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For a Post-human Order 

By Michaële Cutaya 

 

Essay on Oddly Accurate Things by Eleanor McCaughey and Lucy Sheridan at 126 

Gallery, part of the exhibition series Unset in Stone commissioned by Simon Fennessy 

Corcoran. 

 

 

 

The Trouble with Monuments 

 

Thus, the great monuments are raised up like dams, pitting the logic of majesty and 

authority against all the shady elements: it is in the form of cathedrals and palaces that 

Church and State speak and impose silence on the multitudes.  

—Georges Bataille 

 

In ‘Architecture’, an article published in 1929, Georges Bataille takes monuments to 

task. He writes that if they are in the image of society, it is the image of those in 

authority and that "monuments inspire socially acceptable behaviour and often real 

fear”– Bataille extends this to academic constructions in painting, such as perspective, 

which “express the desire to force the spirit into an official ideal.” Monuments are the 

guardians of the established order, which explains why during times of discontent, they 

are often targeted, as in the storming of the Bastille – a symbolic rather than an actual 

place of power: “It is difficult to explain this impulse of the mob other than by the 

animosity the people hold against the monuments which are their true masters.” 

Statues are taken down or beheaded; French churches are full of headless statues of 

saints. Headlessness is a recurring figure in Bataille’s writings. In 1936 he founded a 

literary and philosophy journal titled Acéphale (headless in Greek). To remove the head 

was to take down the heads of authority figures (church and state) – heads which, like 

that of Louis XVI, would have to roll to open up new political imaginaries. The head is 

also the site of classical reason which Bataille has come to see as a tyrant. In the first 

issue of the journal he writes: "Human life is exasperated by having served as the head 
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and reason of the universe. Insofar as it becomes this head and this reason, insofar as 

it becomes necessary to the universe, it accepts serfdom.”  

 

 

This rejection of anthropomorphism and rationalistic order finds echoes in 

contemporary ecological and philosophical movements that challenge our human-

centric perspective of life on earth. Rights of Nature for instance seeks to give rights to 

ecosystems, including trees, oceans, animals and mountains to protect what is good 

for the planet. In philosophy, theorists have questioned the restrictions that a human 

perspective impose on thinking the world, opening up speculation about other ways of 

being as a valid theoretical proposition. In his introduction on ‘Speculative Realism’, 

American philosopher Steven Shaviro writes: “Twenty-first century speculation begins 

where our solid knowledge ends. Far from making dogmatic claims, this new form of 

speculation paradoxically explores the space of the ungraspable, and the time of the 

unpredictable.” And further that “Speculative Realism insists upon the independence of 

the world, and of things in the world, from our own conceptualizations of them.”He 

continues, “Reality is far weirder than we are able to imagine. Things never conform to 

the ideas that we have about them; there is always something more to them than what 

we are able to grasp.” Just as Bataille was calling upon bestial monstrosity to escape 

from the strictures of an architecture in the image of man, Shaviro concludes that “Man 

is not the measure of all things”, and “We must speculate, to escape from our 

inveterate anthropomorphism and take seriously the existence of a fundamentally alien, 

nonhuman world.”  

 

 

Oddly Accurate Things 

 

There is a playful occupation of space in this joint exhibition by Eleanor McCaughey and 

Lucy Sheridan: light bulbs hang low among a conspiratorial gathering of ceramic 

objects; painted hands pointing up are placed on the ground, perhaps pointing to a 

vase sited on a high up window sill; golden bamboo sticks lean on the longest wall, 

rhythmically sequencing the space on either side of a gaudy looking altar; a ceramic 
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knot reclines on a plastic imitation of a cushion.  

 

Occupying most of the left-hand side of the gallery, Lucy Sheridan presents a series of 

gouache and oil on paper works and stoneware objects. The two series intersect with 

some vases featuring as subjects in the paintings and patterns such as undulating 

waves occurring both on ceramic and paper. The stoneware is split between the group 

on the low support – composed of somewhat smaller objects – and the few that 

occupy the plinths. They all share a handmade quality and an inventive use of glazes 

forming dripping and marbled patterns, each with a distinctive form and surface 

treatment. 

 

Plants, pots and patterns occupy the depthless surface of the paintings, it is (mostly) a 

man-made world but few humans are to be seen, aside from a pair of hands here or a 

bust there. They have a Matisse quality about them and not only because of the 

deceptive ease of the fluid lines of the drawings, or the lightness of colours and subject 

matters, but perhaps more fundamentally for the deliberate refusal to hierarchize 

subjects – all pots, flowers and creatures are treated equally. Space itself is given the 

same treatment, with no corner of the surface left behind. .  

 

On the right-hand side of the gallery, Eleanor McCaughey presents a series of oil 

paintings in and around an altar whose gold background, painted banners, electric 

lights and shimmering curtains dominate the space. A ceramic object, Snake Face, has 

been laid on the ground of the altar. It is made of a crudely rolled up snake-like 

plasticine, glazed in black, approximately arranged as a face. Its form serves as a 

model for both repeated figures on the banners and one of the oil paintings. Similar 

from a distance, their treatment is however quite different. Whereas the figures on the 

banner are made with a quick brush stroke, mirroring the rapid execution of the 

original, the oil painting is a painstaking rendition of the object, detailing the subtleties of 

glazed surface in all its details.  

 

This tension of materials and rhythms between the model and its ‘portrait’ is found in 

the other paintings, although their model objects are not exhibited – on the other hand 
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Yellow knot, a ceramic knot on a plastic cushion seems to be waiting for its likeness to 

be painted. Vinyl 1 and 2 render a crumpled piece of the title material in green and pink, 

its shine, transparencies and layered tonalities captured in oil paint. Two of the 

paintings on the background of the altar are representations of what look like objects 

made of unfired plasticine, their grey glistening matter unnaturally lighted in green and 

pink. The third, Object from the green room, a mass of green synthetic material looks 

like a mask. Its oval shape has been photocopied in black and white and multiple 

copies are surrounding the paintings. McCaughey plays between materials that are 

cheap, synthetic, new and disposable and traditional materials such as oil paint or 

ceramic which have long shelf lives. But she goes further still, creating a tension 

between fast and slow rhythms, fast and slow gestures, blurring our perception of 

either. 

 

Snake Face and Object from the green room have anthropomorphic attributes and look 

like portraits whose humanity has been smudged. Something monstrous is lurking in 

their images and their repeated reproduction on the altar, conjuring up either a 

worshiped deity or an adulated political leader, their floating heads on both the gold 

background and the banners hanging on either side. The suggestion of a post-human 

cult is floated, but there is little to indicate that it will be much of an improvement on our 

current predicament.  

 

 

Steven Shaviro ‘Speculative Realism – A Primer’, Texte Zur Kunst, issue 93 (March 

2014) pp.40-51. 

 

Lucy Sheridan: http://lucysheridan.com/ 

Eleanor McCaughey: https://www.eleanormccaughey.net/ 

 


