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ABSTRACT
YOU’LL FIND NO ANSWERS HERE
MAY 2013

JOSEPH MORELLI, B.F.A., THE ART INSTITUTE OF BOSTON
M.F.A., UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS AMHERST
Directed by: Shona Macdonald, Sandy Litchfield, and Benjamin Jones

A thesis on one art grad student’s inability to understand how we can
possibly order and classify nature, but loving natural history collections all
the same; It’s about not knowing a whole lot about anything, really, but trying
desperately to figure things out anyway.
I fabricate sculpture in order to construct my own systems of classification.
I construct collections to assuage my growing anxiety with regard to being in
a constant state of utter bewilderment and in sheer awe of the natural world.
In doing so, I chronicle a very small slice of the interactions that happen between
the disciplines of art and science.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION
MILITANT AGNOSTIC: I DON’T KNOW, AND YOU DON’T EITHER
The Orchard Hill Observatory at the University of Massachusetts is a tiny
building that sits atop a hill (presumably orchard hill) on campus. Its size is only
more diminished when compared to the gargantuan cell phone tower that was
plunked down next to it decades after the observatory’s construction. It’s almost
a fitting divergence of scale when you consider the importance my generation
places on digital communication (and likely all generations hence, unless there’s
some sort of cataclysm1).
When a friend and I came to the open door of that forlorn observatory on
a night that made snot freeze, I was greeted warmly by two young guys who’re
likely the only two that have given that building any sort of love in the 40 someodd years it’s been there. They are Astronomy and Physics majors (both are
both), whose free time is bound up in the care of this tiny pimple of a building,
where the inside has this charming, clunky feel, with the dials and knobs and
telescope itself being cutting-edge, 1970’s technology. The pair beamed at us
when we showed our excitement. They started setting up and adjusting the
telescope. They smiled their geek smiles and explained the things that they were
about to show us through it.

1
For instance, according to astronomer Phil Plaitt, we’re likely to die within in the next few
millennia from an assortment of disasters. The likes of which would include comet and meteor
impacts, gamma ray bursts, supernovae explosions, or a black hole that wanders too close.
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Now, my propensity for crying when I’m struck dumb with awe or
sentimentality has been a fairly recent development. For the past 5 years, I’ve
done it whenever I hear of gay rights legislation getting passed; I did it when I
saw the smoke cloud from the World Trade Center dwarf the Manhattan skyline
(but not during any of the news coverage); I did it when seeing an expanse
of rain forest with a wide low tributary of the Amazon River snaking through it
(while having debilitating cramps—long story); I did it when I saw my live semen
frenetically buzzing under a microscope; and I do it whenever I see the Milky
Way’s pale blue band streak across a sky. It wasn’t a surprise to me then, when
I got misty-eyed the second I got up to the telescope lens and saw the moon
in high relief and high resolution, with its impact craters, maria (those low-lying
dark regions of volcanic rock), and bright highland mountains. The moon, and
the rest of the sky is continually set against everything else in our earthly field of
vision, the landscape of every-day existence. Remove that context and visually
collapse, even just barely, the 238,900 miles1 of atmosphere and space between,
and the effect is enough to raise every hair on one’s hairy body.
The telescope was then set on the second brightest object in the sky
at that time, the fifth planet from our sun, and by far the largest, Jupiter. “You
mean to tell me you can see that with this thing?” I asked. “Oh yes”, they said.
If I started to get misty-eyed at the sight of the moon, I lost it when I saw the
slightly fuzzy, orange and white-banded ball just hanging out there surrounded

1
Actually, this distance varies between 221,600 miles, and 252,500 miles as the moon
orbits the earth.
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by a black void (the black void) (Figure 1). Four of its largest moons also hung
there1, orbiting noticeably farther from their parent than is depicted in textbook
illustrations. I used the word “hang” to describe these balls of rock orbiting a

FIGURE 1. Jupiter and its four largest moons as seen through a 10” lx200 telescope (a fair to middling
backyard telescope). Image © Jan Sandberg, 2012

ball of gas, orbiting an even bigger ball of gas, and so have countless saps and
romantics throughout the millennia. Though Jupiter doesn’t hang, float, sit,
nor wander around the earth. It of course orbits the sun along with the earth,
but even that simple statement of fact, and that simple word, “orbit” is utterly
impossible to conceptualize. When I saw that scene of Jupiter and its moons just
there, it seemed so placid and serene. But such utter stillness belied the sheer
speed of Jupiter’s orbit and the unimaginable violence of the storms blowing
over the planet in perpetuity. Most of these storms are far bigger than the Earth
itself. Such speeds and scales are inaccessible to the human mind. Certainly,

1
The four largest of Jupiter’s moons are Calisto, Europa, Io, and Ganymede. These are
the Galilean Moons, so named after the first human being to describe them, Galileo Galelei in
1610. The last count I can find has the total number of Jovian moons at 67 and climbing.
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they were inaccessible to me at this distance and at this resolution. It was these
things that I couldn’t reconcile with the scene in front of me. I was looking at
Jupiter, the thing itself, and not an image or a picture of it. I’m quite literally
connected to it as the photons of light travel from it, to my eye. It’s a thing and
a place, but having the qualities of being a thing that I will never be able to fully
conceptualize, and a place I will never, ever go. This is the reason for getting
emotional; it’s being dumbfounded; it’s standing slack-jawed, with a drop of drool
threatening to fall from my face; it’s experiencing profound stupefying humility,
frustration, and exhilaration at the sight of something that is almost unable to be
comprehended.
Before we leave, I ask the astronomy students how they feel about life
elsewhere in the galaxy and universe, a question I think must be akin to a nonartist asking me if I like Picasso (which is to say, it’d be quaint and naïve). It
turns out they think about this question all the time and they’re excited to talk to
me about it1. And that’s what I love about them, and about practicing scientists,
and about those of us geeks that spend way too much time thinking about very
particular, peculiar things. That there are people interested in breaking off these
almost pathetically tiny pieces of the universe and scrutinizing them with an

1
Since we have exactly one example of this phenomenon ever happening, it’s not an
easy thing to estimate the total instances of life occurring elsewhere in the universe. Most
physicists, astronomers, and astrobiologists agree that it would be far stranger if the Earth were
the only planet on which life originated. Strangely, the estimates of the occurrences of life in the
universe are either 1 (Earth), to tens of billions. There are or were likely millions of civilizations
in our galaxy alone, yet far too distant in either time or space to ever communicate with and any
meaningful way.
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obsessive focus, is something I find comforting. Someone’s out there looking
for answers. My tool set for engaging in this process remains largely in my
studio art practice. I manufacture and imbue with meaning my own collections of
objects in order that I can have some control or semblance of order over some
tiny fragments. There are those of us who want to get to the bottom of things so
desperately, even if that simply includes making this fact manifest. This is why I
must cling to both science and art. To me, that’s a core theme running through
both disciplines: the urge to engage in the process of knowledge-building and
the ensuing excitement to disseminate that knowledge. We do this despite the
sobering fact that whenever we push into a new area of knowledge, make more
discoveries, and catalogue and codify those discoveries. We seem to raise more
questions than find solutions. But my work neither deconstructs art, nor science,
nor exhibition and collection, nor obsessiveness—though I borrow imagery and
working methodology from all areas—rather, it revels in them, and revels in not
knowing a whole lot about anything really, but trying anyway.

5

CHAPTER 2
ON BEING MARRIED TO ART, WHILE FLIRTING WITH SCIENCE
The task of getting into the limitations, usefulness, similarities and major
differences between science and art is a daunting one. A sense of perpetually
open inquiry, experimentation run central through both disciplines, and that
makes them slippery to grasp. It’s like trying to wrench chewing gum from the
mouth of an eel1; an eel that’s constantly revising its constructions of narrative
structures with its ever-changing built-in systems of self-reflection and revision.
As I’ve stated above, there’s a nagging realization that both fields foster, which
is that we don’t really know that much of anything at all. As someone who
espouses a naturalistic worldview2, art and science are crucial to my pursuit of
understanding reality. Neither discipline is able to posit a final understanding of
reality (I’m going to belabor this point), but they perpetuate involvement in the
process of learning and ongoing inquiry, and that at least makes a valiant, if
feeble, attempt.
Some of my questions revolve around the intersection of the ontological
aspects of existence with the epistemological. That is, “the nature of reality” and
“how the human mind obtains its knowledge of reality.”3 These are sources of
many of my neuroses. Put simply, I obsess over what we don’t know and what

1
I’m referring to the Giant Morray, Gymnothorax javanicus. A freshly dead eel will continue
to move so much after it is killed that chefs will sometimes nail the head to a board to make
skinning easier.
2
E.g., no unicorns, Jesus, or Lord Voldemort. I would best be described as a militant
agnostic: “I don’t know, and you don’t either” (unknown)
3
Gould and Purcell 2001, 13
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we “don’t know we don’t know” (as Donald Rumsfeld had once remarked), and
how it is we search for, perceive, fabricate, and/or construct mythic structures of
assigned meanings and semiotic relationships. That’s not to say that I regard
the use of the term “mythic” to designate anything pejorative. Myths as narrative
structures are a useful (some would say crucial) aspect of being able to quantify
and explain reality as best as we are able. Art and science both make use of
them. As paleontologist and science advocate Stephen Jay Gould notes, “…
taxonomy, or classification in general, [is] a basic need and imposition of the
mind upon an otherwise jumbled richness of nature.”1
Just how blind, deaf, dumb, and inept are we? How much of this “jumbled
richness” are we able to penetrate? How limited are we in our perceptions
of the universe? These questions are difficult to ignore in the aftermath of
postmodern discourse; indeed, they’re often situated at the center of it. The
relationship between postmodern culture and scientific discourse is sometimes
an antagonistic one, and it’s often difficult at first glance to reconcile the
bottomless pit of subjectivity that is the arts, with science—a discipline that is
seen containing strict methodological rules and mechanisms of self-correction
and peer review that are put in place to weed out the subjective. But there are
crucial services that visual information provides to the sciences; that the arts
provide to ideation and ingenuity; and that the sciences provide to the arts.
Additionally, the early stages of scientific inquiry and experimentation closely

1

Gould 2001, 14
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resemble studio practice, especially when investigating the visual, structural,
and material properties of objects and media. Indeed, we are all born scientists
and artists. Babies must form complex models of their surroundings based on
observations, and they must constantly revise and rework these models based
on experimentation1. Likewise, when we as adults continue that exploration
through various disciplines, and if we freely traipse between the boundaries of
one discipline versus another, we are more apt to construct novel models about
the universe. To wit: “The world is more interesting than any one discipline.”2
The late paleontologist and science advocate, Stephen Jay Gould sums it up:
“Art and science mingle best when the special attributes of one discipline aid the
other in ways that cannot be accessed by tools of the enterprise receiving help.”
I’m constantly trying to understand what these tool sets are, how they interact,
and what their limitations are when they are applied to the other discipline.
As a studio artist, flitting in and out of taxonomical structures of branching
family trees of organisms, great lists of binomial Latin names, and carefully
worded and immaculately ordered high school biology text books, I can get
a sense of my own ineptitude. There is a branching off of unknowns spiraling
in so many directions at once, as to be stupefying. I barely know how little I
know when I look at population maps of arctic foxes3, the “bushy” nature of

1
Usually this involves the mouth. According to the website “babyzone.com”, the 10 most
common things that American babies ingest are coins, jewelry, buttons, snot, stray pills, batteries,
hair, magnets, nails/pins/tacks, and ironically, “arts and crafts supplies.”
2
Statistician and information designer, Edward Tufte
3
Vulpes lagopus
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the mammalian family tree, photos of beetle1 carapaces as sleek and shiny as
sports cars, anatomical drawings of frogs and mice and humans whose bits
of innards are a dizzying pink kaleidoscope of guts that I might never know
the names of, etc. I explore these boundaries of my own knowledge with my
constructions and I set the viewer up to do the same. My work deals with
these moments of knowing and unknowing. I construct sculptures that feature
stark geometric abstraction, flat planes of color sometimes awkwardly wrapped
around semi-naturalistic forms that recall bits of glitchy visual data and animal
color patterns (Figure 2). These are all filtered through a modern minimalistic
painting language. This is
of particular importance.
I see this language as
being the most baldfaced, the surest of itself
as a diagnostic tool and
a solver of problems in
painting. I see its design
philosophy as being the

FIGURE 2. Untitled Bits, Joe Morelli, 2012, acrylic on wood.
Natural forms selected, geometrically abstracted, and arranged in
a semi-cohesive collection.

most analogous to working
within scientific frameworks, as in order for this philosophy to and movement to
exist, it must do so under the assumption that there is an answer to a problem

1

See Plusiotis burmeister for an example.
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out there somewhere. Modernist painting also declares its own limitations and
scope. It sets out to solve particular problems while remaining disciplined and
self-critical. There is something beautifully simple and methodical with this
framework. I’m drawn to it in the same way that I’m drawn to scientific inquiry,
Korean celadon pottery, and commercial architectural renderings: there are set
ranges of parameters within which to work, a (purportedly) clean set of problems
to be solved, and all seated within a neat, pre-defined sandbox in which to
play. As art critic and punching bag1, Clement Greenberg writes in his essay,
Modernist Painting:

“That [modern] visual art should confine itself exclusively to what is given
in visual experience, and make no reference to anything given in other
orders of experience, is a notion whose only justification lies, notionally,
in scientific consistency. Scientific method alone asks that a situation be
resolved in exactly the same kind of terms as that in which it is presented.”

In other words, use the right tools for the job. Granted, in the ensuing five
decades since Greenberg wrote that, postmodernism largely obliterated the
concept of there being a specific “job” in the arts writ large. A piece may be
goal-oriented, but these goals would be shifty and subjective at best. However
the way visual information is created, interpreted, and utilized in the sciences still
exists under the pretext that there is a problem to be solved, and that it is worth
solving.

1

American abstract expressionist, Willem de Kooning actually socked him in 1961.
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CHAPTER 3
VISUAL INFORMATION IN SCIENTIFIC CONTEXTS
When we consider the problems associated with mimesis and
representation, we’re coming to the realization that these terms represent tacit
agreements between the viewers and producers of the imagery. Any imagery
produced by a human being exists as a low fidelity ersatz construction in relation
to the actual structure of the object. This is a discussion that has taken place ad
nauseum in the arts.
Were I to go out and observe a wild North American Turkey1, and attempt
to reproduce every last striation in the rectrices; the bulbous, pendulous, major
caruncles when they’re engorged; every thick strand of modified feather in the
beard, I’d fail horribly—partly because I cannot draw.
We’d all have to form an agreement that that depiction, that sign, refers
to a turkey. And we’d be OK insofar as practicality goes. It gets complicated
when we attempt to categorize this abstract depiction as a mimetic exercise with
regard to scientific accuracy. Because I can’t see into the ultraviolet range of
the spectrum, I can’t capture any finer patterning on the feathers. My eyes can’t
resolve detail smaller than about .1mm, and so I wouldn’t be able to re-create
any of the barbules and hooklets that weave together to form the continuous,
air-resisting surface along each feather. Even if I were still attempting to recreate each feather as sculpted or drawn, the idea of a complete mimesis breaks

1

Meleagris gallopavo
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down into icons, symbols, and abstract representation. Even with the aid of a
microscope, there are still the molecular structures (91% protein, 1.3% fat and
7.9% water) that make up a feather, and then the atoms themselves, and then
subatomic particles (quarks, electrons, muons, photons, gluons, bosons, etc.)
that make up the atoms in the feather, and then who-the-hell-knows-what. What
we can recreate of the universe around us is a shoddy patchwork of images
and sounds and sensations gleaned from our feeble senses. This sometimes
frightens me, but in the contexts of most science fields, there isn’t cause for
alarm. My dumb turkey doesn’t at all need to be realized in full, all at once, in
one glance. Depending on who’s doing the representing or re-presenting, even
an icon or a symbol will do. The visual devices an ecologist studying populations
employs are far different than those of a comparative anatomist, or a molecular
biologist, or a geneticist, or a physicist. That’s the necessity of visual information
in the sciences and of information design in general: to explode and expand
and present knowledge in ways that allow easy conveyance and digesting of
information depending on context and intent.
In visual representations and constructions in science (life drawings, visual
diagrams, maps, data representations, et al) the referent (the thing that a sign or
symbol refers to) exists on a scale, with one end containing the purely “material/
physical”, and the opposite end containing the “mental/conceptual.”1 The same
scale applies to the visual arts of course, but in the sciences it must comprise

1
Pauwels 2006, 4, figure 1.1: The Divergent Nature of the Referent, From Material
Existence, to Mental Construction
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a particular and systematized grouping of examples, of data. Additionally,
it forms the backbone of visual representation in the sciences unlike in the
visual arts, where near infinite permutations and juxtapositions of elements
can exist without being interrogated on the basis of their veracity with regard
to empirical observations. In the Sciences as with the arts, it matters greatly
whether the visual information is derived from purely visual phenomena, nonvisual phenomena, numerical data, postulated phenomena, or purely conceptual
constructions; it’s just that in the sciences, it always matters. In my work, as
with most endeavors under the umbrella of the arts, information, be it visual or
otherwise, is not shackled to data.
When catalogued within scientific contexts, empirical data and theoretical
constructions based on data are coded and imbued with numerical or categorical
significance. This allows them to be presented in a context in which the
relationships between them are more clearly discerned. This clarity is taken even
further when extended to visual representation. However, a visual transcription of
data has its implications, as communication scientist, Luc Pauwels states:

“Verbally, for instance, one can state that a certain bird species may have
three to seven spots on its wings. However, when producing a visual
representation, one inevitably must draw a definite number of spots.
Visuals, unlike verbals, do not offer the option of indicating a range, say
‘from three to seven.’”1

1

Pauwels 2006, 14
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The importance of these didactic devices also come into play at the next
level of interaction, that between groups of researchers, where the processes of
peer review and criticism take place. There are a however, a few caveats. I’m
not describing “Art” as a discipline as it relates to science, but simply describing
the utility of visual information, a particular sensitivity and cautiousness must
be applied to the way in which the data are represented. Visual communication
within the scientific discipline is limited to the available data of an observed
phenomenon, the accuracy of the visual transcription from said data, and the
cultural milieu in which the communication takes place (ask anyone trying
to study stem cells). These factors contribute to the accuracy of the visual
information with regard to the raw data being collected (from the empirical
observations, as mentioned earlier). These, coupled with available funding,
access to materials, and technical proficiency, mean that there is potential for
errors and defects. Visual information at this level cannot exist without being
coupled with detailed descriptions, captions, numerical data, and annotations. A
variety of communication methods must be employed for the maximum level of
comprehension. This marks the boundary of the usefulness of imagery within
strictly scientific modes of obtaining knowledge. There are too many correction
mechanisms in science that must necessarily be put into place1 in order that

1
E.g., the Scientific Method. A hypothesis is formulated from observations and prior
knowledge; experiments are designed to test the hypothesis to form a theory; the results are
published in scientific journals to be peer reviewed, mostly through crosschecks, repetition,
(where there is the possibility for failure); and only then is the theory (synonymous with “fact” in
this context), taken to be true.
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knowledge derived from empirical observations can be said to be true with a high
degree of confidence.1
However, there are several reasons why visual representation in
science is important. The communication of ideas, (be they stand-alone, or
encompassed within theoretical frameworks, or hypotheses), are an obvious
and crucial aspect of the mechanisms that drive scientific inquiry forward,
as “[a]spects or dimensions that cannot in any way be visualized or verbally
described are in fact lost to science.”2 Researchers3 interpreting, transcribing,
and organizing their own data into visuals are able to become more adept at
revealing patterns and causal relationships, which may lead to further questions,
insights, and additional lines of research. Examples of this are found in all
branches of scientific research. They facilitate the ability to discover relationships
within and between anatomical features, distribution of species, solidify abstract
or non-visual phenomena, and smooth-out and standardize information. Even
the simple act of drawing a bell curve over a graph is a visual cue that there
is an overall trend or directional tendency. It’s a tiny act of fiction, but one that
leads to an at-a-glance understanding of a collection of data points. Scientists
and researchers (in any discipline) benefit from narratives imposed on empirical
observations; they are the ways in which we generate new ideas about the
nature of the natural world.

1
All truths in Science are recognized to be provisional. All bits of data, all theories, all
maxims, etc., are all open to revision and falsification.
2
Pauwels 2006, 7
3
I’m using the terms, researcher and scientist interchangeably in this section.
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CHAPTER 4
THE UTILITY OF FICTION AND MYTH
In the sciences, visual information must be used to formulate and help
solidify narrative structures in order that scientific data are communicated
properly. By apparent contrast, experimentation and construction in the visual
arts is a catalyst for a fractured multiplicity of narratives and perspectives. Myths
and fictional narratives—which here I’ll clumsily group with the visual arts—are by
their very natures not confined to empirical observations, though more often than
not, they stem from such observations. The license to take the work into these
areas of subjectivity is granted in the context of art, but as noted above, it doesn’t
regularly hold up to scrutiny in the context of the “hard sciences.”1 However,
that doesn’t mean that fiction can’t be useful in a research setting. According to
Gould:

“Fiction is often the truest pathway to understanding our general
categories of thought and analysis, and artifice often illuminates the
empirical world far better than direct description. This paradox arises
because we can best understand a natural object or category by probing
to and beyond its limits of actual occurrence into realms that science, by
its norms of discourse, cannot address, but that art engages as a primary
interest and responsibility.”2

1
To call a given field a hard science, is to perceive it as being more rigorous and more
in step with the scientific method, as explained above. This also assumes more dependency
and importance placed on objectivity and empiricism. I’d mainly be concerned with these
hard sciences here, but being that the distinction is a nebulous and subjective one, and that
all disciplines within the sciences (hard or soft) rely on the scientific method and most rely on
empiricism, they don’t require separate analyses in the context of this essay.
2
Crary, Gould, Rockman 2003, 14
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The first thing that came to mind when I read this quote (that is actually
referring to the painter, Alexis Rockman, who I’ll get to), were the dioramas in
the American Museum of Natural History in New York City. The arrangement
of taxidermied animals in lively poses behind glass are a pastiche, but they
nonetheless convey a sense of the interactions of plants and animals in their
natural habitats, and a few instances of animal behavior. The dioramas also,
like any recorded information, unwittingly convey a sense of the time and
place in which they were created. The scenes, began in 1909 by taxidermist,
Carl Akeley, are embedded with the
then-current data, cultural biases,
and technology in the ways that they
are rendered. Another overt and
amusing example this can be seen in
the museum’s reconstruction of two
Australopithecus afarensis specimens
(Figure 3). These are our likely 3.6
million year old ancestors, depicted
as a male and female walking side by
side, the male’s arm around the female.
The problem here is that the only data

FIGURE 3. Australopithecus afarensis
Constructions at The American Museum of
Natural History

available are the casts from preserved
footprints. These casts not only fail to reveal the sex of these animals, but fail
to reveal other characteristics, such as the amount of body hair, shape of the
17

skeletons and soft tissues, social structure and behavior, and obviously have
no bearing on details such as whether or not one had an arm around another.
We barely even know if the footprints belong to australopithecines. Indeed, “it is
easy to overlook the consideration that virtually everything above the footprints is
imaginary.”1 These are fabrications that constitute a narrative that is very likely
not representative of what was actually there. If we frame this in the context of
science, there’s a big problem: it’s pure conjecture, flagrantly makes numerous
untestable claims in its presentation, and as a result can’t directly interact with
any scientific field in a research capacity. If we frame this in the context of art,
we’re apt to discuss these fictional elements in another capacity. They become
functional as poetic devices. The viewer is free to discuss anthropomorphism,
male hegemony, racial implications (as the skin color is also a guess), not
to mention the material, aesthetic, and structural aspects of the tableau. It
makes the most sense to describe this construction in neither the context of
pure science, nor pure “capital ‘A’” Art, however. In my view, they’re neither.
They’re pedagogical devices that take artistic license to construct what was to
be a compelling narrative, complete with an emotional hook. Their purpose,
along with the rest of the dioramas, is to interface with the public, to provide an
immediately gratifying emotional experience, and to inspire awe and wonder.
They are part of a vast collection and arrangement of fictionalized natural forms;
an aggrandized cabinet of curiosity. That’s not to say that scientists can’t also

1

Bryson 2005, 555
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engage with these re-creations in this same way, or engage with these objects
aesthetically, emotionally, psychologically, or artistically—they can and do—but
they aren’t able to do so using solely the tools that science provides. After all,
science is a methodology, not a position to be held, and not a system of beliefs.
If this methodology can’t attempt to answer the questions being posed, then the
questions are outside of the context of scientific research.
It should be noted that I’ve so far been concerned with only the
contemporary definitions of both art and science. It goes without saying that
a snapshot of these disciplines even one hundred years ago would result in
a completely different set of interactions. Going back further still, there are
convergences in not only the professional role of a scientist, artist, inventor,
etc., but the way in which the scientific and artistic findings were disseminated;
the discursive or didactic were often collapsed into the fanciful and entertaining
without any interrogation into the validity of such groupings. As Jonathon Crary
¬writes:

“As recent historical studies have shown, there was an ambiguous and
often nonexistent boundary between the didactic and the entertaining
in the presentation of scientific evidence and theories. This overlap was
perhaps most pronounced in the various forms of the Wunderkammer, or
cabinet of curiosity, assembled by elite collectors all over Europe in the
1600’s. These collections of specimens and artifacts were intended to
present a miniature version of the universe; by exhibiting things standing
for a plurality of categories it was believed that the viewer could grasp the
totality of the cosmos.”1

1

Crary, Gould, Rockman 2003, 10
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I’m not necessarily focusing on a chronological history of these
interactions, but I mention the above example because it illuminates how far
we’ve come with regard to the specialization of these disciplines and their
epistemological divergence, and to further underline how slippery these
disciplines are. It also highlights that this “overlap” still exists in a sense, as I
noted above in the example of the Australopithecus afarensis tableau. Postmodernism, post Foucault’s The Order of Things, post Baudrillard’s Simulacra
and Simulation, we are well aware of the plurality of forces at work that shape
conventions of representation and have been trained to analyze at what level that
representation takes place. The exploration of these forces and their implications
are mostly provided by the arts, which act as an external counter balance to
claims made by science and also to the scientific methodologies that led to those
claims.
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CHAPTER 5
WHAT ROCKMAN AND DION DO
The dioramas at the American Museum of Natural History also had a
profound affect on American painter, Alexis Rockman, who grew up amid them.
Rockman’s mother worked for renowned anthropologist, Margaret Mead, and
her office was in the museum itself. It is hard to imagine these iconic scenes of
animals from around the world not impressing upon a child (as well as any adult),
the scale and grandeur of nature. Likewise, it afforded Rockman an intimate
understanding of the language of museum display.
Rockman’s work has been described as portraying “mother nature in a
foul mood.”1 This is exactly what it does not do. Mother nature is mood-less;
it’s only in a human context that we ascribe emotions to “Her”, showing that our
penchant for anthropomorphizing extends as high up as we are conceptually
able. Rockman is fully aware that our descriptions of the natural world are
necessarily filtered through the prism of human consciousness. This is plainly
evident in his paintings, which don’t presume an unmediated portrayal of nature,
but one that is bound to human interaction and perception. Rockman’s work
is often comprised of landscapes ravaged and exploited by human beings or
at the very least, contain human artifacts and clear signs of agency. They are
filled with any number of creatures whose bodies are deformed, dissected,
exploded, and reconfigured with the powers of a deity. Likewise, the same

1

Chris Bergeron, <http://www.wickedlocal.com>, Entertainment Section
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treatment is given to the behavior of animals, juxtaposing creatures in a wholly
foreign manner as power dynamics and scale are shifted drastically. His work is
the painting analogue to the museum display having gone through a self-aware
critical analysis and violently and unashamedly spilling its guts everywhere. Yet
there exist the well-researched and nuanced sections of his work that can only
be adequately understood with prior knowledge through training in biology. One
such example is his piece Host and Vector (1996) (Figure.3) in which we see
the life cycle of a parasitic worm.
The worm’s eggs are unwittingly
ingested by the snail, whose eye
stalks then become deformed,
enlarged, and pulsate as the
snail is made to climb to the
highest point it can find, where
it will very likely be eaten by a
bird. The parasite is transferred
from the snail, to the bird, to
the bird’s droppings, to the leaf
litter, and then back into the snail,

FIGURE 4. Host and Vector, Alexis Rockman,
Oil on wood, 84 x 72”, 1996

repeating the process. This relationship is documented in the painting by way
of portraying every stage of the parasite’s life on one temporal plane. There are
multiple figures of the snail painted in separate stages of its transformation in
addition to the bird (who is at once both animate and dissected), its droppings,
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and the worm’s eggs that are enlarged and attached to a branch. Everything
is laid out in a cyclical, diagrammatic form. The precise biological relationship
of the animals involved may be lost to anyone outside of the field of biology,
but we are still able to discern that there is a relationship, and we may find it
a grotesque one. Rockman himself has stated that he is interested in those
violent, failed (or successful in ways that we are not familiar with), and otherwise
bizarre aspects of the natural world that are not usually depicted. He is prepared
to shift and reconfigure plant and animal forms and the spaces in which they
are represented in order that we may get a clearer idea of these interactions.
Rockman is no stranger to the formal language of science communication, both
historical and current, as evidenced by his reference to the museum diorama1,
and the knowledge of the syntax of scientific diagrams and of the conventional
representations of animal and plant forms in biological illustration. These works
are still, even if abstracted, collections of specimens. Rockman acts as both
creator and curator, constructing tableaus that transcend time and physical
space, and cross disciplines.
American installation artist and sculptor, Mark Dion also incorporates the
language of science and of science communication and pedagogy into his work.
More specifically, his work deals with how the institution of the museum affects
our relationship with, and perceptions of, the natural world. He investigates the

1
Almost every painting of Alexis Rockman may be considered a diorama, but some
present it more clearly than others. Much of his work consists of diagrammaticc representations
of stratified layers and sometimes split-level scenes containing both the view underwater and a
view of the land on top.
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implications of taxonomical categorizations of both objects and space as being
man-made constructs. But like my own work, his is not overly critical of the
museum space. In a recent interview with Art 21, he remarks, “I really identify
with the mission of the museum, where you go to gain knowledge through things,
and I think that’s a mission that’s very close to what sculpture is about.” Dion
recognizes the importance and utility of the institution, but he does so cautiously.
More so than Alexis Rockman, Dion’s work is focused on the methodological,
representational, and communicative similarities and differences in the disciplines
of science and art. Echoing Stephen Jay Gould’s sentiments above: “There
are a lot of tools that the artist has that the scientist doesn’t have: humor, irony,
metaphor. These are the sort-of bread and butter of artists.”1 His is also a more
historical investigation, where he regularly references antiquated methods of
exhibiting specimens, like those famed Cabinets of Natural Curiosities of the
1600’s. Sometimes literally reconstructing these cabinets and drawers, along
with tableaus of science artifacts and the spaces in which they were a part, Dion
seeks to simultaneously inform the viewer of the splendor of nature, and of how
we have historically responded to that splendor. Above all else, he asks the
viewer to understand the processes these objects refer to and not the objects
themselves.
For his piece, Neukom Vivarioum (figure.4), Dion removed a large
fallen Hemlock tree from the forests near Seattle, Washington and relocated

1

Art 21. PBS. Web. 2012

24

Figure 5. Neukom Vivarioum, Mark Dion, 2007, Fallen hemlock tree with greenhouse enclosure.
Image © Seattle TravelGram.

it to a new sculpture park downtown, where it resided in a specially built
greenhouse. The automated greenhouse controlled the temperature, humidity,
and ventilation, and had tinted glass to simulate the light being filtered through
a forest canopy, in order that the decaying fallen log continued to support the
insects, invertebrates, and plants that had since grown on it. The entire life and
death cycle of the tree is in plain view, with supplemental information provided to
visitors, describing the plants and animals living in and on it. The piece isolates
a small chunk of a natural process, but keeps it alive as if it were never severed
from its original habitat. It’s an artificial, simulated natural environment but only
insofar as is necessary to continue the life cycle of the log. There aren’t any
visual embellishments beyond the tiles that provide the additional information
mentioned above. Dion again collapses the spaces of the museum/gallery, the
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educational, and the scientific, but in a way that is living, dynamic and culturally
relevant: “It’s an incredibly interesting hybrid space we’re putting this tree into.
It’s something like a showroom, something like a classroom, and something like a
laboratory.”1

1

Art 21. PBS. Web. 2012
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CHAPTER 6
ON “THE SPATIAL JUXTAPOSITION OF FRAGMENTS”
The common theme running throughout much of Dion’s and Rockman’s
work and through my own, and through porcelain Hummel figurines and
Pokémon1 trading cards, is that of a compulsion to collect, categorize,
and display. Whereas Rockman and Dion are more curators of natural
phenomena, taking those objects and imagery whose context is in nature and
recontextualizing into that of the collection, my work (along with the Hummels
and the Pokémon) is comprised of objects that are crafted at the outset to
become a collection. Their only context is for and within the collection itself.
While I appropriate the language of taxidermy, animal trophies, and natural
history collections in my work, I’m not as concerned with presenting any cohesive
scientific data or proven taxonomical relationships. I’m simply more interested
in, as Armenian-Italian deconstructuralist, Eugenio Donato puts it, “the spatial
juxtaposition of fragments”. In my case, these fragments are those of visual data
gleaned from nature (the mask-like facial markings on a raccoon2, for instance),
minimalist painting, and the languages of taxidermy and taxonomy. When I
encounter these fragments, they create a sense of longing to understand and
contextualize them. I want this longing and this ignorance (both my own and in
a larger sense) to be a feature in my work. That I construct my own specimens

1
Pokémon is an empire of cartoons, trading cards, video games, books, and “films”
created by Nintendo. It features the fictional creatures, the Pokémon. At present, there are over
650 species described.
2
Procyon lotor
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in order to fabricate my own systems of classification is an attempt to assuage
the anxiety that is brought on by this. Likewise, these fragments are also of
disciplines: chunks of art and science vomited back up. These chunks mingle
together in a not-always-resolved collection.
But to collect and organize specimens is to attempt a god’s-eye-view of
nature, as preeminent taxidermist Karl Akeley set out to do with the dioramas at
the American Museum of Natural History. Natural History collections, by their
very nature, denote completeness and order. Objects that share qualities are
ordered, classified, and are thus, recontextualized. In her book “On Longing”,
Susan Stewart remarks:

“The collection is a form of art as play, a form involving the reframing of
objects within a world of attention an manipulation of context. Like other
forms of art, its function is not the restoration of context of origin but rather
the creation of a new context, a context standing in a metaphorical, rather
than a contiguous, relation to the world of everyday life”1

The “metaphorical” relation is born out of the juxtaposition of these elements to
one another. Furthermore, they become divorced from their points or origin.
Often times, these collections are housed in glass cases, rooms, shelves,
boxes, drawers, and any number of receptacles, ranging from baroque to purely
utilitarian. These, like the collections they house, also represent the boundaries
of out knowledge, or rather, the neatening of the boundaries; the limits of current

1

Stewart 1993, 152
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human knowledge are often nebulous and blurred. The establishing of a neat
collection of objects implies a dominion over them: an almost literal sphere of
knowing.
I choose not to display my manufactured collections through enclosures
or receptacles; rather, I present them in naked form. At most, they are tied to the
context of the gallery or art exhibition space when they become reliant on the
white pedestal, but not necessarily locked into a discussion of the natural history
museum. Indeed, some of my work resembles the decapitated animal trophies
hanging inside biker bars. And yet, the scale of most of my work implies a certain
preciousness. Stewart concludes:

“This power is not an accumulation of materiality, but rather an
accumulation of transformations made in time; the laboriously hand-made
object results in a representation of temporal magnitude. The tiny object is
this endowed with the worth of time, the worthwhile which has no relation
to spatial magnitude.”

I labor over the grammar of this minimalist language of hard edges, apices,
facets, and blocks of flat color on smooth, clean surfaces. The scale of time
replaces the scale of space.
Every decision I make is recorded and preserved in this system of
Groupings of these decisions mimic packets of data points, and yet do not relate
to any functional data and a single decision translates into a datum. This is
the smallest unit of my constructions, as polygons and pixels are the smallest
units of form and color in electronic media, a wholly human construction. This
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is the language of the natural as it is filtered through human perceptions and
organizational principles. It is this language of the manufactured and the
constructed, which is more of a concern of mine than it is in that of Rockman or
Dion. I seek to provide a clearly visible gap between my work and the nature
that it supposedly references. It is twice removed from nature, as my source
material consists of biology textbooks, popular science readings, and illustrated
field guides. I get all my information pre-packaged, and pre-ordered. My way of
beginning to make sense of it and to feel a certain connection and control is to
transcribe it into a very specific language, and a very specific ordered collection.
Superficially, these hard delineations of color resemble modernist painting.
These packets of color and geometry seemingly declare their absolutism; their
flatness; their proud lack of the use of tromp-l’oeil. And yet in my latest piece,
this geometry and assuredness absurdly and awkwardly wraps around idealized
animal forms (Figure.6).

FIGURE 6. On the Facial Markings of Extant Caniforma, Joe Morelli, 2013. Geometry wrapping
around cartoon-like, smooth renderings of badgers, raccoons, and ferrets.
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I’m not necessarily subverting modernism as a concept—though that’s
what’s starting to happen visually—rather, I’m engaged in paying homage to it
along with exploring its range of uses, much like the way I do when I fawn over
science. Yet modernism is the bacon around my scallop; a simple and delectable
no-no so beleaguered by postmodernism, yet still so, so delicious.
There also exists a temporality in my work when the unfolding of
spatial relationships and geometry, color information, and pockets of mimesis,
are revealed to the viewer as her position in space changes. I obsess over
the syntax of these elements. I ask the viewer to form multiple taxonomical
relationships out of the work that I construct out of multiple bits of information, as
I do in my piece, Mamma, 2012 (Figure 7). Sculpting from an illustration of one

FIGURE 7. Mamma, Joe Morelli, 2012, Acrylic on Plastic

of the oldest mammal fossils yet discovered, Mamma attempts to loosely patch
together a cartoon diagram of mammal evolution, but does so with conflicting
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visual languages. These are based on conflicting data sets I encountered when
researching the mammal family “tree”. There is the genetic grouping and the
grouping based on comparative anatomy, and these do not always coincide.
This is an example of when I slam into the wall that exists between a particular
discipline and a layman. There isn’t a set way of grouping these forms beyond a
certain level, as higher levels of organization are inaccessible to me. There may
be elements linking certain objects together that almost relate to others, while still
more are unable to be fully integrated into the grouping. I want this to play on
our propensity to be pattern-seeking and our ability to construct visual narratives
out of forms that may not be there. There will likely be gaps, dead ends, and
overlaps in these narratives, and that’s the most natural thing about them, and
likewise, the most natural ways we are apt to organize them.
I am not (nor likely will ever be) a practicing scientist and anything that I
create is extremely limited in its usefulness within a scientific context. Though
there is an overwhelming and obvious use of visual information in the sciences
and in science communication, to understand any multi-directional flow of
information between the disciplines, it’s necessary to continually investigate
what use, practicing artists have for science. These are by far more subtle
interactions, and are in constant flux, and are therefore harder to pin down.
My own work can’t have any direct bearing in the context of scientific research,
as it was constructed outside of the bounds of scientific methodology. I am free
however, to work in a manner similar to the artists described above in ways that
draw inspiration from scientific observations and catalogued data, to borrow
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some working methods while ignoring others that aren’t as relevant or that are
too constraining, and to question all of it in the process.
“Science is not about copying nature and culture, but about revealing it.”1
The same can be said of the arts. I can relate to Mark Dion as he remarks: “I’m
not Interested in Nature. I’m interested in ideas about nature,”2 even while this
kind of remark strikes me as fatuous and anthropocentric. Can’t I be interested
in both? I want to reveal nature and I want to revel in it, and It’s the methods we
develop to understand the universe that allow us to do so. Both science and art
allow us to break the universe up into tiny manageable chunks; into bits that we
can reasonably manage, organize, and attempt to understand. In retrospect,
the futility of being able to envision the totality and grandeur of the natural world
through a 17th century Wunderkammer is plainly obvious. But it is only so
because of the progress we’ve made since, both in the understanding of the
intimate workings of those natural forms, as well as the politics surrounding their
exhibiting. The many lines of discourse, the experiments, the observations, the
communication, and the ongoing inquiries that comprise the two disciplines are
the best we’ve got to further that progress.

1
2

Pawels 2006, viii
Art 21. PBS. Web. 2012
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CHAPTER 7
CONCLUSION
When I am wooed by the neatly organized field guides, popular science
readings, and beautifully designed information graphics, I get a sense that the
universe is simple place: It ain’t. But despite this, I start every project brighteyed and bushy-tailed and full of that dumb awe I mention above. I say to
myself, “I’m going to remake a collection of extant mustalid species and it’s
going to be neat”. And then the reality sets in: as I mentioned above, mammal
evolution, and particularly what comprise the mustalids, isn’t precisely pinned
down. Ask a geneticist an evolutionary biologist, and a zoologist, and you’ll get
three different answers, and I lack the knowledge to reconcile them. This is
where I part with science. This is where the lack of broad knowledge in these
areas leaves me scratching my head. My collections can’t possibly capture
any sense of completeness and order in the natural world, because there isn’t
any to be found. Even among those who have studied these particular areas
their entire lives; those who have added to the canons of biology, physics,
astronomy, etc. By the time I get a decent-sized collection of objects, I’m no
longer concerned with data, mimesis, or a one-to-one ratio of natural specimens
and their abstractions. I’m concerned with the lyricism and play of color, form,
geometry, and positions in space. I guide the viewers to attempt to form their
own taxonomical groupings of the objects I’m presenting, but I don’t have to
allow for that sense for completeness and order. These are fragments, after all;
fragments of modernism, design, taxonomy, biology, and science writ large. In
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the end, I do have dominion over them, but only in the context of my own work,
as tiny as these pieces may be, and that’s the privilege of art-makers.

FIGURE 8. Full View of The Spatial Juxtaposition of Fragments, an MFA thesis exhibition by Joe
Morelli, 2013
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TECHNICAL INFORMATION

Untitled Bits is constructed out of solid wooden blocks ground and faceted
by the use of a large belt sander, while both Mamma and On the Facial Markings
of Extant Caniforma are forms first sculpted in oil clay, and then cast in plastic.
All of my work is masked using a parafin wax film and sprayed with a mixture of
approximately 3 parts acrylic paint, 6 parts water, and one part acrylic airbrush
medium.
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38

IMAGE IDENTIFICATION

IMAGE 1. Full Installation View of The Spatial Juxtaposition of Fragments, 2013
IMAGE 2. Mamma, 2012, Acrylic on plastic
IMAGE 3. Mamma, 2012, detail view
IMAGE 4. On the Facial Markings of Extant Caniformia, 2013, acrylic on plastic
IMAGE 5. Untitled Bits, 2012, acrylic on wood

