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ABSTRACT
This research initiates an investigation into and critique of human/non-human binaries
through the process of fieldwork and the role of artist-as-researcher. In this research, I attempt
to reevaluate the ontological centralisation of the human while still giving weight to my own
body/experience as a human animal.
This exegesis is split into three separate but still linked sections about animals and some of
the ways Western humans position ourselves in relation to them. The first chapter is about
Mike, a cat who guarded the front gate of the British Museum in the early years of the
twentieth century; the second chapter is an annotated version of a script I wrote based on
medieval images of Alexander the Great exploring in a glass barrel under the sea; and the
third chapter is about being inside a whale.
Much of the artwork and writing in this research project manifests from travel to see
particular artworks or places of artistic significance in person. Instead of treating these objects
in isolation or as autonomous works, I have chosen to embed them or bracket them within
wider fields – translating academic conventions and methodologies through the personal, the
fictive and the conversational, and foregrounding my own ‘voice,’ body, or an imaginative
version of this. In doing so, I am attempting to signpost the structures and limits within which
my own research resides in order to critique the idea of an ‘objective’ researcher. As such, I
view my research as a type of poetic or artistic ‘fieldwork,’ where the researcher is not
removed from her subject, but is enmeshed and complicit in its construction. I thus attempt to
construct a form of critical, poetic (field) research, which extends throughout my work ‘on the
ground,’ writing, lectures, performances, videos, drawings and sound.
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INTRODUCTION AND CONFESSIONS

This research is about a cat and a whale, held together by Alexander the Great, who goes
exploring in a submarine under the sea. They are three different stories, about animals (or
non-humans) and some of the ways we as Western humans position ourselves in relation to
them or represent them to ourselves. The first chapter is about Mike, a cat who guarded the
front gate of the British Museum for 20 years in the early part of the 20th century. As part of
my research, I travelled to the Museum to attempt to find Mike’s favourite sleeping spot. The
second chapter is a play or conversation between two voices, centring around a number of
medieval images of and stories about Alexander the Great exploring the sea in a glass
submarine. I saw one of these paintings in person in a rare illuminated manuscript at the
British Library. The third chapter is about whales and is based around my travels to see a 13th
century mosaic of Jonah being eaten by a whale in a church in Ravello, Italy. Each chapter is
self-contained and takes a different form: Chapter 1 is a pamphlet, Chapter 2 is an annotated
play and Chapter 3 is a lecture. Together, they will help form a picture of the research I have
conducted over the past two years.

There are three main threads to this research: human/non-human relations (the content or
topic); fieldwork and the researcher as subject (methodology/modes of research); and
storytelling as a mode of dissemination. They overlap throughout my work and this writing,
but I will tease them apart here.

Content/topic

This research initiates an investigation into and critique of human/non-human binaries
1

through the process of fieldwork and the role of artist-as-researcher. In this study, I reevaluate
the ontological centralisation of the human while still giving weight to my own
body/experience as a human animal. Although the term “non-human” is roughly defined as all
material objects that are not human, I am focusing on living creatures in this research; more
specifically, animals and their representations in human thought. I tend to use the term ‘nonhuman’ rather than ‘animal’ because it emphasises the negativity at the heart of how we
define creatures that are not humans and because, of course, humans are animals themselves.

At a very basic level, the main question I am trying to answer through this research is, what
are the limits and allowances of my access to the non-human and how do I communicate this
to others? This query intersects with posthumanist thought and I draw on writers such as Rosi
Braidotti and Donna Haraway in this research – feminist writers who interrogate bio and
identity politics. In “Posthumanism: A Critical History,” Andy Miah describes Haraway’s
work as examining how humans live among other non-human entities in a way that is
intended to “disrupt uniform ideas about what it means to be human and the social and
political entitlements this might imply.”1 This quote is an apt description of much
posthumanist thinking and is also indicative of the wider concerns of my own research. I am
attempting what posthumanist writer Cary Wolfe describes as some kind of ‘unsettlement’ or
destabilisation of accepted relationships between human/animal, self/other and male/female as
a way to undermine conventional humanist boundaries or categorisations, where (postEnlightenment) humanism designates the human (assumed male) at the centre of the world as
an independent, sovereign subject.2 As such, my research also has a connection to other
literary forms: nature writing, Romanticism, modernist poetry and literature such as that of

1

Miah, Andy.“Posthumanism: A Critical History,” Chapter in Gordijn, B. & Chadwick, R. Medical
Enhancements & Posthumanity, (New York: Routledge. 2007), 8.
2
Wolfe, Cary. What is Posthumanism?, Vol. 8, (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2010), 89-90.
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D. H. Lawrence and Elizabeth Bishop, Greek and Roman mythology, certain types of
anthropology – all things which have a tendency to examine the human as part of a wider,
interconnected set of material and immaterial threads.

My practice also draws quite significantly from medieval literature and imagery as a way to
think about the history of Western ideas; specifically, where they sprung from and how they
developed over time. In particular, I use medieval art and literature as a way try to think
through the Western relationship of how we (white, capitalist, colonialist, patriarch) relate to
animals and the “natural” world. I am interested in the medieval period as one which is not
radically discontinuous with our own. I believe it is worth examining because it presents a
form of humanism that is both familiar to us (postmedieval writer Karl Steel argues that that
medieval philosophy “continually defined and defended a concept and practice of human
supremacy” that still exists today) but was also a time where the lines between human and
animal, spirit and body and rational and irrational were contested and malleable in ways that
have some parallels for posthumanist thinking.3

I am also interested in the Middle Ages as period historically defined as medial and inbetween. Like the idea of ‘the animal,’ the period of the Middle Ages is defined
terminologically only in terms of what it lacks – for instance, the Classical learning and
In his text “Medieval: Bodies, Language and Freedom” Steel writes that no medieval word in French, English,
or Latin functioned exactly like the modern English or French words ‘animal’ and that “a great deal of medieval
art and literature is indifferent or even hostile to any systematic effort to cordon humans off from other life.”
Steel concludes that “Confronting the medieval inheritance requires upsetting claims of bodily integrity, rational
language, and especially beliefs in individual free choice and agency that persist spectrally even in efforts to get
‘beyond’ the human.” Cary Wolfe also addresses this, writing in “Human, All Too Human: ‘Animal Studies’ and
the Humanities” that, “As any medievalist or early modern scholar will tell you, the question of the animal
assumes, if anything, even more centrality in earlier periods; indeed, recent and emerging scholarship suggests a
picture in which the idea of the animal that we have inherited from the Enlightenment and thinkers such as
Descartes and Kant is better seen as marking a brief period (if the formative one for our prevailing intellectual,
political, and juridical institutions) bookended by a pre- and posthumanism that think the human/animal
distinction quite otherwise.”Steel, Karl. “Medieval: Bodies, Language and Freedom” in Clarke, Bruce, and
Rossini, Manuela Herausgeber. The Cambridge Companion to Literature and the Posthuman. Cambridge
Companions to Literature. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2016), 11.Wolfe, Cary. “Human, All Too
Human: ‘Animal Studies’ and the Humanities,” pmla 124, no. 2 (2009), 565.
3
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culture of the time before it and the Humanism, Renaissance and Scientific Revolution of the
time that followed. Like the animal, the Middle Ages have been historically designated as
lesser, as mute, as brutish and unsophisticated, a great undifferentiated unknown. Thus, I am
interested in reinterrogating those classifications. I draw on the idea of prominent
postmedieval posthumanist writer Jeffrey Jerome Cohen that “mediality provides some
surprisingly good tools for thinking about time outside of linearity” and, I would add, for
rethinking about the linear divisions between supposedly separate things: before/after,
human/animal, male/female and so on. Cohen writes: “Historicist pronouncements of inherent
rigor and the singularity of truth have made life rather difficult, for example, for feminists,
queers, and those who believe a text might demonstrate a temporal heterogeneity irreducible
to the inscription of the present, or those who hold that no temporal moment owns a total
ethos.” He describes the Middle Ages as being in a “temporal disconnect” which has made it
easy to ally with a critical “post” – particularly posthumanism. I am not presenting medieval
works as examples of a posthumanist or even prehumanist philosophies, despite their
chronological positioning in a pre-Cartesian, pre-Scientific Revolution, pre-Renaissance time
(although Cohen, for instance, states that medieval philosophy was already posthumanist).4
However, I do think there is critical value in examining elements of the culture of this period.

I am particularly interested in medieval manuscripts, which are both artwork and books,
images and text, and are multi-temporal in their modality. They are texts which often have no
delineated point of origin, proliferate into multiple copies over multiple centuries and are
reinterpreted and retranslated across many languages.5 Cohen writes that, “Manuscript culture
However, Cohen’s assertion that in the medieval period human identity was “despite the best efforts to those
who possess[ed] it to assert otherwise—unstable, contingent, hybrid, discontinuous” could be applied equally to
any era, I think.
Cohen, Jeffrey Jerome. Medieval Identity Machines. Vol. 35. (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota
Press, 2003), 11.
5
Cohen, Jeffrey Jerome. “In the Middle of the Early Modern.” Journal for Early Modern Cultural Studies 13,
no. 3 (2013): 130.
4
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can be strikingly different from print, demanding an account of the varied time of objects
rather than of anthropocentric history” and I see this as resonating with my cross-media and
cross-temporal approach to art and research as well as the critical program of discursive
reading of human/non-human relations that I am attempting to undertake.6 Medieval
manuscripts are also explicitly related to the body – they are made of animal skin, made to be
touched, and consist of writing that is intended to be reproduced orally.7 In her book Reading
in Medieval St. Gall, medieval scholar Anna A. Grotans writes that during this period, “All
texts were usually read aloud, be it to an audience or sotto voce to oneself, and as a result,
hearing rather than sound dominated in the reading process . . . books were intended as much
for the ears as for the eyes, and authors wrote them for this reception explicitly or implicitly in
mind.” 8 This complication of the concept of internal/external, mind/body again ties in with
my aforementioned concerns regarding the interrogation of accepted binary divides such as
those between “animal” and human. Additionally, this particular link between reading and
saying can be seen in the importance of storytelling and sound in my artwork, which I explore
more thoroughly in the following section.

Fieldwork and the researcher as subject (methodologies)

I consider my practice to be interdisciplinary, stretching across research, art and writing, in
which each practice is entwined with the others. This interdisciplinary approach can be seen
across the work of many contemporary artists whose work is relevant to mine; for example,
those who blur the lines between research and artwork, such as Yto Barrada, Christodoulos

Ibid.
Walker, Alison Tara. “The Boundless Book: A Conversation between the Pre-modern and Post-human” Digital
Humanities Quarterly 7, no. 1 (2013)
8
Grotans, Anna A. Reading in Medieval St. Gall. 13. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006), 19.
6
7
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Panayiotou’s Two Days After Forever (2015), Joan Jonas’ They Come To Us Without A Word
(2015) and Charles Avery’s project The Islanders (2015). Tue Greenfort’s The Worldly
House (2012) at Documenta, a swan house on a lake converted into a library and collection of
video artworks related to Donna Haraway’s writing, is another good example of this. Others
similarly cross between art and writing, such as Frances Stark, Ceal Floyer, Robert Smithson
or Gerry Bibby, or work between pedagogy and performance (A Constructed World, Falke
Pisano, Mark Leckey’s Cinema in the Round (2008), for instance).

A Constructed World’s work Explaining Contemporary Art to Live Eels is a particularly good
example of this type of trans or interdisciplinary art practice, and one that resonates strongly
with my own area of interest. Conceived of as an ongoing performative project, Explaining
Contemporary Art to Live Eels involves guest speakers giving lectures on contemporary art to
live eels, which are then released back into the wild. The project manifests as the
performances, a website with video recordings of the lectures, images and other related
ephemera, and a translation of these combined performances into a gallery context as an
archive (in which the live eels are represented as copper sculptures and are surrounded by
various objects from previous performances).9

Exploring topics similar to my subject matter, Explaining Contemporary Art to Live Eels is a
critical investigation of the human/non-human divide. Like my attempts to share bread rolls
with fish (see Chapter 3), there is a performance of attempted connection with a (fishy) nonhuman and the failure of that gesture. Additionally, like my lip-syncing of poems to the
opening and closing mouth of an aquarium eel (Five Minutes with a Moray Eel), there is an
interest in communication, translation and mistranslation across human/non-human bodies.
There are also methodological similarities. Explaining Contemporary Art to Live Eels uses
See documentation of the project at http://speechbroughtback.com/acw/?cat=4

9
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humour and the absurd to destabilise accepted notions of human/non-human interactions and
utilises institutional structures such as fieldwork and academia to critique the notion of
“objective” knowledge-making.10 In terms of dissemination and presentation, Explaining
Contemporary Art to Live Eels’ use of the voice, the storytelling mode of the lecture and the
gallery as an archival space for the presentation of research has parallels to my research.
However, I also note that there are a number of divergences between Explaining
Contemporary Art to Live Eels and my own work, the first of which being that I do not use
the bodies of non-humans as objects to think within a gallery space. Rather, throughout my
work, I ensure that my interactions with the non-human are either “on their own turf” (in the
field) or in a mediated form, as already-translated, already-interpreted – a video of an eel in an
aquarium, a mosaic of a whale, a photo of a cat. I am attempting to avoid presenting the living
animal body as an isolated abstraction to be used for human concerns and to keep the idea that
our approach to the non-human is always mediated to the fore. In some ways, the primary
“live” body present in my work is my own, as both the artist, researcher and animal in one.
Secondly, although my work is contemporary art, it does not take contemporary art as its
subject in the same way as A Constructed World’s work does. Thirdly, although my work
does involve collaborators, the performative and subjective centre of my research is, in many
ways, me. Explaining Contemporary Art to Live Eels undermines the structures of research
and academic dissemination by reperforming them intact to a mute/uncomprehending eelschool; it is the audience, the non-human as audience, which forms the criticality in the work.
I argue that some of the criticality in my work lies in the performance of the researcher, the
conflation of my position as both the artist, researcher and animal body in one.

This approach obviously was not pioneered by A Constructed World. Joseph Beuys’ How to Explain Pictures
to a Dead Hare (1965) is a clear reference for Explaining Contemporary Art to Live Eels. A Constructed
World’s work also has parallels to Beuys’ I Like America and America Likes Me (1974) in its use of live animals
in a gallery space.
10
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Much of the artwork and writing in this research project manifests from travel to see
particular artworks or places of artistic significance in person. Instead of treating these objects
in isolation or as autonomous works, I have chosen to embed them or bracket them within
wider fields – translating academic conventions and methodologies through the personal, the
fictive and the conversational, and foregrounding my own “voice,” body, or an imaginative
version of this. In doing so, I am attempting to signpost the structures and limits within which
my own research resides in order to critique the idea of an “objective” researcher. I see my
approach as having similarities to sociologist Pierre Bourdieu’s reflexive sociology. Bourdieu
writes that the necessity of the reflexive return is “a principle that leads to constructing
scientific objects into which the relation of the analyst to the object is not unconsciously
projected.” 11 Similarly, in being critical of unconscious or unquestioned divisions between
human and non-human, I feel the necessity of being critical of the way in which my research
on this topic is itself constructed. As such, I view my research as a type of poetic or artistic
“fieldwork,” where the researcher is not removed from her subject (the subject being both the
topic of human-non-human relations, the research around this, and the artwork), but is
enmeshed and complicit in its construction.

Although I call my research practice “fieldwork,” it is not site-specific in the sense of being
grounded in a particular geographical location. The sites I visit are not locus for my artwork.
Nor, really, is the gallery, which I see as a space for presenting research rather than the
primary space in which the art happens. This methodology could be said to fall under the
He writes, specifically in relation to academic research, of the “essential bias . . . in the invisible determinations
inherent in the intellectual posture itself, in the scholarly gaze, that he or she casts upon the social world. As soon
as we observe (therein) the social world, we introduce in our perception of it a bias due to the fact that, to study
it, to describe it, to talk about it, we must retire from it more or less completely. This theoreticist or intellectualist
bias consists in forgetting to inscribe, into the theory we build of the social world, the fact that it is the product of
a theoretical gaze, a ‘contemplative eye.’ A genuinely reflexive sociology must avoid this ‘ethnocentrism of the
scientist’ which consists in ignoring everything that the analyst injects in his perception of the object by virtue of
the fact that he is placed outside of the object, that he observes it from afar and from above.”
Pierre Bourdieu, Quoted in L. D. Wacquant, “Towards a Reflexive Sociology: A Workshop with Pierre
Bourdieu,” Sociological Theory 7 (1989): 35.
11
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umbrella of site-oriented art, in the definition put forward by Miwon Kwon in her text “One
Place After Another.” Kwan writes: “the site is now structured (inter)textually rather than
spatially, and its model is not a map but an itinerary, a fragmentary sequence of events and
actions through spaces, that is, a nomadic narrative whose path is articulated by the passage of
the artist.”12 The site of my project is a series of actions, texts, experiences; a field of
knowledge or discursive space.

I am concerned with “in-the-flesh-ness,” whether that be getting face to face with eels,
visiting 13th century mosaics of Jonah and the Whale or flipping through medieval illuminated
manuscripts, attempting to find the spot where a cat used to sleep 100 years ago, or simply
foregrounding my own body or perspective as a researcher/artist in my work. Related to this, I
blur the lines between research and artwork and deliberately insert my own failures, humour,
playfulness, pleasure and personal conversations into my work. I also reference and cite the
thoughts of my peers and loved ones alongside the more accepted research sources I use. I am
concerned with properly acknowledging what is not necessarily collaboration, but more a
cross-pollination or sphere of influence that shapes my practice and research. I see these
strategies as an attempt to resist monolithic or stable versions of authorship when it comes to
art and research. It is a way of giving visibility to the role of the personal, the subjective in the
creation of knowledge – to use the apparatus of academic research to highlight what is often
invisible or excluded from such discourses. I align this with what Mina Livholts in her
introduction to “Emergent Writing Methodologies in Feminist Studies” describes as a
post/academic, interdisciplinary and postdisciplinary approach – a qualitative, often
experimental, reflexive way of writing research that “embod[ies] contradictions, messiness
Kwon also notes that “the distinguishing characteristic of today’s site-oriented art is the way in which both the
art work’s relationship to the actuality of a location (as site) and the social conditions of the institutional frame
(as site) are subordinate to a discursively determined site that is delineated as a field of knowledge, intellectual
exchange, or cultural debate.” Kwon, Miwon. One Place After Another: Site-specific Art and Locational
Identity. (Cambridge, Mass: MIT Press, 2004).
12
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and doubts” and has a powerful agency for transforming views of knowledge.13

Dissemination – storytelling

The manifestation of this research (as a play, a lecture, a pamphlet, a performance, a slide
projection and a soundtrack) centres primarily around the mode of storytelling as a way of
communicating ideas. In “The Storyteller’” Walter Benjamin writes about how storytelling
“does not attempt to convey the pure essence of the thing, like information or a report. It sinks
the thing into the life of the storyteller, in order to bring it out of him again.”14 I see my
research in a similar light. As the storyteller, I am always part of the work. My voice, or my
body, is the vehicle of the research – it is not objective,but mapped to and formed by my
experiences;and it is site-specific to me. At the same time, though, also like a story, it is light,
portable, often ephemeral, similar to a speech, a play, or a PowerPoint presentation. It is, for
the most part, made to be transmitted;,it is made for other bodies to receive and potentially
transmit again.

I am considering storytelling as a form that is not only written but also spoken, in the
aforementioned Benjaminian sense, with the oral element being an important part of the
communication of a narrative.15 Most of what I create, including this exegesis, is made to be
(and has been) said, by me, to bodies in a room. Each chapter has been performed aloud, to
colleagues in a lecture theatre (Chapter 1), to visitors in a gallery (Chapter 2) or to friends in
my studio (Chapter 3). A number of elements of my exhibition are based on spoken
performance or sound. The role of the spoken word and sound in my work ties back to my
Livholts, Mona. Emergent Writing Methodologies in Feminist Studies. Routledge Advances in Feminist Studies
and Intersectionality ; 7. (New York: Routledge, 2012), 3–5.
14
Benjamin, Walter. “The Storyteller: Reflections on the Work of Nikolai Leskow.” Illuminations: Essays and
Reflections. (New York: Schocken, 1969), 367.
15
Benjamin writes: “Experience which is passed on from mouth to mouth is the source from which all storytellers
have drawn.” Ibid, 362.
13
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concern with human–non-human relations and noise/sound/the sound-making body as a
shared space of animal communication. Not all animals are literate, but most speak in some
form or another. To me, sound is the language of the non-human.

In terms of structure and tone, the approach I am using for this text – my use of narrative,
poetics and the personal, and my use of relatively simple, casual language – draws from the
writing style of Rebecca Solnit, Jane Bennett, Gary Snyder, Italo Calvino, Ursula Le Guin,
among others. These authors look at the intersections between human and non-human and are
conscious of keeping the “everyday-ness”’of their authorial voices to the fore. They play with
literary structures; for example, telling quantum physics through fables and philosophy,
ethology and ecology through poetry, employing personal anecdotes, diary entries and,fiction
woven with fact. Donna Haraway, Rosi Braidotti,and Australian writers Freya Matthews and
Elspeth Propen also utilise this technique.16 I see this as part of a critical, feminist
methodology or what Donna Haraway calls a “feminist objectivity” which “is about limited
location and situated knowledge, not about transcendence and splitting of subject and
object.”17 Within the field of art -history, T. J. Clark’s Sight of Death, a book-length series of
personal diary entries, research and poems about his repeated visits to two Nicolas Poussin
paintings, also has some parallels.18

I would also characterise my work as being part of a what Mike Brennan calls a neonarrational stream in contemporary art – artists who are engaged in creating stories. Brennan
describes neo-narrational artists as actively mining cultural history as a generative source of
See, for instance Propyn’s text “Women Following Fish in a More-than-human World” and Freya Matthews’
“Without Animals Life is not Worth Living.” Probyn, Elspeth. “Women Following Fish in a More-than-human
World.” Gender, Place & Culture 21, no. 5 (2014): 589–603, Mathews, Freya. “Without Animals Life is not
Worth Living.” Between the Species 13, no. 7 (2007): 4–32.
17
Haraway, Donna. “Situated Knowledges: The Science Question in Feminism and the Privilege of Partial
Perspective.” Feminist Studies 14, no. 3, (1988): 583.
18
Clark, Timothy J. The Sight of Death: An Experiment in Art Writing. (London: Yale University Press, 2006).
16
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reference, using narrative while often being critical and self-aware of its seductiveness and
playful with its construction. Brennan also asserts that neo-narrative art draws much of its
influence from literary modernism.19 He writes: “Neo-narration not only marks an emphatic
return to highly intentional, highly controlled narrative, it particularly prioritises narration
itself and the manifold ways in which stories can be told. With words rather than images lying
at its heart, even the artefacts or environments that commonly support neo-narrational practice
are specific to an overall narrative thrust; serving, essentially, as illustrations to a story.”20

There are potential risks with this type of approach: poetics and storytelling can be a cover for
a lack of intellectual rigour and critical depth can be sacrificed for friendliness and
accessibility. After attending the Whale lecture that I held at my studio, the artist Briony
Galligan also pointed out that framing my words (or work) primarily as narratives and by
making them colloquial, as I do, involves an element of manipulation.21 This kind of
structured ease or breeziness tries to insidiously lull the listener into agreeing with me while I
am pretending all the while not to make an argument. How do you disagree with someone
who is just telling you a story? The artist Georgina Criddle touched on a related issue after
In his article “Neo-Narration: Stories of Art,” Mike Brennan writes: “Because in their quest to develop
logocentric artistic narrative, neo-narrationists refer heavily to relevant disciplines, particularly, of course,
literature. And the models they most frequently emulate are those provided by 20th century textual innovation:
modernism and, to a lesser degree, postmodernism itself. Imagine, for example, works in which time becomes
fragmentary and non-linear, the past, present or future compounded into a complex narrative strand. Narrational
formats gleaned from various areas of cultural production support fictional thrust: songs; newspaper reports;
advertising slogans; quotations and onomatopoeiac ‘sound effects’ are all used to illustrate, expand and sustain
storyline. Various voices contribute distinctive viewpoints, their identities ranging from the credible to the
bizarre, ambiguous or even entirely untrustworthy. Finally, the act of narration itself is highly self-conscious,
constantly seeking ways to redefine what, exactly, it might actually consist of. While an apt description of the
strategies consistently employed by neo-narrative art, such concerns are equally intrinsic to seminal works of
literary modernism.”
Mike Brennan. “Neo-Narration: Stories of Art,”” Modern Edition. Accessed 12/11/2016.
http://www.modernedition.com/art-articles/neo-narration/neo-narration.html.
20
As a counterpoint to this, I would argue that images or objects are often at the heart of my work alongside texts
(an image of Alexander the Great under the sea, a mosaic of a whale, a stone step). However these central
images are, themselves, almost always illustrations – accompaniments or elucidators of a specific story. As per
this neo-narrational tendency, the images are also almost always translated into something else – sound or
writing, a notation. My supervisor Spiros Panigirakis says there is a visual impoverishment to my artwork, a
deliberate stripping back of visuality. I would say that the energy of the visual is reinvested into other channels –
there is a denseness to the play Alexander for A and B, for instance, which to me mirrors the richness and
condensed nature of the illuminated miniature illustrations it is based on.
21
Briony Galligan (artist), in conversation with the author, Melbourne, September 2016.
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reading my Alexander the Great script: are my playfulness and refusal to take a strong or
unambiguous stance actually luxuries accorded by my privileged position as a white
Australian woman?22 Are these the thinking tools of someone who is comfortable in their
position, and doesn't need to use sharp weapons to defend themselves?23

I acknowledge these problems; my chosen style can be manipulative and I do benefit from my
privilege. However, I still think there is merit in such a methodology. It is a deliberate, and
political tactic. I would argue using the deceptively simple and small, such as personal
anecdotes, humour and the different structures of storytelling, both undermines and redefines
ideas of what a particular voice needs to sound like in order to be heard. It is tied up in my
approach to research elucidated above: it is a way to foreground and give weight to an
authoritativeness which is specific and personal rather than institutional (or reiterating its
value within the institutional). I aim to use language in an inclusive way while still
communicating complex and challenging ideas, and to acknowledge the role storytelling plays
in world-building.24

Georgina Criddle (artist), in conversation with the author, Melbourne, September 2016.
Jeff Hearn’s text “Writing as intimate friends...” in the collection of essays Emergent Writing Methodologies in
Feminist Studies is a particularly good example of this mix of friendliness, criticality, self-reflexivity, poetics
and the personal. The text reflects on other texts in the volume, humorously brings in the author’s digressive and
distracted process of writing the article itself, muses on the author’s past and cultural position. At one point in
the text, Hearn asserts that “Writing reflexively does not in itself make an ounce of difference; being reflexive,
especially for the powerful. It creates some more space, to occupy and take, elaborate. Writing reflexively is
necessary for political work, but it is not enough in itself.” Hearn, Jeff. “Writing as Intimate Friends…: How
Does Writing Profeminist Research Become Methodologically Challenging?” in Livholts, Mona. Emergent
Writing Methodologies in Feminist Studies (New York: Routledge, 2012), 191.
24
Posthumanist writer and physicist Karen Barad writes, for instance, that, “I find myself experimenting with
different narrative registers. Increasingly, I find myself drawn to poetics as a mode of expression, not in order to
move away from thinking rigorously but, on the contrary, to lure us toward the possibilities of engaging the force
of imagination in its materiality.” In line with Jeff Hearn’s comment above regarding the political nature of
poetic or reflexive writing, I am not arguing that this approach is a way of solving political problems, but that it
does provide some way of widening spaces in which political or ethical work can happen. Barad, Karen. “On
Touching—The Inhuman That Therefore I Am.” differences 23, no. 3, (2012): 206–223.
22
23
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Confessions

There are some seemingly undisciplined elements present throughout my work. At the
aforementioned Whale lecture, Georgina Criddle also asked me: “Are you okay with being
accused of not doing ‘proper academia’?”25 For example, I give weight to the specifics of the
bodily experience while at the same time focusing on seemingly abstracted versions of the
non-human body – literary texts, poems, medieval artworks. I combine uncontextualised
“New Criticism” style close readings with sometimes lavish, exuberant or tenuous political
theoretical extrapolations. My work is not medium, period or genre specific. I approach
theorists like they are paintings or literature and friends as if they are theorists, and I cherry
pick influences, sources and ideas
from a motley grab bag of resources. I privilege my own experience and I do not draw strong
distinctions between the analysis of my work and the work itself; that is, between me the
reflector-on-art and me the artist. I also don't pledge allegiance or commitment to any theory
or theorist in particular. The location of these decisions and techniques within “proper
academia” may be questioned by some, but I think I've shown they still have the potential to
create critical work.

I frame my approach within the post-(literary) theory umbrella, which posits, essentially, that
“theory” is something you do rather than a thing that you subscribe to or take on. It is the act
of being critical, of theorising. The Reader’s Guide to Contemporary Literary Theory
describes this idea of theory as “understood less as a body of texts or positions than an
Georgina Criddle (artist), in conversation with the author, Melbourne, September 2016.

25

Although the study of visual arts is well established within academies, postgraduate visual art practice
has a newer and more precarious place within the institution, and is therefore still arguably relatively fluid as a
discipline.
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activity: one which brings a critical skepticism to taken-for-granted assumptions about
institutions, social, sexual, economic relations, and conceptions of subjective, cultural and
transcultural identities.”26 Film theorist Roger Rawlings calls it a kind of hybridisation of
external and internal – close reading and context in one. He describes it as essentially as
making art while analysing it at the same time. He writes: “The contextualizing close reader is
always at one with the art and the artist; she is always blowing her own mind.”27

I have aimed to create a written commentary and documentation which will form a
complementary work which resonates with the visual approach – offering complications and,
diversions, exposing tensions and drawing connections. I want to try to tease out or recreate
some of the labyrinthine process of sparks and failures and discoveries that my way of making
art actually consists of. I think that, while not necessarily an in-depth exploration of particular
theories or theorists, my work is still theoretical and still critical. I hope here, as Benjamin
says a good story does, to create a narrative which “achieves an amplitude that information
lacks.”28

Selden, Raman., Widdowson, Peter, and Brooker, Peter. A Reader's Guide to Contemporary Literary Theory.
4th ed. (London; New York: Prentice Hall/Harvester Wheatsheaf, 1997), 280.
27
Roger Rawlings, “Consensus: Close Reading in Context.” The Cine Files (2011), accessed 07/11/16,
http://www.thecine-files.com/current-issue-2/articles/consensus-close-reading-in-context/
28
Benjamin, Walter. “The Storyteller,” 366.
26
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CHAPTER 1: MIKE THE CAT

This first piece of writing operates in parallel to a trip to the British Museum in which I
attempted to make a sound recording of and maybe lie down on and make notes about, a shiny
patch of worn stone that a cat used to sleep on about 100 years ago. I went to London and met
with one of the researchers at the Museum but she was unsure as to where the spot was. We
looked but didn't find it. I'm keeping this writing in my exegesis because it is still part of the
research process. Even though it did not manifest in a visible artwork, it’s still part of the
ballast of my research ship. The writing takes the form of a pamphlet to mirror the document I
was responding to, which was also a short publication with images. The report on my attempt
to find the shiny stone is presented as a coda to this chapter.
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Mike the cat
----------------------------------------------------

figure 1: Wallis Budge, E. A.‘Mike’ The Cat who Assisted in Keeping the Main Gate of the British Museum from
February 1909 to January 1929 (Bungay; Suffolk: Clay & Sons, Ltd., 1929).
Accessed 05/09/15, http://www.slideshare.net/britishmuseum/mike-the-cat-w-budge-1929.

The above is the front page of a pamphlet which was compiled in 1929 to memorialise the
death of Mike, a cat who helped guard the main gate of the British Museum for 20 years. In
17

this chapter, I am going to explore how this text portrays Mike as a socio-political animal,
Mike’s relationships (relational Mike) and Mike as a body (material Mike).

There is a common tendency to abstract animals -– to see them as children, as food, as
resources, as metaphorical tools for exploring human politics, economies, agency and ethics,
or art objects or readymades. The lived experience of the non-human in Western cultures is
often remote, displaced, or hijacked, from factory farming to ‘fur babies;’ from Mickey
Mouse to artist Paola Pivi’s formal compositions of live white animals. Keeping this in mind,
this piece of writing is intended as a demonstration of a methodology which complicates these
approaches to the non-human, taking the form of a close reading of a text or text portrait of
Mike, trying throughout to actualise a cat what is both poetic and materially specific. I am
attempting to reassesses assumptions about pet/owner, care/responsibility, wild/tame
and,human/animal definitions and relationships, combining the human-centric/metaphorical
with the specifics of animal materiality and relationality –through what I consider a form of
zoo-poetic fieldwork. Through mapping some of the differences, overlaps and connections
between the above three Mike-animal zones (the socio-political, relational and material) in
this text, I aim to find a more nuanced approach of the terrain of the non-human, one which is
both solider (an attentiveness to the specifics of Mike’s bodily experience) and also fuzzier
(Mike as a diffuse and multi-faceted being).

As such, positioning myself as a woman arguing for the problematising of representations of
‘the animal’ can also be taken as a reflection of my engagement with writers such as Rosi
Braidotti and Donna Haraway, who link an attentiveness to the non-human with the concerns
of feminism and the wider questioning of Western philosophical binaries such as the
nature/culture divide. Braidotti, in her text “Animals, Anomalies, and Inorganic Others,”
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writes that “Becoming animal, minoritarian, or world speaks to my feminist self, partly
because my sex, historically speaking, never made it into full humanity, so my allegiance to
that category is at best negotiable and never to be taken for granted,”1 while Donna Haraway
notes in her Companion Species Manifesto that she sees “Dog writing as a branch of feminist
theory, or the other way around.”2 Just as the category of ‘animal’ conventionally occupies a
position as other to ‘human’ in Western thought, so woman occupies a position of other to
man, nature a position of other to culture, and so on. Systems of domination interconnect and
perpetuate each other, so I would argue that addressing and questioning notions of ‘the animal
other’ therefore places this research as part of a wider matrix of environmentalist, feminist
and posthumanist discourse.

Although this piece of writing calls for an approach to animals which is pluralistic, nuanced
and attentive to the specifics of individual non-human experiences, I am well aware of the
limitations and problems around using Mike to do this. Taking a long-dead cat and exploring
his existence solely through a small compilation of images and texts to argue for a less
abstracted approach to animals is problematic, to say the least, while using metaphor and
poetics while advocating for greater attendance to the specifics of materiality is also a tricky
line to tread. I do not significantly differentiate between the differing text sources within the
pamphlet, treating it really as a kind of ‘whole’ and I do not acknowledge the existence of a
Mike outside of the text – for all intents and purposes, in this paper, Mike and the text are one
and the same.

1

Haraway, Donna Jeanne. The Companion Species Manifesto : Dogs, People, and Significant Otherness.
8. (Chicago: Prickly Paradigm Press, 2003), 3.
2
Braidotti, Rosi. “Animals, Anomalies, and Inorganic Others.” PMLA 124, no. 2 (2009): 531.
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Most definitely, this is wobbly territory. But these problems are partially the point, I think.
They are the inescapability of translation, abstraction and mediation when it comes to trying
to research the non-human. I can’t touch Mike – he’s been gone for nearly 100 years – and
even if I could I couldn’t really access his sense of what it is to be Mike, his embodied
materiality. The problem is how to acknowledge this and still continue, and to prove that this
is worthwhile. So, take this note as a feeling-out of the limits of my strategies and how they
impact on the thing I am attempting to measure. But, I will continue anyway because, despite
the failures inherent in this work, I remain hopeful for an expanded (or complicated or more
subtle) sense of what it is to be Mike, or even just what it is to be a human looking at Mike.
It’s a portrait, and still an abstracted one (a bit like Durer’s rhino), but hopefully I’ve captured
a few good angles of Mike in the process.

So to Mike, or “Mike”, the document through which Mike exists to me. The pamphlet,
published in the late 1920s, which has been scanned and digitised and is now publicly
available online, consists of a short introduction by Mike’s closest human, Sir Ernest Wallis
Budge, three newspaper articles (two from when he was alive and one obituary), two
photographs and a drawing of Mike, and a poem by a museum employee who knew him
personally. The individual items in this collection of texts sometimes give repeating or
conflicting information about his life, and together form a document in which nobody is an
authority on Mike. From the very start, he is a nebulous, shifting cat.

20

figure 2: Wallis Budge, E. A.‘Mike’ The Cat, 9.

Let’s start by looking at Mike as a socio-political – that is, an institutional, historical and
political –animal (with expectations of bleed into other categories as per my push for
fuzziness). Mike first appeared as a stray kitten, deposited on the doorstep by another, less
favoured museum cat (the cat was less favoured as it had been accidentally locked in the
library and had shredded the spines of a number of books) early in the spring of 1908.3 Mike
had two homes in the museum – one with the keeper of the Egyptian antiquities and cat
mummies, Sir Wallis Budge, and the other with the gatekeepers of the institution.4

Wallis Budge, E. A.‘Mike’ the Cat who Assisted in Keeping the Main Gate of the British Museum from
February 1909 to January 1929 (Bungay; Suffolk: R. Clay & Sons, Ltd., 1929), 2.
4
Ibid., 4.
3
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Mike and mummies

In the pamphlet, much is made of the association between Mike and the antiquities keeper, Sir
Wallis. One article presents the relationship as a natural affinity where “Mike . . . attached
himself to the Keeper of Egyptian Antiquities because of the care which that official bestowed
on the mummies of Egyptian cats,” depicting it through the genetic-cultural pull of a longshared interspecies history.5 However, another article from the Evening News professes a
more cynical view: “Mike’s feelings may not be unconnected with the bags of titbits Sir
Wallis sometimes produces for his favourite.” This references a more materially immediate
bond, perhaps.6

Mike and Sir Wallis’ relationship tells a story of cohabitation, coevolution and cross-species
sociality, a situation where genetics, environment and culture are entwined.7 Mike’s
mummified forebears bear testament to his species’ long entanglement with humans, starting
around 10,000 years ago when his wildcat ancestors are said to have been drawn to human
settlements to eat the mice which ate the grain stores – a mutually beneficial relationship.8 In
Egypt, Mike’s ancestors began their journey into semi-domestication, a study (“Comparative
analysis of the domestic cat genome reveals genetic signatures underlying feline biology and
domestication”) suggesting they were bred in their millions by ancient catteries for sale as
sacrifices in a culture whose reverence for cats meant they were killed to appease the gods,
with industrial-scale breeding proliferating certain physical and social characteristics.9 The
Wallis Budge, E. A.‘Mike’ the Cat, 7.
Ibid., 13.
7
Haraway, Donna Jeanne. The Companion Species Manifesto, 12.
8
Remerowski, Gaia. “The Cat’s Meow: Genome Reveals Clues to Domestication” . States News Service,
November 10, 2014, accessed 01/10/15, https://source.wustl.edu/2014/11/the-cat-meow-genome-reveals-cluesto-domestication.
9
Montague, Michael J., Gang Li, Barbara Gandolfi, Razib Khan, Bronwen L. Aken, Steven MJ Searle, Patrick
Minx et al. “Comparative analysis of the domestic cat genome reveals genetic signatures underlying feline
biology and domestication.” Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences 111, no. 48 (2014): 1723017235. found in Grimm, David. “Animal Domestication. The Genes That Turned Wildcats into Kitty Cats.”
5
6
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ongoing cat–human relationship is one that is not all purring and stroking and naps by the fire.
When you look at cat mummies, they seem quite cute, like toys, until you remember there’s a
cat in that cat. They are a like a shadowy chorus in Mike’s story, whispering of the mutability
of his catness and our humanness in, as Donna Haraway would call it, naturecultural terms.10

Mike’s territory

Next, let’s move to Mike’s other home at the gate of the museum, where he is described as
guarding the institution and chasing local dogs away (a “terror to dogs”).11 Arguably this is
more than just an imposition of anthropomorphised societal roles – his ‘job’ of guarding the
museum. It is a description of shared/appropriated structures, aligned goals, and the annexing
of space/power, where Mike’s own personal feline territory (that which dogs are not allowed
in) and the boundaries of the museum (both a physical and cultural territory, and also one
which dogs are not allowed in) become one, with Mike patrolling both at the same time. The
defendable space of Mike and the institution (manifested in the human guards) overlap. They
have a mutual interest in keeping the territory of British Museum under their control
and,enemy free.

This overlaid territory or parallel defence leads to Mike’s interests lying both with the
institution that oversees and delineates the space and the human individuals who physically
patrol it. In Companion Species Manifesto, Donna Haraway looks at the idea that these spaces
of mutual overlapping interest are where meaningful connections between humans and nonhumans are most possible or where interaction is most fruitful – when human and cat (or in
Science 346, no. 6211 (2014): 799; see also Jonathan Leake & Jamie McGinnes. “Ancient Egyptians’ Cat
Worship Led to Birth of Moggie.” Sunday Times, May 27, 2012.
10
Haraway, Donna Jeanne. The Companion Species Manifesto, 12.
11
Wallis Budge, E. A.‘Mike’ the Cat, 8.
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her case, dog) are united in a common purpose.12 She points towards dog agility training and
dogs on farms as examples of this, where the human and non-human in question must be
responsive and attentive to each other and can both achieve some kind of different but
nonetheless real satisfaction in this working relationship, each helping another to a goal.13

Mike as not-pet

Leading from this, Mike’s guard “job”’or territory has other resonances, the most compelling
of these being the idea of Mike as not-pet. It is emphasised in a number of cases throughout
the pamphlet that Mike is a street cat who appeared from nowhere – he has no pedigree in
human terms.14 He was taken in partially by museum employees but also by other museum
cats, who essentially raised him. Mike also hates almost all humans and loves to hunt. He is
defined and lauded as distinctly non pet-like.

This seems an opportune time to raise Deleuze and Guattari’s assertion in A Thousand
Plateaus that “Anyone who likes dogs or cats is a fool.”15 Steve Baker in his book The
This analogy is slightly loose, as Haraway’s ideas apply to dogs, which occupy a very different cultural
position to cats, and Mike’s guarding may be more of an example of parallel than cooperative actions. See
Haraway, Donna Jeanne. The Companion Species Manifesto, particularly her chapter “The Game Story” ’about
dog/human agility training (58-62).
13
I am not sure about this necessarily (and I know Donna Haraway also addresses the problems of the argument),
as it reminds me somewhat of stage parents insisting that it is their children are that are the driving force behind
endless rehearsals and regimented training – there are issues of power and control to think about, and what
human–animal “collaboration” really means. And, in terms of Mike, I would describe his and the guards’
behaviours as more parallel interests than working together. However, I bring this point up because I do think
there’s something valuable in Haraway’s willingness to enter the fray and engage with the specifics and day-today negotiations of human-non-human connections, rather than occupying a purely metaphysical realm. Her
descriptions of human–-dog relationships acknowledge the ambiguities of pet ownership and domestication but
do not discount these relationships on account of these. Rosi Braidotti also addresses this idea, speaking of the
importance of accounting for one’s perspective or position in all its imperfections, writing: “I situate myself at
the tail end of biopolitical regimes, amid the relentless consumption of all that lives. I am committed to start my
critical work from there, not from a nostalgic invention of an all-inclusive holistic ideal. I want to think from the
here and now.” Braidotti, Rosi. “Animals, Anomalies, and Inorganic Others.” PMLA 124, no. 2 (2009), 531.
14
The pamphlet reports that another museum cat, Black Jack, arrived at the official residence of the Keeper of the
Egyptian Cat Mummies with Mike, a kitten, in his mouth, “deposited his burden on the steps at the Keeper’s feet
and walked solemnly away.” Wallis Budge, E. A.‘Mike’ the Cat, 4.
15
Deleuze, Gilles, and Felix Guattari. A Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia. (trans. Brian
Massumi) (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1987), 265.
12
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Postmodern Animal argues that this approach articulates a romanticisation of the ‘wild
animal’ as a pure category in opposition to critical humans, where pets occupy a degraded or
mediocre zone between the two; neither the terrible glory of nature red in tooth and claw nor
the pure reason or critical self-reflection of the human mind.16

A number of other writers and artists, including George Gessert and Richard Iveson have
critiqued this distinction between humanity and ‘wild’ or ‘true’ nature in Deleuze and
Guattari’s conception of the domestic animal in A Thousand Plateaus. Iveson diagnoses it as
a perpetuation of the “macho ethic” underlying such discourse – where “Oedipal” pets, not
‘wild’ enough, are derided as sentimental, mediocre, and inherently worthy of their
subjugation. In Iveson’s critique, Deleuze and Guattari’s characterisations of animals in these
terms reiterates the very structures of oppression they are attempting to undermine.17 And,
picking up on this, it’s worth noting that the pamphlet describes Mike as vehemently disliking
(and attacking) almost all humans, but particularly women, who would try to stroke and ‘petify’ him. Mike is a particular combination of contributing member of society, and wild
untameable animal.18 The portrayal of Mike as ‘useful’, aggressive and, in gainful
employment, as possibly be seen as a framework to bring him into a masculine–-capitalist
sphere of ‘worth’, thus justifying an engagement with him in terms of love and respect while
evading accusations of sentimentality. Mike’s lack of adherence to the expectations of
Baker, Steve, The Postmodern Animal, (London: Reaktion Books, 2000), 166.
Iveson is critical of Deleuze and Guattari’s concept of an animal reality which is both homogenous and
radically discontinuous from that of human reality, and is conceived of only in relation to the human. He writes:
“An anthropomorphism made literal, made flesh, so to speak, dogs and cats are thus somehow humanized in
spite of their essential becoming. Within the reading being attempted here, however, both the ‘tame’ and the
‘wild’ are necessarily pure anthropomorphisms, a hierarchical ranking only in relation to the potential disclosure
of human becoming. Nonetheless, this division of a putatively homogeneous ‘animal reality’ solely for human
purposes—as the means of a theoretical disclosure of human ends—has devastating results for those
nonsubstitutable living beings who fall outside of the valorized category. Such contempt for the ‘pet’ and, to an
even greater extent, for those unmarked categories of ‘instrumentalized’ animals such as cows and sheep and of
those undomesticable animals who inhabit the domestic such as foxes and rats, thus amounts to a simple
prejudice for the victim of its own posited schema.”
Iveson, Richard. “Deeply Ecological Deleuze and Guattari: Humanism’s Becoming-Animal.”
Humanimalia: A Journal of Human/Animal Interface Studies 4, no. 2, (2013): 27.
18
“As for being stroked, many a fair hand has had its glove ripped up by a swift stroke of Mike’s claws.” Wallis
Budge, E. A.‘Mike’ the Cat, 8.
16
17
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domesticity (and as such, femininity) mean that the men writing the pamphlet and caring for
Mike are no longer cat-loving ‘fools,' but instead men showing another ‘man’ the respect he
deserves. Mike, as a non-pet-like, working cat, is reassuringly misogynist, capitalist and
violent.

Relational Mike – the non-human

I have looked at a few key aspects of Mike’s role in wider cultural structures, which was part
of my attempt to find a fuzzier cat – one whose edges are blurrier than you would expect, who
bleeds into different times and cultures and political and social concerns. There are aspects of
socio-political Mike which are relational, and vice-versa (furriness, again), but this section
particularly focuses on how he is portrayed as a particular being negotiating relationships with
specific others, namely cats, people, dogs and pigeons. Mike begins to become more wellrounded and more solid as an individual animal in this part.

It is here that Mike starts to occupy a less anthropocentric space. It’s quite striking in this
pamphlet that such a wide variety of non-human relationships are allowed of or attributed to
him. He is taken in by two cats, who help to raise him. He chases dogs from his territory, as
mentioned before. While one article merely asserts that Mike dreams of eating pigeons,
another relates in a very detailed manner Mike and a fellow cat’s method of stalking pigeons.
It is said Mike would ‘point’ like a dog and the other cat would drive these pigeons into a
corner, where the pigeons would faint and fall to the ground. The two cats would take a
pigeon each but preferred not to eat them, instead bringing them to the housekeeper in return
for beef, mutton and milk, while the pigeons were taken to a side room where they were given

26

food and water and would fly out the window again once recovered.19 There is a level of
specificity here which is important because it gives a feeling of Mike being defined not by his
relationships with humans, but being enmeshed in a wider web of idiosyncratic, locally
defined, specific interactions – Mike as having his own, Mike-defined, social life which is
outside of, but not beneath, human concerns.

Wallis Budge, E. A.‘Mike’ the Cat, 4.

19
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figure 3: Wallis Budge, E. A.‘Mike’ The Cat, 14.
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Mike as brother, Mike as other

As mentioned previously, Mike did not like the majority of humans, apart from a select few,
including the gatekeepers who cooked his food for him and “treated him as a man and
brother,” an interesting warping of evolutionary and family trees.20 The other to gain Mike's
approval was Sir Wallis Budge, the Egyptian cat mummy keeper, who was one of the only
humans allowed to pick Mike up. Mike is described as aloof, a cat who knew how to “keep
himself to himself.”21 A poem written in memory of Mike concludes “Old Mike! Farewell!
We all regret you, Although you would not let us pet you.”22 Apart from a possible
appreciation for the cultural trait of‘English reserve’ the texts illustrates Mike as, in some
ways, an unknowable being, not fully inscribed into the realm of human culture and
knowledge.23 In describing him as reserved, maybe there is a sense that Mike holds something
in reserve from his interactions with humans.

Look into Mike’s eyes (material Mike)

The reference to Mike’s reserve, the inaccessibility of him, taps into an uneasiness in how we
characterise that-which-is-not-human. Does Mike have a consciousness, a mind? Is it like
ours? Is he like a sleepwalker? A robot? Can he feel? What are the differences between me
and Mike? Are they a matter of degree or are they radical? Mike’s reserved or unknowable
gaze is maybe similar to that of Derrida’s little cat, who looked at him while he was naked in
the bathroom and caused him shame – the blank gaze which confronts the idea of what it is to
be called human or animal. Derrida writes, “As with every bottomless gaze, as with the eyes

Wallis Budge, E. A.‘Mike’ the Cat, 6.
Ibid., 9.
22
Ibid., 12.
23
I refer in more detail to this idea of unknowability and inaccessibility in relation to the non-human in Chapter 3
under the section “I’m not telling.”
20
21
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of the other, the gaze called animal offers to my sight the abyssal limit of the human.”24 What
is it to be observed by a cat? How does this differ from being observed by my cat? What is it
to be observed by ‘animals’ in the generic term? What do these questions mean for the
category of ‘human?’

In her book Creaturely Poetics: Animality and Vulnerability in Literature and Film, Anat
Pick talks about attentiveness to the “embodied” experience of creatures (human and nonhuman animals) as a way to productively encounter this “blank gaze” of the non-human.25 She
focuses on the shared kinship and vulnerability of living bodies, rather than notions of
personhood, subjectivity or thought.26 Here, Mike’s unknowableness becomes less about the
cat-as-subject looking back at me, than a point at which to consider Mike as a body, or as an
embodied being. This is the hardest part to get to about Mike in the collection of texts, for
pretty obvious reasons, but there are a few points in the pamphlet that address his bodilyness –
his worn- down teeth when he was old, the fish he enjoyed, his love of warmth and his death
when he could no longer eat.

Rather than searching for the equivalent of a human ‘mind,' or asking for recognition or
reciprocity from the non-human, I think this approach is about looking at Mike and not
needing Mike to look back in the same way; I.e., it is not his human-like qualities that make
Mike worthy of respect. And at a purely pragmatic level, the detailed descriptions of what
Mike liked to eat (he “preferred sole to whiting, and whiting to haddock, and sardines to
Derrida, Jacques. “The Animal That Therefore I Am (more to Follow).” Critical Inquiry 28, no. 2 (2002): 381.
Embodiment is a contested and amorphous term, but I take it to mean the consideration of the body as having a
central role in the meaning-making process of living creatures, rather than being separate from the mind.
Theories of embodiment, and more particularly feminist theories of embodiment, give importance to the idea of
the lived experience of the body and give accounts of the relations between bodies and selves, embedded in their
environments.
Lennon, Kathleen, “Feminist Perspectives on the Body,” The Stanford Encyclopedia of
Philosophy (Fall 2014 Edition), Edward N. Zalta (ed.), URL =
<https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/fall2014/entries/feminist-body/>.
26
Pick, Anat, Creaturely Poetics : Animality and Vulnerability in Literature and Film. (New York: Columbia
University Press, 2011).
24
25
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herrings; for cod he had no use whatsoever”) and the fact that he was fed throughout the
rationed war years even when humans went hungry, and with a special diet of soft food in his
old age, could indicate a concrete manifestation of this type of attentiveness and consideration
in the face of a what seems to have been a largely ungrateful, aggressive and indifferent
Mike.27

Mike’s stone shadow

Through this attempt at a critical analysis of the pamphlet “Mike,” I have tried to conjure a
cat that is both concrete and expanded – temporally, materially, relationally, politically,
culturally and socially. It is tempting to describe him as a sphinx, as one of the articles in the
pamphlet does, but for me this perpetuates a compartmentalisation, the idea of Mike as a
compilation of discrete parts, rather than complicating the categories of human/animal
themselves.28 It is a large and intricate thing that is a cat, Mike the cat, whose body is now
transformed into dust, who is actually a collection of photos and newspaper articles,
transferred into zeros and ones and here on a screen. The sphinx can’t quite do the job; it has a
definite break between the human head and the cat body, it is a cat-person-god-Mike, the
hyphens being the issue. As Eduardo Kohn says in his book How Forests Think: Toward an
Anthropology Beyond the Human, the hyphen preserves the division, and the Mike-sphinx
does not go “beyond the analytic of mixture.”29

So, I won’t make Mike a sphinx, and I think I won’t try and make Mike anything anymore,
that not really being my intention, and having pulled him various ways during the text but
hopefully not uncomfortably so – cats are very flexible after all. Instead, it might be in Mike’s
Wallis Budge, E. A.‘Mike’ the Cat, 6.
Ibid. 6.
29
Kohn, Eduardo. How Forests Think: Toward an Anthropology Beyond the Human. (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 2013), 34.
27
28
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stone shadow that we find a good way to finish. Mike had a favourite ledge at the museum
where he would go to curl up in the sun. Over the 20 years of his life, Mike wore the granite
of this spot to a smooth shine.30 The sun on one side, Mike’s appreciative body in the middle
and underneath, hollowed out, a kind of shadow in the stone made from time and a love of
warmth, the weight of his flesh and bones, the friction of his fuzz, the repetition of his
movements, the stone particles slowly mined and dispersed, carried in Mike’s fur, dropped
like breadcrumbs along his daily routes patrolling his territory, mingling with the dust from
the cat mummies in the museum embedded in the suit of the keeper who would gather Mike
into his arms. The stone shadow is maybe where Mike’s fuzziness and solidness meet,
creating a space for a Mike that is a truly specific, individual and rounded, but also diffuse,
cat.

“You can see how the hard granite of the porch is worn smooth by the impact of his feet and body over the
years.” Wallis Budge, E. A.‘Mike’ the Cat, 6.
30
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figure 4: Wallis Budge, E. A.‘Mike’ The Cat, 5.
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Postscript – the attempt to find the shiny stone

2/9/16

I am met by a very no-nonsense woman who leads me through the back of the museum and
out the side. She says it was highly unlikely that Mike had worn down any of the stones, and
that most of the architecture around his old haunts had been replaced. She is also sceptical of
the veracity of the newspaper articles in the “Mike” pamphlet. Apparently in the 1950s and
‘60s there were nearly a hundred cats at the museum, until someone complained that they
were neglected and “manky,” and they got rid of them. Now the museum has a mouse and rat
problem. At the inside of Sir Wallace Budge’s front door is a Rentokill rodent bait box.

We get to the spot she thinks Mike might have frequented. There’s a lot of construction going
on around and I can’t find a really likely place he would have slept and she can’t leave me
alone there and seems like she is in a hurry and I can’t get my camera to work. There's no
shiny stones anywhere.

On either side of the door to Budge’s residence are two thick metal rings sticking out from the
wall and from them hang small bronze cat tags which have “do not use” engraved on them.

We return to the foyer of the museum and she says she will send me a picture of Alfred
Hitchcock sitting next to two stone lions.

I delete the sound recording I made of the meeting without listening to it.

For some reason, I keep thinking about when Mum and I got Jasper, our cat, put down. He
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was 20. He was fluffy and handsome but cantankerous. Towards the end he got a bit funny in
the head and thought the bushes in the neighbour’s garden were enemies, and he slept in the
linen cupboard because he couldn’t jump up to his basket on top of the washing machine
anymore. When we took him to the vet that last time, they put a needle in his arm and he
powered down like someone going to sleep in fast forward. Afterwards we said to one
another, “Wow, that’s the way to go,” impressed. But when we went to bury his warm body in
a calico bag in the back garden Mum said: “Are you sure he’s not still alive?” I put him in
the bottom of the hole and covered him over and pulled a big potted tree over the spot, as a
marker, or to weigh him down.

35

36

CHAPTER 2: THE ANNOTATED ALEXANDER

After I tried to find the cat and failed, I went to the British Library to look at some illuminated
medieval manuscripts of Alexander the Great in a submarine under the sea. This turned into:
The Annotated Alexander an annotated version of the script Alexander for A and B.

The catalyst for this chapter was a picture I found in an illuminated manuscript from the
1300s. It’s a small painting of a man wearing a crown, lowered under the sea in a glass barrel,
with people in a boat above holding on to a chain to stop him from floating away. He’s
surrounded by fish. I was drawn to the picture because it's such a beautiful illustration of
some of the problems I'm interested in: what is my level of access to the non-human, what are
the limitations of this and what are the connections and differences between us?

The man in the barrel is Alexander the Great, the Greek king who waged war to create a huge
empire through Asia and northeast Africa in about 300 BC. Almost as soon as Alexander the
Great died, various stories and folktales began to spring up about his exploits and atrocities;
mixtures of fact and fiction, the historical and the legendary. The image is an illustration of
one of these stories – a tale where Alexander asks his soldiers to drop him into the sea in a
glass bathysphere, becoming the first human to explore under the water.

Around AD 345, an unknown author/collator referred to as Pseudo Calisthenes collected all
these different episodes or stories about Alexander together into one hybrid document known
as the Greek Romance of Alexander.31 Think of it as similar to Grimm’s fairy tales, or the
31

For a more detailed description of the document, see Bradbury, Nancy M. Writing Aloud: Storytelling
in Late Medieval England. (Urbana; Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 1998), 139.
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Bible, or 1001 Nights – it was a book telling multiple tales about Alexander’s life, stitched
together from various different sources and take various literary forms. This Greek Romance
of Alexander became extraordinarily popular, particularly throughout the Middle Ages, and
this collection of tales, which included the submarine story, was disseminated in numerous
translations and vernacular adaptations.32 Each of the myriad versions – Syriac, Persian,
Coptic, Arabic, Ethiopic and Hebrew, as well as English, French, Italian, Scandinavian and so
on – is slightly different, with each interpreter changing or deleting some parts of the original
Greek collection and adding others.

Hence we have one story, the‘Alexander in the submarine’ story, but many different iterations
of it and, along with that, many different images illustrating those reiterations. In line with
this, the play below refers to a series of iterations of the‘Alexander under the sea’ story, as
well as a number of other related medieval stories and images. The main text version I
referred to for the writing of this play was a Syriac interpretation of the story, which was
translated into English by E. A. W. Budge, the Egyptian cat mummy keeper at the British
Museum who held Mike in his arms.

This chapter consists of an annotated script, which is intended to be read aloud by two voices
as a performance. In the script below, the voices A and B tell a hybrid story of Alexander the
Great in the glass submarine (including references to Jonah and the Whale, medieval whaleislands and other tales). It is designed to be performed with an accompanying PowerPoint
projection of simple drawings, which are based on the relevant medieval illustrations, a
number of which I saw in person at the British Library. The reading of the play also has a
soundtrack: a recording of me having a bath, recorded from both above and below water level.
Throughout the performance, B loosely takes the role of speaking for the animals,
32

Berg, Beverly. “An Early Source of the “Alexander Romance” .” Greek, Roman and Byzantine Studies 14, no.
4 (1973): 381.
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asides/footnotes and, later on, the artist in this play structure. B is the secondary, the ‘other,'
but also the creator.

I have annotated the script to reveal the references and research behind it. The form is based
on a medieval gloss or text with explanations.33 I am putting this play here to explicitly put my
artwork front and centre for a bit, and to create a bridge between the cat and the final section,
the whale.

I am thinking particularly of the Ordinary Gloss, which medieval scholar Ryan McDermott calls “the foremost
vehicle for medieval exegesis.” It is a labyrinthine biblical exegetical text with multiple levels of commentary
and footnoting. McDermott writes: “In its manifold incarnations, the Gloss harnessed advanced design and
codicological technologies to shape scripture’s reception and empower readers to navigate a text that deviates
and diversifies just as much as it witnesses to its own unity.”
McDermott, Ryan. “The Ordinary Gloss on Jonah” PMLA 128, no. 2 (2013): 424-438.
33
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A) This is a story about Alexander the Great, we’re
reading it.
We’ve got a page
B) and some pictures to look at, or marginalia
really
A) no need for words
B) because here we are, two voices.
What year are we starting?
A) 1445.
So, Alexander is suspended in a barrel under the
sea, like in a proto submarine or a diving bell.
The barrel is made of glass. You can see into it and
he can see out of it

figure 5. Talbot Shrewsbury book.
London, British Library Royal MS 15
E vi, fol. 20v (c. 1445).

B) And he’s inside
Sometimes he’s lying down in there,
and sometimes sitting with his knees up, looking
cramped,
and sometimes standing
A)
The bubble, or barrel, it floats (hangs)
on the end of a long chain or piece of rope B) (a cord, say?)
A) -which leads up to a boat on the surface of the
water.
Usually there are men in the vessel and they are
holding the end of the rope,
stopping alexander from floating off
B) But, every now and again there is a woman
A) When?
B) about 1410, or a bit later.

figure 6. Weltchronik. LA, Getty, MS
33, fol. 220v. (c. 1400 —1410).

A) She’s letting the cord slip through her fingers
so Alexander will drift down,
to the bottom of the ocean,
and she can sail away.
B) In this version the woman has a lover,
and they’re making out,
And Alexander is looking skywards from under
the water
as if he can tell what’s going on up there
and he’s shitty about it,
but there’s nothing he can do
inside his barrel as he is
with the rope coiled uselessly
beside him on the sea floor
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This barrel, or glass bubble, is
remarkably reminiscent of the early
20th century ethologist Jacob von
Uexkull’s description of the umwelt
or ‘self-world’ that each living
creature inhabits, and through which
they derive meaning from their environment. Von Uexkull likened this
self-world to a soap bubble which
surrounds Alexander and only allows
certain aspects of the environment to
filter through into his experience.
In this bubbly world of umwelten,
the human experience is no longer
a central yardstick, but just one perspective among others, although of
course it is the most important to us.
Von Uexkull says there are as many
worlds as there are living beings.
There are many different, equally valid, perspectives. These pictures of Alexander show both underwater and
above water at the same time, multiple perspectives, multiple viewpoints.
And I’m attempting to replicate this
in the script/performance also. But
according to von Uexkull, we can
never break out of these bubbles. We
are stuck inside them. It seems as if
Alexander’s attempt at immersion
into the ocean brings him face-toface with the non-human while also
emphasising its distance.
I wonder, though, whether this
bubble is so completely impermeable.
Other images of Alexander (figures 6,
7) show him accompanied by domestic animals inside his glass barrel — a
shared cross-species umwelt. Here, in
the domestic realm, the inaccessible
‘otherness’ of the non-human is complicated and Alexander’s subjectivity
and distance from the animal world
is further undermined. This is maybe
closer to Donna Haraway’s idea of a
natureculture, human—non-human
kinship forged through co-evolution,
proximity and relational connections
(see Chapter 1: Material Mike for
further detail).
von Uexküll, Jakob. “A stroll through
the worlds of animals and men
(trans: Claire H. Schiller).” Instinctive
behavior, ed. Claire H. Schiller. (New
York: International University Press,
1957), 5-80.

A) But - mostly it’s men, and they tend to hold on.
It’s around this time that Alexander gets some
company.

figure 7. Historia de proelis in a
French translation. London, British
Library Royal MS 20 B XX, fol. 77v
(c. 1420).
See evidence of dog and rooster in
the above image; also in figure 2,
showing the cat, dog and rooster.

B) In the submarine with him are:
a cat,
a dog
and a rooster
A) it’s crowded
they’re all on top of one another
the rooster’s on his shoulder or knee
sometimes he tickles the cat under its chin
or he might be checking its breath.
The dog’s not doing too well.
B) According to Alexander,
dog is a flotation device
rooster tells the time
cat makes the air fresh.

The attempt and obvious failure to
replicate the cat purr here is in some
ways a performance of the distance
between the human and the domestic
animal despite the strong connection
between them. Although Alexander
and the domestic animals are proximate, in relationship, they still retain
their difference.
As a side note, see also “A comparative acoustic analysis of purring in
four cats,” a small scientific study on
cat purring, a relatively unexamined
field, which characterises purring
as more complicated than just an
expression of pleasure. “Contrary to
what is often believed, cats do not
exclusively purr when they are content, but also when they are hungry,
stressed, in pain or close to dying,
and behaviourists have suggested
that the function purring serves is
to signal that the cat does not pose
a threat,” the article states. There is
something interesting in the idea of
the purr not a symbol of contentment but non-threat. It makes the
once-comforting sound of purring
more ambiguous, turning it from
“I’m happy” to “don’t hurt me,” and
potentially resonating with some of
the ambiguities inherent in domestic
human-animal relationships more
generally.
Schötz, Susanne, and Robert Eklund.
“A comparative acoustic analysis of
purring in four cats.” Proceedings
from Fonetik 2011. Stockholm,
Sweden: Royal Institute of Technology (2011).

42

A) cat purr sounds strange in the small space, rever-ber-ates

(A+B together try to make rrrrrrrrrrrr sound)
B) mixes with the grumble of being-underwater
dog looking out fogs up the glass with panting
rooster tail sounds like dry leaves
and Alexander is making signs with his hands to
us
but we don’t know what they mean

Further to the visual references to the
cat, dog and rooster (figures 2 and 3),
they also appear in various Alexander
texts; for instance, Brunetto Latini’s
version of the Alexander stories,
‘Tresor’, written in French (12201295). Roberta Morosini writes in
her book A companion to Alexander
Literature in the Middle Ages: “Very
intriguing too is the account that the
B version offers of Alexander’s visit
to the abyss of the sea in an “anpolla”,
a big round-bottomed bowl, in the
company of a female cat, a dog and a
cockerel”, adding that “according to
Casari, the motif of the three animals
accompanying Alexander may be
explained by the 11th century vernacular German versions...a cockerel
that tells the time of day, a cat whose
breath purifies the air in the barrel,
and a dog that could attack in case of
danger. In fact, according to an old
belief, the sea rejects the impurity
of blood and rejects anybody who
smells of blood. Sometimes the dog
is absent and the cat replaces it, but
mainly it is a hen that Alexander
brings along to sacrifice in order to
emerge safely from the abyss.” These
figures also appear in the Alessandreide by Jacopo di Carlo, and
Scolari’s Istoria.
Morosini, Roberta. “The Alexander
Romance In Italy.” in Zuwiyya, D.
(ed.), A Companion to Alexander
Literature in the Middle Ages.
(Leiden ; Boston: Brill, 2011), 346-9.

A) 1344.
There is a light, in the barrel, so they can see out,
just a bit I think
and the ocean can see in, too,
dimly
and the water around them is full of
B)- or teeming with A) fishes,
who glance sideways at them
or out at us,
while smilingly eating each other, face first,
tails sticking out of their mouths
B) and here, maybe enters Alexander’s sister, who
is facefirst human, arsefirst piscine – in fact, a
merperson?
It wasn’t always that way;
she started off just, or almost exactly like, us bifurcated,
forked,

figure 8. Roman d’alexandre. Oxford,
Bodleian library, MS Bodley 264, fol.
50r. (c. 1344).

A) (branched or cloven)
B) except that she couldn’t die.
When it happened,
the convergence, that is, or combining,
A) (leg-wise into tail)
figure 9. Munich, Bayerische Staatsbibliothek. Cgm 581, fol. 134r. (15th
century).

B) all the headlines read:
“Thessalonikie of Macedon, Immortal woman Turned fishward by jumping into the sea.”
Now she asks you questions from the water
and if you answer wrong it’s down to the bottom
with you.

Brad Cook describes this mermaid
in his essay as follow: “A Watery
Folktale in the Alexander Romance:
Alexander’s Byzantine Neraïda:” “In
Greek folktale, Alexander the Great
has had a mermaid associated with
him for millennia...she exhibits both
a maleficent and a beneficent side
when she stops ships at sea to ask:
ζει ο βασιλιάς Αλέξανδρος; (Does
King Alexander live?) If told yes, she
is happy and sings for the sailors as
they sail safely away; if told no, she
sinks the ship in anger.”
Sara Delamont in her book Feminist
Sociology gives more detail on Thessalonike the mermaid, describing
how her mourning laments become
typhoons, her hair becomes lightning
bolts and her sobs become huge
waves.
The mermaid is a discursive being
on a number of levels – neither fish
nor woman, with the ability to switch
from helper to enemy, nereid to
gorgon, body to force of nature at a
moment’s notice. The females in the
Alexander story are ambiguous, destabilising forces; his wife too, cutting
through the rope that attaches Alexander to the human sphere above
and violating the laws of marriage.
This is a structural device typical of a
binary/patriarchal cultural approach,
which aligns women with animals,
nature and forces of instability.
However, I believe there is also room
within this type of characterisation
for questioning of those very structures which create it. Delamont, for
instance, talks about feminist critics,
like Thessalonike, “produc[ing] a
typhoon” in their field, while Karen
Barad, Donna Haraway and Rosi
Braidotti among others examine the
structural links between woman,
animals and nature in Western
thought. I believe identifying these
female figures as ‘other’ creates the
possibility of the evaluation of that
othering as structural rather than an
inherent or essential.
Cook, Brad L. “A Watery Folktale in
the Alexander Romance: Alexander’s
Byzantine Neraïda.” Syllecta Classica
20.1 (2009): 105-134.
Delamont, Sara. Feminist Sociology.
New Horizons in Sociology. (London: Sage, 2003), 106 .
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A) 1240
still in the barrel
B) and there’s something so big it takes days to
pass them by
dull glow of the light travelling across its side,
A) it’s Aspedochelone

figure 10. Brussels, Biblioteque
Royale, MS. 11040, fol. 70v. (13th
century).
E. A. Budge’s translation of a Syriac
version of the Alexander stories
speaks of a whale-like sea monster
which bites the submarine: “And
the monster went quite close to the
Two-horned [Alexander], and bit the
ark; and then Alexander sat for two
days watching for its tail and hinder
parts [to appear], and after two days
it disappeared and went down from
the ark.”
Budge, Ernest Alfred Wallis. The life
and exploits of Alexander the Great.
(London : C. J. Clay. 1896), 696.

There is a perspective shift on this
page from inside the bubble (Alexander’s p.o.v) to whale perspective – the
bright bubble is Alexander in the
barrel with the lamp glowing. This is
an attempt to complicate the role of
storyteller and blur the lines between
human and non-human in the story.

B) but she prefers Jasconius.
Jasconius the whale friendly large
land-like.
A) Jasconius, who says:
B) bright bubble in the water;
2 day warm spot going down my body
i’m so huge
people mistake me for an island
drop anchor and sit on my back
i’m patient til they light fires
then I shrug them off.

Jasconius/Aspedochelone – huge
whale-like sea creatures that were
popular in medieval tales and
bestiaries, and who often resembled
islands.
See for instance the Bestiary of Guillaume Le Clerc (1210): “The upper
part of its back looks like sand, and
when it rises from the sea, the mariners think it is an island. Deceived
by its size they sail toward it for
refuge, when the storm comes upon
them. They cast anchor, disembark
upon the back of the whale, cook
their food, build a fire, and in order
to fasten their boat they drive great
stakes into what seems to them to
be sand. When the monster feels the
heat of the fire which burns upon its
back, it plunges down into the depths
of the sea, and drags the ship and all
the people after it.”
Extract translated from ‘Le Bestiaire’
of Guillaume Le Clerc, composed in
the year 1210 (edited by Dr. Robert
Reinsch, Leipzig, 1890), in Kuhns,
Oscar L. “Bestiaries and Lapidaries.”
Warner, Charles Dudley, et al., eds.
Library of the world’s best literature,
ancient and modern. Vol. 29. (London: JA Hill, 1902), 3.
Sometimes the whale is friendly, for
instance in the medieval tale of the
Voyage of St Brendan:
“When Easter had come, the great
sea-whale raised up its huge
bulk over the breakers and noisy
billows of the sea, so that it was level,
firm land, likfe unto a green sward,
evenly smooth and equally high. And
they go forth upon that land, and
they celebrate thereon the Easter
festival, even for one day and two
nights. And as soon as they returned
to their vessels the whale at once
plunged into the sea.”
O’Donoghue, Denis. Brendaniana:
St. Brendan the Voyager in Story and
Legend. (Dublin: Browne & Nolan,
1893), 29.

figure 11. London. British Library,
Harley MS 4751, fol. 69r (second
quarter of the 13th century).
I visited this manuscript in person
in an attempt to gain some kind of
bodily perspective on the image as
an object in context. A number of
the images in the projection which
accompanies this piece in the exhibition are sketches taken from this
manuscript.
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See also: Cook, Albert S., Pitman,
James Hall, Tr, and Cynewulf. The
Old English Physiologus. (Folcroft,
Pa.: Folcroft Library Editions, 1973),
6-8 (The Whale)
See also: Chapter 3 of this exegesis,
which makes links between the
whale-island and Karen Barad’s notions of indeterminacy in ‘nature.’

This note is drawn from a discussion
with the artists Briony Galligan,
Jacqui Shelton and Sara Daly about
the book Medieval Modern, in
which the author Alexander Nagel
writes about the medieval practice
of importing dirt from the particular sites of significance in the Holy
Land and laying it in churches. Using
the example of the displacement of
stones from the Holy Land and their
reinscribing in the Sancta Sanctorum
of medieval Rome, Nagel argues
that such churches thus became
Smithson-esque “non-sites” which
were both referencing an absent site
and indexically composed of that site
at the same time. This relates to my
interest in the instability or discursivity (perhaps what Nagel would call
the “topographical destabilisation”)
of the site/body. I see the whale-island and the image of floating ships
of earth as referencing this, and of
course this also Robert Smithson’s
Floating Island to Travel Around
Manhattan Island (1970/2005).
Nagel, Alexander. Medieval Modern:
Art Out of Time. (New York: Thames
& Hudson, 2012), 121.

A) - note B) - note Remember when we were talking about ships
filled up with holy earth?
Reminds me of that.
A) Portable fields, yes?

figure 12. London, BL Arundel MS
120, fol. 030, 36 (1350 -1399).
Seen in person at the British Library.

B) Yes and new plots. What’s the date?
A) 1399. Enter second whale
B) This could be Jasconius again, or Leviathan
It’s hard to tell
A) She’s swallowed us whole,
glass barrel and all.
She doesn’t feel too good
B) I don’t feel too good
A) And I’m saying it’s hell in here
through the luna park jaws
and down the hatch,
slow translation in the dark
B) And she’s starting to think,
Or I’m starting to think,
better out than in.

Taking my point of departure from
the tale of Jonah and the Whale, here
I begin to further merge the voices
and bodies of the human/non-human. At this point the boundaries between inside/outside, whale/narrator
and Alexander/narrator are blurred.
See Chapter 3 for an in-depth investigation of this motif.

The whale and its jaws are asssociated
with the medieval ‘hellmouth’, a huge
and often zoomorphic mouth representing the entrance to hell and often
used in theatrical productions.
Sager, Jenny. “The Whale, the Hell
Mouth and the Aesthetics of Wonder in Thomas Lodge and Robert
Greene’s A Looking Glass for London
and England (c. 1589).” Postgraduate
English: A Journal and Forum for
Postgraduates in English 23 (2011): 9.
See also Gary Schmidt’s discussion
about the whale and hell: “Often
pictured in much the same manner
as the dragon, the whale was associated with hell through the Scriptural
tale itself, which identifies the belly
of the whale with the womb of hell
. . . In addition, the whale itself had
a long history dating back to the
classical period of acting the part of
a malignant beast. The swallowing of
Jonah, therefore, became a type of the
soul’s damnation. This led to strong
connections between the mouth of
the whale and that of hell, eventually
prompting a shift in the way of artistically representing the whale.”
Schmidt, Gary David. The mouth
of hell in medieval art and thought.
Diss. University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign (1985): 44.
The hellmouth continued to be
popular iconographically after the
medieval period. It appeared in
certain types of Baroque gardens and
continued to appear in a carnival
tradition – for instance, the Luna
Park gaping mouth which is sometimes colloquially referred to as a
‘hellmouth’.
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B) song for the whale with us inside: ?
whenever I swallow someone they come back up
face first
holding their report out already written
doing their homework in my belly
figure 13. A true and wonderfull
relation of a whale. London. British
Library. E. 308, fol. 24. (1645).

Here the performance shifts from being a story shared between two voices
to a ‘conversation’. The tone becomes
self-referential and reflects on the
creation of the piece itself while still
moving the story forward. At the
same time as being conversational it
is, of course, fully scripted. I wanted
to play up the tension or contradictions in this conversational tone
– how its perceived authenticity is a
performance in itself. It’s an attempt
to denaturalise my voice, I suppose,
and expose its constructed nature by
hamming it up, exaggerating it. It’s
not intended to discount the voices
entirely though – this is actually a
moment of honesty or revelation
of process. It’s trying to hold both
(honesty and performance, real and
artificial, script and conversation)
together at the same time.

A) ((now i’m thinking about the time long before
when, fishes walked on land.
a woman is sailing over a cornfield.
an anchor gets tangled in the branches of an elm.
boat bottom grazes on green meadow instead of a
cow,
and trees wave from waves and pushy dolphins.
And I quote: the sea has buried the hills, and fresh
waves beat against the mountaintops )))
B) Is this the end?
A) Yes, unless there’s anything else?
B) Well - I wanted to make a recording of Rosina’s
cat, purring,
and play it from inside a glass, but I feel like that’s
stupid
A) and, because, what about the rooster and the
dog, right?
B) exactly.
And I wanted to put in something about groping
or feeling for something concealed, you know, the
verb, fishing? But that’s no good either really.

(A shrugs)
pause
A) Hey, are we still in the belly of the whale?
B) Oh, yeah, definitely
A) Okay.

pause
B) You know what I’m starting to think?
A) What?
B) I’m starting to think I missed an opportunity
earlier – the bit with the four domestic animals
underwater in the glass barrel
A) the rooster, the cat, the dog – and?
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Adaptation of passage from Ovid’s
Metamorphosis: Bk I:293-312. (The
world is drowned). Particularly Anthony S. Kline’s beautiful translation
with an in-depth mythological index:
Kline, Anthony S. Ovid - The Metamorphoses (CreateSpace Independent Publishing, 2015).

I’m thinking here of the contemporary interest in breath (and gesture,
but particularly breath) as a way of
moving philosophical thought into
the body; for instance, the collection
of texts Breathing with Luce Irigaray.
The introduction to this text
declares, somewhat grandly: “Contributors to this volume consider
the implications of ‘the Age of
Breath’: a spiritual shift in human
awareness to the needs of the
other figured through breathing.
Awareness of the breath allows us to
attend to our bodies and the bodies
of others, to animals, nature, other
cultures, oppressed minorities, and
the other of sexual difference. As a
way to connect body and spirit, self
and other, nature and culture, and
East and West, breathing emerges as
the significant theological and philosophical gesture of our time.”
Skof, Lenart, and Emily A. Holmes,
eds. Breathing with Luce Irigaray
(London; New York: Bloomsbury
Academic, 2013).
See also: Kira O’Reilly’s artwork
Falling asleep with a pig (2009) in
which the artist and a pig fall asleep
together in a gallery filled with hay,
suggesting that a shared connection
with the non-human can lie at a
bodily or unconscious level.
Roberta Morosini in her text “The
Alexander Romance in Italy” notes
that in some versions (in particular,
Scolari’s Istoria) Alexander takes a
sponge to clean the glass with (“in
order to see as much as possible in
the abyss, it could be that he [Scolari]
made his Alexander bring a sponge”)
Here I’m also interested in the idea
that despite the possibilities of breath
as a way of moving into difference,
barriers still remain – shown in the
materialisation of the breath on the
glass, exposing the invisible barrier
between Alexander and not-Alexander, the human and the non-human.
Morosini, Roberta. “The Alexander
Romance In Italy,” 349.
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B) and Alexander, he’s number four
So they’re all in this foreign place
And they can’t really talk to each other about it
And I thought the sounds they were making, the
purr and the feather rustle and the panting, and I
guess the handsign,
their body noises,
they might work instead of words?
But I think the thing, the real thing was actually
the breath,
it was the breath of the dog on the window,
that was the common thing between them
A) Oh yes, and they should have all just been
breathing,
clouding up the glass together so it was hard to
see out.
B) Yes!
We could breathe on a window or a mirror, the
both of us, maybe?
A) We could, I guess, but it seems a bit redundant
now. And they were probably all farting in there,
is that the same thing?
B) Good point. And also what about the whale?

Longish pause in which both A and B do a quiet
sigh through their noses – like they’re a bit weary
or defeated

This line was added following a
conversation with Georgina Criddle,
undermining or critiquing the
romantic spectre of ‘breath’, its
popularity in critical discourse. I
suppose the attraction of breath is
in its ‘universality’, its simplicity, its
blurring between inside and outside
the self, its use of the mouth as something that’s not words, (a wordless
shared discursivity) and its location
somewhere between the bodily and
the ephemeral.
I am a bit wary of how clean breathing is though, and how it lends itself
to the pronouncement of wide-ranging generalities. Maybe it’s one of
those things which is so simple or
vague it’s not really that useful as a
tool for thinking with. It’s also focusing on a bodily function that seems
as close to a non-bodily function as
possible, something that is palatable,
beautiful, spiritual, unlike shitting or
farting or eating or sweating.

I’m mentally calling this ‘the
problem of Alexander’ after a
conversation with the artist Sheena
Colquhoun in which she brought
up the fact that Alexander the
Great was a white, male, murderer,
colonialist and warmonger. “You
might want to think through what
it means to centre this work around
him,” she said.
Is it okay to use him as a figure to
think through my ideas with? It
seems important to acknowledge
that taking on this picture means
taking on some of what Alexander
the Great means as a real, political,
person, and placing myself there, in
his position. As a white, privileged
woman of European ancestry
living in a colonised country, in
some ways I’m both a benefiter and
victim of what Alexander the Great
represents; patriarchy, centralised
power, his push to conquer and
to dominate, his violence. I am
implicated in his actions—we are,
in a way, linked. And this, to me,
justifies both the merging, in some
way, of my voice as a researcher with
his, and the liberties I am willing to
take with him in re-performing him
as a figure. I’m taking this position
in line with the approaches of Rosi
Braidotti and Donna Haraway, particularly, who as posthumanist writers acknowledge the problematics
and ambiguities of their positions,
and keep them to the foreground,
but then roll up their sleeves and
try to do good work from whatever
point they’re at.

This is a reference to the soundtrack
that plays throughout the performance of me in the bath recorded
from above and below water. I am
attempting to pull into proximity
ideas of myself as a body, an animal,
as a subject, as an object, to make a
picture of a discursive whale-islandlike being.

B) You know I’m Alexander, right?
A) Yeah, I suspected
B) And I kill the dog, yeah?
and I suck the breath out of the cat’s lungs,
and I probably eat the rooster in the end
when it stops crowing to tell me it’s dawn?
A) Why do you kill the dog?
B) it’s my escape, remember?
The sea rejects its blood
and so it rises to the surface,
and I cling onto it
– it’s my way up
A) That’s pretty horrible
B) I know, I’m a murderer.
A) What about the whale?
B) Do you mean, am I the whale?
A) I don’t know, I guess?
B) I don’t know, I guess?
I’m a fleshy mammal in a small ocean, half underwater and half above, you know a woman in a bath
knees for islands,
and there’s something inside me writing down
words
A) I’m not sure I get you

Another longish pause in which both A and B do
a quiet sigh through their noses – like they’re a bit
weary or defeated
B) Hm.
Maybe,
maybe we should just listen for a bit? The both of
us?
A) ok, let’s do that.
B) ok

Both listen to the whale/Mel in a bath sounds
until B decides the story is finished.
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See above note regarding Alexander’s
use of the domestic animals. I have
included this reference as a kind of
counterpoint to the ‘breath,’ and really the entire first section of the play—
its poetry and ephemerality. I wanted
to ground this section in the some of
the messiness, violence and repulsive
specificity of dog blood and cat lungs
and rooster flesh, and to counter the
image of the universality of breath
with that of violently sucking the air
from a cat’s lungs—using another
animal body to breathe with. It is an
attempt to insert the weight of bodies
into the text, and to give some grit or
some traction to it, like the original,
dark Grimm’s fairytales.
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CHAPTER 3: INSIDE THE WHALE

Finally, I went to see a beautiful old mosaic of Jonah and the Whale in Ravello, Italy. This
chapter, in the form of a lecture, is a report on that research.

This lecture was performed in my studio to a small audience on 3 November 2016.
*
I have a very simple question that I want to think about: what is the inside of a whale like?

Now, why ask this question? Well, I was thinking about the long Western history of whales
being represented as swallowers of humans – think about Jonah and the whale; Alexander the
Great was said to have been briefly swallowed by one too (see Chapter 2). I’m interested in
how you try to understand what goes on in the non-human realm – critically looking at how I
think about animal other-ness and how this relates to the fact that I am an animal myself. And
this idea of being swallowed, being physically, bodily inside the non-human seemed like a
generative place to think through some questions related to this, such as: what is the distance
between me and the non-human – or whale in this case? Is there in fact a distance at all? Can I
somehow get inside a whale? Can I understand it? What do you lose or gain by trying to
translate the non-human into a human realm of knowledge?

In July this year I went on a trip to see a 12th century mosaic on an ambo (a structure to preach
from) at the Duomo church in Ravello, Italy. It’s a depiction of Jonah being eaten by and then
vomited up by a whale. In this text I also refer to other whales that I came across during my
travels: pictures in medieval manuscripts, medieval poems, books (most particularly, Herman
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Melville’s Moby-Dick).34 During my trip, I didn’t get to hang out with any whales in person,
although I tried to spend some time with fish instead. I didn’t get inside one.35 I’m starting
from a point of failure, of distance – this is an analysis of the represented or translated whale,
rather than the whale as a living, breathing creature. I’m looking at a few different ways of
conceiving of that distance, of representing or translating the whale to myself, or of
mentally/physically positioning myself in relation to it.36

So, I want to explore a few possible ways of thinking about this question, what is the inside of
a whale like – or approaching it.

The first is: Cut it open and see;
The second is: Don’t even ask, with a subsection about speaking from the stomach;
34

In the introduction to this exegesis I wrote briefly about neo-narrationist art and its debt to Modernism
in its interest in playfulness with form, fragmentation and non-linearity in narrative and the hybridisation of
genres. Despite being written in 1851, the book Moby-Dick is said to be a ‘proto-modernist’ work in its structure,
employing many of the above strategies, as well as self-reflexivity about the practice of research and writing
itself. Although a critical failure in Melville’s lifetime, it was rehabilitated by modernist writers such as D. H.
Lawrence as a masterpiece. For a more detailed discussion of this, see: Harrell, Randall W., “Moby-Dick as
Proto-Modernist Prophecy.” (Dissertation, Georgia State University, 2015).
35
As such, I thinking through the whale less as a physical, animal body. Unlike Derrida and his little cat in his
text “The Animal that Therefore I am,” I am not face to face with the animal, the whale’s eye looking back at
mine, regarding me. It is not a singular whale like Derrida’s cat. But, like Derrida, I am interested in my relation
to the “animal other,” and the way my conception of ‘the Animal’ or ‘the Whale’ or a whale, alters the way I
think about myself as a human. Derrida, Jacques., Mallet, Marie-Louise.The Animal That Therefore I Am.
Perspectives in Continental Philosophy. (New York: Fordham University Press, 2008).
36
In this way, I would describe the inside of the whale as a‘functional site,’ drawing from James Meyer’s
definition in his text “The Functional Site or, The Transformation of Site Specificity.” Meyer defines the
functional site thus: “The functional site may or may not incorporate a physical place; it certainly does not
privilege this place. Rather, it is a process, an operation occurring between sites, a mapping of institutional and
textual filiations and the bodies that move between them (the artist’s above all). It is an informational site, a
locus of overlap of text, photographs and video recordings, physical places and things: an allegorical site. Meyer,
James. “The Functional Site; or The Transformation of Site-Specificity” in Space, Site, Intervention: Situating
Installation Art, ed. Erika Suderberg, (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2000), 21.
The artist Rosina Prestia had an interesting take on this in a conversation we had about this piece of
writing. She sent me a text message saying: “As much as it is about translation [of the whale-as-creature into
human representation of the whale] I feel like it’s about experience and rejecting the need for validity of your
translation through experience. The parameters of experience are a lot to do with your method (i.e. being on a
plane reading, seeing pictures of whales, and trying to see actual whales) and really explores the lack of
experience metaphysical philosophers and some writers have when they translate the experience of ‘being’ man
or other.” Rosina Prestia (artist), in conversation with the author, Melbourne, September 2016.
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And the third is: I’m not telling.

I’m not aiming for a clean argument, an exhaustive research method, or to solve anything;
we’re inside the guts of something so I’m happy for it to be meandering, disorientating and (at
the risk of entering dad-joke territory), possibly all turn to shit at the end.

Answer 1: Cut it open and see

I will start at the beginning, which is the plane trip to Italy to visit the aforementioned mosaic.
And I was reading Herman Melville's Moby-Dick.37 The book is ostensibly about a whaling
captain’s doomed quest to kill the great white whale (Moby Dick) that attacked him and made
him lose his leg. But having never read it before, I quickly realised that the majority of the
book is obsessively detailed descriptions about whaling life, day-to-day life on a commercial
whaling ship. There are huge swathes of the book, roughly chapters 44–78 and 91–98, plus
more isolated sections, in which Ishmael, the narrator, describes the minutiae of the killing,
dismembering, dismantling and boiling down of whales (not Moby Dick) into oil, which the
ship will then sell ashore.

And it struck me – well, that’s one way of learning about the inside of a whale. You cut it
open.

In the book, Ishmael writes about how once a whale is harpooned and killed, it is decapitated,
chopped up into tiny pieces and burned, some of it turning to smoke while “spermaceti, oil,
Melville, Herman. Moby-Dick or The whale. (London: Richard Bentley, 1851). Thanks go to my dad Peter
Deerson and sister Saskia, who were both pretty aghast that I hadn’t read it yet and insisted I do so.
37
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and bone pass unscathed through the fire.”38 Parts are eaten by the crew, parts are eaten by
sharks. You could argue that this is one approach to bringing that hidden part of the whale to
light, a way of knowing the inside of a whale; if you will, a rendering of it (both in the sense
of the extraction of fat from meat by heating and the action or process of translating
something) into a particular realm of human understanding.39

These whaling descriptions – they’re a vision of a body passed through a prism, fragmented.
Or rather, a whale translated, with the full force of the refiguring and violence that it can
entail. It’s an anthropocentric approach to what the inside of the whale is like – a purely
economic conception where it is conceived of in monetary terms only, or in terms of its usevalue to humans.40 And, of course, in that process of turning inside-out, of cutting open the
whale, they destroy it, or change it beyond recognition. Ishmael talks about decanting the
whale oil into casks and putting them in the belly of the ship, “where once again leviathan [a
biblical whale-monster] returns to his native profundities, sliding along beneath the surface as
before; but, alas! never more to rise and blow.”41 Here the whale has been put back under the
water, swimming along, but altered, distilled, contained in barrels. The whale is still a whale,
but something is irreparably lost in this process of transformation.42
Melville, Herman. Moby-Dick, 184.
This is only one of many different figurations of whales in Moby-Dick, and I will focus on other manifestations
later on in this text. Philip Armstrong in his text “Leviathan Is A Skein Of Networks” writes: “At certain
moments they act as screens for the projection of models for human society; at others they are called upon to
shape that society, or are shaped by it” . Armstrong, Philip. “Leviathan Is A Skein Of Networks: Translations Of
Nature And Culture In Moby-Dick.” ELH 71, no. 4 (2004): 1041.
40
Steve Baker, who writes on the representation of animals in contemporary art, philosophy and popular culture,
describes this kind of process as “forcibly rendering [the animal] meaningful in human terms, thus reducing its
otherness to sameness, and its wonder to familiarity.”
Baker, Steve. “Sloughing the Human.” Performance Research 5, no. 2 (2000), 80–81.
41
Melville, Herman. Moby-Dick, 184.
42
There is a focus in these whaling descriptions on the process of translation or transformation. Again, in the text
“Leviathan Is A Skein Of Networks,” Philip Armstrong draws from Bruno Latour’s ideas on the European
Enlightenment separation of humans and non-humans into different ontological planes, and the translation or
process of exchange between these two realms which nevertheless occurs, but just at a level of unconsciousness
or the “unthinkable.” In the above performance or revelation of the way in which a whale is turned from
a‘natural’ creature into a ‘human’ commodity, I would say that the whales embody a type of what Armstrong
calls “transgressive translation” where the the malleability of the constructs of natural/cultural become apparent.
Armstrong writes: ‘Leviathan,’ as understood by Melville and his contemporaries.... . crosses back and forth
between the human and the nonhuman domains in ways that demonstrate the inextricable interimplication of
38
39
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Okay, there’s this part with a whale penis I want to talk about but I need to set it up first.

So, leading on from this idea of an anthropocentric approach to what the inside of the whale is
like. There’s a great eco-feminist writer, Val Plumwood, who wrote extensively about
ecology and the need to reevaluate anthropocentric approaches to ‘nature.’ She said
anthropocentrism needed to be rethought because it’s based on this oppositional mode –
culture versus nature, human versus animal, et cetera, which creates a view of humans as
divided from the non-human, “usually as masters or external controllers of it.”43

In her text “Nature, Self, and Gender: Feminism, Environmental Philosophy, and the Critique
of Rationalism,” Plumwood says this mode of Western thought is part of a whole lot of other
interrelated dualisms of mind/body, reason/emotion and masculine/feminine, of which the
first dominates and controls, and defines itself in opposition to, the second in the equation.
They’re all connected.44 And Plumwood writes that anthropocentrism (human-centredness)
and androcentrism (male-centredness) are basically the same thing. She says that they’re
“linked by the rationalist conception of the human self as masculine and by the account of
authentically human characteristics as centred around rationality and the exclusion of its
contrasts (especially characteristics regarded as feminine, animal or natural) as less human.”45
She seems to be arguing that the conception of male/human is formed through the exclusion
these apparently discrete and opposed dimensions.” Armstrong, Philip. “Leviathan Is A Skein Of Networks,”
1040-1041.
43
Plumwood, Val. “Nature, Self, and Gender: Feminism, Environmental Philosophy, and the Critique of
Rationalism. (Special Issue: Ecological Feminism).” Hypatia 6, no. 1 (1991): 21.
44
Lots of other people write about this too, obviously, but Plumwood is a central figure in the field of ecology
and anthropocentrism and was part of the emergence of a radical critique of standard Western notions of nature
in Australia and Norway in the 1970s. She is also good at explaining the basics of this idea in a relatively clear,
concise manner. I’m also choosing to focus on her because she has a very particular experience of knowing what
the inside of an animal is like: she was almost eaten by a crocodile – taken by the legs and hips like Jonah in the
mouth of the whale as she was canoeing in Kakadu.
Plumwood, Val. The Eye of the Crocodile (Canberra: ANU E Press, 2012).
45
Plumwood, Val. “Nature, Self, and Gender,” 21.
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of what is designated female/non-human. It depends on it to exist, even while dominating it.

And so, there’s a part in the butchery of the whales in Moby-Dick where a sailor cuts off the
whale’s penis and turns it into a coat for himself. It’s amazing. It’s done by a sailor who is
called the Mincer; he’s the worker who is responsible for grinding that whale down into tiny
bits, atomising it completely. He cuts off the whale’s penis, skins it, stretches that skin out a
bit, “then cutting two slits for arm-holes at the other end, he lengthwise slips himself bodily
into it.”46 The sailor literally turns himself into a giant walking penis.

The man whose role it is to render the animal completely null, to mince it, is the one whose
whole body becomes a grotesque and exaggerated performance of masculinity, and the source
of that masculinity stems directly from the thing he is destroying. It is the exclusion and
destruction of the whale/animal that creates the giant penis/human. Also, those terms – slips
himself into it – I mean, he turns the whale penis into a vagina or a hole, the negative of itself
when you’re defining things oppositionally. He’s bodily fucking the whale penis. The whale
is made nature/female/fuckee, the sailor is human/male/fucker. It’s such a fantastic conflation
of these ideas of human and male, and the underpinnings or structure of human/maleness as
based on nullification, mastery and exclusion.

It’s a nightmarish version of the inside of a whale. And the narrator, Ishmael, he senses this –
the horror of it. He speaks of the vessel as being a “fire ship” full of “the redness, the
“Look at the sailor, called the mincer, who now comes along, and assisted by two allies, heavily backs the
grandissimus, as the mariners call it, and with bowed shoulders, staggers off with it as if he were a grenadier
carrying a dead comrade from the field. Extending it upon the forecastle deck, he now proceeds cylindrically to
remove its dark pelt, as an African hunter the pelt of a boa. This done he turns the pelt inside out, like a
pantaloon leg; gives it a good stretching, so as almost to double its diameter; and at last hangs it, well spread, in
the rigging, to dry. Ere long, it is taken down; when removing some three feet of it, toward the pointed extremity,
and then cutting two slits for arm-holes at the other end, he lengthwise slips himself bodily into it. The mincer
now stands before you invested in the full canonicals of his calling. Immemorial to all his order, this investiture
alone will adequately protect him, while employed in the peculiar functions of his office.” Melville,
Herman. Moby-Dick, 175.
46
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madness, the ghastliness of others . . . fiend shapes before me, capering half in smoke and half
in fire.”47 The ship becomes a vision of hell, which is fascinating, because the whale itself
long occupied a cultural position as being a hell-beast, a leviathan – its huge mouth was seen
as a portal to the fiery underworld in its belly.48 Here the whale gets eaten by humans and sent
to hell instead, its insides fed through fire, lit up and destroyed at the same time.

Let’s move on to a possible second answer to the question: what is the inside of a whale like?

Which is:

Answer 2: Don’t even ask

By this time I’ve landed in Italy and I’m traveling to a place called Ravello. I’m still reading
Moby-Dick but it’s getting a bit tough going – there seems to be very little great white whale
and just a lot of slaughtering of normal whales, so I’ll leave it for a bit.

I’m going to Ravello because months earlier, the artist Angela Brennan showed me some
pictures of mosaics of Jonah and the whale in a church there and I wanted to see them in
person. It’s not actually a true whale but a leviathan, but the terms whale and the leviathan are
often used interchangeably (in Moby-Dick, but also in medieval literature) and are very
strongly connected in medieval depictions of Jonah, so I’m going to keep calling it a whale.49
See also: “As the wind howled on, and the sea leaped, and the ship groaned and dived, and yet steadfastly shot
her red hell further and further into the blackness of the sea and the night, and scornfully champed the white
bone in her mouth, and viciously spat round her on all sides.” Melville, Herman. Moby-Dick, 180.
48
See Chapter 2 for additional information on the whale’s connection to hell.
49
Marion Lawrence writes that the pictured beast “suggests some prehistoric amphibian creature, whose tradition
lingered on in the Mediterranean world.” She connects it to the ketos of Greek art, and notes its survival in the
12th century pulpit at Ravello that I visited, where two images of the winged and footed beast disgorge and
swallow Jonah. In his text The Mouth of Hell in Medieval Art and Thought, Gary Schmidt writes about the
47
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For those who don’t know, Jonah and the whale is the bible story of the sinner who is
swallowed up by a whale that God sends and stays inside its belly for three days and then
reemerges after he prays for forgiveness. This seems like another way of finding out about the
inside of a whale: just put yourself in there, get swallowed by it.50

These mosaics are from around 1130. Here’s what they look like online – the images she
showed me.

connection between the Leviathan and the whale: “Such a beast, in its lineage to hell and its associations with
evil, is quite closely connected to the medieval whale. In terms of its artistic representations, the whale’s evil
nature is often stressed by connecting it to Leviathan, whose diabolic associations are old in Christian tradition.”
Lawrence, Marion. “Ships, Monsters and Jonah.” American Journal of Archaeology 66, no. 3 (1962):
289-96; Schmidt, Gary David. The Mouth of Hell in Medieval Art and Thought. (Diss. University of Illinois at
Urbana-Champaign, 1985). 34.
50
Just as a side note: It is a Christian story, and these mosaics are in a church, but the religious element is more a
by-product of the periods I’m looking at and the Western lineage of storytelling than an interest in Christianity as
such. I am more interested in the way human–-on-human relations are depicted, the power dynamic there, than
the religious trappings surrounding it, although they obviously can't be separated entirely.
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figure 14. Ambone in the Ravello Duomo, dating from c. 1130 with mosaic decorations showing
Jonah and the Whale.

You can see in the first image, Jonah is going down into the mouth of the whale. Look at
those legs! Aren’t they fantastic?
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figure 15. Ambone in the Ravello Duomo, dating from c. 1130 with mosaic decorations showing
Jonah and the Whale.

Here he is emerging.
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Jonah in the belly of the whale, then. This type of approach is less about cutting the animal
open, bringing it up into the human realm, and more about immersing yourself in it. And,
once you place yourself inside the whale, this question of “what is the inside of a whale like?”
begins to congeal into other, proximate questions, like “what is it like to be inside a whale?”
and “what is it like to be a whale?”

So, I’m waiting for an answer to those questions from the belly of the beast. But, as you can
see, there’s no answer here. We just get the before and after shot: Jonah leaving and Jonah
arriving back. There’s a representational gap there – a gap in the report. We’re missing the
best part, where all the good stuff happens – the stomach of the whale. I want to be in there,
but it’s like it doesn’t exist. It seems like by immersing himself in the whale – becoming
whale – maybe Jonah enters some realm that is unrepresentable, a realm of unknowability.51
And this potentially relates to something else Val Plumwood writes about in her “Nature, Self
and Gender” text, which is to do with the idea of immersion. It’s a hallmark of certain
philosophical approaches (Plumwood uses Deep Ecology as an example) which attempt to try
to get around this anthropocentric view of humans as inherently separate, in opposition, to
“nature,” by saying that we are no different from a rock or a jellyfish. We’re made of the
same thing at a basic level. There’s this idea that everything is not only connected, but
indivisible, the same. The argument would be that Jonah and the whale are the same thing,
and therefore Jonah should treat the whale as carefully and ethically as he would himself.52
It makes me think of Agamben, when he talks about the way the humanness is both defined in opposition to or
as distinct from animal and also relies on it to exist. In his book The Open Agamben talks about the gap between
humans and animals being a split and an articulation – like a joint, separate but connected at the same time.
Agamben writes: “As we have seen, in our culture man has always been the result of a simultaneous division and
articulation of the animal and the human, in which one of the two terms of the operation was also what was at
stake in it.” If you look up the word articulation, you will see it comes from the Latin articulus – a small
connecting part, which becomes articulare, to divide into joints or utter distinctly. And its seems as if to
articulate – both in terms of speaking clearly and as a connected-separation or joint – is really difficult from
within the whale. You’re not separate enough. I can’t hear you properly. There seems to be something about
holding apart, or standing back from, which is necessary for articulation to occur. The very act of articulation –
speaking, or representing, or understanding – maybe this is the thing that keeps us separate from the whale.
Agamben, Giorgio. The Open: Man and Animal. (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2004), 92.
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Plumwood, Val. “Nature, Self, and Gender,” 14.
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However, Plumwood says that you get into tricky territory with this idea of
indistinguishability – when you reject any boundaries between yourself and “nature.” The
potential issue is that when you ask the question: what is the inside of a whale like?, the
answer becomes, “it’s like me.” It seems as if there is a risk of obliterating distinction,
flattening the seemingly important difference between me and the whale.53 It feels like there is
either no whale stomach to be inside of here, or no Jonah to be inside it. Plumwood, quoting
feminist writer Jean Grimshaw, argues that the ability to adequately distinguish self from
other is the starting point of understanding of others. “Care and understanding,” Grimshaw
says, “require the sort of distance that is needed in order not to see the other as a projection of
self, or self as a continuation of the other.”54 I wonder whether the distance we need for
understanding the whale is the very thing that stops us from knowing what it’s like to be
inside it. Jonah can’t be both inside the whale and distanced from it at the same time.

But then I think about this interview with Derrida I was reading where he talks about
knowledge and digestion – about eating and understanding being linked. I had been reading
him earlier in relation to cats and the conception of the human in relation to animal (see
Chapter 1). But in this interview, Derrida talks about how the interpretation of words, say, or
meaning-making in general, is a form of digestion – that he is interested in the link between
understanding and eating.55 It seems to be this concept of digestion as a form of transforming
Writers associated with New Materialist philosophy such as Jane Bennett, Rosi Braidotti and Karen Barad have
been accused of this kind of thinking – that in speaking of an ethics based on shared materiality, the politics of
human–non-human interactions are denied and ethics becomes a personal or private matter of ‘attunement’ to or
‘attentiveness’ towards the non-human. In his critique of New Materialism, Paul Rekret writes that “it would
seem that invocations of matter or materiality obscure, and at times even risk naturalising the logics by which
nonhuman nature enters into social relations.” As I have argued in my introduction to this exegesis, I believe that
these types of approaches, although not without their problems, have the capacity to operate in parallel with or
create new space for the political, the social and the relational.
Rekret, Paul. “A critique of new materialism: ethics and ontology.” Subjectivity 9, no. 3 (2016): 225–
245.
54
Plumwood, Val. “Nature, Self, and Gender,” 14.
55
Birnbaum, Daniel, and Anders Olssen. “An Interview with Jacques Derrida on the Limits of
Digestion.” www.e-flux.com, Journal 2, (2009). Accessed 09/08/16. http://www.e-flux.com/journal/02/68495/an53
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something external into something internal – that understanding is assimilating. This seems to
be a different thing from Plumwood’s idea that understanding only works once some kind of
distance from the object is attained.

It brings up some interesting questions. For instance, when Jonah is in the stomach of the
whale, has been eaten by it, is this the whale understanding Jonah? This is a slight aside, but
there’s this great passage by Tertullian (160–220 AD) about Jonah inside the whale: “He sails
the intestines of the fish/inspired with breath ferine/himself, shut in/By waters, yet untouched;
in the sea’s heart” – and how amazingly close is that to the earlier passage in Moby-Dick
about the whale rendered into oil and floating in the belly of the ship!56 But here Jonah is
being digested/translated/rendered/understood by the whale instead.57 Also, if understanding
or knowledge is an incorporation or assimilation, as this idea of digestion seems to suggest,
how do you digest something you’re inside of, like Jonah in the whale belly? And more than
that, how do you digest or understand the inside of a stomach, which itself is just a space of
digestion? How do you eat something that is in a state of flux?

This problem reminds me a bit of what Karen Barad talks about when she writes about
interview-with-jacques-derrida-on-the-limits-of-digestion/
56
Roberts, Alexander, ed. The Ante-Nicene Fathers. Vol. 5. (New York: Christian Literature Publishing
Company, 1888), 144–148. Reference found in Schmidt, Gary David. The Mouth of Hell in Medieval Art and
Thought, 50.
57
I mentioned earlier that the eco-feminist writer Val Plumwood had the experience of being nearly eaten by a
crocodile. In an article she wrote about the experience, “Being Prey,” Plumwood elucidates the change in
perspective it gave her to actually feel herself as meat in the jaws of another non-human – becoming food,
digestible by another being: “Before the encounter, it was as if I saw the whole universe as framed by my own
narrative, as though the two were joined perfectly and seamlessly together. As my own narrative and the larger
story were ripped apart, I glimpsed a shockingly indifferent world in which I had no more significance than any
other edible being. The thought, This can’t be happening to me, I’m a human being. I am more than just
food! was one component of my terminal incredulity. It was a shocking reduction, from a complex human being
to a mere piece of meat. Reflection has persuaded me that not just humans but any creature can make the same
claim to be more than just food. We are edible, but we are also much more than edible.” Plumwood adds: “The
idea of human prey threatens the dualistic vision of human mastery in which we humans manipulate nature from
outside, as predators but never prey.” Like Jonah in the belly of the whale, Plumwood becomes understood by
the crocodile – as edible, as meat.
Plumwood, Val. “Human Vulnerability and the Experience of being Prey,” Quadrant 29, no. 3 (1995):
29–34.
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indeterminacy. There’s this great article called “Nature’s Queer Performativity,” where she
writes about how at a really basic level nothing has an inherent way of being – that instead the
behaviour of objects, creatures, phenomena is shaped or defined by the tools that measure
them. For instance, she looks at quantum physics and the idea that you can’t tell whether an
electron is a particle or a wave – that if you measure it in one way it behaves like a discrete
object, a particle, but if you measure it another way it becomes a blur or wave. It’s both at
once or maybe something different altogether – it is the act of trying to measure it that makes
it resolve into one thing or another.58

Barad views this less as a problem to be solved than as a good example of nature or life as
being inherently queer, performative and un-pin-downable. She talks about clairvoyant,
space-time bending stingrays whose receptor cells anticipate messages before the messages
are actually sent, and social amoebas that are neither individuals nor groups.59 Like the belly
of the whale, in a state of flux, or discursive. There’s a beautiful medieval story that seems to
relate to this idea: it’s about a huge whale that lies on the surface of the sea and has grass and
trees and flowers growing on it.

Here it is:

Barad, Karen. “Nature’s Queer Performativity.” Qui Parle: Critical Humanities and Social Sciences 19, no. 2
(2011): 42.
59
Ibid.
58
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th
figure 16. British Library, Harley MS 4751, fol. 69R (second quarter of the 13

65

century).

It’s an island and a whale at the same time. And sailors would come and land on it, thinking it
was a common-or-garden island rather than an indeterminate whale island. When they
dropped anchor and began to light fires on its back to cook their food, the whale-island would
suddenly dive down to the bottom of the sea to protect itself.60 The actions of the humans
forced it out of its indeterminacy and into resolving into a whale only. It makes me think
about what happens when you try to understand or eat the stomach – do you then shut down
its indeterminate or transformational nature? I will get back to this idea later, but at the
moment, I’m still left with this whale-belly-sized missing piece of the mosaic.

Speaking from the stomach

And this is the point where I arrive in Ravello to look at this mosaic in person.

I took a picture of it:

This was a popular story throughout the Middle Ages. For versions of the tale, see O’Donoghue, Denis.
Brendaniana: St. Brendan the Voyager in Story and Legend. (Dublin: Browne & Nolan, 1893), 29; and Cook,
Albert Stanburrough, ed. The Old English Physiologus. Vol. 63. (London: Folcroft Library Editions, 1821), 6–8.
For more information on the whale island, refer to Chapter 2.
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figure 17. Ambone in the Ravello Duomo (artist’s own photo).

67

And it turns out that it’s much more complicated than there being just a before and after
picture with nothing in between.

Firstly, what an ambiguous setup! We read left to right, so it looks as if he’s emerging and
then descending, which is strange. Or that both are happening at the same time. Or that the
whales are like some kind of wormhole in space and time and that his head and torso are
sticking out of one hole and his legs out of another, like one of those magic tricks where they
cut the woman in half. It feels as if the artwork itself is performing some kind of
indeterminacy time and space wise – like it’s pulling some of that unrepresentable
transforming-whale-stomach zone into the church.61

And then look at the space between them: the structure (the ambone) has hidden steps up and
down each side behind where the whale mosaics are, and they lead up to a spot in the middle
between the whales. It’s this little rounded protruding spot to stand and speak from.
According to the time/space structure set up by the mosaics, the preacher preaches from the
point of translation, the invisible bit where Jonah changes into something else. The invisible
stomach of the whale! There is a place to speak from inside the whale, to speak as a
Jonah/whale mixture, without having to resolve into either, without having to separate them.

It reminds me of the source of the word ventriloquism, which means speaking from the
stomach (ventri-, venter belly and loquī to speak). It’s derived from ancient Greek diviners
(many of them women)62 who prophesied via voices coming from their stomachs (or
sometimes making spirit voices come from others).63 They were known as belly-talkers, the
The structure itself is also fascinating – the way it incorporates the architecture, that column cutting through it
off-centre, and it’s also one-sided even though you can walk around it; the back is undecorated and a bit shoddy
looking. However, I’m just focusing on a few key elements for this text, and there’s no space for a full analysis
of the structure here.
62
Dillon, Matthew. Girls and Women in Classical Greek Religion. (London; New York: Routledge, 2002), 180.
63
Gibson, Roy K., Power, Tristan. (eds), Suetonius, the Biographer: Studies in Roman Lives. (Oxford: Oxford
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gods’ voices emanating from the stomach, the point of transformation and mutability.64 It
seems an appropriate place for them to reside, somehow. Maybe I was wrong – maybe it is
possible to speak from, or represent, that point of things-in-process. Maybe here is a form of
articulation or understanding without distance, or eating without assimilating?

Answer 3: I’m not telling

And I thought, okay, maybe this is something. Here are some notes I made from around the
time of visiting the mosaic-structure.

Report:

29/7/16
I’m trying to [sound] record the mosaic from the perspective of my stomach, not sure if it’s
working or not.
I felt like I might be told off for looking so closely and spending so much time next to the
whales, it put me on edge, so it felt right that I was recording belly-perspective, from a hidden
place underneath my clothes
Whenever the church attendant came near I reoriented my head towards the front of the
church rather than the left where the jonahs and the whales were, to make it look as if I was
merely pious and not looking sinister-side at the art,
of course I was reverent, but probably not in the right way.

University Press, 2014), 51.
64
Davis, Charles B. “Distant Ventriloquism: Vocal Mimesis, Agency and Identity in Ancient Greek
Performance.” Theatre Journal 55, no. 1 (2003), 64.

69

I was hoping for gut sounds but when I checked it after it was just muffled church.

9/8/16
I’ve been making [sound] recordings of me and the local lake sharing a bread roll, hoping
for fishes (can’t find any whales) but only getting ducks.

I’m recording above the water (my bread eating) and below the water (potential whales/fish
although actually just duck bread eating) at the same time, hoping they’ll come together in
some kind of hybrid mel-fish-belly somehow. Meeting up in the stomach, I guess. The length
of the recording is dictated by how long it takes for us to eat the bread, roll-to-stomach size
time-space measurements.

16/8/16
Second roll attempt today, ambushed by swans almost immediately who ate the quarter roll I
had thrown into the lake and hissed at me until I gave them the other quarter and quickly
stuffed my mouth full of my half
The other two roll quarters of the second roll i’ve tried in a quieter corner of the lake
nothing doing fishwise I think
a tiny fly perched on the smaller bit for a while
a duck, a moorhen? Is trying to get up the courage to go for the big bit as it floats slowly
further away from me
They’re pretty waterlogged by now, 12 minutes in
2 ducks waiting now, still no fish
Ducks start to eat it
I’ve finished my half
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I’m so sick of bread
Looks like the ducks are too, they’ve left half of it
Stupid fish where are they
*** some text missing
There’s a constellation of bubbles passing by, too late
The mallard finishes off the roll
*

But, these attempts at finding that stomach-speaking point were failures, all of them – or just
not quite right, anyway.

And so, I’m back, looking at this structure with the space for the belly-speaking in it. And I
realise – it’s all roped off. Has been the whole time. There’s no possibility of anyone getting
up those stairs and standing there. The speaking from the stomach isn’t going to happen. And
because also, what could anyone say? And it seems, actually, okay. Because looking at it, it’s
just the space, the conceptual/physical hole, that is the important bit. You can see, in some
way, that there’s a gap or a hole which is that point of transformation, of indeterminacy, of
whale-stomach.

I was listening to a radio program about butterfly chrysalises, and how if you cut open a
chrysalis, (the in-between stage of a caterpillar and a butterfly) you’d expect to see some kind
of hybrid, a caterpillar in the process of turning into a butterfly, but actually at a certain point
all you see is an undifferentiated sludge.65 Just no indication at all about what the end product
will be. Total Jonah style. You disappear for a while and then you reappear different. And the
Abumrad, Jad. “Black Box,” Radiolab. November (2014), accessed 7/10/2015.
http://www.radiolab.org/story/black-box/.
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middle part, the digestion, the process of translation, gives no clue, it doesn’t subscribe to
either language. But it’s there, nonetheless.

It’s a thing that you see a lot in medieval image-making generally, this thereness of the
unknowable. Look at these pictures of Jesus ascending to heaven – there are a bunch like this:
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figure 18. Tiberius Psalter, Ascension of Christ, Winchester. London, British Library, MS Cotton, Tiberius, C.
VI, fol. 15R (11th century).
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figure 19. Bury St. Edmunds Psalter, Ascension of Christ. Vatican, Biblioteca Apostolica, Cod. Reg. lat. 12, fol.
73v. (11th century).

74

In these images, Jesus is in the process of conversion from man to spirit or god, and they just
show his feet dangling out from the top of the frame, like you’re just catching him on his way
out. You can only faintly see it in figure 19, it’s right at the top of the page. It’s this way of
indicating or showing “unknown-ness” without representing it. They just draw a line and
deliberately say, “This is the thing you don’t get to see” – or, this is the thing we don’t get to
understand. It’s an acknowledgement of the edges of understanding, a performance of that.
This is the stuff that is not knowable but not nothing, it’s a reverence for the “other” rather
than an erasure of it. It’s the idea that things happen outside the frame, I guess.66

I think you can see it in other elements of medieval art – the gold backgrounds, say, like this
one:

Robert Deshmans’ highly detailed text on the subject “Another Look at the Disappearing Christ: Corporeal and
Spiritual Vision in Early Medieval Images” seems to generally support this idea about the tension between
representing and not-representing in these images: “The visualization of this exegesis [Christ’s ascension]
presented medieval artists with a difficult problem: the representation of Christ’s divinity required his absence
from sight, but his omission from the composition would have impaired the depiction of his humanity and
obscured the scene’s narrative coherence . . . The representation of Christ in the process of vanishing into cloud
emphasizes the paradox that Christ’s disappearance from the Apostles’ view was necessary so that, with the
spiritual vision of faith, they could at last truly see him as God as well as man. Since Christ’s head symbolized
his divinity and his feet his humanity, the veiling of his upper body in heaven while his lower limbs remained
visible illustrates the point that corporeal vision could see the flesh he assumed on earth but not his godhood,
which had always existed in heaven with the Father and the Spirit.”
Deshman, Robert. “Another Look at the Disappearing Christ: Corporeal and Spiritual Vision in Early
Medieval Images.” The Art Bulletin 79, vol. 3 (1997): 535.
66
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figure 20. Bonaventura Berlinghieri, Saint Francis Altarpiece, tempera on wood, 5′ high. San
Francesco, Pescia, Italy (c. 1235).
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It’s this luminous soup that isn’t backdrop but isn’t figurative, just an amorphous shining
nothingness. And you can see it in the disregard of linear perspective too, I think. The idea
that there is stuff going on that you can’t access and that the human eye isn’t privy to
everything. Pavel Florensky, a Russian priest writing in the 1920s, wrote this wonderful essay
all about this – about medieval perspective. It was about how the seeming wonkiness of these
images, the way they don’t conform to single-point perspective. Linear perspective is
modelled on the human eye – a single-point view. Florensky argued that these paintings were
a god’s eye view instead, where multiple worlds or perspectives existed at the same time, and
the medieval organisation of pictorial space was a reflection of a particular world view, a
“representational principle other than perspective.”67 He writes of various realities or “centres
of being, something in the nature of concentrates of more intense being, that submit to their
own laws, and each of which therefore has its own form.”68 The medieval image doesn’t
pretend to mirror our perception of the world but to expand it past this, to show that reality is
multiple, that the human-eye-view is partial and, although it is central to the human whose eye
it belongs to, it is not the centre of everything. This knowledge of this both a joy, but also a
source of pain. Florensky writes that the blessing and the pathos of medieval “man” was “an
affirmation of reality both in himself and outside himself.”69 It’s a state of knowing you don’t
know everything.70
Florenskii, P. A., Misler, Nicoletta, and Salmond, Wendy R. Beyond Vision : Essays on the Perception of Art.
(London: Reaktion, 2002), 218.
68
He continues: “Therefore, nothing that exists can be seen as indifferent and passive material for fulfilling
whatsoever kind of schemas, still less taking into account the schema of Euclidean-Kantian space. And so forms
should be apprehended according to their own life, they should be represented through themselves, according to
the way they have been apprehended, and not in the foreshortenings of a perspective laid out before- hand. And,
finally, space itself is not merely a uniform structureless place, not a simple graph, but is in itself a distinctive
reality, organised throughout, everywhere differentiated, possessing an inner sense of order and structure.” Ibid.
69
Ibid.
70
Relating to the gold backgrounds in medieval paintings: In Karstein Harries’ book Infinity and Perspective, he
compares Leon Battista Alberti’s linear perspective with the gold backgrounds in medieval art, writing that
linear perspective “invites us to look through the material painting as if it were transparent, a window through
which we can see what the painter has chosen to represent. But this is very much a human perspective, which has
its center in the observer: what we see is appearance for us. The spiritual perspective of medieval art would have
us look through the paintings in a very different sense: through the material to its spiritual significance. The
mundane is transformed into a divine sign.” Although I agree with him on the idea of the gold backgrounds as
becoming a divine sign, I don’t think it’s so much of a “looking through” as an opacity – again, that conception
of divinity – or, the ‘other’ as a powerful, amorphous but nonetheless existing thing that you don’t get to
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It seems that this idea of wonder or not-knowing is often specifically applied to whales in
medieval art and literature. In her text The Whale, the Hell Mouth and the Aesthetics of
Wonder in Thomas Lodge and Robert Greene’s A Looking Glass for London and England,
Jenny Sager writes that “it is interesting to notice how frequently early modern accounts of
whale sightings emphasise the limits of human knowledge.”71 And it turns out, as I got further
into Moby-Dick, I noticed that the eponymous white whale embodies a lot of these ideas
related to “I’m not telling” or unknowableness too. He’s uncatchable, slippery, un-pindownable, described in the book as being in more than one place at once, as crossing space
and time. Ishmael says there was the “unearthly conceit that Moby Dick was ubiquitous; that
he had actually been encountered in opposite latitudes at one and the same instant of time.”72
And, not only that, there were some who declared he was “not only ubiquitous, but immortal
(for immortality is but ubiquity in time).”73

Like Karen Barad’s stingrays and the whale-island, the whale Moby Dick is a locus where
human laws break down, an indeterminate, transforming space, the stomach-space between
the mosaics. And similarly to the stomach-space in the Jonah and the whale preaching
structure, there is this thereness of absence – even his whiteness, this blankness is a thing in
itself, a presence rather than a lack. It’s what Ishmael calls a “visible absence of colour; and at
the same time the concrete of all colours . . . a dumb blankness, full of meaning.” Moby Dick
is the gold background of the medieval painting, the white page outside the borders.74
penetrate.
Harries, Karsten. Infinity and perspective. (Cambridge: MIT Press, 2001), 85.
71
Sager, Jenny. “The Whale, the Hell Mouth and the Aesthetics of Wonder in Thomas Lodge and Robert
Greene’s A Looking Glass for London and England (c. 1589).” Postgraduate English: A Journal and Forum for
Postgraduates in English. No. 23. (2011).
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Melville, Herman. Moby-Dick, 172.
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The full quote is as follows: “Is it that by its indefiniteness it shadows forth the heartless voids and immensities
of the universe, and thus stabs us from behind with the thought of annihilation, when beholding the white depths
of the milky way? Or is it, that as in essence whiteness is not so much a colour as the visible absence of colour;
and at the same time the concrete of all colours; is it for these reasons that there is such a dumb blankness, full of
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This idea of recognising alterity, the unknowable, is, of course, nothing new. It reminds me of
what Agamben talks about in The Open, his analysis of the ontological division of animal and
human. In the final chapter of the book he talks about “letting the animal be.” He writes about
a “zone of non-knowledge – or of a-knowledge”, like the gold and the stomach and so on.
This outside of beingness or zone is not inexistent, though. He writes that, “It is an existing,
real thing that has gone beyond the difference between being and beings.”75 Heidegger also:
described by the writer Steve Baker as wanting “to understand the animal in its otherness, and
to let that otherness be.” And of course, this idea of respect for alterity is also proposed by
Derrida, who writes that “The ‘unrecognizable’ . . . is the beginning of ethics, of the Law. So
long as there is recognizability and fellow, ethics is dormant. . . . The ‘unrecognizable’ is the
awakening. It is what awakens, the very experience of being awake.”76

So.

It was at this point I finally, actually, finished reading Moby-Dick. And I’m a bit embarrassed
to say that I was surprised about how it ended. I’m going to outline what happens for those
who haven’t read it or don’t remember. Basically, the whaling ship tracks down Moby Dick
and tries to kill him, but he kills everyone instead. Kills the captain, destroys the boat, the
crew gets instantly sucked to the bottom of the sea.
meaning, in a wide landscape of snows--a colourless, all-colour of atheism from which we shrink?” Ibid., 216.
75
Agamben, Giorgio. The Open: Man and Animal. 91.
76
Derrida here is responding to a poem by D. H. Lawrence about fish – his desire to connect with them and his
inability to do so. Derrida, Jacques., Lisse, Michel, Mallet, Marie-Louise, Michaud, Ginette, and Bennington,
Geoffrey. The Beast & the Sovereign. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2009), 108.
(Lawrence’s poem talks of fish as having “Other Gods/Beyond my range… gods beyond my God./They
are beyond me, are fishes” D. H. Lawrence also wrote a piece about Moby Dick. Towards the beginning he
writes of the whale: “Of course he is a symbol. Of what? I doubt if even Melville knew exactly. That’s the best
of it.” Again, this unknowability, the appreciation of it.
Lawrence, D. H. Birds, Beasts and Flowers : Poems. (Santa Rosa: Black Sparrow Press, 1992), 47;
Lawrence, D. H., and Beal, Anthony. Comp. Selected Literary Criticism. (H.E.B. Paperback. London:
Heinemann, 1967), 119.
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If that’s not a lesson in respect for alterity I don’t know what is.

And, maybe, Moby Dick is the elusive bit that always remains when you try and digest or
understand or see inside the “other” – the animal, nature, whatever. It makes me think of
Derrida’s response to a question in that interview I mentioned before, when he’s asked: “If
understanding can be compared to a kind of eating, what would a deconstructionist reading of
a text be?” And he replies: “It would mean respect for that which cannot be eaten – respect for
that in a text which cannot be assimilated.”77

Moby Dick is the undigestible bit. He resists being eaten and he demands respect.

It seems to be saying that you can mince or get inside or turn inside out as many whales as
you want, but something, in this case in the form of the blank whale-not-whale Moby Dick,
will always be left over, and it will win. It will refuse to be understood, and if you refuse to
respect that/it, bad stuff happens.

And it’s pretty amazing, the only one who survives Moby Dick’s attack (or really his defence
of himself, his right to exist) is the narrator of the story, Ishmael. He survives by clinging to
an air-filled coffin, buoyed up, kept afloat on the surface of the sea by a box of death.78 It’s the
ultimate unknowableness, intangible but real, not nothing but something, utterly necessary,
but if you try to probe it or understand it or open the box you destroy it and most likely
destroy yourself too.

77
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Birnbaum, Daniel, and Anders Olssen. “An Interview with Jacques Derrida on the Limits of Digestion.”
This was pointed out by my Mum, Melanie Guile.
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***

Okay, time to go.

And I take one last look at the mosaic.

figure 21. Ambone in the Ravello Duomo (artist’s own photo).
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And I notice that Jonah is the only one in the composition with his mouth closed. The whales
have their mouths full – of Jonah, like a human tongue79. The fish are chatting to each other,
one making a joke or an aside:

he looks a bit like someone’s slapped him on the back of the head doesn’t he

the other agreeing:

yeah, it’s true, you’re right –

But Jonah is silent. He’s got one hand on his stomach, and with the other he’s making a sign
like “wait” or “listen” – but it’s an internal listening, I think.80 He’s got that abstracted
expression; and a slightly worried look on his face, like he can hear something’s being said,
but he can’t quite catch it.

The artist Sheena Colquhoun made this observation in a conversation with me.
This hand gesture could also be interpreted in Judeo-Christian art as a sign of exultation, reverence or prayer.
See “Study of Hand Signs in Judeo-Christian Art.” Ashwin N. Ram and Kevin C. Chung write: “In the Sign of
Praise, the hands are uplifted and are sloped forward with the hands facing outward and the elbows bent. The
Sign of Praise conveys a sentiment of exaltation or reverence. This sign also bears a clear resemblance to the
first movement of a Middle Eastern greeting and so is thought to date back to the ancient Egyptians.”
Ram, Ashwin N., and Kevin C. Chung. “Study of Hand Signs in Judeo-Christian Art.” The Journal of
Hand Surgery 33, vol 7 (2008): 1182–1188. See also David M. Calabro, “Gestures of Praise: Lifting and
Spreading the Hands in Biblical Prayer,” in Ascending the Mountain of the Lord: Temple, Praise, and Worship
in the Old Testament (2013 Sperry Symposium), ed. Jeffrey R. Chadwick, Matthew J. Grey, and David Rolph
Seely (Provo, UT: Religious Studies Center, Brigham Young University; Salt Lake City: Deseret Book, 2013),
105–21.
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Postscript:

they begin to set up the church, a music stand for a lectern,
take down the fabric with the cross on, wrong one,
replace it with a huge gold sun, rays beaming out, a bit faded on a dull red background
time to leave
I emerge out and the air is really thick after the rain,
it’s like swimming, my hair is wiry with salt
Something, some animal, keeps crying out,
or maybe it’s a creak of metal,
something being turned
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CONCLUSION:

I realised lately that I have gotten out of the habit of caring about galleries. I have this
tendency to do all the research and gather all the material and then go, ‘done!’ before it even
gets in a space. As my work has become more research, text, performance and sound-based,
more site-responsive – more cross-disciplinary, the gallery has become a bit of a tricky space
to negotiate. There are so many issues. How do you put a narrative video on a loop and expect
people to engage with it fruitfully? How do you work with sound? How do performances
manifest, and what artefacts do they leave behind, if any? More generally, I’m faced with
questions like: how do I translate an experience of lightness and humour into a gallery? And
how does complexity fit in here? What does putting this type of work into an institutional
setting do to it?

The gallery felt kind of like a problem that was a pain to deal with – I’d much rather be
outside, or in a non-traditional space, or making a radio station, or a website, or a
performance. And you could feel it in my work, or my ideas for things – a friend told me after
a failed exhibition proposal, “they can tell that you don’t give a shit!” And this in itself was a
big problem, given that I was going to have to do an exhibition for this project, and also,
because nobody likes having big blind spots in their practice. It was a matter of rediscovering
why exhibitions were worth doing, and how they could do good things for my work. So while
I was away on a residency on the side of a mountain, I made a list:

Things galleries are good for:
Objects
Non-linear video
Non-linear sound
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Small amounts of text
Longer text that you can take away
One-off performances
(you can see up til here I’m still a bit fixated on the limitations of gallery spaces, and then I
got more into the swing of things)
Creating an atmosphere or a spatial experience
Making you navigate space in a particular way
Intimacy with objects
Getting people to look closely at things they wouldn’t normally look closely at
Showing big and small things (scale)
Putting things side by side to change the way we look at them

It was a matter of trying to mentally shift to a position where the material – a projection, a
script, a performance, a video, etc. – is just the start, really. The gallery is an opportunity to
make them talk to each other in a new way.

And so I worked like mad trying to find a way to do that. I knew I had a lot of possibly
disparate seeming works that I knew were connected, and I needed to indicate this to other
people through the way they were put together. So I got myself a big exhibition area, far
bigger than I’ve ever used, and I planned the bejeezus out of this show. Consulted with
everyone I could think of who is good at things in space: Spiros, of course; Georgina Criddle,
Briony Galligan, Rosie Isaac, Sheena Colquhoun . . . how do I make this thing sing?

At this point, I’ve got a plan:

Firstly: supports. I needed to make some objects that tied things together and created

87

relationships in space. I didn’t want them to be arbitrary, so I used the double-staired church
ambo as an inspiration, and got two sets of stairs made. They’re see-through, like my line
drawings. I’ll do my performances between/around them I think. And the stairs will hold a
collection of things: the video Five minutes with a moray eel (three marine field reports lip
synced to the gulping mouth of an eel I videoed at a German seaside aquarium – also to be
used for the live performance of this work) possibly some pamphlets or source material, and
speakers playing a field recording of the Jonah mosaics from the perspective of my stomach. I
was thinking about having the eel work separate, but I wanted it to be in the ambo to try to
forge connections between it and the rest of the work that wouldn’t be able to happen
normally. I’m thinking of the stairs as the whale-stomach area, where unexpected things rub
up against each other.

The other support is a zig-zag shelf of the same dimensions/size as the stairs, modelled on
archival rare book holders. On the shelf will be the Alexander script, one page per section.
Each section of the shelf (and also each tread of the ambo stairs) is foolscap size, the
dimensions of manila folders that are designed to hold A4 paper. This is my way of making a
multi-page document readable in a gallery space without pinning it to the wall like an artwork
or a didactic, or turning it into a publication for private reading. It also feels a bit like
quadruple lectern or group pulpit. I like the idea of people reading along the shelf, moving
physically through space along with the story as it progresses.

I wanted the Alexander the Great script to be a bit like a key to the space; set the tone and the
ideas of exploring the non-human, being underwater, the medieval elements. I didn’t want the
script to be as ephemeral as something just read out at the performance, so I decided to set it
up on this shelf at the entrance to the space, sort of inside and outside the exhibition at the
same time. And of course, it is inside and outside the show, because it’s a record of a
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performance, an artefact/manuscript, and sort of an artwork too. The manuscript has small
picture cues I drew for myself for the original performance, which correspond to the
illustration slide show which is projected up in the space. The doodles act like marginalia and
also give a clue as to what the drawing projections relate to.

Near the entrance of the space is the aforementioned projection of line drawings that
accompany the Alexander script/performance. They are sketches from the medieval
manuscripts I was researching, and some other medieval paintings and objects I saw on my
travels. They relate relatively directly to particular points in the Alexander script, like
illustrations, even though they’re pretty abstract. I thought of including these line-illustrations
for the script after my visit to the British Museum where I wasn’t allowed to take photos of
the manuscripts I was looking at. So my only records of a lot of the research are these scrappy
drawings.

I wanted the projection to not be against the wall – I thought it needed to be a bit more
object-y, or pagey. So I made what I’m mentally calling a sail, like the ones of the whaleisland ship, or Alexander’s boat, although it’s really just a hanging piece of heavy cotton in
A4 proportion, cut to the width of a medieval bolt of sail cloth (82-ish cm). It’s hung with
rope, like the cord from the glass submarine up to the surface, or a sail. The projection will be
light and subtle, which I think is ok. I wanted it to kind of meld with the sail so they became
one object rather than projection and screen. It’s a video of me scrolling through these images
in time to where they correspond in the script if it’s being read aloud. I liked how the
hesitation of my hand made it kind of funny and it inserted my body back into the work – and
also how you’re descending further and further down like Alexander is into the sea.

The idea is for a relatively linear set of objects that will lead to towards the window at the
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back of the space: script shelf, sail, stairs, window. I don’t mind the linearity, my work is
actually pretty controlling in some ways, this leading you through a narrative thing.

And at the window, where you can see the sea if you look to the right, I will (technology
willing) have vibration speakers which turn the glass into a speaker, diffusing sound across
the surface, and they will be playing the soundtrack to the Alexander script – the recording of
me being a whale in the bath from above and below the water. So you’ll be like Alexander
looking through his glass submarine out into the sea, or maybe a fish looking from the sea
into Alexander’s bubble, or maybe you’re under water in a bath, or inside the belly of the
whale.

And what next? This exhibition doesn’t really feel like a final outcome, to me. I’ve spent all
this time and work positioning my practice across text, theory, performance and research and
I think I’m just starting to get more of a handle on how to make this multidisciplinary thing
I’m doing manifest materially or publicly. There has actually been a big shift in my work
across these two years – the research and the art have become far more tightly entwined, or
more performatively indistinguishable, if that makes sense. Also, I'm playing more of a long
game. Before, although my projects were at their heart all about the same thing – this humannon-human relationship – they weren't particularly linked content-or research-wise and were
quite discrete as outcomes. I’m trying to find ways to give this new research longer legs, or be
more tentacle-y, by using different platforms to think through similar ideas. The whale
chapter will become a lecture at the colloquium, for instance; drawings and field notes for the
eel video will be published in Un Magazine in April; the whale-island story will form the
heart of a site-responsive work about a tiny human-made island at Bogong Centre for Sound
Culture, and will also be central to a performance lecture at TCB. I think linking this research
into an Australian, site-specific context will be particularly important – I need to make sure
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that the exclusively European focus of this particular project isn't partially my way of
avoiding difficult questions closer to home, about what it means to be a white artist
responding to 'nature', site and history on a colonised, scarred land.

So maybe it's the influence of this medieval stuff; this idea of replication, reiteration, slow
changes over long periods of time, rather than endless newness. Or maybe just the logical
outcome of a lengthy reevaluation of where, exactly, one thing ends and another begins,
temporally, bodily and conceptually. Either way, it's resulted in me critically reappraising the
way I work, seeing it more as a web of interconnected elements, some of which, like the eel
video, are sparks, and others, like the Alexander or whale investigations, which are slow
burns, but all of which are part of the same body of research. I'm starting to think of the public
manifestations of my research as similar to building blocks – or even, words: self-contained
but also connected, combinable into new meanings – the beginning of a practice-language.

91

Neptune’s hand in the mouth of a dolphin, borghese gallery. Scan of a biro sketch from my
notebook (2016).
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