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PREFACE

I am interested in encounters that one might have with the enigmatic and in the pursuit 
of describing them. I imagine centuries of this pursuit, of the methods that humans 
have used over time and across the globe to illustrate what they have seen. Obscure 
archaeological finds, ancient earthen monuments, and evasive or extinct beings — 
entities that are temporally and/or geographically distant — are of special interest. It is 
a quiet thrill to imagine, in solitude, amidst a civilization that so deftly exerts its will over 
the landscape, that much of the universe is unknown to humans. 

I wonder if it is possible to feel the most heightened curiosity, the adventurous 
aspiration to transcend one’s current capacities, having met only the description of 
an enigma. A print is both limited and infinite. Although reserved to paper and ink and 
circulating via civilization, the visual plane (the image) and its visionary landscape might 
extend further.

In an exhibition statement for Strange Attractors: The Anthology of Interplanetary Folk 
Art (Vol. 1, Life on Earth), Bob Nickas alludes to the potentials of art in a similar way:

“Art works are space probes of a sort. To understand them in this way is, on the one 
hand, to test our tolerance for what may be accepted as such, while on the other to 
marvel at art’s heightened capacity to retrieve, translate, and transmit information 
beyond itself, far beyond the moment in which it was made. Works of art may thus be 
thought to store data for future retrieval, to aid us in imagining what came before—to 
possibly confound a given narrative—as well as what’s to come [...]”

This idea may be expanded so that it describes the ability of art to traverse both 
temporal and geographic distance. It is this seemingly boundless capacity of art, this 
ability to “retrieve, translate, and transmit information beyond itself,” that makes it an 
agile discipline for the study of the world outside man’s grasp. (1)

What is the outcome of studying a boundless subject within a boundless discipline? 
It seems unlikely that a point of convergence, a place of finite understanding, is the 
destination. I would like to argue instead that there is no destination — that inquiry, 
that slippery in-between space dividing the researcher from their subject, is endlessly 
fascinating. Curiosity might provide room to imagine and create matter that is, in and of 
itself, expansive.
 
REAL VISIONS hovers in the territory between human knowledge and the unknown. 
It is an inconclusive line of inquiry, generated from my own experiences with or 
impressions of the enigmatic. Here I point out, however obvious this may already be, 
the limitations of my own experience as an individual located at one tiny point in an 
infinitely diverse world. REAL VISIONS is not an effort to resolve something. I hope that 
it is more like a question, to be engaged with and read critically.



1      MAN AND NATURE

Behind the waist-high bars, past the man-made gorge, before the fake 
cave panorama, a being of impossible nature was on display. No one else 
was there to see the lengthy claws and mop of fur as they skittered from 
one side of the enclosure to the other. The head bobbed up and down 
in a jumble of enthused gestures. He or she swung about to the south, 
voiceless. Trampling an imaginary trail, a wild quest across the concrete 
habitat. We watched, smiling, confused. We read the label and learned that 
it was a sloth bear.





There is a sense of distance between the man-made likeness and the mammoth itself. 
Wooly mammoths are believed to have first walked the earth during the Pleistocene epoch 
(approximately 2,588,000 to 11,700 years ago), with extinction about 4,000 years ago. (3) As 
the excerpt above suggests, this distance can no longer be crossed.

The Adams mammoth drawing fits into a long tradition of natural history research, championed 
most prominently in its infancy by European men. From its inception, the promise of natural 
history has been adherence to scientific truth — a truth arrived at through the meticulous 
rendering of claws and eyes and tails exactly as they appear. This truth would circulate via the 
printed image and serve a quantitative purpose: the image was a means of taking stock of the 
landscape, of classifying and cataloguing it. Once identified within this tradition, an entity was 
more easily claimed by the ones who identified it. Through natural history printmaking, Western 
thinkers had a semblance of access to the rhinoceros (4), the mammoth, the world.

Contemporary viewers of the Adams mammoth drawing can see the instability of this 
perception when they identify the discrepancies between the drawing and what they know 
of wooly mammoths, either by way of photographs of or personal experiences with museum 
specimens. The individual that would later become the “Adams mammoth specimen” is lost. 
What survives in the visual record is a muddled fabrication, a flattened replica of a mammoth 
that reveals more about the system that elicited its making than it does the mammoth itself. 

The mammoth might be thought of as a negative space, quantifiable (in terms of natural 
history) only as a void. Both geographically and temporally inaccessible, it represents a lapse 
of information.

In 1799, an Evenki hunter named Osip Šumakov came upon the hide of a wooly mammoth in 
northeastern Siberia. Having been frozen for thousands of years, the animal’s skin was mostly 
intact. Hair and teeth and toenails lay in a flaccid pile that was carefully recorded on site under 
the direction of Mikhail Adams. (2) The result, a drawing by Roman Boltunov in 1805 (and the 
image below), is accessible under Wikipedia’s “Adams mammoth” entry. An accompanying 
description reads: 

“Copy of the first attempt at restoration of the Adams mammoth. The original has been lost, but 
this copy (with the handwriting of Johann Friedrich Blumenbach) and others survive.”

One such physical copy of the original drawing is in the collection of the Museum of 
Anthropology and Ethnography of the Russian Academy of Sciences in St. Petersburg. What, 
in this case, is the original? What has been lost? The above description alludes to the paper 
that Bultonov held and drew upon in the presence of the specimen that day. Is it not also the 
specimen itself, the hide that he encountered in the snow? Or, even more, the mammoth — the 
being who once stood where the hide now lay folded, the one who once animated the fibers 
that would be preserved for thousands of years?

Bultonov’s is a confounding drawing. The animal’s hide is the chalky grey of an elephant’s. 
Two tusks extend from its face, each making a gentle half-loop in the opposite direction. At 
the point where they meet, a sort of face forms that is more like a stump with an eye. The 
mammoth is shown in profile, and atop its head sit two little ears that might better fit a house 
cat. It is captured mid-stride on black-hoofed pig feet, a halo of bristly red stubble undulating 
across its back and underside.





2      ENIGMAS



It seems impossible to peer into a void and see its contents. Enigmas occupy a 
peripheral territory unclaimed by man, and the movements that happen within that 
territory are mostly undetectable. There are moments, though, when an enigma might 
be encased by or projected into the human experience with varying degrees of clarity. 
The result, should it take hold, has the potential to circulate, evolve, propagate.

A woman, first walking the edge of a forest and then submerging in its abyss, might 
come to know the feeling of wilderness, a conviction that stretches beyond Earth’s 
gravity but inhabits the same ether as her figure. Her encounter, if she chooses to 
record it, is ingrained in the paper on which she writes, made possible by material 
tradition. Shared with her peers, it is initially a direct transfer, her encounter still 
within reach. Over time its network expands, and the record is repeated, recreated, 
mediated, until it is woven into her culture, the original encounter a distant notion. The 
documentation of her encounter is a kind of physical and conceptual residue that can, 
in and of itself, become a site for an encounter. Someone else could come upon this 
record and see things anew.

In first grade, my friend showed me a book of illustrations chronicling the events of 
an alien abduction. A man laid with limbs clamped to a table in an alien spaceship. 
The image revisited me at night for a number of years. Alone in my bedroom, I stared 
at the window: I will be taken, I thought. I spent hours fixated on the glass and the 
immense darkness behind it. I closed the curtains. Their pink-hearted pattern became 
an aggravating mirage, an ephemeral veil over whatever else might pass through. 
The hearts moved, synchronized, across the fabric and collected at the edge of the 
material.

My fear of the extraterrestrial abyss incited an inescapable pattern of one-track 
thoughts, a loop of imagined scenarios with green men, blinding light, prodding and 
probing. The bedroom windows were a terrifying psychological problem made better 
only by evasion. Beneath my brothers’ bunk beds I stored a mattress, and when the 
fear became unbearable I slept in their room. 



There might be a momentum around the enigmatic that flows forever inward. A void’s 
consumption of time and space suggests that it has absorbent qualities. As the 
distance between humans and the enigmatic decreases, humans might begin to feel 
that pull, a gentle tug in the direction of the unnamed. One psychological effect can 
be trauma. Having felt an enigma in this way, we might find ourselves orbiting at a 
distance for some time.

Should we hope to recover and return to civilization, the record becomes increasingly 
important. It is helpful to have something physical to refer back to, something to 
translate a distant abstraction into a meaningful visual cue. 

My mother hit her head and collapsed into herself, with brief and intermittent 
reappearances, in fall and winter of 2016. During the first few weeks, the breaths 
she took were visible in the pulse of her brain, as she was missing a large chunk 
of her skull. While unable to speak and hardly responsive, she was hooked up to 
electroencephalography (EEG) monitoring. The activities of her brain were projected 
on a screen beside her bed, where they emerged as a series of nearly concentric lines 
moving east across a pixelated and glowing white plane.

As my mother began to reappear, first in the hospital, and later in a nursing facility, we 
searched for clues. In December she sent us a message in graphite. It was a smiley 
face, drawn in the same graceful form it had always taken on her students’ essays.

Materiality can be a foothold, something that anchors meaning to the intangible. A 
thought might travel the expanse of a page and idle in the textures of the paper fibers, 
never really seeing the image on the surface. The same idling is possible for the human 
territory just beyond a void, where humans themselves might circulate and pass 
through, completely unaware of the enigma.



In Peru, a series of geoglyphs, some spanning hundreds of feet, were nearly 
undetectable for centuries. The enormous likenesses of monkeys, lizards, whales, and 
trees were etched into the soil of the Nazca Desert some 2,000 years ago by what is 
considered the Nazca culture. 

(5)

The earthworks were made by removing a layer of rock to expose a lighter shade of dirt 
beneath, and the contrast between the untouched and the manmade is great enough 
to see from thousands of feet in the air. 



In 2016 I stood on the ground at the foot of the tree glyph and saw what many 
Peruvians had seen for hundreds of years: a rock-strewn expanse of greyish-brown 
earth. In one area, the rocks are organized into two parallel rows, the space between 
them about as wide as a person. The tree glyph looked more like a path. The image 
was virtually unseeable from this height. 

Best viewed from the air, the Nazca Lines raise questions as to the recipient of their 
message. What was the entity in the sky for which (or whom) they were intended? The 
most eccentric of proposed theories suggests that the giant glyphs were landing strips 
for alien aircraft. (6)

Whether or not the lines were recognized by the local community, they were certainly 
not recognized by the Peruvian government in the mid-20th century. In July of 1937, 
Peru agreed to continue the Pan-American Highway through the Nazca Desert, 
effectively muddling the ancient signs. At the time of this essay, the two-lane highway 
persists, now in concrete, and cuts through the tail of the lizard.

The Lines make no appearance in print until 1553, when the Spanish conquistador 
Pedro Cieza de León described them as trail markers in his book, La Chrónica del 
Peru (The Chronicle of Peru). In 1940, the American historian Paul Kosok brought new 
attention to the lines when he noticed them during his research of ancient irrigation 
systems. He enlisted the German mathematician Maria Reiche, who had been in the 
country since 1932 working for the German consul, to study the lines more intensively. 
Kosok and Reiche theorized that the lines had ancient agricultural significance, some 
of them aligning with astronomical events. In a 1998 article for the New York Times, 
Kosok is quoted describing the lines as “the world’s largest astronomy book.”





Reiche took a deep interest in the ancient earthworks. After Kosok left in 1948, she 
meticulously mapped the area. Taking up a solitary residence in the desert, she 
devoted herself to their restoration and study. She used a broom to sweep aside 
excess sediment, reviving the windblown glyphs. She took measurements as the sun 
moved across the sky and proposed systems that the Nazca may have used to create 
the enormous figures. Largely keeping to herself, she was considered crazy and witch-
like to the locals. 

In 1949 she published her analyses in The Mystery on the Desert, using profits to 
advocate for further preservation of the site. For a number of years Reiche personally 
funded and upkept the lines. When they were finally named a UNESCO World 
Heritage site in 1995, the glyphs were at last canonized, so to speak, by the Peruvian 
government. Peruvians began to see the once unseen as a source of national pride. 
Reiche was credited with bringing them into international dialogue, and she became a 
national hero. (7)

The hummingbird glyph is the most popular and best preserved of the lines. When 
seen from the air, it is easily photographed because the contrast between positive and 
negative space is most pronounced. Its likeness is embedded on the Peruvian two-
sol coin, where what are actual impressions in the Nazca desert are portrayed as solid 
ridges — static lines forged in a bimetallic plane of copper, zinc, nickel, and steel, to 
be passed from hand to wallet. The 216-foot wingspan of the hummingbird glyph is 
scaled down to less than an inch. Years of immeasurable curiosity and investigation 
are compressed into a quantity: two. This, along with a wealth of tourist knickknacks 
(keychains, coffee mugs, etc.) marks the perceived encapsulation of a site that was 
once nearly invisible. 

Reiche’s theories regarding the lines are contentious in the scholarly community. 
While a number of alignments occur between her calculations and the giant glyphs, 
it is difficult to prove that such alignments are not mere coincidence. Despite the 
commodification of their image, the meaning of the Nazca lines remains unquantifiable. 
Even Reiche herself refused a finite conclusion. Near the end of her life, she told her 
family that, despite a number of physical ailments, she would not return to Germany. 
There was too much work to be done. 

In a 1998 obituary for Reiche in the New York Times, Robert McG. Thomas, Jr. 
illuminates the two most compelling questions that remain:

“After almost 60 years of intense, if highly speculative, scholarly scrutiny, it is hard to tell 
which is the greater mystery:

Why the valley-dwelling Nazcan people would decorate the surrounding desert mesas 
with figures so large their shapes could not even be discerned before the age of 
aviation 2,000 years later.

Or why an adventuresome German woman who came to South America on a whim 
to tutor a diplomat’s children would abandon all other pursuits to devote her life to an 
almost obsessive preoccupation with the Nazca lines.”

Reiche, although unable to respond, seems to have provided all that is necessary 
for us to do so ourselves. The Maria Reiche Museum, the building that was once her 
private residence and laboratory in the desert, is filled with hundreds of drawings of 
Reiche’s creation. A life-size diorama in her bedroom shows the mathematician-turned- 
archaeologist at her desk, an expanse of hand-drawn maps hung from a string behind 
her. In the same room, above her twin bed, is an array of paper sextants. A placard 
outside the building reads:

If I had a hundred lifetimes, I would have given them to Nazca. And if I had to make a 
thousand sacrifices, I would have made them, if for Nazca.





“They decided to go exploring. Despite having been told that Aa’A was the 
same in every direction, and that they would only find more trees and more 
bowers and more birds and butterflies and more luscious women, they set 
out towards the west. After a long time and no adventures whatsoever, 
they came up against an invisible wall. It was slippery, like glass, but soft 
and yielding when you pushed on it. Then it would spring back into shape. 
It was higher than they could possibly reach or climb. It was like a huge 
crystal bubble. ‘I think we’re trapped in a big transparent tit,’ said Boyd.”

Margaret Atwood, The Blind Assassin

3      ANASYRMA



A man walks in the jungle. A man walks in the desert. A man walks in the snow, and he 
comes upon the hide of a mammoth. The mammoth was gone before the man arrived, 
but he feels there is still something to be captured. He makes a drawing of what he 
sees. Folds and fibers undulating across a shaggy grey plane. The drawing is passed 
through hands across miles, continents, pixels. As copies and years accumulate, 
distance accrues between the man and his original finding.

It is not a barren activity, this pursuit of the enigmatic. The frustrations and disbelief 
that it may cause skeptics; the fleeting instances of real clarity that it provides only a 
lucky few; those moments of the most transcendent terror, curiosity, and adventure that 
unravel for those who encounter it; are not only some of the defining qualities of the 
enigmatic, but eccentricities that make it an infinitely engaging subject. 

Is it possible to look a ghost in the eye? Some would argue that it is—that they have—
but that might not be the point. A void, this expansive landscape that the enigmatic 
provides, in being unknowable, evades the human eye. None of us is really equipped 
to “see” it, and, if we do, it is on the terms of the enigma. The Nazca Lines, restored 
in plain sight, still withhold their meaning. Even entities that are no longer mysterious, 
whose phenomena become scientifically visible, can provide a novel view of the world 
we thought we knew. In these enigmas-explained, the politics of information gathering 
is exposed. The methods we use to understand the world are revealed as highly 
specialized tools put in motion by ideology — by belief in what we already hold to be 
true, real, worthwhile. 

While researching female fertility figures in 2012, I came upon an image of the sheela 
na gig. A bald female who displays a disproportionately large vulva to the viewer, 
the sheela-na-gig is a symbol found throughout Europe at the base of Norman and 
Romanesque churches. The meaning of her gesture, this exhibitionist presentation of 
female parts, remains enigmatic. Researchers Jørgen Andersen, James Jerman, and 
Anthony Weir theorize that she was believed by her creators to ward off evil spirits. This 
idea is rooted in the history of the sheela na gig’s gesture, which has been likened to 
the gesture in art history known as anasyrma, the gesture of lifting the skirt or kilt.





Another potential demonstration of anasyrma is the Venus Callipyge, a statue carved in 
Ancient Rome that is likely based on an earlier Greek statue. Venus Callipyge depicts 
the goddess as she lifts the skirt of her toga over her left shoulder, exposing a buttocks 
rendered in white marble. She peers over her right shoulder at the space just beyond 
her own flesh. This self-aware gaze puts the sculpture in the category of erotica for 
some scholars. Others note its potential to serve an apotropaic function -- meaning 
that it could ward off evil.

That space just beyond a woman’s genitalia is occupied by a demon in an engraving 
by Charles Eisen from 1896. The illustration, which accompanies the story “The Devil 
of Pope-Fig Island,” depicts a woman exposing herself to the spawn of Lucifer. She 
is quite pleased with herself as she pulls layers of skirts over her hips. Her left arm 
braced casually against a wooden beam, she bends her right leg forward — a stance 
that parts the heel of her right foot ever so slightly with its tiny slipper. As she exposes 
herself, the demon shrieks in horror. So unseeable is the vagina, in this case, that it 
excommunicates the Satanic. 



The vagina, a negative space that is unknowable to about half of humankind, has 
been the subject of masculine speculation for thousands of years. Questions as to the 
capacities of the vagina may have prompted Pliny the Elder, a Roman philosopher, to 
study it. From 77-79 AD he wrote Naturalis Historia (Natural History), an encyclopedic 
sort of book with a section that describes the “marvellous powers attributed to 
females:”

“[...] Hailstorms, they say, whirlwinds, and lightning even, will be scared away by a 
woman uncovering her body while her monthly courses are upon her. The same, too, 
with all other kinds of tempestuous weather; and out at sea, a storm may be lulled 
by a woman uncovering her body merely, even though not menstruating at the time. 
As to the menstrual discharge itself, a thing that in other respects [...], is productive 
of the most monstrous effects, there are some ravings about it of a most dreadful 
and unutterable nature. […] If the menstrual discharge coincides with an eclipse of 
the moon or sun, the evils resulting from it are irremediable; and no less so, when it 
happens while the moon is in conjunction with the sun; the congress with a woman 
at such a period being noxious, and attended with fatal effects to the man. [...] At any 
other time, also, if a woman strips herself naked while she is menstruating, and walks 
round a field of wheat, the caterpillars, worms, beetles, and other vermin, will fall from 
off the ears of corn.”

Pliny casts the woman as a witch, her female parts so counter to nature that they have 
the power to override it. This flattening of the woman into a one-dimensional fiend can 
be traced forward in history to the witch trials in Early Modern Europe, wherein such 
characterization had mortal effects. In her 1981 book Enemies of God: The Witch-
hunt in Scotland, Christina Larner connects the targeting of women in the 15th-17th 
centuries with their “life-bearing and menstruating capacities,” which, if unregulated by 
men, were perceived to be dangerous. Something between 40,000 and 60,000 people, 
the majority of which were women, were executed during the trials in Scotland alone.

Pliny’s text illustrates the attempted encapsulation of the enigmatic, an effort to 
quantify the invisible so that it may be held in the palm of one’s hand. The witch is a 
distortion that has, arguably, influenced gender relations for years to come. Her vagina 
is the necromancer’s cave, an orifice of terminal secretions.

In a 1999 exhibition in New York, Nancy Spero reclaimed the witch in an installation 
titled Sheela-Na-Gig at Home. In it, screenprinted sheela na gigs hang alongside 
women’s underwear on a clothesline. Spero describes her use of ancient goddesses 
in a 1991 issue of Feminist Studies: “What I’m trying to say, […] in a kind of lyrical and 
positive way, is that these women...are empowered and that they are sexual.”

Where Pliny saw an unearthly cavity that would be a vessel for his own delusions, 
Spero saw the female capacity to expand. Anasyrma was an invitation to look beyond 
and in addition to — to convolute and contradict the witch.

Contemporary readers know the idea of reclamation well, as feminism and a wealth of 
other social movements have long-established histories of reclamation in the name of 
empowerment. More exceptional is Spero’s brandishing of an enigma in the name of 
empowerment. The sheela na gig, with a mysterious gesture, evades definition. What, 
then, does an enigma such as this have to offer?

Here we circle back to the capacities of the enigmatic, or the entities that inhabit what-
is-not-known. The tendency to look at what is known—the positive space—in order to 
quantify what hovers just beyond that, is related to Western modes of meaning-making. 
Nick Sousanis gives examples of this idea in his 2015 comic book, Unflattening, by 
illuminating the historical privileging of text over images in the production of Western 
knowledge. In Unflattening, images and text intermingle to describe and perform 
the potential of comic art. Sousanis uses comics to propose an expanded method 
of understanding the world. This method, a collaboration between text and image, 
requires, as Frances Kelly writes in a review of the book, “mess, play, and the all-
important unknowing that is part of engaging in difficult, high-level thought.” 

To Kelly, Unflattening (both the book and the method) demands the reader to “stretch 
themselves, and reflect on what could be different, and what the history of ideas has 
included and excluded.” A similar stretch, a willingness to test the belief systems of a 
given time and place, is required in order to investigate the enigmatic. 

This kind of unknowing is an intentional counter-intelligence, a subversion of the 
hierarchical ordering of the world that is the effect of Western knowledge. It is the 
evasion of a capitalist ideology, a non-collaborative, closed conception of existence 
that dictates what is worth our time and what is not. It is both the acknowledgement, 
“I don’t know,” and the enthusiastic, messy, playful, purposeful wanderings that such 
a conviction can inspire. It pushes us outward, beyond ourselves, so that we might 
collaborate from diverse perspectives with diverse perspectives. Curiosity, a potentially 
immersive dedication, is a means of expansion, an outward motion that leads ever 
further, ever deeper.





NOTES

1  
“The world outside man’s grasp” is a phrase taken from the abstract for SIGHTINGS, 
an exhibition and printmaking exchange that explores the human relationship to 
cryptids, ghosts, extraterrestrials, and other mysterious entities. More information can 
be found at http://sightingsinprint.com.

2  
Adams, a Russian botanist, had been apart of a failed diplomatic mission to China. 
While in Siberia to conduct further research, he learned about Šumakov’s discovery 
from a merchant — Boltunov — in Yakutsk in 1806. Adams collected the specimen that 
year and named it after himself.

3  
In a 2017 article in The Guardian, Hannah Devlin reports on the mammoth “de-
extinction” effort of scientists at Harvard University. At the American Association for the 
Advancement of Science meeting in Boston, Professor George Church said his team 
was two years away from creating a mammoth-elephant hybrid.

4  
One of the most widely known examples of natural history printmaking is Albrecht 
Dürer’s The Rhinoceros. A wood engraving made in 1515, the image was created 
based off of a written description and quickly drawn sketch of an Indian rhinoceros. 
Despite many inaccuracies, the image informed the European conception of the 
rhinoceros until the 1700s.

5  
This image of the hummingbird glyph was taken in 2015 by Diego Delso, delso.photo, 
License CC-BY-SA.

6
Erich von Däniken, a Swiss ufologist, proposed this theory in his book, Chariots of 
the Gods? Unsolved Mysteries of the Past. Published in 1968, the book affiliates the 
production of a number of ancient monuments with extraterrestrial intelligence. It 
claims that the erection of the Egyptian pyramids and Stonehenge, for instance, were 
made possible only by alien intervention. Maria Reiche and many others contest this 
theory for a number of reasons — among them, the assumption that the ancient Nazca 
people were incapable of making the giant earthworks themselves.

7 
In Reiche’s 1998 New York Times obituary, Robert Mcg. Thomas, Jr. writes: “And at 
her death, Ms. Reiche, who leaves no immediate survivors, was hailed as a national 
treasure. President Alberto K. Fujimori of Peru went so far as to suggest that the 
Nazca lines should be renamed the Reiche lines.” Additionally, almost 50 schools and 
organizations are named after Reiche in Peru.
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