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Introduction:

    The Lacuna and the Pit

In the final scene of Werner Herzog’s documentary film, “Cave of Forgotten Dreams” (2010), 
the viewer encounters the surprising image of two baby mutant, albino crocodiles swimming 
in a glass-fronted tank. While the rest of the film is a fairly traditional documentary about the 
Chauvet Cave discovered in southern France in 1994, this surreal sight marks an undeniable 
departure from the informative towards the poetic. Located a mere 30km away from the 
entrance to the cave, the crocodiles’ artificial tropical habitat (symbiotically warmed by the 
water from the neighbouring nuclear power plant) exists in stark contrast to the carefully 
preserved specimens of Palaeolithic paintings; 30,000-year-old human hand and foot prints; 
and ancient animals fossils that extend deep within the forgotten fracture in the earth. 
Despite the archaeologists, palaeontologists and historians interviewed earlier in the film, it 
is these strange non-human creatures that provide the most accessible contextualization of 
the meaning of the cave. Spanning ages of ice and of steam, and only briefly intersecting with 
the arc of human history, the Chauvet Cave remains as illusive as Plato’s cave: a truth of which 
can perceive only shadows.

Like the story of the albino crocodiles, my final year exhibition attempts to traverse the 
contradictory and unquiet conceptual space that exists wedged between rational knowledge 
production, enchanted curiosity, and the limits of human perception. To achieve this, all my 
artworks rely on the language of archaeology for both their subject and their methodology. 
Archaeology is a searching, excavatory activity charged with discerning meaning from 
fragments, discontinuities and contradictions; which, according to Foucault are then “grouped, 
made relevant, placed in relation to one another to form totalities” – thereby transforming 
documents into monuments (Foucault, 1972:7). This teleological and narrative-based 
impetus of transforming ruins into monuments through the modern study of history stands 
in direct contrast to the receptivity of pre-Enlightenment scholarship towards incomplete 
and ambiguous histories (Martin, 2011:30). Consider for example, the attitude of the ancient 
ruin within Renaissance humanism as depicted by the Mannerist painters. Through their 
“attraction for the abyss and for the indistinct … organized around images like powder, 
shadow, … heaps, clouds, [and] vapor”, the ruin is instead a symbol of the inherent instability 
and transitory state of matter and history (Makarius, 2004:50).
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My technique of using plaster moulds to cast objects out of discarded wood ash plays directly 
into these varied conceptions of the ruin and the monument. To me ash is the material of 
the ruin: the final result of the complete combustion of living matter; and a brief transitory 
state of no return which necessarily implies the existence of its original form, yet can never 
reveal it. Furthermore the cast-mould pair brings the questions of causality and authenticity 
into the very process of the artworks construction. Similar to the trace and the event, and 
the fossil and the organism, the process of casting ash is temporally directionless and as the 
caustic material chaotically etches its own mark into the surface of the mould, all distinction 
between artifact and original cause becomes blurred to meaninglessness.

According to Heidegger, every production of knowledge is mirrored by a simultaneous and 
obligatory concealment (Martin, 2011:xvi). To call something fact, it must be separated from 
that which is called fiction; and in post-Enlightenment rational discourse, the illegitimate 
and heterogeneous forms of curiosity must be repressed beneath the legitimate structures of 
knowledge production (ibid.). One can trace the changing status of curiosity from the fluid 
and encyclopedic Kunstkammers of the late Renaissance to the more fixed and measurable 
taxonometric collections of the Enlightenment. The accumulation of anomalous or monstrous 
rarities such as Peter the Great’s exotic ‘Korkodil’ and living ‘clawed-footed’ peasant boy 
which had distinguished him as a man of learning in the 17th century would, only 100-years 
later, begin to be viewed as both trivially amateur and dangerously misguided (Martin, 
2011:29). However, the illegitimate curiosities were repressed but not irradiated. Fueled by a 
pre-Enlightenment credulous and insatiable curiosity, the ‘Curious sciences’ (sciences curieuses) 
like alchemy zealously blended disparate disciplines such as folklore, botany, optics, medicine 
and metallurgy (Elkins, 2003). Alchemy also adopted arcane pseudolinguistic visual imagery 
quite dissimilar to the goals of clarity, narrative, and accurate dissemination found in early 
scientific illustrations of the same period (Dakerman, 2011:28).

The seemingly illogical collection of ash and graphite objects in my show clearly references 
these early Kunstkammers and ‘curious sciences’. Exotic and organic forms such as a crocodile 
skin and elephant vertebra sit alongside the more symbolic forms of curves, vessels and domes. 
Without contextualizing information or clear descriptions the objects in their museological 
displays tend towards the obscure rather than the known, and the viewer can do little else 
but speculate as to their meaning. Turning then to the two large images at the end of the 
gallery for some semblance of objective reference, they will again find themselves excluded. 
For although the images resemble such information-carrying forms as aerial topographical 
photographs, microscopic biological specimens, or even the human marked walls of the 
Chauvet Cave; they remain the random, chaotic and unpredictable result of an uncountable 
number of unobservable and complex interactions between the particles in a cloud of ash.
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The German legend of Dr Faust originates from just about the same time as the legitimacy
of curiosity was beginning to shift. The story recounts Faust’s disillusionment at the inability
of science to adequately explain the world, and his condemnable choice to turn to the dark,
occulted, and metaphysical avenues of knowing (Thacker, 2011:50). The concept of the demon 
tends to appear at the horizons of human rational thought: from the disembodied voices of 
the Biblical Gerasene demon(s), to the atmospheric infernal storm in “Dante’s Inferno”, and 
even to Freud’s psychological demon ‘father substitute’ (Thacker, 2011). Thacker argues that 
the demon can therefore be seen as an attempt to embody the hidden, or “occulted world” 
which forever exists outside of our human senses and intellect. In this negative definition – 
more meontological than ontological – the demon inhabits the “world-without-us”: a reality 
completely indifferent and inaccessible to the existence of humans (ibid.). Perhaps then the 
final theme of my exhibition could be argued to be the (largely) futile endeavor for this secret 
and impossible knowledge.

Down the center of an ash grey dissection table lies the negative impression of a small 
crocodile. The linear, cracked cavity speaks of a specimen that is not there: the three-
dimensional shadow of a primordial, non-human thing. The horror of the sight is not in the 
existence of the thing, but in its very non-being. Nihil negativum: “the horizon of thought 
as it confronts the unthought, the horizon of the human as it struggles to comprehend the 
unhuman” (Thacker, 2011: 47).
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On Knowledge in the Deep: a short pictorial survey
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“By the Chaos I understand the Matter of the Earth and Heavens, without Form or Order; reduc’d 
into a fluid Mass, wherein are the Materials and Ingredients of all Bodies, but mingled in Confusion 

one with another.”

Thomas Burnet. Telluris theoria sacra. 1681. p35.
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“He who Saw the Deep”

The Epic of Gilgamesh. Standard Akkadian version. 1300-1000 BC. Tablet V.
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“Then as to Subterraneous Waters, and all Subterraneous Caverns and Hollownesses, upon this Sup-
position those things could not be otherwise; for the Parts would fall hollow in many Places in this, 

as in all other Ruins”

Thomas Burnet. Telluris theoria sacra. 1681. p92.
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Johann Jakob Scheuchzer. Itinera alpine. 1708.

“In accordance with this theory, caves and fissures are features caused by the selective erosion of 
weaker rocks by subterranean rivers and water.”
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William Buckland. Reliquiae Diluvianae. 1823. Plate 20.

Section of the cave in the dream lead mine near Wirksworth, Derbyshire. 1822.
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Homo diluvii testis   (Latin: Man, a witness of the Deluge)

Cryptobranchidae. Staatliches Museum für Naturkunde Karlsruhe, Germany.
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“After the dilution of the air and before it rains creatures like snakes, lizards and similar animals tend to 
come out from their holes”

Johann Jakob Scheuchzer.  Itinera alpine. 1708.
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Unknown astronomy textbook.

Eratosthenes measuring the earth with a well and a wall.
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Pietro da Fino. The Hell of Dante. 1568.

Map showing the structure of Dante’s Hell, with Jerusalem and the “selva oscura” at the top, and 
Satan at the very bottom.
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Gianni Motti. Higgs. Performance, Geneva. 2005.

Walking the entire length of the Large Hadron Collider (LHC) underground ring.
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John Malathronas. Entrance to the Chauvet Cave. 2014.

“And when you do find the entrance, you will see it is locked with a 24-hr CCTV.”
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Worm of History (detail)
Pure wood ash, steel & wood

213 x 48 x 83 cm 
2015

Catalogue of Artworks
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Without us
Pure wood ash, steel, wood, water & Indian ink

200 x 57 x 118 cm 
2015

Worm of History
Pure wood ash, steel & wood
213 x 48 x 83 cm 
2015
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The Observatory
Pure wood ash, steel, wood, glass & graphite powder
63 x 63 x 191 cm 
2015
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The Silo
Pure wood ash, brass, steel, wood, glass & graphite powder
63 x 63 x 191 cm 
2015
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The Well
Pure wood ash, brass, steel, wood, glass & graphite powder
63 x 63 x 191 cm 
2015
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Despite me
Diptych
Inkjet on paper
104 x 150 cm each
2015
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Untitled moulds
Plaster of Paris & wood ash traces

Various dimensions
2015
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Process Pictures
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