
 

“MIRIAD”: An exercise in rational amusement 

 

“It is not down in any map; true places never are.” 

     - Herman Melville, Moby-Dick, or The Whale 

 

The artist Albrecht Dürer (1471–1528) never saw a rhinoceros. Interpreting 

the words and images of others, he drew the body of the animal as if it were 

covered by hard shields, placed a small horn upon its back, and gave it legs 

covered in scales. His image was reproduced in many natural history books as 

the “correct” depiction of the rhinoceros up until the 19th century. Notably, 

even when a living rhinoceros was seen and recorded by later artists, they 

mimicked Dürer’s erroneous representation. It was as if the image, now a part 

of the public imagination, had become more legitimate than the reality. 

 In “MIRIAD,” Philippa Jones explores truths that are truer than fact. She 

toys with the discourse of knowledge and the rhetoric surrounding that which 

is imagined, and how each is manifested in the disciplines of art and science. 

Jones has placed us in the realm of allegory, telling us a story that makes us 

aware of the act of storytelling itself. She has created a false museum space, 

one that translates the various imagined “findings” of a series of expeditions 

she conducted with members of the public. Jones has transformed the 

“researchers’” discoveries into visual objects, reminiscent of a museum 

display. However, her central concern is not to critique museological or 

scientific practice, but rather to provide an opportunity for the viewer to 

consider the uncanny character of objects on display. Ultimately, she calls for a 

more nuanced analysis of the ways that we produce certain possibilities in the 

world. 

 During the expeditions, each individual assumed the role of an 

“expert.” Titles ranged from archaeologist, cartographer and botanist to plant 

whisperer—and were often quite different from the individual’s actual 

expertise. Scientists took on the role of shaman, while artists became 



anthropologists. Approaching an “unknown island” as if they had never 

experienced it before, they considered their surroundings using a language 

that they believed their chosen role required. Graffiti was approached as the 

markings of mysterious natives. Squashed toads were catalogued and 

interpreted. Imaginative scenarios were strung together as expert conferred 

with expert, and objects were collected to support discoveries. It was a playful 

blend of scientific inquiry and children’s games.  

 Jones adopted the role of officiator and translator during her 

subsequent residency at The Rooms. Operating under the acronym MIRIAD 

(Ministry of Intuitive Research in Imagined and Actual Discoveries), she both 

documented the expeditions and interpreted the data acquired by the experts. 

The result is a further imagining of the discoveries within the exhibition 

space. Despite this veneer of institutional authority, Jones has mapped a 

terrain that does not exist. She has invented cadavers and sculpted bones. She 

has created botanical sketches and constructed luminescent samples of plants. 

A large drawing portrays the island as it shifts in and out of perspective, 

telescopically emphasizing particulars while general areas blur away. It is 

cartography of subjective understanding, compiled from photos and drawings 

provided by her experts and complemented by illustrations gathered from 

books and archives. Jones arranges an intuitive display, suitably representative 

of the objects and topography of this region. The result is a fiction that has its 

own life and has been rationalized very carefully and coherently. It is a mirror 

of a larger narrative that seeks to expand or alter conceptual space in which 

its problems are phrased.1 

 Art and science have histories that are closely interwoven, and 

incorporate changing notions of the relationship between the subjective and 

objective. Science as we know it is the younger of the two disciplines; in the 

17th and 18th centuries those whom we now call scientists struggled against 

resistance and scepticism to achieve their current standing. With the arrival 

of Descartes and, later, Freud, attempts to define science resulted in an 

emphatic duality: the world divided into so-called imaginative and factual 



parts. The 20th century primarily understood science as fixed in the realm of 

logos (the truth of reason and logic), with art delving into the world of mythos 

(the stories of the sacred and divine that reveal truths about the world, 

representing the symbolic). Such biases can still be found, although a post-

modern environment has fostered a greater emphasis on intuition and 

imagination in scientific discoveries.  

 The changes in scientific world views were paralleled in the manner of 

display within museums. In the original sense, the term “museum” referred to 

a place dedicated to the muses—goddess figures that embody the various arts. 

Museums were “[places] where man’s mind could attain a mood of aloofness 

from everyday affairs.”2 As Western civilization developed, natural history 

collections and works of art were regularly displayed together “cabinets of 

curiosity” (primarily in the hands of wealthy individuals), or as objects of 

veneration often accessible to the public in churches. The origins of public 

museums as we know them can be traced to the 16th and 17th centuries, 

when the spread of humanism saw a concerted interest in natural 

phenomena. The wondrous, bizarre objects previously in private collections 

were donated for public study; so mixed and teeming were the resulting 

displays that they were museum pieces in themselves. As scientific inquiry 

became increasingly regulated in its approach, its methods were reflected in a 

streamlining and paring down of a large number of museum exhibits 

throughout Europe and North America.  

 By referencing the crowded chambers of the strange and unusual, 

Jones brings attention not only to what but how something is demonstrated; 

she counterbalances the objective presentation in contemporary public 

museums in the Western world with that insight on the simplification vs. 

complexity intrinsic to cultural production and consumption. Yet this 

exhibition is not only about creating an eloquent hoax or about self-aware 

museological methods—its process seeks to return responsibility to the 

viewer. Jones wants us to consider how an object comes to have a story in this 

time, this place, this culture.  



 And here is where we the audience enter the scenario—with the 

ability to detect the man behind the curtain. We see that this exhibition is 

located in an art gallery rather than a museum, and that it therefore carries an 

air of theatre. We are aware of the absurdity of the “experts’” discoveries; we 

recognize that their narratives are not factual, comparing them with our own 

observations of the world. We are therefore the final stage of a series of 

strange objectivities, the last in a series of conversations in which Philippa 

Jones has playfully rendered the familiar unfamiliar, poeticized the rational, 

and saturated the objects in “MIRIAD” with proper marvel. In so doing, she 

reminds us of the importance of wonder.  
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