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I.55 or the girl who swallowed the remnants of a forest 

 

 
A century ago, a young girl swallowed a pencil. It now resides in a jar on a shelf of the Pathology 
Collection at Bart’s Hospital in London. The discovery of this specimen raises questions about the 
motivations and the circumstances in which this scenario occurred, not to mention the specific use of this 
pencil lead and its strange fate. Somewhere between fiction and reality, this series of drawings was 
developed by artist Anais Tondeur as a narrative piece. They were created during a journey to set the 
graphite specimen in its historical and paleogeological context. 
  
After 1000 kilometres of train journeys, five days of walking, the ascent of two passes and excursions 
into industrial wastelands, the artist unravelled the journey of this fragment of graphite and was able to 
map the major places in its transformation. Under the guidance of geologist Raymond Lestournelle and 
geophysicist Luc Tondeur, she travelled back to the earliest time of the graphite’s formation in a 
carboniferous forest, some 320 million years ago. The collaborators walked on the coal-bearing site 
where over millions of years, organic residues of this forest transformed into carbon. 
  
After a long hike, they located a crystallised form of carbon: veins of graphite, the result of contact 
metamorphosis. At an altitude of 2800 meters, on the Chardonnet’s rock face which is lashed by frozen 
winds, they followed the dark and oily graphite veins to reach the entrance of a mine. Under the light of 
their speleological torches, the vast caverns of the mine emerged as if abandoned just the day before. 
  



Subsequently water rivulets used to carry the extracted material lead them back to the valley where they 
found remnants of a factory which processed graphite into powder. Vestiges of the Plombagine factory 
still exist below Briançon railway station. From there, the journey continued to the Conté factories, major 
graphite pencil producers in the early 20th century. 
  
At the time of the young girl’s accident, Gustave Sennelier was the main seller of Conté pencils in 
France: his Parisian shop also kept detailed lists of their clients. Documents stored in Forney’s Archives in 
Paris enabled the artist to track down a certain Edgar Amphlett. In the summer 1914, this journalist was 
appointed war correspondent for The Times in France. A few months later, his daughter swallowed a 
pencil.  
 
For press enquiries and images contact:  
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NOTES FOR EDITORS: 
 

Description of the book : 
The book contains 142 pages which include the 41 drawings created on the traces of I.55, a map of 
the expedition as well as a picture of the specimen. 
ISBN number : 978-0-9575418-2-5 
 
Anaïs Tondeur is a visual artist. She lives and works between Paris and London. Her art practice draws 
on an exploration of the interface between art and science, perception and cognition, fact and fiction. 
Including installations, drawings and early techniques of photography, her work questions the influence 
of a narrative, material and embodied experience when encountering an object of knowledge. 
 
To this end, she collaborates with scientists in the fields of geosciences, fluid dynamics, and engineering 
in both collaborative and consultative roles. Anaïs Tondeur is currently artist in residence at the 
hydrodynamics laboratory (LadHyX) of Polytechnique School in France. 
 
She gained a Masters in Mixed Media at the Royal College of Art in 2010 after completing a Bachelor 
in Textile Design at Central Saint Martin’s School in London in 2008. Her work has been presented in 
solo exhibitions in Paris and London and group exhibitions shown nationally and internationally.  
 
http://www.anais-tondeur.com 
http://www.gvart.co.uk/anais-tondeur.html 
 
GV Art is the UK’s leading contemporary art gallery which aims to explore and acknowledge the inter-
relationship between art and science, and how the areas cross over and inform one another. The gallery 
curates exhibitions and events that stimulate a dialogue focused on how modern society interprets and 
understands the advances in both areas and how an overlap in the technological and the creative, the 
medical and the historical are paving the way for new aesthetic sensibilities to develop.  
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