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Socrates hypothesises that if a prisoner were released, and 
given that all that he had previously seen was an illusion, 
he would be unable to recognise reality. The shadows he 
formerly saw would be truer than the objects and realities 
presented to him. Eventually, having adapted to seeing 
the upper world, he would remember the false notions 
of his old habitation. Returning to the cave his eyes would 
now be unaccustomed to the darkness. While his eyes are 
blinking and before he had become re-accustomed to the 
surrounding darkness he would seem ridiculous to the 
other prisoners. They would say that he returned from the 
surface without his eyes; that it was better not even to 
think of ascending; and if any one tried to lead another 
up to the light, let them catch the offender and put him 
to death. 

The Republic, Plato’s best-know work about the origin 
of knowledge, describes how the world of shadows is 
to be renounced in order to attain true understanding. 
The philosopher draws a distinction between two forms 
of reality: the reality of the visible world and the (Ideal 
Forms or true) reality of ideas. The world that we perceive 
is not absolute reality and functions like the shadow 
world experienced by the chained prisoners in the cave. 
The shadow, which Plato linked with images or copies, 
is negatively charged. In the words of Stoichita, Plato 
‘has the perverse vision of a philosopher who enjoys the 
spectacle of ignorance as much as he enjoys the quest for 
knowledge.’1 

In The Underground City, the “daughter of the cavern”, 
after encountering the surface, chooses the cave. With a 
huge tremor, a gulf opens up in the floor of Loch Katrine, 
which in minutes ceases to exist as its waters pour into and 
threaten the survival of the underground dwellers. Even 
with this threat of death she chooses the cave and the story 
culminates with the confrontation of an enormous pet owl 
that mirrors its owner’s mistrust of humanity.

In the contemporary world, the real does not exist. The 
slippage of reality, its elusive definition, is an element of 
hyperreality in which the distinction between the real 
and the fictional are levelled. The truth or ideal forms 
that provided the anchor for representation have been 
erased through the constant reproduction of simulacra 
and the construction of a hyperreality without any direct  
correlation to the real. In this model, access to the real, 

There is a theory which states that if ever anyone 
discovers exactly what the Universe is for and why it 
is here, it will instantly disappear and be replaced by 
something even more bizarre and inexplicable. There 
is another theory which states that this has already 
happened. 

- Douglas Adams The Restaurant at the 
End of the Universe (1980)

A shadow, a minor character, projects mythic proportions in 
Jules Verne’s The Underground City. This lesser-known novel 
by a pioneer of the science fiction genre was originally 
published in 1877 as Les Indes noires (The Black Indies), and is 
also known by other titles including Child of the Cavern and 
The Underground City. 

Set in the coalmines of Aberfoyle, 43 km northwest of 
Glasgow, the story pivots around the Ford family. Simon 
Ford, the old overman, with his family live in a subterranean 
dwelling, hollowed out in the schistous mass, buried fifteen 
hundred feet below the surface. They prefer to remain in 
the mine, years after it’s been mined out, where they are 
happy together, with their own opinions, ideas, and tastes. 

From the outset there are malevolent forces at play. After 
the discovery of a new vein of coal, an underground town 
is established on the banks of Loch Malcolm, beneath the 
eastern point of Loch Katrina, Sir Walter Scott’s favourite 
loch as described in The Lady of the Lake (1810). A fifteen 
or sixteen year-old girl is also discovered. An entombed 
“daughter of the cavern”, she’s a stranger to the natural 
world beyond the confines of the cavern. Her eyes, 
accustomed only to the dark, have never gazed upon the 
sun, the moon or the stars.

Verne’s narrative resonates with Plato’s Cave. The Allegory 
of the Cave, also known as the Analogy of the Cave or the 
Parable of the Cave, is a fictional dialogue between Socrates 
and Plato’s brother Glaucon at the beginning of Book VII 
of Plato’s The Republic. Socrates describes an underground 
den, a cave where prisoners have been chained since 
childhood by their legs and necks so that they cannot turn 
their heads. They face a wall and behind them there is a 
parapet with a fire from where puppets are projected onto 
the wall. With their backs to the light, they have only ever 
seen the shadows cast onto the facing cave wall. For them, 
the truth is literally nothing but the shadows of images.

unmediated or otherwise, is impossible because reality 
no longer exists.

In Umberto Eco’s Travels in Hyperreality, technology (and 
the screen) provides more reality than nature can. Eco 
cites the rear-guard eco-archeologists working to rebreed 
sheep with black noses without wool; rather than the new 
sheep with white noses and covered with wool. However 
his travels commence with a description of Superman’s 
Fortress of Solitude. For Superman his fortress cave 
is a Wunderkammer, a museum of memories: where 
Superman’s adventurous life is recorded in perfect 
copies, or as miniaturised forms of the original, including 
perfect robotic copies of Superman. ‘The pleasure of 
imitation, as the ancients knew, is one of the most innate 
in the human spirit’2

The cave has become a space to rest the eyes, a space 
to escape from an era of furious hyperreality. The cave 
has also become a repository for the preservation of 
knowledge, not only real and fictional villain caves that 
might include those of the WikiLeaks’ server and the lair 
of James Bond’s Dr No. But also the Granite Mountain 
Records Vault or Mormon Vaults3, an underground 
bunker built into the cliffs of Little Cottonwood Canyon, 
roughly 24 km southeast of Salt Lake City, Utah where 
Mormons preserve genealogical records, reportedly the 
largest such repository. Freely available and online, the 
repository also allows Mormons to posthumously baptise 
their ancestors. The reference to Mormons offers a 
further doubling with Errol Morris’ recent documentary 
Tabloid, which elaborates on the story of the Manacled 
Mormon. As an architectural typology with its own 
origin story, Quatremère de Quincy links the cave to the 
hunters and gatherers.

The Avery’s works generate layered spaces that can draw 
relationships of meaning between science fiction, Verne’s 
The Underground City, Plato’s Cave, hyperreality, the cave 
as an architectural typology and Superman’s Fortress of 
Solitude. Their new work The Golden Hind, introduces a 
new set of oblique referents into the cave.
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