburg’s investigations of Native American rituals, then,
we find him seeking to understand certain symbols and motifs of the past in relation to
contemporary experience. And yet even his contemporary experience became a matter of
recollection and reconstruction for Warburg, likely imbued in its recounting, almost three
decades after his trip, with its own mythological underpinnings.

Issues of memory, ritual, fear, and attempts to control the irrational forces of
nature (including, of course, human nature) also defined Warburg’s study of the Italian
Renaissance in the field of art history. Attempting to arrive at a conception of “collective
historical memory,” as the art historian Benjamin H.D. Buchloh has characterized it,
Warburg extended his study of symbols like the snake to the other figures, like the
classical motif of the swiftly moving nymph.® It is the nymph that allows us to
understand the way in which his project operated. As Buchloh explains, Warburg’s
method relied on an attempt to negotiate the space between memory, on the one hand,
and trauma, on the other. I would argue that his attempt to resolve these points within his
own period (the early twentieth century), makes Warburg’s project all the more
applicable to the current study, since he sought to understand the past as it was received
and “restored” to new life in the present.

The nymph was fundamental to Warburg’s concept of the pathosformel, or

“pathos formula.” This concept addressed the recurrence of “motifs of gesture and bodily

62 Very often a cultural paradigms present themselves most clearly in children’s books. One in
particular focuses on Benjamin Franklin as a hero for conquering nature through his experiments with a
kite and key and development of the lightning rod. See Rosalyn Schanzer, How Ben Franklin Stole the
Lightning (New York: Harper Collins, 2002). The example stands in clear distinction to the Pueblos who,
rather than harnessing the lightning, used nature itself to persuade, rather than control.

% Benjamin Buchloh, “Gerhard Richter’s Atlas: The Anomic Archive,” October 88 (Spring 1999):
122.
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expression” in new forms and contexts over time.** In the case of Italian Renaissance art,
Warburg viewed the figures of fleet-footed young women with fluttering classical
drapery as embodiments of this idea. He noticed that these nymph figures looked
remarkably similar to the draped figures that appear in antique Dionysian scenes on
vases, marble reliefs, and other works. Warburg viewed the reappearance of these figures
in the Italian Renaissance period as evidence of a trauma. As Buchloh observes:
[It] is in the area of orgiastic mass seizure that one should look for the
mint that stamps the expression of extreme emotional paroxysm on the
memory with such intensity that the encryptions of that experience of
suffering live on, an inheritance preserved in the memory."
In other words, the nymph, for Warburg, became a site where images offered evidence;
nymphs, in this way, provided solace for an otherwise ineffable trauma, and pictures of
the past became facts of the present. The nymph figures functioned for Warburg, I would
argue, in a manner similar to the serpents he examined in his investigation of Pueblo
rituals. They became focal points in his quest to, as Buchloch states, “construct...a model

%6 The movements and gestures of the

of historical memory and continuity of experience.
nymphs, like the serpents, provided a visible sign of emotional trauma, and his attempts
to reckon with these figures and the construction of a “collective historical memory” runs
through his Mnemosyne, or Atlas Project (1927-29), which I consider in greater detail
below.

Warburg’s richly nuanced theories, along with his montage-like Atlas, provide a

useful model for thinking about natural history in our own period, a view of the past as

% Buchloh, 122.

% Buchloh, 124. Warburg’s quote appears in the unpublished introduction to his Mnemosyne
Atlas. Buchloh’s source: Aby Warburg, “Introduction to Mnemosyne Atlas,” Warburg Archive, No.
102.1.1,6; quoted in Matthew Rampley, “Mimesis and Modernity: Aby Warburg and Walter Benjamin,”
unpublished manuscript.

% Buchloh, 124.
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received through the present. It may be possible, in fact, to enliven this discussion by
conceptualizing natural history as the nymph and the serpent, as a site of reckoning with
memory and trauma. We can conceive of “memory” (in the Warburgian sense) as the past
conceptualized in the present, but trauma becomes a concept a bit more difficult to
elucidate. Is the trauma of natural history a product of its association with the colonialist
mission? Is it the destruction of natural history, its own classification and appropriation to
de-contextualized disciplines and collections? Or is this trauma something a bit more
complex and subtle? I would argue that this trauma does indeed operate in the space I
have described. But I would also point out that it exists in, among many things, the
consolidation of living beings into the category of “life,” the relegation of the field of
nature to the laboratory of science, and, finally, the extinguishing of distance.®” Before 1
extrapolate this concept of distance, which I see as a descriptor of Warburg’s notion of
“remoteness,” I think it would be useful to consider Warburg’s Atlas Project in some
detail.*®

Warburg’s Mnemosyne consists of a series of visual atlases, to which the art

historian affixed photographic reproductions of paintings and sculptures, diagrams, and

7 Michael Foucault, The Order of Things: An Archaeology of the Human Sciences, 66, 127-29,
150, 160, 209, 217, 232, 238, 244, 252, 256-57, 265, 268-69, 272-73. A great number of passages
illuminate Foucault’s distinction between living beings and life, which parallels his distinction between
natural history and biology. But two passages in particular make this distinction directly and can be found
on pages 127-28 and 160, respectively. “Historians want to write histories of biology in the eighteenth
century; but they do not realize that biology did not exist then, and that the patter of knowledge that has
been familiar to use for a hundred and fifty years is not valid for that previous period. And that, if biology
was unknown, there was a very simple reason for it: that life itself did not exist. All that existed was living
beings, which were viewed through a grid of knowledge constituted by natural history;” and “This, no
doubt, is why natural history, in the Classical period, cannot be established as biology. Up to the end of the
eighteenth century, in fact, life does not exist: only living beings.” The Foucault passage from pages 127-28
is also quoted and expanded upon in Richard Doyle, On Beyond Living: Rhetorical Transformations of the
Life Sciences (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1997), 10-13. Doyle argues that it was the
reorganization of living beings within the object matrix of the life sciences that allowed for such modern
fields of study as molecular biology.

%8 Warburg, “A Lecture on Serpent Ritual,” 292.
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contemporary images. In Greek mythology Mnemosyne was the goddess of memory, the
daughter of the Earth goddess Gaia, and in English Mnemosyne means “remembrance”
and “memory.” In his Intellectual Biography of Warburg, the art historian Ernst
Gombrich argues that the project:
...shows the memories of a scholar’s life as if they were woven into a
dream. To those who can read its mute language and expand its references
it has indeed the intensity of a dream; its affinities are less with works of
history than with certain types of poetry, not unknown to the twentieth
century, where hosts of historical or literary allusions hide and reveal
layers upon layers of private meanings.®’
Gombrich characterized Warburg’s arrangements of unrelated elements as displaying
sequences of juxtapositions, a pattern of transparency and occlusion that Gombrich
suggests lacks clear points of continuity. But as the art historian Charlotte Schoell-Glass
has explained, the scholar’s theoretical collage indeed provided many points of
connection, offering multiple visual and textual commentaries, perhaps a series of
revelations through analogy.”” Warburg’s tableaux, then, operate as planes of negotiation,
in which what is here, there and in between provides a continual field of presence,
direction and redirection, producing relationships between images that are more fluid
than flux.”!
Warburg places his own serpents and nymphs in his Mnemosyne, and included

new ones as well, like the famous classical statute of the Laocodn, which had been

rediscovered during the Italian Renaissance and became a talisman of classical culture for

% Ernst Gombrich, Aby Warburg: An Intellectual Biography (London: The Warburg Institute,
1970), 302.

"% Charlotte Schoell-Glass, “’Serious Issues’: The Last Plates of Warburg’s Picture Atlas
Mnemosyne,” Art History as Cultural History: Warburg’s Projects, edited by Richard Woodfield
(Amsterdam: G+B Arts International, 2004), 194.

" Gregory Volk, “Transportive Visions,” Art in American 87 (July 1999): 78-80. Brooklyn-based
art critic and independent curator Gregory Volk has also viewed Tomaselli’s paintings through the lens of
“negotiations.”
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centuries. The Trojan priest Laocodn appears at the center of this sculpture group,
writhing against the aggressions of a gigantic serpent who has wound himself around the
priest’s legs and arms.”” His sons stand astride this central figure, engaged in their own
battle to free themselves from the ever-constricting serpent. At the center of Warburg’s
sixth panel, we see a photographic reproduction of the Laocoon group (Fig. Intro. 4).
Why was this particular statue of such interest to Warburg? I would argue that this has to
do with this sense of the orgiastic, contained within the notion of the pathosformel, which
again is crucial to Warburg’s quest to establish a “collective historical memory.” Like the
nymph in perpetual motion, Laocodn’s demon serpent is akin to the serpent of the
Pueblos that needs to be tamed or charmed; both for Warburg operate as markers of
unrestrained chaos. But they also suggest, conversely, the potential to give a certain order
to the chaos, to tame the trauma, to bring it a degree of charm.

The art historian Horst Bredekamp observes that serpentine statues like the
Laocoon had a particular function within the early modern Kunstkammern. In the case of
the sixteenth- and early seventeenth-century Kunstkammer of Rudolf II (1583-1612), in
Prague, the sculpture imbued the objects it surrounded, as well as the viewer, with
movement and life.”” With the addition of ancient sculptures like the Laocodn, and even
later reproductions of bodies in motion, as the image of a woman golfing, Warburg’s
Atlas Project also manifests itself as an installation of movement (Fig. Intro. 5).

Photographic reproductions of the Laocoon and “modern” figures like the golfer imbued

72 1.1, Pollitt, Art in the Hellenistic Age (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986), 121-22.
Pollitt explains that it was Laocodn who tried to warn the Trojans not to bring the Trojan horse into Troy, a
story passed down in Virgil’s Aeneid 2.199-277 and Greek poetry, namely Arktinos’s Ilious Persis (Sack of
Troy), he says.

> Horst Bredekamp, The Lure of Antiquity and the Cult of the Machine: The Kunstkammer and
the Evolution of Nature, Art and Technology (Princeton: Markus Wiener Publishers, 1995), 48.
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the images surrounding them with kinetic energy through their own suggestive
movements. Placed within the context of his working library, Warburg’s screens enliven
the books we find closed on his shelves, provide new windows onto the world, so to
speak (Fig. Intro. 6).”* Warburg’s space of creative formulation, then, operates as an
amalgam of screens and shelves, collages and books, reproductions and references.

The Laocoon sculpture group operated as a device of movement, granting the
effects of animation to otherwise inanimate and stilled objects in both the Prague
Kunstkammer and Warburg’s Mnemosyne. In other Kunstkammern, however, sculptures
of plants and animals, not of mythological figures, animated the objects surrounding it.
These figures were often arranged, as Bredekamp explains, in small boxes that could be
shaken, activating mechanical apparati internal and external to the reproduced fauna
(Fig. Intro. 7).”” The creatures then, as we see with a box from the second half of the
sixteenth century, “appear to move, as though twitching and squirming.”’® Their insertion
into the Kunstkammer operated as a way to activate otherwise inanimate objects. But of
course this inflection went both ways—at times it was a sculpture like the Laocoon that
conferred movement to a taxidermic animal. In the Kunstkammer, then, nature and
culture, art and technology, operated along a continuum, imparting movement between
images, between screens (as was the case with Warburg) and across the space of a room.
The effectiveness of the Kunstkammer, its ability to produce wonder, relied very much on
the display of an abundant variation of things able to interact and enliven one another, to

ultimately represent life.

™ Admittedly the stacks are indeed open today at Warburg’s Library, but here I am referring to the
actual books themselves that read only as a series of bindings on the shelf until they are taken off the shelf
and awakened, enlivened and activated in our opening of them.

> Bredekamp, 46-47.

7% Bredekamp, 48.

43



There is a way in which the visual accumulations of Warburg’s project mirror
those found in the displays and classifications of the naturalist who has collecting at the
center of his project. And yet the artist finds himself floating between the ideals of the
Renaissance Kunstkammer, where things living and inanimate were piled one on top of
the other in an effort to create a room of Wonder, and the increased rationality of later
curiosity cabinets, not to mention the discrete museums of natural history and art of the
nineteenth century. Kunstkammern prized metaphor and analogy, rather than the ways in
which things should separated out into neat tables of difference.”” Admittedly, this
strategy seems rather outmoded today as likeness was circumscribed by general concepts,
such as animals with four feet or those that eat fruit. This system of sympathies today
garners thoughts of menageries, rather than ordered museums. It can be difficult to
appreciate the ways in which our own taxonomical systems, largely founded on Linnaeus
and expanded by Cuvier’s work on internal structures, produce their own sense of
marvel, not merely rational tables ordered around organisms’ differences. We should
remember that both of these organizing strategies both contain within them their own
degrees of likeness and difference, order and chaos, rationality and marvel.”® While
Linnaeus did in fact bring rationality, clarity and distinction to the natural world with his

sexual and binomial system of nomenclature, he retained many of the visual traditions of

" Michel Foucault, The Order of Things: An Archaeology of the Human Sciences (New York:
Vintage, 1970. Foucault often used the term “antipathy” as a synonym for difference, and as the antonym
of “sympathy.” On antipathy see Foucault, The Order of Things, 24-25, 40. Foucault marked “tables” as the
visual site on which difference was linguistically marked out. On Foucault’s discussion of the table see
Foucault, The Order of Things, xvii, xx, 73-75, 131, 152, 154, 156, 160, 185, 189, 218, 220-21, 225, 230-
32,239, 243, 251, 264, 271, 273.

78 Stephen Hawking, 4 Brief History of Time (New York: Bantam Books, 1998 [1988]). Hawking
suggests alternatives to linear time, temporal possibilities for our conceptions of space and place, by
investigating how we read order from and into the universe through our conceptions of time.
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the maximalist Kunstkammer in his daily practice, as we will see come to see in section
four of this introduction.

While I am less anxious to consider Warburg as a naturalist than as an
ethnographer, his project is certainly in the spirit of Linnaeus, who sought, as did many
other naturalists, to arrive at a view of the world, a sense of it all. Today we call scientists
who attempt to understand our place in our new frontier—outer space—cosmologists.
And I would argue that few people have demonstrated a richer grasp of the potential of
art history to contribute to these cosmological formulations, to arrive at a working
cosmos, than Aby Warburg. I would further argue that his view of a “collective historical
memory” was just that, a cosmos; the Atlas Project, in this sense, operates as a
microcosm of this endeavor.

The reader will likely not find it immediately clear why the “cosmos” proves so
important to a study of natural history in contemporary art. In defense, I would argue that
having looked rather closely at the projects of the five main artists in this dissertation—
Mark Dion, Walton Ford, Roxy Paine, Fred Tomaselli, Cy Twombly—I have found
certain correspondences in their transformations of natural history; theses artists are
looking back to the nymphs and serpents that permeate natural history, but their doing so
presents us with a new way to view the present through the past. In doing so these artists
have provided us, whether intentionally or not, with visual maps that open up spaces in
which we can envision and begin to negotiate both our own individual cosmologies and

those of a more collective orientation.
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Warburg, for his part, was deeply invested in working out a cosmology, a
metaphysics arrived at through the space of art history.” This fact may strike the reader
as particularly odd because we do not typically think of art historians as regularly

engaged in constructing visions of the universe. This agenda has generally been left to the

7 It should be noted that Warburg has been thought of at least as much as an anthropologist and/or
ethnographer than an art historian. See, for example, Kurt W. Forster, “Aby Warburg: His Study of Ritual
and Art on Two Continents,” translated by David Britt October 77 (Summer 1996): 17. (This fact is
particularly intriguing considering Mark Dion, an artist central to this project, has himself been considered
an “artist as ethnographer.” See Alex Coles, “Critical Strategies of Fictional Address: Field Work and the
Natural History Museum,” de-, dis-, ex-. Issue on The Optic of Walter Benjamin Vol. 3 (London: Black
Dog Publishing Limited, 1999), 38.) On page 16 Forster also argues that Warburg was, ultimately,
“working toward a psychohistorical interpretation of human destiny based upon the corpus of documentary
evidence supplied by art.” And on pages 23-24 Forster explains that Warburg’s cosmology, which very
much operated as a conceptual space, was itself manifested in the real physical space of his, significantly
oval, library. The oval of the library’s reading room marked, for Warburg, Johannes Kepler’s discovery,
according to Gertrud Bing, that the orbits of planets were not, in fact, circular. Kepler’s discovery, Bing
argues, marked the opening up by Kepler of a mental space, something Warburg constantly worked toward.
Further evidence for Warburg seeking a cosmology derives from a variety of sources. See Aby Warburg:
The Renewal of Pagan Antiquity: Contributions to the Cultural History of the European Renaissance,
introduction by Kurt W. Forster and translated by David Britt. (Los Angeles: the Getty Research Institute
for the History of Art and the Humanities, 1999, 57. Forster states: “In his investigations, Warburg’s
understanding pivots upon the historical moment: the point at which particularities hold each other in
balance, and the flux of time is momentarily halted. Both in its unique conditioning and in the most general
aspects, every historical moment appears to him under a particular star. Warburg’s instinct for the auguries
of a historical situation led him on to consider the astrological beliefs of the recent and distant past. The
curious congruence, in his case, between chosen objects of study and profound personal experience, goes
far beyond the anecdotal level: to Warburg, this very congruence is in the shape of historical experience.
Erwin Panofsky, a Hamburg colleague, prefaced his obituary of Warburg by reading the auguries of
Warburg’s professional life in the words of Leonardo: “‘No turning back for one who is bound to a star.’
For never, perhaps, have the tracks of a scholarly life, though they seemed to lead onto not merely
untrodden but forbidden ground, been so rigorously guided by an ineluctable and immutable force.”

Warburg’s destiny thus acquires a definition and purpose deduced from the specific circumstances
of his life. But, with this notion, Panofsky also touches on a sore point: for what ailed Warburg (in the most
literal sense of the word) was that in every historical object that he examined he ultimately sought to read
the workings of fate.” Here the motif of the star provides in a most literal sense Warburg’s looking to the
cosmos for an answer to life’s biggest question, accessed through the space of history. Arriving at a
cosmology for Warburg could be equated with seeking purpose. I am not entirely sure that Warburg sought
to read “fate,” but he certainly struggled to understand those things we could not be controlled (i.e. events
long past) within the space of that which we can control, at least to some degree (i.e. the contemporary
moment); See also Matthew Rampley, “Archives of Memory: Walter Benjamin’s Arcades Project and Aby
Warburg’s Mnemosyne Atlas,” in de-, dis-, ex-. Issue on The Optic of Walter Benjamin, Vol. 3 (London:
Black Dog Publishing, 1999). Rampley observes that on one of the plates for his Atlas Project, Warburg
includes “a diagram of the solar system from Kepler’s cosmological text Mysterium Cosmographicum of
1596, and also an image of Mars from a medieval astrological manuscript in Tiibingen.” While this is itself
is not a cosmology, it at least offers a visual space of imagining the universe. It is also important to
remember that in general Warburg’s search for a cosmology revolved around his attention to origins, which
relates to his notion of the pathosformel, which I address in the body of the text. Amusingly, too, it should
be noted that the very name Mnemosyne conjures up Greek origin myths, most particularly because
Mnemosyne, or Memory, is the daughter of Gaia, the Earth.
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astronomers, and in an ever earlier age to astrologers. Some might construe it as a rather
mystical project for the originator of a library and study center—The Warburg Institute—
that has come to be identified by some as a place of art historical conservatism. As the
Swiss curator Kurt W. Forster has said:
It is one of those curious contradictions and reversals that happen in the
scholarly world—the destiny of methodologies, as it were—that, in the
minds of American art historians in particular, Warburg’s name and that of
his eponymous institute have come to be associated with iconographic
nitpicking and anemic typological speculations. Warburg’s own
infirmity—both metaphorical and psychological—was if anything the very
reverse of this.*
The Italian Renaissance encompassed Warburg’s main area of focus, though his work
extends well beyond its temporal scope. He leads us from the Italian Renaissance into
antiquity, back into his own moment of scholarship. He negotiated time and space to
arrive at his cosmological position. In doing so his work opens up a space for reading the
transformations of natural history in the contemporary period.
What Warburg achieved in the Atlas Project was a slowing down of the present
moment by inviting observers to consider the past, the distant past, and the present within
the space of a single slide, or across the space of multiple canvases. His visual

arrangements effectively cancel out the causality of Cartesian thinking, producing

associations that operate through likeness, or what Foucault would call “sympathy,”

%0 Kurt W. Forster, “Aby Warburg: His Study of Ritual and Art on Two Continents,” translated by
David Britt October 77 (Summer 1996): 18. I think it is worth noting that those “American art historians”
more familiar with Warburg’s project and the Institute do indeed appreciate the forward-thinking nature of
his life’s work and his Library. And there are many excellent scholars on his work, like that conducted by
Elizabeth Sears, for instance. But I do think Forster’s comment has merit as it speaks to Warburg’s neglect
by Americanists and art historians of contemporary art alike, who have long preferred to reference the work
of Walter Benjamin. There are of course obvious examples of those who have attended to Warburg, and
they have been cited here, namely Benjamin Buchloh and Hal Foster. And one must also include, for
example, the work of Elizabeth Sears. See
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within the realm of natural history.®' But not every relationship between images is
obvious, and without an accompanying explanatory text, we are often left to read
Warburg’s project as we would a work of visual art. Warburg’s Atlas project mediates
what is here, there and in between to provide a continual field of presence, direction and
redirection.

Gombrich read Warburg’s Atlas as an “abortive project,” annotations of a larger
and more diachronic research endeavor, that was unfinished and yet to be explained in
textual form.* And yet his canvases also convey the ways in which the scholar becomes
not merely the investigative reporter, but the generator of creative ideas and spaces. It
may be possible to consider Warburg’s atlases as works of art that, in and of themselves
that could be read synchronically, in different directions and without the illuminations of
any text. These carefully crafted slides force multiple perspectives, temporal and thematic
drifts across the space of a room and one’s mind. Indeed, I think it is clear that Warburg’s
visual notes amount to a collage of associations, a shorthand on a single panel that taken
together constitute a larger room more readily identified in the Kunstkammer, at least one
flattened out through the reproductive technologies of photography.

In this way Warburg achieved something rather unexpected—a sustained
contemplation of the past through a present moment; unexpected in the way that he
arrives at this process through the medium of the photograph, which itself contributes to
the destruction of memory, the companion of trauma in his collective historical memory
project. Near the end of his essay on the serpent rituals of the American southwest,

Warburg reveals the core of his project—to unearth “the remoteness needed for

¥ Foucault, The Order of Things, 23-28, 40.
%2 Ernst Gombrich, Aby Warburg: An Intellectual Biography, 59.
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% 1 have called this remoteness distance. It is in the visual negations of

contemplation.
his memory project that Warburg presses for a reanimation, of magic, of aura, of myth;
call it what you will, but all of these things speak to his production of memory in the face
of its destruction, through the photograph and other increasingly modern horrors of
visualization. It is the triumph of Warburg, not his failure, that his project used the
photograph to achieve this. His operation was like that of the Pueblo priest who
negotiated nature through the snake to harness the lightning, rather than to steal it, per se.
In his memory project, an endeavor that was likely as personal as it was a
collective, Warburg struggles with the past in the present, myth in the face of reason, and
memory with the awareness of an increasingly technological future. Warburg’s project,
guided by an associative model, continues to challenge staid patterns of thinking about
objects and images and their relationship to one another. The artists in my own research
endeavor rely on a similar associative model to reckon with history, memories and the
construction of new ways of seeing. Warburg’s Atlas disturbed patterns of positivist
thinking, leaving room open for magic, and for us to contemplate our place in the order of
things. Through his Mnemosyne and the Atlas of his mind Warburg finds himself leading
the way in the negotiations of history, memory and presentness. It would not be
inappropriate, then, to view Aby Warburg as a guide for our own observations and

recollections of natural history; the snake charmer who tames the beasts of our own

evolutionary pasts.

%3 Aby Warburg, “A Lecture on Serpent Ritual,” 292.
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V. Transforming Visions/Envisioning Transformations

Coming to terms with the intentions of early naturalists may prove as difficult to
determine as an artist’s artistic objectives. What motivated them to leave the comfort of
home, to embark on distant voyages that almost always posed risks that included
capsizing, drowning, scurvy and death via a range of tropical diseases, not to mention the
more mundane seasickness, and general discomfort with the conditions of one’s travel?
Taking the time to consider the various factors that motivated these men, and to
understand what they gained from their travel, exploration and investigations may be a
key to understanding what “transformations of natural history”” mean within
contemporary American art. The works of artists like Dion, Ford, Paine, Smithson,
Tomaselli and Twombly in the latter part of the twentieth century operate on at least two
levels. On the one hand, these artists almost literally take up the motifs and theoretical
underpinnings of eighteenth and nineteenth-century naturalists, incorporating naturalist
wunder into their work. On the other hand, we can see that many of these works operate
as visionary illuminations of an era that has often deemed obsolete. Not only do these
artists allow us to peer into an era we can only recollect in our dreams, but they suggest
their own transformative potential as individuals living on a planet webbed in a
complexity of post-Darwinian naturalist traditions.

The historian Dorinda Outram has noted that for Cuvier, for example, the
explorations of natural history provided respite from the “pressures from powerful
others,” and gave “the asocial worlds of nature a powerful attraction.” Further, Cuvier

may have enjoyed the opportunities that sciences allowed for him “to exercise power on
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the peripheries, in the outlying provinces of the Empire, in the... Academy.”™

For Cuvier,
natural history operated less as a place in which colonialist imperatives were asserted
than as a theoretical zone where the scientist’s own hopes for scientific renown could be
realized, as well as his intellectual curiosities satisfied.

Carolus Linnaeus, for his part, became increasingly interested in plants as a
commodity that could make Sweden economically competitive within the sphere of rising
nation-states in Western Europe. The historian of science Lisbet Koerner explains this
aspect of the naturalist’s work in her book Linnaeus: Nature and Nation (1999). Linnaeus
was known to send his students on botanical excursions as far away as the Americas in an
effort to locate specimens that could be grown in Sweden and would provide the
otherwise isolated Scandinavian country with an export product of high demand. It was in
this nationalistic, economically utilitarian light that Linnaeus sought to instruct his
countrymen in his Philosophia botanica, with what Koerner describes as “a series of one-
page instructions on how to set up an herbarium, organize an excursion, plant a garden,

: 85
and embark on a voyage of discovery.”

In this way, the naturalist concerned himself
with the loss of plant knowledge, and its possible repercussions for a country vying for
self-sufficiency through the exploitation of exotic and imported botanicals as Sweden’s
new natural resources. “Our own economy is nothing else but knowledge about nature

adapted to man’s needs,” he said.*® Linnaeus’s assertion begs the question of just what

constitutes “man’s needs.” Koerner argues convincingly that Linnaeus’s naturalist
y

# Dorinda Outram, Georges Cuvier: Vocation, Science and Authority in Post-Revolutionary
France (Manchester, England and Dover, New Hampshire: Manchester University Press, 1984), 8.

8 Koerner, Linnaeus: Nature and Nation, 41.

86 Koerner, 104.
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endeavors centered on this effort to bring wealth and political clout to Sweden, but there
are aspects of Linnaeus’s naturalist project that speak to other interests.

Although Linnaeus’s work illuminates the economics of the naturalist project, it
also proposes a more imaginative engagement with the natural world. Linnaeus’s
fantastic visions for plants were ripe with romantic overtones, and were concerned not
only with establishing an intellectual understanding of them. Just as Warburg surrounded
himself with his collaged Atlas, Linnaeus retained fantastic visions for plants and the
imaginatively rich journeys that encounters with them could present. Koerner details the
ways in which even Linnaeus’s private residence was a microcosm of the natural world.
Koerner’s lengthy description of Linnaeus’s house, a veritable shaman’s den, is worth
consulting in its accumulation of visual materials, illuminating the ways Warburg’s
Mnemosyne reiterates the layering project of the naturalist and the attention to a
abundance, variation and display. For the Swedish naturalist, the botanical and zoological
worlds offered a world of wunder, which as Koerner observes, he erected in his private
residence as a microcosm of the natural world:

Parrots and monkeys played among stuffed animals, potted plants, insect
specimens, mineral samples, scientific instruments, and herbaria sheets.
The walls...disappeared behind tangled branches—some thirty species of
songbirds nested in them...botanic prints as wallpaper...on the walls
framed portrait engravings of botanists, sheets of paper with botanic
annotations, and pressed plants...Shells and conches dangled from iron
nails. Next to family portraits and plaster medallions of royalty, he
arranged likenesses of guenon monkeys, a sketch of his tame raccoon, a
drawing of a whale captured off Norway in 1719...Over doorways
Linnaeus penciled Latin mottoes...on top of cabinets, he balanced pieces
of china decorated with his own heraldic flower, Linnaea borealis...Over
the...floors, he strewed his botanic manuscripts, which blinded
nightingales splattered with droppings while raccoons played and clawed

among them. He clad the ceilings in birdskins and hung his Lapp costume
on the wall ‘together with other curiosities.”®’

87 Koerner, 110-111.
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It would be difficult not to marvel at the rich description of curiosities displayed in
Linnaeus’s home. The abundance of material artifacts is nothing less than astonishing.
The naturalist’s home takes on the feel of a montage in a layering of one material form
upon another—art and animals, pottery and plants, fossils and souvenirs. His quest to
acquire, identify and classify nature becomes lost amidst a piling up of nature and art that
was so dense that it must have had its own transformative effects on the naturalist.
Establishing any semblance of order and rationality, according to post-Enlightenment
1deals, would be difficult to achieve in Linnaeus’s house of wunder. But Linnaeus
embraced, at least while he was at home, a certain disordering of nature that spoke to his
own aesthetic inclinations toward variety and provided a sense of being one with his own
curiosities. The distance from Linnaeus to Warburg, then, is not very far in light of the
naturalist’s and the art historian’s tableaux of materiality and knowledge.
Charles Darwin, too, tended to become enraptured by nature’s abundance and
variety, as evidence from his first encounter with tropical vegetation on January 23, 1832
in St. Jago:
Tamarinds, Bananas and Palms were flourishing at my feet. It is not only
the gracefulness of their forms or the novel richness of their colours, it is
the numberless and confusing associations that rush together on the mind,
and produce the effect. I returned to the shore, treading on Volcanic rocks,
hearing the notes of unknown birds, and seeing new insects fluttering
about still newer flowers. It has been for me a glorious day, like giving to
a blind man eyes. — he is overwhelmed with what he sees and cannot
justly comprehend it.*®

Since he was financially independent, Darwin did not necessarily experience natural

history as a reprieve from the pressures of political and educational power structures, as

did Cuvier, or find himself interested in the economy of natural history, like Linnaeus.

% Charles Darwin, Charles Darwin's Beagle Diary, edited by R. D. Keynes (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2001), 23.
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Darwin found his way to the botany of natural history through his interests in entomology
and geology, and to the Beagle by his chance appointment as the ship captain’s
companion. He apparently shared with Linnaeus the full range of the naturalist’s vision, a
maximalist lens which allowed for taking it all in at once, for appreciating the grand scale
of the world, while still attending to the intricate material structures (including life) that it
contained. Writing in his journal from Bahia, February 23-25, 1832, Darwin anticipated
the pleasures of calling up these tropical visions at a future time:
Excepting when in the midst of tropical scenery, my greatest share of
pleasure is in anticipating a future time when I shall be able to look back
on past events; and the consciousness that this prospect is so distant never
fails to be painful. To enjoy the soft & delicious evenings of the Tropic; to
gaze at the bright band of Stars which stretches from Orion to the
Southern Cross, and to enjoy such pleasures in quiet solitude, leaves an
impression which a few years will not destroy.*
Not long after his Beagle tour, Darwin found work and repose at his home in Down,
England where he would reside for the rest of his life. Holed up at a distance remote
enough from London to discourage visits from unannounced guests, Darwin, like
Linnaeus, was able to devote his attention to the diaries and sketches from his voyage, the
shipments of specimens and reports from other scientists, and his continued observations
and experiments with plants and animals to construct the main body of work for which he
would long be known.
This distance of time and space presented challenges when he set out to

reconstruct his experiences years after the fact. Upon his return he expressed the

frustration he felt, as he attempted to call up his original observations as he had first

% Darwin, Charles Darwin's Beagle Diary, edited by R. D. Keynes (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2001), 41.
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perceived them, at least once calling the task “absolutely impossible.””” Darwin’s
difficulty in recalling his trip and describing the event years later speaks to the distance
field researchers experience in accounting for the event as it occurred and their ability to
recount it through memory at a later date. But there is another element at work here: As a
naturalist, Darwin would have felt the need to report his findings to a scientific
community, but the emotion attached to his need to write it all down mirrors, oddly
enough, the impulse for writing “trip reports.” These texts offer a glimpse of a
psychedelic or mind-altering experience as recorded, most commonly, after the trip.
Darwin’s writings share something in common with trip reports, so compellingly
investigated by the scholar Richard M. Doyle in his forthcoming book The Ecodelic
Hypothesis: Plants, Rhetoric and the Evolution of the Noésphere.”" In his rhetorical epic
on ecodelics (i.e. psychedelics), evolutionary thinking and the nodsophere, Doyle
examines those who assay mind-altering plants and their need to report their trips on
paper. He argues that ecstatic experience can be found in the very form of rhetorical
writing, and that to write a “trip report” is both a part of the actual psychedelic
experience, but also a way to extend the experience into a future moment. Those writing
trip reports often express their frustration at being unable to recapture the authentic
psychedelic moment that has passed.”” It is this distance between the actual event, the

trip, and the trip as recounted in writing that similarly quite frustrated Darwin. And yet

Darwin continued his attempts to get the authenticity of his observations, the correctness

% Charles Darwin, The Autobiography of Charles Darwin, 1728.

* Richard M. Doyle, The Ecodelic Hypothesis: Plants, Rhetoric and the Evolution of the
Noosphere (Forthcoming Seattle, WA: University of Washington Press).

%2 The frustration of expressing the ineffable experience has been noted by many, including the
psychiatrist Sidney Cohen, who studied the effects of LSD on subjects before it was illegal in the United
States. See Sidney Cohen, The Beyond Within: The LSD Story, with a foreword by Gardner Murphy (New
York: Atheneum, 1965), 3-4.
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of his scientific findings and the emotion the experience of his trip aroused, down on

paper:
Nobody but a person fond of Natural History can imagine the pleasure of
strolling under cocoa-nuts in a thicket of bananas and coffee-plants, and an
endless number of wild flowers...It is utterly useless to say anything about
the scenery; it would be as profitable to explain to a blind man colours, as
to a person who has not been out of Europe, the total dissimilarity of a
tropical view. Whenever I enjoy anything, I always either look forward to
writing it down, either in my log-book...or in a letter; so you must excuse
my raptures, and those raptures badly expressed.”
The log-book or the letter served as Darwin’s own version of the trip report that was
inspired by his Beagle wanderings. Darwin as physical wanderer often took on the gaze
of the transcendental wonderer. “Whilst standing in the midst of the grandeur of a
Brazilian rain forest,” he wrote that it was “not possible to give an adequate idea of the
higher feelings of wonder, admiration, and devotion which fill and elevate the mind.””*
He faced the same difficulty of the rhetor in conveying the sublimity of his feelings, like
those who have embarked on their own voyages of the mind with ecodelics.

My comparison of Darwin’s need to report on his trips with “trip reporters” offers
the reader an unexpected leap from the world of natural history and early evolutionary
theory to the world of psychedelics. But I would argue that this comparison is, as we will
see throughout my dissertation, fundamental to my arguments about classification,
control, and boundaries. Several of the artists on whom I focus engage psychetropics and
their discourses on their way to investigating the role of taxonomical systems. What their
works illuminate, very often, is the way in which these knowledge systems both construct

understanding, but also exert forces of control that get taken up in the modern era by

government agencies like the Drug Enforcement Administration (DEA). In fact the DEA

%3 Charles Darwin, The Autobiography of Charles Darwin, 1679.
%% Charles Darwin, The Autobiography of Charles Darwin, 1627.
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still uses Linnaeus’s binomial system of classification to identify what plants are
appropriate for consumption and what plants warrant prosecution when used.

This entwinement of the naturalist and psychedelic projects has indeed been a
longstanding one. Fred Tomaselli acknowledges his own entrance into the world of plant
identification in the process of growing marijuana:

First I started growing pot. Then I started growing tomatoes to hide the

pot. Then I started getting into all these cool vegetables camouflaging the

pot. Then I started growing flowers.”
Projects like Tomaselli’s were not viewed so subversively in the years that preceded
Nixon’s establishment of the DEA in 1973 and Nancy Reagan’s “Just Say No” drug
campaigns of the 1980s. Historically, for instance, Erasmus Darwin, Charles’s
grandfather, himself grew England’s first Cannabis indica plant, along with Royal
Society president Sir Joseph Banks.”® Erasmus Darwin proclaimed upon reading
Charles’s On the Origin of Species (1859) that he felt like he was “getting into a new

world.””” Linnaeus, too, was aware of the ability of plants not only to provide visions via

their observation, but also through their consumption. Koerner explains that “Linnaeus

% Dorothy Spears, “Where Art Imitates Gardening (And Vice Versa),” The New York Times (8
Oct. 2006): AR 29. See also Moira Jeffrey, “The Natural Thing to Do,” The Herald (30 July 2004), where
Tomaselli says: “It seems like all my hobbies eventually got into my work I guess. Getting high and
birdwatching, going out kayaking and camping.” See also: Susan Emmerling, “Artist’s Little Helper,”
Salon.com (29 Oct. 1999), where Tomaselli connects the hallucinogenic experience with the ecology
movement. “He also credits the ritual dropping of acid in the woods, handed down from one hippie to
another and culminating in the requisite semi-mystical ‘oh, wow man, now I get it” experience, with the
founding of the ecology movement and the eco-tourism industry.” Tomaselli is aware of the link between
mind-altering drugs and our current economic system, calling “alcohol, tobacco and stimulants...the drugs
of capitalism.” He calls “coffee and cigarettes” the dominant drug of choice when painting and “peyote or
acid” less desirable in attempting to “create anything of lasting beauty.” Though, he readily admits that his
past partaking of these substances heavily informs his painting. Emmerling also observes Tomaselli’s
fascinating connection between cuisine and drug consumption observing that “this return to nature and the
current obsession with gourmet foods, wines and cigars dates back to the hippie quest for good pot.”

% Timothy Leary, Flashbacks: A Personal and Cultural History of an Era, with a Foreword by
William S. Burroughs (New York: Putnam, 1983).

°7 Erasmus Darwin, letter to Charles Darwin (23 Nov. 1859), The Autobiography of Charles
Darwin, 1747; Charles Darwin, On the Origin of Species, with an Introduction by Ernst Mayr (Cambridge:
Harvard University Press, 1964 [1859]).
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had endorsed marihuana, ‘which has the same effect as aquavit, chasing away

melancholy’ and making you ‘happy and funny.””®

Plant-induced transformations, then,
could be as much about a subtle shift in mood than by occupying a sublime and powerful
visionary effect on the viewer and/or taker. Charles Darwin was himself was attuned to
the potentially subtle effects of plants, and their own capacity to be transformed:
In the summer of 1860 I was idling and resting near Hartfield, where two
species of [Sundew] abound; and I noticed that numerous insects had been
entrapped by the leaves. I carried home some plants, and on giving them
insects saw the movements of the tentacles, and this made me think it
probably that the insect were caught for some special purpose. Fortunately
a crucial test occurred to me, that of placing a large number of leaves in
various nitrogenous and non-nitrogenous fluids of equal density; and soon
as | found that the former along exited energetic movements, it was
obvious that there was a fine new field for investigation.”
Darwin fashioned himself his own botanical shaman, guiding the Sundew to an “excited”
state induced by nitrogenous alkaloids. His experiment and subsequent observations
illuminated the capacity of plants to become chemically inflected. His reports on these
experiments seem calculated in a way that his own trip reports do not.

Darwin may have struggled to achieve what Doyle would call “eloquence” in his
trip reports, but the naturalist’s observations provided a luminosity of vision that
regularly transported him, if not others. “The glories of the vegetation of the Tropics rise
before my mind at the present time more vividly than anything else; though the sense of
sublimity, which the great deserts of Patagonia and the forest-clad mountains of Tierra
del Fuego excited in me, has left an indelible impression on my mind,” Darwin mused.'”

Darwin could not forget the sublimity produced in this experience, as it was as fixed to

his mind as much as was a stone that once had a “deep impression” on him. Two or three

98 Koerner, 132.
% Charles Darwin, The Autobiography of Charles Darwin, 1616-1617.
1% Charles Darwin, The Autobiography of Charles Darwin, 1602.
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years after seeing the “well-known large erratic boulder,” Darwin still “meditated over

this wonderful stone.”!’!

The voyage then became, for Darwin, as much about a quest for
the curiosa of the naturalist vision as it did for compiling the facts of a discipline.
We should also consider the ways in which Darwin’s natural history journey itself

and the interconnectivity he observed, served to transform him:

However others may look back to the Beagle’s voyage...I think it far the

most fortunate circumstance in my life that the chance afforded by your

[Captain Fitz-Roy] offer of taking a Naturalist fell on me. I often have the

most vivid and delightful pictures of what I saw on board the Beagle pass

before my eyes. These recollections, and what I learnt on Natural History,

I would not exchange for twice ten thousand a year.'”
In part, the gratitude Darwin paid to his Captain in this letter is that of a student to his
mentor, a transformation from student to professional enabled by the offer to join the
Beagle crew shortly after his Cambridge graduation. This opportunity succeeded in
steering Darwin away from a life in the ministry, toward one in which he instead tended
to the earth’s weighty mysteries through natural history. Darwin began to observe the
interconnectivity of the earth and her species in his early years as a naturalist: while on
the Beagle, the scientist noticed similarities between Galapagos finches and those on
mainland South America. What Darwin also noticed among those connections, however,
was the unique divergences among the beaks of the birds. In other words, their
individuation suggested a great proliferation of difference, of diversity—what Darwin
termed “variation.” These imaginative interpretations of his experiences, often worked

out on paper in his notes, journals and other expository writings became essential to

arriving at the evolutionary theories of natural selection and variation.

%" Charles Darwin, The Autobiography of Charles Darwin, 1591.
192 Charles Darwin, letter to J.S. Henslow, (6 Oct. 1836), The Autobiography of Charles Darwin,
1686.
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And this leads to the ways in which Darwin’s transformation operates in another
way. When he arrived home, the young naturalist “recollected” his voyages, having just
embarked on the longest field trip of his career, remarking that he had “the most vivid
and delightful pictures” [of his travels] “pass before [his] eyes.” Darwin’s actual voyage
remained with him as a kind of visionary trip of the senses while back in England, less a
mere “recollection” of a temporal nature. William Wordsworth’s 1798 poem “Tintern
Abbey” records the poet’s own recollections overlooking the banks of the Wye River “a
few miles above Tintern Abbey.” Wordsworth assesses the landscape, somewhat
lamenting that his eyes, more “experienced,” and his body unable to enact “animal
movements,” can only stop briefly to examine the lushness of the earth’s foliage that he
reveled in his youth, just “five years” before. Darwin’s Beagle voyage, ironically,
transformed him in the same number of years—five—1831-36. Wordsworth is “changed,
no doubt, from what I was when first / I came among these hills.” But like Darwin,
Wordsworth continues to conjure up the great diversity that abounds, even after five
years, and observes with all his senses the great diversity of nature and its connectedness
to “something far more deeply interfused.”

Darwin’s trips, whether actual events as experienced, as recorded in journals
during his trip, or as narratives constructed from recollections while at home after his
travels, occurred not through the “trips” as conceived by the counterculture of the 1960s,
but under the umbrella of the naturalist’s project, within the overarching discipline of
natural history. The kind of observations encouraged by the naturalist’s inquiry provided
a way for Darwin to see new connective tissues within nature, and thus the multitude of

ways in which his own existence enabled him to “delight” in these “vivid” images. The
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descriptions, both textual and visual, that the naturalist amassed as a result of his
observations, served to transform his own world view and that of others. For Darwin the
very discipline of natural history offered a place of transformation, particularly in its wide
range of vision used to observe the material world.

Darwin had expertise in a range of fields included within natural history,
particularly geology, entomology and ornithology.'® His vision stemmed from an ability
to look closely, applied to the wide-angle lens of a naturalist, something her shared with
many of the foremost scientific minds in the twentieth century. Consider that James
Watson and Francis Crick had to master realms of biology, physics and chemistry in
order to arrive at the double-helical formation of the DNA molecule. Although many
today view Darwin as the first modern scientists, as a result of his theory of evolution via
the mechanism of natural selection, I think to take Darwin outside the realm of natural
history misses the possibilities of interdisciplinary scope that natural history often
afforded, and for which modern scientists like Watson and Crick ventured outside their
fields in order to get a more holistic view. Crick, notably, also admitted imagining the
structure of a DNA molecule after his own psychetropic experiments with LSD. Natural
history, modeled as an umbrella of observation, sustained scientists like Darwin as
“objective” observers, as well as “subjective” philosophizers, discrete discriminators of

apparent facts, as well as synthesizers of less visible holistic knowledge.

1% For a history of the disciplines that have been included under the rubric of natural history, see

the exhibition catalogue by Sue Ann Prince, Stuffing Birds, Pressing Plants, Shaping Knowledge: Natural
History in North America, 1730-1860 (Philadelphia: American Philosophical Society, 2003). Prince notes
that the focus of her exhibition is on living history, organisms. Early natural history, however, also included
the sciences of the sky and earth. This latter designation would include mineralogy and astronomy, for
instance. It is worth noting here that Linnaeus’s Systema Naturae (1735) included chapters not on plants,
animals, and fungi, but plants, and animals, and minerals. See Koerner, Linnaeus: Nature and Nation, 115.
Koerner notes that the “sequence of reportage” Linnaeus established was “first minerals, then plants,
animals, and local technologies, and finally ethnography.”
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Darwin claimed that “truth compelled [him] to write what [he] did.”'** In his
Autobiography, the naturalist describes reading Wonders of the World with his
schoolmates as a child. They argued over the veracity of statements made in the book,
disputing fact from fiction. The book of wonders, Darwin said, spurred his desire to
travel to the most distant places. His blooming curiosity, he explains, was largely fulfilled
by the encounters he had with nature on his Beagle voyages.'” While scientists have long
tested their own work against Darwin’s theory of evolution, the discrete truths of
Darwin’s trip observations are more difficult to substantiate and not at easily tested as the
details in an LSD trip report. As is the case with experiments in science, we only ever
really verify truths through our own testing of them. We continue to live in a society that
values empirical data and conclusive results. However we can no doubt gain much from
the world of experience, welcoming that which cannot be measured and quantified as
much as that which can.

Even Darwin himself could not determine the nature of the “mechanism” of
natural selection. He took a leap of creative license in articulating his startling new world
view. Living in our own post-evolutionary moment, we too must acknowledge an
awareness of our consciousness as collaborative and collective beings through journeys
of our own minds, bodies and environments, and embrace our own new vivid and
vibratory truths as Darwin and other naturalists did in their own day. Likewise, Dion,
Ford, Paine, Tomaselli and Twombly have registered many paradigms of the life sciences

through their disparate musings on natural history. Their work allows us to grapple with

1% Charles Darwin, letter to Ernst Haeckel, (21 May 1867), The Autobiography of Charles
Darwin, 1781.

195 Charles Darwin, The Autobiography of Charles Darwin, 1809-82, Edited by Nora Barlow
(London: Collins, 1958), 44.
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epistemological shifts from the age before Darwin to that of DNA, shifts that continued
to engage the naturalist projects. They inspire us to wonder whether the investigations of
discipline-specific sciences will somehow bring us closer to a cosmology or leave us with
disconnected bits and pieces of ourselves. It is these artists, whose work will be
encountered in my study, who will help us to steer a course between those who have
already seen and transcribed their visions, whether in word, image, or both, and those
who have just begun to perceive their own visions of natural history. This study will seek
to convey information like this to the reader, opening a door to examples of art that
imaginatively stimulate what Darwin and Wordsworth describe as “recollections” five

years after their initial wanderings.'"

1% Wordsworth’s use of “recollect” is actually from his Lyrical Ballads, in which he famously

remarked that “Poetry . . . takes its origin from emotions recollected in tranquility.” See William
Wordsworth, Lyrical Ballads, edited by Michael Mason, 2" Ed. (Harlow, England and New York: Pearson
Longman, 2007). The comparison of Darwin’s sentiments with those that found in Wordsworth’s poetry is
not inappropriate here. Darwin himself claim during the year Oct. 2, 1836-Jan. 29, 1839 (the years that
marked his return from the Beagle) that “about this time [he] took much delight in Wordsworth’s and
Coleridge’s poetry; and can boast that [he] read the Excursion twice through.” Charles Darwin, The
Autobiography of Charles Darwin, 1604.
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Chapter 1

Plantae (Vegetable Values): Embarking on the Voyage

The method, the soul of science, designates at first sight any body in
nature in such a way that the body in question expresses the name that is
proper to it, and that this name recalls all the knowledge that may, in the
course of time, have been acquired about the body thus named: so that in
the mlc}g‘g of extreme confusion there is revealed the sovereign order of
nature.

--Carolus Linnaeus
I imagine each piece as a field. A field as in a place where the mind can
play—a playing field of a court...the way in which each game progresses

is unique and infinitely varied.'*®

--Roxy Paine

I. Species, Specimen

Species: One or more populations of a type of organism, members of which can
interbreed and produce fertile offspring.

Specimen: An element, or individual, or part taken as representative of the entire set or
whole; sample, example.'*

17 Carolus Linnaeus, Systema Naturce (1735), 13 as quoted in Michel Foucault, The Order of
Things: An Archaeology of the Human Sciences (New York: Pantheon Books, 1970), 159.

1% Roxy Paine: Bluff (New York: Public Art Fund, available through D.A P./Distributed Art
Publishers, 2002), 11.

"% Natural History and Other Fictions: An Exhibition by Mark Dion (Birmingham, England: Tkon
Gallery, 1997), 72. See also John McCarthy, “Roxy Paine in Ponderland,” No. 1 Art and Living (2006). In
discussing his sculpture Weed Choked Garden (1998-2005) in this article the artist makes an observation
about this concept of the “field” that can surely be extended to his oeuvre: “The field is a concept that’s
very appealing to me. I want my pieces to be fields, like fertile fields for the mind; I want them to provoke
thought. But I don’t like to be controlled, preached at, or told what to think. So I don’t want to make pieces
that tell people what to think. But I do want to make them very fertile grounds for thought, if that
distinction makes sense. I want it to be a meditation on this conflict of trying to impose our grid on nature,
the lines that have been established for the plants, and the way the weeds have not a care for that grid at
all.”
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I1. The I/Eye Box

The Swedish naturalist Carolus Linnaeus (1707-1778), also known as the “flower
king,” played a fundamental role in the development of natural history as a modern
discipline and the establishment of taxonomical systems. His most renowned work,
Systema Naturae (1735), provided a system of binomial classification, in which
organisms could be identified by a pairing of genus and species names.''’ He based his
classification scheme for plants on a sexual system of identification. As we now find
ourselves in an age of microbiology, DNA analysis and bar-codes, it would be fair to
argue that Linnaeus’s efforts to create a system for ordering the natural world provided a
gateway to more contemporary taxonomical systems. In 1992, the artist Mark Dion
created a portrait of the naturalist with his Linnaeus, a vertically-oriented wall box (Fig.
1.1).'"

The white wood cabinet has been identified as a key box in the Corrin text,
although its appearance, with its molded top and simple knob, suggests instead a simple

bathroom medicine cabinet.''?

Both readings, however, would offer resonance with the
naturalist’s own life preoccupations. The key speaks to Linnaeus’s efforts to bring

opportunity and understanding to individuals through the study of nature with his

"% Carolus Linnaeus, Systema Naturae [A General System of Nature: 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; a particularly good secondary source on Linnaeus is Lisbet Koerner, Linnaeus: Nature
and Nation (Cambridge: Harvard University, 1999); see also Gunnar Broberg, Car/ Linnaeus (Stockholm:
Swedish Institute, 2006 [1992]); a good articles on the impact of Linnaeus’s work 300 years after his birth
include David Quammen, “A Passion for Order,” National Geographic (June 2007): 73-87; and “The
Legacy of Linnaeus,” Nature 446 (15 March 2007): 231-32; John Whitfield, “Linnaeus at 300: We are
Family,” Nature 446 (15 March 2007): 247-49; Emma Marris, “Linnaeus at 300: The Species and the
Specious,” Nature 446 (15 March 2007): 250-53.

" Lisa Graziose Corrin reproduces and image of Dion’s Linnaeus-box in her essay “Mark Dion’s
Project: A Natural History of Wonder and Wonderful History of Nature,” in Lisa Graziose Corrin, Miwon
Kwon and Norman Bryson, Mark Dion (London: Phaidon, 1997), 53.

"2 Corrin, Kwon and Bryson, 53.
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binomials, an efficiency that employs the shorthand of map keys. The white medicine
speaks to the spare and sanitary surfaces of hospitals, and makes us recall Linnaeus’s
own training as a physician. Linnaeus himself, as a physician and naturalist, sought out
botanical medicinals for Swedish export that could bolster the economy and national

pride.'

Inside the box—to extend the metaphor of the medicine cabinet—one finds not
only a print of botanicals, but a dried-up leaf specimen ready for smoking in the long
peace pipe that Linnaeus holds in his full-length portrait. Portraits of Linnaeus typically
depict him in one of two ways; either as a young naturalist dressed up in the Laplander
costume that recalls his visits to the North of Sweden in his youth in search of botanicals;
or, as an older man, dressed in his white ruffled shirt and red coats with gold buttons and
finery, the very embodiment of an established scholar. In his Linnaeus, Dion mounts this
second type of portrait on top of the botanical print that lines the back of the cabinet.
Along with the dead leaf Dion also includes some specimen pins, which were used to
fasten flora and fauna to a fixed surface of paper or wood for ease of study and display.
Mark Dion began his artistic studies at the Hartford Art School in Connecticut in
1981, where he received his BFA.''* He also enrolled in the School of Visual Arts in
New York, and the Whitney Independent Studio program in 1984-85, studying with

> This foundation in studio art, critical

Craig Owens, Hal Foster and Douglas Crimp.
theory, and the institutional practices and paradigms of galleries and museums,

obviously, informed Dion’s work early on. But Dion reports that his entrée into critical

3 1 isbet Koerner, Linnaeus: Nature and Nation (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press,

1999).

114

Mark Dion is currently represented by the Tanya Bonakdar Gallery, New York.
115

Nato Thompson, Ed. Becoming Animal: Contemporary Art in the Animal Kingdom (North
Adams, MA: MASS MoCA, distributed by MIT Press, 2005), 46; Alex Coles, “Critical Strategies of
Fictional Address: Field Work and the Natural History Museum,” de-, dis-, ex-. Issue on The Optic of
Walter Benjamin Vol. 3 (London: Black Dog Publishing Limited, 1999), 38.
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theory was hampered by a lack of knowledge of antecedent philosophical texts. “We
were reading Foucault, but had never read Kant, reading Jameson without having studied
Hegel. Most of us who survived this trial by fire later went back to fill in the gaps,” he
observes.''® One gathers that Dion’s formal education, like that of many artists and
scholars, began to look a bit like an accumulation of disparate parts stitched back together
at a later moment. The artist’s work of the last twenty years displays an accumulation of
disparate parts similar to the process of knowledge acquisition in his studies. As curators
Andrea Tarsia and Iwona Blazwick have pointed out, Dion’s project effectively fuses the
aesthetics of wunderkammer, later natural history museum and the modernist white
cube.''” My treatment of the Linnaeus-box in this chapter is intended to build upon this
point, and in the process, provide new insights into Dion’s larger project.

With his early exposure to the intellectual history of museums and critical theory
in the formation of art canons, and his numerous projects that draw on these discourses, it
is no wonder that Dion’s project has itself been theorized through the lenses of
museological discourse and institutional critique. Some of the more notable efforts to
identify aspects of institutional critique in Dion’s oeuvre include Mark Dion by Bryson,
Corrin, and Kwon (1997), as well as: Natural History and Other Fictions, Ikon Gallery,
Birmingham, England (1997); Archaeology, edited by Alex Coles and Mark Dion (1999),
Alex Cole’s “Field Work and The Natural History Museum,” (1997) in de-, dis-, ex-.;
Ralph Rugoff, Lisa G. Corrin, Rachel Berwick, The Greenhouse Effect (2000); Cabinet of
Curiosities: Mark Dion and the University as Installation, edited by Colleen J. Sheehy

(2001); Cryptozoology: Out of Time Place Scale (2006); and Flora Viches’s “The art of

116
Coles, 39.
"7 Andrea Tarsia and Iwona Blazwick, 4 Short History of Performance—Part II (London:
Whitechapel, 2003), 16.
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Archaeology: Mark Dion and His Dig Projects,” in the Journal of Social Archaeology
(2007).""® These studies also examine other lenses through which scholars and critics
have read the artist’s work, including Dion’s consideration of nature-culture boundaries,
environment and ecological crisis, art-science bifurcations and interdisciplinarity.'"”
Most recently, scholars have hone in on the artist’s more recent attention to
natural history, and the numerous topics this subject prompts, from archiving, field
studies, taxonomy, taxidermy, curiosity cabinets and natural history museums, to name a

120

few. ©" Prominent among Dion’s naturalist productions are pieces that refer to the

eighteenth-century French zoologist and geologist Georges Cuvier and the nineteenth-

121 The reference to Linnaeus, in

century Welsh naturalist Alfred Russel Wallace.
particular, speaks to Dion’s interest in collecting specimens as part of his art process as

well as his penchant for interrogating prevailing notions of species hierarchy. In 1992 he

gathered and classified marine animals and plants in New York City. This was followed

"% Alex Coles and Mark Dion, Eds. Archaeology (London: Black Dog Publishing, 1999); Ralph
Rugoff, Lisa G. Corrin, Rachel Berwick, The Greenhouse Effect (London: Serpentine Gallery, 2000);
Marvin Heiferman and Carole Kismaric, Paradise Now: Picturing the Genetic Revolution (Saratoga
Springs, NY: The Tang Teaching Museum and Art Gallery at Skidmore College, 2001); Cryptozoology:
Out of Time Place Scale (Lewistown, MW: Bates College Museum of Art, 2006); and Flora Vilches, “The
Art of Archaeology: Mark Dion and His Dig Projects,” Journal of Social Archaeology 7 (2007): 199-223.

"9 Joshua Decter, review of an exhibit at American Fine Arts Co., New York Arts Magazine 64
(Summer 1990): 97; Lynne Cooke, “Arnhem and Chicago: Outdoor Exhibitions of Contemporary Art,” The
Burlington Magazine 135 (Nov. 1993): 786-87; Arnold J. Kemp, in conjunction with Yerba Buena’s
Ecotopias Festival, Mark Dion: Where the Land Meets the Sea (San Francisco: Yerba Buena Center for the
Arts, 1998); Stephanie Smith, Ecologies: Mark Dion, Peter Fend, Dan Peterman (Chicago: The David and
Alfred Smart Museum of Art, The University of Chicago, 2001); Bureau of the Centre for the Study of
Surrealism and its Legacy (Manchester, England, Manchester Museum, University of Manchester: The
AHRB Research Centre for the Studies of Surrealism and its Legacies, 2005); René Morales, “Mark Dion:
South Florida Wildlife Rescue Unit” (brochure) (Miami: Miami Art Museum, 2006).

120 In addition to the already mentioned five sources see: Mark Dion, Richard Klein, and Bree
Edwards, Mark Dion: Drawings, Journals, Photographs, Souvenirs, and Trophies 1990-2003, edited by
Richard Klein (Ridgefield, CT: The Aldrich Museum of Contemporary Art, 2003); and The Greenhouse
Effect (London: Serpentine Gallery, 2000).

2! Martin J.S. Rudwick, Georges Cuvier, Fossil Bones, and Geological Catastrophes: New
Translations and Interpretations of the Primary Texts (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1997),
ix. This source is particularly good at honing in on Cuvier as a geologist, not merely the comparative
anatomist as many scholarly texts treat him.
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by one of his first large entomological endeavors, his 1993 Great Munich Bug Hunt.
Massachusetts was the site for his 1994 botanical survey. And in 1997-98, Dion dredged
the Lagoon of Venice for specimens of flora and fauna.

This focus on natural history, the artist explains, derives from his “passion for
interacting with nature, and a great passion for its forms of representation, whether that
be the Natural History Museum, television, or the apparatus of collecting.” Having
established the “methodology of institutional critique” early in his work, explains Alex

122

Coles, Dion applied this structure to the subject of natural history. “ In her interview

with the artist, Kwon also notes Dion’s increased attention to natural history museums in
his institutional critiques.'>> But I would argue that, although certain continuities are
undeniable, we should not be too quick to extend Dion’s early project of institutional
critique to natural history and natural history museums. I would argue that natural history
more clearly marks the space beyond the museum, a place where art and art history seem
startlingly relevant to larger considerations of power structures, systems of knowledge,
and the classification of everything from museum spaces to academic disciplines to the
natural world. Norman Bryson conveys the full complexity of Dion’s naturalist projects:

In Dion’s work, nature always appears in highly mediated guises,
emerging from within organized systems of power/knowledge that attempt
to classify, taxonomize, tabulate and control the natural world. His
interests belong to a later moment than that of the pioneer ecologists, such
as [Rachel] Carson...Dion’s concern is with the role of system and
representation in scientific thought, with the historicity of knowledge and
that obsessive will-to-order (wonderfully parodied through his work) that
typifies institutional forms of knowledge. His central gesture is to
foreground not nature, but the interface between nature and the history of
the disciplines and discourses that take nature as their object of
knowledge.'**

122 Coles, 47.
123 Corrin, Kwon and Bryson, 18.
124 Corrin, Kwon and Bryson, 96.
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As we will continue to see with Linnaeus and other works, Dion concerns himself with
the persistence of eighteenth- and nineteenth-century knowledge structures in the present.
But his naturalist projects not only represent a past moment of knowing, but also
illuminate continuities between older theoretical positions of natural history, exemplified
by Cuvier, and evolutionary theory as arrived at by Darwin and Wallace, who actually
arrived at the theory of natural selection just before Darwin himself. As Bryson has
amply pointed out, our ordering systems, while not maintaining the God-centered system
of the eighteenth-century Great Chain of Being, are still informed by an anthropocentric
view of man’s place in the natural world. Today many scientists would argue for the
obsolescence of Linnaeus in a world of DNA technologies.

I would like to extend the rich interpretations Bryson and others offer to Dion’s
oeuvre, to conventional views of nature as a place apart.'>> Dion’s attention to natural
history not only broadens his ability to engage a range of institutional discourses,
knowledge and power structures, but also has real implications for conceiving of our
conceptual “time place space” in a post-evolutionary universe. It is no longer satisfactory
to simply consider the overarching structures of institutions, disciplines and systems at
work in the construction of nature and art. In an age of environmental crisis and
ecological meltdown Dion’s works draw on (natural) history to compel us to create new

structures of being.'*® In many ways this process bears comparison to Aby Warburg’s

125 . . . . )
For recent compelling considerations of longstanding nature-culture boundaries, and nature as

place apart see: Jennifer Price. Flight Maps: Adventures with Nature in Modern America. New York: Basic
Books, 1999; and Rebecca Solnit, “The Thoreau Problem,” in Bill McKibben, Ed. American Earth:
Environmental Writing Since Thoreau, with a Foreword by Al Gore (New York: The Library of America,
2008): 971-74.

12 The catalogue Cryptozoology Out of Time Place Scale comes the closest to bridging Dion’s
interest in natural history and the “age of the marvelous” in art with something entirely outside of art, a
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project, where the scholar attempts to construct, out of the ashes of history and memory, a
new contemporary space for working, writing, reading and being. In some ways Dion’s
new project could be characterized as anthropocentric, but the artist remains ever-attuned
to the larger world in which he works; the centrality of the human being has to an extent
been diminished, and ends up as littler more than starting point for his extrapolations.
And yet it was naturalist systems like the Great Chain of Being that so clearly

distinguished the world of human beings from the world of other organisms, including
animals. It was through these now “obsolete” modes that early scientists could begin to
articulate, through language, humanity’s categorical difference from other living things.
In the catalogue for Dion’s exhibition Natural History and Other Fictions (1997), the
artist provides a dictionary of terms—from Aardvark to Zyzzyua (“a leaf-hopping weevil
of tropical America)—that were relevant to the eighteenth-century naturalist as well as
more contemporary scientists.'*’ The artist-as-lexicographer defines “animal” as:

An organism distinguished from other living things by structural and

functional characteristics. (non photosynthetic, multicellular, generally

mortal organisms that lack cell walls and eat their nutrients). Note:
humans are the only animals that feel insulted when called an animal.

broader worldview. One should also note Dion’s recent project with his longtime partner J. Morgan Pruett
and others—Mildred’s Lane. According to the project website, at www.mildredsland.com: “This project is
a long-term experiment in large-scale project based practices with a living museum and an educational
institution attached. This active site is their 96-acre compound in the upper Delaware River Valley region
of Pennsylvania near New York City. It means to be a revolutionary rigorous rethinking (the 3 Rs) of the
contemporary art complex.

The core of the project practice and educational philosophy at Mildred's Lane is an attempt to
collectively create new modes of being in the world.”

See also Tarsia and Blazwick, 6, 16-19. I think Tarsia, to some extent, in her introduction to this
group show, which includes Dion, begins to acknowledge the implications of Dion’s work to mind-body
relationships. But the specificity of this critique is limited in this short catalogue, and does not extend to the
ways in which performance art’s dematerialization of the body as object expands to the realms of evolution
and cosmology, when infused with the art-science and art history-natural history paradigms in Dion’s work.

'*" Natural History and Other Fictions: An Exhibition by Mark Dion (Birmingham, England: Tkon
Gallery, 1997), 53-77.
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Notably, Linnaeus appreciated the continuities of humans with other animals, first
classifying humans with mammals in his Systema Naturce. But Homo sapiens continued
to be viewed by Linnaeus as somehow superior to all other plants and animals. I would
argue that Dion’s work suggests that many of our standard scientific practices, including
the perpetuation of phylogenetic mapping, DNA barcoding and other means of DNA
classification, result in our ability to articulate what makes Homo sapiens distinct from
other animals; for many, this distinction defines what makes us more sophisticated than
other animals, a designation that continues to place us atop the scala naturae. Of course,
these micro-molecular identification techniques also illuminate the ways in which we are
not all that much different from other animals. As with Dion’s or any other artist’s work,
there are always at least two ways to read the data, to interpret that which we see
represented before us.

Given what we now know about Dion’s project, what might have prompted him
to place a portrait of Linnaeus in a box? How does a rather conventional box installation
elicit new categories of being? In the reproduction, Linnaeus stands stiffly erect, a pose
emphasized by the vertical folds in the curtain behind him and contrasted with the
curvilinear plants on which his image is stamped. Without the context of his desk and his
books, his pose seems staged, set in the space of a portrait studio than at home in his
library. Placing the image of Linnaeus in a box highlights both the naturalist himself and
his sexual system of classification, and creates a kind of trophy case for his taxonomical
schema by physically storing them, through a representation of their author, in a precious

wooden shelter or reliquary.'*® To gaze at Linnaeus in the box, surrounded by a variety of

"2 These boxes also recall the wooden boxes of the artist Joseph Cornell (1903-72), who

assembled found objects in such a way as to evoke surreal dream states through the arrangement related
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botanicals in the form of the print, is to recall the very project of observation associated
with the naturalist. It is a work that simultaneously speaks of the artist, the scientist, the
viewer, and the observer.

Dion’s work focuses on the often obsessive and perverse qualities of
identification and classification; what determines what we collect and how we categorize
both animate and inanimate organisms and objects.'*” Here Linnaeus’s pose suggests his
own shaky resolve for his scholarly convictions, and reminds us of the persistence of his
ideas and classification scheme in America in the nineteenth century, long after many

L . . 130
European scientists began using other taxonomical systems.

Here, Linnaeus’s gaze is
hardly one of a self-assured scientist, but suggests instead an insecurity regarding his
station and the stability of his ideas. Dion’s representation subtly reminds of our own
limits, and the instabilities of our own knowledge and its structures. To look at Linnaeus
is not merely to observe a reproduction of the former naturalist, but to consider his
contributions to science, and the ways in which his ordering systems have influenced not
only the natural world, but our own positions as subjects and species. Dion’s Linnaeus

box, then, operates as a way to consider the self as a specimen, and the way in which a

type that represents a whole comes to stand in for the particularity of an individual."’' In

and seemingly unrelated of objects. See Adam Gopnik, “Sparkings: Joseph Cornell and the Art of
Nostalgia,” The New Yorker (17, 24 Feb. 2003): 184-89; Malcolm Jones, Jr., “Gifts That Keep on Giving:
Joseph Cornell’s Alchemical Boxes Still Beguile Us,” Newsweek (28 Dec. 1992): 60; Paul Richard,
“Joseph Cornell: Out of the Dread, the Wonder, The Universe on Utopia Parkway,” The Washington Post
(19 Nov. 1982): E1+; Kay Larson, “The Cage of Anxiety,” New York (24 Nov. 1980): 62+.

12 Nato Thompson, ed., Becoming Animal: Contemporary Art in the Animal Kingdom (North
Adams, MA: MASS MoCA, 2005), 46. Thompson makes the point that Dion is interested in two distinct
forms of classification, “one that names living creatures as they are found, and the other names them as
they become extinct.”

1" Barbara Novak. Nature and Culture: American Landscape Painting, 1825-1875 (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2007), 91, 93, 101, 108.

! There is a darker side of conceiving of the self as a species that must be acknowledge, and
something that has historically been done, often, to the subject of colonialist conquest, the Other. See for
instance, Douglas J. Preston, “Skeletons in Our Museums’ Closets: Native Americans Want Their

73



his medicine cabinet Linnaeus himself becomes a taxidermic animal on display in a
diorama, himself the specimen of our visual consumption.'*?

As a critical foil to Dion’s Linnaeus box we can consider a portrait box from an
earlier moment in American art, Robert Morris’s (b. 1931) I-Box (1962) (Fig. 1.2).
Morris’s I-Box marks an important moment of subjective release from any fixed point of
view, and continues to serve, almost half a century after its completion, as a harbinger of
new subjective possibilities. In the process of destabilizing the notion of the heroic artist,
and the human being with his ego, Morris also breaks down relationships between
subjects and objects, words and their corresponding images. For Morris, the “I”’
references both the self as in the self-portrait seen beyond the “I”’-door, and the “eye” that
discerns the self—the gaze that consumes the body and frames it within the finite
boundaries of the box. The door of the box features a void in the shape of the letter “T”
that connotes the authoritative font of Times New Roman print culture, further enhancing
the play of our subjective “eye” with the word-ness of the door as “I”” and the image of

the artist as yet another “I.”

Ancestors’ Bones Back,” Harper’s Magazine (Feb. 1989): 66-75. Preston explores the role of the American
Museum of Natural History in the collection, preservation and study of Native Americans and their
disinterred bones. Preston explores the controversies surrounding the maintenance of these “specimens” in
light of increased pressure to return these deceased ancestors to Native American tribes.

"2 One might consider that the same person who conceived of the diorama, Louis-Jacques-Mandé
Daguerre, also played a vital role in the development of modern photography with the daguerreotype. This
fact might enable us to think about the ways in which natural history as a subject came to be bound up with
new, and increasingly advanced, technologies of display, perhaps even making sense of the variety of
displays from the continuance of natural history dioramas, magazines such as Natural History and even the
newest arrival on the scene of nature films, the BBC’s Planet Earth. See L.-J.-M. Daguerre, An Historical
and Descriptive Account of the Various Processes of the Daguerreotype and the Diorama (New Y ork:
Kraus Reprint Co., 1969) [London: Haymarket, 1839] and Helmut and Alison Gernsheim, L.J. M.
Daguerre: The History of the Diorama and the Daguerreotype (London: Secker & Warburg, 1956); for
more general sources on natural history dioramas see Mimi Colligan, Canvas Documentaries: Panoramic
Entertainments in Nineteenth-Century Australia and New Zealand (Victoria, Australia: Melbourne
University Press, 2002); David R. Foster and John F. O’Keefe, New England Forests Through Time:
Insights from the Harvard Forest Dioramas (Petersham, MA: Harvard University, 2000); and Karen
Wonders, Habitat Dioramas: Illusions of Wilderness in Museums of Natural History (Uppsala: Almqvist &
Wiksell, 1993).
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The representational disruption of the subject that the /-Box offers—the “I” as
specimen—further illuminates Dion’s Linnaeus. In the I-Box Morris pasted a photograph
of himself standing naked inside a small vertically-oriented rectangular box, which had as
its door, the letter “I.” This portrait box operates interactively, with a door that opens and
closes, as is the case with Dion’s Linnaeus. But Morris’s nudity instills his figure with a
kind of humorous Peeping Tom quality that plays peek-a-boo between artist and viewer.
One should consider the absurdity of the artist as egoistic super-sexual self in comparison
to the portrait box Linnaeus, where Dion presents the well-clothed naturalist who devised
a sexual classification schema. Morris’s nakedness could hardly be called sexy; and his
matter-of-fact stance is far from the “ideal” pose of a classical nude. It has been the
fodder of some scholars who have sought to classify the artist’s body itself. The art
historian Catherine Grenier calls the photographed self Morris presents in his /-Box “the
idiotic body,” which leads one to characterize the figure as debased and absurd.'*> Morris
has undermined the duration of the gaze with the absurdity of his nakedness. To look at
Morris’s piece is to regard not only Morris, but the starkness of a human body without
appurtenances. If Morris’s self represents a “bodily topography,” a base materiality, then
Dion’s Linnaeus stands in for a “social topography,” a bodily self that seeks to operate
with the formality of social costumes. This societal circumscription of the self through
dress is not unlike the taxonomical structuring devices that the naturalist uses to

134

categorize and civilize flora and fauna. ~~ The images of artist and naturalist, then, are as

ciphered in the text as the flora and fauna of Linnaeus’s own binomial system.

133 Catherine Grenier, “Robert Morris and Melancholy: The Dark Side of the Work,” in Robert
Morris (Paris: Centre Georges Pompidou, 1995), 312.

B4 Laura Kipnis, “(Male) Desire and (Female) Disgust: Reading Hustler,” in Raiford Guins and
Omayra Zaragoza Cruz, Eds. Popular Culture: A Reader (London: Sage Publications, 2005), 227.
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In some ways Morris bestows the power to decide what to gaze at to the viewer,
by allowing her to open or close the I-door in order to reveal or conceal the image of the
artist who also made the box. And yet the museum or gallery space controls this gaze, by
deciding whether or not to display the door open or closed, a decision that locks the
sculpture in place for the viewing. In this sense, the /-Box parodies the white box of the
museum which itself displays and conceals, providing only limited points of view and
certain subjective positions; should the door be left open, the viewer may only escape
from the vision of the grinning artist-as-I by turning his back from the piece and walking
away from it. In this way, Morris, deliberately or not, subverts the viewer’s power to
close the door and observe the rectangular box. His door commands a certain viewpoint
that asserts the power to direct the gaze of the observer toward not only the artist’s work,
but the image of the naked artist himself. Morris, in conjunction with the museum that
chooses to display the box with the door open, fulfills the curiosity of the viewer to know
what is on the inside. The /-Box continues a long tradition of display that continues well
into the twentieth century with Jasper Johns’s targets with plaster casts of body parts
housed in little boxes. Johns’s targets can be found most frequently with at least some, if
not all, of their doors ajar. Morris, like Johns, places nakedness on display, challenging
our sensibilities about sexuality, the display of the self, and other conventions of
decorum.

Throughout his long career, Morris has been associated with a range of art
movements from Minimalism and Conceptualism to Earth Art. He has remained in tune
with the shifting sensibilities of the art world over a considerable period and stayed

engaged with the investigation and creation of new modes of visual diction. One could
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argue that his /-Box, with its Duchampian word games at play, encourages a
Conceptualist classification of the piece. But the timing of the box’s creation, and its
form with its door closed, also anticipates the soon-to-become familiar boxes and cubes
of Minimalism. It is true that the minimalist cube did not emerge in the art world until the
mid-1960s; But in his dissertation “The Genealogy of Minimalism: Carl Andre, Dan
Flavin, Donald Judd, Sol LeWitt and Robert Morris” (1995), the art historian James
Meyer has traced the early years of Minimalism to the period between 1959 and 1962,
something he reasserts in his subsequent book Minimalism.">> Although we cannot call
the /-Box a true minimalist cube in the vein of Sol LeWitt or Donald Judd, Mark Dion
surely considered the role of the cube in modern art in general and the implications of the
form and its historical and theoretical associations in his own work. As Dion himself put
it:
The modernist cube...is an example of the denial of the biological
contract. It is the environment without nature. In the same way that our
culture does not acknowledge shit, distances itself from the production of
food or denies the processes of aging, these animals remind us that we too
are animals.'*
It would be fair to say that Morris’s /-Box, in some ways, anticipates the minimalist cube
in its increasingly spare geometrical form. Dion’s Linnaeus plays upon the critique of
subjectivity that Morris’s piece presents, as well as the ways in which the minimalist
cube marks a kind of stripping down of art to its essential, even specimen-like self.

Framed in a minimalist box, albeit one with a door, Morris’s work triangulates artist,

viewer and art object, at once dispersing subjects and objects, but also drawing them in,

13 James Meyer, “The Genealogy of Minimalism: Carl Andre, Dan Flavin, Donald Judd, Sol

LeWitt and Robert Morris” (Ph.D. dissertation, The Johns Hopkins University, 1995), 39-51; See also
James Meyer, Minimalism (London: Phaidon, 2000); and James Meyer, Minimalism: Art and Polemics in
the Sixties (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2001).

136 Corrin, Kwon and Bryson, 120.
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making their identity dependant upon one another’s respective roles in the process of
creating, observing and identifying.

Art historians have considered the subject-object relationships that Morris’s I-Box
evokes in a variety of ways. W.J.T. Mitchell described a less fixed sense of the “I”” within
a “labyrinthine circuit” of the questions “What is an image? What is a word? What is an
object?”"*” Maurice Berger has observed that the I-Box is a hinged door which, when
closed, refers to an anonymous Modernist self and, when open, reveals a Postmodernist

“language of self-identity and potentially of empowerment: ‘1.

Expanding on these
ideas, we can read this self as that contained in the box, fully accounted for and
delineated, while the box with the door opened reveals the Pandora of multifarious
Postmodernism, the self deconstructed, rendered multiplicitous. More elusively, but as

139 But just

compellingly, Berger notes that the “/-Box is contingent on outside factors.
what are these outside factors? I have suggested that they include the specific site of the
museum and the broader culture of the art world. Berger suggests that these outside
factors included the cultural milieu in which the subject’s position found itself
increasingly floating between various identifiers. The art historian Marcia Tucker
suggested that the /-Box deals with the “ways in which we understand the process of

140 By acknowledging being as a process, rather than a fixed state, Morris’s

being.
portrait box begins to break up the self even in the midst of its contingent triangulation

with subjects and objects, and interior and exterior selves and spaces. As Berger aptly

BTW.I.T. Mitchell, “Wall Labels: Word, Image, and Object in the Work of Robert Morris,” in
Robert Morris: The Mind/Body Problem (New York: The Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum, 1994), 72.

1% Maurice Berger, “Wayward Landscapes,” in Robert Morris: The Mind/Body Problem (New
York: The Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum, 1994), 30.

1 Berger, Labyrinths, 37.

"0 Marcia Tucker, Robert Morris (New York: Whitney Museum of American Art, 1970), 13.
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argues, the “I” of Morris’s /-Box can “question the rules and standards that determine the

particular and repressive order of our lives.”'*'

The sculptural box houses the self as a
specimen within an ordered framework, circumscribing its limits and privileging the self
as a unique being. But it also marks this self as a representation of one among many
individuals that continue their own process of becoming.

Morris’s I-Box introduces a realm of transferable subject being into an artistic
canon that had only recently emerged. This subjective being in which the self could
occupy a plurality of identities and register no fixity of place, would help pave the way
for an even greater freeing of the “I,” in which the self as being, as specimen, relates not
only to the immediate surroundings of, say, an art object and the environment in which it
is viewed. Instead this new self, the self as no longer in a static state of being but
becoming, transfers an “I”” amidst various loci, evolving as it were, in fluid and often
conterminous states of “I.” The shift of Morris’s subject from being to becoming in his /-
Box conveyed a slippage of self, but his de-centered subject also merely shifted the “I” to
a new center, the de-centered center.

Reading Dion’s naturalist-in-a-box against Morris’s artist-in-a-box highlights the
complexity running through each piece. Both artists ask the viewer to look not only at the
categorical imperatives of making art, but also at the very pigeon-holing of everything
into something. Morris’s box provides the text that accompanies the image, the punning
“I”” and the humorously egoistic artist himself. Dion, in turn, pays homage to the father of
modern taxonomy, while boxing him in with a species of wood that Linnaeus himself
likely named. Morris’s box and Dion’s box essentially exhibit the artist and the naturalist

as specimen. Dion’s image of Linnaeus metonymically asserts the ego of the naturalist

"I Berger, Labyrinths, 43.
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and the scientist in the same way that Morris’s self-portrait conveys the trappings of the
artist’s ego, containing the naturalist with his own specimen case. As the originator of a
uniform informatics that sought to quantify and qualify the natural world, Linnaeus has
much in common with the modern day scientist. The naturalist in a box serves as a
metaphor for the scientist in a box, particularly if we keep in mind Dion’s tendency to
find continuities between the past and the present. We can even extend the space of the
box to stand in for the respective spaces of the naturalist and the scientist, the study and
the laboratory.

Finally, we can view both boxes as books, texts that open and shut upon the will
of the viewer, or in the case of the art museum, the exhibition curator. The image of
Linnaeus, a writer of books about the naming of things often explained how “to read

142
How

nature as any other Book,” recalls the longstanding dialectics of word and image.
do words and images correspond to one another in the natural world, as Linnaeus’s word
for the “twin flower,” Linnea borealis, corresponds (or not) to the image of the small
woodland plant? And even if there is a correspondence, which of course is the
assumption (at least conceptually) of all taxonomical systems, then what is a viewer to do
who does not have the knowledge or visual cues required to connect image with its
identity? And what can we say about Dion’s Linnaeus box, which displays an image
without words, a specimen without a name?

The contemporary scientist James Lovelock uses a flowering yellow Oxlip plant
to illustrate human’s lack of connection with and knowledge of the natural world, an

example I also think illustrates the general expanse between the sign and referent. Given

the image of the yellow flower most people identify it as a flowering herb rather than

142
Koerner, 23.
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with the specificity of its common name Oxlip, let alone its scientific name Primula

'3 Without a book to provide the woodland plant with a descriptor, rather like the

elatior.
signage describing a work of art in a museum, the onlooker is left with only a general
impression of the nature of the object. While the botanical guidebook that displays
species becomes its own faulty metonym for the variation of individuals, as
acknowledged by Michel Foucault, it also proves a useful working metaphor in the field
of plant-human relations, not unlike name badges at a cocktail party. “The great metaphor
of the book that one opens, that one pores over and reads in order to know nature, is
merely the reverse and visible side of another transference, and a much deeper one, which
forces language to reside in the world, among the plants, the herbs, the stones, and the
animals,” he says.144 For Foucault, plants, animals and the names that designate them
mutually inflect one another. For instance, if an artist or naturalist knows the standard
morphological characteristics of the Primula elatior (a.k.a. the Oxlip) in advance of
depicting it through primary observation, then his representation of the flower will almost
assuredly contain his visual preconceptions of it.

Kwon asserts the ability of Dion’s work to “provoke the sense of the marvelous or
generate curiosity.” In her interview with him, she draws out the ways in which the artist
achieves this through the production of “truth.” As the artist says, “One thing is to tell the
truth, which is by far more astounding than any fiction. (I cringe as the word ‘truth’
passes my lips, but I always mean it with a lower case ‘t,””” he adds).”'* Truth, as Dion

articulates it, becomes that which we see in his Linnacus box, and that which we see in

' James Lovelock, The Revenge of Gaia: Earth’s Climate Crisis and the Fate of Humanity (New

York: Basic Books, 2006), 8.
144 Michel Foucault, The Order of Things: An Archaeology of the Human Sciences, 35.
145 Corrin, Kwon and Bryson, Mark Dion, 18.
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Morris’s I-Box. It is not the assertion of an objective, singularly knowable self, but a self
always in the process of becoming. As Corrin has observed:
Where wonderment might have been a function of the fixed, universal
classification systems of Carl Linnaeus, our late-twentieth-century wonder
comes from a view of knowledge as a rhizome without a centre, a
sideways dispersal of interconnections and multiplicities, in a constant
state of motion. There is much material for wonderment in this sprawling,
mutating web, its convolutions and reversals, its seepage and saturation,
its interruptions and interceptions.'*°
Linnaeus, and the alliances he has constructed between things and words as well, slip
away from the loose semiotic ties that bind them. The naturalist project, as transformed
by Dion, leaves little to language. Linnaeus himself stands only with his sample leaf and
himself as a specimen, not even with the “I”’ with which Morris’s /-Box nominates the
artist and the viewer. This lack of words or names explains the somewhat vacant gaze in
Linnaeus’s eye—he is the naturalist with no guidebook, no system for ordering the world
and left wearing only the vestiges of his profession. It is the space between that is of most
interest to me—the space between the artist and the “I,” the naturalist and “Linnaeus,”
and between the words and images. These paintings and sculptures operate as stage sets,
little black boxes of wonder that stand in distinction to the white modernist cubes Dion
accused of denying the “biological contract” of life. Here Dion’s Linnaeus marks a space

of the disruption of the taxonomical systems of science and art and in which the self

closes the door on the “I” and walks away.

' Lisa Corrin, “The Greenhouse Effect,” in Ralph Rugoff, Lisa G. Corrin, Rachel Berwick, The
Greenhouse Effect, 49.
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ITI. A Glimpse of Universe

Like Mark Dion, Robert Smithson (1938-73) knew how to visually articulate a
walking away from the self. In the final paragraph of her book on Smithson, the art
historian Jennifer L. Roberts describes a famous film sequence for the artist’s earthwork
Spiral Jetty, Rozel Point, Great Salt Lake, Utah (April 1970), the piece which remains his
signature and tour de force.'*’ In the sequence Smithson stumbles along the rocks of the
Jetty, circling in towards its center. “He stands at the edge...hesitating over the water as
if waiting to be taken up into some recursive spiral himself and to enter some final
transcendent crystallization of time and matter. But then...he turns, in a gesture both
tragic and funny, to walk slowly back out of the spiral toward the shore.”'*® While
Roberts uses this image to complete the recuperation of history in Smithson’s spiral, her
observation of the moment before the artist’s return to the shore has become more
important for my own project. This moment, for me, marks a point of deliberate
observation outside the constraints of time, of a slowing down of the body to consider its
ebb and flow of a triangulation with subjects, objects and idea, but 