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Beware of Interdisciplinary Ambitions!
Cord Riechelmann

COMMENTARY

The title of my paper comprises a rejection or a refusal. It is the refusal of 
interdisciplinarity. I participated in the Art/Nature interventions as curator responsible 
for projects involving poetry and literature. Poetry has little or nothing in common 
with verifiable statistical methods. Poetry does not need to navigate through technical 
jargon intended to facilitate exchanges between colleagues. Conversely, writing 
a scholarly publication in the natural sciences no longer requires a particularly 
pronounced feel for language. This is a dramatic change when compared to Darwin’s 
times. Today, displaying a feeling for language could even be an obstacle; it might slow 
down young researchers who have to assert themselves in an ever increasing fast-
paced publishing environment. 

In short, if poetry and art are to be welcomed into natural history museums, it is 
best to renounce all aspirations of interdisciplinary approaches. In this context, an 
interdisciplinary approach is of help to no one. Obviously, this does not mean that 
artists and scientists should not engage with the same objects, whether they are 
snakes, stones or sperm whales. Nor does it mean that they cannot do so at the same 
time. Both can draw on their respective tools and resources to investigate snakes, 
stones and sperm whales in order to elicit new discoveries, to provoke responses we 
have not heard before.

Precisely because art, unlike science, is not obliged to study the functions and 
mechanisms of life and such processes, new and surprising results can be produced. 
Art does not need to seek refuge in the strict distinction between subject and object 
and the relations between them, with the apodictic pronouncement that subjects are 
not objects and, therefore, do not fall within the remit of science. As the writer Monika 
Rinck showed, art can raise the issue of whether objects might not be insufficiently 
described subjects after all. She asks whether the objects of science and of commerce, 
or the objects of everyday life such as knives and forks, whether all these objects are 
in reality subjects that have not, as yet, been recognised as such. Scholars in scientific 
fields of study, including Donna Haraway, Karen Barad and Bruno Latour, have long 
wondered about this. And they all agree that art constitutes a domain in which objects 
can have a go at being subjects, where objects can try out what it is like to be subjects. 

Do we have to imagine stones as being thinking entities? Yes, perhaps. The mineral 
collection of a natural history museum would arguably not be the worst place for 
such speculations. It was in the mineral exhibition that Monika Rinck’s office of lost 
property could be inspected. Her work posed seemingly simple questions. From what 
do objects, lost and found, derive their value? Who imbues them with value? What 
objects do we pick up? What objects do we leave behind? What objects do we not even 
consider worthy of picking up? Of course, these are very much the same questions that 
preoccupy people working in natural history museums when they have to decide upon 
acquiring minerals, fossils or stuffed elephants for inclusion in their collection. And 
later, there are other questions. Should these objects be put on display, should they be 
placed in the archive or is it time to discard them altogether? As a writer, Monika Rinck 
wonders whether it is possible to lose and find words. This is anything but a trite matter, 
as anyone desperately searching for a word that will simply not come to mind knows. 
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This is one of the effects that Monika Rinck’s office of lost property could have on 
audiences, which, if they so wished, could become actors in their own right. But rather 
than sticking to general remarks, I would like to explore the interplay between words – 
i. e., language – and reality, between a species of lizard, called the checkered whiptail, 
and Karen Barad. I will also call upon the example of Niels Bohr, who won the Nobel 
Prize in Physics in 1922. 

Whiptail lizards live in the dry areas covering much of the southeast of Colorado and 
Texas as well as the north of Mexico. Vegetation in these habitats is sparse. Up to the 
1960s, whiptail lizards either escaped efforts at systematic biological classification or 
were completely ignored by science. The reason for this was straightforward enough. 
This species of lizards, grouped in the genus bearing the Latin name Aspidoscelis, 
is comprised entirely of females. There are no males. In this way, the lizards spare 
themselves the endless hassles linked to the division of life into different sexes. They 
must only make sure they find enough to eat, and they need to be careful not to get 
devoured. That is about it. They reproduce through what is called parthenogenesis, 
a form of asexual reproduction that does not involve fertilisation. The lizards, thus, 
reproduce without impoverishing their genetic code through change, which was long 
suspected to be a drawback of parthenogenesis. 

It would not be an exaggeration to assume that the late surge of interest in the 
existence and behaviour of the whiptail lizards profoundly reflects upon our 
preconceptions with these existential issues. Karen Barad draws some consequential 
conclusions as to how the history of the natural sciences should be written. It is no 
longer enough to make neat separations between the observing subject and the 
observed objects in nature. No observer, regardless of sex and gender, can rule out 
that the objects of nature begin to experiment at precisely the moment the observer 
sets up her or his experiment and calibrates the instruments and measuring devices. 
According to Barad, the distinction between subject and object will not get us very far 
here. Or, to quote the poet Alice Fulton, “Nothing will unfold for us unless we move 
toward what / looks to us like nothing: faith is a cascade.” Moving toward what looks 
to us like nothing was one of the key intentions of Monika Rinck’s work in the mineral 
gallery of the Museum für Naturkunde. More generally, this impetus is valid for all 
work wishing to introduce art into natural history museums. These works must fix their 
gaze on what seems like nothing; they must sharpen their sense of the productivity of 
paradoxes. 

And this is where I would like to mention a few words about Niels Bohr. When a visitor 
once came to Bohr’s home and noticed a horseshoe hanging above the entrance, he 
asked the Nobel Prize-winning physicist if he really believed horseshoes brought good 
luck. “Of course not,” Bohr replied, “but they say it helps even if you don’t believe in it.”

Bohr, one of the greatest scientists of the 20th century, chose not to deprive the 
paradox of ambiguity. By doing so, he presents himself as a realist as far as human 
affairs are concerned. The illusion of how a horseshoe hung above a door can bring luck 
continues to be effective long after it has been debunked as an illusion. But there is a 
far-reaching implication to this insight: positivism can never fully explain the world as 
long as it refuses to acknowledge that indeterminacy, undecidability and paradox form 
part of what might be called the “world”, “nature” or “the things out there”. 
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Unambiguousness and absence of contradiction, the eternal demands of science, 
can only be established temporarily, within a certain space of time, in a given context 
and under specific conditions. This is the lesson Bohr drew from his insight into the 
paradoxical nature of the world. In other words, the characteristic descriptions of 
the natural sciences do not refer to entities that exist independently of the act of 
observation nor do they refer to immutable objects. Rather, they are specific and, 
ideally, precisely construed encounters – Barad also speaks of “entanglements” – 
between the phenomenon and the observer. These encounters are made possible by 
measuring devices. They refer to a moment and a place where matter and signification 
meet. 

Barad argues that Bohr’s insight undermines, above all, those concepts that consider 
reality as something either more primordial to be a language or as something outside 
of language. She summarises one of the key tenets of her doctrine of entanglements 
as follows: “What is being described is our participation within nature”. Traditionally, 
philosophy has accustomed us to the idea that language is something secondary, while 
reality is the primary dimension. For Bohr and Barad, this is an insufficient account 
of the relationship between language and reality. They reject the idea that reality, not 
language, is the more fundamental dimension that underlies and grounds language. 
In this account, language would be a mere mirror, a reflection of reality. Bohr begs to 
differ. He wrote that “We are suspended in language in such a way that we cannot say 
what is up and what is down. The word ‘reality’ is also a word, a word which we must 
learn to use correctly”.

The correct use of words in their encounter with stones, snakes, gorillas, minerals, 
tissues as well as other words and gestures, this is what Monika Rinck’s lost and found 
was about. This is also what the earlier interventions by the poet Sabine Scho and the 
graphic artist Andreas Töpfer were about. I for one think that the whole point of poetic 
and literary interventions in natural history museums is to work on representations 
of the paradoxical realities of objects but also to be self-reflexive about the use of 
language in a scientific environment. To conclude and to illustrate this point, I would 
like to quote a poem by Scho entitled “snakes”.
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snakes

synaesthetic nonsense 
or how they can see heat
they keep to the ditches
with their thousands of
temperature-sensitive cells

drive into the snake’s head
what you see there
is immediately shining
projects the colouring of the seventies
onto the same area as everything
you could visit and presents
itself to the snake in space
in the shape of a lava lamp

do you remember kaa
and your lover’s climate map
booty whose jaw you dislocated
burning your own palate
do you remember, ya?

moulting means growth
growth means explosion
of forms overcome

the whole arrangements
splitting its sides
overstuffed with heat images
sycophantic for art, digging up each
signature in the fish run
cloaca spores instead of back legs
halting the prelude to coupling
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Antonio Piu, Cathia Ruf, Marilena Stano and Renate Wolf.

Gaby Hartel
Poetic Echo Chamber: An Intervention in the Hall of Birds

Those who participated in the sound poem were Jule Böwe, Patrick 
Güldenberg, Irm Hermann, Janusz Kocaj, Cristin König, Bettina Kurth,  
Shaun Lawton, Klaus Manchen, Friedhelm Ptok and Tatja Seibt (voices);  
Anna Seibt (assistant director); Hermann Leppich and Susanne Beyer  
(sound technicians). The piece was produced in cooperation with 
Deutschlandradio Kultur.

Citation, p. 62: Carlo Rovelli, The Order of Time, London 2018, p. 98.
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