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Claire Morgan’s On Top of the
World (bluebottle ﬂies, spider, nylon,
lead, acrylic; 2009).
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Dead or Alive explores the gray
area of biological objects that is
shared by scientists and artists as
the starting point of their respective processes. Some works would
not be out of place in a Renaissance
curiosity cabinet. Jan Fabre, the Belgian artist whose Heaven of Delight
(2002) previously covered parts of
the ceiling of the Hall of Mirrors in
the Royal Palace of Brussels with
over one million jewel beetle wing
cases, contributed Skull (2001): a
ﬂying humanoid skull made from
iridescent golden and green beetles,
which carries a limp stuffed pigeon
in its jaws. Other installations are
less literal in how they arrange or
transform their animalic subjects.
In Claire Morgan’s On Top of the
World (2009), 3375 black ﬂies with
red eyes and a single spider are tangling on nylon threads to form a
cubic swarm of ﬂy carcasses. Some of the
ﬂies are missing wings, legs, or their head,
and the faint but distinct smell of dead ﬂies
frames the sculpture. Morgan tries to tame the
constant movement and the decay of the natural world by arranging it in idealistic geometrical structures. The German artist Jochem
Hendricks goes one step further by reducing entire animal bodies to their principal
chemical constituent: carbon. In Hansi and
Bubi, two works from his Cold Bird series
(2002–2005), Hendricks presents two diamonds on black velvet cushions surrounded
by yellow (Bubi) or blue (Hansi) feathers and
ﬂuffy white down. The tiny, yellowish diamonds were made from two pet parakeets,
whose bodies were transformed under pressure, allegedly in “two former Soviet research
institutes”—the same institutes that, the artist
reports, transformed the amputated right leg
of a soccer player into a diamond for his Left
Defender Right Leg (2002–5).
The other installations in this fascinating
exhibition deal with biological material in
similar ways. Animal and plant parts are taken
out of their normal context and arranged or
transformed for various effects. At no point
will visitors feel like they accidentally wandered into a natural history museum. The
power of biological materials in the hand
of artists to evoke emotions from disgust to
empathy—and sometimes both—is present
throughout Dead or Alive.
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Prospective readers should be aware
that Scientiﬁc Europe is strongly dominated
by descriptive elements, the author having
been present at all major events. Over long
stretches, it reads like a veiled autobiography with the rich material collected personally over time. Illustrations show many big
names and machines. Madsen presents the
story without strong underlying hypotheses
or basic theoretical assumptions. The latter are
imported with the many policy papers to which
he extensively refers, which leads to a mix of
explanatory approaches. The author is not the
ﬁrst “hard” scientist who in writing about politics and policy analysis seems to stick to the
way of thinking he has used throughout his
life. He should not be blamed for doing so, but
social scientists can and will use his book for
the material portrayed and not for the conceptual approaches presented. In any event, the
book largely looms around big machines, and
authors should not be overly criticized for the
things they love dearly.
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