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When a sperm whale came ashore at Berckhey on the Dutch coast in 

February 1598, the burghers of the surrounding towns came rushing over 

the wet flats to look at it. Overtaken by a thrill they could not distinguish 

from dread, they set about reading the carcass as an omen: of the nearing 

plague, of dykes that would not hold, of wars yet to be fought. Monstrum in 

Latin means both monster and portent, and the whale was taken for both. 

Hendrick Goltzius drew the stranded whale from life in black chalk, Jacob 

Matham engraved the drawing that same year, and the image became the 

model for nearly every representation of a beached whale produced in 

Europe over the following century, each successive version thickening with 

allegory, with whatever the onlookers had needed the animal to mean. In the 

middle of Goltzius’ drawing and Matham’s plate, two men are standing on 

the whale, one of them with his axe raised to cut it open.

“Depression means literally being forced downwards,” writes Carl  

Jung to a correspondent identified only as N., in a letter which Mark Armijo 

McKnight has chosen to serve as the press release for his exhibition Cut 

I want nothing in the way of artificial  

heavens— 

The earth is all I know of wonder.

–Marsden Hartley, To the Nameless One

the World at Klaus von Nightssagend Gallery in New York.1 He did not 

want to stand outside the work and explain it; the letter allowed him to 

say something about the psychic weather around the photographs without 

claiming any authority over what any single picture means. And in fact,  

the letter explains nothing. “I have nothing to say and I am saying it and  

that is poetry as I need it,” John Cage wrote. The words are the whole  

of what is offered. Jung does not analyze his correspondent’s misery, he  

answers it with images, one after another, like a man slowly emptying 

his pockets. Every one of them is in the conditional: this is what I would 

do. The letter behaves like a poem rather than a diagnosis, as do Armijo 

McKnight’s photographs.

Weightless in water, a whale on land is crushed by its own weight. The 

bulk presses down into the sand, the lungs compress, the organs give way, 

and the gases collect in the cavity until the body opens along its own seams. 

The animal dies of being forced downwards, and what forces it down is 

what opens it up. A moment inside that process is what Armijo McKnight 

photographed on a beach in Oregon, having flown cross-country after a 

friend telephoned to tell him of the whale’s presence. This was the first 

picture I saw from the new body of work, and looking at it, I felt something 

cross my skin that I can only call numinous. The upper jaw has been stripped 

to a pale plank of bone with the tissue still hanging off it in shreds. The 

tongue has swollen into a smooth boulder that lolls out into the foreground, 

laid on sand with the sheen of a velvet curtain. At the near end of the mouth 

the baleen stands exposed, the ranked pipes of an organ torn out of its 

housing. Further up the flank someone has taken a neat rectangular panel out 

of the animal. Behind it the fluke is still raised, as if mid-stroke.

The American landscape Armijo McKnight has been photographing for 

the past decade is thick with dispossession and extraction, and in these eight 

new photographs the darkness has come nearer, a condition the figures now 

inhabit. If they were once horny, desirous of themselves, each other, and the 

landscape, here they are depleted, deserted. They appear to be lamenting the 

landscape, and the landscape, left to itself, appears to be lamenting too. The 

images are elegiac, but not only that. Jung does not tell N. to climb out of 

1  C. G. Jung, Selected Letters of C. G. Jung, 1909–1961, ed. Gerhard Adler and Aniela Jaffé, Bollingen 

Series (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1984).
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the depression; he tells him to go down into it, to its very core and ground. 

The photographs go the same way, toward the darkness rather than around 

it. They find poetry in the dark rather than waiting on the light. Hope isn’t 

quite the word for it. Resignation isn’t either. Art might be. 

At the top of a hill in New Mexico, a figure sits with his arms wrapped 

around his knees and his head tucked down, unconsolable (Untitled, 2026). 

The posture recalls Hippolyte Flandrin’s 1836 painting of a boy on the rock, 

which found a homosexual audience after it was turned into an engraving 

by Jean-Baptiste Danguin in 1887, allowing the image, and the desire it 

evoked, to travel and spread widely. Since then, it has been taken up by queer 

photographers including F. Holland Day, Wilhelm von Gloeden, Claude 

Cahun, and Robert Mapplethorpe. Armijo McKnight was not aware of this 

visual serendipity and arrived at the posture without knowing this history, 

which suggests the image is not so much inherited as repeatedly found. It is 

the shape queer solitude takes.

A friend of the artist’s lies on their back, a nude torso with the visible 

scars of top surgery (Untitled, 2026). What presents itself as a remnant of a 

wound is in fact a record of self-actualization; marks not of harm, but of 

arrival. The figure throws an arm across their eyes to shield them from the 

sun, and the face is withheld while the chest is not. The light falls on the scars 

without mediation, and the posture is not comfortable so much as braced 

against it. There is no euphoria being offered here, none of the tidiness by 

which arriving in one’s own body is supposed to settle the question of how 

to live in the world. The light is too strong to take in all at once. The scars 

are echoed in a silky expanse of dune on the central coast of California 

(Dune, 2026), where a single rift crosses the middle, a long seam in the sand 

like an incision. It evokes Lucio Fontana, who cut his canvases not to damage 

them, but to let in the space that had been behind the surface all along.

In Cut the World (2026), a figure is draped over a boulder in New Mexico 

that has been split cleanly in two. His palms are flat against the right-hand 

half, his arms extended as though to force the halves apart, or in the aftermath 

of having done so, his head dropped into the gap between them. The body 

reads as displaced and deserted, not unlike the whale. Is he taking the 

world apart or putting it back together? Armijo McKnight told me that the 

uncertainty is why the photograph exists. The landscapes he is drawn to tend 

to hold that ambiguity: they present themselves as equally plausible accounts 

of a beginning and an end. 

Though Armijo McKnight’s work has often been compared to Laura 

Aguilar—an artist he did not encounter until well into his career—a 

more aligned precursor, and one few would think to name, is the lesbian 

photographer Caroline Vaughan (1949–2025). Vaughan studied with Minor 

White and was equally drawn to landscapes that are apocalyptic in the older 

sense of apokalypsis, which means an uncovering: the end of the world and 

the unveiling of it are one event. She took many of her photographs in New 

Mexico, placing nude bodies into vast landscapes, and her prints are dense 

and pooled, like Armijo McKnight’s. In 1996, Vaughan gathered a collection 

of her photographs in Borrowed Time (Duke University Press). In Journey to 

Inaccessible Places, Valley of Fire, New Mexico (1976), two nude figures climb 

onto a field of black lava, hands clasping the rock, their backs to the camera 

and their faces withheld, so small in the frame that you find them last. They 

are the only unbroken white below the sky.

In one of Armijo McKnight’s smaller photographs, a moon sits high 

in an even grey field in North Dakota (Untitled, 2026), and beneath it the 

badlands sink into darkness, leaving the eye to go on adjusting without ever 

settling. The moon is the one thing in the frame that gives, the way a line 

of light under a door is the only thing a dark room offers you; not quite 

enough to illuminate the room, but enough to find the door. In another 

photograph of the same size, a cloud formation releases rain over an open 

grassland in New Mexico (Untitled, 2026), the fall visible as a soft-edged 

pale drift, so that you cannot tell whether the rain has reached the ground 

or not. In a larger photograph, a white mass erupts from behind a cluster of 

black rocks, breaking apart high above them (Untitled, 2026). The camera is 

low and tilted up, the ocean cut out of the frame; to photograph the clash 

between rock and wave, he had to be inside the encounter, close enough to 

be hit. What may read as a dense cloud is water clashing against rock, though 

the distinction is temporary: this water will be cloud soon enough. Armijo 

McKnight is interested in states of matter caught where they stop being one 

thing and haven’t yet become another. Lava that is now rock was once liquid. 
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A cloud is water suspended between sky and ground. Every photograph is a 

thing caught mid-transformation and held there.

“Decreation” was Simone Weil’s term for an undoing of the self that is 

performed in order to make room for something else, and she was careful 

to distinguish it from destruction.2 Armijo McKnight took it as the title of 

his 2024 solo exhibition at the Whitney Museum of American Art, where 

the work already sustained an attention to absence and what it turns out to 

contain. Adjacent to decreation, the void is not where something is missing 

but where something is made. Photography, which can only ever record 

what is in front of it, is peculiarly suited to registering what is not there.

From early on in his career, Armijo McKnight has been interested in 

imprints, remnants, the presence of absences. Between 2014 and 2016, the 

artist walked around Los Angeles photographing two things. The first was 

residue: the glue left on walls after signage has fallen or been pried away, an 

adhesive shadow in the shape of the thing that is no longer there (Removals, 

2014-2016). What is left on the wall, which must once have said something 

to whoever passed, has kept the shape of meaning and lost legible meaning 

itself, a kind of asemic writing. The second was patches where the stucco had 

2  Simone Weil, Gravity and Grace (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1952).

Removal 2, 2015 
archival pigment print, 40 x 50 inches

been cut away to the brick beneath, rectangular but not regularly so, notched 

and stepped like pieces of a puzzle (Windows, 2015-2016). He photographed 

them for a year before a contractor told him what they were. There is no tool 

that sees through a wall, so if you suspect a window has been buried under 

successive layers of construction, this is how you find it. You cut until you 

hit it.

A good deal of art has been made in relation to what is no longer there. 

Two artists Armijo McKnight holds closely are Ana Mendieta and Félix 

González-Torres, both of whom worked in the aftermath of presence. Both 

understood that a thing which has gone leaves a shape, that the shape can be 

photographed, and that this is not the same as pretending the thing is still there.

Mendieta pressed her body, or the outline of it, into the earth and 

marked the place with pigment, with flowers, with gunpowder, set it 

alight or let the weather undo what she had made, so that what remains 

is a photograph of one moment of something that is no longer anywhere 

(Siluetas, 1973-1980). Read through her, the stranded whale becomes a 

silueta: a body pressed into sand at the exact seam where land meets water, a 

threshold she favored. Within months it will have been dragged off, leaving 

an imprint that will fade in its turn.

Window 3, 2016  
archival pigment print, 40 x 50 inches
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González-Torres photographed the bed he shared with his lover after 

their bodies had left it, the two dents in the pillows reading as a pair of 

ellipses. If we leave no record, not even the record of having gone, no 

one will know we were here. González-Torres put the empty bed up on 

billboards across New York, so that it hung above the traffic, in the same 

field of vision as the sky. Stieglitz, photographing clouds through the 1920s 

and ’30s, thought them available to anyone, with “no tax as yet” on them.3 

The “as yet” has long expired. The sky has become a space of surveillance 

and increasingly a playground for a handful of billionaires who are ultimately 

after the power Jung assigns to his dark angel: the power to withhold the 

blue sky. Like the dark angel, they too will have to be wrestled with. 

In the film that accompanies the photographs (Against a Bad Infinity, 

2025), part of a trilogy that includes the one shown at the Whitney, 

the camera pans across a rocky landscape empty of people and full of 

metronomes. This is Ligeti’s Poème symphonique of 1962 restaged 

in a landscape: a hundred wind-up metronomes set going at different 

speeds, released together, and left to run down. It is a way of keeping 

time and a record of time running out. But where Ligeti’s piece ends 

on one metronome, Armijo McKnight ends on two, a pair that echoes 

González-Torres’s Untitled (Perfect Lovers, 1991). Cage’s legacy is felt here 

as well, as Ligeti’s piece emerged from his brief involvement with Fluxus. 

Though 4’33” is often flattened into a piece “about silence,” what the closed 

piano lid produced was not silence but attention to the sound already in the 

room: the shuffling of chairs, the audience breathing. What is left when the 

metronomes stop is not silence either, but the landscape continuing without 

human intervention.

The exhibition at Klaus Gallery takes its title from ANOHNI’s Cut the 

World (2012), earlier songs performed live in Copenhagen with a chamber 

orchestra, much of it concerned with the toll time takes on a body and on a 

place. The title track was written for a staged funeral, Robert Wilson’s The 

Life and Death of Marina Abramović, and its premise is mourning without a 

body, mourning conducted in advance of the death. Grief unfastened from 

3  Johanna Fateman first read Armijo McKnight’s Clouds (Decreation, 2024) against 

Stieglitz’s Equivalents (1922–1934), and quoted the Stieglitz line, in “Mark Armijo McKnight,” 4Columns, 

September 20, 2024.

its occasion is the condition ANOHNI describes when she speaks of the 

climate crisis and of the patriarchy as the things killing the planet: a loss too 

large and too continuous to be mourned on schedule. Enough ice has melted 

off the poles and into the oceans to slow the planet’s rotation, and the world’s 

clocks will have to be corrected for it. The ocean delivers a body to a beach in 

Oregon, and a man flies across the country to stand in front of it, and what 

he is grieving is not only the animal. ANOHNI and Jung were something 

like coordinates for Armijo McKnight as he made this body of work. They 

are not sources the photographs illustrate, but gifts that were psychically near 

to him at the time.

So what does it mean to cut the world? To cut it as one would cut sugar, 

and somehow try to go on without it? To cut so as to wound it? Or to cut it 

in order to find out what is inside, which is a different motive, and the oldest 

one. A cut records force, but it also opens a passage, exposes an interior, 

permits something hidden to appear. It does not promise that the wound will 

close or be repaired. It offers the possibility that the rupture becomes the site 

of a transformation, that something arrives precisely because a surface has 

been broken.

The old reading of portents required a cut. The haruspex opened the 

sacrificed animal and found the will of the gods in its liver. The anatomist 

opened a body to learn what killed it. Autopsy, from autopsia, is the act of 

seeing for oneself, the insistence on having witnessed a thing with one’s own 

eyes rather than accepting it secondhand. Jung, at the end of his letter, allows 

that there is an instinct either to back out of a thing or to go down to the 

depths, and insists on no half-measures. A person who rushes to a beach to 

stand in front of a whale is going down to the depths, to see for themselves. 

There is a kind of understanding that will not take the surface at its word, 

and the arrival comes with its own kind of cut.

And then there is a contractor in Echo Park swinging a hammer at a wall 

because he has a hunch about light. To cut the world may be to look for a 

window you are fairly certain is there.

— Ksenia M. Soboleva, 2026
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