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contemporary practice.
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portfolio are found in Pietro Andrea
Mattioli’s version of De Materia Medica,
from the 16th-century. Gherardo
Cibo’s innovative approach to botanical
illustration entailed situating the
specimen against an image of the
geographical area it lived in.

In The Paper Garden, Mrs Delany
begins her life’s work at 72 (2010), Molly
Peacock offers both a fictionalized
biography of the 18th-century artist
famous for her paper collages. Instead
of using flowers as fixed tropes for
stable concepts, Peacock focuses
on artistic and vegetal processes to
disentangle the manifold interrelations
between humans and the plant world.
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treasures, the Ware Collection of Blaschka
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I of British Algae in 1843 thus forever
entangling the history of photography
and that of the vegetal world. This
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known, but equally beautiful, Foreign
Flowering Plants and Ferns (1854).

Infinite Silences, Amanda White’s
2017 solo exhibition at Modern Fuel
Artist-Run Centre consisted of two
interconnected works. A Breathing
Room, a greenhouse structure,
and Movement Compositions, four
cyanotypes documenting the
movements made by plants.
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‘Painting the Vegetal and Human
Condition’ takes the form of a critical
essay to interpret a meaning of
three botanical images from an
expedition to the territories of the
Viceroyalty of New Granada during
the reign of Carlos III of Spain. It
takes a theoretical rather than a
historical approach to disrupt what
is often considered fine art.
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Arboretum: Figure as ground

In my work, I use plants to assist my
human hand in the creation of a
mediated botanical illustration. The
human-plant interaction in the work
reflects human-plant interaction in the
world. My background as a medical
doctor led to my interest in the
concept of plants as medicine for the
mind and body. I create my paintings
outdoors after foraging in my garden
and on walks in nature.

Sara Angelucci’s photographic
series Arboretum features found
nineteenth-century cabinet cards
whose painted forest backdrops
have been transformed to allow the
trees to take over the figures. In so
doing, the forest claims a position
in the foreground of the picture,
and as the main subject; the figure
becomes the ground.
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Right: Rachel Ruysch, Flowers in a Glass Bowl, 1716,
Public domain
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editorial
Giovanni Aloi

Our fraught relationship with plants in art is rooted in the past. It was the scholars of sixteenth-century Italian academies that first felt the urge to rank subjects in art. A hundred years later, historian
André Félibien set the rule in stone when he declared that “He who produces perfect landscapes is
above another who only produces fruit, flowers or seashells. He who paints living animals is more
estimable than those who only represent dead things without movement, and since man is the most
perfect work of God on the earth, it is also certain that he who becomes an imitator of God in representing human figures, is much more excellent than all the others . . .”
Félibien’s words profoundly changed the course of Western painting. They condemned to the
lower tiers of unimportance, often affiliated with the decorative arts—the domain of female craft.
The study of the nude, essential to the training for history and religious painting was forbidden to
aspiring women artists. This enormously limited their creative potential and systematically excluded
them from the making of what, at the time, went by the name of great art. Faced with the impossibility of entering prestigious competitions like the Prix de Rome, or to win important scholarships,
women turned to the “lower” ranks of art. Despite the highly specialised skills-set painting plants
required, images of flowers and fruits were more affordable, and they appealed to the new wealth of
the mercantile class. This might be a bitter pill to swallow, but our inability to take paintings of plants
seriously owes much to this patriarchal thread entangled in gender and social biases.
Luckily, our best modern artists knew how to disrespect classical rules. From impressionism
and surrealism to pop art, plants have quietly been at the forefront of the most important artistic
revolutions. But the root of the problem has never been with artists. It is the writers of art, who have
unwittingly subscribed to the old rules. So, while paintings of plants are not necessarily rare in modern and contemporary art, their importance has been grossly diminished by our critics, curators, and
art historians. And they are not alone. History of art has not been the only discipline to marginalize
the natural world— across literature, philosophy, theatre, etc…; defining our humanity through the
arts has come at the cost of pushing plants and animals to the side. For centuries we have posed as
sole protagonists on the historical stage and when through art we have turned to plants, all we could
ever see was ourselves.
Our art institutions are now rushing to acknowledge the threat of climate change, but in truth,
the writing has been on the wall, or shall we say on the canvas, for the past five hundred years. Our
regard of plants and animals in art is indicative of our lack of appreciation for nature itself. The current climate emergency is surely, in some ways, linked to this longstanding cultural attitude.
The other problem with plants and Western art is symbolism. During the Renaissance, plants
were made into the trustworthy keyholders of visual narratives. Leaves and petals anchored essential
virtues and admonished the faithful to fear the perils of evil. So, cherries, red carnations, and poppies
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evoked blood in Christ’s passion, and the whiteness of citrus blossoms, lilies, and jasmine incarnated
the purity of the Virgin.
Thereafter, the overindulgent flower compositions of the Dutch Golden Age added to the
glossary, as did the hyper-detailed paintings of the Pre-Raphaelites who fondly drew from the wave
of floriography, the interest for the language of flowers that swept Victorian England. Seeing symbols
wherever flowers bloom is undeniably poetic. But symbolism replaces one thing for another and invites us to see ourselves in the subject rather than see the subject itself.
This issue of Antennae is the first of three installments entirely dedicated to plants in art and
culture. The first focuses on different modalities of representation, the second on plant-encounters,
and the third on networks. How we represent plants speaks volumes about our conceptions of their
being and our intentions as well as responsibilities towards them. And it is the very idea of responsibility that drives this extensive publishing project. Artists, as well as scholars, have the responsibility
to shift plants to the fore of their preoccupations and to investigate the historical and cultural networks
that bind us to them. Plants support all life on this planet and our lack of interest in them is certainly
linked to climate change and general environmental deterioration. Paying attention to plants is
essential to the possibility of conceiving a better, more equitable, and sustainable future.
In 2011, we dedicated two issue of Antennae to plants. Well before the emergence of critical
plant studies, we posed important ethical questions, challenged representational traditions, and explored opportunities to re-envision our relationship with the botanical world through art. Somewhat surprisingly, these issues have been among the most downloaded in our archive to this day and
thus continue to invite many animal studies/posthumanist scholars, students, and artists to consider
plants as the new frontier of non-anthropocentric thinking. With the critical plant studies revolution
now in full swing, we hope that these new issues of Antennae will reach an even greater audience
committed to exploring and crafting new conceptions of plant-being and plant-thinking through art
and philosophy.
As always, we’d like to thank all contributors to this issue, including Michael Marder for his
initial input, and everyone else involved in its making.
Giovanni Aloi
Editor in Chief of AntennaeProject
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August Strindberg
Celestograph XII, 1893-94, courtesy National Library of Sweden
Allora and Calzadilla
The Great Silence. Three-channel HD video installation. Dimensions variable. 16 minutes 22 seconds
(A&C140007). 2014. © Allora & Calzadilla; Courtesy Lisson Gallery. Photography by Carlos Avedano
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A six fold paper screen painted in ink and colour on a gold ground
with trailing vines. Japan. 17th century. Edo period.
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Gherardo Cibo’s
ecological vision
The illustrations featured in this portfolio are found in
Pietro Andrea Mattioli’s version of De Materia Medica,
a 16th-century edition of Pedanius Dioscorides’ work on
herbal medicine. They are dated between 1564–1584
and are the creation of the Italian artist and botanist
Gherardo Cibo (1512–1600). Cibo’s innovative approach
to botanical illustration entailed situating the specimen
against an image of the geographical area it lived in.
This aesthetic solution allowed Cibo to provide some
of the earliest ecologically grounded representations of
pklants in the history of botany.t De Materia Medica
was translated from the original Greek to Latin, Arabic,
and Spanish, and continued to be in use with additions
and commentaries written by various authors. Mattioli’s
expansion of the book first appeared in Italian and was
later translated into Latin, French, Czech, and German.
images by Gherard Cibo		
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The artists pair footage of a sanctuary of endangered Puerto Rican parrots with that of the Arecibo Observatory,
also in Puerto Rico. The Observatory’s transmitter is used to broadcast messages into outer space in search of
extra- terrestrial intelligence. The accompanying text, written from the perspective of the parrots, highlights the
importance of listening as well as looking.
19
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Slowly unfolding
In The Paper Garden, Mrs Delany begins her life’s work at 72 (2010), the American writer Molly Peacock offers both a
fictionalized biography of the 18th-century artist Mary Delany, famous for her paper collages, and a personal account of
her own life as a woman and a poet. Peacock illuminates Delany’s life and work while at the same time highlighting her
own techniques of writing. Plants in general and flowers, in particular, are the means by which this hybrid novel addresses
the ensuing issues of (auto)biography, art, female agency, and time. Instead of using flowers as fixed tropes for stable
concepts, Peacock focuses on artistic and vegetal processes such as layering, cut and paste, bloom and growth in order to
disentangle the manifold interrelations between humans and the plant world.
The full title of this essay is ‘Slowly Unfolding. Molly Peacock reads Mary Delany’s Flowers’.
text by Isabel Kranz

I

n the beginning, there is imagination: “Imagine starting your life’s
work at seventy-two.” 1 These first words invite the readers of Molly Peacock’s The Paper Garden (published in 2010) to take an active
part in the very process of life writing the book exemplifies. What follows is the finely interwoven narrative of two women’s lives, a biography of the 18th-century artist Mary Delany and a personal account
of the author, the Canadian-American poet Molly Peacock. In a particularly astute way, Peacock illuminates Delany’s life and work while
at the same time highlighting her own techniques of writing. Plants
in general and flowers, in particular, provide the means by which this
hybrid enterprise addresses the ensuing issues of (auto)biography,
art, female agency, and time. Molly Peacock’s The Paper Garden is one
of those rare books that offers both an engaging read and an almost
uncanny self-reflexiveness on the highest theoretical level.
At first sight, Delany and Peacock may not share many traits,
their lives being separated by two and a half centuries. Mary Delany
was born Mary Granville on May 14, 1700, in South-West England
as the daughter of loyal royalists. She was unhappily married to a
much older gentleman at the age of 17, widowed at the age of 23,
and lived as a single woman of modest means until the age of 43,
when she married her second husband, Patrick Delany. This late
and happy marriage lasted 25 years until Patrick’s death. After a period of intense grief, Mary Delany started what was to become her
life’s work at the advanced age of 72: her famous paper flowers,
“mosaics” as she would call them, 985 in total, housed at the British
Museum in London today. Besides these visual artworks, Delany left
a partial memoir and thousands of pages of letters, most of them
addressed to her sister Anne.
Molly Peacock was born on June 30, 1947, in Buffalo, New
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York. The former President of the Poetry Society of America is a renowned poet with several published volumes of poetry, two memoirs, as well as a book about poetry appreciation. Like Delany, she
married young but found her companion later in life in the literary
scholar Michael Groden with whom she currently lives in Toronto,
splitting her time between Canada and the United States.
Since The Paper Garden is a book about the challenges and
pleasures of life writing, the two previous paragraphs inevitably
fail to do justice to the highly complex endeavor Peacock embarks
upon. In her book, standard accounts of a person’s lifetime centered
on dates, genealogies, personal relations and professional achievements, form but the mere material background of a much more
complex interrogation into the meaning of life and art mediated by
the image of the flower.

Standard accounts of a person’s lifetime centered on dates, genealogies,
personal relations and professional
achievements, form but the mere
material background of a much
more complex interrogation into the
meaning of life and art mediated by
the image of the flower.

Vegetal Habitats, Literary Genres
As soon as the word ‘genre’ is sounded, as soon as it is heard, as soon as one
attempts to conceive it, a limit is drawn.2
Jacques Derrida

The elective affinity that links Molly Peacock to Mary Delany has
three components: gender, age, and occupation. Both the author
and her counterpart are female artist past the age of 50. The core
of the book is thus concerned with the challenges that Peacock and
Delany face as women in general in 18th England and today’s Northern America respectively and as artists in particular.3
Because of the intricate layering of their life stories, it is difficult to attribute a literary genre to The Paper Garden. The author
Molly Peacock is doubled by a first-person narrator who shares all
the relevant biographical facts with the author. If we accept what
Philippe Lejeune has called “the autobiographical contract,”4 we can
assume that the poet Peacock is writing about herself writing about
Delany. Her account of Delany’s life is based on written documents
(mostly letters), on already existing scholarship and her close scrutiny of selected paper flowers. The plotline of The Paper Garden that is
concerned with Delany’s life thus resembles a classical biography.5
Given its non-chronological set-up, the plot line about Molly’s own
life may best be described as a partial memoir.
In its double structure, The Paper Garden, therefore, does
not fall neatly into the category of a preexisting genre but establishes its very own, being highly aware of the work that this entails.
This is why Peacock’s book constantly engages with the question of
how to write anybody’s life, including one’s own. Thinking about the
crucial moment at which Delany began working on her paper flowers, the narrator notes:
23

When Mrs Delany sat down to the enterprise of her botanicals, she was at that grieving moment of reviewing her life.
Making the flower portraits was like assembling a visual
memoir, an album. She collected all the Flora, in alphabetical
order, into albums, and starting in 1781 she called the group
the Flora Delanica, directly attaching them to her name.6

Bartolomeo Veneto
Idealized Portrait of a Courtesan as Flora,
tempera and oil on poplar panel, ca. 1520
Public Domain
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Besides situating the moment of creative invention biographically,
this paragraph offers several genre designations for both Delany’s
artworks and Peacock’s book. While the paper flowers serve as visual props for remembering, as memorabilia, The Paper Garden itself
can be called a double memoir because of its “commitment to the
real,”7 presenting the life stories of two women who have lived or
are still alive. Since the late 17th century, the term flora, which initially referred to the Roman goddess of fertility,8 has been used to designate the natural vegetation of a certain geographic area. By calling the entirety of her paper flowers a flora, Delany wryly inscribes
herself into this botanical tradition, stressing her attempt at a most
life-like rendering of the plants themselves. She also makes it clear
that she considers them a comprehensive collection. Using her own
name as an adjective, she does not relegate the paper flowers to a
region but attaches them to herself as a scientist/artist. However,
the title not only alludes to the botanical tradition but also to poetry
collections, which were also called a “flora,”9 each poem being likened to a single flower. Thus, Delany’s descriptions of her own work
resonate with the artistic creations of her biographer Molly Peacock,
the poet.
Just like flora, the term garden has been used to designate
a literary genre, a “garden of verse,”10 since early modern times. So,
a similar structure of double address can be detected in the title
The Paper Garden. It both refers to Delany’s paper flowers, being
collected in a greater spatial entity (given that the plants are shown
without roots or soil, The Paper Herbarium would have been a more
appropriate if less catchy title), and Peacock’s book as a space of
textual plants written on paper.
The entanglements between the vegetal and the literary
continue throughout the book as the two “non-fictional life narratives”11 of Delany and Peacock become inextricably linked, their
common themes highlighted, and their historically different situations accounted for. The overall structure of the book, evident in the
chapter titles, establishes explicit links between the vegetal and the
biographical. Most of the chapters in The Paper Garden are entitled
after of one of Delany’s paper flowers such as “Hound’s Tongue,”
“Canada Lily” or “Portlandia,” using the vernacular names the English artist attributed to her works.12 The first two chapters make an
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Over the course of the first paragraph, the narrator records several
more details of the plant in the
register of female anatomy.

Mary Delany
Passiflora laurifolia Bay Leaved, collage of
coloured papers, with bodycolour and
watercolour, on black ink background, 1777
© Trustees of the British Museum
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exception. They are called “Seedcase” and “Seedling,”13 thus reverting to a description of plant growth instead of semantically charged
names while also playing with the double meaning of a “case” as an
event of particular interest. And just like a seed, the first chapter
already contains all the elements that the book will unfold.
However, Peacock’s book is more finely grained than the table of contents lets on. Each chapter includes one or more subchapters with titles in typographical brackets such as “{Bud}” or “{Tightly
folded buds}.” In the paragraphs following these insertions, the
narrator Molly turns towards her own past, taking her clues from
Delany’s life story. This way, the two women’s lives embrace each
other, just like the brackets enclose the flower words.14
The narrator Molly refers to a similar combination of writing,
plants and the human body, exemplified here on the level of typography and content when she mentions not having “completely embraced the flora metaphor as a way of life“15 at her first sighting of
Delany’s paper flowers. Rather early in the book, then, it becomes
clear that while they are botanically correct renderings, the flowers
stand in for something beyond their mere material presence. They
are used as leitmotifs for both Delany’s and Peacock’s lives.
The Names of Flowers
Subsequently, Delany’s “mosaics” provide the semantic framing for
each of the following twelve chapters in The Paper Garden. Peacock
uses the whole range of visual and linguistic clues she can elicit from
the respective flower that is providing the chapter’s title. “Passion
Flower” (Chapter 8) is a case in point. It starts with a close reading
of Delany’s image: “The main flower head of Mrs Delany’s Passiflora
laurifolia Bay Leaved is so intensely pubic that it’s as if you’ve come
upon a nude study.” Over the course of the first paragraph, the narrator records several more details of the plant in the register of female anatomy. The petals are described as a “shockingly vulvular
purplish pink,” and she notices a “clitoral bump of white and yellow
stamens”.16 Explicitly, then, the narrator interprets Delany’s paper
flower as an image of female sexuality and pleasure.
This reading is based as much on Delany’s artwork as on
the semantics of the flower’s name, Passiflora, the Latin designation given to the plant by the Swedish nomenclaturist Carl Linnaeus
formed by the words “passio” and “flora” (flower). Originally, “passio” does not refer to the kind of sexual passion the narrator reads
into Delany’s “mosaic” but rather to the suffering of Christ.17 The
German sociologist Niklas Luhmann has shown how passion was
recoded as a result of the “revaluation of sexuality that occurred in
the [second half of the] eighteenth-century”18 – exactly the historical
moment, then, that Delany produced her Passiflora. So, Delany’s
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sexualized version of a passionflower can be understood as indicative of her times. By linking the religious and the profane, the
flower also refers to the biographical fact that is narrated within
this eighth chapter of The Paper Garden, Delany’s marriage to a
clergyman. The spectrum of meaning attributed to the Passiflora is
further broadened when the narrator considers it as the flower of
possibilities because of its possible numerological interpretations
and links this statement to the years before Mary (then Pendarves)
married Patrick Delany:
[Mary] seems more like the passionflower bud in her mosaic, perennially about to open. The bud is absolutely packed
with color beneath its hanging sepals. It is all formed underneath there and about to pop, though in the mosaic it’s
as frozen in growth as Mary Pendarves was in these ten
years.19
The Passion Flower thus comes to stand in for female sexuality,
religion, and a modality of being (possibility). These attributions
are unique to this particular flower; other (paper) flowers acquire
their respective meanings in the chapter devoted to them. This
way, the Canada Lily (Chapter Seven), for example, is understood
as a bridge between the new world and the old, resonating both
with the political developments of the 18th century and with Peacock’s life between the US and Canada. The Everlasting Pea (Chapter Ten) is read as a tribute to Delany’s lifelong friendship with her
sister Anne and as a metacommentary on her own work since the
artwork in question includes a vine shaped like a pair of scissors.
Clearly, then, Peacock does not use Delany’s flowers as generalized
symbols for already existing ideas the way a conventional reading
inspired by the “language of flowers”20 might proceed. Rather, the
meaning of Delany’s flowers emerges as a result of the informed
and attentive reading by the American poet, based on biographical as well as botanical knowledge, technical expertise and poetic
sensibility.21

Doug Young
Gorilla, glass, automotive paint, 2018
© Doug Young

Richard Pell

Alcoholic Rat, 2012, Heather Mull
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Layering, Cut and Paste
Whereas the concepts of genre and names link Delany’s and Peacock’s life stories on a macrolevel, one can find similarly complex
literary techniques at work on the micro-level of the paragraphs
and sentences. Layering is one of those techniques constantly discussed and used in The Paper Garden. Firstly, layering is a concrete
artistic practice by which Delany superposes pieces of cut paper
in order to compose her flowers. Contrary to what a mechanical
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By composing flowers out of
several layers pasted upon each
other, Delany retraces the process
of botanical dissection that has
shown the plant’s composition in
the first place.

reproduction of the images may suggest, her flowers are not flat but
three-dimensional works of art; an important feature of the paper
flowers that only becomes visible when faced with the originals. Secondly, a certain way of narrating, of compiling pieces of information
that lead to a three-dimensional view of people and their life stories,
is considered as layering. Peacock explicitly refers to her way of telling her own life story and Delany’s by using the semantics of paper, of
cutting and pasting. Delany’s artistic paper practices are thus examined in themselves and turned into metacommentaries on Peacock’s
own writing style. And thirdly, layering links the paper flowers both to
real plants and to human bodies.
In a practice that is based on superposition, the fundamental
plane is of particular importance. Whereas white would have been
the default option, Delany’s flowers are placed on a black background.
This color is an aesthetic choice that refers back to the practice of silhouette-cutting she had been trained in since early childhood and to
naturalists such as Mark Catesby and Georg Ehret who painted images
of flowers on black backgrounds.22 Like many other dimensions of the
paper flowers, Peacock’s narrative turns this feature of the artworks
into a metaphor for both Delany’s personality and for the life writing
process of the book. Delany emerges from the book as a “compleat
sensualist”23 to whom “[T]he world was never black and white […] –
it was black and bright, surprising colors.”24 And it is Peacock’s own
life story that takes shape when Delany’s is momentarily relegated
to the background: “There is a strange way in which the young Mrs
Pendarves’s life lays a ghostly silhouette onto the atmosphere of my
own experiences.”25 This instance of semantic slippage shows how the
narrator inserts herself into the Delany plot by taking her predecessor’s artistic techniques both literally and metaphorically.
Peacock uses the concept of layering similarly in the following
passage about the time when she and her future husband Mike saw
each other only occasionally:
In our years of phone calls and lunches when he came to New
York, and in his periodic visits to my class, we seemed to be
layering tissue papers of our stories, one thin layer on the
next, one color on the next, creating through the fractions of
filament complete histories for two individual persons.26
By employing the same wording for Delany’s art and her own, albeit
with the qualifier “seem,” the narrator subtly changes the focus and
manages to slip from one life story into the other, thus stressing their
continuities.27
Besides central elements of their life story (such as a late and
happy marriage), Delany and Peacock share a strict adherence to form
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that can only be achieved by the highest technical skills. Whereas Delany’s art is one of cut and paste in the literal sense of the words (she
painted papers with watercolors, then cut them into shapes which she
then transposed unto a black leaf of paper and fixated with a glue she
herself had mixed), Peacock develops her literary capacities in the form
of poems where a turn of phrase can make the whole difference.
A quarter of a century before writing a book on Delany, the 39year old poet already noticed how their precise execution linked the paper flowers to poetry: “Those flowers had the carefully crafted but mysterious quality of the poems I most admired.”28 Both women work on a
small scale; an aesthetic choice that is decidedly gendered. This is why
Peacock could not bring herself to advocate for Delany’s art when she
first saw it in the late 1980s as it went against every artistic directive she
had internalized: “How I wished I loved in my heart the art I could love in
my mind. Big, bold, epic, symphonic. But I love the small, the miniature,
the detailed, the complex: the tiny, boundaried world that has its sources
in the handiwork.”29 It took Peacock’s coming into her own as a poet to be
able to consciously accept this aesthetic of the small as worthy in itself.
Crafts such as stitching, crocheting and sawing provide yet another common ground between Delany and Peacock, as the narrator
stresses on several occasions. Delany’s interest in and knowledge of
fashion was foundational for her later success with the paper flowers
as it enhanced her “scientific precision and a sensuous apprehension”30
in such a way that “couture presages the mosaics”.31 For Peacock, handiwork is emotionally linked to a beloved grandmother and to a certain
work ethic:
I hadn’t discovered that I could drive this wild whatever-it-was
inside of me into a sonnet or a villanelle, propelling it into lines,
stanzas, and rhymes. I did not yet know that these patterns,
just like the embroidery patterns my grandmother gave me to
guide my colored floss into chain stitches and knots (and like
the much more fluid, enticing patterns that survive from Mrs
Delany’s designs for embroidered chair cushions, bed curtains,
and ladies’ stomachers), were crucial to crafting a poem.32
In order to compose (a poem or an artificial flower), one must first
know its elements. Thus, Peacock makes clear, cutting is also a procedure of knowledge production. By composing flowers out of several
layers pasted upon each other, Delany retraces the process of botanical dissection that has shown the plant’s composition in the first place.
Because like her paper specimen, some real flowers are also composite
blooms, layered, three-dimensional objects just like the woman who
crafted them.
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Mary Delany
Erythrina Fulgens collage of
coloured papers, with bodycolour and
watercolour, on black ink background, 1780
© Trustees of the British Museum
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Floral Metonymy and Vegetal Metaphor
From the Horatian motto “Carpe diem” (literally: Pluck the day), echoed
in the famous lines “Gather ye rosebuds while ye may” in Robert Herrick’s 17th-century poem “To the Virgins, to Make Much of Time,” to our
everyday use of “withering” as a synonym for (mostly female) aging, floral
metaphors have long been used to visualize the fleetingness of human
life in general and of women’s in particular. Both aspects are taken up in
Peacock’s reading of Delany’s flowers, but, as expected, her interpretations tend to complicate or even subvert traditional ascriptions.
Peacock explores a broad range of vegetal imagery from the
usage of the word “flower” itself to parts of the plant or its inherent
qualities. In doing so, she shows that the floral vocabulary underlies
historical change while retaining some constants, such as a special relation to time and gender. In compliance with a long tradition of metaphorical use, the narrator, for example, speaks of young girls as flowers
(as, e. g., in “[Mary] Villiers was an arch-coquette English rose”.33 But she
also reverts the point of view and interprets Delany’s flowers as female
figures such as the Canada Lily having “the lanky feel of two tall, talky
girls.”34 Peacock thus both vegetalizes the female human and anthropomorphizes the paper flowers without privileging one over the other.
Within the floral vocabulary, the term “bloom” deserves a closer
look because it was linked to women’s sexuality from the 18th century
on, as Amy M. King has shown in her study with the same title.35 It is an
expression Delany herself uses as an indicator of female desirability in
one of her letters quoted in The Paper Garden: “[t]hirty years is enough
to wear off bloom, and I must submit to be tarnished by time.”36 Designating a phase in the life cycle of plants, “Bloom in the novel is a scientific vocabulary, a metonymy for the sexualized flower, and it was through
that metonymic vocabulary that the novel’s representation of the erotics of courtship occurred.”37 Reading classical 19th novels by George Eliot, Charles Dickens and Henry James, among others, King traces the
integration of this concept of “bloom” into the so-called marriage plot.
In a similar vein then as the before cited Luhmann (but without explicitly mentioning him), King argues that sexuality was integrated into the
discourse of love in the late 18th century.
As a woman of her time acquainted with Linnaean botany, Delany is obviously aware of what King calls the “botanical vernacular” yet
“bloom” captures neither the complexities of her life nor that of her
biographer. Both Delany and Peacock steer clear of the marriage plot
through their late and happy marital unions which remained childless.38
Both defy the idea propagated by the 19th-century novel that women
are only interesting until they are married and start a family. Instead of
using “bloom” as an all-encompassing metonymy for female sexuality,
Peacock employs the image alongside other floral and vegetal images
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when writing about Delany’s younger years. Therefore, female sexuality
and desire is understood in a decidedly different way in The Paper Garden. It is, firstly, not limited to procreation and thus goes against what
was expected of women in the 18th century and still is today.39 Secondly,
female sexuality is understood as positive and celebratory. And thirdly,
sexual desire does not stop at middle age but can be a force throughout one’s lifetime.
This is why Peacock acknowledges the fact that flowers are the
sexual organs of the plant in explicit terms rather than in the cautious
wording of “bloom”:
The flowers are portraits of the possibilities of age. They are
aged. They can be portraits of sexual intensity – but softened.
Softer, and drier, as our sexuality becomes. […] They all come
out of darkness, intense and vaginal, bright on their black backgrounds as if, had she possessed one, she had shined a flashlight on nine hundred and eighty-five flowers cunts.40
Presenting Delany’s achievements in old age, Peacock advocates for the
possibility of sexuality and creativity throughout one’s whole life, not
only in youth. The floral metonymy of “bloom” is thus supplanted by
the vegetal metaphor of “growth:” “Life has an unbound complexity;
the simplest plant is complicated in its growth. The eye can barely take
in the planes of connections among stems, flowers, pistils – the whole
organism of life as it grows.”41 Rather than focusing on one part of the
plant, Peacock highlights how thinking about the plant’s ontology may
help us understand human as well as vegetal life more deeply. Because
such privileging of “growth” over “bloom” not only subverts a traditional
understanding of beauty, sexuality and femininity, it also undercuts “a
productivist teleology [that] may impute finality to the plant’s coming to
fruition”, in the words of the philosopher Michael Marder.42 Or, in the
words of the poet Molly Peacock, “A life’s work is always unfinished and
requires creativity till the day a person dies.”43

Mary Delany
Cyclamen Europaeum collage of
coloured papers, with bodycolour and
watercolour, on black ink background, 1777
© Trustees of the British Museum
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Like a Plant: Simile
Just as Mary Delany’s collages are both botanically accurate and aesthetically pleasing, the interlacing of science and the imagination, of
facts (people, dates, material) and poetry makes Molly Peacock’s double memoir The Paper Garden so rewarding. At the heart of this complex
endeavor lies a figure of speech, the simile, which allows Peacock to
establish the manifold relations between plants and life, between Delany’s art and her trajectory as well as between the English artist’s life and

that of the American poet:
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In the dream-like, luminous atmosphere of memory, imagination, and
mourning, the flowers have something of the feel of self-portraits as well.
The flowers are like dancers. Like day-dreamers. Like women blinking in silent adoration. Like children playing. Like queens reigning or divas belting
out their arias. Like courtesans lying on bedclothes. Like girls hanging their
heads in shame. Like, like, like. Along with the scissors, the scalpel, the bodkin, the tweezers, the mosaics make use of one of the main tools of the poet:
simile. By comparing one thing to another, a simile leaves the original as it
is – say, just a flower – but it also states what that is like, making a threshold
into another world.44
Unlike metaphor and metonymy, tropes that have been widely theorized,
simile is an often-neglected figure that is explicitly introduced by the word “like.” The
analogy between two instances is given in a straightforward way, inviting the reader
or listener to consider this very sameness. Whereas a metaphor “treats something
as something else,”45 a simile offers an opening by alternating two things without
changing their respective nature. Just like needlework and crafts are often considered inferior forms of art, relegated to a female-gendered sphere, simile is generally
considered to be unworthy of theory. Peacock recuperates this trope as a productive means to engage our imagination. Beyond the concrete use in the context of
The Paper Garden, simile may provide a model for a new relationship between plants
and humans that avoids the anthropomorphic fallacy, by highlighting what we share
without conflating our differences.
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Detail of Pool 2 after Mary Delany. Pastel on black paper, 59 x 125 inches, 2016.
Collection of TD Bank. Toronto, Ont. Images Courtesy of the Artist. © Zachari Logan
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Paper petals, leaves
and skin
This essay recalls Canadian artist Zachari Logan’s first
encounter with the remarkable paper cuts of 17th Century
botanical artist Mary Delany at the British Museum in 2013.
Logan reflects on later studying Delany’s Flora Delanica up
close in the British Museum archives, describing in detail their
delicacy and intimacy. Logan also meditates on the nature
of historical collections and museums in relation to his own
contemporary practice.
The full title of this essay is ‘ Paper, Petals, Leaves and Skin: A
Chance Encounter With the Affectionate Eye of Mary Delany’.

text and images by Zachari Logan
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n museums I find my humanity. The artworks I become enamoured with offer simple clues about their creators, and although
are from vastly different times and places, their voice give me insight about the world in which I live. Studying collections, where
space, time and place are contextually vital to the artworks themselves, often finds me in a dialogue with ghosts, and I suppose bits
of myself. Growing-up on the Canadian prairies, I had less access to
art I could readily see reproduced in books and had to imagine the
actual physical presence an artwork might elicit. It was in this disposition to imagine or rather desire, that art books became hugely influential to me. I think about this quite a bit now in our present state of
isolation because of COVID-19.
My exposure to actual collections in scale and quantity came
later, but I quickly understood early in my practice that my role
as a maker was contingent on my role as a viewer. The catalyst for
information and transfer of ideas in my process is of my body and
art history. To say that another way; the expressions of queerness I
create as a consequence of thinking about embodiment, tie personal
experience visually with art historical reference. Investigating artworks
in terms of composition, line, colour, and stylistic technique did not slow
or end for me after university, it became a more voracious extension of
my research. Exposure to collections has meant continual engagement
with artists and artworks from different periods, for different reasons.

Encounter

Mary Delany
Paeonia Tenuifolia, from an album (Vol.VII, 44);
Fine leav’d Piony. Collage of coloured papers,
with bodycolour and watercolour, on black ink
background 1778. Image Courtesy of the
British Museum. Copyright: British Museum
© Trustees of the British Museum
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My first encounter with Mary Delany came by chance. I was in
London for my first exhibition in the UK, and while there, I visited
the famed British Museum. I recall wandering rather aimlessly
through corridors of ancient artifacts: utensils for cooking/cleaning,
body-parts, jewelry, weaponry, children’s toys, a plaster-of-Paris
death-mask of Napoleon Bonaparte; and then somewhere, placed
seemingly by omission amongst the grandiose and grotesque,
quietly hung two small botanicals. This wasn’t a small room, nor is
the British Museum a small collection, but, at the risk of sounding
cliche, the world simply dissolved around me as I gazed at the small
floral paper-works for over an hour. Mesmerized by their exactitude,
scale and honesty I revisited them twice that day. I couldn’t get them
out of my mind.
I did however, want to know more about their creator. So I
made my way to the gift shop in search of a title, and found two. Ruth
Hayden’s informative Mrs Delany: Her Life In Flowers, (Hayden herself
a descendant of Delany’s sister Anne); and Molly Peacock’s The Paper
Garden, a brilliant portrait of Delany, layered with autobiographical
parallels of the poet herself. Mary Delany, born May 14th 1700, lived
a fascinating life I would soon find out through these two texts, both
wonderful primers for my budding infatuation with her.
I would meet Molly Peacock three years later in Toronto at
the reception for Bliss: Gardens, Real And Imagined, an exhibition at
the Textile Museum of Canada that included my drawing Pool No. 2,
after Mary Delany. As a member of the museum she’d received an
invite with a reproduction of the drawing. The title featuring Delany
made Peacock curious, so she made a point of inquiring. By this
time I’d dog-eared my copy of The Paper Garden to death, and so
when Peacock introduced herself, I was somewhat in disbelief. She
even attended my concurrent Toronto exhibition Forgotten Selves at
Paul Petro Contemporary, and put me in contact with a lateral de-
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scendant of Delany, too which I am forever grateful.
It was through this descendant’s contact at the British
Museum that I was granted access to the archives room and the
spectacular Flora Delanica. I had my opportunity. Three years and
several oceans crossed since my first encounter with Delany and I
was back in London for Wreath, a solo exhibition at my UK gallery,
New Art Projects. By this point I’d already made several monumental
drawings and was working on a series of new ceramics in reference
to her. It struck me then how only two pieces could fuel such a
passion; it was a Rose and a Thistle, or was it a Narcissus?

Re-encounter

Mary Delany began these works at
the age of 72. Think of her vision,
dexterity, her clarity of perception,
and her playfulness. Her eyes and
her hands were mature to the world
— but with an extraordinary fitness.

Mary Delany
Orobus Sylvaticus (Diadelphia Decandria), from
an album (Vol.VII, 37); Bitter Wood Vetch.
Collage of coloured papers, with bodycolour
and watercolour, on black ink background.
Mary Delany, 1777. Image Courtesy of the
British Museum. Copyright: British Museum

I was permitted by strict museum rules to look through one folder,
somewhere around 35 works. I appreciated the protocols of
handling, feeling queasy breathing the same air — they are after all
250 years old and made of highly delicate materials. Upon very close
inspection, I was able to see Delany’s lyrical, methodical and truly
exquisite hand and eye at work. The images seem to almost undulate
at times. The slight gradations of colour; perhaps seven differentiated
shades of green slits of paper in a single sprite of dangly leaves, all
producing the effect of dimensionality and movement, and almost
always against that seductive black background. The intangible depth
of her shifts in colour in these specimens are perfectly enveloped by
the rich baroque blackness she sets them against, the endless black
pool of an indeterminate night. My forearm hair is on end thinking
about the experience as I recall it in words.
I’ve been struck before with Stendhal Syndrome, Delany was
different. On previous occasions I’d been aware of the art and of the
status of the creator, because they’d been engendered for kings and
popes, and the majority of them were men. This extraordinary body
of work (nearly 1000 individual paper-cuts comprise Flora Delanica)
were clearly made by Delany a woman, for Delany. These are epic
love poems to the flowers themselves, minutely tuned to honouring
the genius of forms found in the natural world. Each specimen is a
sitter, articulated in paper, pigment, scissors and even organic plant
materials (bits of the subjects themselves?) with the affectionate eye
of a most gifted observer. Often referred to as ‘paper-cuts’, these
might be retrospectively, considered collage, based on her ingenious
addition of actual plant-materials.
Mary Delany began these works at the age of 72. Think of
her vision, dexterity, her clarity of perception, and her playfulness.
Her eyes and her hands were mature to the world — but with an
extraordinary fitness. In a time when so much is geared toward
youth culture, Delany’s work is refreshing. These are small works,
but they fill one’s mind; they affect the entire body. I suppose that
is why my own response to Delany in drawing has been on such a
large scale. The Pool Series in part, articulates this immensity, where
flora, both generated from life and memory mingle in a sort of
coital. Some unearthed with exposed roots, others cleanly cut like a
deliberately sculpted Delany slice, hovering in blackness, or do they
float- or are they sinking? I think they can be seen to do all of the
above, and they are all stand-ins for the Human body; the self, that
inseparable aspect of the landscape; body is land; land is personal.
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Zachari Logan
This page: Blood Cells, after
Mary Delany.
Pastel on black paper, 32 x 90
inches, 2017.
Image Courtesy Paul Petro
Contemporary Art,
Toronto, Ont.
© Zachari Logan
Page 43: Pool No. 2,
after Mary Delany.
Pastel on black paper,
59 x 125 inches, 2016.
Collection of TD Bank.
Toronto, Ont.
Image Courtesy of
the Artist.
© Zachari Logan
Page 44-45 - Left: Installation
image - Ossuary, Schleifmulgasse
12-14, Vienna, 2017
Right: Detail of Pool No. 3,
after Mary Delany. Pastel
on black paper, 59 x 100
inches, 2016. Private Collection,
USA. Image Courtesy of the
Artist. © Zachari Logan
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Prof. Dr. Michael John Gorman is Founding Director of BIOTOPIA – Naturkundemuseum Bayern, a new
museum linking life sciences, art and design in development at Schloss Nymphenburg in Munich, and
University Professor (Chair) in Life Sciences in Society at Ludwig-Maximilians-University Munich. Previously Michael John was Founding Director of Science Gallery at Trinity College Dublin. In 2012 he founded
Science Gallery International with the goal of bringing Science Gallery experiences to a global audience.
Prior to founding Science Gallery, Michael John was lecturer in Science, Technology and Society at Stanford University and has held postdoctoral fellowships at Harvard University, Stanford University and MIT.

47

48 antennae

Zachari Logan
Pool No. 3, after Mary Delany..
Pastel on black paper, 59 x 100 inches, 2017.
Private Collection, USA. Image Courtesy of the Artist © Zachari Logan

Zachari Logan Canadian artist Zachari Logan works mainly with large-scale drawing, ceramics and installation practices. Evolving a visual language that explores intersections between identity, memory and place, Logan re-wilds his body as an expression of queerness. Logan has exhibited widely throughout North America, Europe and Asia and is found in private and public collections worldwide, including; National Gallery of Canada, Leslie-Lohman Museum (NYC), Art Gallery of Ontario, Remai Modern and McMichael Collection. Logan
has attended many residencies; including Vienna’s Museums Quartier, ISCP in Brooklyn, WaveHill Gardens (Bronx) and the Tom Thomson
Shack at the McMichael Gallery. Logan has worked collaboratively with several celebrated artists, including Ross Bleckner and Sophie Calle.
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The Blaschka Glass
Models of Plants
One of Harvard University’s most famous treasures is the
internationally acclaimed Ware Collection of Blaschka Glass
Models of Plants, the “Glass Flowers.” This unique collection of 4,300
models, representing 780 plant species, was created by Leopold
and Rudolf Blaschka, a father and son team of Czech glass artists.
Antennae asked the team of docents, who on a daily basis bring this
collection to life for thousands of visitors, what they like best about it.

texts and images by Harvard Museum of Natural History/Harvard Museums of Science & Culture
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O

ne of Harvard University’s most famous treasures is the internationally acclaimed Ware Collection of Blaschka Glass
Models of Plants, popularly called the “Glass Flowers.” This
unique collection of 4,300 models, representing 780 plant species, was created by Leopold and Rudolf Blaschka, a father and
son team of Czech glass artists, over five decades from 18861936. The Blaschkas were the last in a line of glassworkers going
back to the fifteenth century.
Professor George Lincoln Goodale, the first director of
Harvard’s Botanical Museum, commissioned the collection as a
teaching tool and public exhibition. Plant specimens are typically
pressed and dried, then mounted on paper herbarium sheets, or
they are preserved in liquid. At the time, scientific models were
made from papier-mâché or wax, but Goodale wanted a better
material to illustrate the plant kingdom.
Goodale saw the Blaschkas’ exceptionally realistic glass
models of marine invertebrates in the Museum of Comparative
Zoology at Harvard and became convinced that this was the ideal
medium for representing plants. Goodale traveled to Dresden in
1886 to visit the Blaschkas’ studio and he persuaded them to create glass models of plants for Harvard. The exceptional artistry
and workmanship of these pieces proved readily apparent to all
who saw them. Mary Lee Ware, a former student of Goodale’s,
and her mother, Elizabeth C. Ware, financed the collection and
presented it to the University as a memorial to Dr. Charles Eliot
Ware, Class of 1834.
The Ware Collection of Blaschka Glass Models of Plants
has been on permanent exhibition since 1890 in one of seventeen galleries at the Harvard Museum of Natural History, 26 Oxford St, Cambridge, MA, which displays some 12,000 specimens
of the University’s vast collections of more than 21 million. Since
the Glass Flowers are always in bloom, hundreds of plant species
may be studied year-round.
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Doug Young is one of only a few artists
skilled in the labor-intensive technique of
reverse painting on glass. His current body
of work elicits feelings of both curiosity and
anxiety. These paintings address presentday concerns about the precarious state of
the environment by taking natural history
museums and their display aesthetics as
their subject. The manner in which these
institutions present nature, removed from
its original context, can embody both the
wonder of the world’s resources and ecology
as well as the cruel and corrupt dynamics of
global capitalism.
text by Tamsen Young
images by Doug Young

The Ware Collection of Blaschka Glass Models of Plants, Harvard University Herbaria/Harvard Museum of Natural History
Photography by Jennifer Berglund © President and Fellows of Harvard College
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David Donovan
Although I came to the Harvard Museum of Natural History as a
teacher interested in mammals sixteen years ago, I have grown to
enjoy being a Glass Flowers Gallery docent over the last five years.
Why is that so, I ask myself? The answer is simple: The glass models
do not exist anywhere else in the world, they are unique, and they are
botanically “perfect.”
However, I have learned over the years that the most exciting thing
about being in the gallery is that something new can be discovered
about plants every day. Here’s a perfect example: I thought that I knew
everything about red (or swamp) maples, Acer rubrum, until I looked
closely at Rudolf Blaschka’s exquisite model. I would never have known
that there are branches with staminate flowers and branches with pistillate flowers on the same tree. After seeing this, I could not wait to
verify the accuracy of the model and found that this condition is called
“polygamo-dioecious.” Wow! So, the Blaschka models not only give me
joy in their beauty, but also something to discover on every visit.

Rudolf Blaschka
Acer rubrum, Red maple, Model 726, 1906
p.54-55, Echinocereus engelmannii, Strawberry Hedgehog Cactus, Model 529, Leopold and Rudolf Blaschka, 1895
Jacaranda obtusifolia, Model 550, Leopold and Rudolf Blaschka, 1895
The Archives of Rudolf and Leopold Blaschka and the Ware Collection of Blaschka
Glass Models of Plants, Harvard University Herbaria. Photography by Hillel Burger
© President and Fellows of Harvard College
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[1]
Cees de Boer, herman de vries. Overal stroomt mijn oog [herman
de vries. everywhere streams my eye], Zwolle: Uitgeverij de Kunst,
2014, pp. 29-49

Both institutes merged with WUR - Wageningen University &
Research.

[2]

Example of the influence in The Netherlands of Rachel Carson,
Silent Spring, first published 1962.

[3]

[4]
Lourens G. M. Baas Becking, Geobiologie of inleiding tot de milieukunde, Den Haag: Van Stockum, 1934, p.15. Translation by Rutger
de Wit and Thierry Bouvier. See: Environmental Microbiology,
2006, 8(4), pp. 755-758; accessed through https://sfamjournals.
onlinelibrary.wiley.com - accessed 1.11.2019). herman de vries in
his notebook 0, 8.3.1957: “baas becking’s law: ‘everything is everywhere, but the environment selects’ also applies to beauty. (and as
a consequence also to art).” (Archive herman de vries; my translation.)
[5]
herman de vries, to be. texte – textarbeiten - textbilder, Ostfildern:
Cantz, 1995, pp. 30-37

See www.hermandevries.org for an extensive online catalogue of
works by herman de vries, searchable by year.

[6]

Alexander von Humboldt, Kosmische Naturbetrachtung. Sein
Werk im Grundriss herausgegeben von Rudolph Zaunick, Stuttgart:
Alfred Kröner Verlag, 1958, p. 318

[7]

[8]

Note 1, p. 34

[9]
herman de vries, notebook II, 15-24.2.1971. (Archive herman de
vries; my translation.)

The project was published as an artist’s book in 2010 by the
Centre des Livres d’Artistes, Saint-Yrieix-la-Perche (edition of 300).

[10]

Note 1, pp. 14-19, 67-71. For each of herman de vries’
artworks discussed here, names and titles come to mind from
contemporary discussions about phenomenology, non-human
others, non-human entities, (dark) ecology, semiotics and
anthropology. However, impressed by the clarity of de vries’ works
and statements, I chose not to burden the artworks with theory,
with a few exceptions.

[11]

herman de vries, no title (no-name or no name), Bern: Artist’s
Press, 1977 (edition of 50). herman de vries, vijf manifesten over
taal - fünf manifeste über sprache – five language manifests – – en een
gedicht. - und ein gedicht. - and a poem., Bern: Artists Press, 1975
(edition of 185 + XV)

[12]

herman de vries is the author of the manifesto “nul=0” (1961) of
the Dutch Nul-group, a movement parallel to and contemporary

[13]
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Lewis Bushnell
I’ve been volunteering as a guide in the Glass Flowers collection on Thursday
mornings for the last four years, and I still discover new details from time to
time in these magnificent models.
And almost from the start, I noticed that people of all ages and backgrounds
were coming from everywhere to see them. When it was appropriate, I would
ask where they were visiting from, and I began keeping a list. As of today, I have
spoken with people from 59 different countries and 41 states.
Some are glass artists, who’ve told me “We don’t know anybody doing anything
like this.” Some are botanists; some are just interested in art. Many have had
the collection recommended as a “must see.” One day there was a group of
gray-haired ladies—all members of a garden club in Detroit.
A couple of years ago a very elderly woman came in, moving hesitantly with
a walker. After I introduced myself, I asked her if this was her first visit. She
looked at me and said, “My grandfather brought me here when I was a child.”
Quickly doing the arithmetic in my head, I wondered if Rudolf may still have
been submitting his final pieces at that time.
In a letter to Mary Lee Ware in 1928, Oakes Ames wrote, “The museum has
been crowded this summer. You ought to be very happy in the realization that
your great gift is one of the outstanding attractions of the country.”
Neither of them could have imagined that 92 years later, this magnificent
collection of glass models of plants would still be attracting a large number
and variety of visitors from all over the world.

Leopold and Rudolf Blaschka
Dionaea muscipula, Venus flytrap, Model 151, 1890
p.56-57, Iris versicolor, Blue flag, Model 609, Rudolf Blaschka, 1896
Nepenthes sanguinea, Malayan pitcher plant, Model 719, Rudolf Blaschka, 1906
The Archives of Rudolf and Leopold Blaschka and the Ware Collection of Blaschka
Glass Models of Plants, Harvard University Herbaria. Photography by Hillel Burger
© President and Fellows of Harvard College
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Sue Martin
Hidden amongst the more colorful Blaschka Glass Flowers at Harvard
University’s Museum of Natural History, is a specimen that shows the
precision, artistry, and dedication of the Glass Flower makers. Not
often seen by many in nature because it lives in ponds and rivers, the
greater bladderwort is a delicate, almost ephemeral plant that floats
just beneath the surface of the water.
Looking at this specimen in the gallery, it is hard to believe that both
nature and man could create such a lovely plant. Along a narrow stem
tiny yellow flowers, leaves, and bladders grow. All the elements of the
plant are so very delicate and tiny that one can find it hard to believe
that this was crafted from glass. This is my favorite specimen in the
gallery because it shows the exacting work of the Blaschkas. Greater
bladderwort is a testament to the skill, diligence, and pride that went
into the creation of the Glass Flowers.
Christine Whitebread
Utricularia vulgaris is one of my favorite specimens, because it is often
overlooked by visitors. The botany is interesting, and we have some
firsthand knowledge from Rudolf Blaschka about this model.
No flashy, showy shapes or colors here, just a mass of amazing delicate little bladders and spikes. How tedious it must have been to
make the same bladders, the size of pinheads, over and over again.
This to me is one of the best models to see the infinite patience and
attention to detail that Rudolf Blaschka gave to his work.
Once I point it out, adult visitors share my amazement at the delicate
glasswork, but I can often interest children in this plant too. Seeing an
aquatic carnivorous plant – which they have a good chance of finding
in the wild around here, and which can really move at the speed of
sound (the trap door shutting) – well, suddenly plants are “cool.”
On February 7th 1898, three years after he collected a reference
specimen in Concord, MA, Rudolf Blaschka wrote to botanist Walter
Deane:
“I could send over last week 4 cases with 25 species to Harvard. The
selection contains a number of Aquatics, which, at least the immersed
species like Utricularia, are a delicate task, as it must be represented
of course like floating in water. [ …]. When preparing models, I always
think of the country and landscape where I collected the plants […]
and it gives me great pleasure to let them appear in my mind again.”
Every time I look at this model, I wish I could tell Rudolf how well he
succeeded and that yes, it does indeed look like it is floating in water!
Rudolf Blaschka
Utricularia vulgaris, Greater bladderwort, Model 637, 1898
The Ware Collection of Blaschka Glass Models of Plants, Harvard University
Herbaria/Harvard Museum of Natural History. Photography by Natalja Kent
© President and Fellows of Harvard College

62 antennae

63

64 antennae

65

Grace M. Yu
The “type species” (pictured) and the mutant species we have on
display were modeled after plants that are still alive and thriving at
the Arnold Arboretum of Harvard University, where I used to work
as a research assistant prior to my time volunteering in the Glass
Flowers Gallery. (This specific article in Silva (page 8-9) published in
2013 on the specimens is where my curiosity of the Glass Flowers
Gallery began and brought me where I am today.) As a staff member, we received issues of Silva, and I would skim through them for
articles of interest every season when a new publication arrived at
my desk.
The mutant variety Kalmia latifolia ‘Polypetala’ was discovered by a
collector named Miss Byant in South Deerfield, Massachusetts in
1870 and brought to the attention of Asa Gray, Harvard Botany professor. Typically, horticulturalists have selected Kalmia latifolia mutants, or rather cultivars, for color or pattern mutations. However,
this particular variety was discovered to have a different petal formation. Contrary to the type species’ fused petals, which doubled as
pockets for the anthers prior to the anther’s maturity, this mutant
strain has tubular, unfused petals tipped with imperfect anthers.
Shortly after its discovery, it was introduced into Arnold Arboretum’s
collection in 1885 before it was documented in Rudolf Blaschka’s
sketchbooks in the summer of 1895. The formation of Kalmia latifolia’s
anthers tucked in the pockets of its fused petals is thought to serve
the purpose of protecting the pollen until an insect pollinator’s visit.
Upon visitation, as one graduate student’s research interest was at
the Weld Hill Research Lab in the Arnold Arboretum, the frequency
of the insect’s movement may serve as a signal to trigger the anthers’
exposure. Thereby, the anthers catapult its pollen onto the body of
a pollinator who will then carry it onto the next flower it visits as opposed to exposing its anthers to what elements it may encounter.
Rudolf Blaschka
Kalmia latifolia, Mountain laurel, Model 673, 1900
p.62-63, Brownea rosa-de-monte, Model 576, Leopold and Rudolf Blaschka, 1896
The Ware Collection of Blaschka Glass Models of Plants, Harvard University
The Archives of Rudolf and Leopold Blaschka and the Ware Collection of Blaschka
Glass Models of Plants, Harvard University Herbaria. Photography by Hillel Burger
© President and Fellows of Harvard College
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Grace M. Yu
Many visitors may walk into the Glass Flowers Gallery, unaware of
the new, botanical-based layout since the remodel. Oftentimes, this
may bring about a more interesting perspective than people may
realize. One of the most profound details is found currently in one
corner of the gallery where the Anacardiaceae family currently resides. Here you can find our cashew model (pictured, model 424),
our Peruvian peppertree (Schinus molle) model (pictured, models
644 & 645), and our mango model. With allergies on the rise, this
may be an interesting take on plants as guests walk through the
Glass Flowers Gallery. As all three of these models are in the same
family, some people may be unaware of their allergies to other related species. There have been many guests who are aware of their
allergies to mangoes or cashews -- or sometimes both! — but few
are aware the Peruvian peppertree fruits are also found in foods
they may be exposed to.
The Peruvian peppertree is named not for its relation to the peppercorn family (Piperaceae) but rather this “common name,” as
we call it in the botanic world, refers to its similarity to peppercorns. The average cook would know its fruits better as “pink peppercorn” which, frequently used in peppermill mixes can end up
on your dish wherever you eat. As this is the case, those with an
Anacardiaceae allergy may want to be weary of their exposure to
“pepper” as the culinary world likes to call it and potentially other
species within the family. The Anacardiaceae family also includes
pistachios, poison ivy, suac, and the Asian laquer tree — whose
sap is used to produce traditional Asian lacquered art pieces.
Rudolf Blaschka
Schinus mole, Peruvian peppertree, Model 645, 1899
The Ware Collection of Blaschka Glass Models of Plants, Harvard University
Herbaria/Harvard Museum of Natural History. Photography by Natalja Kent
© President and Fellows of Harvard College
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Leopold and Rudolf Blaschka
Anacardium occidentale, Cashew, Model 424, 1894
The Ware Collection of Blaschka Glass Models of Plants, Harvard University
Herbaria/Harvard Museum of Natural History. Photography by Natalja Kent
© President and Fellows of Harvard College
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Vegetal
impressions
Trained as a botanist, Anna Atkins developed an interest
in photography as a means of recording botanical
specimens for a scientific reference book, British Algae:
Cyanotype Impressions. This publication was one
of the first uses of light-sensitive materials to illustrate
a book. Instead of traditional letterpress printing, the
book’s handwritten text and illustrations were created
by the cyanotype method. Atkins printed and published
Part I of British Algae in 1843 thus forever entangling
the history of photography and that of the vegetal
world. This portfolio, however, focuses on her lesser
known but equally beautiful Foreign Flowering Plants
and Ferns (1854).

text by New York Public Library		
images by Anna Atkins
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nna Atkins (1799-1871) was an English botanist and, some argue, the very first female
photographer, most noted for using photography in her books on various plants. Having
grown up with her father John George Children — a chemist, mineralogist, and not too
successful zoologist — she was surrounded by science and also contributed to her father’s work.
Her engravings of shells can be found in her father’s translated edition of Jean-Baptiste de Monet
Lamarck’s Genera of Shells, published in 1823, but it is her work with cyanotypes that she is best
known for. Through her father and her husband, Atkins came to know both William Henry Fox
Talbot, a pioneer of early photography who invented a process of creating photographs on paper
treated with salt and a solution of silver nitrate, and Sir John Herschel, the inventor of the cyanotype
printing method. Herschel devised a chemical method to halt the darkening and “fix” Talbot’s silversalt image — the basis for all photography until the digital era. Hershel experimented with other
light-sensitive metal compounds in addition to silver, and in 1842 discovered that colorless, watersoluble iron salts, when exposed to sunlight, form the compound known as Prussian Blue; unexposed
areas remain unaffected and the salt rinses away in plain water, leaving a blue ‘negative’ image.
Inexpensive and easy to use, the blueprinting process, or cyanotype, is familiar today as an
artists’ medium as well as a popular children’s pastime. Atkins used Talbot’s “photogenic drawing”
method, arranging her specimens on sheets of glass for easier handling for repeat exposures,
and adopted Herschel’s blueprinting process, to generate the multiple copies of specimen plates
comprising Photographs of British Algae.
Atkins became interested in the cyanotype process which produced images through so-called
sun-printing. The object is placed on paper which has been treated with ferric ammonium citrate
and potassium ferricyanide, after which it is exposed to sunlight and then washed in water, leading
to the uncovered areas of the paper turning a dark blue. The process, known as blueprinting, was
later used to reproduce architectural and engineering drawings, but Atkins chose to use it for what is
considered to be the first work with photographic illustrations, namely her Photographs of British Algae:
Cyanotype Impressions (1843). Only 13 copies of the handwritten book are known to exist, some of
which are in various stages of completion. Later, she would collaborate with another female botanist,
Anne Dixon (1799–1864), in making two more books featuring cyanotypes: Cyanotypes of British and
Foreign Ferns (1853) and Cyanotypes of British and Foreign Flowering Plants and Ferns (1854).
Atkins became a member of the Botanical Society in London in 1839, one of the few scientific
societies which was open to women. “The difficulty of making accurate drawings of objects as minute
as many of the Algae and Confera, has induced me to avail myself of Sir John Herschel’s beautiful
process of cyanotype, to obtain impressions of the plants themselves,” explained Anna Atkins in
October 1843. Mrs. Atkins’s goal in producing Photographs of British Algae was to provide a visual
companion to William Harvey’s pioneering but unillustrated 1841 publication Manual of British Algae;
to that end, Atkins’s specimen titles follow Harvey’s nomenclature.
She also used this same method to produce title pages and contents lists instead of having
them conventionally typeset. Atkins issued the work in parts, distributing them privately between 1843
and 1853; she occasionally supplied new plates as updates and substitutions when better specimens
were available which recipients all handled differently. Today, British Algae survives in at least thirteen
different copies in widely varying states of completeness. The New York Public Library’s copy is among
the most complete; it is also one of the most rare for retaining its original parts, wrappers, and stitching.
Following the conclusion of British Algae, Atkins explored the cyanotype medium for more personal
expression, creating assemblages of flowers and plants in elegant and sometimes whimsical designs.
In some of her scientific plates one catches a glimpse of her ability to compose an arrangement in
defiance of anything found in nature.
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The artists pair footage of a sanctuary of endangered Puerto Rican parrots with that of the Arecibo Observatory,
also in Puerto Rico. The Observatory’s transmitter is used to broadcast messages into outer space in search of
extra- terrestrial intelligence. The accompanying text, written from the perspective of the parrots, highlights the
importance of listening as well as looking.
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Amanda White
Infinite Silences, installation view, mixed media, Modern Fuel
Artist-Run Centre, 2017 © Amanda White
The Musée de la Chasse et de la Nature
Naturalized fox, Salon Bleu (Blue Salon), 2007 © Sylvie Durand © MCN
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Infinite silences
Infinite Silences, Amanda White’s solo exhibition at
Modern Fuel Artist-Run Centre (Kingston, Ontario, 2017),
consisted of two interconnected works. A Breathing Room
is a functional, artist-constructed, greenhouse structure
and Movement Compositions are four cyanotypes (sun
prints) documenting movements made by plants. Our
discussion focuses on her recent solo exhibition, Infinite
Silences, in consideration to the importance of the tangible
and sensorial interactions between plants and humans in
building deeper understandings of these complex relationships.
interviewer: Elysia French 				
interviewee: Amanda White
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Beings, who only a few
months earlier had been delicate little
seedlings that I nurtured, were now
great monsters who demanded my
attention and time. I felt that the power
dynamic had shifted, and I became very
interested in plant being and agency
and human relationships with plants.

manda White is a Canadian artist and academic working at
the intersection of art and the environment. Her practice
invites viewers to contemplate human-plant relationships,
and through interaction, offers alternatives to dominant
visualizations of the environment. She has exhibited and published
her work widely and across disciplines, including her recent Dandelion
Variations Workshop (Blackwood Gallery, 2019) and “Plant Radio,”
in Why Look at Plants? The Botanical Emergence in Contemporary Art
(Giovanni Aloi, 2019). Our discussion focuses on her recent solo
exhibition, Infinite Silences, in consideration of the importance of the
tangible and sensorial interactions between plants and humans in
building deeper understandings of these complex relationships.
Infinite Silences, Amanda White’s solo exhibition at Modern
Fuel Artist-Run Centre (2017), consisted of two interconnected works.
A Breathing Room is a functional, artist-constructed, greenhouse
structure, and Movement Compositions are four cyanotypes (sun
prints) documenting movements made by plants. The greenhouse
was placed near the centre of the gallery, and the four cyanotypes
were hung on the entrance wall. The greenhouse accommodated
one participant at a time, and it contained approximately 300
plants—roughly the number of plants needed for a human to
breathe symbiotically with their plant counterparts. The lone
participant—encircled by the local flora—sat in the centre of the
structure, breathing with plants, contemplating the varying stages of
plant life: from bud to decay. Inspired by the work of Charles Darwin
(The Power of Movement in Plants, 1880), Movement Compositions
consisted of four cyanotypes, which through the directional-plotted
designs, visualized the movement of plants, while accounting for
plant-based-time.1
Elysia French: When did you first become interested in working
with plants?
Amanda White: My interest in plants began with an interest in
urban environments during the early 2000s. I was mostly interested
in how humans relate to plants and animals in these kinds of
spaces. I worked with plants for many years in this context, including
some work on food plants and urban agriculture. Then, in 2011,
while completing my master’s degree in visual arts thesis project,
I experienced what I would describe as a vegetal transformation in
my way of thinking. I had been contemplating human relationships
to food plants for some time and was working on a performance/
installation work in which I used industrially-produced tomato
plants to explore the symbiosis between humans and plants. 		
This work, titled Frugivore, involved ingesting, digesting,
collecting, and cultivating tomato seeds using my body as first the
vessel for germination and later the producer of a food source for
the plants as they developed. Throughout the project, my small 8 x
10’ studio slowly evolved into a productive grow room operation for
several enormous plants. As their bodies grew and expanded, they
became in relation to me. Beings, who only a few months earlier
had been delicate little seedlings that I nurtured, were now great
monsters who demanded my attention and time. I felt that the
power dynamic had shifted, and I became very interested in plant
being and agency and human relationships with plants.
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Amanda White
A Breathing Room, mixed media, 2017 © Amanda White

EF: Much of your work focuses on these interactions between
humans and plants. Can you speak to where you draw your
inspiration?
AW: Plants have become a popular topic over the past few years, but
even with this new level of interest, they are vastly underrepresented
relative to their importance. I suppose that is what interests me the
most. However, given that under-representation, from a cultural
and artistic standpoint, there are so many fascinating stories to be
told, shared, and unearthed about them. It is endless. My research
draws from western science to agricultural practitioners, indigenous
scholars, activists, artists, and literature, popular culture, theory, etc.,
What I think is important about cultural imaginings such as artistic
production, fiction, science fiction, and films is their ability to respond
to, interrogate, and perhaps even shift the ideologies that are so
deeply ingrained but so desperately in need of change in this current
The Musée de la Chasse et de la Nature
moment––perhaps
they might help us to recognize the reciprocity
Salle du Sanglier (Wild Boar Room), 2007 © Erwan Lemarchand
©MCN
between plants and humans that is integral to our survival.
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EF: Clearly, you have been thinking and working with plants for many
years. How has your relationship to plants changed over this time?
AW: While I have been reading and thinking a lot about plants and
aiming towards shifting my western world-views, I think it took a
physical lived experience of working with them in many projects
to fully appreciate what that means, in an emotional rather than
solely analytic way. Some of my assumptions, let’s say, needed to be
exercised through actions.
EF: What challenges did you encounter in the preparation and
execution of Infinite Silences?

As an artist working with living
organisms, I have learned that it is
my responsibility to ensure these
needs can be adequately met, as
the specifics might not be as readily
apparent to the staff. Having used
living plants in several exhibitions,
I have found that regardless of the
care instructions and equipment
provided, the survival of the plants
rests entirely on the ability and desire of the staff to care for them.

AW: The large installation component of Infinite Silences, A Breathing
Room, was a challenge to develop. A Breathing Room is an installation
project that, from conception to realization, spanned several years
of thinking about and working with plants, and yet it is based on the
simplest aspect of human-plant symbiosis—the exchange of air. Not
so simple, however, is the task of visualizing this exchange, which is not
only physically invisible but also so common that it is easily dismissible,
and yet, it feels necessary not to overlook this when thinking about our
symbiotic relationship with plants. The structure of A Breathing Room
resembles both a greenhouse and something out of science fiction.
Similarly, the concept of the work is both fact and fiction, an ecological
imaginary and an illustration of a biological system.
		
The design of the room was also a challenge in a practical
sense; it was necessary to incorporate greenhouse technologies
since the work must be functional and maintain the plant life over
extended periods of time. However, it was important to me to avoid
the visual signification of a typical garden or industrial greenhouse,
those that positions plants as objects in particular and common
ways. But then the questions became what does a space for mutual
exchange look like? For being together with plants, and regarding
one another in new ways?
EF: When working with living plants, what other considerations had
to be made in preparation for the exhibition and the duration of the
show?
AW: Firstly, in the development phase, I would say that unlike
other types of artwork, projects and exhibitions that include living
organisms should be centred around care for their development.
Life-sustaining elements will take precedence over aesthetic
concerns and over the needs of the gallery or artist. For example, the
time of year, the availability of light and water, and other elements
that make up a suitable habitat will determine the possibilities and
limitations of a work and its exhibition.
A Breathing Room, for example, required that I design
an interesting and conceptually relevant building that would
also provide plants with a functional greenhouse space to live in
comfortably, considering elements such as airflow, optimal light
coverage, resistance to humidity and water, access to electrical
power, and adequate space for the number of plants all in addition
to the concept of the work and how best to visually present it. This
list of limitations accounts for the final shape and materials used;
the structure’s form reflects that of a real greenhouse to such an
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Amanda White
A Breathing Room, interior detail, mixed media, 2017 © Amanda White

extent because it is a real greenhouse, not just a representation or
metaphor.
Secondly, in terms of exhibiting the work, there are other
considerations, and this is more unpredictable. Cultural institutions
are often climate-controlled to protect and preserve historical
artifacts, so they may not even allow anything living to be displayed.
If they do allow this, whether staff can provide adequate care for
plants throughout an exhibition is important to consider, as doing
so is not part of typical operations. As an artist working with living
organisms, I have learned that it is my responsibility to ensure
these needs can be adequately met, as the specifics might not be
as readily apparent to the staff. Having used living plants in several
exhibitions, I have found that regardless of the care instructions
and equipment provided, the survival of the plants rests entirely on
the ability and desire of the staff to care for them. Underpaid and
overworked arts administrators, interns, and volunteers may not
have the time or attention to spare on such projects or may have
very little knowledge of and experience with plant care, which is not
always as easy as one might think!
EF: What happened to the plants after the exhibition closed?
AW: For previous installations of A Breathing Room, I had borrowed
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the plants from local native plant nurseries for the duration of
the show, and then returned them afterward. For another recent
installation of the project in a municipal gallery, the plants were
purchased from a native plant nursery for the exhibition by the city,
and then at the end of the show, the parks department took them
and planted them around the city. This gave the work an added
dimension and a nice completion, by actually adding their presence
to the local population of these plants.
EF: A Breathing Room contained approximately 300 plants (species
which included: Yarrow, Flat-topped Aster, Evening Primrose, Virginia
Mountain Mint, and Foxglove Beardtongue) that were brought into
the gallery space for the duration of the exhibition. Movement
Compositions included four cyanotype prints: for a Forest, for a
Vegetable Garden, for Ten Cabbages, and for Ten Flowers. How did
you decide which plants would be included in the exhibition?
AW: The plants in A Breathing Room consisted of local and indigenous
flora to encourage an unexpected encounter with familiar vegetation
and to represent the plant species and communities that presumably
already produce much of the local air daily. The species were selected
in consultation with the nursery that supplied the plants, I mostly left
the choice up to them, but we talked about a few things like considering
which plants would be representative of the area, which ones would
do well under indoor lighting conditions, considering the time of year
and hardiness of the plants. We also discussed aesthetics and having
a variety of heights, textures, colours, and smells, but these were not
central concerns.
For the Movement Compositions series, the plants depicted
are figures of plant movement from the 1886 book The Power
of Movement in Plants by Charles Darwin. Darwin developed an
apparatus by which he could trace movements in plants over time
(often a day or more) and these tracings make up the nearly 200
figures in the book, they are simplified, directional lines stripped
of anything recognizable as ‘plant’, illustrating only the patterns
made by each unique specimen over time. I selected and grouped
these figures based on their species and how one might imagine
a community of such plants in a garden or in the wild, including;
Movement Composition for Ten Flowers; Movement Composition
for a Vegetable Garden; Movement Composition for a Forest; and
Movement Composition for Ten Cabbages.
EF: The title of the exhibition was inspired by Ursula K. Le Guin’s
short story, Vaster Than Empires and More Slow (1971), a sci-fi text that
broadly speaking explores plant consciousness. The juxtaposition
between the Movement Compositions and A Breathing Room—that
is, the represented and the living—is compelling. With Le Guin’s
influence in mind, how important was it for you to visualize the
seemingly invisible interconnectedness of plants and humans?

Art Orienté Objet

AW: In Vaster Than Empires and More Slow, a plant-based planet
is visited by a group of humanoid explorers who—upon finding it
devoid of animal life—at first describe it dismissively as ‘empty.’
While invisible to their human senses, the visitors come to learn that
the planet possesses a sophisticated interconnected intelligence
and functions as a collective super-organism, yet the human visitors

Les Pieds dans le plat, in Le Jardin des délices, exhibition view. 2013 © Nicolas Hoffmann © MCN
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experience only a world of “Infinite plants... infinite silences”. This
story kind of encapsulates the difficulty of trying to understand plant
life with our limited human abilities. Even once we start thinking about
plant blindness and recognize that there is so much to learn from
plants, we have these biological barriers limiting our comprehension
of their worlds. Both of the works in the Infinite Silences exhibition,
in different ways, explore the relationship between human and
plant life, how it is rooted in our shared terrestrial experience and
interdependence, while also vastly unknown and alien. I think
referencing ideas from science-fiction, and the celestial help to
illustrate that strange combination of feelings.
EF: In my opinion, both of the works in Infinite Silences move beyond
the treatment of plants as object. Instead, the exhibition can
underscore the agency and intelligence of plant-life. How do you
approach and navigate the perceived human-plant hierarchy in your
research-creation?
AW: Broadly, I see this work as participating in movements
towards decentering the human in western thought, and plants are
interesting because they present us with great challenges in thinking
this way, not only do they exist at the margins of what we consider
animate life according to established Western hierarchies, but their
physical and sensory difference from humans is also immense. So,
while plants are unique and fascinating beings, my purpose is not to
elevate them above other living things, but to question the concept
of status itself, particularly as it is applied taxonomically across the
natural world. These are the things that preoccupy my thoughts
while developing this work, combined with the knowledge that our
survival depends on plants, so they are very much a part of our lives,
and we are part of theirs too. We have a symbiotic relationship.
When I am working with plants, I am thinking about these things
and about how much we don’t know or can learn from plants and I
hope that shows in the work.
EF: Your work poses important questions about the relationship
between human and plant life within the larger context of climate
change. I spent a long period of time in A Breathing Room. In doing
so, I found the quiet gentle intimacy of the space revealed life from
the other co-existing nonhuman species and minerals sharing in
the space: flies, spiders, webs, seeds, soil, and precipitation. The
living installation offered a space to attentively share breaths with
nonhuman life, breaths that are often made invisible or seemingly
absent on a day-to-day basis. These breaths were a reminder of the
fragile, interdependent relationship we have with our nonhuman
counterparts. The deeply personal and local experience of breathing
with plants worked to break down ecological hierarchies and helped
to visualize the integral multispecies relationships needed to sustain
life. After leaving the exhibition, I found myself looking at plant-life
differently; I was more attuned to my surroundings. Climate change,
as a potentially catastrophic event in our larger story of shared
multispecies relationships, insists upon greater communication,
care, and empathy between species. It seems to me that Infinite
Silences does important work in the process of building care. Is it
fair to say that the exhibition sought to challenge perceptions about
human-plant relationships?
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AW: Definitely. This is a central thread in all of my work, challenging
the perceptions and hierarchies around plants, I often try to make
these works as inviting as possible, so that people feel welcome
and engaged. For me, engaging people in these heavy topics, for
example, climate change and mass extinction, is delicate work. These
are extremely painful things to think deeply about, and I sometimes
think that creates resistance, my approach to this problem has
always been to do this with some humor or lightness to draw people
in. A Breathing Room is a little more ambiguous; its visual cues are
simultaneously utopian and dystopian, and so are its meanings. On
the one hand, it is a sanctuary that emphasizes the importance and
the fragility of our most fundamental symbiotic relationship, and on
the other, it is a reminder of the troubled ecological times we live in,
a warning of the harm that ignoring important relationships might
cause. It is maybe a little darker than I usually go, but I think that
works in this case.
EF: A Breathing Room offers a visceral and sensorial moment
between plants and humans, a necessary experience in building
deeper understandings of these complex relationships. A Breathing
Room was recently shown at City Hall in Mississauga as part of
Public Volumes. Do you think it was received differently in this highly
populated public space, than in the intimate gallery space for Infinite
Silences?
AW: The City Hall installation was part of a multi-venue exhibition
called Public Volumes, curated by Noa Bronstein and addressed
issues of Spatial Justice. I liked seeing the work in this context,
first as part of this important theme with other artists’ work, as an
intervention in such a public space, and secondly, to see the public
interacting with art in everyday spaces and feeling like they can
engage with it. The central idea of A Breathing Room, illustrating the
breathing exchange between humans and plants, is very accessible.
In the Infinite Silences gallery exhibition, when placed in relation to
the Movement Compositions cyanotypes, there are various levels to
the work, and ways to enter the ideas behind it. There are references
to the history of plant science, to celestial maps, blueprints, to the
unknown, on the whole, there is just more to think about in the
gallery installation, but it is also formatted for a more traditional
gallery audience.
EF: On that note, what role do you think the arts play in communicating
the issues of multispecies relationships and climate change?
AW: Artists have an important role to play. While scientific research
informs us of the state of the planet and its environmental crisis,
the root of this crisis is a cultural one. Artists and cultural producers,
therefore, have an integral role to play in these conversations. This
belief is the central drive of my ongoing academic research, studio
practice and collaborative efforts. I try to focus on alternatives to
the dominant visualizations of the environmental and I engage with
the work of scholars such as Lynne Margulis, Donna Haraway, Anna
Tsing, who emphasizing human and more than human interaction,
sensory worlds, and symbiotic natures as an important space from
which to imagine possible futures.
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This work has focused on expanding ways of thinking about

Amanda White
Movement Compositions for Ten Cabbages, cyanotype print, 22 x 30” 2017, © Amanda White
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Amanda White
A Breathing Room, interior detail, mixed media, 2017 © Amanda White

and interacting with more-than-human plant worlds, attempting
to make our symbiotic natures more visible, and perhaps to create
new spaces of understandings and shift ideologies. I think that this
is vitally important to changing western worldviews, but it is only a
contribution to what many are doing.
It participates in these urgent conversations around planetary
stewardship by creating public, collaborative and accessible work on
a topic of global interest.
EF: Do you approach working with plants differently in terms of
your artistic practice versus your scholarly creation?
AW: I don’t really separate the two, they inform one another. As researchcreation or practice-led research, this work emphasizes the forms of
knowledge that are possible through creative practice—the intuitive,
bodily, physical, and unspoken forms of connection that allow us to know
the world as human beings. While conceptions of knowledge production
continue to privilege the logical, analytical, and explicit traditions emerging
from Enlightenment thought, the purpose of these works––to get to know
the unknowable plant–– necessitates a more subjective, sensory approach.
This kind of practice does not provide answers to questions but instead
opens up space to derive meaning.
EF: What are you currently working on?
AW: I am currently working on two new studio projects, which are focused
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on the uses and cultural significance of numerous species of
common wild plants. The first one, which I hope to develop into
further participatory events, began with a workshop project this
past summer at the Blackwood Gallery at the University of Toronto
Mississauga titled Dandelion Variations. The second project on this
topic is a series of textile works that I am developing over the next
year for a larger installation project.
EF: Will plants continue to play a central role in your researchcreation?
AW: I think years ago, when I started this work, I could not have
imagined how endlessly fascinating plants are, but there are just so
many more ways in which to explore our relationships with plants.
While I do have a few current studio and writing projects that are
not focused on plants, I am not done working with them, and I may
never be, there is so much there.

Endnotes
				
1 Jacqueline Bell, “Further Constellations,” in Infinite Silences by Amanda
White (Kingston: Modern Fuel Artist-Run Centre, 2017).

Amanda White is an artist and academic working at the intersection of art, environment and culture, with a particular interest in alternatives to dominant visualizations of the environmental. White has exhibited and published her work widely and
across disciplines, including her recent contribution to the edited collection Why Look at Plants? The Botanical Emergence in Contemporary Art (Giovanni Aloi, 2019) and work in Public Volumes an exhibition at the Small Arms Inspection Building/City of Mississauga (April, 2019).

Elysia French is a Social Science and Humanities Research Council (SSHRC) Postdoctoral Fellow at York University in the Faculty of Environmental Studies. French’s most recent research project examines the art and visual culture of climate change and its relations to public environmental understanding, environmental policy, and social and environmental justice.
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herman de vries:
my poetry is the world
Artist herman de vries writes his name and all language connected with his work without capital letters and often without
punctuation “because hierarchies do not exist”. Active as an artist since 1953, his work underwent a transformation around
1975 – a pivotal importance as far as contemporary discussions around the interplay of art, biology, and philosophy are
concerned. The transformation has its roots in the 200 km2 of the Steigerwald forest (Northern Bavaria, Germany), next to the
house where de vries lives; he refers to the woods as his “studio”.
text: Cees de Boer											
images: herman de vries

I

n the morning of 31.10.1975, herman de vries laid down three
sheets of paper, each 86 x 118 cm, under an apple tree in his
garden. Between 9.45 and 12.45 he kept one sheet there for one
hour, another for two and the third for three hours. He then glued
the fallen leaves on the paper on the exact locations where they
had fallen. Presented as a triptych, the sheets constitute a powerful
image of natural processes happening around the apple tree, even
if we realize that this work only makes some and not all processes
visible. However, what we see suffices to create an awareness of the
complexity of what is going on: temperature, wind, gravity, humidity
and other aspects of the encompassing process going on there
and then. The dynamic and aesthetic result created by the leaves
and especially their material, physical character, together with the
title of the triptych 1, 2, and 3 hours under my apple tree. 31-10-1975,
suggest that what we see here is part of a bigger whole.
		 The triptych overall has a predominantly metonymical
character; the sheets function as probes that catch materials and
register traces without interfering with them. The suggestion is
that nature itself ‘draws’ on the paper. Also the work’s title avoids
symbolism and gives just factual information. The only symbolic
elements seem to be the three paper sheets that have been inserted
into the garden situation for the natural process to leave its traces.
It is the paper that introduces the artistic context; the paper sheets
bear the signature of the artist and the program which describes
what could be interpreted as the cause of what we see here, while at
the same time inviting the public to interpret the program as the title
of the work. The paper sheets also make it possible to frame these
works, show them in a gallery space, and add them to a museum’s
collection (which actually happened quite recently).
		 The probing of time, space, and cause in nature is performed
by herman de vries within the context of some symbolic elements
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herman de vries
1, 2, and 3 hours under my apple tree. 31-10-1975, 1975. leaves on paper, (3x) 73 x 102 cm. Collection: Stedelijk
Museum, Schiedam/NL & Private collection (pledged donation). Acquired with support of the Mondriaan Fund
and the Vereniging Rembrandt © Stedelijk Museum Schiedam/Tom Haartsen

Every element of the triptych engages in relations to every other element. And even though a complex
network is suggested, the totality of
the work is primarily a testimonial,
in a physical and pars pro toto way,
to a much bigger complexity and
intelligibility.

from the art system. In a sense one could say that he transposes
a natural process as a readymade into the context of art. (I will
come back to this.) Citing Paul Klee’s famous words, de vries is not
representing something but is ‘making visible.’ (Note that Klee does
not assign any object to the verb ‘making visible.’) The medium that
made this possible is unobtrusive in that, seemingly, nature herself
is creating art. The artist harvests and presents.1 Representation –
focusing on an object out there – stands corrected and is effectively
scaled down to presentation.
		 Every element of the triptych engages in relations to every
other element. And even though a complex network is suggested,
the totality of the work is primarily a testimonial, in a physical and
pars pro toto way, to a much bigger complexity and intelligibility.
The latter qualification may be a surprising one, as it is we who
perceive, understand, conclude and know things about nature. One
of the fascinating aspects of this work is that it is a presentation of
an immensely complex process that is beyond our grasp, and that it
simultaneously renders the sensation that we witness the process
for what it is: real, complete, complex and beautiful, all of which we
are ready to interpret as ‘intelligent’.
		 One last remark about the title of the triptych. The signature
of herman de vries, in comparison with the fact that it is “my apple
tree”, creates a focus of attention on two spaces at the same time: a
personal space and the space of nature. Because of the predominantly
material and metonymical character of the triptych, de vries inscribes
himself (as a human being, as an artist, as the owner of the apple
tree) also as part of a bigger whole. Most of the time the artist’s
signature is meant or read as a symbol; but here it is not Van Eyck
or Dürer saying ‘I’ and inscribing this ‘I’ onto the work. In this case
the possessive element in “my apple tree” refers to the harvester;
the artist identifies with a production process he could never call his
doing, never appropriate.
random objectivation
To understand some of the reasons why de vries’ apple tree triptych
has pivotal importance in the artist’s oeuvre, we first go back in time
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Practical research, realized with
materials and data collected outdoors, was greatly favored by de
vries because he detested carrying out experiments on animals to
test new medicines.

herman de vries
Right: Research samples, Institute
for Applied Biological Research in
Nature, Arnhem/NL, 1962
© herman de vries Archive
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a little. The works with fallen leaves which he made in 1975, and after,
are as much a continuation and transformation of as well as a break
with the so-called random objectivation works he made before 1975.
		 herman de vries was born in 1931 in the city of Alkmaar
in the province of North-Holland, The Netherlands. From an early
age he developed a lively interest in nature. His parents were great
lovers of the outdoors, made long hikes with their children and for
long periods in summer rented a cottage near Schoorl, a small village
bordering the vast area of natural sand dunes that protects the Dutch
inland from the North Sea. herman de vries as a young adult became
an active member of the NJN (Dutch Youth Society for Natural
History Study). Later he trained as a horticulturist and eventually
was employed as a scientific research assistant, first at the Institute
for Research in Plant Diseases (Wageningen), then from 1961 at the
Institute for Applied Biological Research in Nature (Arnhem).2 His
move to the second institute was partly inspired by a pressing issue
around 1960, namely how in agriculture to change from a regime
of weed and pest control based on chemicals to a more ecologically
based strategy. The Arnhem institute at that time developed several
initiatives towards adopting these alternative methods.3
		 At both institutes, de vries worked as a practical researcher
of population dynamics in plant and animal communities and the
conditions influencing these dynamics: the effects of rodents and
predators, the consequences of the use of weed killers but also the
role of rodents and birds in the distribution of specific plants and
trees in a landscape. Practical research, realized with materials and
data collected outdoors, was greatly favored by de vries because he
detested carrying out experiments on animals to test new medicines.
Researching ecological communities was a great incentive for
him personally: it enabled him to observe and analyze micro and
macrostructures within ecosystems, their interaction, and detect
the involvement of and interference by human activities. It was a
continuous reminder of the Law of Baas Becking: “everything is
everywhere, but, the environment selects.”4
		 At the Institute, materials collected by de vries were
subjected to tests. One test would be performed on a selection of
the relevant material and a successive test on another selection, to
increase the objectivity of the results as well as to check them. Each
selection from the material was made randomly and independently
from personal preferences or decisions by the researcher. This
needed strict protocols and a meticulous administration, linking
the performed tests with the collected materials. Samples had to
be identified before and after each test, e.g. by color coded stickers.
Performing the random sample selections, de vries used the random
numbers table from Fisher & Yates, Statistical Tables for Biological,
Agricultural and Medical Research (1953).5
		 Since 1957, herman de vries had been hesitating between
his work as a biological researcher and taking the leap to become an
artist. His very first notebook testifies to his doubts: his love of nature,
his scepticism towards science, his thorough research into what art is
said to be, what art could be, what he himself wanted from art, and
how he could contribute to society by becoming an artist. However,
de vries kept his job till 1968 but from about 1958 his life combined
the two worlds of science and art.
		 Despite his critical attitude towards science, in 1962 de vries
started making artworks inspired by the random numbers tables
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herman de vries
n.t. (random distribution of coloured lines), 1967. felt-tip pen, paper, 43,5 x 61 cm. Current location unknown
© herman de vries Archive

herman de vries
Right: n.t. (random objectivation. wittgenstein: die welt ist alles was der fall
ist [the world is everything that is the
case]), 1967, rub-off letters, paper. Size
and current location unknown
© herman de vries Archive
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he used in his biological research. One day at work, he suddenly
noticed that the patterns and structures emerging from the color
codes, number codes, and punch cards he was using were like crosssections or condensations of the natural processes he was analysing.
Although abstract, they communicated information coming from
the dynamics of nature. First, he started making collages and
drawings; soon reliefs and sculptural objects followed, and also
random distributions of scientific and philosophical texts which, with
hindsight, bring to mind the principles of deconstruction.6
		 From an art-historical perspective, it is possible to conclude
that these works follow the principles of art concrète or concrete art as
defined by Theo van Doesburg in his 1930 manifesto: non-symbolic
art, built up exclusively using the abstract elements of mathematics
and geometry. The name random objectivations de vries gives to this
group of works seems to underline this interpretation. However, the
question is: what exactly is objectified in de vries’ works? de vries
explicitly mentions their impersonal character, their non-subjective
and non-expressive essence, their democratic outlook because they
do not imply any distinction between good or bad works, and their
open character – each work could have looked different and is there-
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fore an icon of creative freedom to de vries. As such, these
qualifications are still within the parameters of concrete art. The
difference is that de vries interprets the defining concepts I just
mentioned in another way: he links the information communicated
by these structures to the information that can be found in nature.
In this de vries was equally inspired by the books on Japanese Zen
philosophy by Daisetz Suzuki and by Alexander von Humboldt’s
famous Kosmos publications and his statement “Die Natur aber
ist das Reich der Freiheit” [But nature is the domain of freedom].7
de vries increasingly identified the domain of freedom as created
by art, especially modern art freeing itself from all constraints of
representation and ideology, as identical with the freedom and
autonomy he finds in nature. Relatively speaking of course, art is the
freest form of life and action humans have ever come up with. In other
words, for de vries every random objectivation is a non-intentional,
open artwork, functioning as a visual parallel to the open and dynamic
character of nature. Distinguishing the more from the less personal,
beautiful, expressive, or meaningful artworks was irrelevant to him;
no landscape is more or less beautiful or interesting than any other.
Every moment it is what it is, autonomous and independent of
human appreciation or evaluation. No beginning, no end. Or, as he
would say later: “every thing is all ways significant for all.”8
		
In 1968 de vries decided to become a full time artist; in
1970 he moved to Eschenau, a rural village at the entrance of the
immense Steigerwald forest that would become his studio more
and more. In the years until 1975 every now and then he created
works that physically sample the landscapes he was living and
travelling in (Southern Europe, India, Asia, and North Africa). One
work he has consistently shown in exhibitions since then is collected
mahé (1970); it consists of 24 shells from the beach of the Seychelles
island of Mahé, presented in a grid-like pattern.
sampling the biotope
Playing with open, structural models in the years 1970-1975 and at
the same time travelling and seeing the world, collecting materials
away from and at home, all of which shaped herman de vries’ art
practice and contributed to his decision to step into nature. The
concept that all the elements in a random objectivation work are
equally important was an idea he had directly deduced from his
observation that in nature there are no hierarchies, that the fungi,
bacteria and insects around its roots are as important as the tall
tree rising up into the air. Not only did de vries apply this concept
to the basically equal importance of every human being for society,
but he also translated it into photographic projects in which he
applied random programs to his own life and existential biotope.
		
In a 1970 notebook we find the protocol for a project
to take pictures of Eschenau and the landscape around it. The
protocol starts in the centre of the village and (on the basis of
random numeric tables) projects directions and distances outward
from there to arrive at points where de vries should go and take a
picture. To present his biotope, any point and any direction would
do. Although not realised, this thought experiment informs his most
quoted statement: “what the artist sees (perceives) is as much part
of his concept as what he makes.”9 From this project we can learn
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herman de vries
a random sample of the seeings of my beings, date: 21.1.73 time: 11.46 and date: 8.9.73, time: 8.08
Saint-Yrieix-la-Perche: Centre des Livres d’Artistes, 2010
© herman de vries Archive

that the acts of seeing, interpreting, and conceptualizing were
becoming highly physical and sensual activities for herman de vries.
		 This would become even clearer when de vries developed
a protocol to sample his own existence through the medium of
photography. The project a random sample of the seeings of my
beings was realised between 1.1.1973 and 1.11.1974.10 The random
protocol decided on three main parameters: a. date, b. time, c.
distance between the photographer (herman’s partner susanne)
and herman. This works out as: on a randomly determined date and
time, susanne says “stop” and takes her distance to make a photo
of herman; after that she gives the camera to herman and he takes
a picture of what he was looking at, the moment susanne stopped
him, taking the central area of his vision as the central area of the
photo. So the result is a pair of photos: one of herman looking and
one of what he looks at. All the pairs from 1973 and 1974 taken
together, create a random sample of the artist’s seeing and beingseen, in Eschenau, in Switzerland, and in Nepal.
		 The project’s idiosyncratic title: a random sample of the
seeings of my beings, follows a poetic strategy. The unusual plurals
seeings and beings not only suggest strongly that being and seeing
are equivalent activities, but also that they are multiple and multidimensional. Being and seeing both exist like a stream of places,
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moments, and images. Contemplating all the pairs of photos, the
viewer becomes aware of how both streams interconnect, and is
left with questions like: Is being defined by seeing and being seen?
Does my being imply many shapes of being, so I can see many
things? Does my being change with every thing I see? Does seeing
many things render my being multiple? Are there as many moments
of being as there are moments of seeing? Is being caused by seeing,
or the other way round? Who is ‘I’ and what is ‘I am’ when I state: I
see and I am being seen, therefore I am?
		 In a small accompanying text, de vries wonders what the
project would be like if he had concentrated not on his vision but
on other senses: his hearing, his smell, his touch – which implies
that consciousness is sensual being, is living within your senses, is
being part of the world in the sense that one is seen (heard, smelled,
touched) by the world. de vries’ research project of “the seeings of
my beings” goes beyond the notion that ‘to measure is to know’ and
subverts the science of the objectifying protocol.
		 Another level of meaning in this project is de vries’ refusal
to draw a line between the private and the public aspects of his
existence. He presents his existence as single and plural, specific and
general, individual and public, intimate and unremarkable. None of
the images have been staged for subjective or objective reasons;
nowhere in this project is there a hidden I who refuses to be observed.
a random sample of the seeings of my beings does not present iconic,
but normal, everyday images of human existence. Zooming in on
this specific aspect, we are surprised by the consequences of the
protocol, which jump to a next level of significance. The protocol as
such is impersonal and objectifying; however, the result embodied in
the stream of photographic pairs, refuses the notion that to objectify
is to know and to control. Objects turn into subjects and vice versa.
herman de vries, a man who lives a life in art and in nature, appears
as partaking in his world, equally as a subject and as an object.
Within this man’s biotope the distinction between object and subject
is meaningless and of no consequence. The randomness of the
images subverts categories like direction, intention, perception. The
given that any image could have been different subverts the truth of
what they show, except perhaps their ‘truth’ as being ‘samples’. Like
with the falling leaves from his apple tree, de vries identifies with a
production practice that is impossible to own.
tacit cogito
All this comes very close to the writings of Maurice Merleau-Ponty,
who strives to disclose and make visible the world that was sealed off
by Descartes’ cogito ergo sum, Kant’s Ding an sich, and Wittgenstein’s
“Wovon man nicht sprechen kann, darüber muß man schweigen.”
[Whereof one cannot speak, thereof one must be silent.] MerleauPonty turns to the tacit cogito, a space where the mind directs itself
to the physical existence of the body, where the senses, embedded
in the sensual existence that predates thinking, open up. I detect
a parallel phenomenological turn, the moment herman de vries
distances himself from structural models and steps outside into
nature.11 By focusing more and more on the physical aspects of
his biotope – Eschenau as well as the worlds that touch herman
and susanne de vries when they travel – he is able to transform his
artistic practice, by placing the subject/object distinction to the
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background and the identification of existence with acts and
events of the senses into focus.
		
To come close to the levels of complexity in nature, de
vries had to make his random objectivations more and more
complex, intricate, and multi-dimensional. By trying to do just that,
the hierarchy between model and nature came back in through
the backdoor of de vries’ studio. The more complex the models
became, the more they tried to mirror, represent or even emulate
something outside them. When herman one day complained that
his random objectivations became unworkable and impossible to
finish, susanne said “but nature is the perfect model.” The spell
was now broken, de vries immediately abandoned that line of
work and instead started to catch leaves on paper sheets under
trees, of which the triptych 1, 2, and 3 hours under my apple tree is
a prime example: not mimesis but presenting this process. Making
the works with falling/fallen leaves, de vries was able to redefine
his biotope as a body of interlocking circles, each one having a
unique this as a centerpoint.
nature honored as subject
de vries’ works with fallen leaves – leaves from the apple and plum
trees in his garden, from many trees around Eschenau – present
nature in a concrete, physical way as the ultimate work of art. And
then of course there was the sheer joy of making these works
in such an abundance. Each of them turned out unique and was
linked to any other. Previously de vries had explored the possibility
to deduct several artworks from one random program, which
did not generate any special outcome. But now, working within
and along with nature, not even the ‘program’ was a constant;
the program itself changed all the time and from moment to
moment; chance is infinite, change is happening everywhere. de
vries’ leading concept evolved into chance & change.
		
On the one hand, this came with a tendency to reduce
artistic means and ends. One plant, presented on a sheet of paper
like a botanical specimen in a herbarium, already constitutes a
case of change & chance: it is this individual with this unique shape,
ready to be perceived or enjoyed by the senses of animals and
insects, maybe even aesthetically perceived by a human being.
This one plant shows that its identity is uniquely determined by its
growth process – a complexity that de vries started to call “being
the document of itself.” In one of his artist’s editions, de vries
presented one plant on a sheet of paper and added the caption
no title (no-name or no name).
		
However, the denial of the link between nature and
language did not entail the denial of the link between nature and art.
On the last page of a collection of his language manifestos, de vries
added an actual poa annua (annual bluegrass) and called it a poem.12
		
On the other hand, the possibilities of the principle that
to present is more important than to represent were limitless. A
series of images of the artist naked in nature is called the poet in
his poetry. Just the word this, or just pointing to something, opens
up a space filled with bodily, physical meaning. Not space as a
parameter of empirical observation, but space that tacit cogito
has “always already” been happening.13 This type of space honors
the subjectivity of nature.
		
103

104 antennae

Doug Young is one of only a few artists
skilled in the labor-intensive technique of
reverse painting on glass. His current body
of work elicits feelings of both curiosity and
anxiety. These paintings address presentday concerns about the precarious state of
the environment by taking natural history
museums and their display aesthetics as
their subject. The manner in which these
institutions present nature, removed from
its original context, can embody both the
wonder of the world’s resources and ecology
as well as the cruel and corrupt dynamics of
global capitalism.
text by Tamsen Young
images by Doug Young

herman de vries
16 dm2 - an essay, 1975 (detail) 476 parts, 473 plants on paper, pencil and pen on paper, photographs. Appr. 2,10 x 12,80 m. Collection herman and susanne de vries © herman de vries Archive

herman de vries
Left - a poem, from: five language manifests [...] and a poem, Bern: Artists Press, 1975
(edition of 195 + XV), 29,5 x 21 cm.
Collection herman and susanne de vries
© herman de vries Archive

I propose now to look at three works of de vries which explore
presence and presentation. The first work called 16 dm2 - an essay
was realised during two days in September 1975 and, in my opinion,
is one of de vries’ most important works. The starting point is, again, a
protocol along precise, scientific principles. In the landscape around
Eschenau, a 40 x 40 cm piece of meadow is randomly chosen. From
this piece of turf – deliberately the size of a city sidewalk tile – all the
473 plants are taken out and classified. The location of each plant is
marked on a 1:1 scale map by a number. Each plant is pressed and
dried and then fixed to a sheet of paper, mentioning the coordinates
where it was found and put in a transparent folder.
		 The next step is the presentation of the collected materials.
de vries decided to show all 473 plants as individual items. The plants
occupying 40 x 40 cm in the meadow now need approximately 2.10
x 12.80 m of wall space, which makes it impossible to take them
in at one glance. In other words, the presentation is not about
how many species there are in the piece of turf; it is about how
many individual plants there are. This counters the botanical and
taxonomic principles of how plants are conventionally collected and
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systematized. The final shape of the work creates the experience
that a complex, living universe can be found in the space of a sidewalk tile. The white wall of the gallery, welcoming readymades
from nature presented as artworks, celebrates the mutiny of 473
individuals against the rules of plant taxonomy.14
		 The work atropa belladonna (1999) consists of a deadly
nightshade plant, collected in the Steigerwald forest, pressed and
dried, and presented on paper within a frame. Names are written by
hand around the plant. Above the plant in a central position we see
the botanical name atropa belladonna. Note that de vries does not
conform to the taxonomical convention by which the name should be
mentioned as Atropa belladonna L. (genus with a capital letter, species
with a small letter and the letter L. for Linnaeus, the first to scientifically
describe and categorize the species in 1754.) The names float around
the plant like an aura; the plant itself seems to speak the names to us.
They are European folk names like tollkirsche (crazy cherry), giftkriesi
(poison cherry), rattenbeere (rat’s berry), wolfsauge (wolf’s eye), raging
nightshade, deadly dwale, and others. de vries collected these names
from dialect dictionaries, ethnomedicine and ethnobotanic studies,
and by interviewing local historians and experts. The cloud around the
plant turns out to be a conglomerate of unofficial names which store
and preserve centuries old knowledge: folk tales and myths about
witches (belladonna is part of the famous ointment that enables
witches to fly), the wolf as the evil animal in the forest. Some names
memorize how to use the plant’s powers as medicine or poison, or
how to enhance female beauty with eyedrops or by using the plant
in rituals. de vries presents the plant communicating with us from
within its identities and histories.

herman de vries
Left: atropa belladonna, 1999
plant, pencil, paper, frame, 144 x 103 cm.
Private Collection
© herman de vries Archive

the natural readymade
The physical presence of nature is highlighted by one of the few
direct references to the history of art in herman de vries’ oeuvre.
Through its title de vries’ das große rasenstück (1979) joins an earlier
monument of art history: Albrecht Dürer’s Das Große Rasenstück from
1503, the first ever depiction of a plant community. de vries presents
a readymade piece of turf, brushing aside all aesthetic and stylistic
experiments with representation and observation in classical as well
as in modern art. This work states less a renewal of, than a farewell
to this tradition. de vries’ rasenstück, his actual piece of turf, has the
same revolutionary potential as Marcel Duchamp’s Bottle-Rack (1914)
or Fountain (1917). Of course, de vries could build upon Duchamp’s
genius chess move to present nature as the ultimate readymade.
However, de vries’ irony is gentle if intense: he places a community
of plants in the locus that during a long and complicated history
had been reserved for the best representations of plants (humans,
buildings, landscapes, gods, …). To place a cultural object there, such
as Duchamp’s readymade, leaves nature outside of the discussion; to
place a piece of turf there is to put both art and nature under a critical
scrutiny of fundamental categories. When herman de vries adapts
the Latin quote natura artis magistra (nature teaches the arts) into the
context of his work, the meaning of ‘teaches” is redirected from the
metaphysical to the physical, redefining both the conceptualization
of nature and of art.15
		 Also in herman de vries’ skizzenkoffer I (suitcase for sketches,
1977) I detect a fine and sharp irony aimed at Duchamp’s Boîte-envalise (1935-1940) in which he presented his works as a portable
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herman de vries
das große rasenstück [the big piece of turf], 1979 plants, paper, frame, 96 x 149 cm.
Collection Schloss und Park Benrath, Düsseldorf © herman de vries Archive

museum, exhibition, and library all in one. de vries’ skizzenkoffer is filled
with plants, stones, earth samples, documents, artefacts (which in
his case are man-made items, found in nature and to a certain level
‘digested’ by it), all neatly botanized, identified, described, packed and
labelled with the dates and places where they were collected. It is ironic
to call these samples of reality and nature sketches, suggesting they will
later be worked upon and developed into artworks. Each sample has a
more undecided status: readymade before it can be called a readymade.
The travelling case is an in-between space like the artist’s studio is an inbetween space where all kinds of valuations may still happen. Used for
travelling, the case itself stands for an in-between space, a significance
Duchamp will also have thought about for his valise. But herman de vries
takes the whole game a step further, and travels into the uncharted
territory where (the work of) nature is (the work of) art.
		
How far he is willing to go can be seen from the work from here
(1982) that consists of a little catalogue of not very clear plant images
and an invitation card. On the image side of the card we read the Spanish
version of de vries’ pivotal statement/poem my poetry is the world (1972):
my poetry is the world
i write it every day
i rewrite it every day
i see it every day
i read it every day
i eat it every day
i sleep it every day
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herman de vries
skizzenkoffer I [suitcase for sketches I], 1977, suitcase, paper, pencil, natural materials, artefacts
collected on journeys 1970-1976, 46 x 76 x 26 cm. Private Collection © herman de vries Archive

the world is my chance
it changes me every day
my chance is my poetry
On the address side we read:
invitation / exhibition: herman de vries, ‘here’
la gomera, islas canarias
visits: every day continuously
the exhibition will never be closed
Asked about his biotope and his collecting of plants, stones, earths
and artefacts as carriers of his perceptions, observations, desires,
contemplations, and thoughts, herman de vries replied: “my
experiences here in the steigerwald i receive from the tree, the stone,
the plant, the stream, the earth. sometimes i take these items with me
and show them, present them. as an artist my function is to present
the real world – which is a modest function. taking into account that
very few artists work in this way, i think it is a meaningful function”.16
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Chernobyl, plants, and me:
An after-life of after-death
Chernobyl Herbarium, a hauntingly beautiful book by Michael Marder and Anaïs Tondeur gathered thirty fragments
of reflections, meditations, recollections, and images—one for each year that passed since the explosion that rocked and
destroyed a part of the Chernobyl nuclear power station in April 1986. The aesthetic visions, thoughts,
and experiences that have made their way into this book hover in a grey region between the singular and self-enclosed, on the
one hand, and the generally applicable and universal, on the other.
text by Michael Marder
images by Anaïs Tondeur
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A Train to Chernobyl, Replay
Cutting through fields and forests, towns and villages, this train is rushing to the site of an unseen
disaster. To be sure, not this exact train, but the one I took as a child more than thirty-three years ago
to a sea-side resort in southern Russia that—I will have learnt decades later—received substantial
portions of the Chernobyl fallout. A long delay between the catastrophic event and coming to know
that it had touched me was not particularly helpful in “processing” this belated knowledge.
As in the structure of any trauma, the train ride, which coincided with the meltdown and explosion
of the nuclear power plant in April 1986, and a nearly two-months stay in the fallout area did not
evanesce. These events were extracted from the routine functioning of memory; they were torn
out of the field of what we call the past, as though failing to pass and remaining forever suspended
in an oppressive present. It was in order to begin working through a trauma as personal as it
was ecological and political that I started jotting down the fragments of what became the textual
portion of The Chernobyl Herbarium.
By a felicitous coincidence, exactly at the time when I was gathering my thoughts on the nuclear
disaster and on my relation to it, I came to know the art of Anaïs Tondeur, particularly the photograms
that comprised At the Edge of the Visible. I immediately sensed that my own troubled ruminations
could engage in a fecund dialogue with these eerie traces of traumatized plants. It was as if Anaïs
presented me with a mirror, in which I saw myself reflected no longer in a human shape but as
a life, or simply a sentient surface, exposed to radioactive effects without willing or knowing it.
Thankfully, when I contacted the artist, she enthusiastically accepted my invitation to collaborate
on a book commemorating the thirtieth anniversary of the Chernobyl disaster.
Since then, The Chernobyl Herbarium has been leading an autonomous life (or an afterlife) touring
the world as an exhibition, translated in part or as a whole, percolating into new collections,
catalogues, magazine issues… Art and philosophy, the images and the texts printed on paper or
available in a digital format, have taken upon themselves a fraction of the work of mourning that
began well before their emergence. Not only has this work been carried out through them, but
they have also become its subjects, the agents of mourning. Their global “circulation,” their own
exposure to spectators’ gazes and minds, has marked a detachment that is necessary for a certain
universalization of singular experiences and non-experiences—an alienation even, where the highly
personal becomes im-personal and capacious enough to welcome others.
In a sense, then, we are all in the same boat (here: in the same train) as far as the nuclear disaster
and the ecological catastrophe are concerned. The Chernobyl Herbarium gathers all of us on its pages
and screens: artists, thinkers, spectators, non-spectators, plants, all sentient beings, the rocks and
the soil. It is a matter of gathering to mourn that which does not pass, that which refuses to be
consigned to the past. Even if you are gathered in this gathering without having willed or known it.

…I know from which station I have departed, but which one will I arrive at?...
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Herbarium Trauma
Every collection accretes around a void it strives, in vain, to eclipse. For all the profusion of the
collated or collected material stuff, there is an Eastern, undoubtedly Buddhist, bit at its centre:
nothing. Dispersion predates and follows on the heels of selecting, assembling, and arranging
an assortment of things. Why bother, then? Why compile that which comes from dust and is
destined to entropy? –Because throbbing in the pincers of total closure and absolute openness
is the possibility to make sense of the world. “Dust thou art and to dust shalt thou return,” says
the Bible. It passes in silence the intuition that in this interval between the anonymous infinities
of dust you come together with yourself and with others. You slot another punctuation mark
between two ellipses. A question?
…
I am gathering my thoughts in preparation for archiving them on these pages. Do you see them
displayed, dried up and ready for viewing? To appear in this minuscule metaherbarium, ideas
had to be culled, detached from a non-existent plant. Perhaps from
…
Only the dispersed may be collected—so as to disperse again. Gathering is a detour, more or
less lengthy, more or less elaborate, from dispersion to dispersion, from dust to dust, which
also keeps gathering. But how does what is not yet, or already not, dispersed disperse? At its
rhythm, its own time? Or is it helped along? There is a big difference between gathering fallen maple leaves in November (the month when I am presumably gathering my thoughts on
gathering, though piling up questions is more like it; too late to harvest anything) and plucking
wildflowers in June; between picking up fruit from an apple tree in late August and uprooting an
entire lily of the valley plant in May. Generalized, the difference is between disrupting vegetal
life at the peak of its vitality and keeping the elements of this life past their “due date,” between
destroying and preserving, decimating and saving, or, more precisely, destroying the chance
for a being’s self-preservation and preserving its self-destruction.
…
Let us stay with the flowers for a moment, while they have not yet wilted and faded at least
before our mind’s eye. We say that we gather them when we irreparably cut their connection
to the soil and the rest of the plant body we castrate. (It matters which flowers we are talking
about, however. Those that blossom on a rosebush, for instance, turn such “castration,” along
with other pruning techniques, into a fertile source for future growth.) As if they were not gathered with themselves and as if their arrangement in a bouquet, a wreath, or on an herbarium
page offered a better sense of togetherness. And, indeed, like other parts of plants, flowers are
not gathered amongst themselves, or, if they are, then only loosely so! Violence against plants
unfailingly finds justification in this or that feature of their being, their ontology propitious to
the ethics of openness to the other as much as to the most brutal exploitation.
…
“Herbarium Trauma” puts a couple nouns together, unmediated, unprotected from one another, gathered around nothing other than a typographic space
…
Plants are foragers and collectors who do not hoard what they collect but let it go with and as
parts of themselves. I am not referring just to accumulated solar energy and moisture. In Chernobyl’s exclusion zone, trees raise radioactive particles from the ground and drop them back
when their leaves change in the anticipation of winter. Fall season is fallout time, all over again,
the time for reliving-redying the trauma of the earth and of all it bears.
…
Whenever you think you are cutting, culling, plucking, or otherwise gathering parts of plants,
you are wrong; you are regathering, recutting… The gathering and the cut have happened outside the sphere of your memory, of your control, and you are repeating these acts of the plants
that incessantly make and unmake themselves. You will have noticed that I am vegetalizing the
structure of the trace, which is deeply traumatic. The illusion of control is like a collection that
grows around the void in a futile effort to fill the abyss of the first unwilled cut.
…
To gather is to adumbrate the distance between dispersed elements to the point where they
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enter each other’s gravitational fields and the push-and-pull of a relation becomes palpable.
To gather flowers is to pretend that, prior to falling into the gatherer’s gravitational field, they
are dispersed, inexpressive, nonrelational. And to gather the imprints of radioactive plants in
an herbarium composed of their photograms? A blueprint for an answer: art is the make-belief
that drops the pretence.
…
From scientists to subsistence farmers, people who gather fruits and vegetables in Chernobyl’s
exclusion zone regather the vegetal gathering. Knowingly or not, the human gatherers also
receive a bonus the plants growing there have incorporated, namely traces of radioactivity, the
isotopes of Cs-134/137 or Sr-90. Plants absorb the trauma of the earth, their connection to the
soil lingering on after the acts of culling, felling, picking their bodies made of everything they
have imbibed. In the case of those consuming Chernobyl’s produce, the eaten and the eater
alike are the afterlives of radiation’s half-lives. That is how we are gathered, brought together,
but also plucked, in the planet’s post-traumatic (the locution is a category mistake: we are still
far from post- and, at any rate, it is uncertain that trauma admits an after) stress disorder. Being
is being-gathered-with—not corralled together like a herd of animals, but cut with others like
flowers, or, more precisely, corralled together insofar as cut-with
…
Consider an analogy. From the Greek legein, the barely translatable word logos entails assembling, gathering, putting together, articulating. It, too, collects its semantic contents around
an unbridgeable chasm, the silence no voice can ever drown. Logos responds, without quite
corresponding to, the trauma of absolute dispersion. So long as it is alive, so long as its petrification is yet to come, logos is not an animal, as the ancients pictured it, but a plant, its nutrient
uptake including the very dispersion it pushes against. It is a plant we cultivate in every stab
at gathering or assembling. Not least in creating an herbarium, the re-regathering of plants
subject to further cropping, clipping, and trimming so as to be displayed. (N.B. Ever a believer
in wholeness, Rousseau was averse to standard herbarium procedures. Whenever possible, he
tried to fit the entire bent and contorted plant, root and all, on the page.)
…
“Among discrete quantities he discusses in his Categories, Aristotle somewhat surprisingly cites
logos, its parts—the syllables—lacking a common limit, and so discontinuous with one another
(4b, 34-6). That which establishes commonalities does not have contiguous borders between its
components; it is internally fractured, bereft of the common, koinon (4b, 36-7). At this moment
in Aristotle’s text, speech is not the province of pure metaphysical presence. Logos proceeds
at a halting rhythm, its syllables taken together disjointedly. If politics is an engagement in logos, its spatiotemporal work of gathering is, at its origin, scattered and disassembled, working
against itself.” [Michael Marder, Political Categories, (New York: Columbia UP, 2019)]
…
Cut and paste, paste and paste, cut and cut and cut. To gather flowers is to gather the cuts, cut
the cuts, cut and paste the cuts. Same with thoughts and citations. There it is—an anthology,
the logos of collected texts and flowers.
…
Post festum is the time of art, not just of (Hegelian) thought. Instead of culling, art gleans the leftovers of a harvest, or even gleans the gleaning, as Agnès Varda does in Les glaneurs et la glaneuse
(2000). Anaïs Tondeur’s Chernobyl Herbarium also arrives late in the aftermath of a dizzying array
of gatherings and cuts: vegetal, historical, scientific… And yet, her work enables plants and their
uptake of radiation to speak either bypassing logos or twisting logos’s assemblages into surprising
shapes. Their arrival ineluctably belated, the photograms peek at the primal scene of the “first”
gathering and cut. They look trauma in the face, which is a surface, say, of a leaf. Or, more superficially still, they contend with the impressions of leaves on another surface, that of photosensitive
paper. Traumatic depth lends itself to experience at the outermost limit, in surface-to-surface
contact. And what are plants and art, if not tireless inventors and purveyors of surfaces?
…
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Assuming that the language of plants consists in an open-ended series of articulated shapes,
we come to the conclusion that the cut of negativity is absent from vegetal being. This idea
receives further reinforcement from the rootedness of plants in the earth, which provides
them with a continuous stream of nourishment. So, where is the traumatic void, the disruptive nothing, in their unperturbed existence? –Everywhere. Because plant “organs” are not
combined with each other in a totality, they are gathered together in a self-cleaving fashion:
spatially and physically contiguous, yet metaphysically disjointed. Speaking in ontological
terms, vegetation grows around and on nothing.
…
The cast of Herbarium Trauma
Plants

unending mute screams, rising skywards, expressing the ultimately inexpressible trauma of being itself

Herbaria

silent howls frozen, suspended in
time and space, cut off from lived durations and habitats

Radioactive herbaria

wordless cries overlaid with a second
layer of silence and invisibility, a trace
of radiation uptake

The art of radioactive herbaria

a resonance chamber for the reverberation of traumatic silences

Artists

the space of the resonance chamber

Philosophers

specks of dust, floating in space
…
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Nuclear mourning
Like catastrophic global climate change, the nuclear age expands the circle of the “lost” objects
to be mourned from human to microbial, vegetal and animal ecosystems, clean water, soil and
atmosphere, all the way to the ideas and beliefs in personal and national safety, self-sufficiency,
and sovereignty.
Still, nuclear materials and effects are unique: at the extreme, they annihilate time itself. Their
interference with the heterogeneous temporalities of living beings, communities, and environmental forces is derivative with regard to their negation of time. For instance, depleted uranium has a half-life of 4.468 billion years, in the case of U-238, or 700 million years, in the case of
U-235, which, to all intents and purposes, approaches an eternity.
Since the nuclear object does not pass away, refusing to become the past, it weighs heavily on
the present it tears out of the order of time. With this, it is converted into a material embodiment of trauma, psychic as much as planetary, a statically traumatic present and presence that
cannot be metabolized, “digested” so as to open up the future.
How does one mourn a loss that resists passing away, that repels the past and the future alike?
Nuclear energy generation and the disasters associated with it, the liquid and solid residues of
power plants’ “successful operations,” military testing of atomic weapons, and the consequences of their deployment confront us with an object of mourning that, due to its mode of being
and temporality, thwarts mourning’s work.
It seems that nuclear mourning is an oxymoron, and we are struck at an interminable stage of
melancholia, perpetually reopening the wound and letting it swallow our psychic, social, and
ecological energies. The theological and metaphysical dream of eternity, perversely realized in
the nuclear age, turns out to be a horrible nightmare, which has perhaps been the dark, unconscious underside of that dream well before the twentieth and twenty-first centuries.
One should not give up in the face of the impossibility to mourn in the nuclear age, however. A
lot rides on efforts geared toward a reinvention of mourning today. In the melancholic condition where the work of mourning is paralyzed, there is nothing but denial, which only deepens
the traumatic wound. Melancholic denial can assume several forms, ranging from arguments
that atomic power production is safe to stubborn insistence on secure borders for one’s personal and national home that overlook the uncontainable consequences of fallouts, among
other regional and even planetary disasters. Political inaction at best and entrenchment in the
most harmful practices at worst are the symptoms of this denial.
*
Nuclear mourning begins from the depths of despair but it should not end there. It strives to
reinvent mourning by shifting its object from the dead or destroyed other (whether human or
not) to the death of death. Rotting and decomposition have always been the aspects of mortality facilitating future lives and the future of life itself. It is these processes that are interrupted
by nuclear materials that resist decay, just as, on a different timescale, plastics, certain heavy
metals, etc. clog the world and disturb planetary metabolism.
What we mourn, then, is the death of death, which is also a vigil for mourning, a kind of meta-mourning, a mourning of and for mourning. For, only having worked through its loss, having
mourned mourning itself, will we stand a chance in the difficult task of envisioning and coexistence in the nuclear age.
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p. 109 Anaïs Tondeur, Geranium Chinum, Location: Exclusion Zone, Chernobyl, Ukraine, Radiation level: 1.7 microsieverts
per hour, Detail, Rayogram, Chernobyl Herbarium, ongoing © Anaïs Tondeur
p. 111 Anaïs Tondeur, Linum usitatissimum, Location: Exclusion Zone, Chernobyl, Ukraine, Radiation level: 1.7 microsieverts per hour, Rayogram, Chernobyl Herbarium, ongoing © Anaïs Tondeur
p. 112 Anaïs Tondeur, Byrsonima lucida, Location: Exclusion Zone, Chernobyl, Ukraine, Radiation level: 1.7 microsieverts
per hour, Rayogram, Chernobyl Herbarium, ongoing © Anaïs Tondeur
p. 113 Anaïs Tondeur, Linum usitatissimum, Location: Exclusion Zone, Chernobyl, Ukraine, Radiation level: 1.7 microsieverts per hour, Rayogram, Chernobyl Herbarium, ongoing © Anaïs Tondeur
p. 117 Anaïs Tondeur, Linaceae, Location: Exclusion Zone, Chernobyl, Ukraine, Radiation level: 1.7 microsieverts per
hour, Rayogram, Chernobyl Herbarium, ongoing © Anaïs Tondeur
p. 118 Anaïs Tondeur, Linum usitatissimum, Location: Exclusion Zone, Chernobyl, Ukraine, Radiation level: 1.7 microsieverts per hour, Rayogram, Chernobyl Herbarium, ongoing © Anaïs Tondeur
p. 121 Anaïs Tondeur, Unknown species, Location: Exclusion Zone, Chernobyl, Ukraine, Radiation level: 1.7 microsieverts
per hour, Rayogram, Chernobyl Herbarium, ongoing © Anaïs Tondeur
p. 122 Anaïs Tondeur, Linum usitatissimum, Location: Exclusion Zone, Chernobyl, Ukraine, Radiation level: 1.7 microsieverts per hour, Rayogram, Chernobyl Herbarium, ongoing © Anaïs Tondeur
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Weedy materiography
The author explores the phenomenon of intimacy-with-the-dead in the context of non-camera plant photography. Non-camera techniques, such as anthotypes, rayograms and radiography, are based on immediate bodily contact between the plant
and the human. The preparation process can be comprehended in terms of funeral preparations. The author argues that the
awareness of this relationship can open up possibilities of posthumous intimacy. A caring involvement with dead plants plays
a vital role in several non-camera photographic projects which the author discusses: Junction Effect by the Organic Trio, The
Chernobyl Herbarium by Anaïs Tondeur and plant radiography by Joanna Stoga. 					
The full title of this essay is ‘Weedy materiography: Perennials, humans and posthumous intimacies’.
text by Magdalena Zamorska

T

he expression plant photography refers to a wide array of activities, including taking pictures of plants with a camera and
making plant imprints by means of contact-print techniques.
Camera photography requires optical distancing between the photographer and the photographed and focuses on the aesthetics
of the surface. Non-camera photography eliminates the distance
between the photographer’s eye and the object, emphasising the
materiality of the latter and the tactile and olfactory qualities of its
texture and fragrance.
I use the umbrella term of organic plant photography to refer to techniques of non-camera plant photography making use of
the plant body, which either casts a shadow on photosensitive paper (photogram or rayogram, lumigram and cyanotype) or is the
source of chemical substances serving as a dye (anthotype and
chemigram). I also include x-ray photography (a technique based
on the optical system of an x-ray machine) within this category, but
only in order to focus on the very process of ‘model’ preparation
and manual operations on dead plants.
In this paper, I explore the phenomenon of intimacy-withthe-dead in non-camera plant photography. I raise some key points
necessary for examining posthumous intimacy with a plant. My
argument is driven by the following questions: what does it mean
to care for a plant, to be engaged in an intimate plant-human relationship? How do we, human beings, take care of dead-bodies?
What post-mortem practices of communing with the deceased
may serve as a cultural matrix for plant-human posthumous intimacies? Do we need such a matrix? And finally, what does the
death of a plant actually mean, and how can organic photography
approach this issue?
In what follows, I examine three photographic projects involving plants. Anaïs Tondeur, the Organic Trio, and Joanna Stoga
share a deep attentiveness to vegetal beings, which arose in the
course of the artists’ intense personal encounters with death. Death
itself was experienced as an invisible, overwhelming presence, as
the place suddenly falling silent, or it appeared as a part of the
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death-and-life dance (ancestry). To make sense of all the operations
on dead plant bodies and to legitimise their practices, these photographers weave either personal or cultural narratives of plant-human
entanglements. Their sensitivity to the presence of plants and their importance in shared worldmaking urged them all to treat plant bodies
with great respect.

Grasping the uniqueness of what is
called “an exploded consciousness”
will make us, human beings, more
capable of understanding the scattered awareness of plants.

Anaïs Tondeur
Chernobyl Herbarium: Phormium tenax Liliaceae,
location: Exclusion Zone, Chernobyl, Ukraine,
radiation level: 1.7 microsieverts per hour, rayogram, pigment print on RAG paper, ongoing
©Anaïs Tondeur

The Chernobyl Herbarium
					
Anaïs Tondeur worked on her rayograms for The Chernobyl Herbarium:
Fragments of an Exploded Consciousness in 2011-2016. The artist imprinted
on photosensitive plates the weeds which had been grown in the soil
of the Chernobyl Exclusion Zone, Ukraine, by the team of bio-geneticist
Martin Hajduch of the Institute of Plant Genetics and Biotechnology at
the Slovak Academy of Sciences. The imprints were then transferred
onto rag (cotton) paper with the giclée print technique. The radiation
level of each of the thirty specimens was indicated in the caption to the
corresponding piece. The prints were subsequently reproduced in a book.
As Michel Marder notes: “The literal translation from Greek of the
technique used here, photogram, is a line of light. Not a photograph, the writing
of light, but a photogram, its line captured on photosensitive paper, upon
which the object is placed. (...) It endures: etched, engraved, engrained,
the energy it transported both reflected (or refracted) and absorbed”.1
The imprint of light on a photosensitive plate is the shadow of the plant
– its mark or print, but not its mediated, encoded or symbolic image.
While the glow of plants in photograms is a common result of
the applied technique (rayogram or photogram) and not the radiation
effect, it anyway makes us want to believe that the glimmer is directly
connected with the level of radiation. As Marder puts it: “Even assuming it
is not an actual trace of radiation (which the specimens in the herbarium
have received from the isotopes of cesium-137 and strontium-90
mixed with the soil of the exclusion zone) that comes through and
shines forth from the plants’ contact with photosensitive paper, the
resulting works of art cannot help but send us back to a space and
time outside the frame, wherein this Linum usitatissimum germinated,
grew, and blossomed”.2 The desire to perceive the glow effect in terms
of the material transfer of isotopes from the power plant, through
the air and plant bodies, to photosensitive paper is actually fulfillable.
Some artists have taken up this challenge. For example, Japanese
artist Shimpei Takeda, born in the Fukushima prefecture, “took on a
mission to create a physical record of the worst man-made nuclear
accident in history”3 and succeeded. Also, radioactive photographs and
film footage taken and recorded by Igor Kostin and other reporters in
Pripyat in 1986 have already found their way to the common imaginary.
The subtitle of Marder and Tondeur’s book reads Fragments of
an Exploded Consciousness. It gestures at the main protagonist of the
story: the fragmented and simultaneously expanded human mind
that tries “to think unthinkable and represent unrepresentable”.4
I would like to offer an additional reading of the notion of exploded
consciousness which may bring us closer to the notoriously ignored
ubiquity of plants. Grasping the uniqueness of what is called “an
exploded consciousness” will make us, human beings, more capable
of understanding the scattered awareness of plants. While the
expansion of the mind becomes part of human beings’ experience
as a result of a special event (a trauma or a spiritual experience), it
makes up the plant’s natural mindset. The depersonalized personhood
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What makes plants vulnerable
is that they are only enabled to
speak up after being cut or rooted
out. In the process of making photograms, they are condemned to
death, or at least their bodies are
harmed or deeply disturbed.

Anaïs Tondeur
Chernobyl Herbarium: Thesium humifusum, location: Exclusion Zone, Chernobyl, Ukraine, radiation
level: 1.7 microsieverts per hour, rayogram, pigment print on RAG paper, ongoing
© Anaïs Tondeur

of the plant opening the expansion of the mind becomes part of
human beings’ experience as a result of a special event (a trauma
or a spiritual experience), it makes up the plant’s natural mindset.
The depersonalized personhood of the plant makes it a better
candidate (than the human being) for the witness of boundless and
all-pervading ionising radiation.
For Tondeur, the Chernobyl catastrophe of 1986 is deeply
interwoven with the atomic bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki cities
in 1945. Both incidents were upshots of twentieth-century high-risk
technological enterprises. The analogy had a powerful impact on the
artist’s work with the Chernobyl Exclusion Zone specimens. Both the
unsettling human shadows on the walls of the Japanese cities and the
shadows of plant specimens on photosensitive paper are rough imprints
of bodies and not their representations. The bodies are still there.
Marder notes that ‘we cannot overlook a key difference
between the shadows on the wall and the Chernobyl Herbarium. There
is no aesthetics of war, suffering and death—only their post factum
aestheticization’.5 The insight becomes less obvious when we venture
to consider the Chernobyl plants of 2011-16 to have been living beings
that lay down their lives just to satisfy the human need for testimony.
Paradoxically, Tondeur not only aestheticises, but also manufactures
death: dead bodies are ‘voicing’ the story in her photograms. Plants
have been and still are witnessing the collapse and the revival of life
in the Exclusion Zone. The artist makes them convey the story of the
anthropogenic contamination of the biosphere. What makes plants
vulnerable is that they are only enabled to speak up after being cut or
rooted out. In the process of making photograms, they are condemned
to death, or at least their bodies are harmed or deeply disturbed.
The act of taking the lives of plants and following postmortem rituals of body preparation lets the Chernobyl flora resurrect
not only metaphorically: plants need other agencies, such as humans
(or wind, water, other animals), to disseminate. Ultimately, the
cultural dissemination of embodied plant stories is accompanied by
the biological dissemination of plants.
Eden 									
The failure of the nuclear power station resulted in an uncontrolled
spread of ionising radiation. Humankind plays many dangerous
games with electromagnetic radiation. A wide range of waves are
being used for other civilian purposes, for example in nuclear
medicine (part of radiology), which is gaining momentum now. Radiopharmaceuticals and radiation are increasingly being used as
diagnostic and therapeutic agents. ‘Imaging pharmaceuticals’ are
meant to be taken internally, and therapeutic gamma-rays (radiation above 100 keV) or diagnostic x-rays (below 100 keV) are applied
externally; radiation is then passed through the body.			
The technique of image generation through x-rays found its
way to artistic photographic practices at the beginning of the twentieth
century. First x-ray botanical photographs were taken by Dain Tasker
in the 1930s. Since then the technique has been used by many photographers, for example by Judith K. McMillan, Albert Richards, Steven
Meyers and Nick Veasey. Polish photographer Joanna Stoga relies on
various techniques (i.e. camera obscura, non-silver photographic techniques and a variety of digital ones), but I would like to focus here on
her experience with botanical x-ray photography, especially the Eden
series. Because Stoga could not afford a professional x-ray machine,
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she has worked with medical equipment in diagnotic labs after their

Shimpei Takeda
Trace #16, Lake Hayama (Mano Dam), gelatin silver print, 2012 © Shimpei Takeda
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opening hours. Since 2009, she has collaborated with two RTG
technicians, Rafał Süsser and Jarek Mszański. From a medical diagnostician’s perspective, Stoga’s photographs are literally mistakes, but of course it is not how Stoga views them. Particular
effects have always been outcomes of technical problems. The
point is that, to guarantee patients’ safety, most x-ray machines
have presets of voltage adjusted to particular body parts, diseases etc. These presets diverge from the 15–20 kV range, which fosters the most interesting artistic effects. Therefore, Stoga ended
up working with old-school analogue plates. 			
Any x-ray photograph must be carefully predesigned.
The artist collects an appropriate (fresh and wet) botanical material, scrutinises it, makes sketches and only then arranges floral compositions, considering the shape, softness and density of
the tissue, to finally put them on an x-ray detector’s case. All the
conceptual work is very important because the x-ray technique
imposes many limitations on the photographer: “there is no light
and shadows, no depth, multidimensionality, or perspective (...)
Additionally, the exposition is quite problematic,” as the light
beam coming from an x-ray generator is conical— i.e. it is much
more powerful in the centre than at the edges—which affects
the entire design.7 The artist prefers to work with old materials
and remains sensitive to surprising characteristics of the final image; she delights in experimentation and the aesthetics of failure. To attain the final effect, she has experimented with several
techniques: contact prints with various light-sensitive emulsions,
scans, prints of the negatives and finally the positives.8 The artist’s agenda is to make “portraits of plants” which are inspired by
a diversity of art forms: Palaeolithic cave images, old herbaria,
ancient Chinese prints and drawings, Persian gardens and treeof-life figurations, Slavic herbalism, 17th- and 18th-century paintings and prints (Baroque still-lifes and an interest in death and
dying prevalent in this period) and Ernst Haeckel’s prints.9
The x-ray process generates images which are scalable
representations of objects and not direct imprints. Nevertheless,
it is interesting in the context of plant materiality, because it requires working with plant cut-ups and cadavers rather than with
living beings. With reference to her most famous and internationally awarded tulip project, Stoga confesses: “During one session I would ‘use up’ several dozen flowers at various stages of
development (some of them still in bud, others in full blossom).
[...] But I always search for the tulips which the sellers regard as
spoiled or flawed – simply ungainly. I consider it an advantage,
because only such flowers express the diversity of the species”.10
Stoga worked with cut flowers for quite a while. A major turning point came in 2015, when a disastrous windstorm hit
Lower Silesia (Poland), a region where the artist lives and works.
The day after the hurricane, Stoga was driving through the ruined landscape, muddy grounds covered in broken branches.
She was just passing by the site of previously dense roadside
greenery when she suddenly felt grief-stricken—she realised that
she “had lost the place”11 made of plants, their shapes, colours
and smells. She stopped and picked up some broken branches,
scattered fruit and ruffled flowers, neither having any particular
aim in mind nor being aware of her own motivation. Her anxiety
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Archaeologists have posited both
the symbolic meaning and the utilitarian use of ochre: redness might
have symbolised blood and, following this, life itself (not only haemoglobin but also phytoglobin contains
the red pigment, i.e. atoms of iron).

Joanna Stoga
Eden 05 (Eden series), coloured x-ray photograph, 2015 © Joanna Stoga

only increased later when she saw injured, dying and dead birds in
her veterinary friend’s treatment room. Both, the massive devastation of the flora and the proliferation of bird-deaths plunged her
into sorrow. Back in her temporary x-ray studio-lab, she wondered
how to photograph a landscape that had already faded.
To pay homage to the dead ones, Stoga added a deep-red
background to the x-ray photographs of post-hurricane organic
remnants in her photographic series Eden. This choice reflects her
interest in the use of red pigments in Palaeolithic cave paintings,
wall palm imprints and ochre-covered burials. Ochre is a clay pigmented with hematite (iron particles), which was widely used in Palaeolithic cultures. There is evidence that ‘the habitual use of ochre
by hominins appeared about 140,000 years ago and accompanied
them ever since’.12 Archaeologists have posited both the symbolic
meaning and the utilitarian use of ochre: redness might have symbolised blood and, following this, life itself (not only haemoglobin
but also phytoglobin contains the red pigment, i.e. atoms of iron).
Ochre pigments do not fade when exposed to light; ochre neutralises the smell of the rotting body, and it kills viruses and bacteria.
Stoga’s work with x-rays could also be perceived in the context of shamanic initiation rituals, which include death and rebirth.
During the process, a shaman may have “roentgen visions”—perceptions of the hidden parts of his own or other beings’ bodies.
The “x-ray principle”13 has been found in Palaeolithic paintings at
archaeological sites on many continents.
Taking care of the hurricane bio-remnants became the main
aim of the Eden series. The artist commemorated the plants by respectfully composing their post-mortem photographs. In the wake
of the project, she became hypersensitive about the abuse of plants
for artistic purposes. Therefore, later on she switched to open field
botanical photography, which requires time, concentration, sensitivity and the awareness of biospheric entanglements, but does not
demand sacrificing living organisms.
Plantline
							
The Organic Photography/Junction Effect project was started by the
Organic Trio collective in 200614 and is still being developed. Changing groups of participants create ‘photographic plant-beds,’ that is,
patches of photosensitive paper covered in plants. Combining the
non-camera techniques of photogram (rayogram) and chemigram,
the process based on light and the chemistry of plants results in
producing plant imprints on paper. 					
Every installment of the project proceeds in three stages,
called respectively Initiation, Incubation and Harvest. During the
Initiation phase, a photographic patch is made based on the specimens belonging to the local biochore (or phytocenosis). During
the second phase of Incubation, light penetrates the bed, and the
plants exude chemicals. After the period of twenty-four hours up to
three day, the time of Harvest comes. The participants open up the
cultivation site, collect and wash the photosensitive paper to stop
physical and chemical processes, dry the paper and record the final
effect with a digital camera.15
The latest iteration of the Organic Photography, the PLANTLINE project by Marek Styczyński, Anna Nacher, Bogdan Kiwak and
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The Aboriginal tradition cultivates
the notion of ‘an exchange of
substances between bodies and the
land’. The soil itself is permeated
with kumpu, the bodily fluids of
ancestors, mediating their power.

Marek Styczyński
Plantline Project (Wojszyn, Poland), 2019
©Marek Styczyński

Marek Sarota was carried out as part of a sound culture festival focused on Australian didgeridoo sounds named Dźwięki z korzenia
(Sounds from the root) and held in Wojszyn in August 2019. Indigenous Aboriginal knowledge has continuously been practiced for
about 65 thousand years and is held in high esteem by the artists,
who are particularly inspired by the figure of Daramulan, a mythical progenitor of the human race, a one-legged hero who descends
to act as a medium of male initiation during the bora ritual. He is
traditionally represented in the form of a soil-sculpture.16 This myth
inspired the artists to arrange the patch into the human-body shape
of Daramulan in the Wojszyn edition of the project.
The Aboriginal tradition cultivates the notion of ‘an exchange
of substances between bodies and the land’.17 The soil itself is permeated with kumpu, the bodily fluids of ancestors, mediating their
power. When Aboriginal people put their hands into the ground,
their ancestors’ kumpu comes through their hands up to their bodies. From the modern scientific perspective, the soil is filled with
various types of bacteria.18 The presence of Mycobacterium vaccae in
the soil has a positive effect on the human psychosomatic state. Another distinctive soil ingredient is geosmin, an aromatic substance
produced by Streptomyces bacteria and various cyanobacteria. Released when the microorganisms die, it is registered by the human
perception system as a pleasant smell of the soil after rain.
Importantly, this photographic project is carried out in a
wider context of bioregionalism, ethnobotany, and permacultural
experimentations conducted at the Centre for Bioregional Practices
called the Lechnica Biotope in a small village on the Polish-Slovak
border (biotoplechnica.eu). The subtitle of the PLANTLINE event was
Biochora #2 (the pre-edition was titled Biochora #1), because the
plants it involved were specimens of the local Wojszyn biochore – a
part of the biosphere consisting of similar biotopes. These plants
and the microorganisms inhabiting the soil were supplemented
with the human microbiom in the process of cob-kneading (cob is
a clay and straw mixture). Therefore the final photograms are the
outcome of the specific chemistry of the local plant community, the
characteristics of light and humidity and the human factor.19
The blend is made up of complementary biotops (plants
plus soil and human microbioms) which mutually influence each
other. The chemism of the mixture impacts the photosensitive paper. Organic photography ultimately depends on the materiality of
the bodies of dead and dying plants, the reactivity of their sap, the
tangibility of the soil and the inevitable presence of living and dying
bacteria, both in the soil and on the bodies.
Plant care								
All the artists carefully handle the bodies of dead plants. Their respect originates in their awareness of the mutual causality of plants
and human lives and the co-generation of shared environments.
Plant-human becoming-together is based on a gaseous interchange
and a common dependence on sunlight and water.			
Profound care is based on empathy. Marder calls for “the
notion of ontological empathy, no longer determined by ontic similitude but, instead, by a sense of proximity to the being of other creatures”.20 As Sylvie Pouteau states, plants are not “second animals”,21
but they represent the unique category of “open beings”.22 This
category includes not only plants but also other beings—viruses,
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Bogdan Kiwak
Organic photography (Lechnica, Slovakia), 2019 © Bogdan Kiwak

bacteria, protista, fungi and ‘peripheral’ animals (such as sponges)—
which do not easily fit within the borders of the animalia kingdom.
Open beings require special practices of care.			
Maria Puig de la Bellacasa identifies three facets of caring:
‘a vital affective state, an ethical obligation and a practical labour’,23
and Thom van Dooren argues that “the obligation to ‘know more’
emerges as a demand for a kind of deep contextual and critical
knowledge about the object of our care, a knowledge that simultaneously places us at stake in the world and demands that we
be held accountable: what kinds of emotional, political and epistemic, frames orient our caring acts?”24 Combined with affective
co-worlding and political and epistemic reflexivity, ontological empathy and respect for the other world of other beings add up to a
good recipe for a caring plant-human relationship.		
During her explorations of flower gardening in Mozambique, Julie Soleil Archambault closely examined an affective
force shaping intimate relations between plants and human be138 antennae

On the part of humans, answers
come from sages, shamans, healers,
herbalists, foragers, botanists and
writers. Plant beings are also figuring out answers to similar questions:
how do human beings live, what do
they want, or how could we mutually make our lives easier?

ings, relations driven by love. The author insists on “taking seriously” – literally rather than metaphorically – common declarations that plants are gardeners’ lovers: “An encounter, a meeting
with someone or with something, is affective when it triggers some
sort of effect; when it inspires, unsettles, troubles, moves, arouses, motivates, and/or impresses”.25 The relationship of love and
care is mutual: “Plants are sensitive to what (environmentally)
happens to them. In this respect, they are also sensitive to care,
and they respond to it – if all goes well, by obvious flourishing”.26
On the other hand, Van Dooren calls for “deep contextual
and critical knowledge about the object of our care”.27 I propose
calling it ‘knowledge-based’ empathy and care. It means a practical engagement combined with an openness to the singularity and
specificity of another being. Knowledge-based empathy and care
require attentiveness and effort. Human beings are required to answer questions such as: how do plants live, what do they want, what
is the specificity of their desire, and how can we, humans, embrace
plantness?28 Plantness as such has been described in different fashions: as growing, proliferation and flourishing;29 as non-completion
and always-becoming;30 as openness, the lack of outside-inside divide, decentralisation, multiplicity and connective robustness; and
as being net-like, axial, spiral and non-ego-centric.31 On the part of
humans, answers come from sages, shamans, healers, herbalists,
foragers, botanists and writers. Plant beings are also figuring out
answers to similar questions: how do human beings live, what do
they want, or how could we mutually make our lives easier? Both
parties follow a co-evolutionary path based on the continuous process of sympoiesis. Empathy, mutuality and care come along with
affective involvement and knowledge.
The dead plant body						
The relation of care and love does not end with the death of the
plant. Underpinned by affective encounters and a deepened understanding of plantness, responsive care continues in the form of
post-mortem care. The cultural matrix of mourning and grief translates into a plant-humans relationship. Post-mortem care for the
loved ones requires culturally developed procedures which vary
widely, but have one thing in common; specifically, the dead body
must be appropriately prepared and arranged.cccccccccccccccccccc
In non-camera plant photography, the preparation process
is based on manual operations on a dead (or dying) plant body. Close
contact of living and dead bodies is the essence of the process, creating room for reflexivity. Therefore, I propose contextualising the
photographer’s activities as funeral preparations. 		
What does it actually mean that a plant is dead? Can we
imagine or comprehend what the death of an open, multiple, rhizomatic, clonal, decentralised and non-centric being means? John
Ryan recognises “biogenic and anthropogenic instances of plantdeath”.32 The plant-death notion concerns “the end of a single vegetal life, the demise of a floristic collective, or the farther-reaching
cessation of a botanical species as the genetic matrix making possible the generation of plants”.34 To pinpoint the moment of death of
a single vegetal life is quite a complex task. From the scientific point
of view, the ‘pronouncement of death’ should follow the cessation
of vital processes of cell respiration, photosynthesis, reproduction
and growth. But the scientific indicators of death may significantly
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Anna Smoter
Organic photography (Kraków), photogram, chemigram, 2013 © Anna Smoter
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Bogdan Kiwak
Organic photography (Lechnica, Slovakia), photogram, chemigram, 2015 © Bogdan Kiwak

differ from the common ones, which are derived from unmediated observation – the only ‘access path’ available to photographers
and any other plant practitioners. What can be perceived is “the
material decay and demise of plants: the withering of leaves, rotting of roots, shedding of bark, and falling of limbs”.35 The necrosis
of living plants – the degeneration or death of plant cells and tissues – is easy to recognise: a plant’s body parts darken and wilt. A
photographer is not able to determine the exact moment of death
of all the freshly picked plants meant to serve as a photographic
‘material.’ Therefore, the biogenic death of an open being appears
to be the limit beyond which human thought cannot reach. Suffice
it to mention never ending reproduction, such as in the apomixis
process or clonal colonies on the one hand and constant oscillation between life and death in resurrection plants on the other.
Pondering the death of the floristic collective, Ryan introduces the term botanical melancholia and defines it as “intersubjective response to plant-death not as an externalized phenomenon
in the environment out there but as one with internal, personal repercussions for human welfare”36 To coin the term, Ryan builds on
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the notions of ‘environmental melancholia’ (Renee Lertzman) and
‘solastalgia’ (Glenn Albrecht). Consequently, he understands botanical melancholia as a passive state rather than as an intensive
affect arousing motivation for action. Importantly though, Ryan
states: “biogenic deaths of plants can also prompt mourning and
melancholia, but, I assert, to a lesser degree than anthropogenic
[…] forms”.37 This is where I disagree with Ryan. I propose including
biogenic deaths of plants in the experience of botanical melancholia
– the process of bewailing the loss of the material, sensorial, corporal, unique and singular life of a plant, and not of a species, a floral
community or an abstract or generalised plant life. Tondeur, Stoga
and the Organic Trio work with and commemorate both floral communities (biochores of Chernobyl, Lower Silesia and Wojszyn) and
individual vegetal lives (the photographed specimens).
Commemorating the plant

These conditions change the status
of the plant: a raw and anonymous
photographic material gains ‘personhood’ along with significance
and respectability.

Vegetal and human lives are interdependent. At the fundamental level, a plant-human proximity arises in the process of bio-cultural coevolution. People and plants take part in a reciprocal arrangement,38
and that influences the material condition of their bodies. Archaeologist Marijke van der Veen explains that the consumption of plants “involves the physical ingestion into the body; they become incorporated and embedded into the body.” But human beings also leave their
trace “in the physical make-up of the plant (“emplantment” instead of
“embodiment”)”.39 This co-evolutionary entanglement blurs the distinction between biogenic and anthropogenic plant-death. Mourning
for the plant equals mourning for the mourner him/herself. The grief
causes photographers (or any other people) who “identify intimately”40 with the plant to follow human funeral protocols.
Practitioners of organic plant photography more often than
not deal with dead and fragmented plant bodies. Phytographs and
phytograms require bodily contact and material entanglements:
organic photography not only entails physical contact with a plant
cadaver and plant cut-ups but also results in a chemical contamination of the photographer’s skin. The awareness of that makes posthumous care possible. The photographer arranges the dead plant
body to commemorate the lost plant-human relationship.
A perfect model for this practice is provided by an intimate
communion with dead bodies which recurs across cultures, albeit
in various forms. Human cultures have invented multiple forms
of posthumous intimacy, ranging from more familiar ones, such
as post-mortem nursing care, cosmetic treatment and clothing, to
more unsettling ones, such as post-mortem photography (e.g. Victorian ambrotypes and daguerreotypes, fakes though most of them
are) and ceremonies in which dead bodies are disinterred to perform some ritual activities (e.g. the famadihana ceremony of the
people of Merina and Sakalava in Madagascar and Ma’nene ceremonies of the Sulawesi-inhabiting Toraja people).
This kind of closeness with plants becomes possible when
the death of the plant is preceded by respect, love and a caring relationship (PLANTLINE) or by an intense and traumatising event relating
the plants (The Chernobyl Herbarium, Eden). These conditions change
the status of the plant: a raw and anonymous photographic material gains ‘personhood’ along with significance and respectability. It
brings actual closeness in the place of close-ups – popular substitutes
of proximity omnipresent in contemporary plant photography.
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GENUS:
On the imaging
of plants
Whilst botanical art and art inspired by plants has always played a more peripheral role to the grander themes of Western
Art, the richness of the source, its relationship to our health and wellbeing, and its cultural and symbolic significance has resulted in an unequalled richness of visual expression. In scientific terms genus refers to a taxonomic classification, but within
the wider context of art, the genus may also refer to typologies and techniques used in the visualization of plants by artists
and scientists throughout history. New micro-imaging technologies have expanded the range of enquiry and expression.
text by Rob Kesseler

T

he flora of Greece has been a fertile source of research for scientists and inspiration to artists since the Greek botanist and
pharmacologist Piadinus Dioscorides (40-90CE) wrote about
the use of plants in herbal medicine almost 2000 years ago, in his
illuminated encyclopedia De Materia Medica as it is better known.
With over 400 hundred illustrations of plants and animals, the book
was widely circulated from Byzantine era through to medieval times,
and being translated from the Latin into Greek, Hebrew, and Arabic,
it’s role in spreading and sharing knowledge across countries and
cultures established the importance of plant research and its value
to society. It could rightly be considered as the progenitor of modern pharmacopoeias.
With the evolving scientific and economic importance of
plants throughout the eighteenth century, the interrelationship between botanists and artists became increasingly important, but this
was to change. With the development of photography in the early
nineteenth century, the possibility of attaching a camera to a microscope gave the scientists greater control over the visualization of their
research and the opportunity for artistic collaboration was restricted
to its more conventional role of illustration. This was further exacerbated as microscopy technologies became increasingly complex,
and more importantly, siloed within research establishments. Powerful and intriguing images surfaced occasionally but were largely
limited to scientific audiences and apart from a few exceptions like
the portfolio Micrographie décorative by French photographer Laure
Albin-Guillot (1879-1962), this position continued for over a century
until a post-war spirit of optimism heralded an era of experiment and
creativity.
In 1950, the Hungarian artist, photographer and educator
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The new imaging technologies are
complex and the levels of scientific
knowledge and training needed
challenging. To translate the material into a personal artistic statement requires an extensive period
of engagement, something that
most institutions are not able to offer or for artists to find funding.

Gyorky Kepes (1906-2001), instigated an exhibition at Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT), The New Landscape in Art and
Science, in which contemporary painting and sculpture by artists including Naum Gabo, Jean Arp, Fernand Leger, and architects Walter
Gropius and Richard Neutra was shown alongside scientific photographs of cellular structures, oscillation patterns, and physical
phenomena. The resulting publication encouraged other enthusiastic scientists to publish photographic collections of their images
created using X-ray, stroboscopes and electron microscopes that
reached a selective but growing audience.1 The timely emergence
of digital technologies with programmes and platforms common to
both scientific and creative communities made communication and
experimentation easier. Scientists were also caused to reflect on
the value of their images by the influential work of Felice Frankel2
where she pointed out that
[t]he science pictures you see here have an additional purpose to these in your notebooks. Although often used for
presentations and submissions to the professional, they
also communicate science to the general public and thus
capture the attention of those unfamiliar with the subject.
But she also aired a view of creative caution regarding the status of
the images:
They have a component that is sometimes called “artful,” a
word I, like you, should be wary of using. They might appear
as personal interpretations but they are not. They are honest documents of scientific investigation.

Rob Kesseler
GENUS, Ampeloprasum. Ink and aniline
dye on Arches paper, 60 x 40cm, 2018
© Rob Kesseler
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The growth of spectacular bio-medical images and more recently
videos in the popular media and competitions such as Nikon Small
World3 and Olympus BioScapes4 revealed a new microscopic landscape rich for investigation. As technologies advanced the quality
of imaging reached an unprecedented level of sophistication. The
emergence of initiatives from organisations like the Wellcome Trust
created collaborative openings that offered opportunities for artists to slip past the institutional gatekeepers and forge new partnerships with scientists, however, these have been focused more
on the physical aspects of bio-medical lab work. The new imaging
technologies are complex and the levels of scientific knowledge
and training needed challenging. To translate the material into a
personal artistic statement requires an extensive period of engagement, something that most institutions are not able to offer or for
artists to find funding.
Beyond their dazzling patterns and structures, most scientific images remain abstract and divorced from a context that
makes them accessible to a wider public. This is not to imply that
the role of the artist is to merely explain the practices and results of
science. Within this vacuum, there continues to be a role for the artist to extend and translate these hidden worlds into a wider artistic
and critical forum. Over the past twenty years, scientists have had
more exposure to artists and a growing appreciation of what their
creative contribution brings. Both scientist and artist are each engaged in chromatropic visions of the world. Artists stain their vision
of the things around them, shifting their filters, casting a personal
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The dye stained and impregnated
the surface of the paper with a
subtle wash of hues, bound by
traces of ink that had been allowed to dry. The effect was to create a graphic botanical ghost, like
a natural print as if the plant had
been pressed into the paper.

Rob Kesseler
GENUS, Ampeloprasum.Cyanotype on
Fabriano paper, 70 x 50cm, 2018
© Rob Kesseler
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hue across the unseen and overlooked they cause us to readjust
our perception of what we know and what we think we know or
have forgotten. The challenge still remains however in gaining sufficient access to the new imaging technologies and acquiring the
practical and theoretical skills needed to create meaningful work.
GENUS is a new body of work that builds on a long-standing relationship with the imaging facilities in the Jodrell Laboratory
at Kew and The Gulbenkian Science Institute, Portugal. It seeks to
present multiple forms of both scientific and botanical representation as a cohesive experience that can engage across the spectrum
of cultural and scientific audiences. In doing so it seeks to blur the
hierarchical boundaries between modes of representation from illustration to science imaging and fine art photography. Based on a
personal collection of five botanical woodcuts from Discorsi, (1568)
by the Italian physician and botanist Pietro Andrea Mattioli, (15011577) like its predecessor Materia Medica it became a highly influential work, with over 30,000 copies sold and translations from the
original Italian into Latin, French, German and Czech.
Seeking to extend the shifting modes of botanical art the
work explores a range of graphic and digital forms using plant material based upon the five species represented in the Mattioli prints:
Allium ampeloprasum, Asphodelus aestivus, Helleborus niger, Iris graminea, Plantago media. An initial series of drawings were made directly from specimens on a site visit to Greece. Using Chinese brushes
and without any initial drawing, spontaneous and acutely observed
silhouettes were made using solutions of Indian ink mixed with a
selection of aniline dyes. These were allowed to partially dry on the
paper before being washed out under running water to remove any
remaining undried ink residues. The dye stained and impregnated
the surface of the paper with a subtle wash of hues, bound by traces of ink that had been allowed to dry. The effect was to create a
graphic botanical ghost, like a natural print as if the plant had been
pressed into the paper. The same plants were subsequently used to
create a collection of cyanotypes photograms, representing one of
the earliest photographic processes, the solution of potassium ferricyanide and ammonium citrate, staining the paper with an intense
solar blue in which the plant becomes visible by its absence.
Moving from the field to the lab, plant specimens collected
from field trips to Greece were prepared for microscopic examination. Using a simple handheld razor blade, micro-fine sections were
cut through the plant stems and dyed using histological stains. The
word stain has accrued many meanings and connotations, many of
them negative: discolour, blemish, soil, mark, smear, blotch, sully, spoil,
defile, pollute, contaminate, besmirch. Others have a more positive familiarity to the artist: colour, tint, dye, tinge, shade, pigment, varnish.
Perhaps lesser known is the use of stain within a laboratory context
where it is a vital and transforming process. Using a range of dyes to
bind to substances in the plant tissue the scientist is able to reveal
and highlight otherwise transparent cellular features when viewed
under the microscope, turning them into a kaleidoscopic mandala.
Plants cell walls containing pectin become pink to reddish-purple,
those containing lignin stain various shades of blue or blue-green.
Vascular highly absorbant bundles, conduits for xylem and phloem
through the stem become dark blue to purple, nuclei and chloroplast stain a greenish hue and various phenolic compounds appear
as shades of blue. Experimenting with exotic sounding solutions of
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Rob Kesseler
GENUS. Asphodelus aestivus. Stained stem section, 80 x 80cm, 2017, © Rob Kesseler
Right: GENUS. Collection of scanning electron micrographs of plant specimens, 2018, © Rob Kesseler

Toluidine blue O, Safranin, Gentian violet, and Ponceau red resulted
in a dazzling array of colour responses and bringing to mind the
way artists experimented with developing new colour compounds
in earlier centuries. Using a brightfield microscope at magnifications up to X400, a multi-frame sampling process was developed,
capturing up to 600 frames at different depths of field to compensate for minute variations in the flatness of the sample. These were
subsequently stitched together to create images several meters
in diameter and well beyond the range of needs of a conventional
scientific presentation. The intensity of standing in front of an image that size gave the scientists and alternative perspective both on
their practice and subject. It also garnered respect for how an artist
can bring fresh insights to familiar practices. By digitally printing
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Colour choices are derived from
the original plant and used to
highlight the structural and functional characteristics of a specimen. In this way I strive to create
powerful plant portraits that
lie somewhere between science
and symbolism, harking back to
Wolfgang von Goethe’s concept of
plant archetypes, or Urpflanze.

Rob Kesseler
GENUS, Asphodelus aestivus. Hand
coloured micrograph of floret, archival
print on canvas,110 x 150cm, 2018
© Rob Kesseler
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parts of the sections onto lengths of Japanese Habotai silk the luminosity of the sections took on the appearance of oversized microscope slides when hung in front a light source.
Other samples, leaf fragments, florets, seeds, and pollen were prepared for imaging on a Scanning Electron Microscope
(SEM). This microscope is a remarkable instrument in its ability to
render the smallest samples in exceptionally high definition at very
high magnification, up to 30,000 times. In a slight subversion of its
capabilities I often work at the limits of scale using (relatively) large
samples, up to 20mm diameter that require multiple frames taken
across the sample and reassembled in a form of reconstructive surgery. Specimens are first coated with a microfine layer of platinum
and then placed within a vacuum chamber where they are bombarded by a beam of electron particles. Bouncing off the platinum
surface the particles are detected by a sensor that translates the
data into a black and white image. In conventional scientific practice, false colouration (or pseudocolor) as opposed to true colour,
is a term in which predetermined colour palettes are defined by the
render programme rather than the user and where it is limited by
scientific conventions. Expression being a term used to describe the
behaviour of genes rather than any creative intervention of the scientist. My use of colour has evolved into a subtle and meticulous
process of creating and working through multiple chromatic layers to model the form with an intense three-dimensionality. Colour
choices are derived from the original plant and used to highlight the
structural and functional characteristics of a specimen. In this way I
strive to create powerful plant portraits that lie somewhere between
science and symbolism, harking back to Wolfgang von Goethe’s concept of plant archetypes, or Urpflanze. Colour is also used intuitively
to illuminate the individual character of each specimen. Just as the
plant uses colour to attract and lure an audience of insect collaborators for pollination and seed dispersal, the use of colour in this
context serves to attract both a cultural and scientific audience. The
disturbing sense of hyper-reality and structural complexity of something so small and delicate becomes a mesmeric metaphor for the
fragility and diversity of the world in which we live.
Completing the cycle that started with the Mattioli woodcuts, SEM images of microscopic structures collected from the five
plants were laser engraved into woodblocks from which a collection of prints were taken to be exhibited alongside their sixteenthcentury ancestors.
Having worked alongside scientists at Kew for over twenty
years I am now in a position to do all my own lab work, preparing
samples and operating microscopes. This privileged access has enabled me to conduct an artistic examination of plant life, exploiting
the full potential of the microscope to create an extensive body of
work. The powerful attraction of the images has found a broad audience through an exhibition, digital media, scientific journals, and
the popular press. More importantly, through the publication of an
award-winning series of books on pollen and seeds co-authored
with scientists from Kew the images have attracted a global audience.5 With the increased interest in bio-design, they have become
an inspirational reference for architects, designers, and craftsmen
as well as plant lovers. Perhaps of equal relevance is the respect
it has gained from the scientific institutions and communities with
whom I collaborate. Kew has recognized their value in promoting
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Rob Kesseler
GENUS, Ampeloprasum. Hand coloured micrograph of pollen on archival paper, 70 x 50cm 2018 © Rob Kesseler
Right: GENUS, Asphodelus aestivus. Cyanotype on Fabriano paper, 70 x 50cm, 2018 © Rob Kesseler

their vital research and concerns for sustaining biodiversity and
plant conservation and the images have been used across their
website to highlight the work of the Millennium Seed Bank,6 on the
cover of their five year science strategy and recently as part of BBC
feature on climate change.7
Opportunities for collaboration between artists and scientists started opening up during the 1990s when artists like Suzanne
Anker and Steve Miller presented work that investigated the nature
of representation within the context of scientific practice. Their interventions opened up an immense culture of ideas and technologies that became an enticing prospect for artists. The nature of representation however brought with it its own complexities, as Kepes8
had much earlier alluded to:
In the thought of the seventeenth century are the seeds of
the widely held belief that art and science are polar opposites, mutually exclusive in aims, methods, and results. The
view that quantitative, measurable attributes of things are
real and that direct sensory experience is unreal and un154 antennae
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Rob Kesseler
Right: GENUS, Asphodelus aestivus. Hand coloured micrograph of floret, archival print on canvas,110 x 150cm, 2018 © Rob Kesseler
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Rob Kesseler
Left: GENUS, Ampeloprasum. Hand coloured woodcut, 1568. Pietro Andrea Mattioli. Collection of the artist.
Right: GENUS, Ampeloprasum. Laser engraved woodcut of electron micrograph of pollen on paper, 30 x 20cm, 2018 © Rob Kesseler

trustworthy leads quite logically to a value judgment favorable to science and unfavorable to art.
Writing fifty years later Ingeborg Reichle9 reveals a growing sophistication in our understanding of the evolving landscape:
Visualizations from the field of natural sciences are never
simply illustrations, but instead represent complex phenomena, which in their formulation are always bound by
conventions of representation and the reigning vocabulary
style of their respective period or time. They touch upon arrangements as to how respective scientific context captures
knowledge in an image and ascribes to it an epistemological
meaning.
In early collaborations the question was often posed, what value do
the artists add? However, artists were quite clear that their role was
not merely to explain the science, but to create independent work
that brought new perspectives arising from a serious investigation
158 antennae

into scientific themes and practices. The further challenge was to
go to the next level, to go beyond investigating themes to one that
engages directly with the science, a challenge that is increasingly being met despite obstacles that persist. The complexities of both scientific and artistic research need an informed level of engagement
for a meaningful exchange of ideas. It also requires time, something
more problematic for scientists locked into institutional research
frameworks driven by the need to produce peer-reviewed publications in response to funding opportunities. Artists have more temporal flexibility in the pursuit of personal rather than institutional
goals but are severely limited in available funding opportunities.
The further challenge for artists is to gain sufficient access to scientific establishments to be able to acquire the level of knowledge and
skills in order to produce work that is both valued and respected
within the scientific community. The proof driven conditions within
science dominated by peer review and funding applications does
not always leave room for side projects with artists for which there
would be very little opportunity for peer recognition. The system is
not set up to value such collaboration.
Things are not necessarily any better in an art world that
is theory and opinion-driven and in which value is ascribed by critics, curators, dealers, and market forces. Considerable progress has
been made over the past twenty years with a growing number of institutions, galleries, and academies supporting and promoting work
in the field. It must be noted however that the mainstream contemporary art world seems fairly impervious to these developments.
The works illustrated here formed part of an extensive collection originally exhibited at the Municipal Art Gallery in the Peristilio of the Old Palace Corfu, in collaboration with the Ionian University in 2018 as part of the 12th Audio Visual Arts Festival. The five
interconnected rooms introduced the visitor to the processes of the
science and the practices of artistic mediation in a personal mission
to gain respect and equal status for a diverse range of art forms in
a form that can appeal and engage a wide audience, cultural, scientific and popular.
Endnotes		
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Kazumasa
Ogawa:
Modern Flowers
Kazumasa Ogawa’s was an exprimental photographer
and printer in Meiji era Japan. Ogawa went far beyond
the kind of purely commercial type of photographic
production that characterized the work of many of his
contemporaries by envisioning a thoroughly modern
representation of the natural world that surrounded
him. His photographic book titled Some Japanese
Flowers features hand-colored photographs of flowers
that by far predate the colorful experimentations of
western pop art.

images by Kazumasa Ogawa
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T

he stunning floral images featured here are the work of
Ogawa Kazumasa, a Japanese photographer, printer, and
publisher known for his pioneering work in photomechanical printing and photography in the Meiji era. Studying photography from the age of fifteen, Ogawa moved to Tokyo aged
twenty to further his study and develop his English skills which
he believed necessary to deepen his technical knowledge. After
opening his own photography studio and working as an English
interpreter for the Yokohama Police Department, Ogawa decided to travel to the United States to learn first hand the advance
photographic techniques of the time. Having little money, Ogawa managed to get hired as a sailor on the USS Swatara and six
months later landed in Washington. For the next two years, in
Boston and Philadelphia, Ogawa studied printing techniques including the complicated collotype process with which he’d make
his name on returning to Japan.
In 1884, Ogawa opened a photographic studio in Tokyo
and in 1888 established a dry plate manufacturing company,
and the following year, Japan’s first collotype business, the “K.
Ogawa printing factory”. He also worked as an editor for various
photography magazines, which he printed using the collotype
printing process, and was a founding member of the Japan Photographic Society.
In Some Japanese Flowers, Ogawa boldly transgresses
the established norms of photography hand tinting in order to
surpass naturalistic representation and thus present visions of
flowers transfigured as true modern icons.
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Kazumasa Ogawa
Images from Some Japanese Flowers, 1896:
p.163 anemone
p.164 chrysantemum
p.165 tiger lily
p.166-67 lilies
p.168 striped bindweed flowers
p.170 striped camelias
p.171 tree-peony
All images in public domain
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Painting the vegetal
and human condition
‘Painting the Vegetal and Human Condition’ takes the form of a critical essay to interpret a meaning of three botanical images from
an expedition to the territories of the Viceroyalty of New Granada during the reign of Carlos III of Spain. It’s a reflective piece on a
collection of colonial paintings and the process of art interpretation itself. It takes a theoretical rather than a historical approach
to disrupt what is often considered fine art. The piece avoids politicization of the images and accepts the art in its own self-created
world. One could say it’s just botanical specimens but the reality of the botany is inexhaustible.The full title of this essay is ‘Painting the Vegetal and Human Condition: An Essay on the Meaning of Botanical Images (New Granada Expedition (1783-1816)’.
text by Natalie Cortez-Klossner

I

Anonimous
Right: Cinchona lanceifolia, (New Granada Expedition), Icon. XV. A, tempera on
paper, undated, The Royal Botanical
Garden Archive, Madrid
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t is never we who affirm or deny something of
a thing; it is the thing itself that affirms or denies
something of itself in us – Spinoza, Short Treatise II

Rethinking the Plastic Arts
Let’s draw attention to the arrangement of the Cinchona lanceifolia’s
parts and the positioning of the plant itself on the canvas. Do you
see the body of the plant? And if so, do you observe the plant’s
bodily figure because as humans, we show empathy—a feeling
into—foremost to a bodily or physical restraint? The ornateness
and symmetry of the plant arrangement coupled with its vertical
position create its corporeal quality. Note in particular the shapes
formed in-between the leaves and stems; the plant creates twodimensional unidentifiable shapes through the position of its parts,
which surround a decontextualized space. The stems and leaves
are as involved in the positioning of the plant as the fruits or flowers. We could say it’s just a plant when we see the botanical painting, but the plant is inexhaustible.
Romantic landscape artist Caspar David Freidrich wrote that
the painter must not depict “merely what he sees in front of him,
but also what he sees within himself.”1 In light of Friedrich’s poetics,
this essay explores the heterocosm of a selection of botanical images from the Royal Expedition to the territories of the Viceroyalty of
New Granada (1783-1816)—present-day Ecuador, Northern Brazil,
Western Guyana, Panama, Peru and Venezuela—led by José Celestino Mutis during the reign of Carlos III of Spain. The vegetal paintings span the late 18th century to early 19th century of the Spanish
American empire. Through a historical construction of our seeing
the paintings thematize the natural history of the Spanish scientific

The Feejee
Mermaid:
An Object’s
History
According to anthropologists Chris Gosden and
Yvonne Marshall, “[As objects] gather time…
they are constantly transformed, and these
transformations of person and objects are
tied up with each other.” This essay examines
the object history of the Feejee Mermaid, a
taxidermy creature created from the top half
of a mummified orangutan and the lower body
and tail of a salmon, which defies the category
between nature and art. Using the four themes
of the Wellcome Collection’s exhibition Making
Nature—ordering, displaying, observing,
and making—as the essay’s framework,
the paper argues how the Feejee Mermaid
was an object that helped explore humans’
desire for the naturally impossible.’

text

by

Regan

Shrumm
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expeditions. However, this essay employs an interpretive-oriented
approach to extend the problematization of the lack of scholarly
emphasis on the botanical paintings. The approach aims to extrapolate a meaning of the three images working as representatives of
the collection of New Granada pictorial work at large. Historically,
botanical art, as are not human portraits, landscapes, or still life,
have not been considered loci of knowledge of the period. Most art
historians and critics have disregarded them as merely for identification and record purposes, particularly outside the Hispanic world.
A notable exception to the synthetic disregard of the expedition’s plastic arts (visual arts) includes the pictorial interpretation of Marta Penhos titled Ver, Cononcer, Dominar: Imágenes de
Sudamérica a fines del Siglo XVIII (Translated to Seeing, Knowing, Controlling: Images from South America at the end of the XVIII Century).2
While a variety of art historians and other visual art specialists tend
to discuss images from the Atlantic expeditions at the end of the
Spanish colonization period as images of an imperialist enterprise,
Penhos asserts few “propose a problematization of the relationship between the seen and the represented.”3 Here is where this
essay makes its intervention—I advance the concept of the plastic
arts as a ‘finite containment’ into the critique of Spanish America
art. In turn, borrowing from French philosopher Maurice MerleauPonty’s essay “Eye and Mind” quoting Paul Válery that in modern
European art “the painter ‘takes his body with him’,” and it is only
by “lending his body to the world that the artist changes the world
into paintings,” I explore how the body—or the material extension
of the world—of the plant in each image reveals the nature of human embodiment. I propose a twofold thesis: 1] Drawing from my
understanding of Merleau-Ponty concept that “Things are an annex
or prolongation of my body,”4 the New Granada botanical images
allow us to access the plant’s bodily figure and 2] each respective
plant’s corporality is only visible to us because of the existence of
an “internal equivalence” in our body. My objects of interpretation
include three of the 12,000 images from the Spanish natural history
expeditions collected from 1777 to 1816. The essence of the three
botanical images is the same, only phenomenologically do differences arise in colour, line, size, shape, density, and other perceptual
characteristics of the plant.
I have drawn not only on Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenological meditation but also on American philosopher Susanne Langer’s
theory of space and British philosopher Richard Wollheim’s theory
of pictorial representation. I’m interested in advancing a circuit of
knowledge on the intersection between aesthetics and phenomenological interpretation of early modern Spanish American art. In
addition to my conceptual framework, I ground my analysis on a “visual archive,” of the early modern Hispanic world—a close and detailed visual synthesis of the images to track the materiality of the
botany culture. Rather than privileging one discipline over another,
this pictorial interpretation seeks to uncover a common ground between 20th century aesthetic theory and a visual archive to contribute a robust interpretation of early modern Spanish botanical art.
The intersecting discourses likewise aim to demonstrate the significance of the images’ poetics of nature. Building on Art Historian and
Historian of the Spanish Americas, Daniela Bleichmar’s pioneering
monograph on the visual botany of the Spanish natural history expeditions Visible Empire (2012), I further open the line of inquiry by
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delivering a pictorial interpretation of these overlooked paintings.5
To avoid an anachronistic argument and focus on pictorial meaning
and reflection, I affirm the three botanical paintings respectively and
communally lend the viewer to contextually transcend the image.
To further reveal the importance of my interpretation, after
his encounter with Mutis in Cartagena, Columbia, celebrated Romantic polymathic explorer, Alexander von Humboldt, expressed
regard for Mutis’ botanical collection; Humboldt wrote in one of
the first public descriptions of his voyage of the “extraordinary collections.”6 Imaginably, Humboldt’s influential impending ecological
studies were likely influenced by the Spanish natural history expeditions as they helped him “obtain a certain iconographical vision
of the American flora, which was valuable in descriptions of the
tropical flora that resisted a Linnaean classification...and were more
suitable for the natural systems of classification.”7 Although outside
the scope of this essay, due to the historical relation between the
two naturalists, an interpretive method to the New Granada expedition images could lend itself to a more rigorous interpretation of
Humboldt’s envisioning of New World botany and geography since
Humboldt served a “pivotal role in the development of the modern
environmental imagination.”8 As Humboldt’s “texts never simply describe single phenomena of nature but always aim at the depiction
of the greater whole,”9 the New Granada paintings do not depict
simply a plant, but each respective image of a plant and collectively
synthesize the whole context and assist in understanding human
expressive possibility.
The Hermeneutics of Seeing
Bleichmar sets the stage for my interpretation, writing, “The compositional and stylistic differences between the expedition’s images and European images have remained unexplored by scholars...
it has been assumed that they can be subsumed under the general category of colonial Spanish America art.”10 While most of the
12,000 botanical images of the Spanish expeditions adhere to the
methodized conventions of 18th century European botanical art,
“the New Granada expedition gradually developed its conventions,
resulting in a distinct American style.”11 Yet, Merleau-Ponty advises, citing novelist and art historian André Malraux, that we must
not conclude, “that the representation of the world is only a stylistic
means.”12 I propose a diversion from exclusively discussing stylistic
means to exfoliate this thought, and instead support decrypting the
complex connection between the perception of corporeality of the
plant and being itself. To begin ‘decrypting,’ let’s initiate the pictorial
representation of the New Granada images through a reading of
Langer’s “Virtual Space” theory in Feeling and Form and Wollheim’s
“Seeing-as, Seeing-in, and Pictorial representation” in Art and Its Objects. While some tensions arise between the ideas of Langer and
Wollheim, by placing both art intellectuals into the conversation, we
can form a constant meditation between the theory of space and
theory of pictorial representation. The formation then provides a
holistic consideration of Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenological concerns vis-à-vis the New Granada pictorial works.
Langer claims “that the space in which we live and act is not
what is treated in art at all.”13 With this idea in mind, the expedition’s
paintings create a world of illusion or rather, each painting creates
its own illusion or appearance. An observer can see how “virtual
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Anonimous
Left: Heliconia, (New Granada Expedition), tempera on paper, undated, The
Royal Botanical Garden Archive, Madrid

space” is the primary illusion of all plastic art”14 by looking at the
image of the Heliconia, as the bottom label communicates to us,
and notice how parts of the plant appear to be missing. The Heliconia contains stems, leaves, and fruit but is void of any other components found in the external world. The plant looks as if it were
missing components based on our conception of plants as material
objects. Yet, the plant in the image lives in a virtual space with its
own system. The virtual space of the Heliconia involves a creation of
a space following Langer’s theory, not a recreation of a space. The
paintings create a virtual space in which flora are not semblances
of natural objects but instead display illusionary unreality. The idea
that the botanical paintings do not have a material existence reveals
itself in a representative feature of all the New Granada images—its
tendency to portray the vegetal life unrealistically. The plants are
never perfectly depicted since they focus solely on “hand-selected”
portions of the flora.
The Heliconia image creating its virtual scene, is a phantom.15 The painting in displaying only one plant, “always creates a
space opposite the eye and related directly and essentially to the
eye.”16 The Heliconia is given to us with its most luminary component—bright flushed colour—and its product—both the ripe and
unripe fruit—but the image exists only for the purpose of the visualization of space, color, light, materials, theme, arrangement, and
other compositional matters. Conventional seeing is seeing material objects but the botany of the image are not material objects. For
each painting, another world has opened up, since each pictorial
work reveals a totality of its space. The images are not objective
representations of any specific living sample instead, they are idealized representation or composites, exploring what a category of
flora would generally look like in Spanish America from the artists’
perspective.17 As Langer asserts that while architecture is often acknowledged as a practical space, similar to botanical illustrations
which are often acknowledged solely for specific scientific inquiry,
architecture is first an illusion, “something purely imaginary or conceptual translated into a visual impression.”18 Analogously, botany
paintings are a plastic art, and its “first achievement is always, unconsciously, and inevitably, an illusion”—purely imaginary or conceptual botany translated into visual impressions.19
The plants are depicted as if they were the only flora in the
world and if they were the single object in their world. The plants
are always geographically decontextualized as they encompass a
blank background. The flora floats in an unnamed void or a background depleted of any substance. The plant is always flowering
and in greenness. In a rejection of the external material space for
the internal virtual space, the decontexulization serves a teleological purpose for the New Granada expedition—the domestication of
nature for consumption. Colonization is articulated. However, the
border of the botanical images also serves an ontological purpose.
As Langer puts forth, “Virtual space, being entirely independent and
not a local area in actual space, is a self-contained, total system.”20
In each of the botanical images or each full-encompassing world of
its own, the plant emits light from within rather than being illuminated from the external source. This thought grabs you by surprise
since we would associate scientific illustrations as a form of specimen scrutiny and dissection requiring external illumination. While
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we spatially see a compressed or “flattened” specimen, regarding
colour and vegetal arrangement, —or perhaps we can go as far as
to say, the posing of the plant—we see a living, vibrant thing.
The New Granada expedition developed a specific artistic
framework that consciously departed from European botanical
models, such as its emphasis on flatness and symmetry.21 The flatness and symmetry are compositional and perceptual qualities of
the images that not only demonstrate a stylistically alterity but allow
for a translation of the body vis-à-vis a specimen exposé. The images compress time by presenting the different stages in the life of a
plant simultaneously, such as showing small buds and mature flowers and fruits in varying stages of development. The images compress space by slicing plants into segments to display them on the
same canvas.22 The models often have segments torn out in a somewhat unrealistic manner, as if to point out a deliberate manipulation. Drawing from Wollheim;’s theory of pictorial representation,
we do not see the image of the flora as a specimen but instead, it’s
seeing the specimen in the plant. As Wollheim rejects “seeing-as,”
by employing a “seeing-in,” we can address the plural realities of the
images. Wollheim writes “Seeing-in permits unlimited simultaneous
attention to what is seen and to the features of the medium.” He insists. “Seeing-as does not.”23 Adhering to Wollheim’s theory, the two
things that happen when I look at the “flattened” and symmetrical
flora is that it must represent a specimen. These are two aspects of
the same experience, not two different experiences. The theme of
diagonal curvature of the images supports a seeing-in of the specimen in addition to the configuration of symmetry and diminution
of volume.

Anonimous
Right: Bignonia, (New Granada Expedition) tempera on paper, undated, The
Royal Botanical Garden Archive, Madrid
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On Corporeality
While paintings are to be seen through extensive empirical foray,
they are also to be understood. I reveal the botanical images as a
form of vision. The three paintings Heliconia, Bignonia, and Cinchona
lanceifolia present an experience of reality in their “specimen” otherness. Now, to restate the twofold thesis, the botanical images function respectively and as a collective as an experience of plant’s corporeality through the existence of an “internal equivalence” in our
own body. Merleau-Ponty asserts that in every culture despite its
“beliefs, motives, or thoughts...and even when it appears devoted
to something else” and whether viewed as “pure or impure, figurative or not” paintings praise “no other enigma but that of visibility.”24
Given Merleau-Ponty’s theoretical generalization across cultural and
historical styles of art, I can securely employ his thesis on my embodiment interpretation of the New Granada botanical paintings.
I continue to question whether each botanical image arises from
clandestine visibility manifested within the unspecified early modern painters’ bodies. As Merleau-Ponty exemplifies, “The entire history of painting in the modern period, with its efforts to detach itself
from illusionism and acquire its own dimensions, has a metaphysical significance.”25 Since Merleau-Ponty merges the interior and the
exterior or the subjective and objective, let’s infer that rather than
seeing the things that make up the world, such as vegetation, we
see ourselves in the world. Through Merleau-Ponty’s suggestion
that painting transform the connection between human individuals
and the world, the other world of plants does not stand before the
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New Granada painters through representation but “it is the painter
who is born in the things as by the concentration and the comingto-itself of the visible.”26 We can then speculate, to what extent did
these early modern American artists investigate “this secret and feverish genesis of things in our body?”27
Deciphering the shared “entity” among the three paintings
can provide an insight into the presence of bodies in perception.
The entity is not the parts of the plant but rather its bodily presentation; thus, the arrangement of the plant components is the entity of
the image not just its objects of interest (fruit or flower). The images
showcase the imagination or concept of a plant, not the material
object of a plant. No plant has an outline like the New Granada flattened botanical images imply. I extend the idea of the plant to corporeality or having a body—a material extension of the plant itself.
To further illuminate the proposition, let’s turn to a German literary
figure, Johann Wolfgang von Goethe.
During a walk in the Sicilian gardens at Palermo, Goethe
came to an epiphany central to his concept of metamorphosis: “It
came to me in a flash that in the organ of the plant which we are
accustomed to call the leaf lies the true Proteus who can hide or
reveal himself in all vegetal forms.”28 Since Proteus was a Greek
mythological god of the sea who transformed into different shapes
at will, Goethe describes the process in which a “leaf” dynamically
can adopt the form of petals, stamens, stem leaves, sepals pistil,
cotyledons and so on; succinctly put, Goethe extrapolates how the
vital organ of the plant is the leaf. The realization would later inform Goethe’s eminent botanical theory of “the metamorphosis of
plants.”29 Goethe reverberates in his prose Baruch Spinoza’s conviction that “spirit and matter,” soul and body, thought, and outer
extension “are the necessary twin ingredients of the universe, and
will forever be.”30 We must transcend as my interpretation implies,
the exclusive comprehension of the body, or the outer aspect, and
the mind, or inner aspect of natural things, as two distinct entities.
Goethe realized that we must employ both the eyes of the body
and the eyes of the mind, both a sensory and visceral perception in
“constant and spirited harmony.”31
In my embodied interpretation of the New Granada images,
I embrace the phenomenological bodily involvement in the material
world and invoke a translation of what it means for an individual to
be “in” the world. Since “It is by lending his body to the world that
the artist changes the world into paintings.” 32 A body that sees also
sees itself. My vision of the bodily characteristics of the flora is not
merely a representational process since my mind is not external to
the world of objects; It’s a meditation on bridging the gap between
representational minds and represented objects to abstract a human corporeal condition.
Throughout the history of Western thought, flowers have
been framed as the closest to the spiritual realm.33 According to
Goethe’s theory, the formation from the first seed leaves to the last
creation of the fruit involves the changing of one “form into another, it ascends—as on a spiritual ladder—to the pinnacle of nature:
propagation through two genders.”34 The petal is the apex of the
plant’s spiritual climb toward sexual transformation. St. Augustine
also embraced the “language of plants,” or rather, the “language of
flowers and fruits.” In The City of Gods against the Pagans, Augustine
of Hippo responds to the myth of Attis, the god of vegetation who
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castrated himself, died, and resurrected, who was understood by
the pagans to symbolize flowers.35
It is not the man himself, therefore— or the symbolic man
whom they call Attis— whom they have compared to flowers, but his male organs. These, indeed, fell while he was
still alive; or, rather, they did not fall, nor were they plucked,
but were clearly torn off. But when the flower was lost,
there was no subsequent fruit; rather, barrenness followed.
What, then, is the meaning of this remnant...? Do not the
Greeks’ fruitlessattempts to find an interpretation simply
persuades us that what rumor reports and writing records
is no more than the tale of a castrated man?36

Despite the unrealistic depiction,
the botanical images recover the
human condition of corporeality,
and thus, perhaps a contemplation
on mortality.

The association between plants and the erotic can extend beyond
the symbolic language deployed on vegetal life. Since the particular
arrangement of the plant serve as the entity of the images as pointed out earlier, the positioning of the parts of the plant (i.e. flowers
and fruits) is also what is eroticized in each case. The pictorial works
offer an erotic experience only through the bodily arrangement or
positioning of the plant itself. While Augustine condemned the idea
of a human symbolizing a plant and disregarded the notion that
plants intrinsically held any value unless they offered fruit or products of the spiritual, we must not overlook how in the Attis myth a
human’s organs suggests a plant’s parts. The Attis myth and the botanical imagery allows us to question “what am I in comparison to
vegetal life?” Or instead grasp our finite, small being in comparison
to the deep history of vegetation.
Despite the unrealistic depiction, the botanical images recover the human condition of corporeality, and thus, perhaps a
contemplation on mortality. When you see a vertical form on paper, you may empathize from your experience living as a vertical
being. The empathetic feeling is not an experience of some other
sense but rather a co-feeling with the plant being, a “feeling-intootherness.” I am both seeing and being seen in seeing the botanical
images. Both experiences still belong to my mind, adhering to Merleau-Ponty’s analysis of reflexivity. Plastic arts, such as the botanical
images, appeal to this aspect of ourselves. The bodily figure of the
plant emerges from within us because of the existence of an ‘internal equivalence’ in our body. I interpret a bodily essence since, in
the words of Merleau-Ponty, “things are incrusted in its flesh, they
are part of its full definition; the world is made of the very stuff of
the body.”37
Limits of Interpretation
Merleau-Ponty concludes that the question for painting is not
mimesis or the recreation of natural objects but how artists can
suggest the “dimension of color” which creates from itself to itself
“identities, differences, a texture, a materiality, a something.”38 I
question the role of the “dimension of colour” in accessing a dual
corporeal vegetal and human condition in this interpretation of the
New Granada botanical paintings. Merleau-Ponty tells us, quality,
light, color, and depth are observable “because they awaken an
echo in our bodies and because the body welcomes them.”39 Let’s
note how the painting medium strives for conspicuous simplicity—the New Granada artists employed watercolors and tempera
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on paper instead of using traditional oil paint. The Heliconia, Bignonia, and Cinchona lanceifolia’s opaque leaves whether a flourishing
flushed red or a bleak green imply the feature of light absorption.
While the pure colours are the expressions of light, the painting’s allencompassing world in its totality, lack an apparent source of light.
The self-illuminated or exposed plant beings perhaps imply divine
intervention. The placement of the parts of the plant suggest a divine intervention due to its unnatural posture. This absolute space
or virtual space of the botanical images, besides its light exposure
and plant colour, as argued, still allows us to access a bodily specimen through our human corporeal condition.
As Goethe placed “great stock in the significance of visual
images for both the advancement of science and the conduct of
life,” in this botanical interpretation, I not only join poetics and science but art and science.40 I extend Merleau-Ponty’s visibility to
the development of embodiment interpretation in early modern
Spanish visual botany. In discussing perception, every pragmatic
exploration about the plant’s arrangement only has meaning concerning the human corporeal concept of itself. At the heart of this
issue is hermeneutics. As Nietzsche infamously proposes, there are
no facts, only interpretations. The plastic arts in this endeavor are
the vehicle for experiencing the world itself. I thematize corporeality and the bodily figure in an effort to achieve meaning. To arrive
here, I had to abstract the concept from my conceptual world. Despite this limitation, I expand on Merleau-Ponty’s “carnal formula”
in this archeology of the visible.41 There is no distinction between
the bodily configuration of the botanical plant and my idea or mental representation of the (my) body. In the stream of interpretive
thoughts that is this essay, it’s foremost a meditation on humankind
representing itself to itself through the poetics of nature.
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Botanical impressions
In my work, I use plants to assist my human hand in the creation of a mediated
botanical illustration. The human-plant interaction in the work reflects human-plant
interaction in the world. My background as a medical doctor led to my interest in
the concept of plants as medicine for the mind and body. I create my paintings
outdoors after foraging in my garden and on walks in nature. I look for natural
material such as leaves, algae and fungi, preferring those that have a medicinal
or healing property. These materials include mushrooms, hot peppers, banana
leaves, and seaweed, which are the basis of foods or of medicines that we humans
use for healing. I print on canvas using these natural materials, layering plant
and human-made marks. Perhaps my use of plants in mark-making can help us
gain a deeper understanding of our relationships to the natural world and our
commonality of DNA in a world in which we are increasingly in opposition to nature.
images by Patricia Tewes
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List of Images		

1. p. 170-171 - Quiddity of Bananas, acrylic and banana leaves on canvas, 36X48in, 2019 © Patricia Tewes
2. p. 172 - Breathe, acrylic and plants on canvas, 48X36in, 2019 © Patricia Tewes
3. p. 173 - Complete Harmony?, acrylic and plants on canvas, 48X36in, 2019 © Patricia Tewes
4. p. 174-175 - Forest, acrylic and palm leaves on canvas, 24X36in, 2018 © Patricia Tewes
5. p. 176 - Green-1, acrylic, ink and plants on panel, 24X24in, 2019 © Patricia Tewes
6. p.177 - Get in the Loop, acrylic, collage, and plants on panel, 24X24in, 2019 © Patricia Tewes
7. p.178 - When Species Meet, acrylic, collage and plants on canvas, 48X36in, diptych, 2018 © Patricia Tewes

Patricia Tewes is a painter and multimedia artist concerned with biology and climate change. Tewes applies her background in scientific observation to her painting practice, focusing on the “micro” aspect of
plants and other objects in nature, including seed pods, petals, the veins in leaves, the ripples and bubbles
in seaweed. Tewes is a former anesthesiologist and neuropharmacology researcher. She has shown her
work at Scope Miami Beach and after studying at the New York Studio School and the School of the Art Institute of Chicago, she is completing an MFA degree in Art Practice at the School of Visual Arts in New York.
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Arboretum:
Figure as ground
Sara Angelucci’s photographic series Arboretum features found nineteenth-century
cabinet cards whose painted forest backdrops have been transformed to allow
the trees to take over the figures. In so doing, the forest claims a position in the
foreground of the picture, and as the main subject; the figure becomes the ground.
Arboretum gives visual presence to the notion of the sentient tree, extending the
concept of the family album beyond the frame of photographic pictorial tradition.
These pictures suggest a deeper consideration of not only the figure ground
relationship in photography, but also our position in relationship to nature.
images and text by Sara Angelucci
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T

he series Arboretum features found nineteenth-century cabinet cards whose painted forest backdrops have been transformed to allow the trees to take over the figures. In so doing,
the forest claims a position in the foreground of the picture, and as
the main subject; the figure becomes the ground.
Taking its cue from the pictorial tradition of nineteenthcentury landscape painting, studio backdrops adopted an idealized vision of nature as a romantic setting for the figure, essentially
taming the wilderness to provide an elegant pictorial frame – the
picturesque. Embedded in this act of representation is the problematic notion that we are the main subject, and that nature is a mere
decorative feature subservient to us. Indeed, the idea of landscape
itself is a pictorial construct, as Simon Schama writes in Landscape
and Memory: “The wilderness, after all, does not locate itself, does
not name itself. . . At the very least it seems right to acknowledge
that it is our shaping perception that makes the difference between
raw matter and landscape.”1
Produced in photographic studios, cabinet cards were part
of the commercial democratization of photography. They featured
portraits with a singular sitter, with couples, or extended family
groups. Typically measuring 4 ¼” x 6 ½”, they were larger than the
cartes-de-visite, and tended to be displayed in photo albums or
framed and presented in the home. In this larger form, the cabinet
card was a popular way to have a family photograph taken for posterity, stylishly staged with everyone dressed in their best.
But family groupings are not the purview of humans. Recent
scientific research is revealing that forests contain their own social
and family networks. According to German forest ranger Peter
Wohlleben, trees are social beings who “can nurse sick neighbours,
warn each other of danger by sending electrical signals through a
fungal network, and for unknown reasons keep the ancient stumps
of long-felled companions alive for centuries by feeding them a sugar solution through their roots.”2
Many scientists and foresters would assert that trees are complex
sentient beings.
Arboretum gives visual presence to the notion of the sentient tree, extending the concept of the family album beyond the
frame of photographic pictorial tradition. These pictures suggest a
deeper consideration of not only the figure ground relationship in
photography, but also our position in relationship to nature.
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Sara Angelucci is a Toronto-based artist working in photography, video, audio, and installation. Over
the years her projects have drawn from a range of personal photographs and films—to anonymous and
found images. Based in the history of photography – from vernacular snapshots to professional studio
portraiture—the history outside the image frame informs the direction of her research into natural and
social histories implicated in the photograph. Photography’s material evolution and its shifting social influence provide rich ground for aesthetic interpretation, and inspire a range of materials and references that
traverse her projects. Sara Angelucci completed her BA at the University of Guelph and her MFA at the
Nova Scotia College of Art and Design. She is an Adjunct Professor in Photography at the School of Image
Arts Ryerson University and is represented by the Stephen Bulger Gallery in Toronto, and Patrick Mikhail
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