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Adrian Villar Rojas’s exhibition First Gods, Lost
Animals unfolds across two floors of Aspen Art
Museum, transforming the entire site into a single
continuous work that brings together mythology,
paleontology, geology, digital simulation, and
collective world-building within a multitemporal
environment. The exhibition is grounded in the
premise that humans, as finite intelligences,
confront a universe whose complexity far
exceeds their cognitive scale. In this condition,
symbolic tools arise—gods, art, mathematics—
as adaptive technologies that render the world
navigable. These systems extend human
cognition across time: mythology operates

as an early interpretive scaffold, mathematics
formalizes abstraction, and artificial intelligence
marks the newest threshold in this lineage.

Central to First Gods, Lost Animals is a series

of environments carrying the same name.
Reconstructed from photogrammetric scans of
sections of Lascaux and Chauvet—two of the
most significant Paleolithic cave sites in Europe—
this chimeric form evokes both the geological
and mythological formation of a cave, becoming
a monumental relic of deep time. Fragmentation
becomes a spatial strategy, allowing the cave to
function less as a singular archaeological site
than as a shell: a recurring structure, or signifier,
capable of containing and transmitting forms

of knowledge. Across these surfaces, Villar
Rojas introduces subtle gestures: scratches,
rubbings, accumulations of pigment, finger
impressions, and other nearly imperceptible
marks through which meaning may have first
entered the world. Significantly, the environments
contain no parietal imagery, foregrounding
instead the conditions that made representation
possible. Rather than reproducing the celebrated
chambers associated with prehistoric painting,
Villar Rojas focuses on peripheral areas where
little or no symbolic activity has been identified
or preserved, directing attention toward the
uncertain threshold at which natural formations
become images and material traces become
carriers of meaning. What emerges is neither
archaeological reconstruction nor faithful
reproduction, but the result of an extended
sequence of translations in which the cave begins
as geology, an environment largely indifferent

to human existence, then becomes ritual, ritual

becomes archaeology, archaeology becomes
data, and data becomes sculpture carrying
memory, belief, and representation across tens of
thousands of years.

Throughout these surfaces, geometric grids, UV
transfer paper, stamped patterns reminiscent of
topographical or geological surveys, and other
markers associated with digital landscapes are
interwoven with the prehistoric atmosphere,
allowing the visual language of mapping,
scanning, and indexing to coexist with the
earliest human gestures of inscription. Rather
than translating the digital model into a seamless
sculptural object, Villar Rojas introduces the logic
of machine vision itself. The sculpture appears
not as a representation of the cave but as the
materialization of its digital surrogate, collapsing
the distinction between scan and object. In doing
so, one of humanity’s earliest sites of symbolic
inscription encounters one of its newest modes
of representation: the computational grammar
through which machines perceive, measure, and
reconstruct the world.

First Gods, Lost Animals was realized through

the sustained commitment of a team of twelve
Argentine collaborators, many of whom have
worked with the artist for more than fifteen years.
The development and production unfolded over
two full years, including the group’s relocation to
New Jersey to establish a temporary workshop.
Combining 3D modeling with material fabrication,
the resulting artworks are shaped as much by
collective labor and long-term collaboration

as they are by technological and material
experimentation. They form part of a body of
work that Villar Rojas has developed over more
than a decade, exploring new technologies

and how we understand the relationship
between human and nonhuman entities. The
environments can be understood simultaneously
as geological archives, psychological projections,
ritual theaters, technological prototypes, and
precursors to digital and Al-generated image
spaces.

For Villar Rojas, the cave is one of the earliest
environments in which thought and meaning
could emerge; a space shaped both by deposited
geological strata and by layered human

projections and rituals. Before the appearance of
writing, paintings, mathematics, or religion, caves
offered the conditions through which humans
could separate a fragment of experience from
everyday life, preserve it, and transform it into
something symbolic. A place in the very core of
Earth where aspects of human interiority could
be deposited outside the self: a world within the
world. Yet the cave is here understood as only
one moment within a much longer history of
symbolic technologies. Museums, too, as well as
mathematical and digital models, and artificial
intelligence, function as frameworks through
which knowledge is produced, preserved, and
transmitted. What connects these seemingly
distant systems is a shared paradox: each
attempts to preserve meaning, yet none remains
impermeable to transformation, whether through
humidity, microorganisms, and deep time,

or through cultural, political, economic, and
historical contexts. What they ultimately preserve
is not fixed knowledge, but the possibility of its
continual transformation.

Villar Rojas is interested in the conditions that
make meaning possible, treating the museum
itself as both a material and conceptual medium.
The removal of furniture and other familiar
institutional elements, as well as architectural
modifications that alter the building’s entrance,
circulation, lighting conditions, and atmosphere,
allow the museum to become part of a total
environment. The exhibition thus emerges

not only through artworks, but through their
embedded relationships with institutional
infrastructures and visitors themselves. In other
words, through the ecosystem of which the
exhibition itself is part. Villar Rojas describes
this as a “housekeeping practice”: a form of
labor that takes care of a specific place and its
status, attentive to the conditions that enable
experience. The lighting is central to this
approach. lllumination throughout the exhibition
is provided exclusively by emergency exit

signs and a series of custom-built light cages.
Removed from their usual functional context
and distributed throughout the museum, the
exit signs appear as rudimentary images of the
human body in motion, contemporary pictograms
whose simplicity recalls some of the earliest
symbolic representations. The light cages

function less as conventional sculptures than

as luminous environments, generating shifting
images through arrangements of flora, shadows,
and translucent materials. The effect is that of a
diffused beam of light that spills from one space
into another, further blurring the boundaries
between environments.

The exhibition includes the artist’s first bronze
artwork, co-commissioned by Aspen Art
Museum and Audemars Piguet Contemporary.
This monumental sculpture takes the form of a
life-size triceratops skull from which a human
figure—the prehistoric Venus of Lespugue, one
of the earliest known examples of figurative
art—emerges as though carved from the bone
itself. Untitled (From the Series The Language

of the Enemy) stages what might be called an
impossible history, collapsing the boundaries
between fossil and artifact, nature and culture,
and evoking the uncertain beginnings of
representation. The artwork invites viewers to
see coexistence not only as an ethical aspiration,
but as a biological and historical reality that
collapses evolutionary, mythological, and
artistic histories into one symbolic object. It
imagines a speculative, world-building moment:
a transmission across time and a gift from a
now-vanished branch of human ancestry to
another, more specifically from Neanderthals to
Homo sapiens. While symbolic creation has long
been framed as an invention of the latter, recent
findings suggest that Neanderthals may have
engaged in such practices before us. In this view,
the birth of artis not a triumph of our species
but an inheritance, challenging anthropocentric
narratives of human exceptionalism. The
sculpture resonates with ideas explored by
historian Adrienne Mayor in The First Fossil
Hunters, published in 2001, which traces how
ancient cultures interpreted fossil remains
through myth and storytelling long before the
emergence of modern paleontology. Fossils are
discussed in her book as much more than passive
records of natural history and are presented as
catalysts for symbolic thought.

Prehistory itself is a very recent concept. Only
250 years ago, it was believed in the West
that the Earth and all life upon it were a few
thousand years old. The gradual discovery of



geological deep time radically altered humanity’s
understanding of its place in the universe. For
Villar Rojas, this shift remains relevant today
because it reveals that our ideas about origins
are historically produced, socially situated, and
shaped by political and economic conditions.
An important reference for the artist is Stefanos
Geroulanos’s The Invention of Prehistory,
published in 2024, in which Geroulanos argues
that every attempt to reconstruct humanity’s
beginnings tells us more about the moment when
they are proposed, thus revealing the concerns,
assumptions, and power structures of the
present rather than providing direct knowledge
of the deep past. Villar Rojas embraces such

an ethos and proposes a malleable story about
how we write our pasts, and about who gets

to narrate the beginning of meaning. As for

the cave-like environments, Untitled (From the
Series The Language of the Enemy)’s creation
involved a close dialogue between digital
modeling and material construction. Following
an initial scanning process, each fracture and
cavity of the bronze was digitally modeled before
being translated into a sculpture that achieves
the geological complexity of a natural fossil.
Villar Rojas connects the tactile physicality of
bronze and the invisible computational systems
behind its shaping, suggesting that technology,
like evolution, is another way in which matter
imagines itself anew.

The inclusion of the earlier artwork Return the
World XIX (2012) acquires particular relevance,
while offering an insight into a material language
that has defined Villar Rojas’s practice for more
than fifteen years. Originally conceived as part
of a large-scale project for dOCUMENTA (13),
the sculpture depicts a baby resting in a crib

of uncertain temporality. It belongs to a body

of works made from unfired clay, cement, and
epoxy putty, through which the artist embraces
impermanence as a fundamental condition of
art. Unlike fired ceramics, unfired clay remains
vulnerable to environmental forces and gradual
deterioration, thus challenging capitalistic
expectations of permanence, preservation, and
the accrual of value. Most of the sculptures from
the original installation did not, in fact, survive
beyond the exhibition itself, making Return the
World XIX one of the few remaining works from

that project. The result is a form of horizontality
delivered both by its uniform gray coating and
its display on the ground. Technological matter,
animals, ancient forms of life, and human-made
artifacts coexist within the same unstable
material field. The same clay recalls pre-urban
civilization and life on Earth before humans,
while cement is a sign of modernization and the
urbanity of the contemporary world.

Overall, the exhibition considers how
environments shape systems of belief,
representation, and collective memory, asking
what connects the earliest architectures of
meaning to the institutions and technologies
that structure contemporary life. Since 2004,
Villar Rojas’s practice has repeatedly posed
arelated question: What might it mean to see
humanity from outside itself? As if delivered
from a future-past, his artworks appear to look
back at the human species, on the edge of
extinction, a group within only one episode amid
a much larger history of life. First Gods, Lost
Animals stages a vast historical loop that runs
from the earliest known acts of representation
to the technologies that shape images and
objects today, bringing geological, biological,
cultural, and technological timescales into

a shared speculative horizon. The resulting
environment allows us to consider the long
history of representation, the fragility of cultural
and epistemological narratives, and the evolving
tools through which humans continue to imagine
themselves and their place in the universe.

Adrian Villar Rojas: First Gods, LostAnimals is curated
by Claude Adjil, Curator-at-Large.

Special thanks to Nicola Lees, Daniel Merritt, Kevin Haynie,
Christine Egafia Navin, Gemma Goette, Adam Voss, and
John Zinonos.

Adrian Villar Rojas was born in Rosario, Argentina, in 1980.
He lives and works nomadically.

Recent solo exhibitions have been held at Art Sonje Center,
Seoul (2025); The Tank, Art Gallery of New South Wales, Sydney
(2022); The Bass, Miami (2022); Oude Kerk, Amsterdam (2019);
TANK Shanghai, China (2019); The Geffen Contemporary at
MOCA, Los Angeles (2017); NEON at the National Observatory
of Athens, Greece (2017); Kunsthaus Bregenz, Austria (2017); and
the Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York (2017).

Participation in international group exhibitions includes A
Time Between Ashes and Roses, Aichi Triennale, Japan (2025);
Dance with Daemons, Fondation Beyeler, Basel (2024); New
Directions May Emerge, Helsinki Biennial (2023); Chosen
Memories: Contemporary Latin American Art from the Patricia
Phelps de Cisneros Gift and Beyond, Museum of Modern Art,
New York (2023); Portals, Hellenic Parliament + NEON, Athens
(2021); Bruges Triennial, Belgium (2021); 12th and 13th Gwangju
Biennales, South Korea (2018 and 2020); 2nd Lahore Biennale,
Pakistan (2020); Dhaka Art Summit, Bangladesh (2020); Layers

of Time, Moderna Museet, Stockholm (2019); 1st Riga Biennial,
Latvia (2018); 12th and 14th Istanbul Biennials (2011 and 2015);
12th Havana Biennial (2015); 12th Sharjah Biennial, UAE (2015);
dOCUMENTA (13), Kassel and Kabul (2012); The Ungovernables,
New Museum Triennial, New York (2012); and the 54th Venice
Biennale (2011).

Villar Rojas has been the recipient of numerous prizes, including
the Konex Award (2012 and 2022); Sharjah Biennial Prize (2015);
Prix Canson, Paris (2015); Zurich Art Prize at the Museum Haus
Konstruktiv (2013); 9th Benesse Prize at the 54th Venice Biennale
(2011); Nuevo Banco de Santa Fe Scholarship for Young Artists
(2006); and the First Prize at the National Art Biennial of Bahia
Blanca, Argentina (2005). In 2020, he was nominated for the Hugo
Boss Prize.

His 2013 film, Lo que el fuego me trajo, screened at the Locarno
Film Festival (2013). His 2017 film trilogy, The Theater of
Disappearance, screened at the 67th Berlin International Film
Festival (2017).
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List of works

1. Untitled (From the Series The Language of
the Enemy), 2025

Cast bronze

553, x 875 x 60%s in.

2. First Gods, Lost Animals V, 2026
Light box and ivy
3434 x 114Y> x 142 in.

3. First Gods, Lost Animals IV, 2026
Light box and ivy
142 x 114%2 x 34%4 in.

4. First Gods, Lost Animals |, 1/, 11,2026
Layered composites of organic, inorganic,
human, and machine-made matter

146 x 3987 x 273%ain.

5. Return the World XIX, 2012
Unfired local clay, cement, and epoxy putty
50% x 45 x 31%2in.

Produced in collaboration with Andrés Gauna and
Juan Manuel Marcucci for dOCUMENTA (13), Kassel.

All works courtesy the artist, kurimanzutto,
and Marian Goodman Gallery.
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Studio management:
Noelia Ferretti
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coordination:
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Guillermina Borgognone

Malena Cocca

Noelia Ferretti

Concept design:
Guillermina Borgognone
German Rodriguez Labarre

Architectural modeling:
Guillermina Borgognone
German Rodriguez Labarre
César Martins

Guillermina Sgro

Engineering:
German Rodriguez Labarre
César Martins

Engineering assistance:
Alejandro Cinalli

Digital modeling and texturing
coordination:
Noelia Ferretti

Digital modeling and texturing:
Francisco Castells
Matheus Frey

Photogrammetric scanning
reconstruction:

Francisco Castells
Guillermina Sgro

Structural fabrication coordination:
Guillermina Borgognone
German Rodriguez Labarre

Structural fabrication, metalwork,
and assembly:

Matias Chianea

Alejandro Cinalli

Javier Gamboa

Mariano Marsicano

Lali Taborda

Material integration and surface
development coordination:
Cindi Beltramone

Material integration and surface
development:

Ariel Barbé

Juan Barbieratti

Matias Chianea

Mimi Laquidara

Lali Taborda

Juan Pablo Wingeyer

Finance and administration:
Silvia Tabachnik

Curatorial advisor:
Beatrice Galilee

Special thanks to Félix Rodriguez
Borgognone

Johnson Atelier Team -
AVR Project Contributions

Project management, CNC programming,
milling coordination, and facility
management:

John Rannou

CNC programming and milling operations:
James Baylis

CNC milling operations, material handling,
and facility operations:
Mike Gyampo

CNC milling support, material handling,
and assembly:

Austin Gabauer

Marta Roberts

Jo Snyder

Metalwork:
Fred Morante
Adrian Morante
Rea Rossi

Contract management and partnership
development:
Margaret Johnson
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Admission to the AAM is free courtesy of Amy and John Phelan.

Johnson Atelier is the Commissioning Partner of Adrian Villar Rojas: First Gods, Lost Animals.
X HNSON
ATELIER

Presenting a new sculpture co-commissioned by the Aspen Art Museum and
Audemars Piguet Contemporary.
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