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a natural empiricist and drawn to the scientific method, to figure out how to 
apply rigorous, serial fact finding in the humanities, and life, without making a 
terrible mess. (I’ve never been in a relationship with a person who wanted to be 
the subject of systematic experimentation.) Nevertheless, we can and do learn 
valuable lessons in the realms of speculative fiction—mainly that there is no 
shame in wanting to understand the nature of our existence, and, also, fortunately, 
that futility is not synonymous with pointlessness. There’s a lot to be gained from 
banging our collective heads against the wall of the unknown. Exploration of the 
human condition (best pursued it turns out by methods as mercurial as ourselves) 
is its own truest reward.

Joseph Conrad’s “The Secret Sharer,” a weird story about the puzzle of selfhood 
and how to find oneself, if that is even possible, which is never made clear, is an 
example around which I arranged much of my own mental furniture. It is riddled 

FIG. 1 
William Blake (1757–1827), Newton, 1795–c. 1805
Color print, ink and watercolor on paper
18 1/8 x 25 5/8 in. (46 x 60 cm)
Presented by W. Graham Robertson 1939
© Tate, London 2018

Let’s accept, for the sake of argument, that there may be someone at the 
Institute for Advanced Study at Princeton (or the equivalent) who believes that 
she understands the fourth dimension and has convinced the other half-dozen 
mathematicians who speak fluent equation at her level that the theoretical 
“models” on her laptop make sense of dimensions five through eleven. But 
that will never help most of us convert a natural early love of fundamental 
mathematics—geometry is for kids!—into anything approaching comprehension 
or competence in its application. The tantalizing possibility of peeking, Matrix-
like, at the music of the spheres (the raw code of reality) will sadly, for most of us, 
remain just that: an unconvertible potentiality.

Hoping to traverse the Antarctica of pure math, or even applied math, from sea 
to shining sea, I myself washed up in college calculus like Ernest Shackleton and 
crew on Elephant Island: tired, dispirited, and focused solely on survival. Having 
failed at true knowing, I ended up, like many charlatans, settling for metaphors: 
the study of literature. (There is no more compelling handheld portal onto the 
vastness of everything, no more seductive model of humanity, than a good 
novel.) And fell into the trap of Modernism, which is, more or less, about the 
abandonment of rationality. (This was likely a petulant overreaction to failing in 
the footsteps of my frustratingly omni-capable, right- and left-brain parents.)

Technical innovations like Marcel Proust’s immersiveness, Virginia Woolf’s 
periodic sentence, and James Joyce’s stream of consciousness opened literature 
to the all-mixed-upness of emotional reality and offered those of us already hungry 
for it the salve of relativism—the labyrinthine unknowability of the soul, and by 
extension everything else—a plasticity that hard science seems to offer only at 
the apex of genius. In science there are facts, and then one or two people in each 
field in a generation who understand why, towards the end of the asymptote, 
when analyzed to seventeen significant digits, under certain conditions, they 
aren’t actually factual. Like many wannabe Shackletons—“I believe it’s in our 
nature to explore, to reach out into the unknown. The only true failure would be 
to not explore at all”1—I wanted to be at the bleeding edge (of knowledge, not 
survival; at a desk, not on a frigate in the Southern Ocean): where fact and fiction 
circle each other like raptors in a whirling yin and yang of beak and claw.
Literature offers leading edges, but they are less distinct. It is frustrating, if you’re 
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around. On some level, I must have known how incompatible this conception 
was with appreciating, much less making, art. But that didn’t stop me from over-
explaining, and over-defining—hobbling everything within reach with trivialities. 
It took more than a decade to understand and admit that I had a problem. As I 
sought to recover from congenital certitude, Tucker was my secret sharer—his 
work like that hat: a point of reference whereby I steered myself away from the 
shoals of certainty.

The many celestial bodies Tucker has assembled for Almost Everything on the 
Table—the relationships between them, the forces that bind and move them—
exemplify the generous spirit of uncertainty through specificity that animates so 
much of his work. These bodies fall broadly under the umbrella of the (actual) 
discipline of observational astronomy–the imaginative branch, of course, 
which NASA itself practices fervently. (Many of the compelling images NASA 
disseminates are actually artists’ conceptions, altered and enhanced to make 
invisible phenomena visible.) 

Many of those images derive from observations recorded by the Hubble Space 
Telescope, which has done a lot to add depth and texture to our understanding of 
the contents of our universe. But only so much. The cosmos in which it operates, 
except at the bleeding edge, is still, for most of us, a black field punctuated by 
white points: a minimalist painting as it were. While the reality, accounting for 
variables such as scale and distance, as we see in images like those of the Lagoon 
Nebula that NASA recently released to celebrate Hubble’s 25th anniversary, is 
that the universe (at least when compressed into two dimensions with enough 
resolution) is more rainforest than desert (figs. 2 and 3).

Hubble’s sensitivity to the light spectrum runs from the ultraviolet to the infrared, 
115 to 2500 nanometers. The human eye is sensitive from around 380 to 700 
nanometers. Hubble, in other words, sees a lot of reality we cannot. As do artists. 
In his Natural History, the great encyclopedist of the ancient world, Pliny the 
Elder, identifies something like fourteen species of beetle—which must have 
struck contemporary readers as a surprisingly large number. As of today, science 
has described more than 350,000. With evolution and extinction, the actual total 
of species must vary by far more than fourteen every day. Tucker’s star systems, 

with strangeness and ambiguity. Conrad’s characters generally drift in oceans 
of indefiniteness, swirling around unknowable ends, in plots that never really 
resolve. The climax of “The Secret Sharer” comes when the protagonist, a ship’s 
captain, nearly runs his ship aground while in the grip of an idée fixe.

At the critical moment, when the ship’s fate is balanced, the captain catches 
sight of his floppy white hat, which his sharer—a stowaway doppelgänger 
whose presence aboard his ship the captain has abetted, even as it has caused 
him to lose his mental bearings—has lost or left behind in the water when 
making for shore. Regaining his wits—the spell seemingly broken by his other’s 
disappearance or demise—the captain uses the hat, bobbing atop the glassy, 
otherwise infinitely undefined field of water, as a point of reference by which to 
steer the ship, and/or himself, to safety. 

The thing about Conrad is that while his novels and stories present as action 
adventures, and can be enjoyed (or at least ripped off for movies) that way, 
they land and last like Cartesian meditations: intimate dramas about the infinite 
indefiniteness of knowing.

It is perfectly ironic that when I met Tucker Nichols (b. 1970), more than two 
decades ago now, I was blazing with absolutes, having apparently channeled all 
of my desire for demonstrable facts into prescriptive art criticism. This despite 
a towering obsession with Virginia Woolf’s peerless investigations into the 
mutability of humanity. I had pointlessly specific answers for everything. Tucker 
had then only just begun the process of giving up museum work and any kind 
of certainty to be an artist. I remember thinking that here was my inner Quixote, 
the other half of myself, a double whose example I might follow if only I were not 
such a coward and not so pointedly obsessed with being useful. Naturally, I chose 
to communicate this deep respect for Tucker’s new chosen path in a series of 
monologues on the theme of everything I knew he should do. 

At that point I believed in the social function of museums, but I had never really 
considered whether art itself had a job. All I knew, and I knew it with a blind 
missionary zeal, was that my purpose was to solve the Rubik’s Cube of every 
artwork I encountered and communicate the solution to everyone and anyone 
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terms, in its own mental universe. And not to be pigeonholed, even with the best 
of intentions. Perception, I have learned, is not the same thing as perspective. 
This is a concept most people likely master before being promoted to first grade. 
It came harder to me. But in order to live in a world with as many perspectives as 
there are people, it turns out that it’s better not only to accept ambiguity, but to 
find meaning and pleasure in it.

That does not require, and in our case it does not involve, as much passivity as it 
implies. Tucker and I have spent twenty years bandying big questions around—
wanting, in our small ways, to captain the ship of knowing. Which is why, apart 
and together, we took up modeling. Tucker tends to make what I call worldview 
works: objects which, if conceptually reverse engineered, lead to unimaginably 
strange universes of thought, feeling, and assumption. They model unfamiliar 
human consciousnesses and undreamt of states of other realities. While, thanks 
to his influence, I have come to arrange artworks as if they constitute what Isamu 
Noguchi (1904–1988) called imaginary landscapes, or landscapes of the mind. 
We have shared many models over the years, and conceived others together, 
to try to get at fundamental things, not by way of answers, but in order to be 
inspired by the futility.

The power of an explanatory model, many of us have been led to believe, is in 
direct proportion to its simplicity. Meaning that the concepts that have shaped our 
conception of reality most profoundly, right or wrong—and, best of all, really wrong 
(e.g., deism)—are the ones more of us are capable of understanding or believing. 
As our collective knowledge has grown and vast tracts of the unknown have given 
way to dense, overlapping matrices of explanation, our need for simplicity has 
only sharpened—to the point where even that desire has been expressed as an 
evaluative principle lionized and widely used in logic and science. Occam’s Razor, 
as one formulation of this need is known, has become a shorthand for a class of 
principles of explanatory economy that extends back at least as far as Aristotle and 
has inspired thinkers as diverse as Ptolemy, Thomas Aquinas, Maimonides, and Isaac 
Newton. Rarely has it been expressed more clearly than by William of Ockham: “All 
else being equal, the simplest explanation is to be preferred.” But the most evocative 
formulation was articulated by a medical diagnostician, Theodore Woodward, who 
put it this way, “When you hear hoofbeats, think of horses not zebras.”

other clusters of celestial bodies, and models—motivated by the constant flow 
of curiosity between us, bracketed by the raw content of our unmethodical 
researches (check out this link!), and never overly constrained by facts—offer an 
invitation to embrace and be motivated by the diversity of everything we don’t 
know about the universe.

What I have learned from Tucker, through the sometimes bruising give and take of 
friendship and collaboration, is that art does not want to be solved any more than 
any one of the seven billion people on earth wants to be stereotyped. Art wants 
the same things we all want: to be engaged in the kind of dialogue that sweeps 
us up and expands our horizons. It wants empathy, to be considered on its own 

FIG. 2
Filtered, optical view of the Lagoon Nebula, taken by the NASA/ESA Hubble Space Telescope, released April 19,  2018
Digital image
NASA, ESA, STScI
Photo: Hubble’s Wide Field Camera 3, ESA/Hubble

FIG. 3 
Infrared view of the Lagoon Nebula, taken by the NASA/ESA Hubble Space Telescope, released April 19, 2018
Digital image
NASA, ESA, STScI.
Photo: Hubble’s Wide Field Camera 3, ESA/Hubble
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William of Ockham’s seductive principle of simplicity. Crabtree’s Bludgeon, 
as it is known, states that “[n]o set of mutually inconsistent observations can 
exist for which some human intellect cannot conceive a coherent explanation, 
however complicated.” Crabtree’s Bludgeon is obviously true, and superior, in 
theory, practice, and every other way to Occam’s Razor. Consciousness itself, it’s 
believed, being the product of complexity.

Among homo sapiens, one would be hard-pressed to identify an individual more 
given to expository digression or more talented in the formulation of both simple 
and incomprehensibly complex explanations than the futurist R. Buckminster 
Fuller. In his usual bludgeoningly comprehensive way, Fuller had a(n)  
(un)characteristically tidy explanation for when, where, how, and why science 
became estranged from the humanities. You might think, given his status as one 
of the great natural philosophers in history, that his sympathies would lie with the 
scientists and that he would hold the poets responsible. But in his awesomely 
simple account of that history, it’s the rationalists who are to blame. Because it 
is impossible to improve upon, I will quote from Calvin Tomkins’s brilliant 1966 
feature profile of Bucky:

Fuller began by telling us about meeting C. P. Snow in England two 
years ago. He said he was sympathetic to Snow’s view that there is a gap 
between the “two cultures”—the sciences and the humanities—but he 
did not agree that this gap had been caused by a spontaneous aversion to 
industrialization on the part of literary men. In Fuller’s opinion, scientists 
had caused it. Soon after the discovery of electromagnetics, in the 
nineteenth century, he said, scientists had decided that because electrical 
energy was invisible, it could not be represented to the layman in the 
form of models, and so they had decided to stop trying to explain what 
they were doing in terms that the layman could understand. “That’s really 
the great myth of the nineteenth century,” he said. “I told Snow the basic 
reason for the split was that science gave up models.”2

Long before the digital era—in fact, just prior to the rift Snow and Fuller 
describe—more or less everything you needed to describe everything we 
understood about the universe fit on a table and could be constructed from 

Tucker has always gone straight for zebras. For my part, in an admittedly 
dementedly acquisitive life, my truest prize possession is a list of synonyms for 
nonsense that I have been compiling longer even than I’ve known Tucker. It is 
better, makes more sense, and comes closer to a truth than anything else I have 
written. Tucker’s efforts in the cause of nonsense, meanwhile, notwithstanding 
the tens of thousands of drawings and other things he has made, are perhaps 
best epitomized by Crabtree, a book for children he wrote with his brother Jon. 
Crabtree is nothing less than an attempt to inculcate in English-speaking youth 
the insane, spectacularly inelegant belief that the best way to arrive at the correct 
answer is to eliminate every other answer: through brute empirical force.

Unlike many of the best empiricists in history, Joseph Crabtree was not Scottish. 
But he was a real person, and responsible for one of the most compelling anti-
razors, a term used to describe attempts to model a convincing response to 

FIG. 4
Henry Hughes (fl. 1835–1875) and Frances West (fl. 1882–1852)
Portable orrery, c. 1829
Ivory, wood, paper, pine, brass, silver
9 7/16 x 16 9/16 x 8 3/4 in. (24 x 42 x 22.2 cm)
Collection of Historical Scientific Instruments, Harvard University
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as abstract and simply stated as a formula with only a few terms can have any 
relationship to a cosmic truth. We believe. At least at the operational level 
of college physics. That fuzziness is the point. Models are useful because as 
concrete metaphors, they enable conceptual progress by approximation.

Creatures of imprecision, approximation, and metaphor, Tucker and I have, 
through many kitchen table collaborations, always been at work on reversing that 
split between science and the humanities, between the true, the true enough, 
and truth—without even knowing that’s what we were doing. We have done this 
by modeling understanding from the less-organized, poetic, somewhat misty end 
of the spectrum. That is, from an optimistically absurd, humanistic point of view. 
(How can we do anything other than make ourselves the measure of all things?) 
But it was only with the opportunity to work together here, in trying to meet the 
challenge of The Domestic Plane, that we have been as earnest with the rigors of 
science as we have always been about the serendipitous futilities of knowing.

As we formed the conceit that came to frame the show and I struggled to explain 
what I had in mind without hemming Tucker in, there were more than a few false 
ahas. The best of these was a message in which Tucker confessed to thinking he 
was done making sculpture but willing, in theory, to try making some ambiguous 
objects along the lines of the instruments and models in which I was interested 
(e.g., orreries, dowsing rods, and scholar’s rocks). Initially, the only concept I 
was able to clearly convey was the importance of the fundamental tangentialness 
and inoperability of everything. And then Tucker wrote this: “Tools on tables for 
understanding seemingly impossible questions.”6 And, as it turns, out, that’s 
what we’ve done.

When we started thinking about how it would work, we agreed that we would 
be collaborators. Tucker would be the conceiver and maker. I would be the 
enthusiastic, dilettantish investigator: in the sense in which every unemployed, 
Oxford-educated English gentleman in the eighteenth century had, or wanted, 
a garden laboratory, and was, or wanted to be, a natural philosopher. We talked 
about things that interested us (e.g., the swirling continents of plastic refuse 
now at the center of every one of our oceans, the gyres; the Ripley’s Believe It or 
Not of scientific tidbits published every Tuesday in The New York Times Science 

widely available materials by an amateur following instructions, and using 
relatively basic tools. Favorite examples that Tucker and I used as an archetype 
for many of the things included in the exhibition are the mechanical models of 
the solar system, very popular on either side of the turn of the nineteenth century, 
known as orreries (fig. 4). An orrery is a tool of understanding, not for scientists, 
because around 1800 it was impossible to give them anything like real precision, 
but for the common man. As such they’re a great way to think about what it means 
to model the somewhat visible but otherwise utterly incomprehensible.

It’s no coincidence that the split between facts and truths was precipitated by 
science’s wholesale shift into identifying, documenting, understanding, and 
ultimately mastering the invisible forces, such as electromagnetism, which 
had until very recently been considered the domain of religion or magic. This 
moment in human intellectual history that Tucker and I are constitutionally and 
spiritually immersed in, and channeling here, is the century or so leading up to 
the split, which history, in its infinite hunger for hagiography, has termed The Age 
of Enlightenment. And which was actually a delirious wild west of speculative 
empiricism, aggressive ignorance, outright flimflam, and sincere pseudoscience.

We’re talking about a time when much of the European aristocracy, maybe 
the best-educated, most-underemployed people in the history of humanity, 
was denied the “indignity” of hands-on work. A sizable percentage of them, if 
only to forestall death by boredom, directed a huge quantity of human genius, 
and a working familiarity with Greek and Latin that would otherwise have been 
wasted, to investigating the world. Without justifying the indefensible—they were 
overwhelmingly white, wealthy, and male—it is fair to say that many of the values 
and systems that form the DNA of the version of the world many of us believe in 
still were articulated and codified by these amateurs: organized inquiry, in the 
form of the scientific method, being near, if not at, the top of the list.

What many of these amateur questers discovered, whether investigating the 
social habits of beetles or the transit of Jupiter’s moons, is that models, even as 
they oversimplify, are a surprisingly powerful way to transcend the discomfiting 
complexity that attends the big questions. The most unbelievable thing about an 
equation like E=mc2 is not how complex it is under the hood, but that anything 
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fiction. It is also not about truthiness, to use Stephen Colbert’s great recent 
coinage. Nothing here is intended to deceive, mislead, or wrongly convince 
anyone of anything.

Tucker’s process metaphor for the search for knowledge is beachcombing. 
A large portion of the material for the work in the exhibition was delivered by 
ocean. Everything, from the objects and the questions they address to the 
somewhat Linnaean way that they are grouped and presented, is in search of 
approximations good enough—in the true enough way that a gyre of trash on 
Earth is analogous to a galaxy of celestial debris—to make us care enough to 
want to seek. And, through repetition, to accumulate enough looking to produce 
thought, and, eventually, to approach something like knowing.

With luck, the flow of inspiration across our tables never stops; we remain at 
sea; metaphors mix; the mind boggles; that is more than good enough; and 
there is joy in it.

Dakin Hart 

1. Widely attributed to Shackleton.
2. Calvin Tomkins, “In the Outlaw Area,” The New Yorker, January 8, 1966.

section); he would make instruments, models, and experiments relating to the 
chaotic systems inherent in those subjects; and I would try to make sense of 
the chaos, and organize them into seemingly coherent areas of inquiry. Those 
gradually became the working groups you see here—dedicated, in our virtual 
laboratory, to the universe, gyre(s), a series of investigations into invisible forces, 
and prop-aided metaphysical reflection.

Everything in the exhibition has a responsibility. That’s hugely important. 
Sculpture, even more than painting, has suffered terribly from its loss of tasks 
under the regime of Modernism. Where once it galvanized civilizations, sculpture 
“evolved” to sit under Plexiglas on pedestals and do very little for a precious few. 
To such an extent that when it finally started to re-enter the world and participate 
in life again in the second half of the twentieth century, however tentatively, it 
seemed like a revolution. There is no reason on Earth or in heaven why sculpture 
should not again be considered an instrument of progress.

Following that logic, it is our hope that Almost Everything on the Table will 
encourage the enterprise of curiosity that has produced the most absurd and 
ennobling understandings of man, from hard science to the most abstruse 
metaphysics. It may seem perverse to reduce the attempt to understand 
everything to the sort of domestic investigations that can be performed with 
tabletop sculptures. But that is precisely the point. Why is it perverse to think 
that we are all capable of pursuing not just information, but knowledge? Every 
one of us is born an empiricist. And a philosopher. With less than two years 
of experience, most of us go so far for our science as to put everything in our 
mouths. Give a baby anything and she’ll shake it, turn it around, examine it 
from all angles, smell it, bang it on the floor, and throw it across the room, all 
in order to understand what it is and what it can do. By age six we’re so deeply 
immersed in trying to understand what it’s all about, that we eschew almost any 
question other than “Why?”

So what happens to us? When and how do we fall out of love with the intimate 
science of being human, and alive, in an unknowable universe. There’s an 
old Italian saying, se non è vero, è ben trovato, “Even if it is not true, it is well 
conceived.” That is not what is happening here. Tucker’s work is not a beautiful 



Almost Everything on the TableTucker Nichols

170 171

Almost Everything on the Table

PLATE 62

Spare Celestial Bodies (GR1802) (detail), 2017–18

Tucker Nichols
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PLATE 63

Fieldwork, 2017–18

Tucker Nichols
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PLATE 65

Uncertainty Apparatus (FG1726), 2017

PLATE 64

Uncertainty Apparatus (MO17124), 2017 
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PLATE 67

Almost Everything on the Table, THE UNIVERSE (installation view, detail)

PLATE 66

Fieldwork (detail), 2017–18
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PLATE 69

Celestial Mechanics Model (MO18236), 2018 

PLATE 68

Fieldwork (detail), 2017–18
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PLATE 71

Fieldwork (video stills), 2017–18

PLATE 70

Fieldwork (video stills), 2017–18
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PLATE 72

Almost Everything on the Table, THE UNIVERSE (installation view, detail)

Tucker Nichols
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PLATE 73

Starfield Simulator (MO17146) with projection, 2017–18
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PLATE 75

Starfield Simulator (MO17146) (projection), 2017–18

PLATE 74

Starfield Simulator (MO17146) (projection), 2017–18
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PLATE 76 

Almost Everything on the Table (installation view)

Tucker Nichols
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PLATE 77 

Force Experiment (MO17118), 2017
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PLATE 79

Force Experiment (M017175), 2017

PLATE 78 

Force Measurement Apparatus (MO17178), 2017
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PLATE 81 

Gyre Model (GY1702) (in motion), 2017

PLATE 80

Gyre Model (GY1702), 2017



Almost Everything on the TableTucker Nichols

196 197

PLATE 82

Almost Everything on the Table, FORCES (installation view, detail)
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PLATE 83

Force Measurement Apparatus (MO18158), 2017 
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PLATE 85

Almost Everything on the Table, THE UNIVERSE (installation view, detail)

PLATE 84 

Force Measurement Apparatus (MO17204), 2017 



Almost Everything on the TableTucker Nichols

202 203

PLATE 86 

Gyre Dispersion Experiment (MO18145), 2018


