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IT HAPPENED THAT

‘But if there is a sense of reality, and no one will doubt that it has its 
justifi cation for existing, then there must also be something we can call a sense 
of possibility. […] So the sense of possibility could be defi ned outright as the 
ability to conceive of everything there might be just as well, and to attach no 
more importance to what is than to what is not.’ 1

 If one takes the root of the word contingency   —from the Latin 
contingentem “happening, touching”—as a starting point, then one is in a place 
where things meet. In such a place possibility is rife, for when things touch 
they can cause things to happen. 
 Perhaps then the only certainty is that which Descartes arrived at—Cogito, 
ergo sum. For Descartes this certainty of existence ‘was essential in a contingent 
situation; he had to be certain that something at least existed out of all the 
possible things which may exist.’2

1. Robert Musil, The Man Without Qualities, translated by Sophie Wilkins and Burton Pikess
(Picador, 1995) p.10–11.

2. Chris Gousmett, Descartes’ Theory of Contingency http://gousmett.webs.com/articles.htm
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Halberd Head with Naga and Blades, Indonesia (Java),
Eastern Javanese Period, Singasari Kingdom, ca. second 
half of the 13th century, Copper Alloy. 
Samuel Eilenberg Collection. 
Gift of Samuel Eilenberg 1996. 1996. 468a,b
Filmed in the East Asian artifacts section at the
Metropolitan Museum of Art, using a handmade 
pinhole camera.
Super 8 transferred to Digital Video. 2008. 1'12

Pere Antoine Alley
Filmed in the haunted Pere Antoine Alley in 
New Orleans.
Super 8 transferred to Digital Video. 2008. 2'00

Chelsea Hotel
Film exposed in the hallways of the Chelsea Hotel, 
and processed at A1 Film Lab, 333 W 39th St, a week 
before they closed down. Super 8 transferred to
Digital Video. 2008. 2'00
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According to Austrian author Robert Musil, whoever has a sense of 
possibility invents, using phrases like ‘here this or that might, could or ought 
to happen. If he is told that something is the way it is, he will think: Well, it 
could probably just as well be otherwise.’1

 In translation the key is to choose the words and phrases that best
convey the intended sense and meaning. The two different publications of 
Musil’s The Man Without Qualities that I have had access to through the 
public library have, unsurprisingly, two slightly different translations of the 
novel from German to English.
 Take for example the passage from which this exhibition’s title is 
drawn. In one of the translations available to me the phrase es ist passiert ist
translated as ‘it happened’2 , in the other as ‘it just sort of happened’.3 Even in 
the writing about The Man Without Qualities there are variations both in 
origin and translation. In a journal article About Artful Production of 
Contingency, Walter Moser refers to the phrase so geschah es, dass as a 
formula to induce contingency, a formula that he translates as ‘it happened 
that’.4 But what are we to make of Moser’s so geschah es, dass compared to
the two translations that both use es ist passiert? Moser’s source was a text
in German, the implication being that even in the original German the novel 
has variations in language. 

 But, even before The Man Without Qualities was translated from 
German to any language, Musil laboured over the words and phrases. Musil
is known for his continuous revision and rewriting of The Man Without 
Qualities, revision that stopped him from completing the novel. The reason
he didn’t fi nish was due to more than complications brought about by the 
painstaking care he took in crafting sentences; Musil was unable to fi nish the 
novel because at its core resides the ‘proliferation of possibilities within the 
narrative body [that] made the completion of the novel aesthetically 
impossible.’5 An impossibility that Musil experienced as ‘a contingency 
attacking the very possibility of realising the novel as an accomplished 
literary work.’6

 Although Robert Musil predates philosopher Richard Rorty (Rorty was
11 years old when Musil died), it seems that he would have understood 
Rorty’s position on the contingency of language; he lived it through his 
writing. Musil, and through him the protagonist of The Man Without 
Qualities, Ulrich appears as the type of fi gure described by Rorty as an 
ironist. That being someone who has radical and continuing doubts about 
the ‘fi nal vocabulary’ he or she uses; that an argument phrased in their 
present vocabulary can neither underwrite nor dissolve these doubts; and is 
of the belief that his or her vocabulary is no closer to reality than other 
vocabularies.7

IT COULD AS WELL BE OTHERWISE

1. Robert Musil, The Man Without Qualities, translated by Sophie Wilkins and Burton Pike, p. 11.
2. Robert Musil, The Man Without Qualities, translated by Sophie Wilkins and Burton Pike, p. 31.ss
3. Robert Musil, The Man Without Qualities, translated by Eithne Wilkins and Ernst Kaiser, p. 34.ss
4. Walter Moser, ‘About Artful Production of Contingency’ in Arcadia – International Journal for 

Literary Studies. Volume 39, Issue 2, DOI: 10.1515/arca.39.2.257, November 2004, p. 266ss

5. Moser, p. 267.
6. Moser, p. 267.
7. Richard Rorty, Contingency, irony and solidarity (Cambridge University Press, 1989) p. 73.y
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A work in three parts:
How to Invest in Precious Metals. An eHow
video presented by Mark Griffi th.
http://www.ehow.com/video_4992220_
invest-precious-metals.html

Diagram made with XMind open source mind 
mapping software.

1kg silver bullion bar with Assay Certifi cate
purchased from New Zealand Mint on
01/09/10 for $1101.  Exhibited in conjunction
with New Zealand Mint Bullion Exchange 
online bullion pricing.







Work for Tired Eyes (figures in the landscape) 2010

16

Contingency touches chance, and chance touches accident.  In In defense of 
the accidental Odo Marquard writes of Aristotle’s ‘acceptance […] of the l
accidental as what is neither impossible nor necessary, and thus could also 
be different or not.’1

 For Marquard the contingent and the accidental are interchangeble. 
That which could also be different comes in two forms: the arbitrarily 
accidental and the fatefully accidental.  The arbitrarily accidental is that 
which we can change, we can choose or reject an option—to go out, to stay 
home. The fatefully accidental, however is that which could as well be 
otherwise, that which we are subject to but is not changeable by us—we are 
born in a particular place and time. 
 Of course these two forms of accidental reality operate upon each
other, they are subject to contingency and cause further contingency. Where
there is a choice, each choice spins off to other choices and places us in 
circumstances where the fatefully contingent can operate upon us, so that at
times the arbitrarily accidental and the fatefully accidental appear completely 
tangled in co-dependent contingency, becoming that which could also be 
different.
 If we follow Marquard further: our reality is predominantly accidental,
making us not only our accomplishments, but also our accidents; we are 
more our accidents than our accomplishments; and living with the accidental 
is our historically normal condition.

1. Odo Marquard, ‘In Defense of the Accidental’ in Philosophical Studies, translated by ss
Robert M. Wallace (Oxford University Press, 1991) p. 110.
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Work for Tired Eyes (figures in the landscape) – left Work 
for Tired Eyes (Bomb) – right, 2010
Acrylic paint on magazine pages, posters & printed 
ephemera: to be viewed in daylight.



Compress 2008 (6/8-02-08) Compress 2008 # 17



Compress 2008 # 20
Two magazine pages come together face to face, one 
relatively white and empty—the ‘host’ sheet—the other with 
more printed bodies and goods to give-up under the 
hand-pressure of erasing the pages’ reverse sides. Stain-like 
forms and silhouettes are imprinted, transferred from the 
face of one page onto the other. The host sheet is kept, the 

other discarded. Lastly, the original contents of the kept 
sheet are whited-out: only that and the image-transfer 
remain—a COMPRESS.

Magazine pages with erased reverse, correction fl uid
and ink.

The island of HyBrazil fi rst appeared on 
sailing charts completed by cartographer 
Angelino Dulcert between 1325 and 1339.
Based in Genoa, Dulcert asserted that
HyBrazil could be found in the Atlantic 
Ocean, to the west of Ireland. The island
continued to remain on maps and charts
for several centuries, under various
pseudonyms such as Insula de Berzil,
Illa de brasil, Ui Breasail, or Brazil. It
existed as a kind of terra incognita; within
reach of sailors on the Atlantic, potentially 
visible from high cliffs on the west of 
Ireland.
 Maps of the time acted as a 
disorderly mix of fact and fi ction,
compiled from personal observation,
hearsay, and a variety of historical
narratives. Without reliable longitudes
and latitudes, cartographers strove to
draw information from each and every 
resource. As a result of this confusion, the
ocean continued to fi ll up with islands. If 
sailors could not fi nd an island marked on
their map, they simply assumed it was
temporarily lost in the vast ocean space,
rather than nonexistent. HyBrazil
continued to appear, as in Paolo dal Pozzo 
Toscanelli’s 1457 chart, which was used 
by Christopher Columbus on his 1492
voyage. Other islands such as Isola des

Demonias, Frisland, Buss Island, Antillia 
and the Islands of Saint Brendan
frequently accompanied it. One might
even speculate that the now obscure 
origins of the name HyBrazil might 
refl ect modern-day Brazil, brought closer 
to Europe through the time’s geo-
graphical fallacies. 

SEAN LYNCH 

Preliminary Sketches for the Reappearance of HyBrazil

Ireland and Brazil on the chart of Angelino Dulcert, 
1339. Reproduced by T.J. Westropp, Proceddings of 
the Royal Irish Academy, Volume 31, Section C (1913), 
from the original in Bibliotheque Nationale, Paris.



In July 1480 Bristol merchant John Jay 
sponsored a ship to sail westwards in
search of the Isle of Brasil. The nine-week
expedition did not fi nd the island, and the
ship was forced back to Bristol by storms.
Several other attempts are reported. In
1496 an Italian merchant, Giovanni
Caboto, arrived in Bristol. Known locally 
as John Cabot, he obtained a Royal 
Assent from Henry VII ‘to fi nd, discover 
and investigate whatsoever islands,
countries, regions and provinces which
before this time were unknown.’ He sailed 
for HyBrazil, but never returned, his fi ve
ships and three hundred men were almost
all lost at sea. Some returned to England
to tell the story, after fi rst reaching
Newfoundland. By 1498, Pedro de Ayala,
the Spanish envoy to London, reported 
that two to four ships a year were being
sent from Bristol, all with the expressed
intention of fi nding the island.
 Despite the failure of these voyages,
many encounters with HyBrazil occurred, 
most notably in 1674 with Captain John 
Nisbet of Killybegs, Co. Donegal. He and
his crew were in waters west of Ireland,
surrounded by fog. When it lifted, his ship 
appeared dangerously close to rocks.
Nisbet and three crew then rowed ashore
and found cattle, sheep, horses and a
large castle. They knocked on the castle 
door, but there was no answer. When 
night came the crew made their way to

the beach and lit a fi re. A ‘hideous noise’
then arose and they fl ed to the boat. They 
returned the next day to fi nd a group of 
old men on the shore, dressed in outdated 
clothes and talking ‘old fashioned speech.’ 
They claimed to have been locked up in 
the castle and that Nisbet’s fi re broke the 
spell of their imprisonment, causing the
castle to collapse. The liberated men 
confi rmed that the island was indeed ‘O
Brazile’ before being brought to
Killybegs, where by virtue of their ancient 
clothes, money and antiquated language,
they persuaded many of their story. Upon
the arrival of Nisbet’s ship to Killybegs, a
second ship set out under the command
of Alexander Johnson. He too found the 
island, and returned to confi rm the tales
of Nisbet and crew. 

In August 1668 Morough Ley was
kidnapped from Irrosainhagh, north of 
Galway Bay and taken to HyBrazil by two
strangers. He returned two days later with
a medical journal that he was instructed
not to open for the next seven years. 
However, Ley immediately started to use 
the journal in his work as a doctor. 
Known as the Book of the O’Lees, it is 
now found in the library of the Royal 
Irish Academy, on Dawson Street in
Dublin. It contains translations of Latin
texts, with curious tables specifying
medical details, showing the name, stage 
and cures of a variety of diseases.

As some parts of the ocean were
thoroughly explored and accurately 
plotted throughout the centuries, HyBrazil 
continued to exist by being sought out, 
despite its geographical indeterminacy. 
Such a gap in knowledge only increased 
the island’s imaginative resonance,
especially along the west coast of Ireland
and on the Aran Islands, located off 
Galway Bay. Roderick O’Flaherty, a 
seventeenth century historian from
Galway noted, ‘The people of Aran, with 
characteristic enthusiasm, fancy, that at 
certain periods, they see Hy-Brasail, 
elevated far to the west in their watery 
horizon. This has been the universal 
tradition of the ancient Irish, who
supposed that a great part of Ireland had
been swallowed by the sea, and that the 
sunken part often rose and was seen 
hanging in the horizon: such was the
popular notion.’ After paganism, Christian 
beliefs incorporated HyBrazil into part of 
a transcendental seascape, as the Land of 
Promise, the Isle of Truth, The Isle of 
Joy… Eden. It reportedly appeared 
through a blanket of fog every seven 
years, located, ‘on the west side down 
from Aran, where goes the sun to its
couch.’ 

Gradually HyBrazil began to
disappear from view, as the actualities of 
the Atlantic began to solidify. In J. Purdy’s
General Chart of the Atlantic (1830), 
Brazil Rock is marked with no indication 

Book of the O’Lee’s, page 40.



of doubt, at 51° 10' north and 150° 50'
west . In a chart of nautical currents by 
A.G.Findlay, dated 1853, Brazil Rock
appears again. But in the 12th edition of 
Purdy’s Memoir Descriptive and
Explanatory of the N. Atlantic Ocean
(1865), its existence is briefl y discussed
and rejected. As the idea of the nation
state and its dynamics of commercial
capitalism grew, the existence of an
irrational entity such as HyBrazil began to
fade, dematerialising into the realm of 
folklore.
 In more recent times, researchers 
and archaeologists have searched in the
most likely locations west of Ireland.
Shallow-water reefs have been found at
Porcupine Bank, somewhat northwest of 
the most likely location of HyBrazil. Some 
also believe that the last remaining part of 
the legacy might be the island of Rockall
in the Atlantic Ocean. This small island 
(twenty-seven metres wide, twenty-three
metres high) comprises of the summit of 
an extinct volcano, and is currently the
subject of an unresolved territorial
dispute between Ireland, the United
Kingdom, Denmark and Iceland.
Continuing the inquisitive spirit of 
cartographers such as Dulcert, islands
have been discovered as recently as 1976, 
with satellite technology locating Landsat
Island, twenty kilometres off the northeast
coast of Labrador, Canada.

Thomas Johnson Westropp was born in
County Limerick in 1860. From a very 
young age he displayed an intense interest 
in the antiquities of his locality, and began 
making notes and sketches of ancient and 
early Christian monuments during trips
throughout Limerick and Clare. He 
attended the University of Dublin, 

graduated as a civil engineer in 1885, and
set about a job building and repairing
bridges. By 1888 he had abandoned his
professional work, having the fi nancial
means to pursue his true interests for the
remainder of his life until 1922.
 Westropp never became a
professional archaeologist, having no
concern to hold a post as an academic or 
an Inspector of Ancient Monuments.
Instead he worked free of the demands of 
offi cialdom, combining his own fi eldwork
with scholarly research into historical
material related to the sites he recorded.
He completed over three hundred papers,
illustrated with photographs, plans and
drawings, on the topography, antiquities 
and folklore of sites mainly in the west of 
Ireland.
 In 1872, Westropp, aged twelve, 
stared out over the Atlantic Ocean, and 
saw HyBrazil appear; ‘It was a clear 
evening, with a fi ne golden sunset, when,
just as the  sun went down, a dark island
appeared far out to sea, but not on the
horizon. It had two hills, one wooded;
between these, on a low plain, rose towers 
and curls of smoke. My mother, brother, 
Ralph Hugh Westropp, and several friends
saw it at the same time; one person cried
that he could “see New York”!’ 
 Westropp recalled this moment in his
1912 paper ‘Brasil and the Legendary 
Islands of the North Atlantic: their history 
and fable. A contribution to the ‘Atlantis’ 

problem.’ His writing on legendary islands
is knowledgeable, as he considers the
folklore surrounding several other alleged 
landmasses off the Irish coast. It appears 
that his interest in the subject was spurred 
on by childhood memories, as he wrote, ‘I
myself have seen the illusion some three
times in my boyhood, and even made a
rough coloured sketch after the last event,
in the summer of 1872.’ 
 Today, Westropp’s sketch of the 
encounter is not to be found in his 
sketchbooks that are now kept at the 
Royal Irish Academy. The closest
documents located there are sketches he
made at the cliffs of Kilkee when aged
fi fteen in 1875. 

Thomas Johnson Westropp, at the entrance of Saint 
Colman’s Cave in County Clare. Here, in the 
seventh century, Colman retired into the wilderness 
for the benefi t of his devotion. He kept a rooster, a
mouse, and a fl y with him. The rooster, by his
crowing, gave Colman notice to pray. The mouse 
prevented the Saint falling sleep for more that fi ve 
hours a day by scratching his ear if he dozed off. 
The fl y attended on him when he was reading and
had the sense to walk along the lines of the book. 
When the Saint had closed his eyes, the fl y would
stay upon the fi rst letter of the next sentence.

T.J. Westropp, Sketches in Ireland, volume 3: 
Tipperary, Clare, Limerick, Cork, Dublin, Wicklow,
Meath, King’s County, Westmeath, Longford, 
Louth, Roscommon, Galway, 1874-1894, page 330. 
Detail.
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 To speculate that youthful
impressions of HyBrazil attracted
Westropp to work along the western
seaboard seems appropriate. As he
studied the origins of ancient stone forts,
he published twenty papers detailing
research into two hundred and sixty 
existing promontory forts, structures
located beside a cliff face. Almost all of 
these appear along the western seaboard.
Throughout these years of fi eldwork, he 
could glance upon the Atlantic and its
horizon at any time.
 The most notable example of a
promontory fort is Dun Aengus, which
hangs over a three hundred foot high cliff 

on Inishmore, the largest of the Aran
Islands. The fort’s construction has two 
alternative origins; (a) About 3500 BC,
Ireland began to populate as human
migration reached the island. A group
continued to push westwards, to the edge
of Galway, across to the Aran Islands, 
eventually fi nding what they perceived as
the end of the world at the cliffs on
Inishmore. (b) In ancient Irish myth the 
Fir Bolg were the rulers of Ireland, well
before the arrival of the Tuatha Dé 
Danann, the Gaelic gods. As they travelled
around Ireland, the Fir Bolg built and
entrenched themselves in stone forts.
Aengus, the Fir Bolg chief, after 
attempting to settle at prehistoric sites
such as Tara and Newgrange, continued to 
Connaught where Queen Maeve promptly 
told him to continue westwards, to Aran.
Dun Aengus is thought of as his last place 
of residence. Working as an archaeologist 
Westropp naturally had an ideological 
friction with these mythical explanations. 
However, in 1893 he wrote that he 
accepted these accounts, but only with
‘natural hesitation and doubt.’ 

Verso page: T.J. Westropp, drawing from the 
Proceedings of the Royal Irish Academy, 
volume 30, section C (1912).
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In 1901, Westropp took a photograph of 
an unnamed female companion with a
large box camera upon a tripod at Dun
Aengus. Her camera is pointed away from
land, facing southwest to the Atlantic 
Ocean, in the purported direction of 
HyBrazil. 
 After unsuccessful attempts in 
numerous archives in spring 2007 to fi nd
twelve-year-old Westropp’s drawing of 
HyBrazil, an expedition was enacted to
fi nd a substitute for this lost artifact. After 
reaching Dun Aengus, a camera was
placed in the location of Westropp’s 1901
photograph, focusing on the horizon line
of the Atlantic to the southwest of the 
cliffs. Each evening, as the sun set to the
west, photographs were taken.

In Auckland in September 2010, 36
images taken of this Atlantic view were 
presented as a slide dissolve presentation,
each fading in and out upon each other 
on the gallery wall. Two books were 
located in the University library that 
included reproduced maps featuring
HyBrazil (The Story of Maps by Lloyd A. 
Brown, New York, 1977, shelf number 
526.09 BRO and Infi nite Perspectives, 
Two Thousand Years of Three-
Dimensional Mapmaking by Brian M. 
Ambroziak and Jeffrey R. Ambroziak, 
New York, 1999, shelf number 526 AMB). 
They were subsequently displayed as part 
of the exhibition, alongside reproductions
from Westropp and Dulcert.
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