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What is the Scottish Endarkenment? 
Curatorial method between binary and ecological approaches 
 
Andrew Patrizio 

Abstract:  

This paper revisits The Scottish Endarkenment. Art and Unreason. 1945 to the Present, an exhibition hosted 
in Edinburgh, Scotland in 2016. The ideas that drove the show represented a critique and alternative view 
of the idea of Enlightenment, particularly those pertaining to Scottish culture historically and since 1945 in 
visual art. A number of years on, this paper posits other ways, beyond binaries of dark/light to understand 
the show, specifically in ways that move those binary logics towards one that deals with themes of relation-
ality and separation. What are the possibilities of making such a retranslation of this curatorial project? 

Keywords: 

 
 
 
 

‘There may be said to be two classes of people in the world; those who constantly divide the people of 
the world into two classes, and those who do not.’ (1)  

 
‘Enlightenment has always aimed at liberating men from fear and establishing their sovereignty. Yet the 
fully enlightened earth radiates disaster triumphant.’ (2) 

I 

I revisit here The Scottish Endarkenment. Art and Unreason. 1945 to the Present, an exhibition of ideas and 
artworks that came together in Edinburgh, Scotland during the International Festival of 2016, curated by Bill 
Hare and myself. The ideas that drove the show were greeted enthusiastically by the artists and lenders we 
approached, and in turn the venue (Dovecot Gallery), the visitors and the wider community of journalists 
also saw the timeliness and power of the project. By most measures, the show was a success. A number of 
years on, however, this paper posits other ways to understand the show, specifically in ways that move the 
binary logics of dark-light that underpinned the curatorial approach, towards one that deals with themes of 
relationality and separation. What are the possibilities of making such a retranslation of our initial project? 

 
The Scottish Endarkenment featured forty-two artists, from established iconic figures central to any narrative 
of Scottish modern art, such as William Johnstone, Eduardo Paolozzi, Joan Eardley and Alan Davie, to new 
names such as Shona McNaughton, Georgia Horgan and Kevin Harman. Between this range sat many of 
prominent figures who emerged in the 1980s and 1990s, such as Steven Campbell, Douglas Gordon, Alison 
Watt, Christine Borland and Richard Wright. (3) [Fig.1] If in 1784 Emmanuel Kant produced a clear mani-
festo in ‘Answering the Question: What Is the Enlightenment?’ then ours was a loose assemblage of re-
sponses to a more speculative question –– What is the Scottish Endarkenment? 

Let me shine some light on this question (some moonlight in fact) through examples of exhibited work. This 
also serves to illustrate how an entirely unintended minor motif – moonlight – emerged through selection 
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and serendipity as the exhibition took shape with artists and lenders. Alan Davie’s Woman Bewitched by the 
Moon No.2 (1956) marks one of the highpoints of this prolific artist, steeped in global art, improvisation, 
ritualistic (anti)method all filtered through a Jungian collective unconscious. Afterall, it was Jung who sought 
to counter the anxieties around modernity ‘by approaching the problem’, as he put it, ‘from the dark, biolog-
ical side.' (4) Alison Watt’s Moon (2014) is a work from a much later decade than Davie’s, and occupies a 
place between figuration and conceptualism, through an oblique meditation on reflected light and sensual 
bodies absented from our gaze. In Jock McFadyen’s Calton Hill (2014) [Fig.2] the gigantic moon hovering 
over Edinburgh picks out in ghostly form the architecture of the city’s first observatory, adjacent stand neo-
classical temple buildings and monuments to the great men (yes, men) of the Scottish Enlightenment. There 
are stellar alignments here that run along cultural as well as astronomical axes. Similarly, in a very different 
work but with curiously shared concerns is Katie Paterson’s History of Darkness (3,261,566 ly) (2010) 
[Fig.3] a work which moves out of orbit, into the cosmos, comprising a slide archive of advanced telescope 
imaging of the furthest reaches of the known universe. 

The exhibition held many such partial and oblique answers. We recognised early that the terms by which we 
set our question were not peculiar to Scotland alone, however much some of them have origins in our 
country. We started with the very immediate and powerful idea that one could revisit, through an exhibition 
of post-1945 art, the binary conditions of Scottish culture, which traditionally trades on notions of Manichean 
dualisms of dark and light, Old and New Towns, Enlightened reason versus gothic myth, Tartan Noir, 
sectarianism and so forth; a phenomenon caught so influentially by G Gregory Smith as the ‘Caledonian 
Antisyzygy’: (5) dualling polarities that reside within Scots literature and culture. The reason/unreason motif 
was brought to life most famously in Robert Louis Stevenson’s pairing of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde within the 
same body. [Fig.4] We tried to catch the dialectical tensions that, we are led to believe, seethe within the 
Scottish psyche, and represent a post-1945 collective reaction to our Enlightenment burden. 

 
II 

The Scottish Enlightenment (roughly from the Union of 1707 to the early 1800s) marked a period of radical 
change that moved Scotland from predominately rural and religious communalism (though one riven by 
feudalism and clan culture) into becoming a modern secular state. Its complex antisyzygic history saw this 
small country both at the two conjoined epicentres of the Industrial Revolution and British colonial expan-
sion. [Fig.5] The institutions that are charged today with managing Scotland’s tourism industry make less of 
a noise about such contradictions and violence and rely, still, on stereotypes that serve an untroubled inter-
national image. 

Despite appearances, the Enlightenment’s dedicated aim of the pursuit of rationalism, progress and profit 
was from its outset met by sceptical, influential and hostile voices, thus offering a prehistory to the notion 
of the Scottish Endarkenment –– from the anti-industrialism of Thomas Carlyle and the anti-rationalism of 
James Hogg [Fig.6]. Hogg’s novel The Private Memoirs and Confessions of a Justified Sinner (1824) 
conjured up an image of a festering layer of psychotic Calvinism that resisted Enlightenment rationality. 
This was further bolstered by later Scots figures, stretching from James Frazier and his immensely influential 
anthropological account, The Golden Bough (published between 1890-1922), that revealed primordial non-
rational forces of primitive superstition and magic still lurking just behind the fragile façade of civilization 
and reason in Western society: what he called 'the permanent existence of such a solid layer of savagery 
beneath the surface of society' (6) Whilst to today’s ear, these are dubiously embodiments of race, it was 
nonetheless an assault on superficial layers of Western religion and culture, ‘a thin crust which may at any 
moment be rent by subterranean forces slumbering below. From time to time a hollow murmur underground 
or a sudden spurt of flame into the air tells of what is going on beneath our feet.’ (7) 
 
A later, broad front of post-Nietzschean nihilism reaches forward into the twentieth century, through, in their 
different ways, Heidegger, Benjamin, Adorno, Schmitt, Arendt, Lacan, Foucault, Derrida, and Kristeva. All 
express ideas broadly around the thesis that freedom comes at the price of moral certainty and must 
necessitate a rejection of Enlightenment values. They reject any necessary link between reason and emanci-
pation and resist reducing society to contractual moral obligations based on individuality. (8) As one of our 
epigraphs states, ‘the fully enlightened earth radiates disaster triumphant.’  This is called the ‘perversity 
critique’, (9) namely that the Enlightenment failed on its promises (though, paradoxically, this feature might 
be precisely what artists in recent decades actually like about it). As Adorno wrote in Aesthetic Theory: ‘The 
darkening of the world makes the irrationality of art rational: radically darkened art’. (10) In contemporary 
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literature, one can turn to the anti-Enlightenment naturalism of the Dark Mountain project, with its rejection 
of a model in which ‘History becomes an escalator, and the only way is up. On the top floor is human 
perfection. It is important that this should remain just out of reach in order to sustain the sensation of motion.’ 
(11) 
 

Equally influential for the exhibition was anti-psychiatrist, R.D. Laing, a Scot whose cult classic study of 
schizophrenia in modern society, The Divided Self (1960), became in its day a touchstone of anti-rationalism, 
through empirical and empathetic work with patients but also as an assault on medicalised models of control 
and suppression. As Laing put it: ‘we can recognize two distinct selves in us: the “imaginary self” and the 
“real self”. The real and the imaginary cannot coexist by their very nature.’ (12)  Laing concludes that ‘It is 
not possible to go on living indefinitely in a sane way if one tries to be a man disconnected from all others 
and uncoupled even from a large part of one’s own being.’ (13) [Fig.7] This was no abstract speculation in 
psychiatric theory but a real problem faced by real people. In describing the schizophrenia experienced by a 
patient named Julie, Laing wrote that ‘Reality did not cast its shadow or its light over any wish or fear.’ (14) 
On such a phrase turned our curatorial project and the exploration of reality as an agent containing both 
shadow and light. 

The colonialising modernity that has impelled Enlightenment thinking continues to make us nervous. Think 
of Walter Mignolo’s The Darker Side of Western Modernity (15) or, reflecting better the Australian context 
of the Dark Eden conference and this journal, philosopher and eco-feminist Val Plumwood dealt powerfully 
Enlightenment contradictions, offering an environmental turn: 

…we’re still largely trapped inside the enlightenment tale of progress as human control over a 
passive and “dead” nature that justifies both colonial conquests and commodity economies. The real 
threat is … our own inability to see past the post-enlightenment energy, control and consumption 
extravaganza we so naively identify with the good, civilized life to a sustainable form of human 
culture. The time of Homo reflectus, the self-critical and self-revising one, has surely come. Homo 
faber, the thoughtless tinkerer, is clearly not going to make it. (16) 

This passage turns on a seductive double-entendre – to ‘make it’, as homo faber (and aligned to creative 
practice and artists as a whole) and to ‘make it through’, as part of an existential threat to the world of 
(un)civilisation and (un)reason that is our current condition. 

III 

 
Vicki Kirby (17) and others have developed a critique of binary thinking that seems relevant to The Scottish 
Endarkenment’s treatment of dark/light problems. Whether one starts with post-structuralist formulations or 
more recent neo-empirical dives into the particular, (18) there seems now room retrospectively to consider 
The Scottish Endarkenment as an ecology of relationality and separation that troubles Enlightenment think-
ing in ways we had only vaguely intuited in 2016.  
 
As has been pointed out in recent work by Erich Hörl, work that despite its theoretical abstraction is already 
impinging on curatorial thinking (19) – ‘There are thousands of ecologies today: ecologies of sensation, 
perception, cognition, desire, attention, power, values, information, participation, media, the mind, relations, 
practices, behaviour, belonging, the social, the political… There seems to be hardly any area that cannot be 
considered… open to an ecological reformulation.’ (20) His reformulation, moreover, is one that recognises 
the ‘denaturalised’ variants of ecology, beyond the organic ones usually associated with such an approach. 
 
Frédéric Neyrat, writing in Hörl’s book General Ecology, goes further and reminds us that: 
 

every relation is founded on a separation. In other words, it is concerned with causing the repressed 
content of ecology, and of the thinking which inspires it, to resurface. This repressed element is the 
following: interconnection must leave room for separation and must metabolize, symbolize, recognize 
it, if it is to avoid falling into the confusion resulting from the abolition of differences. For a confusion 
is not a relation, but its opposite—an indistinct jumble. (21) 
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Everything is not necessarily as in process, interconnected and ‘entangled’ as we might imagine. Neyrat’s 
posits, usefully for an exhibition with a national starting-point, that: ‘Rather than being a totality, nature 
should be understood locally, as a means of allowing the creation of a temporal procedure of mediation, as 
detour—spatial and temporal—allowing us to measure the relations we produce and the material limits 
belonging to these relations.’ (22) It would take more space than available here but the poetics of curatorial 
work allows just the sort of possibilities of both connection and separation that Neyrat proposes on the level 
of nature/culture.  
 
Let’s look at The Scottish Endarkenment through this ecological lens. The nuclear, the medical, the colonial, 
the botanical and the technological all can be analysed under the ‘temporal procedure of mediation’ that is 
an exhibition and the ‘detours’ contained therein. For example, Kenny Hunter’s I Love Rapid Change (2005) 
[Fig.8] presents a classical, modest-scaled and local, rather than sublime, reminder that the threat of annihi-
lation comes in many forms. Nuclear threat has not gone away, despite our forgetfulness and is a catastrophe 
that simultaneously combines the environmental, the colonial and the military. Christine Borland’s SimBaby 
(2007) [Fig.9] is a film-work, using a slow scanning gaze that glides across an artificial infant mannikin, 
every pore of the ‘skin’ visible. The awkward pump noise and movement, in simulation of breathing, and 
eerie 'blue lips' tell us that this is an apparatus, training tool employed in midwifery and medicine. It is an 
unsettling humanisation of a dummy, a Frankenstein baby caught between the flesh and virtual worlds. 
Simon Starling’s Rescuing Rhododendrons (1999) [Fig.10] is a series of five photographs, documenting the 
artist’s car journey from Scotland to Spain, carrying a cargo of rhododendrons. He repatriates plants of 
Spanish origin, brought to Scotland during the Enlightenment, which spread so much when planted in the 
north as to be nicknamed the ‘scourge of Scotland’. He recalls still life genre painting, set to conceptual ends 
- the car is both the mode of transport and the power supply for the photographic lights. 

These are sketches within a queer ecological framing, which Timothy Morton would characterise not so 
much as ‘organic, coherent, or authoritative’ but ‘catastrophic, monstrous, nonholistic, and dislocated’. (23) 

  
IV 
 
Both the oldest manuals and the most recent theories of the curatorial recognise the open encounter that is 
an exhibition. The artwork remains its own knot within the meta-knotted structure of the exhibition itself. 
Perhaps Jean-Paul Martinon was getting at this when he speculated, in Curating as Ethics, that ‘by retaining 
the importance of the finite limits of any encounter, these limits that exceed the living present; we effectively 
present the other with more than he or she can think, thus keeping both absolute silence and total darkness 
(death) and absolute light and total rationality (tyranny) at bay.’ (24) I think this idea of ecology being as 
much about separation as about relation brings us to a point for future reflection, and places The Scottish 
Endarkenment in a new light.  
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Fig.1 Poster, The Scottish Endarkenment, designed James Brook © James Brook. Courtesy Dovecot Studios, Edinburgh. 
 

 
 
Fig.2 Jock McFadyen, Calton Hill, 2014, oil on canvas, 206 x 183 cm ©Jock McFadyen RA, presented by an anonymous 
donor to the National Galleries of Scotland, 2016. Courtesy Dovecot Studios, Edinburgh. 
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Fig.3 Katie Paterson, History of Darkness (3,261,566 ly), 2010, embossed archival silver gelatin print, 48 x 48cm ©Katie 
Paterson, photo courtesy Ingleby Gallery, the artist and Dovecot Studios, Edinburgh. 
 

  
 
Fig.4 Douglas Gordon, Monster Reborn (1996/2002), 70x113cm, purchased with assistance from the Patrons of the National 
Galleries of Scotland, 2006 © Studio lost but found / Douglas Gordon / VG-Bildkunst, Bonn and DACS, London 2019. 
photography Antonia Reeve, courtesy Dovecot Studios, Edinburgh. 
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Fig.5 Graham Fagen Plans and Records, 2007, silk screenprint, 55.5x76cm, ©Graham Fagen, photography Stuart Armitt, 
courtesy the artist, Matts Gallery and Dovecot Studios, Edinburgh. 
  

 
 
Fig.6 John Bellany, The Ettrick Shepherd, 1967, oil on canvas, 155x151cm, ©The Estate of John Bellany, photography 
Stuart Armitt. Courtesy Dovecot Studios and Fleming-Wyfold Foundation. 
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Fig.7 Lys Hansen The Divided Self: Grip (triptych centre panel) 1985, oil, 183 x 152cm ©Lys Hansen, photo courtesy the 
artist and Dovecot Studios, Edinburgh. 

  

 
 
Fig.8 Kenny Hunter I Love Rapid Change, 2005, glass reinforced plastic, marble dust and table ©Kenny Hunter, 
photography Stuart Armitt. Courtesy Dovecot Studios, Edinburgh. 
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Fig.9 Christine Borland, SimBaby, 2008, single channel digital video, colour with sound. 
Duration: 9 minutes. Camera work & editing: Dave Dunbar ©Christine Borland, photo courtesy the artist and Dovecot 
Studios, Edinburgh. 
 

  
 
Fig.10 Simon Starling, Rescued Rhododendrons, 1999, one of five C-Type prints, 76x98.5cm © Simon Starling, photo 
courtesy the Modern Institute, the artist, Toby Webster Ltd, Glasgow and Courtesy Dovecot Gallery, Edinburgh. 
 
 
 


