Practice-led research into ways the museum
is explored as a house of wonder in
contemporary sculpture

Sally Simpson
January 2012

A thesis submitted for the degree of Master of Philosophy
(Sculpture) of The Australian National University
VOLUME 1: DISSERTATION

STATEMENT BY STUDENT

I confirm that this thesis is my original work, that other scholars
whose work is drawn on are duly referenced, and that the
contributions made by others to this thesis fall within the
university's guidelines and are duly acknowledged.

ii

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS
I 'd like to thank firstly my head supervisor, Wendy Teakel , for her
determined and rigorous, yet kind and generous, supervision .
Likewise Anne Brennan for her cheerful patience and perseverance .
David Jensz, Jodi Tutty, Kim Mahood and Sarah Rice for that
essential unscrambling of my thoughts at critical moments.
Nick Stranks and Matthew Smith for much more than their
impressive technical support. David Keating for clear- headed
copy -editing and Eva Cotterell for invaluable formatting assistance
under last-minute stress. Kerry Williams for believing I could do it.
Sam and Amaya Massis for doing without me when I should have
been there .

And finally and especially, David Suckl ing for all of the above, and
everything else.

iii

ABSTRACT
The contemporary ecological debate embodies diverse opinions
reflecting the complexity of information available. The museum has
recorded the history of human-nature relations, and has
influenced ways in which meaning has been assigned to nature. Its
influence over the interpretation of objects has been critiqued by
20 th century artists and postmodern theorists. However, the
museum also continues to engage and inspire some artists, and
this research uncovers reasons for this.

This research investigates the ways in which contemporary
sculpture can employ museum aesthetics to draw attention to
flexible and uncertain meaning regarding ecological issues. It is
undertaken in two parts. The first, the studio work with an
exegesis of 8,000 words, investigates two particular sites and
applies museum methodology to sculptures inspired by those
environments. The work is supported by a dissertation of 18,000
words researching the work of Mark Dion and Fiona Hall. Both of
these artists appropriate museum aesthetics in order to
demonstrate that meaning is flexible and engage the viewer in the
interpretive process.

The studio research culminates in two bodies of work related to the
two sites chosen, using the aesthetics of cultural artefacts, natural
specimens, and skeleton galleries found in museums of natural
history and ethnography. The form and materiality of these objects
intends to defy didactic interpretation. The dissertation reveals
that, as a result of its history, the museum is a house of wonder
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and mystery. The examination of Dion's and Hall's works
demonstrates their use of postmodern strategies to both challenge
the museum and exploit its potential as a house of wonder, and
ultimately to engage the viewer's curiosity and active
interpretation.
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INTRODUCTION
Throughout the 20 th century many artists critiqued the aesthetics
and politics of the museum. The Surrealists (fig.1) challenged
traditional versions of history represented in museums, and
attempted to subvert reality by destabilising established divisions
and categories of objects. 1 Other Modernists, including Marcel
Duchamp, challenged the fetishisation of objects by the
museum, by showing that the value and status of objects was
elevated when housed in a museum. 2 The Modernists were also
inspired by 'primitive' art's 3 powers of invention, regarding it as
'a magical counter-force independent of reality.' 4
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Fig 1. Exhibition of Surrealist Objects, Ga lerie Charles Rattan

1

The Exhibition of Surrealist Objects in 1936 (fig.1) included African and

Ocean ic artefacts, a relief by Picasso, mathematical objects and Duchamp's
ready-mades, all placed together in museum-style cabinets. These objects
had no apparent connection other than their placement in this display, thus
ridiculing accepted categories used by the museum for display.
2

Bottle Rack, 1914 and Cycle Wheel, 1913 were ordinary objects exhibited as

art.
3

Oceanian, African and Indian artefacts in ethnographic collections.

4

Georg es Duby and Jean-Luc Daval , eds., Sculpture: From Antiquity to the

Present Day (Koln: Taschen,2002), 958.

1

Fig 2. Ed uardo Paolozzi, Lost Magic Kingdoms

In 1970 Andy Warhol challenged curatorial activities by
displaying behind-the-scenes information from a museum in Raid

2

the Icebox. 5 Similarly, Eduardo Paolozzi dismantled the British
Museum's display hierarchy when he was invited to curate Lost
Magic Kingdoms from the museum's collection in 1985. 6 (fig.2)
However, Paolozzi differed from other artists undermining
classification systems by claiming to celebrate his own cognitive
experience of the museum. Christian Boltanski's Vitrines de
Reference,7 1970, accentuated the loss of an object's function
and identity when placed in a museum, and demonstrated the
difference between the personal meaning assigned to an object
and its interpretation in a broader context .

More recently, Fred Wilson 8 revealed behind-the-scenes activities
in order to highlight the Western museum's tendency to
Eurocentric bias. Postmodernists, such as Damien Hirst9 and
Mark Quinn 10 have referred to the museum in some works, using
irony and parody to undermine the importance attributed to
objects in museum displays.

5

Warhol displayed every pair of shoes from the archives of the Museum of

Art, Rhode Island School of Design.
6

Paolozzi grouped objects for unexpected reasons, crossing boundaries

between period, culture and materiality and introducing personal taste.
7

This displayed Boltanski's own personal objects, such as spectacles.

8

Mining the Museum, 1992, brought to light a suppressed version of African-

American history by rearranging objects from the Maryland Historical
Society's archives.
9

Dead Ends Died Out, 1993, [in James Putnam, Art and Artifact: The Museum

as Medium (London: Thames & Hudson, 2001), 35] is a taxonomical display
of cigarette butts, and is partly an ironical statement about the importance
and authenticity associated with the museum object.
10

Eternal Spring, 1998, (in Putnam, ibid. 37) is a refrigerated vase of

sunflowers, preserved yet not living, which parodies the museum display of
dislocated and dead specimens.

3

The period from 1980 to 2000 saw a critical reappraisal of the
museum. Postcolonial and post-structural theorists exposed the
relationships of power and socio-political investment behind the
museums' presentation of themselves as houses of knowledge
and truth. Postcolonial theorists focused on the appropriation of
objects from other cultures and their recontextualisation and
presentation within Eurocentric narratives. Post-structuralists
focused on the ways in which meaning is created, demonstrating
that meaning is always fluid, and undermining the Enlightenment
belief that museums could present knowledge as objective
truth. 11 Contemporary sculptors have made use of these theories
in their critiques of the museum.

However, in spite of contemporary criticism of the museum, two
contemporary sculptors, Mark Dion and Fiona Hall,~ are clearly
inspired by the museum, and draw attention to it as a source of
complex meaning. They also differ from their contemporaries
and predecessors in that reference to the museum is evident in
all of their work.

This dissertation explores the relationships between the works of
Dion and Hall and museums of natural history and ethnography .
The history of such museums will be shown to turn on the
concept of wonder. Wonder as a quality of objects refers to
surprising, remarkable, admirable,. beautiful, rare, exotic or
unfamiliar properties. However, 'wonder' is also a verb. To
wonder is to feel curious and desire to know something, or to

11

Michel Foucault, The Order of Things (New York: Routledge Classics, 2010).

4

speculate about something. A second form of the verb is to
wonder at something, to feel amazement, or awe , or to marvel
at something .

The concept of wonder is integral to the history of the museum .
The earliest museums were Renaissance Cabinets of
Wonder/ Curiosity , housing private collections of rare and exotic
objects, which inspired awe in the viewer and reflected the
pursuit of understanding the expanding world .

12

During the

fol low ing period in history, the Age of Enlightenment, objects
were defined by the categories they belonged to, rather than
existing as singular objects of w onder . Collections reflected the
continuing desire to understand the world, but through the
process of reason , speculation and gathering of scientific
evidence . 13 The concept of wonder as aw e w as overtaken by a
new fasc ination w ith Progress , Reason , Systems and Objectivity .
The Victorian museums continued to display rare and exotic
objects , as well as displaying groups of objects w ithin scientific
categories , and these traditions ha v e continued in contempo rary
museums . In Chapter 1 w e see that the tension between the
ideas of wonder and the Enl ightenment ideal of reason and
objectivity has continued through the Vi cto r ian era to the
present.

Mark Dion and Fiona Hal l regard the museum as a rich source of
insp iration , and this dissertation will show that this qua li t y is

12

Tony Be nn ett, The Birth of the Muse um (London and New York: Rou t ledg e,

199 5 ) ,
13

Eil ean Hoo pe r-Greenhi ll, Museums and the Shaping of Knowledge (London

and New York: Rout ledg e, 1995 ).

5

embodied in the diverse roles the museum has held, and
continues to hold. The fact that some roles appear contradictory
or paradoxical enhances the richness of the museum experience,
and Chapter 1 includes an examination of these roles throughout
the museum's history. It explores the way in which the museum
is regarded as a house of truth and education, a house of
wonder, and a house of culturally constructed meanings. It also
argues that the museum can be both inspirational and didactic.
The combination of these roles gives rise to tensions and
ambiguities, which supports the concept of the museum as a rich
and diverse source of meaning. Thus, the museum itself is an
object of wonder.

The complex nature of the museum as an object of wonder
provides a rich resource for artists' inspiration and exploration.
Dion and Hall engage with the museum in its varim.Js forms
throughout history in order to exploit the museum's associations
with curiosity and wonder. They differ from other artists
interested in museums in that their relationship to the museum
is characterised not only by the use of wonder as the property of
an object or collection, inspiring awe in the viewer, but also
wonder as a strategy for provoking speculation in terms of
political and ethical engagement in the viewer. It will be shown
that their work utilises museum strategies to activate the
viewers, drawing them into a multi-faceted dialogue with the
artworks as well as with the museum. This dissertation intends
to show that Dion and Hall utilise the concept of wonder in order
to engage the viewer in an active process of interpretation.

T he fact that museums continue to be animated by ambiguity,
paradoxes and tensions appeals to the artistic imagination. Dion
6

and Hall are inspired by the complex layering of meanings
inherent in the museum's history, and their responses to the
museum are as complex as the museum itself. Both artists
exploit the tensions and ambiguities within the museum in
several ways . They use the language of the museum to criticise
it, as well as to demonstrate to the audience that there are other
ways of viewing the museum. They subvert museum language
from within, which highlights it for reinterpretation by the
viewer. They exploit the museum 's traditional association with
science and nature in order to raise contemporary political and
cultural issues about the place of humans in the natural world.
They disrupt the meta-narrative of the museum as an
educational institution, revealing the blind spots and biases in
the displays, and subverting the position of passivity in the
viewer. The artists engage in an active dialogue with the
museum, and activate the viewer to engage in the -dialogue with
the museum as well as with the artists' own work. They insist
that the encounter of the viewer with the artwork or museum is
part of the overall context of meaning creation. They reveal the
closed system of museum interpretation since the
Enlightenment, encouraging open dialogue between the
museum, the viewer and the artist.

Mark Dion is known to work closely with museums, sometimes
curating within existing collections, at others simulating v arious
museum practices. Of central importance to this thesis is that
Dion claims his work refers to the early form of museums, the
Cabinets of Wonder/ Curiosity. His early works (around 1990)
focus ing on eco-pol itics represent his belief that humans needed

7

to engage in environmental issues in order to make ethical
decisions about the future. 14

He intends to provoke this engagement by activating curiosity
about the meanings assigned to nature by museums. By 2001
his intention is to inspire wonder and curiosity about meaning
itself.

Chapter 2 focuses on Dion's work, and reveals that he critiques
the taxonomies associated with the Enlightenment. It also
demonstrates that, while Dion invokes the open dialogue, and
active participation of the viewer, associated with the earliest
form of the museum, he does not invoke the Renaissance
experience of wonder as awe.

Fiona Hall's work has generally been assessed as a~postcolonial
critique of museums, their methods, and Enlightenment-style
taxonomies. However, Chapter 3 argues that Hall invokes the
aesthetics of the museum, particularly in terms of her display
methodology, in order to seduce the viewer into the process of
wonder as awe as well as speculation. She brings to her work a
personal fascination with systems of knowledge, a dedication to
museum visiting, and a passion for nature. Raising issues of
relations between humans and nature, science and knowledge,
Hall's work particularly draws on imagery associated with
scientific specimens. Her objects are themselves objects of
wonder, reflecting her extraordinarily labour-intensive process.

14

Li sa Graziose Corrin, "A Natura l History of Wo nder and a Wonderful Histo ry

of 'N ature '," in Mark Dion, ed. Lisa Graziose Corrin, Miw o n Kwo n, and Norman
Bryson ( Londo n : Pha idon Press Ltd , 1997 ), 47.

8

The viewer therefore experiences the dual nature of wonder as
awe and speculation. This experience engages the active
participation of the viewer in a dialogue with both Hall's work
and the museum.

Dion's and Hall's work refer visually to the traditional display
methods and aesthetics of the museum, yet their relationship to
the museum is ambiguous. Their work on the one hand directly
utilises museum strategies, while at the same time undermining
and destabilising these very strategies, in accordance with
postcolonial and post-structural critiques. It is clear that they do
not simply intend to criticise, parody or overthrow museum
displays, because their work demonstrates their stated passion
for, and admiration of, the museum. Chapters 2 and 3 will
demonstrate that Dion and Hall layer complex meanings in their
work, which reflects their own complex and ambiguous
relationships with the museum. Their responses to the museum
include appropriation, subversion, irony and parody, and often
these responses co-exist in one work. This demonstrates the
richness of meaning they draw from the museum, and is
evidence that they believe this richness and complexity of
meaning have been increased rather than impoverished by 20 th
century postmodern theories. This dissertation argues that
ambiguity is inherent within the museum itself, and that this is
part of the reason Dion and Hall refer to the museum.

It will be shown that the subtext of the artists' work is actually a

discussion of meaning and interpretation, which is part of Dion
and Hall's response to the museum, as well as the sub-text of
their work in relation to the viewer. In Chapters 2 and 3 the
ways in which Dion and Hall exploit the language of the museum
9

will be examined as part of a focused examination of their work,
and the strategies they use. They utilise the methodology of the
museum to stimulate the viewer's active engagement in terms of
ethical responsibility or political motivation. Dion and Hall are
postmodern in their approach to the museum, and both
demonstrate that it is the encounter between the viewer and the
artwork or museum that is the site of meaning creation. This
encounter is multi-faceted, between the artwork and the
museum, the artwork and the viewer, and the viewer and the
museum, and the artist is the conduit for dialogues within these
encounters. All of these dialogues play an active part in meaning
construction .

In conclusion, the dissertation compares the strategies used by
Dion and Hall to activate the viewer's curiosity and wonder and
considers which artist achieves this more effectively and why.
Dion's parody and use of existing objects are compared with
Hall's irony and hand-crafting, suggesting that the highly crafted
object carries an authentic charge that is not present in the
conceptual strategies of parody.

10

CHAPTER 1: THE HISTORY OF THE MUSEUM
INTRODUCTION
Mark Dion and Fiona Hall respond to both the complexities of the
museum's history and to contemporary critiques of the museum.
They regard the museum as a source of inspiration, and they
refer to the museum in order to utilise and reinvigorate the
qualities of curiosity and wonder for their own purposes. The
concept of wonder as both awe and speculation belonged to the
earliest form of the museum, the Cabinet of Curiosity or Wonder.
This concept was eroded by the focus on reason, objective truth
and the reductive process of taxonomical categorisation during
the Age of Enlightenment. Postmodern theories then overturned
the Enlightenment assumption of objective truth, demonstrating
that knowledge was a cultural construct and therefore meaning
could never be fixed. The contemporary museum of natural
history and ethnography embodies aspects of this history, which
give rise to paradoxes and tensions between its various roles as
an institution . This complexity animates the museum as a source
of wonder, and this is fertile ground for the artistic imagination.

11

L1)

LI)

"'"'

E
::,
(lJ

V>

::,

:;:
,V>

~

V>

~
::,
~

0

'0
'0

't:
~

u::

O>

.!:;
,,-;

LI)

(lJ

"'V>

"'"'

~0

'<c

::,

u

t

0

'-

.s

a

.(l

,V>

"-

(lJ

~

2

.§

t::

'1l

c::

~

/1:

0

'-

~

'0
't:

.!:;

O>

"u::

N
,.....,

The history of the museum is therefore examined here in order
to uncover the reasons Dion and Hall regard the contemporary
museum as a source of wonder. The tensions arising from the
various roles the museum has held throughout history are then
analysed, particularly in relation to postmodern theories. In
particular, this dissertation engages with postcolonial theories,
and the post-structural approaches of Michel Foucault and Eilean
Hooper-Greenhill.

Section A: The development of the museum
The first museums were private collections in Cabinets of
Curiosity during the Renaissance (fig .3). The form of the
museum changed w ith the development of science during the
Age of Enlightenment. Some qualities of both periods survived
through the Victorian era to the present, and are part of the
contemporary form of the museum of natural history and
ethnography.
The Renaissance (16-17 th C)

The Renaissance Cabinets of Curiosity/Wonder are generally
regarded as the forerunners of contemporary museums.
Cabinets of Curiosity developed simultaneously with the
expansion of the known wo rld of Europe, and were private
co llections belonging to the wealthy and educated aristocracy
and bourgeoisie. Rare objects, natural wonders and curiosities
we re collected not only from the familiar world, but also from
exploration of, and contact with, the New World (America),
Africa, South-East Asia and the Far East. Lisa Graziose Corrin
li sts the four categories of contents of Cabinets: naturalia

13

(specimens created by God, including deformities); artificialia
(man made objects); antiquitates (objects of historical
significance); and ethnographia ('exotica' from the newly
discovered lands and cultures). 1 (fig.4)

These Renaissance collections focused on representations of the
rare and exotic, whether by the objects themselves, or by some
other means. In their book of essays describing these
collections, Impey and MacGregor mention that animals,
including polar bears and dodo birds, fascinated collectors, and
were represented by illustrations or pieces of bone or skin. Other
cultures were represented by:
tokens or emblems of societies whose very existence was a
source of astonishment to the intensely parochial European
public. Clothing, weapons and utensils of all sorts, often made of
unfamiliar materials, found their way to collectors. 2

Fossils and stone implements, not yet understood, were prized
items from nature, along with dried insects and plants. Examples
of technical excellence were collected, and even specially
commissioned for the cabinets-for example, minuscule carvings.
In some cases, manufacturing tools were also displayed as
evidence of human ingenuity.

1

Lisa Graziose Corrin, "A Natural History of Wonder and a Wonderful History

of 'Nature'," in Mark Dion, ed. Lisa Graziose Corrin, Miwon Kwon, and Norman
Bryson (London: Phaidon Press Ltd, 1997), 57.
2

Oliver Impey and Arthur MacGregor, eds., The Origins of Museums: The

Cabinet of Curiosities in Sixteenth and Seventeenth Century Europe (Oxford:
Clarendon Press,1985), 2.

14

Tony Bennett proposes that the Cabinets not only expressed the
Renaissance sense of awe and wonder at the world but also
intended to create surprise or wonder in the viewer.
This entailed a focus on the rare and exceptional, and interest in
objects for their singular qualities rather than for their typicality,
and encouraged principles of display aimed at a sensational
rather than a rational and pedagogic effect.3

The sensational effect aimed to inspire discourse among
intellectuals, in the pursuit of knowledge and understanding. The
objects within Cabinets were arranged in non-linear,
associational groups, and could be rearranged according to
subjective, personal bias or systems. 4 The fluidity or openness of
meanings was embodied in the fact that the objects could be
rearranged. Dagmar Motycka Weston describes these collections
as 'a pre-scientific effort to understand and represent the
mystery of universal order. ' 5 The Renaissance belief that truth
could be represented by arbitrary or subjective reasons (like
analogies) has been characterised as irrational since the
Enlightenment began .

3

Tony Bennett, The Birth of the Museum (London and New York: Routledge,

1995), 2.
4

For description of this see E Bruce Robertson, "Curiosity Cabinets, Museums,

and Universities," in Mark Dion and the University as Installation, ed . Colleen

J. Sheehy (Minneapolis/London: University of Minnesota Press, 2006) .
5

Dagmar Motycka Weston, "'Worlds in Miniature': Some Reflections on Scale

and the Microcsmic Meaning of Cabinets of Curiosities ., " Theory 13, no . 1
(2009): 41.

15

Fig 5. Enlightenment style display of Pacific Cultures showing groups of similar
objects as examples of a sy stem , The Sout h Australian Museum

Enlightenment Collections (17 th & 18th C)
Enlightenment collections were displayed according to scientific
taxonomies, which aimed to establish objective order between all
things. Enlightenment collections continued to be built through
exploration and colonisation . However, the development of
science sought understanding of the world through estab li sh ing
systems of measurement and categories, and knowledge was
divided into separate groups such as history, art, and science.
This rational or logical order as the bas is for knowledge replaced
the sense of wonder at the mysterious and diverse nature of
things.

Objects, whether natural specimens or ethnographic artefacts,
became examples of a system, and large numbers of similar

16

objects were collected and displayed in museums (fig.5).
Whereas Cabinets of Curiosity grouped various rare and exotic
objects to form a harmonious whole and represent a metaphor
for cosmic mystery, Enlightenment collections emphasised
similarities between objects, grouping them according to
rational, scientific methods . These scientific methods focused on
fact-finding, truth-telling and education. Knowledge, based on
evidence and truth, replaced wonder as awe, which was based
more on an emotional or aesthetic response. Eilean HooperGreenhill describes this contrast between the two periods in
these terms: 'Thus the magical, confused, various, and
haphazard nature of things could be tamed, named, and
displayed on a table to constitute a firm base of knowledge. ' 6

Museums were now public collections, run by the state,
specifically aimed to address and educate the public. 7 The
intention was to reform knowledge, and to create a new rational
language able to be used by all people for identification of
objects. Objects were classified according to Linnaean
taxonomies and history, art and science were separated. 8
Specimens were labelled and catalogued, and the endless play of
meaning in Cabinets of Curiosity was no longer possible. Rather
than inspiring wonder and curiosity, or original thought, these
displays offered fixed explanations for objects within systems. 9

6

Eilean Hooper-Greenhill, Museums and the Shaping of Knowledge (London

and New York: Routledge, 1995), 138.
7

Steven Conn, Do Museums Still Need Objects? (Philadelphia: University of

Pennsylvania Press, 2009), 20.
8

Bennett, The Birth of the Museum.

9

Corrin, "A Natural History of Wonder and a Wonderful History of 'Nature',"

53.

17

Eilean Hooper-Greenhill points out that the public museum
emerged at this time:
The old collecting practices of the king, the aristocracy, and the
church were radically revised, taken over, and rearticulated in a
new field of use. The collections themselves .. . were rearranged
in other contexts as statements that proclaimed at once the
tyranny of the old and the democracy of the new. 10

Thus imperial and elitist beliefs were superseded by democracy.
Hooper-Greenhill describes the resulting public museum as one
with two contradictory functions, as an elite temple of the arts,
inspiring awe and wonder, and as an instrument for democratic
education, disseminating knowledge to a passive audience.

Despite the differences between them, both Cabinets of Curiosity
and museums of the Enlightenment were concerned with study
and knowledge in order to understand the world, and museums
have continued to be educational institutions .
From the 19 th century to the present
By the 19 t h century the shift from wonder to fixed display
narratives behind glass cases was complete. By this time the
viewer was the passive recipient of information collected by
specialists, unable to interact with or rearrange the objects .
Visually, these museums combined aspects of both former
traditions, the 16th century passion for displaying odd,
deformed, peculiar and 'prize' specimens, and the 18th century

10

Hooper-Greenhill, Museums and the Shaping of Knowledge, 171.

18

systematic displays of order in culture and nature within
comprehensive taxonomies. 1 1

These qualities are still evident in many contemporary museums
of natural history and ethnography . Examples of these museums
are the Museum of Natural History in New York, the Natural
History Museum in London, the Australian Museum in Sydney
and the South Australian Museum. They continue to collect, store
and display archaeological finds, pre-historic and ethnographic
artefacts, and curiosities of nature. These museums are not
mere relics of history. They have continued to develop their
collections, and to include new information and technology. The
result in each museum is a complex mixture of meaning and
interpretation.

Section B: Complexity, tension and paradox in the
museum
The contemporary museum embodies its own history, and
therefore many competing roles. The tensions between these
roles support the concept of the museum as a rich and diverse
source of meaning, and examining these tensions clarifies the
museum as a source of wonder. It will be shown that, rather
than undermining the value of the museum, postcolonial and
post-structural theories have added another layer of meaning
and interpretation to the already complex nature of the museum.

Postcolonialism views the museum as the embodiment of
culturally biased meanings, resulting from exploitation of, and

11

Stephen Jay Gould, Dinosaur in a Haystack: Reflections in Natural History

(New York : Crown Trade Paperbacks, 1995), 244.

19

assumed superiority over, other cultures. This criticism has
focused on the museum's methods of collection and display.
Collections benefited from the exploration and colonisation of
other cultures, often changing or causing damage to those
cultures. Inherent in colonialism was an assumption of the
superiority of European civilisation and knowledge over the
cultures of the colonised. This assumption influenced the way
collected objects were displayed. It is evident in the history of
the museum outlined so far that displays have always been
influenced by prevailing philosophical and political conditions.

Furthermore, postcolonialism focuses on the processes of
collection involving displacement and recontextualisation. For
example, displacement of plants or artefacts removes them from
their original function/context and alters their meaning. Critics
have revealed that museum methods of storage and display
tended to continue this disregard for context, presenting objects
within European narratives rather than attempting to understand
their context of origin or cultural differences. Andreas Huyssen
sums up the criticism of colonial collecting methods as follows:
the museum from Napoleon to Hitler [is the] beneficiary of
imperialist theft and na tiona l self-aggrandizement. In the case of
so-called natural history museums especially, the link between
the collectors' salvage operation and the exercise of raw power,
even genocide, is palpably there in the exh ibits themselves:
Madame Tussauds of otherness. 12

Theorists continue to reveal the cultural bias in museums, and at
the same time museums are attempting to redress this bias.

12

Andreas Huyssen , Twilight Memories: Marking Time in a Culture of Amnesia

(New York & London : Routledge, 1995), 16.

20

Post-structuralists showed that knowledge is a cultural construct,
and criticised the museum for presenting knowledge as fixed,
closed systems. Michel Foucault argued that meaning and
interpretation are in constant motion, within a network of
multiple structures. Post-structuralist theory further asserts that
humans are part of this network . In The Archaeology of

Knowledge 13 and The Order of Things 14 Foucault described the
activity between structures (such as museums) and between
humans and structures, as an active dialogue. He said this
activity was ensured by the fact that power always entailed
resistance. Foucault insists power exists in every relationship,
not as a thing possessed, but as a dynamic network of
relations. 15 Within this dynamic, humans are active participants
in the interpretive process, not passive recipients of knowledge
as an end product .

Eilean Hooper-Greenhill expands on Foucault's theory by defining
the ways in which humans are active participants in
interpretation. According to her, objects (including collections of
objects) are significant beyond their material and physical
selves, and have the capacity to bear multiple meanings. This
capacity is determined by context as well as by the presence of
the viewer. An object can mobilise philosophical reflection and
speculation in the viewer, according to the viewer's personal
experience and predisposition. In this way the viewer is always
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an active participant in interpretation, whether consciously or
not. Hooper-Greenhill adds that objects, 'acting as symbols, ...
link unconscious responses to real issues or relationships in
society.' 16 Therefore an object's meaning is constantly available
for reinterpretation, can never be fixed, and this keeps objects
endlessly mysterious. Objects, and collections as objects,
maintain a sense of mystery in museums.

The museum itself is also an object, and cannot be reduced to a
fixed meaning. Past museum methods reflected the exploitation
of cultures and nature, and presented socially, politically and
culturally biased narratives. Throughout its history the museum
has collected, stored and displayed specimens and artefacts for
the purposes of research and education. However, from the
Renaissance to the present the museum has held many roles,
some of which appear contradictory or paradoxical. It has been
perceived as a house of wonder, of knowledge and-truth, and of
cultural bias. These roles are examined here in order to
demonstrate that post-structuralism's assertion that meaning is
flexible can be applied to the museum as evidence that it retains
the potential to inspire wonder . The examination of these roles
will clarify the methods of, and reasons for, Dion's and Hall's
engagement with the museum. These paradoxical roles are
examined in the following four sub-sections.
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Tension between the museum as a house of wonder and a
house of knowledge
The purpose of Cabinets of Curiosity was to both reflect and
inspire 'wonder'. At this time the terms 'curiosity' and 'wonder'
applied to the objects themselves. Yet the activity of the
collector or viewer complies with the definition of wonder as
speculation, resulting from curiosity about the potential meaning
of the objects. The Cabinets reflected this by displaying objects
emphasising difference. The objects were singular, rare and
unusual, and inspired awe. When collecting or arranging, the
curious viewer or collector would experience wonder as surprise,
leading to wonder as speculation. This experience inspired
discourse and original thought about the world . The world at this
time was God's creation, and Cabinets of Curiosity reflected the
Renaissance amazement at the world, within the belief in a
miraculous order governed by God. 17 These collections developed
simultaneously with the expansion of the known world. The
Cabinet of Curiosity was deemed a microcosm or metaphor for
the world 18 and collectors attempted to make sense of new
information represented by exotic and unfamiliar objects .

The development of science during the Enlightenment continued
the attempt to understand the world and define knowledge.
However, man-made rational or logical order as the basis for
knowledge replaced wonder at the god-given nature of things.
Collections emphasised sameness by collecting large groups of
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objects to represent a type. Scientific knowledge was regarded
as objective and universal, and therefore more valid than
personal, subjective and irrational religious beliefs. 19 Darwin's
Theory of Evolution was reflected in museum collections, which
placed humans at the top of a hierarchy in nature, and
Europeans above colonised cultures.

Order implied that the world could be known, rather than
surprise, and museums of the Enlightenment intended to explain
the world and educate the audience. This order could be imposed
upon objects, where once the objects had inspired experiments
in defining knowledge. In the words of Eilean Hooper-Greenhill,
'Knowledge consisted of measuring the visible then reducing all
measurement to a serial arrangement which, beginning from the
simplest, showed differing degrees of complexity.'20

Victorian museums combined qualities of both the Renaissance
and the Enlightenment. Stephen Jay Gould describes their
sensibility:
The Victorians, who viewed their museums as microcosms for
national goals of territorial expansion and faith in progress
fuelled by increasing knowledge, tried to stuff every last
specimen into their gloriously crowded cabinets - in order to
show the full range and wonder of global diversity. 21

Gould's statement highlights two responses to the museum.
First, we are reminded that contemporary museums have
inherited that sensibility, a sensibility with which we are familiar.

19

Bennett, The Birth of the Museum.

20

Hooper-Greenhill, Museums and the Shaping of Knowledge, 135.

21

Gould, Dinosaur in a Haystack: Reflections in Natural History, 211.

24

Second, we are reminded that humans have continued to
perceive the wonder of global diversity throughout time, and this
wonder transcends forms of display .

Contemporary museums
have inherited many of
these Victorian forms of
collection and display. In
addition, with postcolonial
hindsight, contemporary
museums and their
audiences are now aware
that meaning and
interpretation cannot be
reduced to fixed
taxonomies . Some
contemporary museums
include fragments of past
displays in their revised
narratives. The South

Fig 6. Indig enous display combines th e vi trine, t he
grouping of related objects, and the photograph
referring to contemporary indigenous people, The
Austra lia n Museum

Australian Museum's
enduring displays of Pacific cultures and the Australian Museum's
current Indigenous section are an example of this (fig.6). The
result is that the viewer can experience wonder at the flexibility
of meaning assigned to objects in museums, in addition to
wonder at evidence of global diversity .

Gould believes museums can and must continue to emphas ise
'wonder' because wonder inspires thought, and thought can
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create new knowledge. 22 He is concerned that criticism of the
elitist potential of museum narratives has resulted in excessively
explanatory displays, because he values the potential for
inspiration and creative thought displays can embody when
presented without explanation.

There is another form of wonder we associate with the museum.
Whereas the architecture of the church had offered faith in a
mysterious but god-given world order, the museum became the
secular replacement for the church. The architecture of the
museum is designed to create an experience of transcendence,
of a larger order than oneself. Carol Duncan 23 argues that the
museum is a ritualised space, with its own sets of rules for
behaviour, far removed from daily life, and closer to the religious
experience of the church. This means the museum audience
paradoxically experiences mystery and wonder at the same time
as expecting scientific evidence as truth, leading to a further
consideration of the nature of truth.
Museum as a house of truth as well as a house of
culturally constructed meanings
The Renaissance belief that the world could be represented by
arbitrary relationships has been characterised as irrational since
the Enlightenment began. During the Renaissance information
was collected and displayed according to subjectively chosen
reasons, such as physical resemblance between objects,
materiality, mythological significance or analogy. E. Bruce
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Robertson comments that the effect of this was to draw the
viewer into wonder. 'Through juxtaposition, often the odder the
better, the viewer might be prompted to speculate, to wonder on
the structure of the world.' 24 Relationships could be drawn
between objects for an infinite variety of reasons, and no reason
could be discarded as none could be verified. 25 In the absence of
an absolute truth, relativism prevailed, and the fantastic was as
important as the factual in nature. This subjectivity was labelled
the Renaissance episteme by Michel Foucault in The Order of
Things. 26 Developing his argument that meaning is flexible,

Foucault observed the arbitrary relationships in Cabinets are
evidence that such knowledge was 'a thing of sand'. 2 7

The activities of Renaissance collectors are a demonstration of
Foucault's assertion that meaning is flexible. Objects in Cabinets
were endlessly recontextualised by adding to their number and
by rearranging them. Collectors experimented with possible
meaning by altering their displays and discussing them with
other intellectuals. Eilean Hooper-Greenhill points out that
Cabinets of Curiosity brought objects together not only to
stimulate discourse, but also to display an order that both
represented and demonstrated an understanding of the world .28
She explains that the ordering of objects, within Foucault's
episteme, was done according to each individual's unique vision.

24

Robertson, "Curiosity Cabinets, Museums, and Universities," 48 .

25

Corrin, "A Natural History of Wonder and a Wonderful History of 'Nature',"

52.
26

'Episteme refers to a body of knowledge in, Foucault, The Order of Things ,

34 .
27

Ibid .

28

Hooper-Greenhill, Museums and the Shaping of Knowledge, 82 .

27

For example the prince might construct a world that could be
dominated, whereas a scholar might construct a world that could
be studied and understood. This ordering, according to HooperGreenhill, resembles the functioning of memory theatres. That is,
Renaissance collectors were arranging objects to accumulate
knowledge and assist study and understanding in the same way
mnemonics function, using visual links to enhance memory and
understanding. At that time this type of linking due to
resemblance was evidence of creative thought, an attempt to
understand new information.

Truth has been defined by scientific systems of order since the
Enlightenment. These systems placed Western cultural
hierarchies at the top and indigenous cultures or plants and
animals at the bottom, and have been the basis for museum
educational displays since the 18th century. Contemporary
museum narratives tend to be systematic taxonomies such as
scientific, functional and evolutionary, which conform to the
belief that the world can be understood and controlled. These
contemporary narratives are cultural constructs mediated by
socio-political/economic concerns, presented under the guise of
objective truth and scientific fact.

It is now generally accepted that knowledge is always culturally
constructed and there is no such thing as objective truth .
Contemporary museums responded to criticism by theorists and
attempted to defuse criticism by revising their narratives with
politically correct cultural meanings . However, such revision is
yet another cultural construction . On the other hand, it adds to
the layers of meaning available to be interpreted in the museum.
Furthermore, if we apply to the museum Hooper-Greenhill 's
assertion that meaning can never be fixed, we can see that, no
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matter what museums do, meaning remains available for
ongoing interpretation by the viewer.

Whereas Foucault emphasised the bias in museums' delivery of
knowledge, Hooper-Greenhill makes the point that the unfixed
nature of meaning keeps objects endlessly mysterious. She
observes that, even though the physical character of objects has
a material identity and history, which can be researched, the
significance given to this identity and history is subjective. 29 This
subjectivity means that objects elude fixed meaning and remain
mysterious. Added to this is the layering of meaning created by
the museums themselves, by changing an object's point of
reference from its origins to its placement in display. It is this
sense of elusive meaning that creates the mystery and wonder
that continue to appeal to the museum audience, and
particularly to Dion and Hall.

However, objects also embody their own authenticity, in that
they are original versions of themselves. Jean Baudrillard claims
the antique or collected object is compelling because it is
experienced as an authentic sign of another time. Baudrillard
proposes that collected objects exist in several times, from the
time they came into being to the present and even the future. In
this way they escape the boundaries of linear time and fascinate
us. 30 This temporal nature of collections resists attempts to fix
their meanings. In this way museum collections embody an
ambiguous relationship between authenticity and culturally
imposed meaning.

29

Hooper-Greenhill, Museums and the Interpretation of Visual Culture, 115.

30

Jean Baudrillard, The System of Objects, ed. James Benedict translator

(London, New York: Verso, 2002).

29

Hooper-Greenhill argues that museums must make allowances
for shifts in meaning, rather than simply change narratives to
accommodate new cultural information . Susan M. Pearce also
concludes that all understanding is context based, and proposes
that museums should not present knowledge as objective truth
or incontrovertible fact. She suggests museums should make it
clear that their displays are active creations of history (the
natural and human past)-or museum 'product'. 31

If knowledge is a cultural construct, then truth cannot be fixed ,
which contradicts the claim of science that empirical evidence is
the only truth. Museums embody the tension between unfixed
meanings, the truth of science and the truth of authenticity . This
tension keeps the museum endlessly mysterious, contributing to
the audience's experience of wonder as both awe and
speculation. Furthermore, although Enlightenment taxonomies
established biased interpretation towards other cultures, they did
not remove the experience of wonder in the face of the unknown
or unfamiliar.
Eurocentricity and the 'exotic other' as cultural bias or
evidence of wonder
Exploration of and contact with the Americas, Africa, South - East
Asia and the Far East revolutionised the way in which people saw
the world and their place in it. Beginning during the Renaissance
era, European countries explored and invaded 'new ' countries,
collecting previously unknown objects as evidence of these
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travels. These artefacts and natural specimens were then
displayed according to the Eurocentric values of the home
culture of the collectors, not necessarily according to their
original context, cultural value or function. In this way the West
assumed superiority over the colonised indigenous cultures. At
the same time, Darwin's Theory of Evolution proposed a linear
progression in nature, from the simplest to the most complex life
forms, with humankind supreme . Certain pseudo-scientif ic
practices such as phrenology were mobilised in order to
demonstrate the supposed superiority of the European over
other races.

Plants and animals from other countries continue to be collected
and displayed by contemporary museums, as are oddities and
deformed specimens. However, even scientific categories cannot
reduce objects to one meaning. On one hand an object may be
interpreted differently according to various discip·lines, such as
history, science and anthropology, while on the other hand
methods used to display an object betray the Eurocentric beliefs
of the museum culture, and potentially obscure other
interpretations . At the same time, many contemporary museums
add information to reflect new scientific evidence and to divert
postcolonial criticism. Therefore, Eurocentric bias is only one of
the potential interpretations of an object in a contemporary
museum . All of these approaches keep meaning elusive and
complex. Complexity leads to speculation, a form of wonder.
Museums are often criticised because they alter the original
meaning of the objects through dislocation and
recontextualisa tion. However, these museum practices add to
the museum's appeal for artists, because this process exposes
the different possibilities for interpr·eting an object. The layering
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of interpretations lends the object ambiguity and complexity .
Furthermore, when removed from their original context, objects
are endowed with more status because they have been collected,
and endowed with more mystery because their meaning is no
longer fixed to one culture. Susan M. Pearce shows that natural
or man-made objects become important when and because they
are collected and housed by museums. 32 Susan Stewart says the
removal of objects from their context of origin and use value
captures the viewer by surprise and leads to philosophical
reflection and speculation. 33

Postcolonial criticism has ignored the fact of the material power
intrinsic to the object itself, and undermined the perceived
mystery of 'other' cultures as patronising and Eurocentric.
However, Eilean Hooper-Greenhill points out that attempts to
understand 'other' unfamiliar systems of thought can be 'mindexpanding and would offer new possibilities of classifying the
world and even new ways of living in it.' 34 Here she is describing
a process of surprise/wonder leading to speculation/wonder ,
which then leads to active interpretation. Andrea Witcomb also
regards the exotic quality of museums as a positive attribute,
rather than mere evidence of patronising colonial attitudes. She
argues:
It is not the narrative of progress that is remembered but the
exotic, the strange-museums as houses of mystery . This
association suggests that despite their role within hegemonic
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discourses, museums are also associated with danger, the
irrational, [and] the uncontrollable.'35

Although the roots of museum collections were in imperial elitist
beliefs and activities, Stephen Jay Gould argues that such
collections remain visually inspiring in spite of this history, and
that contemporary audiences should be allowed to experience
them. In fact, to exclude displays because they have been
superseded by new cultural beliefs would be to remove their
historical context. Gould believes that to show everything,
including past and present forms of display and narrative, will
incite wonder and curiosity, which he regards as essential to
intellectual activity. 36 One of the museum's roles is to educate
the public.
Tension between inspiration and education
From the beginning, the purpose of museums was educational.
Collectors during the Renaissance, Enlightenmenf and Victorian
era could satisfy their curiosity for knowledge by exploring the
world and collecting objects to help them to understand the
world. These collectors relied upon the objects and relationships
between them to inspire discussion and thought in order to
discover knowledge. The displays of scientific taxonomies also
fascinated viewers during the Enlightenment, as it was new
knowledge at the time. Stephen Jay Gould contends that when
Victorian museums are restored and presented according to their
original form we understand their intention to inspire wonder in
order to educate the public. Gould believes such displays can
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continue to inspire people to learn. He compares that with
contemporary technological museum displays:
You can put one beetle in a cabinet (usually an enlarged model,
and not a real specimen), surround it with fancy computer
graphics and pushbutton whatzits, and then state that no other
group maintains such diversity . Or you can fill the same cabinet
with real beetles from each of a thousand different species-all
of differing colors, shapes, and sizes-and then state that you
have tried to display each kind in the county. 37

He therefore believes earlier forms of museums should be
preserved, that they are fascinating, inspirational and
educational as artefacts of themselves. Gould also believes that
the use of technology familiar to children has a place, but not at
the expense of the earlier forms of display.

It is clear that museums have had to rely on the viewers'
curiosity and wonder to engage them in learning. The methods
museums have used to engage the viewer's attention have
changed over time, in order to appeal to educational methods of
the era. The objects in Cabinets of Curiosity could be rearranged,
and appeared without explanatory texts, which allowed for
subjective interpretation . This ordering and reordering responded
to curiosity and inspired original and creative thought. 38 As Lisa
Graziose Corrin says, the collected objects 'were ripe for
projecting an endless, fluid play of subjective and visually
generated meanings for the conversation and entertainment of
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the restless, spirited collectors and their friends.' 39 This process
is an open dialogue which extends beyond the object's
boundaries, and exceeds the relationship between the object and
subject, thereby forcing us to consider the larger context of that
person's individual tastes, history and general political and
cultural situation.

During the Enlightenment, display was the end point of
knowledge and education. Objects were collected, researched,
labelled and displayed according to a closed system of meaning,
and museums claimed to house objective truth and to educate
the public. The presentation of systems of order as superior
knowledge placed the audience in a passive position, accepting
museum narratives as indisputable fact.
In the late 20 th century museums opened a space for dialogue in
order to redress the challenge that their systems -of meaning
were closed. Since then museums have become receptive to
alternative methods, and invited artists like Dion and Hall to help
them reinterpret their collections . In this way museums have
recently become open to the possibility of new meanings and
interpretations. However, it can be argued that this has led to a
revision of educational narratives rather than to inspirational
displays. For example, as Moira G. Simpson points out, museums
are now taking responsibility for informing the public of
conservation issues alongside displays of preserved specimens of
flora and fauna (This is apparent in the South Australian
Museum). Simpson suggests this is evidence of museums
participating in open dialogues, focusing on objects as
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representatives between people, past and present. 4 0 This leads
us to consideration of the role of the viewer.
The active and passive roles of the viewer
In practice, the viewer is passive when not interacting with the
object. As mentioned earlier in this chapter, the objects in
Cabinets could be rearranged by the viewers, which animated
the viewers' thought processes as well as stimulating discourse.
By the 19 th century visitors were no longer able to touch or
rearrange objects. The collection remained trapped within the
cabinet while visitors could admire the collecting skills of their
own culture as well as wonder at the curiosities within. 4 1 The
viewer's role was that of passive recipient of the information
given by the museum display narrative. Since the
Enlightenment, displays have been fixed for the viewer to simply
read the intended meaning. Even contemporary museums
offering 'interaction' still expect the viewer to remain passive, to
engage in a predetermined way (by pushing buttons to hear
recorded material, for example).

Passivity occurs when a viewer is presented with fixed meanings,
closed systems or notions of absolute/unquestionable truth.
Postcolonial criticism has caused museum narratives to change,
but they often continue to present 'facts' to the viewer, who is
assumed to be a passive recipient. These facts amount to
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knowledge as an already determined end product, and this type
of presentation does not ultimately activate the engagement of
the viewer. A museum display is open to interpretation if, for
example, there are no interpretive signs, or several perspectives
are given at once, or if, as mentioned earlier, the viewer is
alerted to the notion of museum 'product'. This would encourage
the viewer to engage in the interpretive process.

However, it can be argued that the viewer is always active at
some level. According to Eilean Hooper-Greenhill, the
interpretation of objects by individuals is embedded in their preexisting experience and knowledge, beyond the control of the
museum. It follows from this that objects in a museum can
stimulate unforeseen associations and interpretations, and can
act as symbols linking unconscious responses to real issues. For
example, individual responses to objects in a museum are not
subject only to the power of the museum narrative; there will be
personal sensory, emotional and intellectual responses. This is
evidence that meanings in museums are flexible because the
encounter with the viewer is part of the interpretive process. It is
also evidence that the viewer is active in spite of displays with
explanations as end products, which assume a passive recipient .
Hooper-Greenhill's theory is that:
There is no one way in which objects 'mean '. There is no
essential truth of the object. Their meaning is fluid , changeable,
relational and conte xtual . As circumstances and conte xts change
around them, they are seen in different ways and mean new
things. Viewers in museums, and elsewhere, are social
creatures, and the personal meanings they construct are
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influenced by their particular social contexts ... through personal
and social processes of interpretation. 4 2

This returns us to issues of engagement. The viewer can be
inspired/seduced/provoked into interpretation of meaning either
by the nature of museum display itself, or by the viewer's own
predisposition. The context for interpretation is the situation of
the viewer in the museum . Foucault and Hooper-Greenhill have
shown that dialogue between the subject and object is the
enactment of knowledge making. The next two chapters will
show that Mark Dion and Fiona Hall attempt to engage the
viewer in a dialogue with their own work as well as with the
museum.

CONCLUSION
In the past, museums have presented closed systems of
knowledge, and contemporary theories have demonstrated that
knowledge cannot be fixed in this way . The complexity of roles
the museum has had embodies the idea of open systems of
knowledge, and the fluidity of meaning. All of the tensions
resulting from the museum's history are cross-related, and this
makes the museum a potential house of wonder as well as an
active site of interpretation . Museums continue to be animated
by paradoxes and tensions as houses of mystery and wonder
and this is fertile ground for the artistic imagination. In addition,
museums continue to be educational institutions, and by their
nature offer interpretations or narratives. Dion and Hall are
inspired by the complex layering of meanings inherent in the
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various roles of the museum. Their responses to the museum are
as complex and paradoxical as the museum itself.
Dion and Hall work in quite different ways, yet they use many of
the same strategies, and share the same purpose-to reanimate
wonder in the viewer in order to activate the viewer to
participate in the interpretive process. Both artists layer complex
meanings and seduce the audience into speculation, which is a
form of wonder . On the one hand they remind the viewer that
museums often explain rather than inspire original thought, and
on the other hand they remind the viewer that the museum
contains complex and paradoxical meanings, and therefore has
the potential to inspire. They challenge the museum to
acknowledge its own inherent complexity rather than present
closed educational information. Furthermore, they challenge the
audience to see itself as an active part of the meaning-making
process. Dion and Hall create work that both encourages viewers
to interpret and demonstrates to viewers that they are in fact an
integral part of the interpretive process. They exploit the
museum's role as a house of wonder ( complexity) in order to
inspire wonder (speculation) in their audience, and activate the
interpretive process. They also want the audience to reconsider
the museum, to both question it and appreciate it. The strategies
Dion and Hall use to activate these challenges will be examined
in the next two chapters .
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CHAPTER 2: MARK DION
INTRODUCTION
One sculptor who is inspired by, and engages with, the museum
as a potential house of wonder is American Mark Dion. The visual
references to the museum are clear in all of his work . He is a
self-described 'museum conservative', finding the museum an
inexhaustible source of visual and intellectual pleasure. 1 He
wants to share that passion and curiosity with his audience. Yet
he is also aware of postmodern criticism of the museum. His
purpose is to both challenge the museum and to re-engage the
audience with it. Dion says that curiosity fascinates him 2 , and
this is the key to his work. He aims to 're-introduce curiosity as a
paradigm for museums today' 3 and to inspire curiosity and
wonder in his audiences. In order to inspire curiosity he
demonstrates the unfixed nature of meaning and engages the
viewer in a conscious and active experience of interpretation . He
does this by referring to the museum in his work, and in
particular to Cabinets of Curiosity. This chapter investigates the
strategies he uses to engage the audience with the museum.
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Dion believes the museum has the potential to lead to original
thought, as he comments in an unpublished conversation cited
by Marion Endt, describing the ideal museum as 'a kind of
visually and intellectually exciting space, a space that is really
going to take me other places, a space that's going to be a key
to a whole body of ideas.'4 This is closely aligned to the purpose
of Renaissance Cabinets of Curiosity, which was to inspire
wonder and original thought in order to understand the world.
Although Dion aligns his work with this purpose and sometimes
appropriates the form of Cabinets of Curiosity, he also refers to
and critiques museums of all periods, including those employing
the educational methods that originated during the
Enlightenment, when reason replaced wonder.

Dion believes contemporary museums mislead the public by
presenting simplified information and he finds this ' unforgivable
considering they are organizations devoted to the -production of
5

knowledge.' His work challenges museums to inspire their
audiences by representing the complexity of issues and the
multiplicity of meaning.

The intention to challenge museums is complicated by Dion 's
fascination with and emulation of their processes. He has been
criticised, for example by Deborah Karasov, for appearing to
simply immerse himself in museum processes for his own
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pleasure. Dion has acknowledged this apparent ambivalence, but
insists that he is always critical, commenting:
What I want to convey is that our attitude to the past is a very
adolescent one and that we tend to think everything leads up to
us, that we are the pinnacles of history. If you belie ve that
history leads to you, you tend to think that you have no
responsibilities toward anything coming after you . 6

This encapsulates his political intention, to assist social change
by activating people's awareness of their own opinions . He
believes by provoking curiosity people will be led to consider new
points of view, and he also believes this should be part of the
museum 's educational strategy. He therefore appropriates
museum methods of collection and display, and then subverts
them by creating unorthodox taxonomies. This reminds the
viewer that knowledge is constructed, and provokes curiosity
and questioning. Ultimately his work embodies the fle x ibility of
meaning, and his point is to demonstrate that meaning is open
to interpretation by the viewer. He thus provides the viewer with
a direct experience of, and self-conscious awareness of, his/ her
own part in interpretation. From there the viewer can reconsider
the nature of knowledge and the museum .

On the one hand Dion subverts museum processes, and on the
other he wants the viewer to consider the museum as a potential
source of wonder. Ultimately he hopes to seduce viewers into
rediscovering an appreciation of, and relationship with, the
museum and its potential. This serious intention to encourage
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viewers to rediscover the museum is potentially confused by the
use of parody to challenge the museum. This chapter argues
that, although Dion engages the viewer in wonder as
speculation, the use of parody undermines the viewer's
experience of curiosity and potential re-engagement with the
museum .

The chapter describes three works made between 1991 and
2001. These are chosen because during this decade Dion
developed his ideas about the museum 's potential to inspire
wonder and curiosity. The three strategies he uses when
referring to the museum are then examined with reference to
these works. These strategies are designed to both arouse the
viewer's curiosity, and to engage his/her awareness of the
unfixed nature of meaning established by post-structuralism. The
first strategy is the appropriation of museum methods and
displays so that the viewer can associate his/her own experience
of museums with Dion's work. The second involves his
subversion of the ways museum taxonomies assign fixed
meanings to objects. Dion's third strategy is the use of parody .
He mimics the serious intent of the museum's educational
purpose by collecting and arranging objects in ways that are
surprising and humorous, ridiculing the museum's control over
knowledge and meaning.
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ON TROPICAL NATURE (1991)
Dion's early works focus on political and ecological issues,
reflecting his belief that social change is essential for the
protection of the environment. The focus on eco-politics led him
to examine the meaning of nature when it is represented by the
museum. On Tropical Nature demonstrates that museums have
exploited and reduced nature to systems of order, yet also
reminds the audience that museums contain valuable
information about nature.

In the 1990s Dion was concerned about the educational role of
museums, not because they were elitist as postcolonial criticism
argues, but because he believed their educational roles had
become simplistic. In an interview with Miwon Kwon he proposed
that museums no longer offered complex questions, but
simplified the questions and provided reductive answers,
allowing the audience to remain passive. He insisted that 'A
museum should provoke questions, not spoon-feed answers and
7

experiences.' One of the reasons Dion refers to museums in his
work is that he aligns his own work with the same purpose he
believes museums should have, which is to provoke thought by
stimulating curiosity in the audience.

7

Kwon, "Miwon Kwon in Conversation with Mark Dion," 17 .
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Fig 7. Mark Dion, Collecting for On Tropical

Fig 8. Mark Dion, On Tropical Nature
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Fig 9. Mark Dion , On Tropical Nature

Fig 10. Mark Dion , The N. Y. State Bureau of
Tropical Conservation
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For On Tropical Nature Dion simulates the role of a naturalist in
Venezuela (fig. 7), spending four weeks in the Orinoco River
basin collecting materials. From the field, crates of specimens
(dirt, insects, plants and animals), tools, maps and notes are
sent back each week for the gallery staff to decide how to
display them.

Specimens are displayed on folding tables (reminiscent of
transportable tables used by colonial explorers and collectors)
along with the equipment used for the expedition (fig.8). His
working process therefore builds fieldwork into the outcome and
the work exists in stages, beginning with empty tables at the
exhibition opening. The objects are finally displayed in apparent
order, invoking the systematic display of natural specimens.
Some of the specimens are displayed according to scientific or
Enlightenment principles behind glass (fig.9). However, they are
combined with other, more informal, forms of dis13lay,
reminiscent of the way in which colonial collectors would gather
material from the sites. The displays also invoke the arbitrary
connections made by Renaissance collectors. Thus the
naturalist's process of travelling, collecting and sending is
evident in the final display, invoking exploration of the colonial
period, when all discoveries held the potential for new
knowledge, ideas and wonder.

Dion extended On Tropical Nature the following year, spending
several hours a day organising, labelling and numbering these
specimens into crates at American Fine Arts Co. In this work,
The New York State Bureau of Tropical Conservation (1992),

visitors observe and interact with Dion as he classifies, preserves
and organises storage and display of the specimens (fig .10) .
Both of these works highlight the research methodology and
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educational practices of the museum. These roles are further
extended in Tate Thames Dig.

TATE THAMES DIG (1999)

This work engages with the museum itself, particu larly the
aesthetics of its predecessors, the Cab inets of Curiosity and
museums of the Enlightenment, still evident in contemporary
museums . Dion has chosen to
work with aesthetic and political
aspects of museums because they
are historically sites of know ledge
production and meaning making.
According to Dion, 'the ideal
museum resembles a repository of
the marvellous, a place stirring
curiosity and the imagination.'8

In this work Dion's intention is to
overthrow the cultural perception
of scientific certainty and
inscrutability in archaeology . The
work was commissioned by
London's Tate Gallery to mark the
opening of its new facility for a

Fi g 12. Mark Dion , London 's

Foreshore, Tate Thames Dig

Modern Collection of Art. It is one
of several simulated archaeolog ical
activities led by Dion, which

8

Endt, "Beyo nd Instit utional Critique : Mark Dion's Surrealist Wunderkammer

at the Manchester Museum, " 5.
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included History Trash Dig (1995), History Trash Scan (1996)
and Raiding Neptune's Vault (1997-8) .

At low tide the banks of the Thames expose layers of fragments,
natural and artificial, washed up by the river (fig.11) . The
artificial objects and fragments are discarded objects from
London's history, ranging from ancient knives to recent credit
cards. As in On Tropical Nature , Dion co-opts other people to
participate in the process. Teams of voluntee rs gather objects of
their choice found on the banks at two sites, parallel to the ' old'
Tate (Millbank) and the new one at Bankside (fig.12) .

Cotton duck tents shelter Dion and
others as they clean, classify, display
and preserve the objects (fig.13). The
tents recall those used by colonial
adventurers and their methods of
collecting archaeological artefacts for
themselves or museums. Visitors to the
site are able to touch the objects and
converse with Dion and the volunteers.
All background activ ities and tools are
vis ible.

As part of Tate Thames Dig public
lectures are given by experts on various
aspects of the Thames, such as its

Fig 14. Mark Dion, Ba nkside Sit e,

Tate Thames Dig

history and tides. A catalogue describing
all aspects of the work shows the use of both pre-scientific and
post- Enlightenment categories of objects . It includes
photographs of the volunteers involved , the history of legislation
48

regarding the Thames and essays conceptualising the work. 9
This develops Dion's method, evident in On Tropical Nature, of
exposing his working process so that all information about an
object or situation is available . These activities also take Tate
Thames Dig (fig.14) beyond a mere simulation of archaeological

digs and extend museum educational methods beyond the
categories of science and history to include behind-the-scenes
information .

The objects collected are finally
stored and displayed in a purposebuilt (12 x 8') double-sided cabinet
labelled "Wunderkammer" Tate
Thames Dig (fig .15) with drawers

accessible to the public. The display
includes tools used in the dig, along
with books on archaeology and

Fig 15. Ma r k Dion,

" Wun derkammer" Tate Tham es Dig

critical theory. A video monitor
presents stages of the dig. The objects are displayed without
labels or interpretive texts and are therefore open to
interpretation by the audience. This is reminiscent of Cabinets of
Curiosity, whose unlabelled objects were available to be touched
and rearranged in order to provoke thought. Dagmar Motycka
Weston notes that objects in the Renaissance Cabinets were
eminently touchable, describing the cabinets as miniature worlds
in which objects acted as triggers to recollect or imagine distant,
mysterious lands, to embody meaning, and to trigger the

9

For example the essay by archaeologist Colin Renfrew , "It May Be Art but Is

It Archaeology? Science as Art and Art as Science," in Mark Dion :
Archaeology, ed. Alex Coles, et al . (London: Black Dog Publishing, 1999).
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imagination. 10 The imagination of Daniel Birnbaum, a reviewer of
Tate Thames Dig, is inspired to consider the possibility that a

large collection of knives might have resulted from a tradition of
throwing murder weapons into the river. 11
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Fig 16. Mark Dio n, Cabinet of Curiosities for the Weisman Art Museum

The Tate Wunderkammer precedes several later works in which
Dion turns to actual museum displays for his source materials,
simulating the role of a curator to recontextualise museum
objects and alter their meanings. One of these is Cabinet of
Curiosities.

10

Dagmar Motycka Weston, "'Worlds in Miniature' : Some Reflections on Scale

and the Microcsmic Meaning of Cabinets of Curiosities .," Theory 13, no. 1

(2009): 39.
11

Birnbaum, "Stream of Conscience," 118.
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Fig 17. Mark Dion, Cabinet of the Air: Cabinet of

Fig 18. Mark Dion, Cabinet of the Allegory of

Curiosities, Weisman Art Museum

Vision: Cabinet of Curiosities, Weisman Art
Museum
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Fig 19. Mark Dion, Cabinet of Humankind:

Fig 20. Mark Dion, Shelf of oppression,

Cabinet of Curiosities, Weisman Art Museum

Cabinet of Humankind: Cabinet of Curiosities,
Weisman Art Museum
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CABINET OF CURIOSITIES (2001)
For Cabinet of Curiosities Dion was invited by the Weisman Art
Museum to work with all of the collections housed by the
University of Minnesota. In this and other projects, including
Curiosity Cabinet for the Wexner Centre for the Arts ( 1997) and
The Marvelous Museum (2010), he intervenes in museum

curatorial practices, using their collections as his source material,
and replacing objects in cabinets reminiscent of the Renaissance
collections. Whereas On Tropical Nature focuses on Dion's early
interest in the representation of nature by the museum and Tate
Thames Dig develops his ideas about postcolonial criticism of

museum methods, in Dion's later works his subject matter is
interpretation of objects by the museum in general.

In Cabinet of Curiosities Dion brings together objects from more
than fifty different university collections 12 held in ~arious
departments and groups them according to allegorical
taxonomies. Once again volunteers, this time students at the
university, collect the objects according to their own choices. The
students are offered a course addressing the history and theory
of collecting and museology, as well as participation in the
project as researchers and curators. They are assigned readings
and write papers, and attend lectures by Dion once a month .
This means the artist is thoroughly involved in the university as
a site for the production of knowledge. Students are directed by
Dion to collect objects for nine cabinets according to the

12

Examples of these collections are the Givens Collection of African American

Literature, the Rocks and Minerals Collection in the Department of Geology
and Geophysics, the Bell Museum of Natural History and the Goldstein
Museum of design.
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Renaissance categories of the Underworld, Sea, Air, Terrestrial
Realm, Humankind, Library or Archive, Allegory of Vision,
Allegory of Sound and Time, and the Allegory of History (fig.17,
fig.18, fig.19 & fig.20).

Colleen Sheehy, the Director of Education at the Weisman at the
time, writes that students' personal choices from the research
collections '[were] objects of astonishment, intrigue,
significance, visual power and symbolic relevance that would be
appropriate for one theme or another. Metaphor became one of
[their] tools in selecting objects. ' 13 For example, the Underworld
contains literal objects found under the ground (fossils and
minerals) as well as objects associated with death, burial, hell,
the underground railway and the 'underground' or 'unsanctioned'
worlds of homosexuality. Conventional understandings of
categories are thus expanded and, at times, subverted . The
objects are finally displayed in nine purpose-built 17 th centurystyle cabinets.

The strategies Dion uses to stimulate the viewer's association
with the museum in these three works are examined in the
followin.g section. These are the use of appropriation, subversion
and parody.

13

Colleen J. Sheehy, ed. Cabinet of Curiosities: Mark Dion and the University

as Installation (Minneapo lis : University of Minnesota Press,2006), 17.
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STRATEGIES
Appropriation
Susan M. Pearce claims that objects become important when and
because they are collected and housed by museums 14 , and
Andrea Witcomb proposes that mystery is associated with the
museum. Dion exploits both of these qualities in his work by
appropriating the appearance of a museum. He expects the
· audience to anticipate the importance or mystery attributed to
museum objects, and then to be surprised by their ordinary and
familiar nature. This leads the viewer into intellectual activities
such as curiosity and speculation.

When Dion appropriates the museum displays in Tate Thames
Dig and Cabinet of Curiosities he invokes the appeal of objects

which carry associations from our own histories i~to more distant
pasts. Jean Baudrillard argues that, by examining objects which
exist in several times, we can escape from the constraints of
linear time. Therefore such objects are objects of fascination.
Objects of irrational fascination are also said to be fetish objects,
particularly with reference to temporality. Russell Belk, a scholar
of consumer behaviour, contends that we tend to 'fetishise' any
excavated object, giving it dignity when its only value might be
its age.

15

Belk also points out that the context of museums and

collections can make the familiar object 'strange'. Dion exploits

14

Susan M. Pearce, Museums, Objects and Collections: A Cultural Study

(Leicester & London : Leicester University Press, 2000), 18.
15

Russell w Belk, Collecting in a Consumer Society (London and New York:

Routledge, 1995) . Belk is a Professor of Business Studies at the Uni v ersity of
Utah.
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these associations with fetish, temporality and 'making strange'
when he confers elevated, museological status on ordinary
objects. The viewer responds to these qualities with fascination
and wonder.

Museum objects are also associated with authenticity, and
Stephen Jay Gould believes museums are attractive because
they are the guardians of authentic objects. He comments :
'Luckily-and I do not pretend to understand why-authenticity
stirs the human soul . The appeal is cerebral and entirely
conceptual. ' 16 Gould's description refers to an experience of
wonder as awe, a conceptual and pre-intellectual experience.
Dion intends to invoke wonder as awe by referring visually to the
museum. Miwon Kwon asked him how a sense of the marvellous
and arousal of curiosity could be provoked in this day and age.
He answered ' to tell the truth.' 17 For Dion the truth is found
behind the scenes of the museum, beyond the dis-plays, which
show 1 to 10 per cent of their collections . By showing the full
range of activities associated with the final displays in On
Tropical Nature and Tate Thames Dig Dion broadens the

information available to the public, displaying his idea of truth.
The recontextualisation of museum objects in Renaissance
Cabinets for Cabinet of Curiosities also focuses on expanding the
information available to the viewer . Dion finds those cabinets

l

6

Stephen Jay Gould, Dinosaur in a Haystack : Reflections in Natural History

(New York: Crown Trade Paperbacks , 1995) , 236.
t

7

Kwon, "Miwon Kwon in Conversation with Mark Dion," 18.
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'most clearly resemble the surrealistic quality of the back room
of many museums, rather than the exhibition galleries.' 18

Dion uses the appearance of the museum to exploit whatever
previous and personal associations the viewer has with it. In this
way Dion manifests Eilean Hooper-Greenhill's assertion that
interpretation of objects is embedded in the viewer's pre-existing
experience and knowledge. Beyond the traditional associations
with the museum's public roles, there is also a more personal
level of association. The viewer brings his/her own experience of
objects and museums to Dion's work, and this cannot be
controlled. Dion wants people to question the museum in order
to re-engage with it, to re-experience its multiplicity of
knowledge. His visual references to the museum invoke
importance, mystery, the past, authenticity and the viewer's own
previous experience of museums. This creates the condition for
the viewer to speculate about the meaning of Dion's work and
potentially about museum meanings in general.

Therefore Dion's appropriation of museum displays both exploits
the viewer's existing associations with the museum and aims to
reactivate conscious speculation about the museum. He further
activates speculation by subverting the taxonomies used in the
museum.

18

Mark Dion, "The Natural History Box: Preservation, Categorization and

Display," ibid., ed. Lisa Graziose Corrin, Miwon Kwon, and Norman Bryson
(Phaidon), 135 .
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Subversion of taxonomies
Dion subverts the 'objectivity' of systems of order used in
museum displays in several ways. The selection of objects for
each of the works being examined is arbitrary and personal, as
Dion chooses specimens in On Tropical Nature and volunteers
choose objects for Tate Thames Dig and Cabinet of Curiosities .
The objects and specimens are then grouped for display
according to the personal taste of assistants and volunteers in
each case. The lack of labelling or use of random labels further
undermines our expectations of scientific and educational
systems of order. His purpose in Cabinet of Curiosities is to test
the rationality associated with science and taxonomies and
demonstrate that meaning cannot be entirely constructed around
reason. He comments that Renaissance Cabinets:
... were neither dry didactics nor mindless spectacles . They
tested reason the way storerooms, flea markets and dusty old
museums challenge cultural categories and generate questions
today . 19

The objects in Tate Thames Dig are classified into sub-categories
according to typology or materiality (for example, ceramic, bone,
wood, electrical, metal, tools) instead of the usual stratigraphic
or genealogical systems of archaeology. This invokes the nature
of Cabinets of Curiosity, where links between objects were
arbitrary rather than scientific or 'rational'. Dion emphasises
such arbitrary links by assigning equal value to objects normally
belonging in different taxonomies. For example, equal value is
given to equipment and plants in On Tropical Nature, to natural

19

Miwon Kwon, " Miwon Kwon in Conversation wi th Mark Dion ," ibid. , ed. Lisa

Graziose Corrin, Miwon Kwon, and Norman Bryson (Phaidon Press Ltd), 18.
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and artificial objects in Tate Thames Dig, and finally to objects
representing other museums in Cabinet of Curiosities. By
subverting the taxonomies used by the museum, Dion reminds
the audience that museum displays are cultural narratives which
can be retold according to other points of view.

Museum displays are associated with objective, academic and
specialised knowledge. Dion demystifies the specialised roles of
naturalist, archaeologist and curator in the three works, by
mimicking them and making their practices available to the
audience, removing the boundaries between the specialist and
the audience. For example, visitors to the Thames sites were
able to view and interact with the volunteers collecting and
sorting objects . This encouraged visitors to speculate about the
evidence of human presence on the sites over many centuries. It
also offered them the potential to experience what
archaeologists often sense, a direct personal link with the past
through contact with material remains. This is described by
archaeologist Colin Renfrew as an authentic experience-'these
ancient fragments are all tokens of a life, of vitality in London's
past, a past which you can hold in your hand today. ' 20 In this
way, Dion excites the viewer's curiosity and imagination .

This removal of boundaries between museological knowledge
and the audience provokes viewers to participate and therefore
consider what they are seeing, instead of passively receiving
information. In On Tropical Nature, the boundaries between
Dion, the gallery assistants and the audience are removed by

20

Renfrew , "It Ma y Be Art but Is It Archaeology, Science as Art and Art as

Science, " 15-16 .
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building the work over time. Describing this work, Colleen
Sheehy writes, 'This emphasis on process prompts a reflection
on and realization that our sense-making is a human
construction and not necessarily a truth of the natural world. ' 2 1
Tate Thames Dig allows viewers to participate, to engage with

the workers while watching their processes and smelling the
evidence of the Thames sludge. The students involved in Cabinet
of Curiosities are both participants in and viewers of each other's

selections, in both cases actively engaged in considering the
potential meanings of objects. The student collectors use their
own subjective critiques of museum narratives by redefining
objects and introducing categories like the 'shelf of oppression' in
the Humankind cabinet, upon which images of the Holocaust are
located, for example.

The Tate Wunderkammer displays familiar museum objects
within unexpected contexts. The appearance of a collection in
the Wunderkammer implies a rationale, and the audience is
surprised to discover that the rationale is personal and
subjective. Furthermore, the objects are grouped according to
Renaissance categories, alerting the audience to the fact that
systems of meaning are subject to change according to historical
cultural perception.

In each of Dion's works it is the context that causes the viewer
to question the object's meaning. In The Tate Thames Dig the
objects have already been removed from their original temporal
or functional context and immersed in the river. They are then

21

Sheehy, ed . Cabinet of Curiosities : Mark Dion and the University as

Installation, 7.
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displaced from that context by volunteers, and cleaned and
arranged with the respect normally given to ancient finds.
Finally, they are removed to the Tate gallery and
recontextualised as art/museum objects . These stages of
recontextualisation demonstrate the way objects can be
reinterpreted, subverting fixed meaning .

The subversion of systems of order and recontextualisation of
objects provoke the viewer's curiosity about meaning. Thus Dion
encourages the viewer to think creatively, insisting upon
recognition of the post-structural theory that meaning is open to
interpretation and demonstrating that we are part of the
interpretive process. By presenting surprising relationships
between objects and provoking the viewer to understand them,
Dion wants to demonstrate that the viewer participates in
interpretation. This process inspires recognition of personal and
individual power and responsibility in assigning meaning in
museums and artworks.

However, the combination of appropriation and subversion often
amounts to parody.
Parody

Collection of natural specimens for museums focuses on
scientific taxonomies for research and study. Dion parodies the
objectivity of that activity by mimicking the serious intent of
specialists and then subverting their rationale. Appropriation of
the roles of the colonial naturalist, the archaeologist and the
curator becomes parody when professional precision is
undermined. For example, the objects in Tate Thames Dig are
displayed on site according to the personal and subjective
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criteria of the volunteers, while their white coats parody the
objectivity of archaeologists. This highlights the fact that
specialists are human and therefore prone to subjectivity. Dion's
mimicry thus undermines the specialised knowledge applied to
museum objects.

Classification and post-Enlightenment taxonomies are mocked in
New York State Bureau of Tropical Conservation where Dion

mimics the role of an unobserved scientist. The installation
appears to be of objects being sorted for study, storage and
preservation rather than a public artwork. Yet Dion is known to
be an artist and is clearly poking fun at scientific processes. The
risk is that the audience will join him in the joke, and disregard
the museum rather than reconsider it.

Similarly, the objects unearthed at the Thames are transported
to parody a museum display in the Tate gallery. This suggests
the objects are significant or curious. But items such as out-ofdate credit cards and ancient teeth clearly have no material or
exotic value. This parodies the museum effect of 'making
strange', bringing unfamiliar objects home from another culture
or location, which traditionally surprises the audience and
stimulates curiosity. In this instance none of the objects in the
works examined are unusual or unfamiliar, but they are strange
because they are out of context. This provokes speculation about
the reason the objects are elevated to museum status, which can
lead to original thought. However, by treating the 'making
strange' process as a joke, Dion encourages the viewer to
undervalue what the museum has to offer rather than re-engage
the viewer in the mysterious potential of the museum. This
undermines his own efforts to engage the viewer in an
experience of wonder.
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The process of 'making strange' also reminds the viewer that
objects change their meaning over time. For example, objects in
museums were often commonplace in their own time, and
objects from our own time will one day acquire the romantic
aura of the past. Although Dion undermines the mystery of the
museum object, the object itself provokes the viewer's curiosity
about the effect of time on meaning. This potentially activates
speculation about broader issues, such as the relationship
between history, interpretation and the museum.

There is less humour and parody in Cabinet of Curiosities and
other recent works whose subject is the museum. 22 As Dion's
emphasis shifts from addressing meaning in the early ecopolitical works to focusing on meaning in the museum he
becomes more serious. In Cabinet he provokes speculation about
the meaning of his work as well as the nature of museum
collections. This activates the individual to become conscious of
his/her ability to make meaning, and the wider implication of this
is that Dion's work is educational. It demonstrates the flexibility
of meaning to the viewers and engages them in interpretation.

CONCLUSION
The three works examined represent Dion's efforts to reimagine
the organisation of knowledge, to remind us of a time before the
division of knowledge into disciplinary categories. As such,

22

For example, The Marvelous Museum (2010) in which Dion was engaged by

the Oakland Museum of California to reinvigorate the collection as an
enriching interdisciplinary experience.
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Sheehy says, they are very current, manifesting 'the kinds of
connections scholars today are trying to forge through interdisciplinary work.' 23 His interactions with and simulations of
museums have been concurrent with self-examination and
change within the museums themselves . Some are beginning to
display the kinds of 'behind-the-scenes' activities Dion creates .
There is a good example of this at the Science Museum behind
the South Australian Museum in Adelaide . Similarly, the Museum
of Natural History in London has produced a series of television
documentaries showing its activities in the field. Dion's intention
to challenge the museum has been particularly effective since he
began to intervene in curatorial processes of museums.

Dion's installations refer to the museum by simulating scientific
protocols of collecting, examining, preserving, ordering and
display. He makes it clear that he intends to invoke an era where
wonder and curiosity formed the groundwork for the
development of knowledge. He does this by invoking past forms
of the museum, particularly the Renaissance Cabinets of
Curiosity. However, the original Cabinets relied upon ma rvellous
and surprising objects to stimulate curiosity and speculation in
their audiences . Dion neither creates nor exhibits objects of
wonder or curiosity, relying on performative elements and
unexpected juxtapositions to surprise the audience into
speculation about his purpose. His use of ordinary objects
subverts museum categories in order to provoke curiosity and
wonder as speculation in the viewer. In this way Dion succeeds
in getting viewers to recognise their own part in interpretation.

23

Sheehy, ed. Cabinet of Curiosities: Mark Dion and th e University as

Installation , 24 .
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However, by using ordinary objects he parodies the importance
of museum collections, making it possible for the viewer to
observe, question and be amused by the museum. This
undermines his own attempts to re-engage viewers with the
museum as a potential house of wonder.

The next chapter shows that Fiona Hall relies on objects of
wonder to expose similar issues about knowledge and meaning
in relation to museums. Although she uses similar strategies to
invoke the museum, one of the differences is her use of irony
instead of parody.
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CHAPTER 3: FIONA HALL
INTRODUCTION
Australian Artist Fiona Hall uses the effects museums have on
viewers to seduce them into engaging with her work. Hall 's
engagement with the museum is as complex as the museum
itself. She responds to the museum by mimicking and
appropriating its display methods, as well as by subverting
museum practices. Hall also highlights the effect the museum
has on objects in its collection, particularly to recontextual ise
and exoticise them. Furthermore, Hall's use of irony subverts
museum practices. Thus Hall's methods not only layer complex
meanings in her work, but they also embody the unfixed and
multiple nature of meaning itself. By highlighting the unfixed
nature of meaning in both the museum and her work, Hall
demonstrates to viewers that they play a part in interpreting
meaning.

Hall responds specifically to display methods of the
Enlightenment, appropriating their forms and critiquing their
ideologies. Yet through her labour-intensive process Hall creates
objects of wonder which overthrow the meanings presented by
those museums. This chapter argues that Hall's objects invoke
the type of wonder and curiosity Renaissance Cabinets of
Curiosity inspired. It will also argue that the labour- intensive
working method is an essential and significant difference
between Hall's and Dion's work, resulting in work that embodies
a different dialogue between the object and audience, which is
the enactment of knowledge-making.
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Two sculptures/installations are examined to support this
argument. These are Understorey (1999-2004) and Tender
(2003-05). They are representative of other, similar work made
by Hall, 1 in the materials and display methods used. They also
demonstrate Hall's interest in ecology and nature, which is the
starting point for both Hall and Dion.

Fig 21. Fiona Hall, Understorey

1

Regarding Understorey see also Occupied Territory (1995), Drift Net (1998),

Fieldwork (1998-9), White History (1998-9) and Ce// Culture (2001-2) .
Regarding Tender, see also Cash Crop (1998), Slash and Burn (1997), Scar

Tissue (2003-4), Leaf Litter (1999-2003) and When my boat comes in
(2002- )
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UNDERSTOREY(1999-2004)
Hall's travels in Sri Lanka inspired her to create Understorey
(fig.21). Her unpublished notes, cited by Julie Ewington, describe
how the work responds to 'on-going civil unrest and the
displacement of people from traditional territories due to land
clearance, urbanisation and the political after-effects of
colonisation . '2

This installation consists of approximately twenty hand made
sculptures placed in a purpose-built cabinet of glass, or vitrine,
framed by black painted wood, 176 x 150 x 87cms. The
sculptures are made of tiny glass beads threaded onto silver
wire. Initially they resemble beaded artefacts from Indian and
African cultures. These forms resemble plants and fungi from the
understorey of a forest, but closer inspection reveals several
beaded human organs and limbs as well. The vitrine stands on
ornate table legs and is encased by moulded timber, resembling
a Victorian museum vitrine.
Appropriation of museum imagery
Understorey appears to mimic museum processes in both the

employment of the vitrine and the arrangement of objects within
it to resemble museum specimens. The vitrine is a method of
display and protection of objects familiar to any museum visitor.
However, Hall's use of the Victorian rather than contemporary
style suggests a past display in the present. This not only
exploits the importance associated with the institution and the
collection; it also emphasises the transcendence of time in the

2

Julie Ew ington , Fiona Hall (Annandale: Piper Press, 2005) , 163 .
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museum. Thus Hall captures the viewer's attention in the
manner suggested by Jean Baudrillard, who proposed that an
object is compelling if it is experienced as an authentic sign of
another time (see Chapter 1).

The vitrine also contributes to the appearance of a taxonomical
display. This is enhanced by the grouping of the objects
themselves. Taxonomical displays group similar objects
according to a scientific category, and time is needed to decipher
the individual objects and the differences between them.
Understorey clearly mimics aspects of museum displays but, as

in Dion's work, the references to the museum represent a first
layer of meaning only.

The viewer is led by these visual associations into the same
fascination experienced in an actual museum. Vitrines carry
layers of cultural references and associations with -anthropology
and science as well as museums. As Julie Ewington comments,
vitrines represent the 'suspended time of sequestered parallel
worlds.' 3 They not only create worlds within themselves, as do
Cabinets of Curiosity; they also have a place in our
contemporary imagination as a result of past experiences with
them. We associate them with worlds other than our own, worlds
which have to be examined in order to be understood. The
museum is associated with experiences of mystery and the
audience response of curiosity and awe. By mimicking the
museum Hall exploits these audience responses.

3

Ibid., 147.
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Furthermore, by taking on the appearance of a museum
collection Understorey exploits the potential for viewers to
respect and examine this display. Museum displays carry the
status of scientific evidence and important, factual knowledge,
and museum objects are endowed with status because they have
been collected . However, on examination of Understorey it
becomes clear that Hall is not only taking advantage of the
museum effect; she is also subverting it.

Subversion of taxonomies
Museum taxonomies usually separate the human and natural
world, and are based on an accepted scientific and Linnaean
system. Hall subverts taxonomies by including human forms with
the natural and giving them equal value. This suggests that
humans are part of nature, not separate from it, and are
therefore equally subject to death and decay. Thus the scientific
system that places humans at the top of a scale in nature is
undermined.

Moreover, the governing taxonomy is one based not on the
natural world, but on cultural artefacts. What organises the
collection is that they are all objects made with beads. This type
of grouping invokes the pre-scientific Cabinets of Curiosity in
which materiality was an acceptable category, whereas during
the Enlightenment such groupings were dismissed as arbitrary.
Hall's reference to the earlier system highlights the fact that
meaning changes over time and cannot be reduced to one
system.

Hall extends this link to Cabinets of Curiosity by displaying the
objects without labels. Contemporary museums usually provide
text or labels to assist in the education of the viewer, and have
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done so since the Enlightenment. The lack of labelling
undermines our acceptance of the truth of taxonomical labels
and therefore the idea that meaning is fixed in museums. By
deliberately disrupting systems of identification, Hall leaves the
entire installation of Understorey open to interpretation,
emphasising the fact that interpretation is a process in which the
viewer participates.

Like Dion, when Hall appropriates and subverts museum imagery
she challenges our expectations of museums as educational
institutions. Whereas contemporary museums aim to explain,
Hall aims to confuse or surprise. This strategy lends ambiguity to
her work, leading the viewer to attempt to understand or
interpret it. Gregory O'Brien describes the ambiguity in
Understorey in these terms: 'Understorey enshrines both the
jewel like preciousness and the sense of menace found in an
environment which contains tripwires and landmines along with
mangoes and parrots. '4 This goes beyond the subversion of a
museum display. Hall captures the audience's attention with the
appearance of an educational display, but surprises us with
decorative simulations of dismembered body parts. Part of the
ambiguity contained in Understorey is the shifting ground
between imagery of war, nature, beauty and the macabre
(fig.22) . It is impossible to reduce this imagery to a simple point
of view, and we are reminded that reality consists of complex
and contradictory information. This is embodied in the contrast
between the imagery of camouflage, body parts and plants and
the decorative nature of the beads . Furthermore the beads add

4

Gregory O'Brien, "A Narrow Road, a Green Night," in Fiona Hall: Force Field,

ed. Heather Galbraith, et al. (Sydney: Museum of Contemporary Art, 2008),

43.
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other meanings because of their association with ethnographic
artefacts.

Fig 22 . Fiona Ha ll, Understorey

The recontextualisation of glass beads
Hall deliberately uses beads as sculpture materials in this work in
order to alert us to the cultural history of the colonisation and
collecting processes. Originally beads were decorative items but
became functional when they were used as currency between
colonisers and indigenous people. Beads were used in
encounters between explorers or occupiers and indigenous
people as greeting gifts or in exchange for labour, land or goods.
They represent the exploitation of people who did not
understand the inequity of the exchange. The aesthetic qualities
of the beads impressed indigenous people, and by using them
Hall reminds us that different cultural value systems affect the
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meaning of an object. Indigenous people then recontextualised
the beads into artefacts of their own. These artefacts were
further recontextualised when they were collected by museums.
Hall now uses beads not only to embody these shilts in value,
but to appeal to her viewers aesthetically and seduce them into
examining her work. Thus she repeats the engagement between
the audience and the museum collection of beaded artefacts as
well as the transaction between the colonisers and colonised.
Just as indigenous people were impressed by the beads'
aesthetics, so we are by Understorey's beauty. This repetition or
cycle of recontextualisation insists on keeping the meaning of
Understorey complex.

The use of beads adds complexity in another way. By creating
'specimens' that are replicas of natural objects but of different
materials and scale, and placing them in a museum context, Hall
sets up the viewer's expectation of exotica, the unfamiliar or
strange. The audience expects to see exotic objects in the
museum and Hall furthers this expectation in several ways.
Presented in a dark room, with lighting accentuating the vibrant
colours of the glass beads and casting reflections on the glass,
Understorey appropriates the museum display techniques which

exoticise and fetishise objects by placing them in the museum
system of references. In addition, the objects appear to be
collected, which implies an original context, and in this case the
context is unknown and mysterious . Susan Stewart proposed
that an object removed from its original context and placed in a
museum captures the viewer by 'surprise', which leads to
philosophical reflection and speculation about everything
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associated with the object. 5 Hall therefore activates the appeal of
the exotic, which in turn provokes the viewer into an attempt to
interpret the objects.

Artefacts made with beads are often found in museums of
ethnography. By referring to these artefacts Hall invokes the
aesthetic value indigenous people placed upon beads, as well as
the wonder (as amazement) Europeans have for intricate and
skilled beadwork (often done in Third World countries).
Additionally, by transforming plants and human anatomy into
beaded objects she crosses boundaries between plant specimens
and artefacts collected by museums. This implies a world where
specimens and artefacts belong in the same category, which is
the world of the museum as a whole.

Beading is a craft that is not bound to an era and is therefore a
metaphor for timelessness. Furthermore, it is a time-consuming
process. The intricacy of tiny glass beads threaded on wire and
formed into shapes in Understorey clearly requires a
commitment of labour, attention and time by Hall. Julie Ewington
says this intricate process simulates a slowing down of time,
which engages the audience's attention at a level beyond the
aesthetic. The viewer experiences a slowing of time when s/he
pauses to consider Hall's methods, moving from one item to
another seeking clues. Gregory O'Brien also describes her
methodology in general as 'crafting time':

5

Susan Stewart, On Longing: Narratives of the Miniature, the Gigantic, the

Souvenir, the Collection (Durham and London : Duke University Press, 1993) ,
Chapter 5.
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[Time] is measured in stitches and rows , in repeating patterns.
By returning to craft traditions, Hall is side-stepping Western

notions of progress and linear time ... It is a manner of working
and thinking which Eastern traditions accommodate w ith ease .
Hall 's oeuvre is characterised by an ongoing insistence on the
intricate and the hand-made . 6

The viewer brings any previous knowledge of beading to
Understorey. For example, beads have been used for decoration

of clothing and jewellery through several centuries in Europe,
and many people have some experience of attempting to thread
beads at preschool level as a test of de xterity. Beads are now
widely used to make gifts of jewellery. From these ex periences
viewers attempt to imagine Hall's method, which is not easily
discovered, and the amount of time taken . Her process creates
objects of wonder, part of Hall's strategy to engage the viewe r in
attempting to interpret the work. Simi larly, Cabinets of Curiosity
also housed, and even commissioned, marvellous examples of
human technical virtuosity as objects of wonder. 7

Hall appropriates the aesthetics of museum displays by invoking
the appearance of natural specimens as well as artefacts. The
viewer then discovers the objects do not conform to either
category. This discovery leads to further enquiry about the
objects ' meaning. The objects also invoke the wonder
experienced in response to nature when we examine specimens
in the museum and discover information unavailable in the

6

O' Brien , "A Narrow Road, a Green Night, " 39 .

7

Lisa Graziose Co rri n, "A Natural History of Wo nd e r and a Wo nderful History

of 'Nature ', " in Mark Dion , ed . Lisa Graziose Corri n, Miw on Kw on , and Norman
Bryson (London: Phaidon Press Ltd , 1997) , 52 .
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natural world. For example, we discover new information about
some specimens, such as birds in flight or coral, when they are
made available for study in the museum. Hall extends this type
of surprise to include shock through the use of irony in
Understorey.

Fig 23. Fiona Hall, Understorey

The use of irony to destabilise meaning
There is a deliberate contrast between the apparent meaning of
Understorey on a first impression and Hall's actual subject
matter. Initially the objects appear to be beautiful replicas of
natural forms, as if Hall admires nature and its display in
museums. Further inspection reveals human organs and limbs,
usually associated with the macabre rather than beauty. Yet the
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materiality and craft skills involved are beautiful, and the
physical appearance of the sculptures also resonates with the
mystery of beaded artefacts from unknown cultures. Hall's
unpublished notes, cited by Julie Ewington, describe how this
responds to Hall's experiences in Sri Lanka.
A recurring motif is the use of camouflage patterning-a symbol
of our time that transforms the patterns of nature into the fabric
of conflict and hostility. Understorey brings together fragments
of a beautiful, fragile, transient realm, and in the way of science,
traps them in the filing system (morgue) of the museum display
cabinet. 8 (fig . 23)

The actual meaning of the work remains elusive, but it is clear
Hall is describing something other than the beauty of nature or
the impressive museum display. Although she has been inspired
by travels in Sri Lanka, where years of conflict had taken their
toll on the country and people, Understorey is not a didactic
political message. It uses irony to seduce the viewer into
questioning and making connections between the beautiful and
macabre.

Another use of irony exists in the pun of the title. Referring to
the layer of vegetation underneath forests, a crucial and diverse
part of the ecosystem, which is under threat all over the world, it
also alludes to a different type of 'under story'. The objects hint
at other stories of their own, about war, death and the
preservation of natural specimens in museums. Hall is also
telling a different story, in that we expect the museum to
present facts as truth, rather than displays with ironical or

8

Ewington, Fiona Hall, 163.
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subversive meanings . In this Hall undermines the meta-narrative
of the museum as the house of truth .

Irony is embodied in the aesthetics of Understorey . Hall depicts
and disguises the ugly and sinister underneath a layer of beauty.
She emphasises this contrast in her use of camouflage
patterning, which, ironically, is designed by humans to blend into
natural vegetation. Here even the camouflage patterns are
hidden as part of the group of intensely coloured objects . Hidden
stories of war are implied, and the natural cycle of death and
decay is juxtaposed with unnatural death in war. Hall juxtaposes
life with death, and beauty with ugliness, invoking the
dichotomies and tensions between truth, knowledge and
culturally constructed meanings in the museum (see Chapter 1) .

The inclusion of body parts with exotic plant forms layers horror
into Hall's aesthetic. The horror is portrayed with the same
beauty and care as the exotic objects. Hall also juxtaposes
notions of the luxuriant jungle and adventure with the reality of
contemporary land use. The colours and scale are exaggerated
and exotic, and housed in a Victorian vitrine they invoke the
wonder at nature experienced in that era. These polarities and
tensions , layered into the work, depict Hall's black humour,
which surprises the viewer, creating another experience of
wonder . Although this parodies the museum experience, Hall 's
objects of wonder confirm her respect for the museum, and
inspire wonder rather than ridicule in the viewer. This is quite
different to Dion's parodies, which undermine respect for
museum processes.

Hall has observed that beauty can be used by nature for sinister
purposes, for example by insect-trapping plants. She has
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acknowledged that her work in general is beautiful, and that she
uses beauty as a lure to attract audiences. She believes it is
important to produce something that will attract attention for
more than a fleeting moment. 9 The beauty and labour-intensive
nature of her hand-crafted objects make them marvellous,
strange and elaborate achievements, which is to make them
objects of wonder. Thus Hall simulates a natural, exotic and
mysterious world to link nature with politics and the display of
specimens in the museum.

The following section examines Tender (2003-5), which also
simulates a natural world displaced into a museum vitrine.

Fig 24. Fiona Hal l, Tender

9

Fiona Hall and Paula Savage, "In Conversation," in Fiona Hall: Force Field,

ed . Heather Galbraith, et al. (Sydney: Museum of Contemporary Art, 2008),
29.
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Fig 25. Fi ona Hal l, Cash Crop
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Fig 26. Fiona Hall, Abelmoschus esculentis/okra: When my boat comes in
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TENDER (2003-05)
In Tender (fig.24) Hall uses similar methods to invoke the
museum, this time linking nature with the world of finance. Hall
previously explored this subject matter with Cash Crop ( 1998)
(fig.25), Leaf Litter (1999-2003) and the series When My Boat
Comes In (2002) (fig.26) . These three works used paper

currency upon which Hall has made botanical illustrations,
altering the currency's value. However, for Tender she destroyed
the currency to form a sculpture material.

In Tender, Hall shredded US dollar notes and wove and knitted
them together to form accurately shaped and scaled nests of
birds whose Latin species names are etched into the glass walls
of the vitrina that houses them. Beside these names are the
serial numbers of the bank notes used. The nests are suspended
within the cabinet by invisible lines, as if for scie_11tific display and
classification, mimicking one of the methods museums use to
display nests. In this way Hall both appropriates the museum
display, and subverts taxonomical labelling used in such
displays.
Appropriation of museum imagery
Like Understorey, Tender appears to mimic the display cabinet
and contents of museum displays, this time alluding to a
taxonomical arrangement of nests in a vitrine. Hall again exploits
the associations the audience has with the vitrine and the
scientific display. However, in this instance the objects are
labelled, and this enhances the association with Enlightenment
taxonomies and scientific evidence. Whereas Understorey
simulates an exotic and mysterious world, Tender resembles a
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collection arranged for serious study, which evokes the awe and
respect associated with the museum's educational role.

In addition, Hall exploits the viewer's fascination with nests
whether in nature or in a museum . Her facsimiles of real nests
arouse the complex feelings humans experience when
encountering the real thing. The fragility and precariousness of a
nest appeals to the viewer's sense of tender protectiveness.
Gaston Bachelard contends that we marvel at nests because we
recapture the nafve wonder we used to feel on discovering a
nest. 10 He adds that a nest is a private world of mystery to a
human, particularly when its interior is hidden.

Bachelard notes that humans marvel at the instinct and skill of
nests, imagining them to surpass any human building endeavour
and to be examples of the perfection of nature. Hall takes
advantage of romantic associations we have with nests as well
as demonstrating a labour-intensive skill of her own. There is
visual appeal, a fascination with nature and a sense of mystery.
Her nests are reproductions of real nests, but their labelling is
part of Hall's subversion of the museum systems of
identification.
Subversion of taxonomies
Appropriating the use of taxonomies serves to undermine the
objective, scientific displays in museums. There can be no
objective order in this simulation of a museum display. The nests
are made of unnatural materials, and therefore the botanical

10

Gaston Bachelard , The Poetics of Space, trans . Etienne Gilson ( Boston:

Beacon Press, 1969), 93.
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labels become meaningless and absurd. The notes, like natural
specimens in museums, have been recontextualised, and lost
their original function and value. The lists of serial numbers are
therefore also absurd, because the significance of the numbers
belongs to a system that has no function in this situation.

The accepted value system of finance is overthrown by shredding
the notes, and this is Hall's way of showing that even the value
of the financial world can be reinterpreted. The value of US
currency was unquestionable when Tender was made (this has
changed only in 2011), yet Hall makes currency subservient to
the needs of the natural world. Hall is Australian, yet in 2003-05
she chose to use American currency in particular. The US dollar
was the most desirable currency in the world, particularly in
Third World countries where it could provide a form of security.
Yet ironically, US global trade activities are associated with
depriving birds of the security of their nests, as, ~for example,
Amazonian forests are cleared to feed cattle for MacDonald's
hamburgers. Hall is concerned that cultures and natural worlds
are damaged by global finance, and the US dollar has been an
appropriate symbol of that system. Furthermore, a link between
US dollars and the rewriting of history by corrupt states is drawn
by the allusion to document shredding.

The two taxonomies are given equal value as systems to
describe the nests, yet neither system is adequate. Hall's point is
that systems of meaning are limited. The viewer becomes aware
that these nests cannot be reduced to either their botanical
names or the serial numbers of their materials. The subversion
of familiar systems and beliefs removes certainty about their
meaning. The viewer is both shocked by the destruction of
currency and intrigued by the form, which leads to engagement

82

with and speculation about the meaning of the work. Confusion
and ambiguity arise, as Hall clearly questions the value of
money, but does not provide answers. The juxtaposition of
currency with the form of nests provokes the viewer to cons ider
the meaning of the links between them, and is reminiscent of the
way the Surrealists juxtaposed unlikely objects to subvert
meaning . The recontextualisation of US dollar notes in Tender is
also a metaphor for the recontextualisation effect museums have
on objects .
The use of recontextualisation
The use of the vitrine emphasises the reference to the museum
as a collector of natural specimens, highlighting the effect the
museum has of recontextualising specimens in purpose-built
vitrines. Vitrines have been ideal cabinets for display for their
protective qualities as well as visibility. Placing the nests of
Tender in a glass museum cabinet protects their vulnerability
and emphasises their importance as well as their value as
exotica. Conversely, it also reminds us that museums displace
specimens from nature, and render them lifeless. Vitrines are
unnatural situations for natural objects. This unnatural situation
embodies sadness and loss, a reminder that when natural
specimens are displayed in museums they are no longer living .

Hall's nests are isolated and empty, and have clearly never been
used by birds. This highlights their futility, suggesting a loss of
potential. Julie Ewington describes her own response to Tender
in these terms: 'this village of empty nests is indescribably sad .
Tender speaks to me of loss, of remembering, even of
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haunting.' 11 The allusion to loss becomes a metaphor for the
destruction of nature for both financial rewards and museum
collections.

The unnatural materials forming the nests suggest they are
replicas of a natural world that is not of this time, that a bird's
instinctive use of available materials in this environment cannot
produce life. Paper money offers no solution to the barren nature
of the nests. Yet in this simulated world nature continues to be
inventive, and adapts to human interference by utilising currency
according to its needs. On the one hand this is a sad state of
affairs, on the other a celebration of nature's ingenuity, which
has adapted to human behaviour and overtaken it. All of these
potential meanings are embodied in the work. Hall's skill is to
leave meaning open-ended and flexible for the viewer to
interpret.

The museum's ability to fetishise and add value to objects in its
collection is appropriated by Hall in this work. Susan M. Pearce
says of museum objects, 'whatever their monetary exchange
value, they share a perceived spiritual or intellectual worth and
are guarded in such a way which puts them in a special
"otherworld" category.' 12 The extraordinary nature of the objects
Hall has created, as well as their museum-type display, places
this work into that special category.

The recontextualisation of currency in Tender highlights the fact
that its value is symbolic and not intrinsic in the paper. The
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viewer is shocked to see the value of money undermined and
rendered useless . This shock co-exists with the aesthetic and
emotional responses already described, and is part of Hall's
strategy to inspire curiosity about her work. Contemporary faith
in the financial system is destabilised by Tender but Hall does
not suggest a solution to this, leaving it to the viewer to consider
the larger issue of the role of finance in the world at the time .
Since then , global events have demonstrated that the meaning
of currency is indeed flexible. Ironically, it is likely that Tender
will be the subject of continual re-investment within the art
market, and therefore the nests will reacquire monetary value.
Time is an important factor influencing shilts in meaning.

The influence of time on interpretation
Tender has the appearance of a scientific display in a natural
history museum and this allows it to resonate with the apparent
timelessness of museum collections. Objects in museums accord
with Susan M. Pearce's theory that objects can carry the past
into the present by virtue of their ' real' relationship to past
events . Nests (and other specimens) in a museum are preserved
and protected from natural elements and therefore do not
change over time. In addition, nests themselves have a t ime less
quality in that their design is repeated over generations
accord ing to requirements of nature. Ha ll juxtaposes the
timelessness of nests with the Victorian form of the vitrine and
the contemporary form of US currency. The viewer then
experiences wonder at the installation that refuses to be located
in a particu lar era and therefore appears to suspend time .

Hal l extends this quality by comb ining the contemporary
materials using the time less techniques of weav ing and knitting .
Such labour- intensive processes are integral to Hall 's work, as
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we see in her use of beading . In Tender the difficulty of knitting
and weaving short paper strips is clear. Pearce points out that
the degree of difficulty associated with making an object adds to
its value. In addition, the degree of difficulty in building a nest is
part of their fascination, their source of wonder. Hall not only
celebrates the complexity of nest- building; her own
craftsmanship is a source of wonder. Her obsessive, detailed,
laborious process is evident, and a reminder that nature is
ingenious and thorough. Nests are built piece by small piece,
evidence of labour and patience . The final form of the interior of
a real nest is made by the bird's own body, an intimate and
patient process. Hall's nests are visual evidence of her own
intimate and patient involvement . The sense of wonder we feel
when we discover or simply look at a nest becomes part of our
response to Tender and overlays the sense of wonder we have
for Hall 's laborious methodology. As in Understorey, Hall slows
time by applying time-consuming processes, including the
building up of this collection one nest at a time.

Hall's handcrafting appeals on yet another level. Baudrillard
explained that handcrafted objects fascinate us because they are
unique, and the moment of creation cannot be reproduced 13 , and
this is part of our response of wonder to Hall's work. This
valuation of craftsmanship was recogn ised in the days of
Cabinets of Curiosity, when collectors sought marvellous
examples of craftsmanship. Authentic, unique objects continue to
engage audiences, which was evident when the National Library
of Australia extended its hours to cope with the queues for the
Treasures from the world's Great Libraries exhibition (2001).
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Original, hand-written manuscripts fascinated the viewers
according to Baudrillard's assertion. Authentic objects such as
these manuscripts and Hall's objects inspire wonder as
amazement.

Amazement engages the viewer's curiosity, leading them to
speculation and a process of interpretation. Hall deliberately
engages the viewer's aesthetic and emotional responses to
encourage curiosity, rather than offering an intellectual problem
to solve. When John McDonald reviewed Tender he observed that
Hall's message in this work is subtle and complex. He said the
skill and intricacy of Hall's craftsmanship saved the work from
the 'monotony' of a thematic approach. 'Rather than preach
about the evils of globalisation, she makes the oblique, poetic
gesture of turning shredded greenbacks into nests,'

14

Another

oblique gesture Hall uses is irony.
The use of irony
The title of Tender, as of Understorey, is a pun on the several
meanings of the word. The contrast between these meanings is
poignant. A brief list of dictionary definitions includes 'easily
broken, soft, vulnerable, sensitive, warm and affectionate
feelings, a person who tends,' and 'to give, present or offer' and
'official medium of payment'. 15 Hall destroys the value of the
currency in order to apply the first group of meanings to her
working process. Nests are generally vulnerable and precarious,
and she has built these as a labour of love, with tender care,
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emulating the birds' preparations for the tender raising of
offspring. Her respect for the process is evident. The initial shock
of realisation that the nests are made by devaluing money
immediately becomes fascination with her working method and,
by association, the skill of birds which create real nests with as
much labour and time as Hall has used .

The official medium of payment is recognised in 'this note is legal
tender' written on the notes. The self-importance of this
statement sits ironically with the evidence of the notes'
destruction. The gentle qualities associated with nests are
instead superimposed on that self-importance . The real function
of nests as part of nature casts an ironical light on the abstract
value of paper currency.

Finally, shredding the notes for an artwork adds a note of
cynicism and humour, highlighting the fact that value and
meanings assigned to artworks are arbitrary, depending upon
personal and cultural factors as well as the effect of time.

CONCLUSION
Hall surprises the audience in order to engage it in a sense of
wonder as awe, which leads to wonder as speculation . Su rprise
occurs as the viewer uncovers layers of potential mean ings at
the same time as being amazed by her craft. In quite a different
way, Dion also surprises, through juxtaposition and
recontextualisation of objects that are not strange or curious .

In these and other works Hall appropriates post-Enlightenment
display methods, grouping similar objects and often including
Linnaean taxonomies. Her ' collections ' are not the result of
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collecting, but of hand-making many objects over time, and each
object represents her labour-intensive working process. Gregory
O'Brien says Hall embraces paradox and contradictions, which is
a reflection of the contemporary (postmodern) world. O'Brien
describes this in the following terms:
Nature has always contained tsunamis, as it does sunny
afternoons. And these days it includes televisions and nuclear
power plants as well. Paradoxes and complexity are the way of
the world, now more than ever.' 16

Stephanie Radok writes that Hall:
invents ways of doing things, of combining materials and
techniques in order to strike the viewer with freshness, and
exclamations of wonder that will make them see afresh the
combinations and juxtapositions of materials and intellectual
languages that she combines.' 17

In this way she invokes Cabinets of Curiosity. By -layering so
many meanings within the two works discussed here Hall
reminds us that interpretation is subjective and infinite, in
opposition to the museum displays and taxonomies of the
Enlightenment she visually refers to. Post-structuralists have
established that the viewer is always part of the interpretation of
the meaning of an object. Hall makes the viewer aware of this
role by invoking wonder about her working methods. She also
reminds the viewer of the wonder associated with the museum,
and exploits it to engage the viewer's curiosity.
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CONCLUSION
In the late 20 t h and early 21 st centuries artists engaged with the
museum by challenging and critiquing its methods . Postmodern
artists have been suspicious of the museum's interpretation of its
collections, revealing the museum's postcolonial bias and
presentation of fixed meaning. 1 Although Mark Dion and Fiona Hall
also critique the museum, they differ from their contemporaries in
their passionate commitment to the museum as a rich source of
inspiration. Furthermore, they are fascinated by the materiality and
multiplicity of meaning of objects, and they share this fascination
with their audience by invoking the experience of wonder.

Dion invokes Cabinets of Curiosity by referring to their subjective
display methods, thus subverting objective systems of order
developed during the Enlightenment. In this way he provokes
wonder as speculation about meaning. Hall exploits our associations
with Enlightenment-style collections and vitrines still evident in
contemporary museums. She creates mysterious objects of
technical virtuosity and beauty that fit the Renaissance definition of
'artificialia' or man-made objects of wonder. By doing so she draws
our attention to aspects of wonder in nature and in the mystery
behind museum collections.

Both artists engage with postcolonial criticism of the museum, and
embody the post-structural concept of unfixed meaning in their
work, drawing the viewer's attention to his/her own role in
interpretation. The predominant difference between the two artists
is the type of wonder they evoke. Whereas Dion recontextualises

1

For example, Fred Wilson 's reinterpretation of archi v es for ' Mining the Museum '

( 1992) exposed bias and fixed interpretation in d isplay methods.
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familiar objects in surprising ways to provoke the viewer's curiosity
and wonder as a form of speculation about their meaning, Hall's
objects activate a sense of wonder as awe in response to the
extraordinary combination of materials with unlikely crafts. This
experience of wonder has been shown to relate to the concept of
authenticity, as expressed in Jean Baudrillard's assertion that
authenticity appeals because the moment of creation cannot be
reproduced. 2 This appeal is difficult to define. As Stephen Jay Gould
writes, 'I do not pretend to understand why-authenticity stirs the
human soul.' 3 Hall's original, authentic objects are poetic in their
complex meanings and oblique references to political issues. The
viewer is led to curiosity and speculation after the initial response of
wonder.

Dion and Hall also critique the museum by exposing the limitations
of taxonomies. Hall simulates taxonomical displays a_nd uses irony
to remind the viewer that such systems of meaning are limited and
should be questioned. She thus alerts the viewer to questions about
the museum's authority as a house of knowledge, while
simultaneously reminding us of the visual appeal of museum
collections. Dion subverts established taxonomies and surprises us
with original juxtapositions, thus redefining museum displays. In
this way, he challenges the museum to meet his ideal, 'a repository
of the marvellous, a place stirring curiosity and the imagination.'4

2

Jean Baudrillard, The System of Objects, ed . James Benedict translator (London,

New York: Verso, 2002), 76.
3

Stephen Jay Gould, Dinosaur in a Haystack: Reflections in Natural History (New

York: Crown Trade Paperbacks, 1995), 236.
4

Marion Endt, " Beyond institutional critique: Mark Dion's surrealist

wunderkammer at the Manchester Museum ," Museum and Society March 2007 ,
no. 5(1) (2007): 5.
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Museums have responded to Dion's challenge by inviting him to
curate within their collections and show new points of view. These
invitations are a means of reinvestigating the purpose and function
of the museum, and are part of the contemporary museum's
redefinition process. While this dissertation argues that Dion risks
undermining his purpose of re-engaging the viewer's pleasure in the
museum by parodying the objectivity of specialists, it is clear that
he has been effective in his purpose of challenging the museum to
be a more effective institution.

By invoking an experience of wonder, Hall challenges the museum
to remember the importance of inspiration. This returns us to
Stephen Jay Gould's recommendation that museums must continue
to inspire wonder in order to educate the public 5 • If the museum
can inspire the viewer to re-engage with the wonder of global
diversity it can play a role in contemporary debates c;lbout the
environment and cultural difference . The museum is well positioned
to do this because it collects and displays natural specimens and
cultural artefacts, which beguile and fascinate us because of their
authenticity.

Dion's and Hall's work is important because it reminds us of the
museum's power to inspire wonder and original thought at a time
when the museum is redefining its effectiveness as an educational
institution. The museum has been criticised for treating the
audience as the passive recipient of knowledge, and although many
museums have adopted new, technological displays to appeal to
contemporary audiences, this does not in itself engage the
participation of the audience in interpretation. Dion and Hall rely on
objects and relationships between objects to represent unfixed

5

Gould, Dinosaur in a Haystack: Reflections in Natural History: 244 .
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meaning and thus ensure we become active participants in
meaning-making. In this way, they engage our interest in their
work, and re-engage our interest in the museum . At the same time
they remind the museum that emphasis on wonder and unfixed
meaning are effective strategies to inspire our participation in
interpretation. It is through such participation that people
reconsider and take responsibility for their opinions, which is
essential for social change. As Dion comments, 'If you believe that
history leads to you, you tend to think that you have no
responsibilities toward anything coming after you.'6

However, where Dion encourages intellectual speculation about his
displays, and about the nature of the museum, Hall inspires an
experience of wonder as awe in response to her objects. It is the
experience of wonder as awe that engages us at a pre-intellectual
level and leads to the type of discourse and original thought
inspired by Cabinets of Curiosity. As happened during the
Renaissance when exposure to hitherto unknown specimens and
artefacts expanded people's understanding of the world, the
museum can once again engage our curiosity about global debates.

Hall and Dion make us aware that meaning is not fixed and ideas
can change. Through the medium of the museum they enlist us in
the process of making meaning. In the process of reconsidering the
museum, its history and the way ideas and values change over
time, we become aware of our ability and responsibility to question
cultural institutions and the ways in which meaning is represented
to us.

6

Daniel Birnbaum, "Stream of Conscience," Artforum International 38, no . 3

(1999): 121.
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