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Petrification is a process of transformation from 
cellulose to rock, making it possible to imagine a 
ceramic artifact with a simple shape, from paper, rope, 
cotton, wood, or cardboard. It consists of two stages: 
the infusion of a silica solution into the model, followed 
by atmospheric pyrolysis. During this firing, carbon, 
and silica fuse to form silicon carbide, a rigid and 
abrasive ceramic, technically comparable to that of 
a diamond. This project — developed by Emile De 
Visscher in collaboration with scientists from ESPCI 
(Jérôme Bibette), UPMC (Florence Babonneau), Chimie 
ParisTech (Philippe Barboux), École des Arts Décoratifs 
(SACRe, Université PSL), and Humboldt Universität 
(Cluster Matters of Activity) — combines experimental 
scientific development with research through design to 
imagine an innovative artisanal manufacturing process.

At the heart of the project lies the question of the 
durability of our forms of knowledge, know-how, and 
heritage. Petrifaction, as a transmutation of organic 
matter toward the inorganic, from the vegetal to the 
mineral, perpetuates ephemeral forms destined to 
deterioration. At a time when the ecological crisis and 
capitalism are generating major declines in biological 
forms (disappearance of species and seed varieties), 
but also in practices (disappearance of traditional 
techniques), the question arises of how to keep track 
of our knowledge and fragile material forms. Beyond its 
formal technical principle, the process of petrifaction 

is symbolic in that it invokes a series of cultural 
contents rooted in many civilizations and regions of 
the world: in Greek mythology with Medusa, among 
the Celts with the dolmens, but also in Japanese, 
Papuan, and pre-Columbian traditions. Ubiquitous in 
the 18th and 19th centuries, both in connection with 
the practice of collecting fossils and the development 
of techniques for petrifying bodies, this process 
is still very much present in many current cultural 
forms, such as video games, science-fiction novels, 
and Hollywood films. This recurrence of petrifaction 
in the collective imagination refers to fundamental 
dualities shared between the fantasy of surviving 
death, the curse of stability, eternal life, or fear of 
apocalypse. The project thus unfolds as a speculative 
archaeological proposal, which stabilizes endangered 
elements for a distant future. The collaboration with 
Lucile Vareilles and Ophélie Maurus sought to account 
for this theoretical and historical dimension within the 
framework of the publication .able. The iconographic 
element of this project refers us directly to the question 
of the Anthropocene because it uses firing, certainly 
energy consuming, to sequester carbon in a land base 
instead of in the atmosphere. Rather than helplessly 
endure the relentless accumulation of fossil wastes, 
plastics, and reinforced concrete, the project explores 
the possibilities of a collective, and therefore political 
decision to populate the Anthropocene layer.

This contribution was published on www.able-journal.org 
in a zoom.able format: 

www.able-journal.org/en/petrification

The user can zoom in or out of the content by scrolling 
and pan the image in any direction. By zooming in, 
successive layers appear.
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ICONOGRAPHIC REFERENCES 
OF THE THIRD LAYER

Emblematic of the presence of petrification 
in mainstream culture, the White Witch of 
C. S. Lewis’s Chronicles of Narnia possesses 
a power that turns the living into stone.

The Chronicles of Narnia: The Lion, the Witch 
and the Wardrobe, 2005, dir. Andrew Adamson, 
screenshot, VOD, 00:02:20. Walt Disney 
Pictures/Walden Media. All rights reserved.

Since their earliest days, science-fiction films 
have been exploring petrification. The 1957 
movie Monolith Monsters recounts the strange 
events following the crash of a meteorite into 
masses of black fragments with odd properties 
in the Californian desert. Brought back by 
a geologist in the small town of San Angelo, 
these fragments quickly reveal to have the 
particularity of growing when encountering 
water and seem to cause the petrification of 
the inhabitants of the village. A story of human 
survival while facing an unnatural disaster 
encroaching into an ecological nightmare.

Reynold Brown, The Monolith Monsters, 1957, 
film poster. https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/
index.php?title=File:The_Monolith_Monsters.
jpg&oldid=530274906. Public domain. 

Naturally occurring petrification can be 
witnessed in Arizonian deserts and gave birth 
to a vibrant and surprising local craft, in the 
forms of vessels, sinks, and bathtubs. 

Stefan Pauli, Petrified tree in Petrified 
Forest National Park, 2001, photograph. 
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.
php?title=File:Petrified_tree_in_Petrified_
Forest.jpg&oldid=459806609. Creative 
Commons License (CC-BY-SA 3.0).

Medusa is probably the most iconic figure 
in mythology involving petrification in Latin 
cultures. Capable of petrifying through her 
gaze, Medusa had her head cut off by Perseus, 
who gave it to Athena as a gift. By placing 
Medusa’s head on her shield, the goddess 
inherited the power. 

Sir Edward Coley Burne-Jones, The Death 
of Medusa I, 1882, mixed media on paper, 
124.5 × 116.9 cm, Southampton City Art: 
https://www.southamptoncityartgallery.com/
object/sotag-109. Photo © 2018 Southampton 
City Art. Reproduced with permission.

The portrait of Medusa as her head is just cut 
off, by Italian painter Caravaggio, is renowned 
for the realism and dramatic facial expression 
of horror. 

Caravaggio, Medusa, 1595–1598, oil on 
linen canvas, mounted on a poplar shield, 
60 × 55 cm. Galeria degli Uffizi.  
https://www.ibiblio.org/wm/paint/auth/
caravaggio/medusa.jpg. Photo © WebMuseum 
Creative Commons License (CC-BY-SA 3.0).

The rock formation of Hvítserkur is tied to a 
Nordic legend, where a troll would have crossed 
the sea to destroy a Christian church and been 
caught by the daylight and petrified into rock. 

Alexandre Buisse, The freestanding seastack 
of Hvitserkur, Iceland, 2011, photograph. 
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.
php?title=File:Hvitserkur_sea_stack,_Iceland.
jpg&oldid=499363410. Creative Commons 
License (CC-BY-SA 3.0). 

Carlo Vannini, Untitled, 2018. Published in 
Ivan Cenzi, The Petrifier: The Paolo Gorini 
Anatomical Collection (Modena: Logos 
Edizioni). All rights reserved. 

The Poisson de Grandmont, from the area 
of Beaune in Bourgogne. First specimen 
of petrified fish found in France in 1747, 
the “Beaune salmon” has been the source of 
many analyses, fictions and appropriations. 
Despite appearances, it is not a salmon 
but a bony fish of the type “Pachycormus 
macropterus” dating from the Jurassic period. 
The scientific interest in this fish led Buffon to 
acquire it for the king’s collections in 1767.

Engraving of specimen MHNH.F.JRE50, 
published in Faujas de Saint-Fond’s Essai 
de géologie (1803: pl. 8), based on a drawing 
by Nicolas Maréchal (1753–1802), painter at 
the Muséum National d’Histoire naturelle. 
Published in Geodiversitas 3, no. 4 (2017): 695, 
https:// doi.org/10.5252/g2017n4a2. 

Scanning electron microscopic images of 
SiC materials: a) cross-section, b) radial, 
and c) pits and SiC whiskers prepared from 
pine/ silica, and d) cross-section, e) radial, 
and f) an open cell image prepared from 
polar/ silica composites after gasification 
at 700°C (Shin et al. 2005, fig. 3).

Edward Goodrich Acheson in the lab with his 
omnipresent cigar, testing Aquadag, a colloidal 
suspension of his artificial graphite:  
https://www.sciencehistory.org/historical-
profile/edward-goodrich-acheson. 
All rights reserved, Acheson Industries.
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