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my exhibition evolves. Furthermore, the development of 
critical museum studies together with artist interventions 
into the spaces of museums have reinvented museum 
practice. By uniting scattered collections and creating a 
‘community of objects’, artists have been able to re�ect 
on past practices as well as comment on contemporary 
concerns. �e work of Joseph Kosuth, Fred Wilson 
and Mark Dion has been particularly signi�cant in this 
regard.

�e part museums have played within the colonial 
project needs no introduction. �e development of 
museums is recognised as running parallel to the rise 
in nation states, as museums were seen as a means of 
actualising power through object wealth. Similarly, 
collections were used to reinforce ideological positions 
that collapsed science into forms of social control. Science 
museums also have a particular link to authorative 
classi�cation and valorised forms of knowledge as they 
have promoted an ideology of progress and mastery over 
nature as well as an appeal to notions surrounding beauty 
and discovery. In order to perpetuate a hierarchy of 
nature, the production of taxonomic scienti�c knowledge 
relies on the generalised example – the unit that stands 
for the whole community.  One of my concerns has 
been the manner in which a particular type of museum 
display intrinsically perpetuates ascendency1 theories 
embedded within the iconography of evolution.2 �e 
‘crisis of representation’ within museums has arisen 
precisely because it is acknowledged that museums have 
been complicit in perpetuating certain understandings of 
taxonomic knowledge and that the strong tropes which 
directed previous curatorial and display decisions can no 
longer interpret current theory. My contention has been 
that a shift of the conceptual and schematic model may 
allow for a shift in the nature of display and dissemination 
of content. 

Subtle �resholds concerns itself with representational 
taxonomies, taxonomy being a codi�cation of this system 
of order based on di¢erence. �e word’s etymology, from 
the Greek taxis (order or arrangement) and nomos (law or 
science) suggests this to be an in�exible system, and one 
that is ultimately hierarchical. Taxonomic thought has 
driven the visual presentation of biological collections 
and display, both within the book and museums, and 
it has developed persuasive visual metaphors to carry 
these ideas. �e close alliance between schematics and 
ideology is evidenced in the medieval imago mundi, 

INTRODUCTION

Shrouded in subfusc tones that are interrupted by 
channels of light, natural history museums are staged as 
solemn performances - tragedies in which characters are 
timelessly cast, performing their roles as generic species. 
�ese are plays with limited dialogue. Bound not only 
by their glass vitrines, but also by their choreographed 
arrangement that best depicts speciational taxonomy, 
specimens rarely extend beyond their limited conceptual 
frame. �is view of the natural world is one of tidy 
containment, in which everything has its place and, by 
reinforcing a sequential, progressive view of evolutionary 
development as well as presenting species as distinct, 
de�ned entities, exhibits tend to meet constituent 
expectation. 

Contemporary curated exhibitions, however, have 
nothing of this taxonomic order. �ey are chimerical 
creatures. �ey are developed and conceptualised with 
multiple agendas and with multiple expectations. �ey 
evolve unseen over long periods, shape-shifting and 
morphing before being unleashed into the public realm 
in their imaginative and perhaps monstrous form. Subtle 
�resholds is in this sense a project like any other. Initially 
intended as a critique of the visual politics within the 
representation of infectious disease, emphasis shifted 
to allow for a response to the context of the exhibition, 
the South African Museum. �us, it is as much about 
the politics of display as it is about the medical body. It 
has long been argued that the South African Museum 
with its co-habiting social and natural history exhibits is, 
similarly to other museums of natural history throughout 
the world, essentially one that talks of the culture of 
science. Yet these two provinces lie in an uncomfortable 
proximity that has not been convincingly bridged. Subtle 
�resholds is literally sandwiched in a gallery between 
social history and natural history displays and part of the 
intention of the exhibition has been to create a conceptual 
span between the two areas, inviting a two-way dialogue. 
While the 19th century saw a move towards themed 
museums, bound by �nite disciplines in which categories 
of knowledge could be intricately ordered, the aim of 
much contemporary museum practice has been to make 
systems of classi�cation self-consciously visible, and in 
so doing question the authority of these structures. �ere 
has also been an increasing tendency to integrate the 
polar divisions between museums of science and culture 
in a post-Snowdian acceptance that the two cultures 
mutually inform one another, and it is in this context that 
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humans from their apex.4 In addition, this may allow for 
the possibility of representing other complex behavioural 
interactions that may in�uence speciation. �e suggestion 
that a more appropriate visual model for evolution may 
be an interrelated network or web has implications for 
the interpretation of visual artefacts and visual knowledge 
bases, as in cladistic arboreal iconography each branch or 
node has two or more �nite objects, whereas in web or net 
iconography, objects are �uid, subject to reattribution and 
change. Chains of reference are unravelled and objects and 
images become ambiguous and multi-referential. Subtle 
�resholds has formally responded to this, suggesting 
a web of connectivity and correspondence of ideas. It 
co-opts layering and repetition of form through visual 
‘hyperlinks’ to evoke a cosmology – a scattering of objects 
and images.

�e title of the exhibition, Subtle �resholds, suggests 
a narrow point of contact – the fuzzy-edged in-between 
spaces. Similarly, infectious disease provides a meeting 
point between species: human, animal and microbial, 
as disease is not something discrete and autonomous, 
but dependent on a relationship between a host and an 
organism in order to exist. Rather than acknowledging a 
continuous interaction with other organisms, cultural and 
linguistic codi�cation has generated an understanding 
of humans as a distinct species, with unambiguous 
boundaries.  Perhaps this ascendant bias and the denial of 
a constant biological dialogue with other species – both 
animals and microorganisms – may be held responsible 
for the prejudice and stereotyping that is endemic within 
much human interaction. 

Disease has often been represented as singular 
content in exhibitions, and while contextualised, has 
o¢ered a focussed viewpoint. Disease here is presented 
as biological, set within a complex network of cultural 
interpretations. �e exhibition is located within a 
position that acknowledges the active nature of knowing, 
that knowledges are constructions and that the �eld of 
medical science is embedded within cultural narratives. 
It has received impetus from key texts on medical 
representation and episteme by Foucault, Gilman and 
Sontag and is concerned with the stigma surrounding 
infectious disease and the manner in which it has been 
imaged in both the popular imagination and medical 
literature. �is has been expressed as a space of 
separation and di¢erence: a reviled state wherein the 
patient becomes identi�ed through and by their illness. 
�is also relates to the language surrounding disease, 

which sought to represent a cosmology of the known 
world. �e symmetrical geometry of the imago mundi is 
a development of an early Christian ordering system and 
world view - the Scala naturae - in which the tree was a 
genealogical analogue. Pre-empting Darwin’s tree of life, 
scala naturae presented a divine order of nature, dividing 
animals and divine beings along ‘evolutionary’ lines of 
divine ascent. �is presented an early system of binary 
taxonomy wherein belief was built on the oppositional 
states of order and chaos; heaven and hell; human and 
animal. Early museums were informed both by the legacy 
of the imago mundi  – an encyclopaedic system of human 
knowledge – and by a pansophic philosophy, the idea of a 
comprehensive knowledge, evidenced through collections, 
and linking the natural, human and divine worlds.  

�e culture of biomedical and biological science 
is, in many ways, one of reading the visual, and in order 
to communicate bodies of knowledge these disciplines 
have often had to rely on analogy to carry complex ideas. 
�ese occupy a central role in the formation of public 
perception, and one of the most pervasive analogies is 
that of the evolutionary ‘tree of life,’ representing both 
a linear view of species and one of implied ascendance. 
�e topology of the tree provides a con�dent stability as 
the character of organisms (objects) as singular, reliable 
entities means that they may be compared and organised 
with predictable outcomes. �e oppositional nature of 
taxonomy, built on similarities and di¢erence, is currently 
believed to be contrary to speciation, which is both 
relational and contingent on space and time. In addition 
to this, recent developments in bio-informatics, and the 
rate at which genomes can be decoded, have allowed for 
complex interspecies comparisons to be made. In the past 
few years, the results of these comparisons have caused 
biologists to question previous evolutionary, phylogenic 
models, particularly the iconography of the Darwinian 
tree. Lateral or horizontal gene transfer (HGT) observed 
particularly in microbes,3 suggests that species transfer 
genetic material between each other fairly regularly and 
that this is a fundamentally non-branching process, in 
contrast to the vertical de/ascent imagined by Darwin. 
HGT allows organisms to carry simultaneous attributions 
– a dual ontology. Although clearly the phenotypical 
expression and cultural understanding of individual species 
remain intact, their chimerical genotype undermines the 
belief that species evolve determinately from a single point. 
What this does is to dislodge the sanctity of coherent, 
independent entities, collapsing hierarchies and tipping 
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acknowledging the history of the relationships between 
images and text and museums and text, this project 
attempts to disaggregate object and image from text 
and label, allowing for a sensorial apprehension of the 
material alongside a more traditional reading of details 
within it, and it is this that is able to dislodge the certainty 
of interpretation.

 

1The early 20th century inclusion of displays of indigenous 
populations within museums of natural history established race 
as a proxy for progress, situating Africa as a site of origins in 
opposition to progressive Europe.

2In popular imagination this is paired with the ‘march 
of progress’: forwards facing, single file, male species that 
demonstrate reduced hairiness, reduced pigmentation and 
increased vertical stature.

3Microbes dominate the evolutionary tree  (Archaea and 
Eubacteria), whereas Eucaryotes make up a considerably smaller 
percentage of species.

4This apex is best typified by German biologist, Ernst 
Haeckel’s tree of 1876 which traces a deliberate route from 
monera at the roots to menschen at the uppermost tips of the 
tree.

5This reinforces what Sander Gilman (1988) refers to as ‘the 
fixity of disease as a constant other’.

which relies on the binary oppositions of clean/unclean; 
known/alien; contaminated/sterile, as well as the history 
of epidemiology that interprets infectious diseases in 
the west as arising from outside European borders – as 
immigrant, foreigner and invader.5 Subtle �resholds co-
opts a visual strategy that appeals to the senses of wonder 
and beauty in an attempt to counteract the stigma and 
fear typically associated with disease. It references plague-
altars, zoonotics, pharmacopoeias, ‘sites’ of contamination 
and bestiaries, and presents an exploded view of science 
– indicating an interconnectivity or slippage between 
organisms, world-views, science and mythologies. 

Collecting is a practice deeply invested in ways 
of knowing and ways of perceiving, and reliant on a 
dialogical relationship between objects. It was precisely 
the physical proximity of massed objects within 
collections that allowed early biologists to reimagine the 
formal and conceptual relationships between them. �e 
contiguity of the 16th century curiosity cabinet was the 
ultimate interdisciplinary collaboration – an intuitive 
arrangement of dislocated objects and specimens from 
unrelated practices. Physical proximity and tactility 
was encouraged in this type of display, as objects were 
handled and traded in non-rare�ed environments. �e 
move towards a system of order based on observation 
and the physical evidence of objects  –  comparative 
binaries of observable di¢erences and similarities  –  ran 
parallel to the development of institutionalised spaces of 
collection. Objects were seen to receive meaning from 
their relationship to the rest of the collection rather than 
from their own intrinsic value and were contextualised 
by comparison with others. Di¢erence thus became the 
centre of taxonomy and classi�cation. Subtle �resholds 
transgresses the typical display order of Cartesian 
inheritance, and allows objects from the South African 
Museum, the Wits Adler Museum collection and a series 
of new objects to be reattributed and redirected. �e 
exhibition appeals to an encyclopaedic inventory that, in 
its visual complexity, creates a sense of disorientation.  �e 
system of cross-referencing necessitates an active (and 
physical) engagement with the layout of the exhibition 
in a search for linkages. Typically, museums present 
objects as discrete entities  –  as synecdochal specimens  
–  within temporal or spatial sequences and supported by 
textual labels. In physically traversing between cabinets, 
the viewer becomes complicit within a sequential 
articulation of species. Knowledge acquisition within this 
exhibition is a discovery that requires participation. In 
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CATHEDRAL

512 lasercut hands derived from images of healing: 2500 BC - 2000 AD.

11

16 quatrefoils and trefoils of Scanning Electron Microscope images of animal excrement, 10 
chromed steel plates of bacteria and parasites, 1 carrier pigeon, 1 dispensing scale, 10 rusted steel 
plates of bacteria and parasites, 4 percussion hammers, 63 metres of concordance ruler, 5 bats,  24 
coordinate plates, 2 ophthalmometers, 4 rat skeletons, 40 framed mythological index cards, 220m2 
of shadow paintings, 1 jackal pelt, 1 pharmaceutical prescription book, 2 rolls of bandage,  220m2 of 
schematic grid, 25 chalk texts,  4 zebra hooves, 10 viral light boxes, 4 auriscopes,  512 healers’ hands, 
1 pheasant, 22 wax moulding plates, 488 microbial test tubes, 1 parrot, 6 plague saint animals, 7 
ophthalmoscopes, 7 rusted synonyms, 1 cockatoo, 2 medical cabinets, 6 autoclaves,  1 caracal pelt, 
9 sterilisers,  40 metres ducting,  3 pneumothorax apparatus, 2 video projections,  3 coprolites, 1 
marmot, 1 fox, 1 rabbit, 21 dental impression trays, 1 partridge, 1 foal, 4 hearing aids, 1 pig foetus, 
5 snakes, 14 bottles, 7 retort stands, 2 pill makers, 1 snake bite kit, 50 small birds, 30 syringes, 14 
cause of death reagent bottles, 25 dental moulds, 9 lion claws, 21 anaesthetic masks, 1 sheep skull,  
20 surgical scissors,  50 ampoules, 2 UV lights, 3 trial lens cases,  10 stethoscopes, 1 zebra foetus, 40 
syringes, 1 wax scabies model, 15 glass cupping devices, 2 mice, 1 baboon pelt,  2 oxygen masks,  3 
monkey skulls,  22 glass slides,  5 pairs of antlers.

DIFFERENCE
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SILHOUETTE

0001-0002 ROMAN STATUTE OF AKSLEPIOS (ASCLEPIUS), THE GOD OF MEDICINE WITH STAFF AND SERPENT ENTWINED (45TH CENTURY AD. RELIEF)  0003-0004 HYGIEIA, 
GODDESS OF HEALTH WITH TELESPHOROUSM THE GOD OF CONVALESCENCE AT HER FEET (45TH CENTURY AD. RELIEF)  0005-0006 THE FOUR TEMPERAMENTS (16TH 
CENTURY. WOODCUT)  0007-0015 MUSEE DE L’ ASSISTANCE PUBLIQUE. SICK PATIENTS IN A WARD AT THE HOSPITAL HOTEL DE DIEU, PARIS, FROM LIVRE DE LA VIE ACTIVE 
( JENA HENRY. 1842)  0016 CARDINAL CHIGI HEALS PLAGUE-RIDDEN PEOPLE IN ROME (ARTIST UNKNOWN. PALAZZO BARBERINI)  0017-0020 A MIRACLE CURE BY ST LOUIS 
(1214-70) OF GANGRENE OF THE LEG  0021 A BARBER SURGEON TENDING A PEASANT’S FOOT (C. 1650. KOEDYCK (KOEDIJCK) ISAAC)  0022-0023 THE BARBER SURGEON (C. 1650. 
KOEDYCK (KOEDIJCK) ISAAC)  0024 ST ELIZABETH OF HUNGARY TENDING THE SICK AND LEPROUS (17TH CENTURY. BARTOLEME ESTEBAN MURILLO. HOSPITAL DE LA 
SANTA CARIDAD, SEVILLE)  0025-0028 CARE OF THE INJURED: PULSE AND URINE DIAGNOSIS (15TH CENTURY. ‘BON ROI ALEXANDRE’. PARIS)  0029 THE COW-POCK – THE 
WONDERFUL EFFECTS OF THE NEW INNOCULATION’ ( JAMES GILLRAY. 1802. COLOUR ETCHING)  0030 IMMIGRANT CHILDREN NEWLY ARRIVED AT THE BATTERY FROM 
ELLIS ISLAND ARE EXAMINED BY A NEW YORK CITY HEALTH OFFICIAL DURING A TYPHUS SCARE IN 1911  0031-32  HER MONSIEUR CROTTE DEMONSTRATES HIS 
ELECTRICAL CURE FOR TUBERCULOSIS IN PARIS (LE PETIT JOURNAL. 1901)  0033 CHOLERA VACCINATION OF THE THIRD GURKHAS IN INDIA AT THE TIME OF THE 1893 
EPIDEMIC  0034-0036 HUNTERIAN PSALTER. HUNTER (TOP V14 F.59). JOHN BANNISTER DELIVERING AN ANATOMY LESSON  0037 A WARRIOR IN BORNEO, HIT IN THE CHEST 
BY AN ARROW, IS TREATED BY A HEALER (20TH CENTURY)  0038-0040 DRAWING OF A TOMB CARVING OF A CIRCUMCISION SCENE (C. 2400-3000 BC. SAKKARA CEMETERY 
MEMPHIS, EGYPT)  0046 EXTRACTION OF AN ARROW FROM THE ARM (ROGER SALERNO. 14TH CENTURY MANUSCRIPT)  0050 EXTRACTION OF A SWORD BLADE FROM THE 
THIGH (GUY DE CHAULIAC’S CHIRUGIA MAGNA)  0051-0052 JOHN OF ARDERNE OPERATING ON A FISTULA IN ANO. FROM JOHN OF ARDERNE: TREATISE OF FISTULA IN ANO, 
HAEMORRHOIDS AND CLYSTERS (1910)  0054 A CAESARIAN SECTION. FROM THE ARMAMENTUM CHIRURGICUM OF SCULTETUS  0055-0057 WILLIAM HARVEY’S 
DEMONSTRATION OF THE FUNCTION OF THE VENOUS VALVES, USING THE SUPERFICIAL VEINS OF THE ARM (DE MOTU CORDIS. 1628)  0058-0060 AMPUTATIONS OF ARM 
AND LEG (HEISTER’S GENERAL SYSTEM OF SURGERY. 1755. LONDON. COPPER PLATE ENGRAVING)  0061 JOHN HUNTER. ROYAL COLLEGE OF SURGEONS OF ENGLAND  0062 
DAGUERROTYPE OF JANE TODD CRAWFORD (1841)  0063 SIR ASTLEY PASTON COOPER. ROYAL COLLEGE OF SURGEONS OF ENGLAND  0064 THE FIRST OPERATION UNDER 
ETHER (ROBERT HINCKLEY. 1882. MASSACHUSETTS GENERAL HOSPITAL, BOSTON)  0065-0068 THE FIRST ‘CAPITAL’ OPERATION UNDER ETHER AT UNIVERSITY COLLEGE 
HOSPITAL, LONDON  0069 THE SIMPLE ‘RAG AND BOTTLE’ METHOD OF ADMINISTRATION OF CHLOROFORM USED BY SIMPSON  0070-0072 OPERATION. 1983. THE SURGEON 
IS WEARING RUBBER GLOVES  0073 INSERTION OF A PAUL’S TUBE INTO THE LARGE INTESTINE  0075-0076 A BELOW-KNEE AMPUTATION IN THE 16TH CENTURY (HANS VON 
GERSDORFF: FELBUCH DER WUNDARTZNEY. 1517. STRASBURG)  0077-0078 LARREY’S METHOD OF AMPUTATION AT THE SHOULDER (DIBLE J H: NAPOLEON’S SURGEON 1970)  
0079-0080 CUSHING’S TECHNIQUE OF SUCTION DEBRIDEMENT OF A CEREBRAL WOUND TRACK  0081-0083 HUGH OWEN THOMAS REDUCING A DISLOCATED SHOULDER  
0084 WILHELM KONRAD ROENTGEN. ROYAL COLLEGE OF SURGEONS OF ENGLAND  0085 SIR WILLIAM ARBUTHNOT LANE (GUY’S HOSPITAL LONDON. PAINTING)  0086-0088 
AMPUTATION OF THE BREAST USING THE KNIFE FOLLOWED BY THE CAUTERY (SCULTETUS: ARMAMENTARIUM CHIRURGICIUM. JANSSON WAESBERG. 1741. AMSTERDAM)  
0089-90 HEISTER’S MASTECTOMY (FROM HIS MEDICAL, CHIRURGICAL AND ANATOMICAL CASES. 1755)  0091-0094 PANCOAST’S MASTECTOMY TECHNIQUE (PANCOAST J: 
TREATISE ON OPERATIVE SURGERY. 1844. PHILADELPHIA, CAREY AND HART)  0095-0096 AN EARLY EXAMPLE OF TREATMENT OF BREAST CANCER BY IRRADIATION (1908)  
0097-0098 THE OPERATION OF THE APPARATUS MINOR (ELLIS H. 1969. HISTORY OF BLADDER STONE. OXFORD, BLACKWELL)  0100 PATIENT IN THE LITHOTOMY POSITION 
WITH SOUND IN PLACE (HENRY THOMPSON. 1863. PRACTICAL LITHOTOMY AND LITHOTRITY. LONDON, CHURCHILL)  0101 THOMPSON’S ILLUSTRATION OF LATERAL 
LITHOTOMY (HENRY THOMPSON. 1863. PRACTICAL LITHOTOMY AND LITHOTRITY. LONDON, CHURCHILL)  0102-0105 ‘UN MALADE AU MOMENT DE L’OPERATION.’THE 
CALCULUS IS TRAPPED IN THE JAWS OF THE TRILABE AND IS BEING DRILLED BY A GIMLET ACTIVATED BY A BOW (CIVIALE J. 1847. TRIATÉ PRATIQUE ET HISTORIQUE DE 
A LITHOTRITIE. PARIS, BAILLIÉRE)  0106-0109 BARON CHARLES HEURTELOUP’S INSTRUMENTS: (A) ON DISPLAY; (B) IN USE (HEURTELOUP C. 1831. CASES OF LITHOTRITY OR 
EXAMPLES OF THE STONE CURED WITHOUT INCISION. LONDON, UNDERWOOD)  0110 A MEDICINE-MAN TREATS A MELANCHOLIC WOMAN BY PLACING HOT OIL IN A 
CUT ON HER SCALP. HE CHEWS COCA LEAVES AND USES THE JUICE TO ANAESTHETIZE THE WOUND  0111-0113 INSTRUMENTS FOR TREPANATION, PERFECTED DURING 
THE ENLIGHTENMENT (DENIS DIDEROT’S ENCYCLOPÉDIE.1772. ILLUSTRATION)  0114-0115 THE SURGICAL PRACTICE OF CIRCUMCISION (C. 2500 BC. EGYPT. STONE 
CARVING)  0116-0117 ENGRAVING OF CIRCUMCISION BY CRISPIN PASSE (1599)  0118-0119 ARCHILLES APPLYING A ROLLER BANDAGE TO THE ARM OF HIS FRIEND PATROCLUS 
DURING THE TROJAN WAR (SOSIAS. C. 1200 BC. ATTIC BOWL)  0120 THE PATIENT, ACHINOS, WITH A SHOULDER AILMENT, DREAMING IN HEALING SLEEP IN THE TEMPLE OF 
THE GOD AMPHIARAOS (C. 350 BC. VOTIVE RELIEF)  0121 THE ROMAN METHOD OF REPAIRING A BONE FRACTURE OR DISLOCATION WITH A TRACTION APPARATUS  0122-
0123 THE TREATMENT OF A WOMAN GIVING BIRTH IN ANCIENT GREECE (C. 350 BC. OROPOS. PLAQUE)  0124 AENEAS RECEIVES SURGERY FOR A LEG WOUND BEFORE 
LEAVING TROY WITH HIS FAMILY (DESTROYED AD 79. POMPEII. FRESCO)  0125-0127 A SMALL HOSPITAL ROOM WITH THREE BEDS WITH A BARBER-SURGEON PERFORMING 
A MINOR OPERATIVE PROCEDURE IN THE FOREGROUND (BIBLIOTECA LAURENZIANA, FLORENCE, GADDIAN, MS 24, FOLIO 247)  0128-0131 A VERY ACTIVE SURGICAL CLINIC 
AS DEPICTED IN GALEN’S WRITINGS WHEN THEY WERE REPUBLISHED IN VENICE (1576)   0132-0134 GALEN LEARNS FROM HIPPOCRATES (1250. CATHEDRAL OF ANAGNI, 
ITALY. FRESCO.)  0135-0136 THE BYZANTINE WAY OF REDUCING A DISLOCATED JAW (APOLLONIOS OF KITIO. 11TH CENTURY MANUSCRIPT. CYPRUS)  0137-0138 STS. COSMAS 
AND DAMIAN PREPARE TO TRANSPLANT THE LEG OF AN ISLAMIC MOOR ONTO A RECENT AMPUTEE (KONINKLIJK MUSEUM VOOR SCHOME KUNSTEN, ANTWERPEN)  0139 
A PHYSICIAN COMBINES THE OLD METHOD OF TREPANATION WITH THE RENEWED INTEREST IN HUMAN DISSECTION (GUIDO OF VIGEVANO. 1345. ITALY. ILLUSTRATION 
IN BOOK ON ANATOMY)  0140 CORRECTION OF SPINAL DEFORMITIES BY EXTENSION AND PRESSURE (SCULTETUS, J. 1679)  0141 ALBUCASIS CAUTERIZES A PATIENT AT 
CORDOBA (ERNEST BOARD.1912. PAINTING)  0142-0143 EXAMINATIONS OF THE BREAST AND RECTUM AS DEPICTED IN THEODERIC’S BOOK ON SURGERY (THEODORIC’S 
CHIRURGIA. 1257)  0147 HENRI DE MONDEVILLE LECTURING TO HIS STUDENTS (14TH CENTURY MANUSCRIPT)  0148 THE PORTRAIT OF ANDREAS VESALIUS IN THE 
DEDICATION COPY OF HIS DE HUMANI CORPORIS FABRICA LIBRI SEPTEM (FROM THE LIBRARY OF HASKELL F. NORMAN, MD. 1543)  0149-0156 A 16TH CENTURY CARICATURE 
OF BARBER-SURGEONS AT WORK, COMBINING ORDINARY HAIRCUTS WITH VARIOUS MEDICAL TASKS: TOOTH PULLING, BLOODLETTING AND WOUND TREATMENT 
(PHOT. BIBLIO-THEQUE NATIONALE PARIS, MS RF 1 RÉS, F 66.)  0157-0159 PRACTICAL TRAINING OF RENAISSANCE PHYSICIANS IN A HOSPITAL, INCLUDING LEG AMPUTATION, 
DEPICTED IN A BOOK ON SURGERY (PARACELSUS. 1565. FRANKFURT)  0160-0161 PARÉ APPLIES HIS LIGATURE ON THE BATTLEFIELD (19TH CENTURY)  0162-0163 ILLUSTRATIONS 
FROM PARÉ’S WRITINGS ON SURGERY: TECHNIQUES FOR BLADDER-STONE OPERATION, ARTIFICIAL LIMBS, AND SUTURING OF A FACIAL WOUND  0164 CAUTERIZING-
IRONS AND THEIR USE ON A WOUND (GERSDORFF’S FIELDBOOK ON SURGERY. 1517. REYNOLDS LIBRARY, BIRMINGHAM. HAND-COLOURED WOODCUT)  0165 HIERONYMUS 
BOSCH’S PAINTING OF THE “CURE OF FOLLY”, A POPULAR OPERATION ON SUPPOSED STONES IN THE HEAD TO PREVENT MADNESS (LATE 15TH CENTURY)  0166 NICHOLAS 
TULP - LEADING PHYSICIAN, DEMONSTRATOR AND MEDICAL AUTHOR – PERFORMING A DISSECTION (REMBRANDT. 1632. PAINTING)  0167 WILLIAM HARVEY, WHOSE 
EXPERIMENTS CONCERNED BLOOD CIRCULATION AND REPRODUCTION IN ANIMALS SUCH AS DEER, EXPLAINS THEM TO KING CHARLES I (ROBERT HANNAH.1640. 
PAINTING)  0168-0169 TWO RICH DOCTORS OFFER BLOOD-LETTING AND UROSCOPY TO THEIR PATIENTS AT A CLINIC PORTRAYED IN A MANUSCRIPT (1482. BRUGES)  0170-
0173 HILDANUS’ PROCEDURES FOR LEG AMPUTATION, PRESENTED IN AN EDITION OF HIS COLLECTED WORKS (1646. FRANKFURT)  0174  16TH CENTURY ENGLISH 
MANUSCRIPT ILLUSTRATION SHOWING CATHETERIZATION FOR BLADDER STONES (BY PERMISSION OF THE BRITISH LIBRARY, LONDON, MS 197D2, F19V.)  0175 REMOVAL 
OF BLADDER STONES BY THE “MARIAN” OPERATION, OR APPARATUS MAJOR (1930. ILLUSTRATION)  0176-0184 LITHOTOMY OPERATION, SHOWN IN ONE OF HEISTER’S LATER 
BOOKS, INSTITUTIONES CHIRURGICUE (1739)  0185-0187 CLAUDE BERNARD DEMONSTRATES AN EXPERIMENT FOR THE FAMOUS CHEMIST HENRI SAINTE-CLAIRE DEVILLE 
(LÉON LHERMITTE. 1889. PAINTING)  0188-0189 TRACHEAL INTUBATION – INSERTING A CATHETER DOWN THE WINDPIPE WITH THE HELP OF A LARYNGOSCOPE – IS 
PERFORMED AFTER GIVING AN INTRAVENOUS NARCOTIC AND A MUSCLE RELAXANT  0190-0192 CURING TWO CASES OF VESICO-VAGINAL FISTULA  (MARION SIMS. 1854. 
NEW YORK MEDICAL GAZETTE)  0193-0197 THEODOR BILLROTH OPERATING AT THE GENERAL HOSPITAL OF VIENNA (A. SELIGMANN. 1890. PAINTING)  0199-0201 JULES 
PÉAN DELIVERS A LECTURE, HOLDING THE HAEMOSTATIC FORCEPS NAMED AFTER HIM (HENRI GERVEX. 1886. PAINTING)  0202-0203 PASTEUR IN HIS LABORATORY 
(ALBERT EDELFELT. 1885. PAINTING)  0204-0205  AN EXAMPLE OF A TRACHEOTOMY (GIULIO CASSERI. 1601)  0206-0214 METHODS OF LOWER-LIMB AMPUTATION ACCORDING 
TO LORENZ HEISTER IN HIS INSTITUTIONES CHIRURGICAE (1739)  0215-0218 THE FIRST WELL-DOCUMENTED GYNAECOLOGICAL OPERATION WHERE IN 1549 VIENNESE 
SURGEONS SAVED A WOMAN FROM A FOUR-YEAR EXTRAUTERINE PREGNANCY – WITHOUT ANAESTHESIA (MATHIAS CORNAX. WOODCUT)  0219-0223 IVAN PAVLOV, WHO 
DID IMPORTANT RESEARCH ON GASTRIC PROCESSES, EXPERIMENTS ON A DOG  0224-0226  AN OPERATING THEATRE IN 1988, WITH HEART SURGERY IN PROGRESS, AIDED 
BY A HEART-LUNG MACHINE  0227 THE NEUROSURGEON HARVEY CUSHING  0228-0229 ERNST SAUERBRUCH  0230-0231 ALEXANDER FLEMING  0232-0233 A TRADITIONAL 
CATARACT OPERATION (BARTISCH,G. 1583. OPTHALMODOULEIA. DRESDEN. ILLUSTRATION.)  0234-0237 SAMUEL D. GROSS WITH FIVE OTHER SURGEONS ASSISTING HIM AS 
HE PERFORMS AN OPERATION IN THE AMPHITHEATER AT JEFFERSON, FOR THE REMOVAL OF A DISEASED THIGH BONE (THOMAS EASKINS. 1875. PAINTING)  0238 
CAUTERIZATION OF SWOLLEN LYMPH NODES OF THE RIGHT SIDE OF THE NECK IN A PATIENT WITH SCROFULA (1465. SHARAF-AD-DIN IBN ALI MANUSCRIPT)  0239  THE 
SURGEON HUA T’O PERFORMING AN OPERATION ON THE ARM OF GENERAL KUAN KONG ( 19TH CENTURY. NATIONAL LIBRARY OF MEDICINE, BETHESDA. JAPANESE 
WOODBLOCK PRINT)  0240 DR. REIFSNYDER, A GRADUATE OF THE WOMEN’S MEDICAL COLLEGE OF PHILADELPHIA, PERFORMING A SUCCESSFUL OVARIOTOMY IN 
SHANGHAI (1885. BOSTON MEDICAL LIBRARY.CHINESE HANDBILL)  0241 TRADITIONAL JAPANESE METHODS FOR TREATING THE DISLOCATIONS OF THE JAW CALLED 
“DIVING FOR PEARLS”  0242-0243 THE DOCTOR USES HIS LEFT WRIST TO HOLD THE PATIENT’S RIGHT CHEEK STILL AND USES HIS FOUR FINGERS TO SEARCH FOR THE 
ENDS OF THE TEETH BONES (HARVARD MEDICAL LIBRARY)  0244 THE FAMOUS QUACK OPERATION FOR REMOVAL OF STONES IN THE HEAD (HIERONYMUS BOSCH. THE 
CURE OF FOLLY. MUSEO DEL PRADO, MADRID. PAINTING)  0245 REDUCTION OF A DISLOCATION OF THE SHOULDER, USING THE AMBE OF HIPPOCRATES (FRANCESCO 

ATTRIBUTION

The exhibition works with a system of 
dualisms. The layout and visual iconography 
enable the gallery to be simultaneously 
read as both a cathedral and a laboratory. 
The ‘angelic wings’ are constructed from 
silhouettes of art historical and popular 
images of healers’ hands, and while the 
shape formally references a schematic tree 
or set of lungs, it thematically refers to the 
religious binaries of damnation and salvation 
associated with disease and healing. 



RECOVERY

DAMNATION

14

The wings are paired with the ‘ex-voto’ 
plague altar which uses the negative form of 
the hands as a screen, protecting six bandaged, 
taxidermied animals (surrogate plague saints) 
from the viewer. Plague doctor silhouettes 
run across the top of the screen, making 
further connections to the bird as a prevalent 
and ambiguous metaphor within the visual 
iconography of disease. Liberated from their 
dusty vitrines in the old mammal room, these 
bandaged animals occupy an ambiguous 
space somewhere between a zoo, infirmary 
and a confessional. Behind the animals the 
typical realistic diorama has been replaced by 
a chalkboard drawing of Celera Genomics’ 
diagram of chromosomes 13 and 14.



ALTAR

17

ANALOGY
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CONTAMINATION

19

A low stage houses two steel medical 
cabinets from Groote Schuur hospital 
and a collection of sterilisers, autoclaves 
and fish hooks. The two cabinets 
contain ducting that, while reminiscent 
of bacterial forms, is simultaneously 
an agent of extraction and cleansing. 
Smothered in black Rockwell typeface 
with synonyms for pain and disease, 
the cabinets become ‘contaminated by 
language’. The autoclaves, tethered or 
anchored to the cabinets, are filled with 
remnants of chalk, setting provisional 
knowledge against the authority of the 
black type.

STERILISATION



MATERIALITY

20

Chromed and rusted steel plates exist in two binary 
states: contaminated and sterile. The forms of the chromed 
plates are derived from pharmaceutical labware and 
parasitic and bacterial disease forms, while in the rusted 
plates, the disease forms are enlarged and populated 
with silhouettes of demonic images. This highlights the 
divisive and polarised positions of purity/impurity that 
construct much of the language of disease.

CORRESPONDENCE



EXPLODED VIEW

WEB

23



LANGUAGE

Yellow directional plates display the GPS 
coordinates of sites of major disease outbreaks 
in history. These are reminders of the levels of 
international infectious disease surveillance held 
on vast databases around the world. The plates are 
paired with a map in which geographical landform 
is determined by the incidence of ten major 
infectious diseases. Politics of access to medication 
and resources are made apparent by the relative 
density of continents.
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Animal faeces collected from various pet shops, 
farms and zoos in the greater Cape Town area. 
Images produced at UCT’s Electron Microscope 
Unit, by a Scanning Electron Microscope: 10 
μm at 1000 – 2000 x magnification. Faeces, the 
ultimate feared site of contamination, become 
beguiling landscapes.  Prints are framed in trefoil 
and quatrefoil frames, derived from medieval 
cathedral windows and labeled with Latin species 
names, elluding the uninitiated viewer.

FRONTIERS

LATTICE



SALVATION

TREE

3130



MERUVAX II  M-M-R II  GAMASTAN, GAMMAR MERUVAXII ENTOCORT 
EC ADRENOCOT CPC-CORT-D DECADRON DECAJECT-10 SOLUREX 
A-HYDROCORT SOLU-CORTEF M-M-RII ORAPRED PEDIAPRED PRELONE 
GAMASTAN GAMMAR FLOVENT ROTADISK FLONASE FLOVENT GEMZAR 
NASONEX PREDNISONE INTENSOL DELTASONE RITUXAN ADVAIR 
DISKUS ZIAGEN  TRIZIVIR  LEXIVA  ZERIT  HEPSERA  FUZEON  EPIVIR  
KALETRA  VIRAMUNE NORVIR  EPZICOM  VIDEX  EMTRIVA  CRIXIVAN  
VIRACEPT  RETROVIR  REYATAZ TRUVADA  COMBIVIR  VIREAD  
AGENERASE  RESCRIPTOR  INVIRASE  FORTOVASE  SUSTIVA VALTREX  
GLEEVEC  STROMECTOL  ALINIA  ORIMUNE  RYTHMOL  RAPAMUNE 
DECADRON  DEXPAK  METHYLPREDNISOLONE  MEDROL  DEPO-
MEDROL  PREDNISOLONE  PEDIAPRED  FLUMIST  FLUOGEN  FLUSHIELD  
FLUVIRIN  FLUZONE  EQUAGESIC  MICRAININ  AGGRENOX  ASCRIPTIN  
BUFFERIN  CAMA  EASPRIN  ECOTRIN  EMPIRIN  FIORINAL  FIORMOR  
AXOTAL  TRILISATE  MAGSAL  MOBIGESIC  ROBAXISAL TAMIFLU  
DARVON  CMPD-65  PC-CAP 65  ANABAR  CETAZONE T  DOLOREX  ED-
FLEX  AVIAN FLU AMANTADINE ZOVIRAX  VALTREX  FINACEA  FAMVIR  
FOSCAVIR  ORALONE  ABREVA  CYTADREN BECONASE  VANCENASE  
VISTIDE  CIPRODEX  GENGRAF  NEORAL  SANDIMMUNE  DECADRON  
HEXADROL  ETOPOPHOS  TOPOSAR  VEPESID  FLORINEF  NASALIDE  
NASAREL  FLOVENT ROTADISK  NEURONTIN  DEPO-MEDROL  SOLU-
MEDROL  TYSABRI  PREDNISONE  INTENSOL DELTASONE  PROTOPIC  
NASACORT HEPATITUS HEPSERA  COMVAX  HAVRIX  VAQTA  ENGERIX-B  
RECOMBIVAX HB  REBETOL  COPEGUS  RITUXAN  PROLASTIN  
NYDRAZID  NIAZID  RIFAMATE  TRIZIVIR  SORIATANE  REYATAZ  SUSTIVA  
EMTRIVA  TRUVADA  TEGISON  GAMASTAN  GAMMAR  ALFERON N  
INFERGEN  INTRON A  ROFERON-A  COMBIVIR  REVIA  VIRAMUNE  
VIRAMUNE  REBETRON VARIVAX VACCINE  ASPERGUM  EQUAGESIC  
MICRAININ  AGGRENOX  FIORINAL  FIORMOR  AXOTAL  TRILISATE  
MAGSAL  MOBIGESIC  ROBAXISAL  NORGESIC  ORAPRED  PEDIAPRED  
PRELONE  CYTADREN  ASCRIPTIN  BUFFERIN  CAMA  EASPRIN  ECOTRIN  
EMPIRIN  TIGAN  ZOVIRAX  HUMIRA QVAR  PULMICORT  NEORAL  
SANDIMMUNE    DECADRON  HEXADROL  AUROLATE  IFEX  REMICADE  
AVONEX  CEENU  MUSTARGEN  DEPO-MEDROL  SOLU-MEDROL

DISPLAY32

INDEXING



NOMENCLATURE

3534

In order to disrupt the stigma and fear typically associated with 
disease, the exhibition co-opts two curatorial strategies: wonder 
and layering. The light boxes and complex lattice defer to Stephen 
Greenblatt’s  well-quoted notion of wonder as the ‘power of the 
displayed object to stop the viewer in his or her tracks, to convey 
an arresting sense of uniqueness, to evoke an exalted attention’ 
(Greenblatt 1991: 49).

Ten light boxes or vitrines contain representations,   in pharmacological 
labware, of ten viral forms known to cause disease. The labels confound 
the uninitiated viewer, as they refer to international disease codes, 
taxonomy codes, medications and symptoms, without naming the 
diseases. The disease, by implication, can in certain frameworks only 
be read through the discipline that constructs it. 



WONDER

SYSTEMS
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Two videos draw attention to the space above 
the cabinets. In the hierarchical space of control, 
they illustrate two ways of reading and interpreting 
the hidden body; the first through dissection 
(layered frog, fish, rat and human dissections) 
and the second through genomic mapping (1000 
bacterial genomes flashing in a loop).

CROSS-REFERENCE



LAYERINGS



METONYMY

“Believing that it is 
always best to study some 
special group, I have, after 
deliberation, taken up 
domestic pigeons.” 
Charles Darwin

MASKING

4342



ACCESSIBILITY
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INFIRMARY
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MAGNIFICATION

4948

Conscious of the politics of exclusion within 
medical discourse, the exhibition provides 
limited access to text. The scale and height of 
the framed index cards of mythologies make 
them unreadable, despite the provision of a 
magnifying glass; explanatory texts in the 
cabinets thwart analysis as they lose their 
numbering system and direct references; and 
animal specimens are only labeled by the 
diseases they carry.  The index cards contain 
mythologies and superstitions pertaining to 
zoonoses from a cross section of cultures and 
time periods. The minute scale draws attention 
to the space afforded to belief within western 
medical practice.

EPISTEME
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PHARMACOPOEIA



EVOLUTION

53

Still born foal, donated by Boswell Wilkie Circus in 1922, 
anaesthetic masks and aural and opthalmic devices. 

 The use of written texts, held in retort stands, provide the 
exhibition an opportunity for self-reflection. A deliberate 
decision has been taken not to include authorial texts or 
descriptions of material presented. Where text is present, 
it is embedded within the visual and is to be seen as much 
as read. Texts provide visual clues as to the construction of 
meaning, rather than providing explanations. 

TAXONOMY



PROJECTION

CHAGAS DISEASE – CHOLERA – EBOLA - BORNA DISEASE - MOKOLA VIRUS - DUVENHAGE VIRUS – HENIPAVIRUS 
- MARBURG VIRUS - WEST NILE VIRUS - INFLUENZAVIRUS A - CHLAMYDOPHILA PSITTACI – BARTONELLOSIS - 
CUTANEOUS LARVA MIGRANS - GIARDIA LAMBLIA - OCULAR LARVA MIGRANS – RINGWORM – TOXOCARIASIS 
- DEER TICK VIRUS - ENCEPHALITIS – LEPROSY – TOXOPLASMOSIS – ANTHRAX - OROPOUCHE FEVER – 
BRUCELLOSIS – LYMPHOCYTIC – CHORIOMENINGITIS – TRICHINOSIS – TULAREMIA – OMSK - HEMORRHAGIC 
FEVER - CREUTZFELDT–JAKOB DISEASE – CRYPTOSPORIDIOSIS – SALMONELLOSIS - COLORADO TICK FEVER 
– SCHISTOSOMIASIS – HANTAVIRUSES - KYASANUR FOREST DISEASE - LASSA FEVER - MYCOBACTERIUM 
BOVIS -  CAMPYLOBACTERIOSIS - EASTERN EQUINE ENCEPHALOMYELITIS VIRUS - STREPTOCOCCUS SUIS - 
WESTERN EQUINE ENCEPHALITIS VIRUS - VENEZUELAN EQUINE ENCEPHALITIS – HENIPAVIRUS - ST. LOUIS 
ENCEPHALITIS - BORRELIA - YELLOW FEVER - HIV AIDS - TYPHUS - BARMAH FOREST VIRUS - DENGUE FEVER 
– MALARIA - HERPES B VIRUS - COWPOX VIRUS – RABIES - YERSINIA PESTIS – LEISHMANIASIS - TUBERCULOSIS 
– ORF - CRIMEAN-CONGO HEMORRHAGIC FEVER – CRYPTOSPORIDIOSIS - ESCHERICHIA COLI - Q FEVER  - 
AVIAN INFLUENZA – LEPTOSPIROSIS - RIFT VALLEY FEVER – HERPES – MENINGITIS – CHICKEN POX - LYME 
DISEASE - AVIAN TUBERCULOSIS - BAYLISASCARIS PROCYONIS – ASPERGILLOSIS - POLIOMYELITIS - SMALLPOX 
- VIRAL ENCEPHALITIS - SARS - RUBELLA - AFRICAN TRYPANOSOMIASIS - AMEBIASIS - ASCARIASIS - CHAGAS 
DISEASE – CHOLERA – EBOLA - BORNA DISEASE - MOKOLA VIRUS - DUVENHAGE VIRUS – HENIPAVIRUS - 
MARBURG VIRUS - WEST NILE VIRUS - INFLUENZAVIRUS A - CHLAMYDOPHILA PSITTACI – BARTONELLOSIS - 
CUTANEOUS LARVA MIGRANS - GIARDIA LAMBLIA - OCULAR LARVA MIGRANS – RINGWORM – TOXOCARIASIS 
- DEER TICK VIRUS - ENCEPHALITIS – LEPROSY – TOXOPLASMOSIS – ANTHRAX - OROPOUCHE FEVER – 
BRUCELLOSIS – LYMPHOCYTIC – CHORIOMENINGITIS – TRICHINOSIS – TULAREMIA – OMSK - HEMORRHAGIC 
FEVER - CREUTZFELDT–JAKOB DISEASE – CRYPTOSPORIDIOSIS – SALMONELLOSIS - COLORADO TICK FEVER 
– SCHISTOSOMIASIS – HANTAVIRUSES - KYASANUR FOREST DISEASE - LASSA FEVER - MYCOBACTERIUM 
BOVIS -  CAMPYLOBACTERIOSIS - EASTERN EQUINE ENCEPHALOMYELITIS VIRUS - STREPTOCOCCUS SUIS - 
WESTERN EQUINE ENCEPHALITIS VIRUS - VENEZUELAN EQUINE ENCEPHALITIS – HENIPAVIRUS - ST. LOUIS 
ENCEPHALITIS - BORRELIA - YELLOW FEVER - HIV AIDS - TYPHUS - BARMAH FOREST VIRUS - DENGUE FEVER 
– MALARIA - HERPES B VIRUS - COWPOX VIRUS – RABIES - YERSINIA PESTIS – LEISHMANIASIS - TUBERCULOSIS 
– ORF - CRIMEAN-CONGO HEMORRHAGIC FEVER – CRYPTOSPORIDIOSIS - ESCHERICHIA COLI - Q FEVER  - 
AVIAN INFLUENZA – LEPTOSPIROSIS - RIFT VALLEY FEVER – HERPES – MENINGITIS – CHICKEN POX - LYME 
DISEASE - AVIAN TUBERCULOSIS - BAYLISASCARIS PROCYONIS – ASPERGILLOSIS - POLIOMYELITIS - SMALLPOX 
- VIRAL ENCEPHALITIS - SARS - RUBELLA - AFRICAN TRYPANOSOMIASIS - AMEBIASIS - ASCARIASIS

“�e observing gaze refrains from intervening: it is 
silent and gestureless. Observation leaves things as they 
are; there is nothing hidden to it in what is given. �e 
correlative of observation is never the invisible, but 
always the immediately visible, once one has removed the 
obstacles erected to reason by theories and to the senses by 
the imagination.” Foucault 1975: 107.
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PAIRING

INSCRIPTION

5756

“By taking us back up the Darwinian ladder of evolution to the associative 
origins of human thought, analogy offers a non-algorithmic technique 
for binding our perceptual system to our cognitive systems, expressed 
in terms of similarities and antithesis. Learning, in this development 
scheme, does not spring from a chain of reasoning, but from a dynamic 
back-and-forth motion among choices that embrace the entire universe 
in their scope.”  Stafford 1999: 176-7.



LISTING

5958



SYSTEMS
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ZOONOTICS

SPECIATION

62

Wax moulding plates and dental impression trays from the Adler collection, together with parrot bones, antler 
and lion’s claws from the SAM collection.



SCHEMATICS

REPRESENTATIONROBERT KOCH
(1843 –1910)
MICROBIOLOGIST

CAUSE OF DEATH
HEART ATTACK

ALFRED WALLACE
(1823 – 1913)

NATURALIST

CAUSE OF DEATH
RECURRENT MALARIA

THOMAS HUXLEY
(1825 –1895)

ZOOLOGIST

CAUSE OF DEATH
PLEURISY AND HEART DISEASE 

CHARLES DARWIN
(1809 – 1882) 

NATURALIST

CAUSE OF DEATH
CHRONIC CARDIAC FAILURE POSSIBLY 

CAUSED BY CHAGAS DISEASE

CHARLES LYELL
(1797 – 1875) 

GEOLOGIST

CAUSE OF DEATH
MENINGITIS WITH AN EFFUSION OF 

SERUM ON THE BRAIN ACCELERATED 
BY A FALL DOWN STAIRS

COMTE DE BUFFON
(1707 – 1788)

NATURALIST

CAUSE OF DEATH
POSSIBLE KIDNEY FAILURE

CAROLUS LINNAEUS
(1707 – 1778)

TAXONOMIST, ZOOLOGIST, BOTANIST

CAUSE OF DEATH
STROKE

GEORGES CUVIER
(1769 – 1832)

COMPARATIVE ANATOMIST

CAUSE OF DEATH
CHOLERA

6564

14 reagent bottles labelled with the cause of death of 14 naturalists.



“�ere seems to me too much misery in 
the world. I cannot persuade myself 
that a bene�cent and omnipotent 
God would have designedly created 
the Ichneumonidae with the express 
intention of their feeding within the 
living bodies of caterpillars or that a cat 
should play with mice... On the other 
hand, I cannot anyhow be contented 
to view this wonderful universe, and 
especially the nature of man, and to 
conclude that everything is the result 
of brute force. I am inclined to look at 
everything as resulting from designed 
laws, with the details, whether good or 
bad, left to the working out of what we 
may call chance.”
Darwin Letter to Asa Gray 
(22 May 1860).

CODING

ACTIVE VIEWING
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REFLECTION
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BINARIES 7372

Rat bones (SAM collection) on a dispensing scale (Adler collection).



NODES

ILLUMINATION

75



Timelines are devices used to provide orientation and guidance, yet they often 
present a decontextualised chronology - the chosen inclusions often re�ecting 
relationships of power. In this exhibition, the ‘timeline’ is in the form of a ruler, 
circumscribing 68 metres and including a biblical concordance of disease, 
literally running counter to a more conventional microbial history. �e ruler 
measurements are indicated by a chordate species list, incrementally divided by 
microbial species in red.

76

Early vertebrate coprolites (SAM collection).
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“Many of the views which have been advanced are highly 
speculative, and some no doubt, will prove erroneous; but I 
have in every case, given the reasons which have led me to 
one view rather than to another.
False facts are highly injurious to the progress of science, 
for they often endure long, but false views; if supported 
by evidence, do little harm, for everyone takes a salutary 
pleasure in proving their falseness.”
         Charles Darwin
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