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A f t e r  N a t u r e

Man's  ins t inct ive a f f in i ty wi th  na ture em erges  in  i ts  m os t
poignant form  on Sundays , or on the yea r's  h ighes t
fes t iva l , during the hol idays , wi th  a  s ketchbook res t ing
on our knees  or on a  t ree trunk, when our own interna l ,
pu ls a t ing, or externa l  -  in  th is  cas e inert  -  na ture plays
the role of  a  s upport ing prop for a  re-energis ing
abs orpt ion wi th  na ture as  the m eas ure of  a l l  th ings .
Mim es is , on f ree days ; for i t  s eem s  tha t a t  other t im es
our a f f in i ty wi th  na ture is  les s  acces s ible.

For the next three yea rs , the dicta tes  of  fas h ion
pos tu la te na tura lnes s  in  cloth ing, and the pope is  given
to m ent ion the laws  of  na ture in  h is  m ora l  encycl ica ls  -
two obs erva t ions  introduced here wi th  the a im  of
in ject ing a  brea th of  topica l i ty in to th is  contem pla t ion of
eterna l  condi t ions . Na ture has  a lways  been m an's
ya rds t ick. The beaut ies  of  na ture have a lways  m oved us ,
we have a lways  rega rded certa in  th ings  as  na tura l , we
have a lways  longed to be pa rt  of  na ture. It  is  s t i l l  our
ya rds t ick when we buy organic detergents , organic
m ues l i  or organic bread in  hea l th  food s hops . The fact
tha t the origina l  word "na tura l" has  been replaced by
"organic" is , a l though ef fect ive f rom  an advert is ing
s tandpoint , om inous . Our eterna l  rela t ions hip wi th
na ture, our a f f in i ty wi th  i t , is  broken. Gernot B öhm e  has
s om e very def in i te th ings  to s ay about th is  puta t ive
a f f in i ty. It  is , he s ays , com pos ed of  pa i rs  of  oppos i tes ,
l ike the na tura l  order of  th ings  as  oppos ed to the
random nes s  of  our laws , l ike m an-m ade precepts  as
oppos ed to the eterna l , s el f -crea t ing l i fe principle, l ike
the na tura l  as  oppos ed to the a rt i f icia l  way of  l i fe, l ike
the "na tura l  condi t ion" as  oppos ed to the "civi l is ed
condi t ion", or l ike the s el f  as  oppos ed to the non-s el f .
B ut do thes e oppos i tes  s t i l l  have a  m eaning, a re they
s t i l l  m ore than a  m ere placebo for our em otiona l  s olace?

At the beginn ing of  the long pa th of  m an's
anthropogenic in f luence on na ture was  the com m and
"s ubdue the ea rth." In  the 14th century, when Petra rch
em erged f rom  the m us ty da rknes s  of  the Middle Ages
into the l ight and cl im bed Mount Ventoux, he m ay have
taken an aes thet ic pleas ure in  the view of  the land, but
he a ls o planted another m i les tone in  m an's  dom ina t ion
over na ture. Nowadays , now tha t na ture is  s ta rt ing to h i t
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back (na ture? What na ture, I wonder), we a re aware tha t
s om eth ing has  changed. We s hould have rea l is ed i t  a
long t im e ago, for t ru ly, which of  us  rea l ly m eans  na ture
when we form ula te the word? Natura  beef  -  yes , but
preferably pre-s l iced; na tura l  beauty -  yes , but preferably
wi th  a  touch of  cu l t iva t ion; na ture -  yes , but preferably in
the form  of  pa rks , na tura l  Engl is h pa rks  as  oppos ed to
a rt i f icia l  French pa rks , becaus e they conta in  a l l  tha t  we
l ike about na ture but exclude everyth ing els e, everyth ing
rough, wi ld, prickly or evi l -s m el l ing.

When Walter Mi ttelholzer, R ené Gouzy and Arnold
Heim  s et of f  f rom  the lake of  Zurich in  a  s eaplane and
f lew over the da rk cont inent to the Cape of  Good Hope,
grea t regiona l  im portance was  as cribed to the s ucces s  of
technology in  opening up new pa ths  between "our l i t t le
m ounta inous  country and fa r-of f  lands ". Had thei r
s eaplane been ca l led "Europe" ins tead of  "Switzerland",
Mittelholzer  would have been known as  the P etrarch of
1926, a  Petra rch who cl im bed h igher than the h ighes t
m ounta in , who f lew, f lew, f lew. B enea th h im  the world, a t
f i rs t  s outhern Europe, then everyth ing tha t cons t i tutes
the a l ien non-s el f : da rk, incom prehens ible, Af rican
na ture, a  na ture tha t rem inds  us  of  our origins , or a t
leas t s om e of  them , not of  Arcadian l ight and bright,
colum ned ha l ls  but of  the da rk, s ub- and uncons cious
as pects  of  wes tern exis tence. Mittelholzer probably
landed in  a  lands cape ra ther l ike the Ticino, l ike the
s outhern s lopes  of  the Alps , a t  the l ight, s outhernm os t
point  of  the da rk cont inent. B ut Af rica  rea l ly is  di f ferent,
for whereas  we Europeans  as k: "what do you th ink about
i t?", the Senega les e as k: "com m ent tu  s ens  ça? What do
you feel  about i t?". And then they dance "i t". B ut even
they as k in  French.

In  h is  la rge lands cape pictures , Rém y Markowits ch
us es  photographs  f rom  books  about Af rica , books  by
Walter Mi ttelholzer and others , wi th  wel l -s ounding nam es
s uch as  Mart in  Johnson' s "Sa fa ri  -  a  Saga  of  the Af rican
B lue", books  wri t ten in  the1920s  and 30s  when not on ly
ethnologis ts  but a ls o s urrea l is ts  and m us ic-ha l l
perform ers  s ta rted taking an interes t  in  Af rica . Af rica , a
vi ta l ly im portant cont inent for Europeans , s ays
Markowits ch, but a ls o the s ubject of  a  huge
m is unders tanding, probably f rom  the very beginn ing. His
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inves t iga t ions  of  Af rican (and s outhern tropica l )
lands capes  took h im  to a reas  which abs orb our wes tern
project ions  l ike blott ing paper: the hea t, the da rknes s
and the dam p becom e m ani fes t  -  f rom  two s ides :
da rknes s  encounters  the exot ic, in  s ea rch of  the red
orchid. The pictures  a re as  la rge as  Markowits ch's  s tudio
window and a f ford a  vis ta  -  of  "Af ter Na ture".

Col l ecti n g a n d n u rtu r i n g

At s chool , in  the lower grades , not long a f ter we lea rned
to ta lk, we col lected autum n leaves  of  a l l  colours , the
ha rd-working ones  am ong us  out of  doors , in  the woods ,
the laz ier town chi ldren, l ike m e, on the s chool
playground; we put the leaves  in  a  book or between
s heets  of  paper, pres s ed, dried and la ter drew them .
Dom es t ica ted exercis es  -  or m em ories  -  in  col lect ing,
nurturing, preparing, pres erving and unders tanding the
na ture of  our fore- forefa thers , of  wi th-and-a f ter na ture,
us ing h igh ly dom es t ica ted na ture as  our m odel .

One s ide of  Markowits ch's  work, a  h idden s ide which
is  not im m edia tely evident, is  th is  as pect of  col lect ing.
Fi rs t  of  a l l  books , perhaps , conta in ing wri t ten-down,
ca tegoris ed knowledge, wi th  condens ed views  of  the
world, f rom  di f ferent t im es  and "pres s ed" -  printed -  in
di f ferent techniques . Not col lect ions  of  leaves  or berries ,
but of  cu l tura l  as s ets , of  i l lus tra t ions  of  the world.
Prefabrica ted, m aybe, yet  Markowits ch handles  them  l ike
raw m ateria ls , s pot l ights  and inves t iga tes  them , as  i f  he
wanted to f ind out wha t they rea l ly a re, t rans form ing
opaque m ateria l  in to an i l lum ina ted s creen. The
Enl ightenm ent threw l ight on th ings  l ike th is , and
Modern is m  did i t  in  increas ingly elabora te ways ,
progres s ing f rom  views  to ins ights , probing benea th
appearances , dis covering s tructures  behind the s urface,
and pus hing the boundaries  of  the vis ible further
forward, further in . At  s chool , even in  the lowes t grades ,
we went regula rly (probably too regula rly) to be X-rayed.
Ever-grea ter, ever-deeper, ever-clea rer t ruth was  the
object ive, recogni t ion of  s tructures  and thei r devia t ions
which m eant i l lnes s . Markowits ch's  X-rays , h is  vis ua l
pa l im ps es ts , do the oppos i te: they m ake th ings  unclea r
by m aking them  vis ible, they blur foca l  s ha rpnes s , they
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put in form at ion and i ts  ca rriers  on an equa l  s ca le. The
rus t le of  paper, the f i rs t  m ateria l  ca rrier, or the
chuntering of  s creen dots , the actua l  ca rriers  of
in form at ion, in terfere wi th  the portraya l . In
Markowits ch's  plant pictures , h is  a rrangem ents  portray
truths  about the print ing qua l i ty of  the 1960s  ra ther than
about the world of  plants . P1, for exam ple, wi th  the
origina l  rubber plant (Ficus elast ica Tricolor)  on the lef t ,
i ts  eas ier- to-cul t iva te rela t ion (Ficus elast ica Decora,
grown in  1945) on the right, and the trans i l lum ina ted
va riety of  the rubber plant ca l led Ficus del toida/Ficus
divers i fol ia, the f ig t ree, a re a  celebra t ion of  s a tura ted
colours , the tas te of  our youth, the s pi ri t  of  the
"everyth ing- is -pos s ible, everyth ing- is - tam eable" of  the
1950s  and 60s . When l ight is  lacking, i t  m us t
recom pens ed by fert i l i s er -  or s o i t  s ays  in  the book
"Mehr Freude m i t  B lum en und Pf lanzen" ("More Fun wi th
Flowers  and Plants ") which Markowits ch i l lus tra ted.
When the s pi ri t  is  lacking, the print ing m us t be m ore
colourfu l . The rubber plant, once a  t ropica l  plant, then an
indoor plant for indoor tas tes , is  a lm os t as  eas y to look
a f ter as  a  nylon s h i rt . Jus t as  plants  grow to a  s ize
com pat ible wi th  thei r own -  or m an-a ided -  s trength, the
s ize of  Markowits ch's  pictures  is  va riable. He takes
m im es is  to the point  of  abs urdi ty. H is  m echanica l  copy
of  a  m echanica l ly printed copy of  a  m echanica l ly
photographed copy of  s om e rea l i ty or other acqui res  i ts
own m ons trous  pictoria l  rea l i ty, f ina l ly as s um ing the
appearance of  a  digi ta l ly produced plant a rrangem ent,
l ike a  jus t-produced, s om ewhat a l iena ted origina l , a
"Natura  na turans ", s el f -genera t ing na ture gone s l ight ly
wrong. Markowits ch's  com m enta ry on the 145-yea r-old
craze for photographing the world.

Ca da vres  exqu i s

In  h is  picture of  the Sim m enta l  cow "Flam m e" f rom
Erlenbach and the brown cow "L iebi" f rom  Il lgau, both of
them  f ine an im a ls  and both portrayed in  proud prof i le
photographs , Markowits ch has  cros s ed and blended the
two breeds  -  a l though i t  is  not pos s ible for the eye to
com prehend them  both s im ul taneous ly and com pletely.
The ancient breed of  Swis s  brown ca tt le is  cha racteris ed
by i ts  grea t adaptabi l i ty, and the an im a ls ' pedigree da tes
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back to the turf  ca tt le of  the pi le dwel lers . The Swis s
s potted ca tt le which "origina ted" in  Swi tzerland, or were
introduced in  ant iqu i ty, a re divided up into the red
s potted (Sim m enta l ) and the black s potted (Fribourg)
breeds . Protected and unprotected pedigrees , the pride of
the f i rs t  fa rm ing s ociety. A few yea rs  ago, televis ion
s howed a  fa rm er and ca tt le dea ler negot ia t ing by handy
telephone in  the m ids t of  the s t i l l  idyl l ic a lpine lands cape
about the s a le of  Sim m enta l  cows  di rect f rom  the green
m eadows  of  Swi tzerland to the USA. Th is  was  a t  a  t im e
when the Am ericans  were buying la rge num bers  of  th is
breed becaus e they s eem ed idea l  for the m eat-producing
and m eat-cons um ing world. For thei r pa rt , the Swis s
fa rm ers  were interes ted in  cros s ing Sim m enta l  cows  and
Am erican bul ls  in  order to produce a  cros s -breed wi th  a
h igher m i lk yield. However, s ince the Sim m enta l  cow is
as  m uch pa rt  of  the touris t  im age of  the Swis s  Alps  as
the whi te peaks  of  the s now-covered m ounta ins , and as
indigenous  to the Swis s  m enta l i ty as  Toni  m i lk, certa in
aes thet ic problem s  a ros e. It  was  im pos s ible to us e the
s perm  of  the origina l  Am erican s uper-bul ls  becaus e th is
da rk-coloured, and s om etim es  even black, breed would
have cons picuous ly changed the brown s pots  of  the
Sim m enta ls . So i t  was  decided to us e the s perm  of  an
a lbino, and thus  m uch l ighter-coloured, bu l l . In
cons equence, an inexpl icably la rge num ber of  cows  died
of  an inexpl icable dis eas e. And thus  the aes thet ic
problem s  gave ris e to phys ica l , i .e. veterina ry and
f inancia l , ques t ions ; not, however, to eth ica l  is s ues
s ince we s t i l l  as cribe an im a ls  to externa l  na ture, beyond
the range of  eth ics .

We l ive in  "Na ture in  the Age of  i ts  Reproducibi l i ty"("Die
Natur im  Zei ta l ter ihrer technis chen Reproduzierba rkei t"),
to quote Gernot B öhm e's  adapta t ion of  Walter
B enjam in' s  fam ous  t i t le; we l ive wi th  na ture, and we a re
na ture i ts el f . Up t i l l  now, we have thought of  na ture as
a lways  having exis ted, and of  technology as  our
crea t ion. Were the two rea l ly s o s trict ly s epara te as  we
im agined them  to be, we would have had to be content to
drink s our wine and ea t s our apples . Nowadays , however,
the fus ion between na ture and technology is  qu i te as
s ign i f icant as  nuclea r fus ion. And a l though we have by
no m eans  exhaus ted na ture, and a l though for centuries
we had to be content wi th  res ea rch and im i ta t ion -  wi th
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m im es is  - , in trepid, inquis i t ive m ankind has  dis covered
s om e s ecret  keys  which prom is e to bring about a
fundam enta l  change in  the na ture of  our in tervent ions .
We hum an beings  have m uta ted, crucia l ly, f rom  im i ta tors
to crea tors . And, oh m ega lom aniacs  tha t we a re, we have
los t no t im e in  procla im ing tha t we a re fu l ly in  control .
Markowits ch's  cros s es  between typologica l ly idea l  cows ,
pigs , rabbi ts  and dogs  a re rem in is cent of  the s urrea l is t ic
pract ice of  cropping, doubl ing, m ul t ipl ica t ion. The
s urrea l is ts  wanted to conjure up the phantas m agoria ,
B atai l le' s "in form es ", to help the s uppres s ed counter-
world to com e into i ts  own. Markowits ch's  "cadavres
exquis " perm it  Dr. Dol i i t le, having a t  las t  reached h is
object ive, to f ind the pus h-m e-pul l -you. His  a lm os t
m otion les s , en la rged double an im a l  portra i ts  on the
s ca le of  1 :1  genera te a  tens ion through the am bigui ty
between the dign i f ied portra i t  and the m echanica l
t rans i l lum ina t ion, a  tens ion which forebodes  the techno-
na ture-orgies  of  the future. "So tha t we can s leep wel l
aga in...", as  a  cam pa ign for gene technology would have
us  bel ieve.

As a  preca u ti on

The pol i t ica l  s cient is t  and tra f f ic s pecia l is t  Walter Sei t ter
i s  in teres ted in  the book as  printed language, and i t  is  on
the exam ple of  a  book tha t he pres ents  h is
inves t iga t ions  on the exact na ture and m anagem ent of
the ca rriers  of  "a i r ves s el  m odula t ion" precipi ta t ion: "The
s ta te of  the book when i t  is  being us ed cons is ts  of  a
s eries  of  s ingle s ta tes , which we ca l l  'the s ta te of  being
open', whereby each 'opening' opens  up a  double page:
two connected, juxtapos ed leaves  each s howing one of
i ts  s ides . (...) If  we begin by opening the book a t  the place
which we in  the wes t ca l l  'the beginn ing', the f i rs t  double
page cons is ts  of  the revers e s ide, the f ront s ide of  which
was  the t i t le page, as  wel l  as  the f ront s ide of  the next,
s econd page. (...) The s tructure is  bas ed on the fact tha t
the book (in  us e) is  a  s eries  of  double pages , of  which
each one covers  a l l  the res t  (and everyth ing els e as  wel l ).
If  th is  covering up were not to funct ion, then, wi th  one
double page, we would be able -  obl iged -  to read a l l  the
others , i .e. we would read a l l  or noth ing. (...) Perhaps  the
urgency of  the s econd principle of  opt ics  on ly rea l ly
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becom es  clea r on th is  exam ple: i t  is  becaus e we s ee only
the outerm os t, extrem ely th in  s urface, on ly becaus e the
s urface is  opaque, tha t we can s ee i t , tha t  we can s ee
anyth ing (anyth ing s peci f ic). The im m inent pa l im ps es t
ef fect is  reinforced by the fact tha t the next layer of
wri t ing di rect ly 'behind' the words  being read (...)
cons is ts  of  'back-to- f ront' let ters . Thus  the opaci ty of
the page m us t be adequa te to cover not on ly a l l  the other
pages , but a ls o i ts  own revers e s ide. The page m us t
cover i ts el f  -  s o tha t i t  is  vis ible." (S ei tter ,  Phys ik des
Sichtba ren, in  : "Tum ul t", Zei ts chri f t  für
Verkehrs wis s ens cha f t , No. 14). The over- ins is tence of
the des cript ions  in  thes e textua l  extracts  has  an elem ent
of  abs urdi ty, and I th ink, a l though I do not know h im ,
tha t the author would gladly adm it  i t , a lbei t  not wi thout a
"yes , but...", s ince here he is  involved exclus ively wi th  the
phys ics  of  the vis ible, which m eans  tha t whereas  other
people m ay read books , he is  prim ari ly concerned wi th
what we s ee when we open a  book, how we hold i t , and
what a  book conta in ing printed language looks  l ike,
m ateria l ly and s tructura l ly. Rém y Markowits ch does
s om eth ing s im i la r, wi th  s im i la r m et icu lous nes s , in  order
f ina l ly to a rrive a t  the oppos i te. "The cycle 'Af ter Na ture'
exam ines  the us e of  photography in  books ", he wrote in
telex-s tyle notes  intended for h is  own us e. "It  regis ters
what has  been regis tered and X-rays  form s  of  portraya l
in  printed photography. (...) The new im age em erges  a t
the s am e t im e as  the print ing of  the s econd photograph.
I reproduce reproduct ions ." He is  not in teres ted in
language and i ts  book form , but in  our com m on picture
a rchives , books , which conta in  the pictoria l  worlds  of  the
20th century and wi th  them  ways  of  handl ing pictures ,
the a rrangem ent of  the page, the s equence, the print ing
techniques .

Subs equent ly, ra ther than des cribing thes e vis ua l
a rch ives  he -  h im s el f  a  vis ua l  a rt is t  -  expos es  them , X-
rays  them , enhances  thei r very opaci ty in  order to wres t a
picture f rom  the two-fold depos i t . Th is  has  s om eth ing in
com m on wi th  vis ua l  s urgery: "cut-out" books . What we
s ee is  rea l , i t  is  rea l ly there, i t  is  revea led as  i t  is  through
trans i l lum ina t ion. The vis ua l  worlds  ,which a re as  i t  were
dis s ected through com bina t ion, them s elves  dea l  wi th
in juries  and deform at ions . One kind -  which were
m odel led on the "Lehrbuch für häus l iche
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Krankenpf legekurs e", th i rd edi t ion 1944, publ is hed by the
Swis s  Red Cros s  -  im i ta tes  the s ta te of  being in jured
and s im ula tes  the s peci f ic m eas ures  requi red for
hea l ing; the other -  which refers  to "educa t ion in
deportm ent and behaviour", publ is hed in  1967 by the
Volks eigener Verlag B erl in  'Volk und Wis s en', warns
aga ins t  the beginn ings  of  "changes  in  the phys ica l  and
s pi ri tua l  dem ands  on the workers  brought about by the
technica l  revolut ion...", by m eans  of  the s im ula t ion of
preventa t ive, precaut iona ry gym nas t ic pos ture exercis es .
Rém y Markowits ch s im ula tes  a  clas s ica l ly a rt is t ic
approach by a l lowing us  to ga in  an inkl ing of  the
pres ence of  crea t ive f igures  which provide a  counterpoint
to the them e and i ts  m echanica l  appropria t ion, and by
giving the trans i l lum ina ted s ubjects  a  rigid f ram e, as  i f
protect ing thei r f ragi l i ty and a rt is t ic ingenui ty and
prevent ing any pos s ibi l i ty of  thei r leaking out in to s pace,
into the poorly- tra ined bana l i ty of  contem pora ry everyday
l i fe.
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Di rector of  the Photography Mus eum  in  Winterthur
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