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Collective is delighted to present 
Grosse Fatigue by Camille Henrot, a 
film for which she won the Silver Lion 
prize for most promising young artist at 
the 55th Venice Biennale, 2013.
 
Camille is a French artist, currently 
based in New York. Her work generally 
encompasses sculpture, drawing and 
video. She is interested in examining 
the modern day and historic systems, 
through which we encounter visual 
information, and the symbols and 
motifs found in cultural production. In 
her artistic practice Camille explores 
global links between the construction 
of knowledge and its relationship to 
haptic experience.
 
Literally translating as Extreme 
Tiredness or Fatigued, Grosse 
Fatigue (2013) is an ambitious film 
that attempts to tell the story of the 
universe’s creation. Developed from 
Camille’s research residency at the 
Smithsonian Institute in Washington 
D.C., Grosse Fatigue is expanded from 
a computer desktop, and combines 
footage filmed in the Smithsonian 
collection along with found footage 
from the internet. Considering the 
connection between the artist’s 
studio to the museum, the evolution 
of culture and systems of knowledge, 
Grosse Fatigue draws on anthropology, 
ethnography and social archaeology. 

In her attempt to explain the creation 
of the universe, Camille has developed 

a structure for the film that mixes 
scientific history with creation stories. 
The artist draws from a broad range 
of faiths including major world 
religions, hermetics and cultures 
with oral traditions such as: Dogon, 
Inuit and Navajoall. Many creation 
stories have different starting points, 
some have God as the beginning for 
example, while in others water comes 
first. Camille has used these different 
versions to structure her film. In Grosse 
Fatigue Camille embraces the problems 
of anthropology, science and faith to 
create a universal or objective truth.
 
Central to Grosse Fatigue is a long 
poem created from the artist’s research 
into the creation stories. Produced by 
Camille with the poet and editor, Jacob 
Bromberg, the poem was constructed 
by piecing together sentences from 
a variety of the different creation 
stories.  The end result is performed by 
a spoken work artist and along with the 
editing, highlights the accelerated pace 
of the film.



The Temporal Diffusion of 
Knowledge

Jenny Keefe

Camille Henrot’s Grosse Fatigue 
not only exemplifies the pursuit of 
knowledge by humanity but also the 
natural world and the passage of time. 
In doing so her work offers a visual and 
aural interpretation of the mission of 
the Smithsonian museum and research 
complex where her research was 
conducted; in experiencing this work 
the complexity of ‘the increase and 
diffusion of knowledge’ is revealed. 

There is a good synergy between the 
City Observatory complex on Calton 
Hill and Henrot’s work because this 
very site is itself a testament to the 
pursuit of knowledge and to the 
synthesis of art, science, culture and 
nature. Moreover, when we consider 
the history and location of the site, the 
present moment is shown to contain a 
sense of the passage of time.

The City Observatory and many of 
the surrounding buildings such as the 
National Monument and the Dugald 
Stewart Monument were designed 
by the Edinburgh architect William 
Henry Playfair in the mid-nineteenth 
century. As a member of the Royal 
Society of Edinburgh, which was 
founded in the Enlightenment period 
for ‘the advancement of learning and 
useful knowledge’, he designed these 
buildings to represent Edinburgh’s 
reputation as a centre for learning, 
cementing its status as the ‘Athens 
of the North’. The Enlightenment 
advanced an understanding of 

knowledge which utilised the tools of 
reason and experience to develop both 
a ‘science of the world’ and a ‘science 
of human nature.’ 

The Scottish Enlightenment thinkers 
were central during this period, for 
instance, the Edinburgh philosopher 
David Hume directly modelled his 
Treatise of Human Nature (1739-40) 
on Newton’s account of the universe, 
subtitling it as ‘an attempt to introduce 
the experimental method of reasoning 
into moral subjects’. Henrot’s work is 
at home in a location which is strongly 
reminiscent of the Enlightenment and 
post-Enlightenment period; indeed, it 
is Enlightenment ideals that led to the 
development of The Smithsonian in the 
mid-nineteenth century. 

In the telling of the universe’s creation, 
Henrot juxtaposes images from both 
the past and the present and from 
culture and nature. For instance, 
google searches are concomitant with 
museum storage files and references to 
evolution. We see the advancement of 
science and the creation of art. Nature 
is present as manipulated by humanity 
but she also includes many images 
of animals in their natural habitat. 
In this work there is a multiplicity of 
knowledge: science, art, nature and 
culture.
 
The importance of time in Henrot’s 
work is significant. The story of the 
universe is told in a way that reflects 



the temporal experience of human 
development and the history of 
the world. In this respect it can be 
understood in terms of the German 
philosopher Heidegger’s major work 
Being and Time (1927). In providing 
an account of the experience of 
being, Heidegger draws attention to 
the importance of the temporality 
of experience; we exist in time and 
we can only study humanity and 
our activities in the world. In Grosse 
Fatigue Henrot entrenches us in 
the present in the telling of the past 
(google searches, a birthday balloon, 
etc…). Our understanding of the world 
and Henrot’s work is and can only be 
temporal - we exist in time and as such 
we cannot be abstracted from the 
world.

Calton Hill provides a spectacular view 
of Salisbury Crags, which, along with 
Siccar Point in Berwickshire, are the 
rock formations that inspired James 
Hutton, an Enlightenment thinker and a 
founding member of the Royal Society, 
to develop modern geology and the 
concept of deep time; via geological 
observation, the earth was discovered 
to be billions of years old. His friend, 
the mathematician John Playfair 
(William Henry Playfair’s uncle) was 
inspired by Hutton’s ideas to remark 
upon viewing Siccar Point that ‘The 
mind seemed to grow giddy by looking 
so far into the abyss of time’1. Thus, 
Calton Hill simultaneously reminds one 
of the symbiotic relationship between 

the development and history of 
knowledge and the primordial 
existence of the earth (contemporary 
art – the Enlightenment – deep time).

___________
1. Transactions of the Royal Society of 
Edinburgh Vol V, Pt III, 1805.

Jenny Keefe is an Assistant Professor 
of Philosophy at the University of 
Wisconsin-Parkside. Her research 
interests include British Idealism and 
Scottish Philosophy. She is the author 
of articles on J. F. Ferrier’s philosophy 
and the editor of James Frederick 
Ferrier: Selected Writings (2011).
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1. Grosse Fatigue, 2013, video (colour, sound), 
13 mins.

Original music by Joakim Voix; voice by 
Akwetey Orraca-Tetteh; text written in 
collaboration with Jacob Bromberg.
Producer: kamel mennour, Paris, with the 
additional support of: Fonds de dotation 
Famille Moulin, Paris; Production: Silex Films.

Project conducted as part of the Smithsonian 
Artist Research Fellowship Program, 
Washington D.C.

Special thanks to: the Smithsonian Archives 
of American Art, the Smithsonian National 
Museum of Natural History, and
the Smithsonian National Air and Space 
Museum.
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Collective is a contemporary visual arts 
organisation that delivers an exciting and 
ambitious programme of new exhibitions, 
commissions and projects.

Collective was established in 1984 to support 
new and emergent artists and exhibit their
work in Edinburgh. Now Collective com 
missions new work by artists who are  
at a pivotal stage in their development.

Over the next two years, Collective will be 
making the City Observatory complex its new
home, opening the whole site to the public for 
the first time, placing contemporary art in the
heart of Edinburgh.


