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The Open Bridge: Agamben, Animals and Art (Abstract) 

 

This thesis attempts to critically engage with the subject of the animal in art from a Western 

perspective. It  primarily responds to philosopher Giorgio Agamben’s theorisation of the 

animal and his position on the transitory space in which the human and animal find 

themselves temporarily unformed and undefined. As this dissertation is only partial 

fulfilment of a practical Master of Fine Arts degree, its purpose is also to function as an 

interlocutor for the practical component, which sees the organisation of the theoretical 

enquiry closely aligned with the studio processes. The research, whilst seemingly broad in its 

contextualisation of the animal in art, attempts to identify specific forms of visual enquiry 

that concern how the animal is known and understood by humans via the visual subject.  

Moving through three succinct stages, the enquiry begins with Chapter 1: The Husk, which 

explores the formal and physical properties of the hollow animal body, predominantly in the 

context of taxidermy, whilst also recognising the shortcomings of human systems of 

classification. In Chapter 2: The Essence, the animal is explored as a metaphysical construct 

that places emphasis on the animal’s non-corporeal potential, that which includes its power 

as metaphor and ethical counterpoint for humans. In Chapter 3: The Superanimal, the 

question of what it is to be human or animal is explored in the process towards ‘becoming 

animal’.  Chapter 3 proposes movement and sensation as one way in which to rethink the 

animal subject, particularly in the style of Abstract Expressionist painting, where the artistic 

gesture is viewed as a testament to the purity of being that results when human and animal 

states are collapsed. It is in Chapter 3 that the studio investigation finds itself best situated. 

The exploration of the animal in trace and essence is developed alongside the notion of the 

artist being a type of ‘superanimal’, in which instinctual mark-making and the motility of the 

painted gesture are viewed as paramount in removing the animal from the distinctions 

perpetuated by the closed animal form.  
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Introduction 

The animal has been a central theme in philosophical debates for centuries, from Rene 

Descartes’ theory of the soulless ‘beast machine’ and the theriophilic views of Michel de 

Montaigne to the artworld’s rekindled interest in the animal other throughout the last two 

decades, that has been generated in part by current theorists such as Steve Baker, Cary 

Wolfe and Donna Haraway and whose principal discourses are driven by and grounded in 

notions of a contemporary animal.1 Whilst the appearance and context of the animal in the 

modern era has changed somewhat in terms of addressing issues that are indicative of 

current moral, ethical and environmental trends, the mystery surrounding the animal 

remains comparatively undiminished. From the sensitive and enigmatic depiction of a dead 

hare in Jean-Simeon Chardin’s painting Hare with Powder Flask and Game Bag (1730) in 

contrast to Marion Coutts feline psycho-study titled Cult (2002)  involving a video 

installation of a domestic cat that confronts the viewer with its penetrating gaze, what 

remains clear is that regardless of the investigation, the position of the animal still remains 

in a constant state of flux, as humans continuously set themselves against the animal in 

order to better understand human behaviour. The underlying problem with this is that it 

appears impossible to isolate the animal, without subjecting it to human cognition or 

positioning it outside of the human context in order to re-evaluate it accordingly. A second 

related problem lies in that humans are not entirely sure of what constitutes humanness let 

alone animality, so that the animal too, remains part fact and part fiction.  

It is therefore no surprise that contemporary artists are revelling in opportunities to re-

examine the animal as a by-product of current societies, as it appears the division between 

men and animals has never been so uncertain. Science continues to bridge and complicate 

the gap with genetic engineering while animal rights activists appear to be revolting harder 

than ever against live cattle trading, the enduring fur debate and the benefits of buying free 

range and cruelty-free over caged and animal tested products. 

                                                           
1 Steve Baker interviewed by Gregory Williams,’ Where the Wild Things Are: An Interview with Steve Baker’, 

Cabinet Magazine Online, (Issue 4, Fall, 2001), http://www.cabinetmagazine.org/issues/4/SteveBaker.php, 

accessed 18/02/2012, p. 2 
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Representatives of this resurgence in human and animal relations are artists such as Lisa 

Roet, Angela Singer, Patricia Piccinini and Damien Hirst to name but a few, who explore the 

animal through various channels such as evolution, taxidermy, genetics and the elusive 

subject of animal sentience. A broad overview of recent art practices reveals that artists 

working with the subject of animals in art still appear to be working within the human 

parameters of animality, where emphasis is placed on the physical similarities and 

differences between the two species. Perhaps this is where theories about animals fall short 

in general, as the animal is never discussed or explored on its own terms. As the animal 

cannot speak, and as a consequence, remains silent throughout these investigations, 

theories surrounding the subject of the animal are generally flawed whilst the definition of 

human remains but a loose one. The spectrum of humanness is also extensive and forever 

changing, therefore, the investigation into determining whether the animal is in fact human 

and vice versa is further complicated through not only human rationale, which delineates 

animals significantly from humans through the aforementioned factors of identity and self-

awareness but also through the human system of classification or taxonomy, which 

separates the species through their respective physical and biological makeup.  

This is acknowledged in historian Erica Fudge’s research in Perceiving Animals: Humans and 

Beasts in Early Modern English Culture (2002) in which she asserts that it is not possible to 

study the animal in isolation as it is always “a record by and of the human hand”.2 Fudge 

also proposes that the notion of the animal is a preoccupation rather than a true construct 

and that in effect, there is no constant sense of the human to be found. Humans, in general, 

have some understanding of a division between animals and themselves and recognise that 

there is a point of separation but the question is where and when does it occur and what 

can be found in between. Occasionally the human may find solace in the notion that he or 

she belongs within the animal sphere whilst at other times derives satisfaction and purpose 

through the control and subjugation of the animal other. Regardless of the concentration of 

man or animal in either sphere, the impartial area that exists in between is what remains 

critical to the investigation.  

                                                           
2 Fudge, Erica., Perceiving Animals: Humans And Beasts In Early Modern English Culture, University of Illinois 

Press, Illinois, 2002, p. 2 
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The animal cannot be sustained within the confines of the human shell nor can it be 

marginalised by the human consciousness. This prompts one to question whether the 

animal can ever be finally or permanently defined when the question of humanity still 

enthrals and remains largely unknown. Flesh, blood, bone and living tissue are consistent in 

both humans and animals yet it is the arrangement of these within a physical shell that 

defines one from the other. For example, a human with an elongated jaw, excess hair and 

overgrown nails begins to take on the stigma of the ‘other’ while the animal whose outward 

appearance shares similar physical characteristics to the human becomes more ‘human-

like’. Outside of the many unanswered questions involving the animal, the obvious 

difference is that we simply don’t look the same. Identifying the physical shell becomes the 

first point of separation in many ways, as humans are predisposed to basing kinship on 

shape and form, regardless of what they may offer in terms of a consciousness. 

In The Open: Man and Animal (2002),  philosopher Giorgio Agamben introduces the notion 

of ‘the open’ or what he refers to as the ‘caesura’ which seeks to identify with a temporal 

space or interval that separates man from the animal.3 Agamben examines the theorisation 

of animals in relation to humans primarily through the works of Kojeve and Heidegger in an 

attempt to collapse the two into a singular state of being that suggests that man is not just a 

physical body combined with a spiritual element but rather that man is a consequence of the 

separation of the human from the animal.4 What he describes is an almost symbiotic 

relationship wherein the animal can be found at the very core of humanity and therefore 

recognised as a condition, or in Fudge’s case, aspiring to a perceived state of humanness, in 

that the perception of being man or animal is dependent on how the two articulate around 

one another within this hypothetical space. Agamben supports this anthropic principle 

when he refers to the “anthropological machine” that he describes as an “optical machine 

constructed of a series of mirrors in which man, looking at himself, sees his own image as 

always already deformed in the features of an ape” and one which facilitates recognition of 

himself “in a non-man in order to be human”. 5 By this he proposes that man and the animal 

are merely performatives and that the indeterminate passage between the two states is 

potentially where some truth in being can be found. According to Agamben there is no 

                                                           
3
 Agamben, Giorgio., The Open: Man And Animal, Stanford University Press, 2002, p. 57 

4
 Ibid. 

5
 Ibid pp. 26-27 
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human-life or animal-life but rather the possibility of a naked existence, in which the human 

moves through a continuous process of rearticulation and definition that exists between the 

human and animal spheres. 6 

The artist involved in the process of making and creating can frequently be seen  challenging 

the parameters of the human condition and all conditions, in that the process of generating 

new ideas involves a certain degree of shedding one’s self, thereby bringing the artist a little 

closer to Agamben’s idealised state of being.  The artist in relation to the subject of human 

and animal alterity can be viewed not only as a metaphor for the interval but also as the 

conciliator or conduit between the two worlds, ultimately holding the potential to absolve 

the human and animal from their respective spheres. The potential of the artist can hence 

be described as a form of ‘super-animal’ or ‘super-human’, a hypothetical creative force that 

moves along the fringes of the human and animal.7 It is through the collapse of man and 

animal that notions of distinctiveness are challenged and consequently dissolved.  

  

                                                           
6
 Ibid.  

7
 Agamben, Giorgio., The Open: Man And Animal, Stanford University Press, 2002, p. 57 
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CHAPTER 1: THE HUSK 

 

 

Horse c. 15,000-10,000 BC Lascaux, France 

 

Descartes and the Animal  

A question posited by Deleuze and Guatarri in What is Philosophy? (1994), asks if art is 

‘continually haunted by the animal’.8 Since antiquity, the depiction of the animal in art has 

remained central to enquiries into human mortality and behaviour as well as a means of 

observing and identifying the physiological differences that set it apart from humans. If art is 

to be deemed haunted by animals then the artist too may be similarly possessed. Eerily 

reminiscent of humans yet not human, the animal, always outside and looking in, looking 

back with inhuman eyes, evokes wild and untamed memories of humanness in its most 

debased and primitive forms. Palaeolithic depictions of animals, such as those painted on 

the cave walls at Lascaux dating back to approximately 15,000 BC; reveal early human 

preoccupations with capturing the formal and physical properties of animals, some of which 

identify species that still exist to this day. Harnessing the animal form through mark-making 

is but one way in which the animal has endured, in trace and memory. It is the energetic 

properties inherent within the living animal, the properties left behind and forgotten and 

those which cannot be transcribed through the human methods of drawing and painting, 

which can be seen stirring the animal from the artwork in waves of fractured and haunting 

incompleteness.  

                                                           
8
 Deleuze, G. and Guattari, F., What Is Philosophy?, Verso, London/New York, 1994, p. 184 
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While theorists such as Henri Breuil and David Lewis-Williams have referred to the Lascaux 

paintings as examples of hunting magic and shamanic ritual, thereby inferring early 

considerations towards the possibility of an animal spirit or soul, it is difficult to ascertain 

whether artworks of this period do in fact identify with the animal beyond the physical body 

and where more basic visual enquiries into the animal and art began.9   

What remains common to the artworks discussed in this chapter is a similar rudimentary 

system of animal enquiry that centres on understanding the element of ‘otherness’ through 

a visual interrogation of the animal in form and flesh. Through examples of artworks that 

are positioned either in the context of animal death or that refer to artists working 

specifically with dead animal bodies, Chapter 1: The Husk deliberates primarily through 

Rene Descartes theory of the ‘beast machine’, the attendant notion of a spiritual entity 

residing within depictions of animals in art. 

In Rene Descartes’ theory of the beast-machine, referred to in his Discourse on Method 

(1637), he maintains that unlike the immortal human soul, animals are little more than 

automata and therefore devoid of a soul and feelings.10 By implying that animals have no 

soul, humans are in one sense, relieved of the guilt associated with their slaughter and 

suffering. Descartes, in his efforts to define and maintain the human soul as different to that 

of the animals, despite the physiological similarities between the two, uses rationality as a 

means to reaffirm human-animal distinction. Descartes refers to both animal and human 

bodies as machines created by God, however, the animal body, lacking speech and the 

ability to reason is preordained to remain machine.11 Humans, on the other hand, gifted 

with speech and logic, are independent of body and therefore not liable to die with it. He 

goes on to explain that even though the animal body is fully material, the animal machine 

still has the ability to feel but that the difference lies in the animal feeling through the 

“corporeal soul” as opposed to humans who feel in a spiritual capacity.12  

                                                           
9
 Coppens, Philip,’ Cave Paintings: Entrancing the Otherworld’, Frontier Magazine, No. 9.6, 

(November/December 2003), www.philipcoppens.com/cavepaintings.html, accessed 24/03/2012, p. 1 

10
 Rene Descartes, DISCOURSE ON METHOD, 1637, www.literaturepage.com/read/descartes-discourse-on-

method-34, accessed 24/03/2012, pp. 34-46  
11

 Ibid. 
12

 Ibid. 

http://www.literaturepage.com/read/descartes-discourse-on-method-34
http://www.literaturepage.com/read/descartes-discourse-on-method-34
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Sarah Cohen on the subject of Descartes theory notes that, “the interpretation of the animal 

body as a self-operating machine raised a problem far more troubling to early modern 

thought than previous theriophilic arguments had done, for positing the notion of an 

entirely material animal soul raised the possibility, however Cartesians strove to prevent it, 

of imagining a fully material human soul as well”.13  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
13

 Cohen, Sarah,’ Chardin’s Fur: Painting, Materialism And The Question Of The Animal’, Eighteenth Century 
Studies, 2004, pp. 6-20 
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Dead Animals in Modern Art 

The philosophical urgency of finding answers to questions relating to the animal soul can be 

seen in the early modern genre of dead animal painting, where emphasis is placed on the 

materiality of the animal as a means to reflect on the physical machine via visual 

explorations of animal flesh.  

According to historian Nathaniel Wolloch, theoretical debates on the status of the animal 

gained popularity throughout Europe in the sixteenth and seventeenth century, particularly 

in Holland. These debates manifested not only one of the most influential early modern 

views on animals in the publishing of Descartes beast-machine but can also be credited with 

producing some of the most notable and interesting still life paintings that saw elevating the 

subject of dead animals to an iconographical genre.14 The animal subjects represented in 

paintings by Dutch artists such as Frans Snyders and Jan Weenix, explore the possibility of 

animal sentience predominantly through death and its effect on bodily matter, whilst 

historian Susan Koslow notes that the depiction of dead animal bodies in these works can 

also be seen to evoke implicit elements of the human anatomy by way of comparative visual 

enquiry.15  

                         

Jan Weenix, Dead Game and Tools of the Hunt (c.1700), oil on canvas, 103.5 x 88cm 

                                                           
14

 Wolloch, Nathaniel., Dead Animals And The Beast-Machine: Seventeenth-Century Netherlandish Paintings Of 
Dead Animals As Anti-Cartesian Statements, 1999, p.706 
15

 Koslow, Susan., Frans Snyders., The Noble Estate: Seventeenth Century Still Life And Animal Painting In The 
Southern Netherlands, Fonds Mercator Paribas, Antwerp, 1995, p. 12 

http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Jan_Weenix_001.jpg
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In Weenix’s painting titled Dead Game and Tools of the Hunt (c.1700), the depiction of the 

dead hare reflects not only a pictorial engagement with the animal as a physical machine 

but also attempts by the artist to describe the animal’s hare-like qualities, thereby claiming 

the process as merging of both vital, bodily matter and animal soul.  

As historian Sarah Cohen has commented on the artworks of this period, the body as a 

material object often reveals anxieties over ‘how such a demonstrably physical substance 

could house the immortal soul’.16 These subtle tensions can be seen to arise partly from the 

contrasting and picturesque portrayals of the animal and that of its suffering, which as a 

result, raises concerns about the moral considerations humans give to animals and the 

meanings that can be drawn from animal anguish. Discussions concerning the value of 

animal life are seen at their most prevalent during this time as the subject of animal 

sentience became the central reference point for both pro and anti-animal views.17 The 

challenge presented to seventeenth century philosophy, however, appears to lie in the 

conflict of the irrevocable similarities drawn between humans and animals with that of the 

immortality of the human soul, thereby challenging the imperialistic nature of humanity as 

superior to all living things existing outside of it.  

According to Wolloch, seventeenth century dead animal painting grew predominantly from 

Flemish kitchen and market scenes that portrayed graphic depictions of butchered animals, 

as in Peter Aersten’s Meat Stall (1551), which can be seen to support Cartesian statements 

on the animal.18 The claustrophobic dalliance of flesh and dismembered animal parts is what 

initially engages the audience in the artist’s depiction of animal death. The interplay of  

jiggling sausages, a severed pig’s head and the glazed eye of a cow carcass staring out 

bluntly as if wanting to converse, creates an intriguing sense of drama that invites the 

spectator beyond its curtain of flesh.  

 

                                                           
16

 Cohen, Sarah,’ Chardin’s Fur: Painting, Materialism And The Question Of The Animal’, Eighteenth Century 
Studies, Vol 38, No. 1 Fall 2004,  pp.5-20 
17

 Wolloch, Nathaniel., Dead Animals And The Beast-Machine: Seventeenth-Century Netherlandish Paintings Of 
Dead Animals As Anti-Cartesian Statements, 1999, p.706 
18

 Wolloch, Nathaniel., Dead Animals And The Beast-Machine: Seventeenth-Century Netherlandish Paintings Of 
Dead Animals As Anti-Cartesian Statements, 1999, p. 711 
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On the far left, a marbled haunch and a pair of pig’s trotters are positioned appetizingly 

beneath a ribcage of soft, translucent muscle and sinew. Hanging overhead is a congealed 

and aging sack of fatty tissue partnered with a lung strung from its windpipe while the two 

dead hens in the foreground appear to have collapsed as if on cue.  

 

 

       Peter Aersten, A Meat Stall with the Holy Family Giving Alms, 1551, oil on canvas 

 

Initially, the unnerving appeal of Aersten’s painting appears to stem from its sardonic 

business. The residual violence embedded within the organised clutter, prompts a certain 

hesitancy to turn ones back on the painting in case the parts threaten to reanimate. In the 

middle ground, a diminutive figure is depicted wearing a brown liver-shaped coat, hunched 

over a jug of water. In his posture echoing vital organs, he subtly discloses that even though 

humans are at the top of the evolutionary heap they are still connected to it.  
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Drawing from ancient sources such as Galen and the sixteenth century anatomist Andreas 

Vesalius, Susan Koslow has argued that through the science of comparative anatomy, 

representations of the animal body carry implicit evocations of the human body.19 Through 

the depiction of animal death, anxieties arise about our own mortality and eternal soul, as 

humans’ physical likeness to animals become more apparent once laid out side by side on 

the anatomy table.  

 

 

Rembrandt, ‘Slaughtered Ox’, 1655, oil on canvas 

 

Such provocations drawn from paintings of animal flesh can be seen in Rembrandt’s work 

titled Slaughtered Ox (1655). Though the artists’ approach to the animal subject is one of 

surgical precision, it also describes certain spiritual-like properties in the reverential 

summoning of animal flesh through the paint medium. 

 

                                                           
19

 Koslow, Susan., Frans Snyder., The Noble Estate: Seventeenth Century Still Life And Animal Painting In The 

Southern Netherlands, 1995, Fonds Mercator Paribas, Antwerp, p. 17 
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Depicted in Slaughtered Ox, is the overtly graphic, flayed carcass of a slaughtered bovine. 

The eye is directed into the hollow, fleshy chamber and the mind forced to consider the 

source of life that has mysteriously perished. The most engaging element in the painting is 

the jaundiced palette of red and white used to express the soft cavernous areas and folds of 

shredded skin. The substance of flesh is of great significance in Rembrandt’s work in 

provoking the absence of a life force, as is the method of building and moulding the paint on 

the canvas that brings to mind the complex and preternatural stratification of living tissue. 

The medium here can be likened to a surrogate for the soul, as it is used to enrich and 

imbue the quality of luminescent other-worldliness into the spongy, fatty tissue of the 

slaughtered beast. It is this luminosity that professes to the viewer a sense of martyrdom, as 

the carcass is strung up in a cruciform style, filling the starkness of its stony cell with an 

understated grandeur.  

The flayed wings of the body hover lightly above the blood stained cobbles beneath it, 

calling to mind those of an angel’s. Light and shadow serve as a metaphor for life and death 

yet find themselves articulating in new contexts. Certain contradictions manifest with 

reference to the ox as a sacrificial icon while the living human subject is portrayed 

diminished and lost in the shadows. It is for these reasons that the treatment of animal 

sentience in Rembrandt’s work can also be read as an anti-Cartesian statement in the 

treatment of the human subject as subservient, in light of the animal and its potential soul.  

As previously noted, art about animals also becomes unavoidably about the artist, therefore 

any preoccupation with making human and animal distinctions can never be considered an 

entirely objective enquiry, as all animal art, whether it looks to work with or only represent 

the animal, indirectly or not, foremost looks to further understanding of humans. Erica 

Fudge notes that the struggle to understand or complete the animal is inherently ‘a struggle 

to understand the nature of being human itself’ and this psychology can be identified in the 

transition made from drawing and painting animals to the introduction of the taxidermy 

animal in art.20  

 

                                                           
20

 Fudge, Erica., Perceiving Animals: Humans And Beasts In Early Modern English Culture, University of Illinois 
Press, Illinois, 2002, p. 1 
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Throughout most of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, the only way that people 

knew about animals from distant places around the world was through taxidermy. It was 

mainly animal skins and teeth that were shipped to Europe where they were then recreated 

based on naturalistic drawings.21 This often resulted in erroneous ideas about what exotic 

animals actually looked like. The naturalist Charles Waterton noted one example of this, 

with specific reference to snakes rarely arriving to museums intact, as the safest means to 

acquire such exotic specimens was to ‘simply and swiftly remove the head’.22 

 

 

Hermann Ploucquet, Sir Tilbert Delivering the King’s Message, c.1851, Taxidermy diorama 

Early examples of anthropomorphic conditioning of the animal body can be found in 

nineteenth century England, where dioramic displays introduced a new form of animal art 

that revealed distinctively anti-naturalistic attitudes towards non-humans. Stuffed animal 

personalities engaging in human activities were designed with the intention of integrating 

the viewer into a small, contextualised world constructed around a particular narrative or 

aspect of the human condition. The animals depicted in the works of Hermann Ploucquet 

are typical examples of the ways in which the physical animal shell has been employed in 

the past to incite cultural and socio-political commentary.  

                                                           
21

 Henning, Michelle., ‘Anthropomorphic Taxidermy And The Death Of Nature: The Curious Art Of Hermann 
Ploucquet, Walter Potter And Charles Waterton’, Victorian Literature and Culture, 2007, Cambridge University 
Press, pp. 663-664 
22

 Ibid. 
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As Herr Ploucquet himself said, “These group of animals are chiefly imitations of the 

attitudes, habits and occupations of rational creatures”.23 In this statement, he directly 

acknowledges the subversion of the animal by its mimicking of human behaviour. Though 

the intentions of the dioramas were to invoke light hearted feelings in the audience by 

inviting them to engage in these fantastical worlds, there remains a certain irony in the 

knowledge that the pleasure associated with viewing animals in a safe, constructed 

environment comes as a direct result of their deaths.  

In Ploucquet’s Sir Tilbert Delivering the King’s Message (c. 1851), the animals are depicted 

unclothed with the exception of a few props. The character of Sir Tilbert is assigned to a 

sinewy, tabby cat with a hunched back and insidious grimace while the fox, whose character 

is not defined in the title, is most probably representing the allegorical figure of the 

‘Reynard’ or ‘devil in disguise’.24 It is obvious that the animals’ bodies have been pressed 

into unnatural positions that do not lend themselves well to the anatomy of four legged 

creatures and therefore infer that they are prisoners of human conditioning, in that human 

qualities are not being unmasked but rather forced upon the subjects, leaving little regard 

for the natural properties of the animals themselves. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
23

 Ibid. 
24

 Ibid. ‘Reynard’ or fox in French, used to represent sin and the devil in disguise. Cited in Henning, Michelle, 

2007, pp. 663-664 
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Dead Animals and Domesticity in Contemporary Art 

Contemporary artists have also taken an interest in dead animals. As this chapter has 

established, there have been many precursors for the dead animal genre but what 

delineates the current resurgence from the former are the ethical concerns that have 

surfaced alongside the postmodern animal, particularly those surrounding the treatment of 

the animal as art material by artists such as Damien Hirst, Angela Singer and Pim Paalsgraf. 

In a statement concerning the appropriation of dead animals by art historian and curator 

Gunalan Nadarajan, it is the perception of the animal in contemporary art that has shifted, 

from “a metaphysic to a phantasm; from a body to an image; a living voice to a technical 

echo”.25  

It is, therefore, not the animal itself that has changed but rather the changing 

anthropocentric contexts it finds itself situated in as a result of being representative of the 

ultimate otherness, that which has the potential to change the way humans think about the 

world overall. Academic discourses concerning the animal have followed similar lines to 

address issues that are pertinent to the times; issues concerning global warming, ethical 

industries and intelligent design, all of which continue to challenge anthropocentrism by the 

acknowledgment of humanity as being part of a greater picture, that which includes the 

animal and the planet they co-inhabit.  Attempts to introduce other life forms into visual art 

can therefore be regarded as critical and vital contributions to developing understanding of 

the human species but this also poses the question as to how the reoccurring use of animal 

bodies in art, and in particular dead animal bodies, contribute to developing human 

perceptions about animals, and furthermore, why dead animals and animal remains, 

continue to resurface in contemporary art as appropriate and progressive means of artistic 

engagement with the subject.  
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        (L) Pim Palsgraaf, Multiscape #11, 2009, taxidermy deer, mixed media; 65 x 39 x 38 cm, (R) Pim Palsgraaf,     

         Multiscape #13, 2009, taxidermy fox, mixed media, 110cm x 50 x 70cm, images courtesy of the artist. 

 

In a series of works that respond to the urban environment titled Multiscapes, artist Pim 

Paalsgraf explores the encroachment of human culture on animal nature in the form of 

bleak architectural clusters that balance precariously on top of taxidermy animal mounts. In 

Multiscape 11 & 13, the human built environment is realised not as functioning 

symbiotically with nature but rather as a malignant growth that is seen to overwhelm, 

augment and consume the animal body. Palsgraaf’s sculptures initially appear to be critical 

commentaries of the negative impact built environments have on natural habitats. Along 

with their emphasis on the antagonism between culture and nature, the works also reveal a 

delineation of two opposing forms of domesticity; one that corresponds to the animal and 

its home in nature and the other being the city construct in which the human dwelling is 

commonly positioned.   

http://www.mkgalerie.nl/artists/?img=1&show=beeld
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As humans have learnt to class themselves as separate from the animal through 

explorations into the material and physical properties of non-human bodies, this sub-

chapter primarily attends to the delineation of human and animal habitats, territories and 

various forms of domesticity that deliberate the influence such systems can have on the 

construction and understanding of the human species and its relationship with the animal 

other. Western philosophers such as Descartes have maintained man to be superior, the 

first among the animals and even master of them.  These principles can be drawn from an 

understanding that mankind’s nature or man-made environment is somehow elevated 

beyond animal nature by its grounding in matters of the human intellect, something which 

animals, according to philosophers as otherwise different as Aristotle, Descartes and 

Uexkull, were believed not to possess.26   

Dutch researcher Barbara Noske, says that, “It seems that modern Western society more 

than any other emphasizes the ‘otherness’ of the non-human”, a division between humans 

and non-humans that is “related to the notion that we, as Homo sapiens, are unique among 

the natural species”.27 As a consequence of making such distinctions, the human species 

finds itself separated from a natural order it was once part of and of which the animal 

remains a constant reminder of. Art historian John Berger writes that prior to this 

separation, “Animals constituted the first circle of what surrounded man-they were with 

man at the centre of his world”.28 From this one might assume that without the animal, the 

distinctions that can be drawn between the two species would become unstable. As it 

would appear, it is through the demarcation of human and animal nature that various 

degrees of humanness can also be quantified and expressed, in terms employed by humans 

to explain a spectrum of anthropological conditions such as savage, primitive, civilised and 

uncivilised. According to Agamben, terms such as these imply that these specific states are 

derivative of what is considered more or less human or more or less animal.29  
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In the process of separating human habitat from animal habitat, the notion of the interval 

takes on a physical presence, one that can be considered a critical factor in the way humans 

and animals have learned to relate not only to one another but also in the way humans 

perceive themselves in relation to other humans. Unlike the manner in which Heidegger’s 

‘open’ situates the human-animal divide in metaphysical origins, Agamben refers to the 

‘anthropological machine’ as a means of directing a more practical and political enquiry into 

possibilities for the division between the species.30 It is herein that Agamben confirms the 

pivotal role that demarcating human nature from animal nature plays in shaping and 

influencing human understandings of the non-human.  

In relation to humans specifically, in both human and animal worlds, domesticity can be 

described as belonging to or serving the familial habitat or house.  Similar to that of humans, 

animals in their many forms whether tamed or untamed, are also known to engage in and 

establish zones for domestic behaviour. Wolves and bears retreat to their dens; small fish 

and anemones find sanctuary in coral palaces; spiders spin webs while certain species of 

birds in the wild search for organic refuse to build their nests with. Within these nests, a 

domestic dialogue develops in which the female will lay eggs and brood while the male will 

often feed the female to ensure she is nourished until the young hatch.31 In the majority of 

bird species, the male and female will generally share the role of rearing and protecting the 

young; a process that is not dissimilar to the human roles enacted in a domestic family 

setting. 32 The animal reveals that it too, feels a compulsion to demarcate areas of 

exclusivity in its environment in order to nurture and protect itself and the family colony 

respectively. 

While certain domestic behaviour can be deemed common to both the human and animal 

species, the term domesticity has largely been used in the broader context of human 

civilisation, revealing a set of parameters that unlike the animal, are set in place to define 

territories specific to the human species and its needs.  
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Agamben’s account of Rilke’s description of humans as captives of their own reality 

resonates strongly here, in that these parameters not only provide protection and shelter 

from the uncontrollable forces of nature, which the human savage and animal have been 

commonly associated with, but also strive to preserve and contain the perceptual identity of 

humanity.33 For animals, nature is home whereas humans organise their existence relative 

to nature yet remain for the most part separate from it. The wild animal fails to be 

comfortably realised in the ordered and rational environments maintained by the civilised 

world and is at which point, the opposition of human culture and animal nature is raised. 

Barbara Noske confirms this division in her claim that “we [humans], perceive ourselves as 

belonging to a totally different order: the realm of culture, while all other beings and 

inanimate things are only nature”.34 The human habitat is therefore conceived not only as a 

psycho-physical construct for individual humans but also a landmark for human civilisation 

overall, in which the animal finds itself displaced and pressed towards forms of 

domestication or erased to complete obsolescence.  

 

 

(L) Bryndis Snaebjornsdottire, (a)fly, 2006, process image for survey, National Museum Iceland, (R) Bryndis 

Snaebjornsdottire (a)fly, 2006, a photograph from installation of Shooters; shot map from Shooters, National 

Museum Iceland. 
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In Bryndis Snaebjornsdottir’s work (a)fly (2006), the overlapping of human and animal 

territories is similarly explored but unlike Palsgraaf, the project targets three specific sites in 

the city of Reykjavik, where familial meeting points between humans and urban dwelling 

animals are established within a broader controlled environment.35  As part of the research 

component for (a)fly, all three sites required human constituents to participate in various 

animal surveys. The first of the three project sites was a primary and secondary school in the 

heart of Reykjavik that in collaboration with Snaebjornsdottir, ran a workshop where 

students were invited to create a reproduction of their pet in a medium of their choosing. In 

addition, they were asked to include a text that explored their pet in relation to ‘natural’ 

habitats.36 The second site investigation involved a community of animal owners who were 

asked to photograph animal dwellings within their own homes. These photographs marked 

the animal dwelling at times when the animal was absent.  

The final project site was segragated into four randomly marked sites where the inhabitants 

near each site marker were asked to participate in a survey documenting their knowledge of 

domestic animals in the inner city area.37 The marked areas were determined by four 

hunters, four shotguns and four maps of the city, a method devised by Snaebjornsdottir in 

collaboration with artist and theorist Mark Wilson, where each of the four cartridges 

discharged at one of the fours maps marked a specific survey point.38   The outcomes of the 

project revealed that even within a controlled and defined geographical area, human 

preconceptions about animals in relation to nature and culture, domestic and wild, were 

generally incongruous.  
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According to Snaebjornsdottir, the project proposed to “investigate established hierarchies 

of classification in relation to non-human animals and draw the viewer into the non-human 

animal body in a momentary attempt at ‘becoming animal’”, thereby drawing from the 

multiplicity of human attitudes surrounding the animal within controlled areas.39   

The project, however, appears in moments to be at odds with the artist’s intent in light of 

these outcomes. The specificity and rationality she denotes to the demarcation of site 

would seem inconsistent with the documentation of random individual experiences within 

which animals are described via human recollection. There is no evidence to support the 

human subject, let alone the viewer, physically engaging or witnessing physical engagement 

with the animal subject, which gives pause to the notion of further understanding the 

animal, or for a moment even becoming one, via the study of domestic animals that 

perform within human parameters.  

 The images that correspond to the research conducted as part of site two in the (a)fly 

investigation, document non-human dwellings within the domestic home. One example 

from the Site 2 photographic archives is an image titled Mosi, which depicts a study or home 

office that is absent of the physical animal.  The viewer is armed with the understanding 

that a certain type of domestic animal occupies this room but there is no indication of what 

that animal might be. There is no record or trace of the non-human inhabiting the space at 

the time the photograph was taken, yet the human animal-owner equates it with that of 

animal dwelling nonetheless. The viewer, on the other hand, is given scope for imagining 

him or herself as a cat, or a dog perhaps, trying to fill that empty space with animal 

recollections of his or her own, merging with the idea of an animal that might be conducive 

of dwelling within this space.  
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(L):  Bryndis Snaebjornsdottir, Mosi (a)fly, 2006 and (R):  Kolli (a)fly, 2006 

 

Unlike the images of designed interiors that engage the viewer with the physical objects and 

their arrangement within, these images appear awkward in contrast, in their ability to 

prompt consideration for the room in terms of what has been denied. The absence points 

towards that which isn’t human. The room is defined by objects and furnishings that are 

human in their context and it is here that the tension lies. In conversation with Bryndis 

Snaebjornsdottir and Mark Wilson, Steve Baker comments that the rooms in Mosi and Kolli, 

reveal in themselves the limited choices domestic animals have and that the domestic 

animal environment does very little in describing the animal that occupies this space.40  

The value of the enquiry in (a)fly, would therefore appear to lie not in the recollection of the 

animal as a means for momentary interspecies mergence but rather in the variations of 

domestic animal experiences recollected within the city site.  It also infers that within 

human nature, the preconceptions about animals and the roles they play in the lives of 

individuals in a domestic capacity remain largely inconsistent and ill-defined. The animal 

remains ambiguous regardless of its position in the world. The other issue it raises is the 

status of the domestic animal positioned in human nature and what domesticity and 

domestic environments have to offer in terms of current human and animal relations. 
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Anthropologist Kris Hirst, on the subject of the domestication of the dog, refers to the 

domestic animal as a product of human conditioning.41 Often has animal domesticity been 

credited to the superiority of the human species, however, as previously noted, animals 

reveal a predisposition for domestic activity regardless of human intervention. In some rare 

cases, humans that have either become estranged from civilisation or done so for the 

purpose of animal research, have experienced the process of domesticity reversed, where it 

is the human that is reintegrated into animal nature.  

Examples of this can be found in the research conducted by Shaun Ellis, a British naturalist 

and expert on wolf behaviour, who endured extreme conditions in the Rocky Mountains for 

nearly two years while observing the behaviour of a wild wolf pack.42 Having studied wolf 

behaviour and successfully infiltrated wolf packs in captivity, Ellis’ challenge was to be 

accepted by a pack that had never seen a human. Ellis was in the wild for nearly four 

months before he saw his first wolf. As the weeks passed the wolf sightings became more 

frequent and so did his understanding of the pack hierarchy.43  

Ellis first initiated contact by following the pack on all fours; shifting his movements from 

bipedal to quadrupedal. As his presence became more familiar and accepted he began 

showing signs of supplication, such as averting eye contact and exposing the vulnerable 

areas of his neck to the pack’s alpha female. Ellis claims there were times when he thought 

his life might end.  He reflects on one such incident in which the alpha female of the pack 

turns on him. He recollects his fear from feeling, “the warmth of her breath, her lips were 

lifted right back from her teeth. I lay there helpless: I had no choice but to take whatever 

was coming to me”. He claims those were the longest two minutes of his life, however, “she 

didn’t harm a hair on my head, [...] my disciplining was over, [...] she could have killed me 

easily but had chosen not to”.44 
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 It is around this time that Ellis’ bond with the wolves intensifies and he begins sharing the 

domestic routines of the pack that involved sleeping and sharing raw kill with them. He says 

the wolves, “would go hunting and leave me but they would always bring me back 

something”.45 The most positive affirmation of his acceptance by the pack, however, comes 

from the protective actions of a young male wolf, that one day, without warning or 

provocation, turns on Ellis baring his fangs and backs him into a tree, trapping him for hours 

until nightfall.  

Ellis writes, “He started to walk towards the valley; he stopped and sniffed scratches on the 

ground. There were bear droppings, and deep gouges in the bark of the trees where a huge 

grizzly had scraped his claws: the signs of a bear intent to kill. Suddenly it became clear. This 

wolf hadn’t wanted to hurt me but to save me; I owed him my life”.46 

Ellis’ experience is poignant in many ways but one critical point it raises is how the untamed 

nature that humans have striven to protect themselves from can reveal such genuine and 

supportable displays of kinship, loyalty and trust. The influence of Western life on our 

perception of the non-human is also indirectly placed under scrutiny yet the questions that 

remain unanswered ask why humans are driven to constructing a reality in which the animal 

is stripped of its inherent power and are human beings in fact, susceptible to or even 

capable of being shaped by the animal’s influence? In the case of Shaun Ellis it would appear 

so, in the difficulties he expresses in his readjustment to the human world. He writes, “The 

one [world] I had just left, and felt I belonged to, was so simple and balanced. There was no 

deception, no malice and no gratuitous cruelty; wolves killed to eat; never for fun and never 

more than they needed”.47  
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In contrast to Ellis’ adopted family of wolves, the animal posited in human nature is most 

commonly found in captivity, domesticated or commoditised; all consequences of a 

partnership that has become seemingly unbalanced. Scholars in the fields of anthropology 

and natural sciences define animal domesticity as the process in which humans and animals 

have developed a ‘mutually useful relationship’ yet the possibility of such relationships 

remaining in the western world is controvertible.48  Distinctions need to be drawn in order 

to clarify what constitutes a domestic animal, as there are those that are deemed too wild 

to be integrated into human society and are as a consequence subjected to a life in 

captivity, those that are born into the network of industrial consumerism and then the 

animals people regard as household ‘pets’; generally loved and deemed to be most like ‘us’.  

The treatment of animals that fall into the categories of captivity and consumerism have 

raised serious moral and ethical concerns for the attitudes and values humans place on 

animal life. Theorists such as Steve Baker, Felix Guattari and Barabara Noske have written 

extensively on the subject of animal ethics and I will revisit these a little later on but it is the 

domestic animal in light of these concerns that appears so perfectly and conveniently 

overlooked. The plasticity with which the animal is crafted and suspended in the human 

domain positions it in a nature that would appear unknowingly and unnaturally undisclosed 

to itself and humans alike.  

The animal stabilised within the familial circle is both closest and farthest from the human in 

that unlike the wild wolf, it cannot claim its difference to animal power, nor can it claim to 

be human, despite being considered part of the human pack. The domestic animal is  

perhaps the loneliest, vaporless vestige of its species; trapped in an incoherent world that is 

never truthfully one or the other. As it is unlikely the domestic animal will ever experience 

its wild counterpart, the domestic animal is removed not only from nature but its animality 

will also continue being diluted during the course of domestic breeding.  
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John Berger in Why Look at Animals? (1977), makes the distinction between domestic 

animals that live with humans because of their usefulness and domestic pets that co-habit 

with humans regardless of this.49 Berger expresses strong sentiments for the domestic pet, 

referring to it as a ‘drained and reduced version of its wild counterpart’.50  Berger goes on to 

assert that the pet owner’s relationship to the animal is inherently corrupt: ‘The pet 

completes him, offering responses to aspects of his character which would otherwise 

remain unconfirmed’.51 As the animal cannot speak, the exchange that occurs relies on the 

anthropic translation of the animal’s response. If the owner seeks consolation when he is 

sad or lonely, the animal’s gaze becomes one of sympathy and understanding. If the owner 

expresses feelings of love for the pet, then the gaze is assumed to be reciprocating; the pet 

is the perfect companion.  

A pet that displays outward signs of animal behaviour on the other hand, by marking its 

territory, chewing on a household object or barking too loud or too frequently, is punished 

and rejected. Many domestic pets find themselves deprived of nature, limited to back yards 

and ‘round-the block’ walks or remain permanently indoors. They are sterilised, fed artificial 

‘pet food’ and given rubber bones, toy mice, chipboard trees and other forms of simulated 

nature. When pets aren’t consistently perfect they are sent to be re-homed or destroyed. By 

these accounts there would appear to be truth in Berger’s claim, that the domestic animal is 

in fact not a real animal at all but rather a ‘living epitome of the animal reduced’.52  
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Katinka Simonse, Lassie, 2009, Taxidermy, wood, mixed technique 

Dutch artist Katinka Simonse touches on similar themes, drawing from contemporary 

populist movements, in particular animal rights activism, relying on the hypocrisies found 

within these to inform the nature of her work. Also commonly known under the alias 

Tinkebell, Simonse is notorious for her confronting and seemingly insensitive use of the 

animal subject.  

Her work, while at times bordering on the macabre and grotesque, relies on shock value, 

generated by the methods employed in working with the animal material, to reveal the 

double standards at play in modern consumerist society. In her work titled Lassie (2009), 

she plays with the notion of the perfect pet and questions where the line between ‘man’s 

best friend’ ends and commodified object begins. Simonse comments that domestic pets 

are bred not only for functional purposes; i.e. guard dogs, mouse killing cats and algae 

feeding fish, but also for their aesthetic value and adaptability to the modern lifestyle.  



32 
 

She uses hypoallergenic cats and phospholuminescent fish as “tragic examples” of current 

trends in animal conditioning.53  

According to Simonse, society is currently engaged in the process of developing the ‘perfect 

pet’ but how does one perfect the unknown?54  The cross-breeding of cat and dog breeds 

has become increasingly popular as the demand for more specific types of pets has 

apparently increased. One only needs to skim through the local newspaper to view the 

influx of new bastard breeds for sale. Labradoodles, spoodles and moodles, all distant 

relatives of the French poodle whose good genes for a tightly wound, non-shedding coat, 

have been sought out by advocates of the perfect pet. Through breeding and genetic 

manipulation, the average dog can now be ‘customised’ to the needs of the individual. In 

Lassie, Simonse has reworked a taxidermy dog mount with wood blocks and mixed media. 

Made up of 39 individual pieces, Lassie can be brought home and assembled on site in any 

number of doggy combinations. While critics of Katinka Simonse’s work have deemed it to 

be in poor taste due to the disrespectful and undignified treatment of the dog’s remains, 

what elevates the work beyond the simply bizarre and grotesque is the irony of the context 

in which Lassie articulates, that of the domestic pet and the indignities suffered as a result 

of being animal in a human society. Lassie therefore represents not the perfect pet but 

rather the consequences of being an imperfect animal. 

Another work by Simonse, held at the Gallery Masters in Amsterdam in 2008 titled Save the 

Pets (1), placed one hundred live hamsters inside transparent plastic balls. The hamsters 

were left to roam freely throughout the gallery space, rolling themselves along via their 

plastic enclosures, exploring their environment yet endlessly detached from the physicality 

of the experience. The balls, manufactured by the pet industry, play on the irony of pet 

owners who wish to recreate the element of freedom for their pets through artificial means.  
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Katinka Simonse, Save the Pets (1), 2008, Installation with live hamsters and plastic balls, 

Gallery Masters (Amsterdam) 

 

The layout of the exhibition, based on a reconstruction of selected Youtube videos posted 

online by pet owners from around the world, reflects not only the misshapen perception of 

animal freedom but also questions the legitimacy of pets as forms of entertainment and 

amusement for their owners.55 It also succeeds in addressing the moral pitfalls of domestic 

animal ownership prevalent in western culture, where the love for the ‘dear animal’ is 

debased by the manufactured and decorative habitats they are forced to inhabit.56 

In terms of understanding the animal better through familial bonds, the term domesticity 

looks to be working against the animal in contemporary society, in that what the animal can 

offer humans in the way of companionship is not always conducive to what humans expect, 

need or desire from the animal.  

 

 

                                                           
55

 Katinka Simonse, Artist’s website, ‘Save the Pets’, Looove Tinkerbell, http://looovetinkebell.com, accessed 
19/01/2012, p. 1 
56

 Ibid. 

http://looovetinkebell.com/


34 
 

The understanding of domesticity as a relationship that is mutually useful may once have 

existed between the species, at a time when animals were believed to have cohabited with 

man at the centre of his world but how mutual exchanges between men and animals can be 

maintained in a society where culture has, according to Berger, placed animals in a ‘receding 

past’, remains undetermined.57  

The emergence and popularity of virtual pets such as Neopets, Foopets and Tamagotchi, has 

given society the means to supplant the presence of the animal with that of the virtual 

motions of pet ownership. In a world where human nature prevails and where capitalism 

ensures that animals remain subjects and not equals, the future of the animal lies in a 

precarious balance that may one day see vacant, pet-shaped life forms replacing the animal 

altogether.   
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CHAPTER 2: THE ESSENCE 

 

John Berger observes that in the last two centuries, animals have gradually disappeared 

from culture and that “today we live without them”.58 He asks, “Where can the real animal 

be found?”59 For many people, the closest experience with the animal will be through the 

domestic pet or the captive animals at the zoo. Incoherent traces of the animal can be found 

scattered throughout history, buried in archives, hiding in metaphor between lines of novels 

and poetry books; trapped in glass and timber frames, silent tributes of a species whose 

power and mystery continue to elude canvas, parchment and wall.  

 

 

Sue Coe, It’s a Wonderful Life, 1999, Graphite, gouached and watercolour, 29” x 23” 

 

Sue Coe’s drawing titled It’s a Wonderful Life (1999) lends insight into some of the many 

sardonic and contradictory ways in which Berger’s ‘real animal’ has found itself situated and 

defined in human society. The status of the animal in Coe’s work can be seen encapsulated 

in the animal as prey, as the trophy-kill wall mounts would suggest, and then there is the 

representational and iconographic roles animals play in human culture, as conveyed by the 

peace dove perched on top of the Christmas tree.  
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Coe also acknowledges the animal in its consumable form, its marketability in popular 

culture, its value in scientific research inferred by the cover of the science journal laid out on 

the floor in the bottom left hand corner, the reduction of the domestic animal pictured in 

the dog wearing the reindeer antlers in the foreground and finally, the raw and unleashed 

animal power that awakens in the guise of domestic violence.  Coe’s drawing composes 

these animal fractures all within a weightless frame that sets the scene for antagonising 

cultural truths with that of animal nightmares. Berger maintains that the real animal has 

been ‘emptied of experience and secrets’.60 This chapter looks to hunting, animal ethics, 

animal identity and the animal as metaphor to formulate an enquiry into animal essence 

that posits the non-human investigation outside of the physical animal form. 

 

Metaphor 

Berger claims that, ‘to suppose animals first entered the human imagination as meat or 

leather or horn is to project a nineteenth century attitude backwards across the millenia’, 

as, ‘animals first entered the imagination as messengers and promises’.61 He uses many 

examples to support this claim, the most noteworthy of these being a reference to the Iliad, 

one of the earliest surviving texts known to man, where throughout, various animal 

metaphors denote different qualities for mankind. Homer reveals that what distinguishes 

man from the animals is that which was foremost born from his relationship with them.62 

Berger notes that throughout the history of the human species, animals have ‘lent their 

name or character to a quality, which like all qualities, was in its essence mysterious’.63 The 

animal has lent its character to human courage in the form of the lion, marked stealth as a 

quality of the panther and wisdom as an attribute of the owl.  
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Qualities inherent in the animal were likewise observed in different strengths in human 

beings so that the anthropocentric mindsets predating the nineteenth century were in 

effect, integral to human-animal dualism in their ability to describe the animals proximity to 

man.64 He concludes that anthropocentrism as a consequence of this, is a residual side 

effect of the continuous use of animal metaphors.65  

 

 

 Kiki Smith, Constellation,1996, 26 glass animal units, 630 bronze scat units and 67 glass star units, 
paper  

 

Kiki Smith’s installation titled Constellation (2007), addresses some of the issues surrounding 

human beings and where the animal metaphor becomes pivotal in describing mankind’s 

perception of the universe. The various animal forms, cast in glass, are arranged on a large 

sphere of deep blue Nepalese paper. The blue sphere sets the stage for the artist’s small 

creations that are symbolic of eight out of twelve of the star constellations in the zodiac, 

charted and named by ancient astronomers long ago. Smith explores not only mankind’s 

relationship to nature but also the interrelatedness of man and animal within the vast 

unknown of the macrocosm, where the mysterious essence of the animal referred to by 

Berger, finds itself in a position of great standing in representing that which the human race 

perceives as unfathomable and limitless.  
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Animal power in Constellation can be seen redirected into human symbolic thought, a 

quality that Berger observes as being fundamental in distinguishing man from the animal.66 

Berger claims the qualities perceived in humans that run analogous to those of the animal, 

only ever differ in quantitative ways, however, he does acknowledge that variables of these 

qualities can appear more diverse and at times more pronounced in the human species.67 

The animal metaphor cannot, therefore, be exclusively defined as a construct of human 

nature as it carries properties within it that are inherently true of the animal. The animal 

metaphor can be seen to tie itself to the human in support of human nature as opposed to 

working against it, thereby casting the animal metaphor in a similar category to that of a 

sacred or totemic object, as real animal power is contained within it.  

As a result of this gradual disappearance of the animal that Berger lays claim to, the solitude 

that mankind is forced to reckon with in its absence, makes society feel, according to 

Berger, ‘doubly uneasy’ when anthropomorphism is interposed in a contemporary 

framework.68 

 

 

William Wegman: Man Ray with Sculpture, 1982, photograph 
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Identity 

Animal metaphors make associations with qualities that are inherent to both species but 

what more can humans possibly hope to learn about the animal in terms of a consciousness, 

when language and other forms of anthropocentric classification render the study of the 

animal in isolation impossible. As photographer Roger Ballen says, “You can’t put your finger 

on the animal, what it thinks or what it means”.69 In the instance of William Wegman’s Man 

Ray with Sculpture (1982), the photographer’s pet Weimaraner named Man Ray is 

photographed gazing at a sculpture of himself, leaving the viewer to contemplate whether 

animals have an interest in art and if Man Ray is even remotely aware of his identity looking 

back at him.  

Similarly, the animal presented in philosophy by major theorists such as Heidegger, Lacan 

and Descartes respond to the animal as an ‘other’ to humans, one that does not share an ‘I’ 

or sense of identity, thereby calling to question the process by which identity is defined.  

With the basic conception of the animal being different in its habits and physical capacities 

as well as the magnitude of heterogeneity that the term ‘animal’ encompasses, the animal 

becomes largely defined by that which language in Western humanism excludes it from. 

Understanding the nature of its differences presents problems however, as though animals 

can communicate they do not talk and even in the parallels that can be drawn between 

humans and animals that point to them being like us, humans can never be certain of 

exactly how much that is. It is as a consequence of the speech that is denied the animal that 

human and non-human must scrutinise one another in what Berger describes as “a narrow 

abyss of non-comprehension”.70  

Berger notes that there are similarities in the human and animal gaze across the abyss yet 

they are not identical so that when the human is “being seen by the animal, he is being seen 

as his surroundings are seen by him”.71  
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He then goes on to compare the gaze of the animal to that between two men, where the 

abyss is then bridged by language.72 Berger writes that the two men confirm one another 

even if not mutually, however, “no animal confirms man, either positively or negatively”.73  

In Jacques Derrida’s publication The Animal That Therefore I Am, the eye to eye connection 

between man and animal is dramatised via examples of Derrida’s personal encounter with 

his pet cat, in which the gaze of the feline falling on his nudity leaves him feeling ashamed.74 

Donna Haraway points out that Derrida understood there was no nudity amongst animals 

and that his shame was entirely of his own doing, which prompted him to consider the cat in 

terms of ‘an irreplaceable living being’, one capable of individual thought as opposed to the 

reaction of a machine.75  

Acknowledging the influence his Western humanist thinking had on his encounter paved the 

first step to derailing the homogenisation of the word ‘animal’ and its capacity for shaping 

human understanding of animals. In this the ‘seeing animal’ can be seen to retain its animal 

power across the abyss, its incomprehensibility is left unchallenged and its mystery remains 

intact and enthralling, in contrast to ‘the animal that is seen’, such as those animals found in 

zoos and pets stores, where Berger notes, no matter which way you look at the animal, “and 

even if the animal is up against the bars less than a foot from you [...] you are looking at 

something that has been rendered absolutely marginal”.76  
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Marion Coutts, Cult, 2002, video installation, Chisenhale Gallery, London 

 

In the installation titled Cult (2002) by Marion Coutts, the ‘seeing animal’ or animal with an 

‘I’ is explored in a  series of nine video monitors that play close up footage of a domestic cat 

on a timed loop. The artist attempts to emphasise the cat’s presence by scaling the image to 

fit the outer edges of the screen and raising the monitors on pedestals above head height in 

order to convey a definite shift in hierarchy between human and animal.  

During the fourty-five minute sequence, the cat remains very still with the exception of its 

pupils, which can be seen to contract and dilate in response to distractions behind the 

camera’s field of view. Similar to certain species of animals in nature that stare each other 

down in order to dominate one another, the cat in Coutts work intimidates the audience in 

a similar way. The emphasis can be seen removed from the animal in its domestic context 

and concentrates on the cat’s egotism instead, in which the viewer is drawn into 

participating in a false rite of admiration. The nine monitors that represent the proverbial 

nine lives also lend the subject a certain degree of invincibility and self-sufficiency, thereby 

keeping any preconceived notions of domestic animal affection at arm’s length. 
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Hunting 

Historian James Swan in his publication The Sacred Art of Hunting (1999) refers to hunting as 

the ‘unchallenged tap root of life’, a form of survival that can be traced throughout the most 

part of human history.77 The hunters of past ancient civilisations were once revered and 

their prowess often the deciding line between feast and famine. The hunter was the bearer 

of life and death and the act of taking life regarded as one sacred, heroic and deeply 

organic.  The domestication of the animal for food and produce saw the hunter spirit 

diminished and then superfluous. Along with it came a significant shift in the way humans 

experienced animal nature that theorist Charles Patterson says, can be regarded as one of 

the earliest points of separation between humans and animals as, “once animals were 

domesticated, herdsman and farmers adopted mechanisms of detachment, rationalisation, 

denial and euphemism to distance themselves emotionally from their captives”.78 

The role of technology has seen cultural systems similarly change to accommodate modern 

society by substituting the primal hunter with the killing machine. Felix Guatarri 

acknowledges this in an article titled Machinic Heterogenesis (1995), in which he refers to 

an Aristotelian thought concerning the role technology plays in creating what nature finds 

impossible to accomplish.79 Technology has provided the means for humans to spiritually 

disengage from the act of taking animal life as evidenced by the many mechanisms devised 

by humans to process meat from beginning to end. From the moment livestock is trucked to 

the abattoir to the consumable products that await customers sealed and packaged on 

supermarket shelves, humans are disconnected from the sacredness of life. For modern 

society, the act of taking life, whether it is to kill or be killed, recalls brutal and violent 

aspects of human nature; a form of primitive behaviour that modern society commonly 

associates with periods in history in which mankind had not yet fully evolved. More 

importantly, society has felt a need to protect itself from the sight of blood and death and 

the responsibility of taking life for fear of the potential dehumanising effects such exposure 

may have.  
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Dr Melvin Konner, a psychiatrist at Emory University (Atlanta), states that it was not so long 

ago that anthropologists believed that hunting held implications for human aggression.80 

According to Swan, however, there is no serious evidence to support the motives of human 

hunters or hunting to be ‘anything other than healthy human behaviour’.81 What little 

evidence there is of hunting behaviour, whether primitive or modern, demonstrates that 

hunting is not in any way conducive to destructive and cruel behaviour.82  Unlike the 

machine killer, the primal hunter is a killer with purpose. The hunter is moved to occupy a 

primal state of being in which wisdoms are recalled that come from the acceptance of death 

and that which then ultimately connects us to life. Concerns for the ‘untapping’ of humans 

from nature can be seen carried over into contemporary art also.  

 

 

           Hermann Nitsch, Meat Theatre, live performance, 1998-99, Vienna 
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In the work of artist Hermann Nitsch, avenues for reconnecting humans with primal and 

ritualistic energies are explored via interactive theatre performances. Blood, visceral matter 

and ritual slaughter all form part of Nitsch’s public bacchanal Meat Theatre, in which live 

animals are exploited in public arenas to communicate the reality of life through violence. 

The ritual is initiated by the slaughtering of a selected animal, in most cases a cow, which is 

carried out by professional butchers under the supervision of a veterinarian. During the 

slaughter the crowd is supplied with alcoholic beverages and invited to indulge and observe 

the animal’s life being drained. The crowd is then encouraged to anoint themselves in its 

blood, rubbing their naked bodies against the raw flesh and participate in the 

disembowelment of the cadaver.  

It is the intention of the artist to reaffirm mankind’s existence by reminding society of the 

brutality of human and animal nature that the civilised world struggles to protect itself 

from. Hermann Nitsch says that, “with regard to both the tragic aspect of suffering and 

instants of extreme ecstasy and affirmation of life, art needs to have a sense of sacred 

solemnity. [...] We propagated a very aggressive type of art, not a cosy art but an art that 

displayed tremendous power and intensity."83 Similar ideas are expressed by Jose Ortega Y 

Gasset, who describes the taking of animal life by the hunter as similar to a religious rite, 

where man finds himself deliberately submerged in a formidable type of mystery that pays 

tribute to ‘what is divine and transcendent in the laws of nature’.84 

Viewed in this context, Nitsch’s Meat Theatre may be considered a reverential act of life, 

however, the public screening of animal slaughter nevertheless continues to probe at the 

lack of moral considerations humans place on animals and how acts of violence against non-

humans can be warranted. According to Charles Patterson, humans become animals in 

order for violence to be realised.85 When humans commit acts of violence, they are 

frequently referred to as ‘animals’, ‘vermin’ or ‘pigs’. In reference to the work of Nitsch, the 

problem appears to reside outside of what constitutes either man or animal.  
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Psychologist Marie-Louise von Franz writes; “The whole of nature is based on murder” as 

the “realisation of destruction and the wish to live is closely connected”.86 Life is 

predisposed to murdering in order to survive and the simple desire to exist has seen 

humans develop into sophisticated killing machines. The problem, therefore, lies potentially 

in the act of killing itself. Life is dependent on death yet it is not mankind’s need to take 

animal life that is placed under scrutiny but rather the corruption of the process or method. 

The ways in which human nature has become accustomed to the unplugged method of 

taking animal life exposes the act as ironically sub-animal. As Swan notes, the act of taking 

animal life releases such powerful energies that discipline and care must be taken in order 

to avoid excess.87 He claims that the success of mastering the potent energies of the hunt is 

one of the reasons the reverential status of the hunter endured for the most part of human 

history.88  

Although humans can be regarded superior in their abilities to act beyond instinct and in 

making informed decisions for performing or abstaining from certain actions, this also 

renders a capacity for devastating consequences. Dr Erich Fromm, a behavioural scientist of 

the twentieth century, wrote in a study on human violence, that ‘In the act of hunting, a 

man becomes, however briefly, part of nature’, however, ‘sadism (which has been alleged 

to be characteristic of modern hunters by some anti-hunting activists) is much more 

frequently found among frustrated individuals and social classes who feel powerless and 

have little pleasure in life’.89 . Nitsch’s Meat Theatre identifies more with sadism than with 

cosmic balance in that the divide between humans and animals ensues as a result of an 

excess of superior qualities attributed to mankind, a problem that is common to humans 

alone in their corruption of life and death via pleasure and power. In Meat Theatre, the 

process towards reconnecting with primal instincts presents as antithetical to the broader 

context of human and animal life. Nitsch presumes that the spiritual passage of the hunter is 

something that can be fabricated or recreated.  
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In seeking to justify the mutilation of the animal in search for an ancient aspect of human 

nature through pleasure and empowerment, Nitsch derails the notion of the hunter 

consciousness that aligns in balance with life and death. In consideration of the hunter 

mentality, the beast in Nitsch’s work cannot be criticised for being killed without purpose 

but neither does it provide access to the divine aspects of the hunting ethos of old described 

by Swan and Gasset. Nitsch forces the viewer to confront death in its most base form, 

where even beyond the profundity of the act itself, the humanity of the crowd, entrenched 

in blood and viscera cannot be credited with reverentially taking animal life but rather 

remain testament to gluttony and murder.  
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Animal Ethics 

There is a humanist line of thinking that can be traced throughout animal debates of the last 

three decades, which have sought to readdress the importance humans place on animal life 

and suffering, as well as the moral and ethical concerns that are specific to contemporary 

artists choosing to work with living animals. The sources of these concerns appear to have 

arisen foremost from animal rights groups that identify with a certain sentient continuity 

between humans and animals. As the physiology of animal systems so closely resemble our 

own, the importance humans place on their own bodily functions cannot but be important 

to animals also. Human sentience, according to Barbara Noske, is also of great ethical 

significance and as such the animal ought to be similarly considered. 90 

The use of taxidermy in art is not a new concept, as the images of Hermann Ploucquet’s 

dioramas of the nineteenth century evidence and the practice of appropriating dead 

animals, in the examples of the preserved shark in Damien Hirst’s The Physical Impossibility 

of Death in the Mind of Someone Living (1992), and the pig cadaver in Kira O’Reilly’s 

installation Inthewrongplaceness, has become similarly standardised within the 

contemporary art world.  

 

Katinka Simonse, My Dearest Cat Pinkeltje, 2009, cat skin and mixed media 
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In contrast, a work by Katinka Simonse (aka Tinkebell), titled My Dearest Cat Pinkeltje 

(2004), positions animal life and death in a category of ethical behaviour that some have 

considered decidedly wrong. My Dearest Cat Pinkeltje is the consequence of the artist 

transforming her own pet cat into a handbag. The work received much criticism for 

Simonse’s apparent amoral and unethical treatment of the animal as art object but in 

particular for her admission of killing the animal herself for art.91 The work continued to 

draw negative publicity after Simonse was invited to conduct a D.I.Y workshop at the 

Biggest Visual Power Show in Amsterdam (NL, 2005), where she presented images of the 

process work informing the project, some which included graphic examples of her gutting 

and skinning ‘Pinkeltje’, along with a ‘how to’ manual published online and made available 

for downloading on the artists website, Looove Tinkebell.92  Simonse justified her actions in 

a personal statement that claimed, “Pinkeltje’ was a “depressed cat’ who couldn’t be left 

home alone”.93 By killing ‘Pinkeltje’, Simonse was able to carry her cat along wherever she 

went.  

The work consequently caught the attention of the Dutch Animal Protection Organisation 

(DAPO), who initiated an inquiry into the death of the animal. After personally speaking with 

the artist, DAPO closed the case, resolved that Simonse did not in fact cause the cat to 

suffer and that despite the work’s shock value being in poor taste, concluded with, “Dead 

animals can be used in art as long as the situation depicted is characteristic to the animal”.94 

The open-ended and ambiguous nature of DAPO’s statement leaves much to reflect upon in 

consideration of the animal, however, it also lends some insight into the challenges post-

modern artists are faced with and the hazy parameters within which animal ethics and art 

frequently circumnavigate.  
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Mark Dion addresses these concerns in his response to ethics in art practice stating that 

humans “are not living in a simple age and as artists of the time our work reveals complex 

contradictions between science and art, between empiricism and the ideal, between nature 

and technology, and between aesthetic conventions and novel forms of visualization”.95 He 

goes on to say that “modernity represents a crucial moment [...] in which the superiority of 

humanity is achieved from the lowest ranks of being”, specifically when “animality ceases to 

occupy a proper space apart from the humanity that succeeds, appropriates and enframes 

it”.96 

 

  Tim Macmillan, Dead Horse, 1998, installation/video still, Lux Gallery, London 

Tim Macmillan’s video installation titled Dead Horse is an interesting example of these 

mutable ethical standards that are often applied to live animals placed in the context of art. 

Macmillan responds to the subject of animal sentience similarly to the paintings by 

Rembrandt and Chardin, referred to in Chapter 1 but in a far more deliberate, tactile and 

confrontational manner, in that sentience is investigated as being of metaphysical origin and 

not disguised within the materiality of the flesh.  
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The installation takes place in an abattoir and attempts to mark the point of transition 

between life and death in the slaughter of two horses. The video footage is frozen at what is 

assumed the exit point of life and the entering of death, leaving the spectator to view the 

animals as a supernatural force that lies suspended somewhere between the two states. 

There are elements within Macmillan’s work that can be seen to correlate to Nitsch’s Meat 

Theatre, in their common search for divine elements that attempt to recreate the hunter 

and prey experience. Macmillan, however, attempts to freeze that precise moment, where 

the light perishes from the prey’s eyes in the chance that the elusive nature of the life force 

may materialise.  

The horses are confined within a steel clad room. The slim barrel of a rifle pierces the top 

left hand corner of the picture frame while the subtle signs of human presence are a blurred 

arm reaching out to the horse’s halter along with the unidentifiable shadows cast upon the 

concrete floor. There is an uneasiness evoked by the footage, as the viewer is left to wonder 

what lies outside of the camera’s view. Both horses are captured in what appears to be full 

flight that conflicts with the viewer’s knowledge of the physical limitations of the space. 

Similar inconsistencies are triggered by the camera and left unanswered, such as why the 

blow of the gun has caused all four legs of the animal to be propelled upwards instead of 

buckling beneath it, as would be considered natural.  

It is a delicate subject that confronts the viewer as the common thread of sentience pulls at 

human mortality in similar ways yet the slaughtering of animals in sterile, man-made 

environments is not uncommon practice in most societies. It is therefore difficult to 

ascertain if ethical protocols in Macmillan’s work have been or even need be observed, as 

on one hand, the animal captured in the process of dying can be considered confronting to 

the viewer yet on the other, animals die in abattoirs everyday which would make ethical 

considerations redundant. It would therefore appear that animal ethics carry more weight 

in protecting humans than in protecting animals themselves but if ethics in art are put in 

place to protect the welfare of the animal then how do works such as Dead Horse conform 

to these standards? 
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 In Macmillan’s case, it would appear that it is the camera being brought into the context of 

the slaughterhouse that reforms the ethics in place, as the camera serves to define the act 

as art, thereby elevating it to higher moral grounds. The horse in both its roles as 

consumable and art object does not occupy a singular space making the points of animal 

ethics difficult to define and regulate.  

 

 

(R) Marco Evaristti, Helena, 2000, Installation with live goldfish, Trapholt Art Museum, Denmark 

 

In an installation by Marco Evaristti, ten working blenders containing live fish were publically 

displayed at the Trapholt Art Museum in Denmark.97 The visitors were given the choice to 

press the blender ‘on’ button or not to. The work did not become an issue until after a 

member of the audience proceeded to push the button, resulting in the liquefaction of the 

goldfish. According to the artist, the installation was intended as an exploration into the 

general moral standings of society and individual responses to right and wrong. Evaristti 

describes the work, “as a protest against what is going on in the world, against the cynicism, 

this brutality that impregnates the world in which we live”.98 The subject of ethics is seen 

once again primarily concerned with protecting the human from performing acts that could 

potentially be dehumanising in their consequence.  
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In respect to the artist in his ethical standing, Evaristti cannot be accused of directly killing 

the fish; he was implicated however, in that he was responsible for placing the fish in the 

blenders within the gallery context. Live fish are not commonly found in blenders and 

humans are generally not presented with opportunities to blend them. Fish placed in 

blenders in a gallery become art and of human concern and it is for this reason that ethics 

and art animals are consistently being re-evaluated.  

Most pointedly Evaristti’s work questions the relevance of using live animals to express 

concerns about human nature and if it is ethical to use animals as messengers for human 

morality, as there is no valid reason why animals should be implicated in human affairs. On 

the other hand, animals are already caught up in human affairs outside of the gallery space. 

Millions of animals die in laboratories each year, many of which are often subjected to a 

myriad of painful procedures because scientists believe they are contributing to the 

understanding of things, however, artists also contribute to the understanding of things. 

Whether art employs violence towards animals or simply illustrates it, the codes of ethics 

that apply to human beings are most often seen not to extend to those animals that die for 

art; even those made to suffer in the search for meaning amongst humans.  As artists 

continue to search for ways to ethically commit to the animal, most do not consider the 

entire life spectrum. The ethics of working with living bodies should ideally reflect a concern 

for the sacredness of all life, however, works by artists’ such as Tim Macmillan reveal grey 

areas in animal art practice that appear most difficult to regulate.  
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CHAPTER 3: THE SUPERANIMAL 

 

 

Calarco and the Animal 

In the preceding chapters this thesis has attempted to give an overview of how post-modern 

artists have each, in their own way, addressed and engaged with the question of the animal 

in relation to humans and art respectively. The animal in art has been added and subtracted 

from the human, anthropomorphised, stuffed, categorised, marginalised, liberated, hung, 

mounted, filmed, featured and co-starred. It has died, been deified and hybridised. It has 

been drawn, painted and moulded, both in situ and ex.  Artists have tried to become the 

animal, work with the animal and even attempted to create new ones. Some animals, such 

as those in Cheetahs with Painting (1998) by Olly and Suzi in association with Greg Williams, 

have also participated in the making of art.99 

The animal has, over time, seen its position as chief representative for human otherness 

maintained in its continuous repositioning in art while remaining in close proximity to 

human nature. It appears that both old and current forms of visual enquiry relating to the 

ways in which the animal has been utilised, have over time, developed into a form of 

indoctrinated methodology that has reduced the investigation to a standard process of 

fitting received and preconceived ideas about animals into every human context imaginable. 

It therefore becomes increasingly difficult to identify any areas in art in which questions 

pertaining to animal otherness have not been tampered with, or been subjected to some 

form of human preconditioning and reckoning for mankind. It is for these reasons that the 

human and animal discourse, particularly in the facility of visual art, should be opened for 

review and further investigation.  
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Outdated modes of animal enquiry and the need for new ones are some of the issues raised 

by theorist Matthew Calarco in Zoographies: The Question of the Animal from Heidegger to 

Derrida (2008). Calarco’s writings on the animal principally interrogate major animal 

theories, arguing against those presented by Heidegger, Derrida and Agamben, that have 

attempted to “establish or displace the human-animal distinction”, and that propose the 

“human-animal distinction can no longer and ought no longer to be maintained”.100 He 

suggests that the questions pertaining to the animal other should be directed along 

different lines or even removed entirely; the slate wiped clean, and new thought given to 

ways in which humans can learn to think about animals. Calarco prompts and attests to 

making such changes deemed necessary for diverging humanist lines of thinking from their 

current exclusions of the animal. In making distinctions between human and animal, like 

and unlike, humans are only succeeding in further cementing discontinuity between the 

species.101  Jacques Derrida in The Animal That Therefore I Am expresses similar thoughts on 

the overall concept of the ‘animal’ and its use as a singular and definite reference to the vast 

encampment in which the non-human is positioned.102 The term ‘animal’ is often heard 

used to describe a plethora of concepts that regardless of how bacteria and apes, protozoa 

and sharks, tigers and elephants come to be separated in relation to man; they are all 

brought together by the common factor of ‘otherness’.  

It would appear that if the question of the animal is to be directed along new lines as 

Calarco would propose, then the animal as a definitive article must be rethought in similar 

terms, particularly in the way the animal is known, understood and appropriated in visual 

art. For this to be possible, art would need to find ways in which to handle animal form that 

draw attention away from its specific animal characteristics by which it is recognised and 

shift focus to the experiential potential in the becoming of it. In moving from the animal’s 

physical properties to its experiential, the animal would be allowed to stand independent of 

its anthropomorphic characteristics, thereby erasing an understanding shared by many 

theorists dealing in human and animal relations, that animals and humans can somehow 

only be defined in terms of their relational proximities to one another.  
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Art, as a form of creationism, often opposes all human rationality in the process of giving 

birth to new ideas and new ideas often have a tendency to unsettle mankind’s certainties 

about the human species and its place in the world. The human relationship to the animal, 

the mystical non-knowledge of the animal instinct believed to reside in all human beings, 

sets itself to the purpose of creating new paths from which human paths will then follow. 

Contemporary artists as catalysts for creative action should ideally be seen prompting more 

truculent actions for shifting old modes of thinking about ‘otherness’ yet as the preceding 

chapters have revealed, art and artists working with animals are still very much aligned with 

rationalising the animal in the context of human beings within human nature. What appears 

to stifle the animal investigation resides in the rationality of the enquiry itself. This moves to 

deliberate whether art is at all rational and furthermore, if art in light of rationality, is a 

product of culture or nature.  

This chapter sets about responding to Calarco’s challenge of rethinking the animal by 

concentrating the inquiry on the relationship between artist and animal with particular 

attention to art method in relation to the subject of not only ‘becoming animal’ but in the 

potential to surpass the very construct of animality itself. The artist, through the potency of 

gesture and mark-making, is put forward as a culmination of both human and animal 

impulses that serve as agent for the term I refer to as the ‘superanimal’. Looking 

predominantly at examples of Abstract Expressionist works by artists such as Tony Tuckson 

and more recently Judy Millar, this final chapter formalises Giorgio Agamben’s ‘open’ 

interval theory in relation to art by viewing artistic method as the potential bridging element 

required to collapse human and animal distinctions. Contributors to the subject of animality 

by theorists such as Jacques Derrida, Elizabeth Grosz, Deleuze and Guatarri, Friedrich 

Nietzsche, Steve Baker and Matthew Calarco will also be sought in support of this. 
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Becoming Animal 

Theorist Elizabeth Grosz maintains in Chaos, Territory, Art (2008), that art should not be 

positioned in the creativity of mankind but rather in the superfluousness of nature.103 She 

proposes that art being rooted in primal nature; and by association this includes the animal 

also; represents ‘the most primitive and sexualised of evolutionary residues in man’s animal 

heritage’.104 She supports her claim with examples of some of the sublime excesses that can 

be observed in nature: ‘The haunting beauty of birdsong, the provocative performance of 

erotic display in primates, the attraction of insects to the perfume of plants’; all of which 

reveal an overabundance of sensations that are fundamental to art yet are at the same time 

not critical to survival.105 The exchanges that pass between materiality and life are seen by 

Grosz as testaments to the creation of art in the natural world, where the two “enter into 

‘becomings’ that transform each other [...] they attest to the artistic impact [...] the 

becoming other that seduction entails”.106 These passages begin to give shape to this notion 

of an ‘animal rethought’, a faceless non-animal alongside a wordless non-human. Grosz’s 

fast paced and thick conceptualisation of a transformative ‘becoming’, of a merging through 

instinct and touch; albeit in a somewhat quixotic model of the natural world, centres the 

attraction not on otherness but on sensation.  

It is Deleuze and Guattari that lend some further clarity to this theory by maintaining that all 

“sensations, affects and intensities, while not readily identifiable, are [...] closely connected 

with forces, particularly bodily forces, and their qualitative transformations”.107 The 

sensorial affects on the body are hence those which associate with the inhuman or 

otherness in ways that remain undisclosed to humans and which attest to ways in which the 

human body immerses and participates in ‘nature, chaos and materiality’.108  
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Creative action can therefore be understood as a response to a stimulus in nature, a force 

that plays on the stimulation of the material body to provoke a sensation resulting in a 

physical transformation; a body or life form that is then newly expressed from its former 

self.  

As a result, the creation of the material world which includes men, art and the animal can be 

considered systemically linked to the same indeterminate forces from which Grosz believes 

all three originate. Grosz thereby infers that art conceived of natural entropy is in fact not 

an exclusive and cultured form of creationism at all as it does not rely on rational thought 

for autonomy. On the contrary, art is a mode for sensing, an act of naturalistic continuity 

that enables all living things whether human or animal, to shape, define and transform 

themselves in relation to their environments. Art she says takes from nature its excesses: 

‘colours, forms, materials-from the earth [...] to produce its own excesses’.109  This then 

makes art essentially an experiment with the materiality of nature through the ‘coming into 

being of sensation’ in the form of inorganic life.110  

Deleuze and Guattari also consider art as arising from the animal or at least “with the animal 

that carves out a territory and constructs a house” they say, as the ‘the territory house 

system transforms a number of organic functions-sexuality, procreation, aggression, 

feeding. But this transformation does not explain the appearance of the territory and house; 

rather, it is the other way around: the territory implies the emergence of pure sensory 

qualities, of sensibilia that cease to be merely functional and become expressive features, 

making possible a transformation of function”.111 Grosz in response to this statement 

surmises that art seen arising from the animal, should be considered in parallelism with 

these constructs; and here more specific examples such as the home studio, the gallery and 

the canvas or picture frame can be looked to, that are seen to nurture the sensorial and 

gestural properties considered fundamental to artistic expression. From this art can be 

understood as an extension of nature but what of becoming animal and the forms in which 

non-representational animality manifests in its various mediums? More importantly, what 

can be learnt about humans and animals in the process of becoming animal? 
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According to Steve Baker the importance of ‘becoming animal’ lies in “the opportunity it 

offers to think differently about humans and animals, and that different thinking will take 

unpredictable forms”.112 Baker asks ‘what is becoming-animal?’   

In The Postmodern Animal (2000), he explains it as a form of metamorphosis or unframing 

of man in what he calls ‘a kind of un-humaning of the human’.113  Giorgio Agamben in the 

The Open: Man and Animal maintains that animality is something produced by culture and 

rational thought; something un-naturalistic that he views as a consequence of the 

anthropological machine.114 Historian Jill Marsden speaking for Bataille, acknowledges that 

‘human nature is fundamentally animal yet it is in negation of our animality that [our] self-

definition is achieved’ and therein she reveals a contradiction inherent in the term itself.115 

Nietzsche adopts a similar yet more naturalistic stance on animality where human qualities 

are attributed to animal impulses, as in [he] ‘who grasps the abyss with the talons of an 

eagle-that man has courage’, thereby proposing that it is through animal nature that 

humanity can be fully expressed, or what Nietzsche conceives as the Ubermensch or 

‘superhuman’; a state attained when humanity and animality are reconciled as one and the 

same.116  
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      Jordan Baseman, Be Your Dog, 1997, taxidermy and mixed media 

In contemporary art, encouragement of new directives for understanding the non-human 

has also seen artists experimenting with the idea of becoming animal. Jordan Baseman’s Be 

Your Dog (1997) is one example in which the artist invites the viewer to become their own 

dog by donning a taxidermy headdress consisting of the recycled remains of a canine’s ears 

and shaggy coat. In working with taxidermy, Baseman relies on the recognisability of the 

dog’s ears and pelt to establish a connection between the viewer and the animal. The 

strength of the work, however, appears to reside more in its token gesture than in 

addressing the serious transcendental challenges of moving from human to animal state. 

Transcendence is obviously not Baseman’s primary objective in this; however, his work 

reveals a problem in searching for animality within the individuated object. It is this 

emphasis on striving to be a certain type of animal which sees the closed animal form 

denying the experiential journey of ‘becoming’, thereby describing Be Your Dog more as a 

loose parody of animal becoming. 
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In a public performance titled Human Animal Beijing (2009) in collaboration with local 

artists, art director Shu Yang and dance artist Xiao Ke, humanity finds itself reversed in the 

role of animal captive. The piece involving eight dancers and a [human] animal keeper sees 

the dancers performing improvised routines inside and around a large Perspex box that 

forms the human-animal enclosure.117 As in Baseman’s work, Human Animal relies on the 

non-human as performative to gain insight into the ‘animality’ of the human condition. 

What it fails to clarify in its direction towards animal experience it makes up for in one of 

two ways. First is the emphasis on movement, which points towards a significant rethinking 

of the animal as art object.  

 

       Human Animal at the UK Pavilion, 2009, Dance Performance Collective, Shanghai Expo 
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In Human Animal the process towards becoming animal is not positioned within a particular 

representation; conceptually there is no identification of a specific species and no indication 

of an animal constant informing the work. Second and most importantly, the performance 

describes the physical bodies solely by way of gestural dynamism, where the emphasis is 

placed on the potential of the body to express the body elemental and not the body form; 

the bodies are defined not by what they are or how they look but by what they are doing. 

Human Animal explores the animal within us and while its emphasis is on human behaviour, 

it relies on those exchanges between physical bodies, territory and life to stimulate 

reactions that resonate strongly with those views common to Grosz, Deleuze and Guatarri, 

in which the territory, in this case the human animal enclosure, is the stimulus for the 

physical output and creative transformations of the performing bodies. 

 

Painting 

Steve Baker observes that “painting seems to be a very difficult medium for the postmodern 

animal” as they are “far more often performed or presented rather than represented.”118 As 

seen in the works of Baseman and Human Animal Beijing, contemporary artists working 

with the animal appear to be looking for ways to disentangle it from its former status as 

object and symbol. It would also appear that preference for performance based artworks 

largely lie in their ability to reinforce the idea that becoming animal lies not in a particular 

representation but in a movement, as performance; the traversing of the human 

consciousness across the process of viewing the animal. This is something that painting 

inherently resists in the limitations set by the medium, canvas and frame. Grosz points out 

however, that ‘with no frame or boundary there can be no territory, and without territory 

there may be objects or things but not qualities that can become expressive, that can 

intensify and transform living bodies’.119  
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In this Grosz addresses the common forces that impact on all life forms, whether human or 

animal, which cannot be revealed or expressed without consideration of their composition 

within the physical frame. It also marks the importance of the artist’s role, specifically the 

painting artist, in the extraction, unification and translation of these forces onto the painted 

surface.   

It is possible to think through the processes of painting in relation to the animal in the style 

of Abstract Expressionism. Exemplified by artists such as Jackson Pollock, Franz Kline, Tony 

Tuckson, Ian Fairweather and Cy Twombly, these individuals set against the excess of 

realism in art of the nineteenth century to have emerge in its place, an anti-figurative style 

of painting conveying raw, emotional intensity through random movements, heroic gestures 

and chaotic mark makings.120  

A painting by Australian artist Tony Tuckson referred to as White Sketch (c. 1973), 

exemplifies the artist’s mastery in conveying power and presence through the integrity of 

the line and painterly gesture.  Working on a rudimentary sheet of Masonite board with 

acrylic paint, White Sketch centres on a singular white brushstroke that moves quietly 

without boundaries. It begins with a fractured and tentative upward journey from the 

bottom left hand corner of the frame, dragging itself across the board’s narrow shoulders to 

the top right corner where it then gathers strength with the momentum of the long 

brushstroke downwards.  
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(L) Tony Tuckson, Untitled (White Sketch), c. 1973, synthetic polymer paint on composition 

            board, 213.5 x 91.5 cm, Collection of the National Gallery of Australia 

                           (R) Tony Tuckson, White with lines, (Charcoal), black boarder, c. 1972, synthetic polymer, 183 x    

122cm, Collection of Margaret Tuckson 

 

In the prologue of a catalogue for a retrospective of Tony Tuckson’s work titled ‘Painting 

Forever: Tony Tuckson’, curator Tim Fisher admits to a strong magnetism between himself 

and White Sketch that, with no prior knowledge of the artist at the time, left him with the 

feeling he knew the person who had painted it. Fisher describes his initial connection to 

Tuckson’s work as one of sadness, something similar to an introspective moment in which 

he felt an ‘unknowing and melancholic response’ that he could describe but not explain. 121 

The brushstroke he claims had an almost physical effect on him.122 

 The painting is not, as Tuckson intended, a self-portrait. There is no indication of the artist 

holding to form; no hints towards a secret embedding of ideas that hint of human or animal 

conditions let alone identity.  
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White Sketch, also known as Untitled 1973, can best be described as a sweeping and solitary 

testament to the artist’s physical body moving through a passage of liberated intensities and 

imperceptibilies, and therein lays an irony, in that it is from this very gesture that Fisher 

senses humanity screaming forth. The sensation that Fisher identifies as the artist present 

within his work is similar to what Grosz refers to as the excess of sensation, that Fisher 

recognises as a sensation born of Tuckson’s intensity; the purity of the humanity captured 

within the painted line; something which he cannot explain because it is a foreign sensation 

born of a humanity unformed and unbound; a super-animal. 

Viewing White Sketch through Grosz, Deleuze and Guattari for context, the work can be 

seen making similar connections between art method and the process towards becoming 

animal. The Masonite board which supports and frames the painting is viewed in terms of 

the territory from which the life force of the artist is stimulated. In response to the affects of 

the stimulus, the artist acts accordingly on the materiality of the paint medium to set about 

a transformation, resulting in the ‘coming into being’ of the artwork and along with it its 

excesses also.  

   

(L) Judy Millar, Untitled, 2007, oil and acrylic on canvas, 145 x 75cm, Galerie Mark Müller 

    (R) Judy Millar, Untitled #5, 2001, oil and acrylic on aluminium, 95 x 80cm 

http://www.google.com.au/imgres?q=judy+millar+untitled+2007&um=1&hl=en&sa=N&biw=1005&bih=454&tbm=isch&tbnid=ow9mw5WUAN5RhM:&imgrefurl=http://www.artfacts.net/en/exhibition/judy-millar-matte-black-guestroom-karin-hueber-118641/overview.html&docid=2h4XAYp3QmEECM&itg=1&imgurl=http://www.artfacts.net/exhibpics/118641.jpg&w=250&h=374&ei=C8Y_T6PTIKyYiAfJkdzSBA&zoom=1
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Contemporary New Zealand artist, Judy Millar,  is a painter who works in various formats 

and mediums but is best known for her distinctive screed paintings, where multiple layers of 

paint are built up and then wiped back to create richly textured surfaces that express a 

random, organic motility. Unlike her current large scale works that she injects with bold 

saturations of a single hue, her small format works such as Untitled (2007) reveal a 

transitionary period in Millar’s practice in which colour is seen replaced by a grey, black and 

white palette and where the rounded, organic undulations that define her earlier work, such 

as Untitled #5 (2001), are rejected in favour of more abrupt and angular forms of gestural 

expression.123 The quality of Millar’s work appears to reside largely in her method of 

handling the medium, which relies on an antagonistic system of application, wiping and 

reapplication to construct the illusion of three dimensionality on the two dimensional plane.  

Often using the sides of her hands to wipe off excess paint from the surface, her methods 

inform of a certain degree of risk-taking and unpredictability that comes from using the 

human body to push, shape and manipulate the often intractable nature of the medium. 

In terms of composition, Millar’s works are difficult to gauge in whether or not they develop 

around an inner logic. There is clearly human rationale at play in the methodical wiping and 

application process developed by the artist but there is also an almost cathartic form of 

expression at work where the artist is seen transfixed on keeping the paint moving; never 

allowing it to linger in one spot for too long; a dedication to prolonging the shifting states of 

the medium’s journey across the canvas. Viewed in this light, Millar’s work begins to reflect 

qualities similar to those in Tuckson’s White Sketch, where the journey towards becoming 

animal appears to lie in the importance of maintaining imperceptibility through movement.  

Millar works the paint by folding and unfolding, pushing and pulling but more integral to 

Millar, are the emergences and disappearances of the medium. In Untitled the areas where 

Millar has wiped back the paint have left plateaus of extreme exposures that are further 

amplified by the contrasting areas of daggered overlaps and abrupt turns of the palette 

knife that give the appearance of deeply etched scars on a moving landscape.  
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The gesture in Millar’s work is potent and dangerous, revealing powerful dynamisms that 

are quite unlike Tuckson’s solitary passage in White Sketch. In Untitled Millar invokes the 

medium as many opposing forces that clash heads and gouge each other as in war. Millar 

reveals a world of pure intensities where between the sprawl of angry streaks and 

staggered, painterly slashes are also momentary flourishes of delicate activities; gestural 

intensities that are according to Deleuze and Guatarri, ‘valuable only to themselves’ yet it is 

also in intensity that all forms come undone.124 

In Tuckson’s White Sketch, reference was made not to the animal within but to a pure and 

specific form of humanity held by Tim Fisher as residing in the artist’s painterly gesture. It is 

herein that the reference to pure humanity in gesture becomes an interesting counterpoint 

for becoming animal through gesture.  

It is Deleuze and Guatarri that best model the process towards becoming animal by 

explaining that it first and foremost rejects all references to the individuated subject.125 If 

becoming animal relies on finding ‘a world of pure intensities where all forms come undone’ 

then the entire anthropocentric milieu must also be undone. Deleuze and Guattari clarify 

that there is ‘nothing metaphoric about becoming animal-no symbolism, no allegory’.126 The 

animal is thereby stripped from its visibility, all recognisability of being some kind of animal 

and released from its anthropocentric mould which has only known it by the potentials and 

limitations of its physical form. When the animal ceases to operate as object and as 

condition, it can only be experienced and comprehended as a type of intensity. To Deleuze 

and Guattari, becoming animal is not a journey towards a condition but rather a ‘line of 

escape’.127  
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In the work of both Tuckson and Millar, the escape to pure intensity can be seen recorded in 

the painted gesture and as Deleuze and Guattari confirm, becoming animal is ‘a map of 

intensities’.128 As a result, pure intensity is that of humanity and animality, they are 

imperceptible, one and the same. It is herein that Agamben’s interval takes on a form of 

visual tangibility, where the pure or open space proposed to exist between human and 

animal is given meaning by the de-territorialisation of both human and animal as they move 

through the unformed, interval space. Within these passages or intervals, lie the zones of 

indistinction, the collapse of the two species, where all contents, all subjects, are freed from 

form and formalisation whilst in their shifting states, which Deleuze and Guattari describe as 

‘a pure difference without structure or definition’.129 Becoming animal is, therefore, not a 

transition of states, it is not becoming more human or becoming more animal, as in 

‘becoming-animal’ they do not exist. ‘Becoming-animal’ lies in its potential to unbind 

identity, to become pure sensation or super-animal, that which comes from an 

understanding of not who or what humans and animals are and what they can do, but 

where they both come from, which Grosz, Deleuze and Guatarri  relate back to entropy.  
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Afterword 

In Chapter 1, the animal is first introduced as the subject for the ‘dead animal’ genre of art, 

in European paintings of the modern era.  Primarily concerned with the animal’s physiology 

and the aesthetics of flesh and fur, the source of the animal’s otherness was believed 

contained within the animal’s physical body.  

Within the contemporary framework, the urgency  to make material connections between 

humans and animals via flesh is similarly explored in Hermann Nitsch’s Meat Theatre, except 

in a much more visceral, graphic and confrontational way. The animal as sacrificial icon 

draws parallels to the ‘line of escape’ referred to by Deleuze and Guattari, where the 

audience participants are lead to believe that pre-humanity lies in the path towards 

animality, which involves behaving in inhuman ways.  

Deleuze and Guattari, however, also shed doubt on whether movement towards becoming 

more human or animal is even possible and place the validity of the terms ‘humanity’ and 

‘animality’ under scrutiny. They propose that in the process of becoming human or animal, 

one is inevitably moving towards certain recognition; becoming characteristic, therefore, 

the ‘line of escape’ lies in fact in the shift towards imperceptibility. 

What becomes abrasively visible looking back at the myriad of artists working to address the 

question of the animal is the common assumption that recognition of the animal occurs in 

moments of quiet suspension or through closer observation of the animal in states of 

intimate captivity. As in the works of Rembrandt or Baseman, it is a system of enquiry that 

looks for answers in the materiality of the closed form. In the transference of living subject 

to visual image, however, the animal finds itself reduced to what Berger refers to as the 

‘echo of its former self’. As a consequence, the non-human is never fully realised; remaining 

in a state of limbo; ‘haunting’ [art] as Deleuze and Guatarri have put it, with its 

‘incompleteness’. 
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In Chapter 3: The Superanimal, movement is proposed as playing a critical role in the 

rethinking of human-animal relations by deliberating that humans and animals are 

intricately connected via the motility of the painted gesture. The artist as the source of 

creative activity is positioned as the ‘superanimal’; the moving body that remains 

undefinable in its continuous traversal of the human and animal divide, thereby reviewing 

the potential for reconciliation via these notions of imperceptibility.  Nietzsche refers to the 

reconciliation of the human and animal as an ‘Ubermensche’ or superhuman, while art, 

according to Drosz, Deleuze and Guattari, is deemed rooted in the excesses of nature and 

therefore the animal also.  The ‘superanimal’ artist is, therefore, proposed as that which is 

grounded in both human and animal natures; a sensorial body, that in acknowledgement of 

Grosz, maintains its momentum through life by reacting freely to the stimulation of excess 

sensations in the world. 

There remains a possibility that the animal simply cannot be accurately defined by humans 

or in art as it remains a reflection of transient moments in humanity’s history and the 

shifting perceptions that develop alongside. The perception of human time in relation to 

that of a moth or a sea anemone is almost unfathomable. Similarly, searching for human 

recognition in the eyes of a great ape seems equally reductive as the ‘abyss of non-

comprehension’ referred to by Berger, serves only to confirm the differences between the 

species. Regardless of the physical body’s form, function or purpose, what appears to 

connect man to the animal lies deeply rooted in the unpredictability of the instinct, those 

involuntary reactions to the sensations in the world that compel the body to move and 

respond in ways that defy rationality.  
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Stephanie Reisch, Titan, 2012, oil and sandgroper on canvas, 152 x 152cm 

Sensing via sight, sound, taste, touch and smell are common to all life forms yet it is in the 

translation of sensory information that perceptions become individual and distinct. It is for 

these reasons that the painting processes of the studio enquiry have endeavoured to 

maintain their activity in the pre-translation stage of the sensorial exploration.  

Through the process of forming and un-forming the graphic elements, paintings such as 

Titan (2012) reveal the inherent struggle of the artist and the animal essence to resist the 

move towards recognition. The paintings can, therefore, be viewed as sensorial maps of the 

interval space, where the human and in-human are continuously reformed in the active 

interplay between artist, medium and animal fragment. As a result, the possibilities of 

painting as a method for progressive artistic enquiry into animal otherness are worth 

reconsidering, as those limitations set by the canvas and graphic conceptualisation of the 

subject, can be superseded by an understanding of sensation and movement, as factors 

inextricably linked to all life, whether human, animal or artist. 
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