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!
he sea has been a main theme in literature as well as in the visual arts. From its 
primordial connotation as life giver and taker, its role as the ultimate stage for man’s 
challenging of the natural sublime, and the sheer beauty of its ever-changing 
‘moods’, the sea has historically been a great source of artistic inspiration. Biblical 

scriptures constructed it as a site of the miraculous whilst in classical mythology it was 
populated by monstrous and enchanting creatures that helped or made more dangerous 
Homer’s and Ulysses’ journeys. The separation of humanity by the sea into isolated 
territories has shaped the cultural diversity of the world we live in today, and this watery 
division runs through the core of the Imperialist fascination with the other and its 
‘strangeness’. Culturally, the sea has mostly been about us, what it has enabled mankind to 
achieve, overcome, surpass—it has for centuries embodied the essence of the ‘sublime 
adventure’ set against the depths of the unknown as immanent and transcendental entities 
alike.  However, our mythical relationship to the sea was demystified, albeit only in part, by 
the development of scientific technologies which enabled new, clearer visions to emerge 
from the abyss. Victorian audiences were deeply fascinated by the underwater world, 
aquariums, and shell collecting. Through the nineteenth century, the mythical and the 
scientific remained the preponderant cultural approaches to the sea in the western world. 
Across the two, artistic incorporation of the sea ranged from the beauty of serene vistas by 
Monet, or the intensely abstracted and raucous darkness of Turner’s latest paintings. In the 
early modern period, the stillness and apparent harmony of the underwater world became a 
site of mystic meditation for Klee and Matisse. Thereafter, appropriating Freud’s 
psychoanalysis, the sea functioned as symbol of primordial sex-drives, and the 
unconscious in surrealist films by Dali, Bunuel and Maya Deren, whilst more recently Hirst’s 
shark in formaldehyde proposed the plausibility of rationalizing the irrational through the 
exorcism that only symbolic representation is capable of.  

This issue of Antennae continues the journey across these waters which started with 
the previous one. Our main aim here is to propose new, alternative perspectives in our 
relationship with the sea and representation and most especially to focus on those less 
iconic marine creatures which most often remain unrepresented in western culture. The 
issue therefore begins with the work of artist’s Dianna Cohen whose appropriation of found 
plastic bags enables the production of sculptural pieces in which ideas of consumerism, 
ecology, and aesthetic collide. The ecological theme is furthered by the work of artist 
Brandon Ballengée, whose practice encompasses the artistic and the scientific spheres, 
sometimes solving problems which scientists have failed to successfully address. 
Thereafter, John Yunker’s focus on bycatch brings us to consider the plight of ‘accidental 
killing’ in our use of the sea as a resource for food.  

Ann Elias asks us to look at the Chicago Field Museum’s ‘Bahama Islands diorama’. 
The Museum sought to educate the public about an ecosystem previously unknown 
through a sublime experience of the wild ocean. Elias discusses the aesthetic construction 
of ocean ecology as alien, other and loathsome focusing on the impact of science fiction 
upon the objectivity of natural science. Following on, Anne Bevan’s proposal to conceive of 
our perception of the world as a kind of desire, results in the visibility of foraminifera, tiny 
marine organisms the size of a grain of sand, one of which appears on our front cover. Evan 
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D. Williams focuses our attention on another neglected marine inhabitant: algae. In 
this instance, his focus is intertwined to the desire of capturing images through the 
early photographic technology of the cyanotype in the work of Anna Atkins. As the 
artist stated: “The difficulty of making accurate drawings of objects as minute as 
many of the Algæ and Conferva, has induced me to avail myself of Sir John 
Herschelʼs beautiful process of Cyanotype, to obtain impressions of the plants 
themselves.” As Williams notes, the new mediumʼs capacity for the expedient 
rendering of fine phytotomic details was key, but equally notable is its elegant blue 
and white aesthetic that evokes the subjectʼs suspension in a boundless ocean. Most 
botanical illustrations of the nineteenth century either presented the specimens in 
multiple perspectives and stages of life –– appealing to scientific objectivity –– or in 
their natural habitats or fanciful arrangements –– appealing to romanticism.  

Our journey comes to an end with the virtuality of two different interactive 
artworks: a provocative ʻoax-art-projectʼ by Rayfish Footwear and Helen J. Bullardʼs 
The Desktop Jellyfish Project. In 2012 Rayfish Footwear engineered a media-storm 
through the launch of a corporate website, commercial, CEO lectures, and online 
design tools. The startup immediately received significant media attention and 
seemed bound for success, there were also critical petitions against the companyʼs 
instrumental use of animals. While almost ten thousand people had signed up for 
their own fish sneaker, animal rights activists broke into the company and released all 
the fish into the ocean… Helen J. Bullardʼs Desktop Jellyfish Project is a story and an 
installation that sets out to bring five seminal jellyfish to desktops, and then invites 
you to find your own – instructions included. The format is an optional choice 
storybook in which you may skip to any chapter. Which will you choose? Bullard 
proposes real experiences, and instructions on how to find more.      

Giovanni Aloi 
Editor in Chief of Antennae Project 
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 set of statements: 

I love the ocean. I have always had a deep 
awe and admiration for the ocean. Not only do 
I love the ocean, but I love water. Since I was a 
small child, if there was something one could 
swim in—any water, anywhere, no matter, 
creek, stream, lake, waterfall, swimming pool, 
pond, I was in.  

I am a visual artist.  I am a painter with a 
degree in Fine Arts from UCLA. While a student 
there, the art department faculty was taken 
over by a group of conceptual artists, who 
daily proclaimed that “painting is dead.” But I 
was painting. The good news is, these 
teachers consistently challenged me to defend 
the meaning, message, and content of my 
work, and opened my mind to a world of 
possibilities in terms of alternative media. I 
explored many options, and developed a set 
of tools I still have at my disposal.  

I love science. I am an amateur biologist and 
my first two years at UCLA were focused on 
biology. I majored in that subject, working in 
the Molecular Biology Laboratory the summer 
between my freshman and sophomore year 
with the goal and intention of working towards 
a Ph.D. to do preventive cancer research. But, 
I have always considered myself an artist and 
use drawing, painting, and visual media to 
convey ideas and to express my 
interpretations of the world around me. 

I lost my mother. When I was 13 years old my 
mother, who was 38, was diagnosed with 
breast cancer. Through treatment, remission, 
reoccurrence and metastasis, we learned that 
my mother’s breast cancer was estrogen-
receptive. When I was 17, my mother died.  
She was 43 years old. 

*** 

In my early 20s, I began to notice plastic on 

A

PLASTIC IS WASHED UP 

Dianna Cohen is the co-founder of the Plastic Pollution Coalition, a group that addresses the pervasive 
problem of plastic pollution. She was inspired to co-found the group by her work as an artist -- because 
her chosen material is the ubiquitous plastic bag. She writes: "Having worked with the plastic bag as my 
primary material for the past twenty-three years, all of the obvious references to recycling, first-world 
culture, class, high and low art give way to an almost formal process which reflects the unique flexibility of 
the medium." With the Plastic Pollution Coalition, she helps to raise awareness of ocean waste -- the 
majority of which is non-degradable plastic – and everyday strategies to cut down the amount of plastic 
we use and throw away. 

Author: Dianna Cohen in conversation with Jennifer Wagner-Lawlor 
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 Dianna Cohen 
 Disposable Sin, mixed media, 1994 © Cohen 
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the beach and sometimes in the intertidal 
zone. By plastic, I mean plastic bags, plastic 
rope, plastic fish netting. I made it a point that 
any time I went for a swim, I’d collect bits of 
plastic and plastic bags and bring them out of 
the water to dispose of them in the nearest 
rubbish bin. I would do so by tying them onto 
my bikini bottoms. As time went by, the 
amount of plastic pollution that I came across 
increased, and there were times I found more 
plastic than I could take away myself.  
 Though I had been painting with oil 
paints and watercolor, it was around this time 
that I began to explore collage. For the first few 
years, I created collages from brown paper 
bags, which were given freely at the local 
markets in Southern California. I would 
deconstruct the bags, then cut them up and 
glue them together and later began to add 
sewing and stitching because the glue was 
unreliable. Traveling in Belgium at some point, I 
came across some plastic bags from a 
homeopathic pharmacy. They had multi-
colored botanical images of plants and flowers 
with their Latin names printed on them. 
 In one of my first plastic pieces, I took 
words from two different bags and combined 
them together to spell out the title Disposable 
Sin. This verbal – visual pun remains perhaps 
the most concise expression of the irony of 
plastic in our lives —and the most consistent 
inspiration, not only in my artwork, but in the 
environmental activism that parallels this work. 
In 2010, Shake Well Naked, is a collage piece 
made from discarded plastic bottles caps, 
glue and watercolor paper and takes it’s title 
from found text combined by juxtaposing caps 
together in a particular formation. This work is 
the original from the REFUSE print series 
editions of 25 archival prints produced in 2010.  
 The day I created my first collage piece 
that combined paper and plastic bags, I was 
hooked. It was an epiphany to realize that I 
could use plastic bags, easily available in a 
rainbow of colors, often with compelling and 
ironic words, fonts, and images printed on 
them. As a source material the plastic bag 
brings with it complex and contradictory 

associations. Ever since plastic came into 
widespread use, it has been regarded as the 
quintessential representation of consumer 
society—even as a kind of triumph of modern 
(re)production. It can be molded to any shape, 
color, texture we need or want, and 
manufactured to look like everything else. It is 
inexpensive to create, cheap to buy. Because 
it is so ubiquitous, so convenient, used on so 
large a scale, it is not regarded as valuable. Or, 
its value lies in the fact that we can just use it, 
and throw it away.  
 But plastic is valuable. And plastic is 
not convenient. And it does not go away. The 
cost of plastic to the ocean, marine life, our 
environment and our health: these externalities, 
as economists put it, are not only 
uncalculated, but incalculably significant. The 
material’s relationship to marketing and 
advertisement culture is ever-present, 
unavoidable and inherent in my work. The 
graphic text on the bags often influences the 
theme of a piece, but just as often the words 
or images disappear into the background of 
color, almost becoming—in fact almost literally 
being—subliminal, as so many ‘messages’ in 
advertising are. 
 Having worked with the plastic bag as 
my primary material for twenty years now, all of 
the obvious references to recycling, first-world 
culture, class, and high and low art have 
eventually given way to an almost formal 
process that reflects the unique flexibility of the 
medium. I feel that I am breathing new life into 
a disposable material and re-presenting it to 
you, so that with fresh eyes, you the viewer can 
rethink the material itself and the ways in which 
we take it for granted. Cut like paper, sewn like 
fabric, these constructions have been 
presented as flat art (framed or mounted) with 
crumpled and shiny surfaces that are dulled by 
dirt and time, un-useful pieces of their former 
selves. I think, in other words, about the life 
cycle of these materials.  
 Life cycle, recycling, reclaiming, re-
presenting: these themes are always below the  
surface of my work.  So are the themes of ‘use’ 
and ‘value’. 
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We know the use-value, market-wise, of the 
plastic bag. But in reclaiming bags for art, we 
have to rethink its use and its value. These 
themes mold themselves, therefore, into 
plastic representations of my convictions 
regarding the uses and abuses of plastic. The 
ideas ‘below the surface’ materialize as the 
surface itself.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
This explains the method of piecing and hand-
stitching together recycled bags and other 
recovered trash characteristic of my work. This 
process is a literal ‘manu-facturing’, a form of 
artistic production that offers a complex 
structural metaphor. First, it recalls and honors 
the long tradition of women’s handiwork or 
piecework, the kind of careful and labor-
intensive        production        displaced       by  

!

 Dianna Cohen 
 Shake Well, mixed media, 2010 © Cohen 
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the more efficient, technological methods 
valued by the growing mass culture of  (post-) 
modern times.  Second, the somewhat dirty, 
hands-on approach of working with actual 
trash and laboring, stitch by stitch, to give it 
value again, directly belie the myth of 
convenience that the plastic bag represents. 
And third, the stitching is a metaphor of 
creative connectedness.  I think this is all 
organized by a feminist principle of care; I 
mean an ethical or moral economy that 
contradicts a political economy in which ‘value’ 
is narrowly defined in terms of profit and 
progress.  
 So my artwork considers the ‘value’ we 
put on consumer products as opposed to 
aesthetic objects and projects. Plastic’s 
economic value lies in durability as a non-
biodegradable material, and in its flexible 
functionality for manufacturers and consumers. 
But what kind of value—or what values—
emerge when the material is reclaimed from 
the landfill, from the storm drains, from the 
beaches, for art? When plastic is no longer 
used to form a plastic bag that is thrown away, 
but never goes away – and used instead to 
create a beautiful work of art with a durable 
message? As my work has become more 
three-dimensional, even sculptural, literally 
folding off of the wall, hinged by 
discombobulated handles or hanging from 
ceilings, its message also began naturally to 
shift.  This shift has allowed me to reference 
fashion and banners, flags and maps in a new 
way, and to include motion and change.  
 In these juxtapositions lives the 
alchemy of my work, like the alchemy of plastic 
itself. My art challenges the viewer, and myself, 
to think about the consequences of our own 
actions in the context of contemporary global 
corporate economics. Because when we 
throw something away, there is, as 
environmental activists like to say, no “away.” 
The plastics, the trash, the toxins we dump into 
water and landfill—they are all recycled – as 
environmental degradation, as disease, as 
cancer, as a kind of systematic assault upon 
that human and environmental well-being.  We 

are polluting where we eat, live and breathe. 
We are living in our own pollution. 

Plastics are oleophylic: this means that 
they function like attractors for other organic 
pollutants. In sample studies, pre-consumer 
plastic nurdles have been found to have more 
than a million times the toxins attached to the 
surface.[i] Furthermore, in order to manufacture 
plastics, whether the carbon base comes from 
petroleum or is plant-based (as in bio-plastic), 
it requires chemical additives such as 
phthalates and bisphenols, including BPA and 
BPS, which are known endocrine disruptors.  A 
2005 study by the Environmental Working 
Group found that the umbilical cord blood from 
newborns was pre-polluted with 220 different 
chemicals, including BPA, phthalates, and 
flame-retardants.[ii] Exposure to these hormone 
disruptors, in-utero and post-partum through 
childhood, has been linked to shortened 
anogenital distance, lower IQ, feminization of 
boys, early menses in girls, and in studies of 
adults have been linked to lower sexual 
function, sterility, infertility, obesity, diabetes 
breast cancer, brain cancer, and prostate 
cancer. These chemicals are commonly and 
frequently found in plastics, even as they 
decompose.  
 This is generally not what recycling 
means. Thinking about and working through 
the life-cycle and re-cycling of plastic began to 
inform my sense not only of the “life” of my 
art—but also of the art of living. As time went 
by I was surprised, looking back at early work, 
to learn that plastic photo-degrades: some of 
the bags in my art were fissuring and flaking, 
falling apart. I was forced to reconsider the 
material and my intentions of making art out of 
it.  I thought at first that this degradation was 
good, that there is an end to plastic. But this 
was—like so much else about plastic—a false 
promise. Part of its alchemy. Like alchemists of 
old times, we can try magically to produce 
gold—and in one sense we did; but what we 
really produced   was    dross.    

As   plastic   photo-degrades, it  
disperses   its   toxins:   into  the   ocean    and  
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   Dianna Cohen 
  Picabi, mixed media, 2008 © Cohen 
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waterways; and into animals, from the smallest 
to the largest, human and nonhuman. Plastic is 
toxic from the beginning of its life to the end – if 
we can say there is an end. Because those 
toxins don’t go away. They are passed on as a 
cruel ecological legacy. ‘Plastic is the future’ 
they told us, but is that the future they meant? 
A poisoned one? 
  Maybe plastic is not just a ‘disposable 
sin’, but a durable one: this is one sin you 
can’t wash away because it actually never 
goes away.  Plastic pollution means choked 
and strangled marine animals, birds and land 
creatures whose stomachs are filled with 
plastic, leaving no room for nutritional food. It 
means oceans that are turning into a toxic, 
soup, and ocean beds lined, literally, with 
plastic bags. In humans, it means a toxic food 
chain. It means endocrinal imbalance and 
increased risk of cancer, including the kind of 
estrogen-receptive breast cancer that killed my 
mother. When I think about the effects of 
plastic pollution cycling through its life, I can’t 
help think about death. Plastic is toxic. The 
etymology of the plastics’ names may come, 
as Roland Barthes told us, from Greek gods, 
but the etymology of the word “toxic” comes 
from an even older Greek language, and it 
means bow-poison.   
 

*** 
 
In 2009, I helped co-found an organization 
called the Plastic Pollution Coalition. The PPC 
is a global alliance of individuals, organizations 
and businesses working together to stop 
plastic pollution and its toxic impacts on 
humans, animals and the environment. 
Through its work, the PPC seeks to put plastic 
pollution at the forefront of global social, 
environmental and political discourse. And 
since 2009 the intention behind my art work 
has moved away from a more playful 
celebration of plastic and towards a 
consideration of this material’s true impact on 
ourselves, on animals, on our oceans and 
waterways, the earth – even outer space. I 
began a series of works that incorporate 

natural plant & ocean materials or found 
materials with plastic bags. These include the 
Life Preserver Series, in which I combine dried 
grapevines, trees and driftwood, sticks and 
branches with plastics. The stitching method 
has receded; now, I use plastic for wrapping, 
mummifying, suffocating and ultimately 
smothering the organic plant material. But 
it is the cycle of the living that always 
recaptures my attention, and animates my life 
and my work.  It leads to projects like the 
“Ocean of Plastic” mural created with school 
children in Barcelona. 

It leads to constant attention to 
changing my own behavior, moving towards 
reusable non-plastic materials in my home, life 
and travel. It leads, in a word, to activism.  With 
the same breaths and thoughts that enable me 
to create these works, I strive to create 
connections and networks around the world 
among people all working for a common goal: 
to live in a world free from plastic pollution and 
free from the constraints of fossil-fuel 
dependencies, helping to offset global 
warming, as well. 
 

*** 
 

We are the Ocean. The Ocean is us. Our tears 
and blood are salty. We grow in our mothers’ 
bodies in utero, in a salty sea-sack placenta, 
and then are born into the air-world. But we are 
sickened by the increasing toxicity of our 
oceans and air alike. Each day brings in more 
evidence of the damage the plastic epidemic 
does to ourselves and marine and land 
environments. Given this knowledge, I am 
urged to continue the drive to stop plastics 
from entering the oceans in the first place—
turning off the faucet. When a plastic bag or 
bottle will last more than five human life spans, 
littering our landscapes, our Ocean, 
consumed by the marine chain and terrestrial 
animals and leaching toxins into us and into 
our bodies, it is time to get real. And the reality  
is, plastic’s life-cycle may be almost endless, 
but it may shorten our own. 
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 Mysteriously, it is the ocean itself that is 
creating, right now, the most monumental and 
ironical work of protest art: the so-called 
‘garbage patches’. The materials for this work 
are the water itself, and the plastic that enters it 
and is carried through every stage of 
decomposition. A kind of plastic soup’ 
develops, a wholly new modern, fluid material, 
and it is “molded” by every current and waves 
as if plastic and ocean were one and the 
same. The global circulation of the oceans, a 
mark of their health, brings these plastic 
pieces, large and microscopic, together in 
what have been referred to as ‘islands’, though 
the pleasant connotations of that word belie 
the insubstantiality and the danger of this 
formation – a work of nature that does more, 
perhaps, than any work of mine to unsettle our 
complacency around plastic pollution. 

This plastic pollution must end. We can 
bring about this change, by refusing to choose 
disposable plastics. I rise to the challenge   of   
living   disposable  plastic-free each day. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

And my passion and strong drive to raise 
awareness and bring about change have 
become inextricable from my artwork. Each 
two- and three-dimensional piece, each 
installation and sculpture, is a visual attempt to 
create a new consciousness bridging our 
mundane lives as “consumers” to a more 
purposeful life, attentive ethics and eco-logics, 
not just our blindered form of economics. I ask 
viewers to reevaluate our throwaway society of 
over-consumption.  Every day, we can refuse 
single-use and disposable plastics and in 
doing so, save our Oceans, save our planet 
and save ourselves.   We can create a bridge 
to a truly more sustainable and disposable 
plastic free future.   
 
 
 
 
 
 

!  Dianna Cohen 
  Bridge, mixed media, 2002 © Cohen 
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!  Dianna Cohen 
  Wave 3, mixed media, 2007 © Cohen 
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aving grown up in rural Ohio, Brandon 
Ballengée developed a fascination for 
nature early on. As a teenager he 

would often wander into the nearby forests and 
wetlands and spend his afternoons drawing 
salamanders, frogs, insects or birds. Their 
beauty and complexity laid the groundwork for 
the direction his career would take. 

Today, Ballengée is both professionally, 
an artist and a biologist who commutes 
between working in his art studio in New York 
and conducting research as visiting scientist at 
McGill University in Montreal. Wildlife 
preservation and global disappearances of 
biodiversity are a main focus and concern of 
his work, particularly in the field of amphibians. 
For more than a decade he has conducted 
field and lab work on amphibian species, their 
declines and potential causes of deformities 
among their population, and finds the current 
amphibian crisis    to    be    one    of   the   
most   pivotal environmental issues  facing  the 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
world – yet, on a larger popular level, very few 
people are even aware it is occurring.  

In his dual practice Ballengée attempts 
to blur the already ambiguous boundaries 
between environmental art and ecological 
research. Underlying this interdisciplinary 
approach is a systemic methodology, which 
posits artistic creation as a means of realizing 
research science, and vice-versa. Scientific 
investigations inspire the art making which in 
turn leads him to ask further research 
questions.  

Influenced by earlier Eco artists such as 
Betty Beaumont or Agnes Denes as well as the 
political philosophies of Thomas Cole and the 
Hudson River School, Ballengée has over the 
time shaped and trained not only his own 
environmental consciousness. For almost two 
decades his work has concentrated on 
increasing public understanding of ecological 
issues through participatory scientific research 
and   artistic   practice.   On an activist level, he  

 

H 

 
BRANDON BALLENGÉE – 
COLLAPSE: THE CRY  
OF SILENT FORMS 
   
 
 
Brandon Ballengée explores the boundaries between art, science and technology by creating artworks from 
information generated by ecological field trips. Brandon's work includes environmental art and scientific 
research that encourages discussion about the human effects on the planet. Here he discusses his most 
recent body of work with Katia Berg. 
 
Interviewer: Katia Berg 
Interviewee: Brandon Ballengée 
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believes that a combination of communication 
through art and experiences in nature can 
inspire environmental stewardship. He has 
organized and conducted numerous field trips 
with people of different age and background, 
in which he takes the participants on hands-on 
experiences to learn about their natural 
environment and ecosystems- a collaboration 
that works both ways and is vital to the artists 
own creative process. 

Ballengée teaches as a Professor in the 
Humanities and Sciences Department at the 
School of Visual Arts (SVA) in New York and is 
a National Audubon Society Conservation 
Fellow. Momentarily he is finalizing his Ph.D. 
through a collaborative program between the 
University of Plymouth, England and the 
Hochschule fuer Gestaltung in Zurich, 
Switzerland. 

He has exhibited widely, including solo 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

exhibitions at PAV Centro d’Arte 
Contemporanea in Torino, Italy and The Royal 
Institution of Great Britain. In the summer of 
2013 a retrospective of Ballengée’s work was 
held at the Château de Chamarande (Essone, 
France), which travelled to the Museum Het 
Domein in Sittard, Netherlands in 2014.  

2012 saw the opening of his 
compelling first major solo exhibition in New 
York City “Collapse: The Cry of Silent Forms” at 
Ronald Feldman Fine Arts. Antennae takes a 
closer look at the background and origins of 
the show, discusses Ballengée’s dual practice 
of art and science as well as the concept 
behind his Eco-Actions, and finds out about 
the possible connection between Deep Water 
Horizon and London culinary venues.  
 
Kat ia Berg: In your show “Collapse: The Cry  
of   Silent   Forms”   last   fall  in New York you 
 

!Brandon Ballengée with Todd Gardner, Jack Rudloe, Brian Schiering and Peter Warny 
Collapse, mixed-media installation including 26,162 preserved specimens representing 370 species, glass, preservative solutions 
12 by 15 by 15 feet, photographs by  Varvara Mikushkina. Courtesy of Ronald Feldman Fine Arts, New York 
2010/12 © Ballengée 
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specifically documented the impacts of the BP 
Deepwater Horizon oil spill in 2010.  It was an 
incredible collection of specimens and data. 
How was this show put together and how did 
the different parts correspond with each other?  
 
Brandon Bal lengée:  Consciously  or  not,  
through our collective environmental impact we 
are altering not only ecosystems but also the 
organisms found therein. The exhibition was 
made up of three different bodies of work 
intertwined  conceptually  through  the  idea of  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
sculpted nature. Collapse, Season in Hell and 
Malamp explored the effect of ecological 
degradation on marine life, avian and 
amphibian populations. 

The 2010 BP Deepwater Horizon 
(DWH) oil spill was the largest environmental 
disaster in the history of the United States. The 
installation Collapse responded to the 
unraveling of the Gulf of Mexico’s food-chain 
following the spill and use of teratological 
dispersants used to "clean" the oil.  Physically, 
“Collapse” was a pyramid display of hundreds  

!
Brandon Ballengée with Todd Gardner, Jack Rudloe, Brian Schiering and Peter Warny 
Collapse, mixed-media installation including 26,162 preserved specimens representing 370 species, glass, preservative solutions 
12 by 15 by 15 feet, photographs by  Varvara Mikushkina. Courtesy of Ronald Feldman Fine Arts, New York 
2010/12 © Ballengée 
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!
Brandon Ballengée with Todd Gardner, Jack Rudloe, Brian Schiering and Peter Warny 
Collapse, mixed-media installation including 26,162 preserved specimens representing 370 species, glass, preservative solutions12 by 15 
by 15 feet, photographs by  Varvara Mikushkina. Courtesy of Ronald Feldman Fine Arts, New York 
2010/12 © Ballengée 
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of preserved fish, other aquatic organisms and 
DWH contaminates in gallon jars. It was meant 
to recall the fragile inter-trophic relationships 
between Gulf species, and the way the spill 
has altered this.  There were over 20,000 
specimens in the piece - from huge deep sea 
roaches (isopods), to oil stained shrimp with 
no eyes, to jars packed with tiny sea snails- it 
was really meant as a sketch, literally less than 
5% of the biodiversity of the Gulf.   

Empty containers represented species 
in decline as a result of the disaster- visually 
this was a way to frame absence and suggest 
the ecosystem collapse.  The piece was made 
in collaboration with fellow biologists Todd 
Gardner, Jack Rudloe, and Peter Warny and 
with my former student artist Brian Schiering. It 
took us two years to gather data, Gulf 
specimens and other samples. British 
Petroleum claims all is well with Gulf 
ecosystems, however, numerous species 
continue to show the devastating effects of the 
DWH disaster.  

Two video works, Committed and 
Dedicated, also dealt with continuing impact of 
the DWH disaster.  Committed involved 
running texts in rebuttal to claims made in BP 
advertisements. Here, scientific studies, 
government documents and other published 
materials factually contradict what BP has said 
in their commercials and other public relation 
attempts. Through the piece you see a 
complete collision of “realities”: On one hand 
you have the reassuring words of the carrying 
and apologetic former CEO Tony Hayward 
promising to “make this right” followed by 
visions of white sands with vibrant blue water, 
thrilled sunbathing tourists, thriving revitalized 
gulf communities and wildlife, even a recipe for 
succulent shrimp gumbo. On the other- the 
world of scientists, analysts and Gulf residents- 
you see a different picture reported, with 
damaged beaches with sands used to cover 
oil, delays in clean up and restoration efforts, 
cover up attempts for loss of wildlife, DWH 
effluents bio-accumulating into different trophic 
layers of the gulf food chain, health threats 

from consuming contaminated seafood, and 
an ongoing environmental catastrophe that  
has lacked systemic large-scale remediation.   

One of the things that really stuck out to 
me while working in Louisiana over the past 
two years is how PB has bombarded the 
public with these commercials- you could 
literally see and hear them dozens of times a 
day through television, radio, billboards, 
newspapers, etc. Over and over these 
messages reassured that PB was fixing things- 
that the water was fine and the Gulf was 
healthy again. If you say something again and 
again -whether true or not- it tends to stick. 
Through this repetitive suggestion, PB’s 
propaganda affectively made the oil spill 
largely disappear from people’s minds and 
media headlines. Accompanying Committed 
was an over 400 page dossier of scientific 
articles, government reports, and other 
published materials which rebutted PB’s 
claims available to viewers at the Feldman 
gallery show or online for download through 
the their website at 
www.feldmangallery.com/pages/exhsolo/exhbr
andon12.   

PB’s propaganda went beyond 
manipulating physical facts about the gulf 
restoration by spreading a pro-corporate 
political agenda. In this paradigm trustworthy 
corporations work in harmony with local 
communities to make a brighter energy rich 
future. Here oil production and even spills 
could be fixed and business should go on as 
usual. To relay this message, PB was said to 
have paid more than 50 million dollars for a 
large-scale public relation campaign to Alex 
Castellanos and his media group Purple 
Strategies. Now, let’s remember, a 
pronounced republican Castellanos is well 
known for his roll as the top media advisor to 
George W. Bush, Richard Chaney, and Mitt 
Romney. He also has been very effective in 
selling the necessity of Artic drilling to the 
American public. In 2007, GQ named 
Castellanos one of the fifty most powerful 
people in Washington, though he did not hold  
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nor has ever held an elected governmental 
position. PB could afford the best - and they 
got  it;    as   a   result  of  this  tremendous  PR 
campaign the DWH catastrophe successfully 
disappeared from the public mind and news 
paper headlines. 

Dedicated was a curated selection of 
over 500 images and videos made by Gulf 
State residents. The hope with Dedicated was 
to give people a way to share what they were 
finding in their community with larger 
audiences- a kind of independent media for 
observations not being reported in the 
mainstream.  Through an open call via social 
media, locals were encouraged to share what 
they had documented of the DWH impact over 
the past two years. The materials received 
(over 10,000) were amazing and tragic, 
photographs depicted countless numbers of 
dead sea turtles, birds, and other Gulf  life 
spread  on  beaches  from  Texas  to Florida. 
Other images were of the landscapes 
themselves still stained with oil and tar balls 
two years after the spill. Also included were 
self-portraits   of  people  harmed  by chemical  

 

dispersants and their continued efforts to 
regain health.  Anonymous shrimpers and 
fisherman sent in pictures of their shrimp and 
fish with massive oil-stained lesions found in 
their catches. The day before the opening at 
the gallery we received images of a dolphin 
calf found dead washed ashore last May with 
no orbital structures nor eyes-showing  
effluents have entered and is present in all tiers 
of the Gulf trophic pyramid.  

KB:  How did you personally come to be 
engaged with the DWH issue?  

BB: As many of us, I used to spend a lot of 
time at the gulf snorkeling and being 
captivated by amazing marine life as a youth. 
But particularly as an artist and biologist, I 
found this disaster and its continuing impact 
impossible to ignore.  

The Gulf of Mexico is one of the most 
important and biological diverse environments 
in the world. It literally is a nursery for 
thousands of marine species, and numerous 
endemic    organisms    inhabit    these    warm 

Brandon Ballengée with Todd Gardner, Jack Rudloe, Brian Schiering and Peter Warny 
Collapse, mixed-media installation including 26,162 preserved specimens representing 370 species, glass, preservative solutions12 by 15 by 15 feet, 
photographs by  Varvara Mikushkina. Courtesy of Ronald Feldman Fine Arts, New York 
2010/12 © Ballengée 



! 22!

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

waters. Likewise Gulf seafood is an important 
source of food for millions of people in North 
America, and as marine species migrate 
following the Gulf Stream people throughout 
Europe rely on these fish for protein. As such, 
the DWH spill could not have occurred at a 
worse place, from an ecological and 
economic standpoint.  
 Firstly the tremendous amount of oil 
itself (estimated at 206 million gallons) created 
an immediate kill zone greater than 200 
kilometers    wide,     wiping     out   enormous 
the effluents as much as 52% more toxic than 
the oil itself and much more wide-spread. 
According   to  the Material Safety Data Sheets 
numbers of marine life. Even worse, PB utilized 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

upwards of 2 million gallons of chemical 
dispersants such as Corexit 9500, which made 
(MSDSs) for Corexit 9500, produced by the 
chemical manufacturer Nalco, no prior toxicity 
studies had been conducted before its use in 
the gulf.  

However, numerous toxicology studies 
had previously found such dispersants 
teratological to marine wildlife and 
carcinogenic to humans. Regardless, PB 
applied dispersants in deep  as well as the 
surface    water     and    because    of   normal 
current spread contaminates throughout the 
Gulf, eventually coating thousands of 
kilometers of the Gulf floor with toxic sludge 
while  on  shore  impacting  over 1000 miles of 

!Brandon Ballengée with Todd Gardner, Jack Rudloe, Brian Schiering and Peter Warny 
Collapse, mixed media, detail of wild collected Gulf of Mexico shrimp (Penaeus species) with sub-dermal oil staining, missing eye and lesions. 
Photograph by Brandon Ballengée. Courtesy the artist and Ronald Feldman Fine Arts, New York © Ballengée 
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fragile estuary ecosystems and beaches. An a 
recent United States Congressional Report 
estimates that after clean up efforts over 100 
million gallons of oil remained in the Gulf.  
 By generating discourse through the 
exhibition at Feldman gallery I hoped we could 
push for remediation and hold BP 
accountbale. It is hard to say if this worked, but 
the show did receive considerable publicity in 
which the spill was discussed, dozens of 
petitions were signed at the gallery. The show 
itself was extended three times and several 
politicians visited, including the Florida Senator 
Bill Nelson- who was a lead proponent of the 
Restore Act.  
  
KB:  Unlike the morbidly allegorical work of 
Damien Hirst for example, your work seems to 
focus more on actual contexts of the subjects 
and material you present. Do you see your 
interest being more with science and its 
concurrent activism than say, aesthetics? 
 
BB: I have to say, allegory was an important 
component to the Collapse installation. On one 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
hand I wanted to tell the story of the DWH 
disaster visually through the organisms 
themselves. Yet, aesthetics was an important 
means to reach audiences to deliver this 
message. Hundreds of specimen jars 
metaphorically recalled glass coffins stacked 
to create a massive pyramid. This pyramid 
attempted to represent both, the biological 
reality of trophic Gulf interconnection and 
visually recall the structures of ancient Egyptian 
and other tombs.  
 Although my work is inspired by 
scientific study, it is fine art and not meant to 
be read as science visualization. Fundamental 
to my thinking is, the work must be open to 
interpretation and be aesthetically engaging to 
move beyond just illustration of a scientific 
phenomenon. In terms of content the works 
are informed from actual ecological and 
biological studies, however, while making 
works traditional aesthetic decisions are made 
such as the use of space, how the eye will 
move through the work, use of color and 
materiality.  There is also the aspect of self-
expression in my artworks. As my scientific 

!

Brandon Ballengée  
Dedicated, still,  looped photographs and illustrations by Gulf Coast participants. Curated by Brandon Ballengée with Aurore Ballengée, Phillip Henken, 
Mike Madden and Gillian Wilson. Participants include: John Amos; Anonymous Shrimper, Alabama Gulf Coast; Erika  Blumenfeld; Lori Borsage;  Capt. 
Lori DeAngeles; Benjamin Dubansky; Shane Elrod; Darlene Martin Eschete; Sarah Evanko; Susan Forsyth;  P.J. Hahn; Lisa Hollis; Basia Irland; Trisha 
James; Jacquee Markel Jorgensen; James H Kirby; Laurel Lockamy; Christina Markris; Ro Mayer; Ashley McCrea Strub; Mary Mobley; Denise Rednour; 
Kim Schulz; Charles Taylor; Shirley Tillman; Trisha Peters Williams!
 © Ballengée 
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studies I must stay objective and let the results 
speak for themselves, however, through 
making art I am able to explore the emotional 
and physiological complexity of working 
directly in degraded landscapes with impacted 
organisms. In this way the art is often my form 
of ecosystem activism.   
 
KB: You often implement this activism through 
participatory field investigations and laboratory 
programs that stress public involvement and 
engagement. Do you see these actions to be 
performative, like Beuys, for example, did? 
 
BB: For many years I have been interested in 
the concept of social sculpture that Beuys 
suggested, particularly how ideas can 
permeate out into the public sphere. It has a 
great potential at changing peoples approach 
to the environment. In the tradition of Beuys, I 
wish to use the medium of art and actions to 
facilitate popular concern for ecosystems and 
the health of their inhabitants. The two ways I 
do this are my performative Eco-Actions and 
my installation Public Bio-Art Labs.  

Eco-Actions strategically create 
participatory citizen science programs with a 
focus on experience and reflection. These 
Eco-Actions are public field-based aquatic and 
terrestrial scientific surveys of amphibians and 
their ecosystems. These investigations are 
designed to create opportunities for 
participants to become immersed in local 
environments, and to gather data towards a 
potentially better scientific understanding of 
local amphibians and their ecology. 
Participating members of the public are trained 
in standard field research protocols and 
directly involved in the primary research 
process.  

The underlying concept of these Eco-
Actions is firstly, I believe that direct experience 
with aquatic organisms and wetland 
ecosystems can raise public ecological 
understanding and appreciation. Secondly, 
valuable environmental and animal 
observations (quantifiable data) may be able to 
increase seminal understanding of amphibian 

ecology in the field of primary research 
biology. The methods employed in my Eco-
Actions are novel in citizen science, as they 
involve: tactile immersion of participants in 
place (wetlands) and with subjects 
(amphibians); collective learning and post 
experience reflection; generating group and 
individual observations; and hopefully 
encouraging longer term stewardship and 
even the participants to make their own art. In 
this sense, the experiential learning in Eco-
Actions goes beyond a collection of anecdotal 
reflections- as participants get their hands dirty 
and feet wet, interact with non-human life and 
reflect on their own questions using their 
senses to achieve an enriched understanding 
of visited sites and encountered species.  

I conceived of my Public Bio-Art Labs 
as temporary laboratory installations (that relate 
to earlier metaphorical lab installations) created 
for actual biological research where 
specimens are studied and imaged, and 
where science happens. Rigorous scientific 
methods and standards are utilized here as in 
any valuable experiment, which is emphasized 
by the fact that the findings are reported in 
scientific publications (Ballengée & Sessions, 
2009; Ballengée & Green, 2010). However, 
they are also installation artworks, which 
become a public platform for discussions and 
further involvement. I believe in demystifying 
the research process even if a functional 
arrangement of tanks, samples, notes, and 
microscopes are present. They are built in art 
venues (or other non-science settings) and 
visitors are invited to volunteer in the research 
process. My hope is that by opening the 
laboratory to the public, the practices of 
science will become less abstract, and the 
viewer is directed toward the complexity and  
diversity of local ecosystems.  

As artworks, the Public Bio-Art Labs are 
utilitarian in the sense that they function 
pragmatically for scientific research purposes 
while also encouraging the populace to learn 
during the investigative process. This 
positioning, though reminiscent of citizen 
science, is at odds with much of the 
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mainstream art world - as art historian Lucy 
Lippard has said it all too often that art affirms 
to be ‘useless’ in pragmatic terms.  Yet, the 
artistic model I strive for in the Public Bio-Art 
Labs is more about investigation, fascination, 
and shared discovery. In these labs, 
supplemental materials are made available to 
the public such a research library on current 
amphibian issues, educational text panels 
about experiments and likewise I am on hand 
to engage with audiences.  Here within the role 
as an ecosystem activist I try to inform rather 
than simply provoke. Likewise, I ask audiences 
to reflect upon art, bio-ethics, the environment, 
and strategies for scientific and artistic inquiry.  

 
KB:  As part of your ongoing project Malamp 
you display tiny skeletons of deformed 
amphibians, as well as giant watercolor prints 
of their bones. How do you create these 
artworks and how has this project developed, 
and maybe even changed over the past 
years? 
 
BB: The Malamp artworks first started in 1996 
with life-sized portraits of deformed frogs made 
from ash, coffee and polluted pond water 
where the animals were found. These aesthetic 
choices evolved over time through trial and 
error, and today I respond to this issue 
artistically through the making of printed 
portraits or reliquaries of deformed individual 
amphibians, sculptures involving actual 
specimens, videos, and participatory public 
field and laboratory studies. 

The portraits, called Malamp 
Reliquaries (2001-current), are created by 
clearing and staining frogs and toads found in 
nature with terminal deformities- a process that 
obscures direct representation, as I do not 
want to exhibit large images of monsters. It 
would be frightening and be exploitative of the 
animals. This process was followed by high-
resolution scanner photography of each 
specimen to create individual portraits. These 
portraits are printed as unique watercolor ink 
prints (Iris) and each individual frog is centered 
appearing to “float” in what looks to be clouds 

or in the stars. This otherworldly quality is 
reinforced by the titles named after Greek 
mythological characters. They are scaled so 
the frogs appear approximately the size of a 
human toddler, in an attempt to invoke 
empathy in the viewer instead of detachment 
or fear: if they are too small they will dismiss, if 
they are too large repel viewers. Each finished 
artwork is unique and never editioned, to recall 
the individual animal and become a reliquary to 
a short-lived non-human life. 

The sculptural series Styx was a 
sculptural expression of complex sensations 
derived from finding the abnormal frogs in 
nature. Named after the legendary river from 
Greek mythology that moved between the 
worlds of the Living and the Dead. To create 
Styx, tiny actual specimens are carefully post-
fixed cleared and stained and displayed on 
large dark structures- to resemble fallen 
obelisks. The specimens are small, out of our 
normal human-scale for bodily association, but 
through precisely illuminated glass dishes they 
become the ‘light’ and focal point. Viewed up 
close they resemble gems or the stained-glass 
windows found in some cathedrals. There is 
something familiar about them, enchanting but 
terrible. 
 Also on view at the exhibition (Collapse: 
The Cry of Silent Forms) was the film Un 
Requiem pour Flocons de neige Blessés. In 
the film was a series of 21 individual portraits of 
short-lived beings (tiny metamorphic American 
toads found in Southern Quebec) blurring from 
one to the next. Each was born into a hostile 
universe of predators, parasites and ecological 
degradation. Like all beings, these young 
creatures represent a particular moment in 
history and carry the environmental marks of 
their birthplace. In the case of these individuals 
individuals, trauma during development 
resulted in terminal abnormalities. As they 
emerged to begin life on land severe 
deformations fated them to early death.  This 
finite/infinite artwork is meant to be a memorial 
to these small creatures and in honor of the 
countless number of beings coming into this 
world and passing without our notice.   
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KB:  You were trained as an artist and a 
biologist. Are there moments in your work 
process when research and art meet directly? 
 
BB: Yes, for example after conducting 
ecological  field  surveys and finding deformed 
specimens, I further analyze these creatures 
through a chemical treatment called clearing 
and staining. Literally this means staining bone 
and cartilage with brightly colored dies while 
digesting surrounding tissues to transparency. 
From the scientific standpoint, this enables a 
way to see subtle abnormalities in morphology, 
which could be easily missed prior to chemical 
treatments.  Yet, the cleared and stained 
specimens  are  incredible  interesting  from an 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
aesthetic standpoint and they often inspire 
individual works of art. Here by further looking 
and thinking about the individual specimens 
during art production, I find myself asking more 
questions—inspiring further scientific studies.       
KB:  Do you think of your art practice as 
dealing with ready-mades, or as a kind of 
specimen as found object?  
 
BB: Not in the sense of provocation normally 
associated with Duchampian readymades. 
Instead, the use of preserved specimens in my 
work is more about collecting biological 
artifacts and what these say about the 
environment at this particular moment in 
history. For example, in the late 1990’s I 

!
Brandon Ballengée with Aurore Ballengée, Phil l ip Henken, Mike Madden and Gil l ian Wilson 
Tears of Ochún detail of wild collected Gulf of Mexico Grass or “popcorn” shrimp (Palaemonetes species) with ectopic limbs growing from the 
abdomen. 2012, Photograph by Mike Madden/ Brandon Ballengée. Courtesy the artist and Ronald Feldman Fine Arts, New York 
Courtesy the artist and Ronald Feldman Fine Arts, New York, NY. 
© Ballengée 
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worked on sampling Asian seafood markets in 
Queens New York for over a year cataloging 
over 400 species. Returning to those same 
markets today, many of the species that were 
commonly sold just over a decade ago are no 
longer available because they have declined 
or disappeared from over-fishing.  

Likewise specimens directly collected 
from nature during my scientific studies 
demonstrate how consciously or not we literally 
are sculpting ecosystems along with many 
species of plants and animals. For example we 
see this with amphibian deformities, where 
parasitic infections and predatory injuries 
tadpoles appear to be increased at wetlands 
that are ecologically compromised. Here 
agricultural activity changes natural ecosystem 
functioning which at least in some of my study 
sites appears to increase tadpole predator and 
parasite populations- natural factors made 
preternatural.   
 As objects the specimens themselves 
are fascinating and often beautiful. Even 
preserved their forms, sizes, colors all tell 
remarkable stories about millions of years of 
life sculpted by constantly changing 
environments. My intention is always to display 
preserved specimens contextualized as 
artworks, in a way that not shocking or 
disgusting but instead awe-inspiring and 
respectful.  
 
KB: Your work seems not only to be about 
endangered life and the threat of extinction, but 
your installations draw a great power from the 
materiality of the dead specimens. Is death 
itself an important topic to you? 
 
BB: Not necessarily individual death, but 
certainly extinction is an important focal point. 
Conceptually the idea of an entire group of 
organisms being dead forever is very hard for 
us individually to understand. We have such 
short life spans and even our own mortality is 
often so difficult to comprehend, let alone the 
idea of permanent biological loss as a result of 
species extinction.  

For years I tried to think through what 
extinction means and how to express this 
through art. In the late 1990’s, I collected 
historic books and artworks then inked out the 
pictures of animals that had gone extinct. Later 
this evolved into creating installations, such as 
An Illustrated Key to the Fishes of Jamaica Bay 
ca. 1974- 2024 AD. (2002-2004), where 
preserved specimens were backlit, so they 
appeared as silhouettes to the viewers. Here, 
preserved fish were seen as dark forms to 
imply loss of species due to present and future 
environmental degradation.  
 More recently, in my series Frameworks 
of Absence: The Extinct Birds of John James 
Audubon (2006-ongoing) I responded to the 
loss of avian species. I physically cut the birds 
from historic John James Audubon prints. 
Acquired over several years, original prints 
were chosen from the time when the depicted 
bird species became extinct. For example, in 
RIP Pied or Labrador Duck (2007), the birds 
were removed from an original 1856 Royal 
Octavo (hand-colored by one of Audubon’s 
sons) printed at the same point in history the 
actual species became extinct. The resulting 
image minus the subject is what I refer to as a 
framework for absence. .  
 
KB: What other projects are you working on at 
the moment? 
 
BB: One project is called Tears of Ochún. In 
the spring of 2012 (two years after the spill and 
“clean up”) numerous cases of shrimp and 
other seafood with lesions, missing eyes and 
other abnormalities were found in fisherman’s 
catches. In the fall of 2012, my students and I 
examined and compared 688 Grass or 
“Popcorn” shrimp (Palaemonetes species) 
collected from sites in Louisiana (by Benjamin 
Dubansky of Louisiana State University) that 
were heavily exposed to DWH effluents 
compared to those sampled from sites in 
Florida with minimal exposure collected by 
Jack Rudloe of the Gulf Specimen Marine 
Laboratories. All shrimps were analyzed for 
obvious developmental abnormalities and 500 
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were cleared and stained to further examine 
morphologies.  

The results of this pilot study showed  
that in comparison, shrimps sampled from 
Florida sites with limited exposure to DWH 
pollutants had far fewer abnormalities (7.6% 
overall) compared with those collected at sites 
with direct exposure, which in some cases was 
as high as 79.4% - over ten-fold increase. 
Some abnormalities in the Louisiana 
populations were severe and included oil 
stained lesions and what seemed to be gross 
tumors. One individual malformed shrimp even 
appeared to have developed ectopic limbs 
growing from it’s middle abdomen suggesting 
contaminates may have altered normal early 
development patterns  (please see picture).  

Seafood species such as 
Palaemonetes are not sedimentary, instead 
they migrate for large-distances following the 
Gulf stream currents. Further research is 
importantly needed to better understand the 
impact of such high levels of deformities 
among wildlife populations, how wide-spread 
DWH contaminated seafood may travel and 
any potential impacts it could have of humans 
consuming such species. Currently, we 
(Dubansky, Rudloe, my students and I) are 
continuing this study by examining more than 
20,000 shrimp to see if larger patterns can be 
confirmed.  
 In addition to the ongoing shrimp 
research, working with Arts Catalyst (London) 
we are just starting a project called Dark 
Stream: The Transatlantic migration of 
Deepwater Horizon effluents in popular British 
seafood. In this project the potential 
transatlantic biological transportation of DWH 
oil spill effluents to England via popular British 
seafood choices will be examined.  Here, 
through a participatory biology and ecological 
art project we will analyze tissue samples from 
select Gulf fishes, crustaceans and shellfish 
from London seafood markets, sushi 
restaurants and chips for levels of signature 
DWH contaminates (e.g. unique carbon 
isotope “fingerprints”). Investigating such 
contaminates will be conducted through eco-

toxicological screening methods for soluble 
petrochemicals, polycyclic aromatic 
hydrocarbons (PAHs), and others.  As such, 
contaminated specimens may enter London 
culinary venues from local catches via natural 
migration (e.g. the Gulf Stream, migratory and 
irruptive) or be transported directly from the 
Gulf (nonmigratory) based on Gourmet 
demand. Likewise, the potential health impacts 
for British consumers eating such Gulf species 
has not previously been explored.  
 Furthermore, currently a survey 
exhibition of my work is on view at the Museum 
Het Domein in Sittard, Netherlands. The show 
covers works from 1996 to the present. A 
component to the exhibition will involve 
deformed amphibian research studies open to 
the public conducted in collaboration with the 
organization RAVON (Reptile, Amphibian and 
Fish Conservation Netherlands).  
 
!
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Katia Berg is a journalist leading sort of a “double life”. She 
lives and works in Berlin and New York. A radio show host in 
Germany for FluxFM Berlin and a freelance journalist and 
caretaker of a historic house in Queens, NY she enjoys and 
appreciates the advantages of urban life in both cities but is 
also a strong believer in weekend trips into the wild. She holds 
a degree in Arts and Culture Management and in Journalism 
and has done numerous radio pieces focusing on political and 
cultural issues. Besides working as a radio journalist Katia also 
occasionally publishes in print and online magazines, such as 
Freie Presse, Wochenspiegel, labculture, or Greatest Berlin. 
Sharing a fascination for all kinds of animals she met Brandon 
Ballengée in the summer of 2012 while visiting his show 
Collapse: The Cry of Silent Forms at Ronald Feldman Fine Arts 
in New York. 
 
 
 

For almost two decades, as an artist, biologist and 
environmental activist, Brandon Ballengée has been creating 
transdisciplinary artworks inspired from his ecological field and 
laboratory research. Underlying his practice is a systemic 
methodology, which posits art practice as a means of realizing 
research science, and vice-versa, as well as an impetus for 
‘ecosystem activism’ implemented through field investigations 
and laboratory programs that stress public involvement and 
engagement. 

Employing media as diverse as billboard sized digital 
prints of chemical cleared and stained multi-limbed frogs, eco-
displacement installations, sculptures incorporating preserved 
and living materials, laboratory filmed videos and performative 
Eco-Actions, his work has been exhibited throughout the USA 
and internationally in 18 countries, including Canada, 
Argentina, England, Germany, Italy, Spain, Slovenia, Russia, 
India, China, South Korea and Australia. In the summer of 2013 
the first career survey of his work debuted at the Château de 
Charamarande in Essonne (France), and travelled to the 
Museum Het Domein in Sittard (Netherlands) in 2014. He 
holds a transdisciplinary Ph.D. in art and science from 
University of Plymouth (England) and teaches at School of 
Visual Arts (New York) in both the Fine Arts and Humanities & 
Sciences departments. 
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n fishing, there is what you catch, and then 
there is bycatch.  
 

Catch is what is intended; bycatch is what is 
unintended.   
 
A necessary evil. 
That is, until one understands the fishing 
industry. 
 
We are long past the days of dinghies and 
fishing rods. In every ocean, fishing vessels 
extend nets so vast they could swallow up 
entire football stadiums, fans and all. Longlines 
that stretch for miles dangle thousands of 
hooks. Fishing boats today even use vacuums 
to suck up the creatures too small for nets. 
 
Given such industrial-sized tools, is it fair to say 
bycatch is “unintentional”? 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
In New Zealand, the Maui's dolphins are near 
extinction because of the nets strung like 
gantlets around their territory. There are only an 
estimated 111 of this species of dolphin 
remaining, and nets traps several each year — 
possibly more due to lack of oversight. 
Dolphins may be among the most intelligent 
creatures in water, but they cannot avoid 
getting tangled up in the line between catch 
and bycatch. 
 
And in the waters that surround Antarctica, 
penguins are meeting a similar fate. From the 
Magellanic to the Macaroni to the African, 
penguin species are in decline. We could very 
well see the African penguin go extinct in the 
next twenty years if fishing boats continue to 
trawl off the coast of South Africa where the 
penguins compete with humans for food. 
 
Bycatch. 

I  

 
 
BYCATCH 
 

 
 
The word “bycatch” distinguishes the animals that we choose to kill from those that we 
accidentally kill. But in this essay I argue that the word succeeds only in trivializing one species at 
the expense of another. And, on a larger level, it is this real and imagined divide between 
intention and unintention that is creating bycatch of us all. 
 
Author: John Yunker 
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It’s an insidious word, trivializing one species at 
the expense of another. And what do the 
seafood restaurants do to pay tribute to those 
creatures martyred along the way? Is there an 
asterisk next to the tuna entrée, with fine print at 
the bottom of the menu acknowledging the 
dolphins and sharks that gave their lives for 
that meal? 
 
The fishing industry, when pressed, will admit 
that you can’t have catch without bycatch.  
 
And I believe them. 
 
Let’s just not call it unintentional. 
 

* * * 
The Patagonian toothfish. 
 
It began as bycatch — a disappointment 
dragged up on longlines by fisheries searching 
for cod. There were no buyers for this fish.  
 
A waste of a hook. A nuisance fish.   
But also a large fish. And, well prepared, a 
tasty fish. 
 
In a business in which your supplies are ever 
dwindling, you need to invent (or reinvent) new 
delicacies. Consider hake, once a “trash fish,” 
now a staple in most supermarkets.  
 
A while back, a fish wholesaler saw an 
opportunity. A chance to rebrand the toothfish. 
He considered calling it Pacific sea bass. 
South American sea bass. 
 
He settled on Chilean sea bass. 
 
And though this fish is not native to Chile nor 
even a bass, it has since become one of the 
most profitable species of fish sold. Exotic 
sounding but familiar tasting. Easy to flavor. 
And easy to mark up. 
 
You can walk into a restaurant and order 
“sustainable” Chilean sea bass, one caught  
by a fishery that operates under limitations.  

Significantly fewer hooks on the longlines.  
 
Significantly shorter fishing season. And while 
this all sounds well and good, there is still no 
evidence of exactly what sustainable fishing 
has achieved so far, other than smaller 
catches and bycatches.  
 
That is, there is no way to know how many of 
the toothfish remain because there is no way 
to conduct a census of a species that lives so 
far below the water and in waters often hostile 
to ships. If we don’t know exactly how many 
fish are down there, how can we be sure we 
are not overfishing? How can anything be 
deemed truly sustainable? 
 
And then there are pirate fishing vessels, 
unencumbered by regulations. When you’re a 
pirate fishery, even bycatch is a welcome 
catch.  
 
The toothfish, prehistoric in appearance, is a 
survivor. This is a creature built to live 50 years 
in the coldest waters of this planet. It does not 
even begin to breed until is 10 years of age, 
which is a problem. These fish are like 
redwood trees, slow to mature, slow to 
reproduce, yet wildly in demand. But unlike the 
redwoods, there are few means to protect 
them. The harvesting occurs deep underwater. 
Without witnesses. And an insatiable 
consumer demand.  Ten years per generation 
might be a bit too long to outlive our craving for 
Chilean sea bass. 
 
For this fish, to be demoted to bycatch again 
would be a blessing.  
 

* * * 
In Ashland, Oregon, where I live, is the U.S. 
Fish & Wildlife Service Forensics Laboratory.  
 
It is the only lab in the world dedicated to 
‘crimes against wildlife’. 
 
Like the CSI agents on television, the scientists 
there analyze body parts sent to them from 
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around the world to understand if these 
animals were indeed endangered (they usually 
are) and, more important, where and how they 
were killed.  The scientists look for clues like 
dirt samples, DNA, hide and feather patterns. 
Anything to help connect the animal with the 
crime and the suspect.   
 
They analyze shark fins. Gall bladders and 
paws taken from bears. Ivory tusks from 
elephants. 
 
Eight of ten elephants that die are killed by 
poachers. 
 
Poachers have no desire for elephant meat. 
The meat is left to rot on the plains, the ivory 
smuggled to Asia.  
 
Last year, twenty-four tons of ivory were 
captured by agents around the world. It is safe 
to assume that this is just a fraction of the ivory 
that made it to its intended customers.  
 
Those twenty-four tons of ivory are what’s left 
of 2,500 elephants. 
 
Imagine killing a human for his or her teeth. 
 
Of course, poachers don’t want to kill 
elephants. The elephants  are  unintentional 
victims.  
 
In Africa, as in the oceans, there are many 
unintentional victims.  
 

* * * 
 
The okapi was once a mythic animal, believed 
only to exist in the minds of the natives, so 
elusive it was deemed the ‘African unicorn’. 
 
But the okapi was and is very real. It has the 
markings of a zebra but is far more shy and is 
more closely related to the giraffe. 
 
It is also an endangered animal. 

In May 2012 there was an incident at a 
sanctuary at the Okapi Wildlife Reserve in the 
Democratic Republic of Congo. Poachers 
armed with AK-47s killed seven members of 
the organization, burned every building down, 
and killed fifteen okapi. 
The poachers weren’t there for the okapi.  
They were searching for ivory tusks. They were 
under the mistaken impression that elephant 
tusks were stored at the center.  
The naturalists and the okapi they had fought 
so hard to protect — they became collateral 
damage.  
Bycatch. 

* * * 
 
In August 1968, Life Magazine ran an article 
about an endangered bird, native to the 
Philippines, known as the monkey-eating 
eagle. Only 100 were estimated to be alive and 
the bird appeared not long for this world. 
 
Today, the bird is called the Philippine Eagle. It 
has been promoted to national bird and, 
though still critically endangered, is protected 
by national law. And protected by many 
citizens who donate money. Time. Attention. 
 
The Philippine Eagle is not extinct. There is still 
time. 
 
We share the planet with endangered species. 
This is an uncomfortable truth. We can choose 
to assume we are on this planet to witness a 
lifetime of  loss. 
 
Or we can assume something else. 
 
Of course, we do not want to lose dolphins, 
penguins, elephants and okapi. We don’t 
intend to hurt them as we go about our busy 
lives. But intention and unintention is all that 
divides catch from bycatch. 
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n the ground floor of the Field 
Museum in Chicago, almost hidden 
from public view, sits the Bahama 

Islands diorama (Fig.1). Built in 1929 it is a full-
scale dramatization of a group of hungry 
sharks – one with mouth open baring its teeth - 
circling prey among coral caverns in the 
Bahamas. Perhaps because of its 
inconspicuous location in the Museum, the 
Bahama Islands diorama is today almost 
invisible in cultural history especially compared 
with the habitat dioramas of the American 
Museum of Natural History in New York.[1] Yet 
despite its present-day obscurity, back in 1929 
when it was first conceived, the Field Museum 
was full of excitement and anticipation at the 
thought of a new, spectacular undersea exhibit 
bringing to public view an array of sea animals 
retrieved from the ‘almost unexplored depths 
of the sea’.[2] It was to stand alone among 
habitat dioramas as a monument to advances 
in the exploration of an oceanic world that in 
1929 was still a frontier second only to outer 
space. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
However now that the ocean is thoroughly 
mapped and fully exploited, now that pollution 
and environmental degradation have 
threatened the future existence of the world’s 
coral reefs, the diorama stands as a relic of 
a bygone era driven by an urge to attain 
mastery over nature and by the ‘mad pursuit’ 
of animals for collecting, classifying and 
stuffing.[3] For this reason it deserves to come 
out of hiding, figuratively speaking, so we can 
better consider the epistemological standpoint 
taken on the ocean by scientists and museum 
artists in the modern era. For camouflaged 
behind this spectacle of sharks and fish 
supposedly going about their natural business, 
but frozen in time as if by magic, is the grim 
reality of an exhibition of dead animals that met 
a violent end. A major shift in attitude towards 
animal-human relations has taken place over 
the past forty years.[4] One outcome is 
increasing critical engagement with underlying 
historical motives surrounding taxidermied 
animals, once known as museum 
‘specimens,’ and for whom stuffing and being  

O 

 
SECOND LIFE: CHICAGO’S 
‘BAHAMA ISLANDS DIORAMA’ 
 

 
 
This paper addresses the Field Museum’s ‘Bahama Islands diorama’. It was constructed in 
Chicago with fish, including sharks, and ancient corals collected from Nassau with help from an 
explorer and science-fiction filmmaker, John Ernest Williamson. The Museum sought to educate 
the public about an ecosystem previously unknown. It also aimed to engross the public in a 
sublime experience of the wild ocean. I discuss the aesthetic construction of ocean ecology as 
alien, other and loathsome. I address the impact of science-fiction on the objectivity of natural 
science. And I speculate on connections between the public spectacle of habitat dioramas and a 
century of ecological destruction of marine life. 
 
Author: Ann Elias 
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turned into sculptures was intended to occult a 
‘second life’.[5] 
  The purpose of this article is to present 
the history of the Field Museum’s Bahama 
Islands diorama, review issues relating to the 
way it was planned and executed, and discuss 
ongoing debates about dioramas and early 
Twentieth century ecological perspectives on 
nature. I argue that the aesthetics and content 
of the exhibit encourage viewers to feel fear of 
the ocean and its animals, especially sharks. 
No museum visitor would want to step inside 
the picture that unfolds behind that glass 
cabinet. Instead they are witness to a 
nightmarish vision of predatory animals in a 
state of nature fighting for survival. Plainly 
evident are the Museum’s conflicting aims:  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
scientific objectivity about a Bahamian coral 
ecosystem; a sublime encounter with the 
savagery of the sea and a gripping scene of 
hunter and prey. And telling is the fact that the 
very concept of showing animals on the attack 
preceded the scientific expedition intended to 
study them in factual ecological context. This I 
discuss in due course along with an 
explanation of the involvement and influence in 
the making of the diorama of John Ernest 
Williamson (1881-1966).  

J. E. Williamson was a freelance natural 
history collector, newspaper journalist and 
cartoonist, special effects artist, science-fiction 
filmmaker, and submarine photographer for 
Hollywood.[6]  His  skills  in  drama and passion  
for   a   mixture   of   fiction   and   science   are 

!
 
Fig.1 ‘Bahama Islands diorama’, Field Museum, Chicago, 1929, © The Field Museum, #Z15T. John Bayalis © Bayalis 
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reflected in the final display. Although little is 
written about him, Williamson wrote a lot about 
himself and throughout the following 
discussion I draw on his 
autobiography, Twenty Years Under the 
Sea (1936). He lived at Nassau on New 
Providence Island in the Bahamas, one of a 
minority of whites among a black population 
descended from slaves. For westerners, like 
Williamson, who made their home in the 
Bahamas, and others, like the artist Winslow 
Homer (1836-1910), who travelled there to 
experience the exoticism of the Bahamian 
islands, sharks held a deep fascination. But for 
white colonialists in the Bahamas sharks and 
blacks were all part of the same primitive 
nature. And in the case of J. E. Williamson it 
was his point of view that the white man was 
‘boss’ to blacks as well as sharks.[7]

 

Historical background 

Planning for the Bahama Islands diorama 
began in February 1929 in an exchange of 
letters between J. E Williamson and the 
Director of the Field Museum, Stephen E. 
Simms. Williamson was experienced with 
museum expeditions; he worked for the 
American Museum of Natural History in 1924 
collecting  Bahamian  coral for the Andros Reef 
exhibit in the Milstein Family Hall of Ocean 
Life.[8] In those days museums went to 
extraordinary lengths to collect new and familiar 
species and this was an outcome of the 
‘growing realization of how rapidly nature was 
vanishing’.[9] The American bison and the New 
Zealand Huia bird were two victims of 
overhunting for sport, food, trophies, jewellery, 
fashion, and taxidermied sculptures. In the 
name of  science  they  were hunted  down  by 

J. E. Wil l iamson 
Fig. 2, Photosphere; diagram published in Twenty Years Under the Sea, Boston and New York, Hale, Cushman & Flint, 1936, p.32 
© Williamson 
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the very museums that sought to preserve 
these species before they disappeared. 

The FieldxMuseumxWilliamson Expedit
ion took place between March and July 
1929 to collect fish and coral specimens in 
the Bahamas. During the pre-planning 
Williamson wrote to Simms about his desire to: 
 

Survey the wonderful reefs near 
Sandy Cay and, after selecting ideal 
groupings  of  coral  and  marine life, 
including photographs in black and 
white and natural color 
photography,gather them for the 
Museum groups along with sketches 
and data, so that the reassembling of 
the specimens at the Museum just as 
they appeared in nature could be 
carried out.[10] 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Survey, select, gather, reassemble 
naturalistically; the intentions seemed scientific 
enough. But this was before the concept for 
the grouping was decided after which the 
approach became dramatization, 
exaggeration, fantasy; the world of art. 
  In 1929 few had witnessed or studied 
the invisible world beneath the surface of the 
water in the tropics.[11] And oceanography was 
still a relatively new science. An early 
milestone was attained in 1873 when Alfred 
Russel Wallace, aboard the British Navy 
ship Challenger, trawled the sea for unknown 
and  unusual  specimens  of  sea  life. Richard  
Conniff describes this expedition as 
comparable to the pioneering Apollo moon 
landing.[12] But Williamson’s expedition was a 
radical   advancement  onx  
the  Challenger’s  scientific methodology: 
instead of standing on deck and trawling under 
the sea the investigation was carried out by 

!J. E. Wil l iamson 
Fig. 3, Originally published as ‘The Coral World Beneath the Sea that the Williamsons invaded’ in The New York Times Magazine, Dec. 1, 1929, p. 95; 
this print is published in J. E. Williamson, Twenty Years Under the Sea, Boston and New York, Hale, Cushman & Flint, 1936, p.145 
© Williamson 
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researchers who themselves were 
underwater.   

The secret weapon Williamson brought 
toxthexFieldxMuseumx Williamson  Expedition 
was a submarine (Fig.2). Named by 
Williamson a ‘photosphere’, this was a 
contraption dropped to the ocean floor from a 
mother ship, the Jules Verne, so-named after 
Williamson’s hero, the French science-fiction 
writer. The photosphere had a tube big 
enough to allow people to climb down and 
big enough to pass air down to depths of up 
to 250 feet.[13] At the end of the tube was an 
air-filled enclosure placed on the ocean floor 
and able to house Williamson and at least one 
other person. It had a spherical window to 
photograph through and a strong headlight to 
enhance visibility. 

Williamson    published      about     his 
underwater invention in Scientific American in 
1914 where he also wrote about the triumph 
of photographing the bottom of the 
ocean.[14] It was the photosphere that 
enabled Williamson, in 1916, to assist with the 
photography of a silent movie adaptation of 
Jules Verne’s Twenty Thousand Leagues 
Under the Sea (1870). Released by Universal 
Pictures, it was the first Hollywood movie shot 
underwater. Then, in 1932, he filmed one of 
the earliest known underwater 
documentaries: With Williamson Beneath the 
Sea. It was shown first at the Smithsonian 
Institute in Washington, then New York and 
London. It was a film without a narrative but 
was revolutionary for showing the undersea 
world unfolding in front of the photosphere’s 
window.[15] Publicity promised audiences an 
awesome spectacle of ‘a lost world fathoms 
below recovered in savage splendor’.[16] And 
audiences were not disappointed. The 
reception at the Smithsonian was 
overwhelming and the press ‘hailed the 
showing as “films that pierced the sea, each 
picture an absolute revelation”’.[17] On 
Broadway in New York one critic praised the 
documentary as ‘“something never before 
viewed by mankind”’.[18] 

Williamson was hailed a hero and 
pioneer. Admittedly he was not alone in 
advancing the science of underwater 
exploration; he had competition from zoologist 
William Beebe who also explored under the 
water at the Bahamas.[19] Beebe began his 
experiments with submersible technologies in 
the 1920s but is best known for descending 
the sea with his partner Otis Barton in a 
‘bathysphere’. National Geographic described 
him as opening up ‘a new frontier of 
exploration’.[20] However the difference 
between Beebe and Williamson was explained 
well in the December 1934 issue of Popular 
Science Monthly magazine where Williamson 
was acknowledged as the ‘pioneer 
photographer of life beneath the waves’ while 
Beebe was described as a ‘noted explorer and 
holder of the world’s deep-sea diving record’ 
having descended over 2,500 feet below the 
surface of the water around Nassau.[21] 

The deployment of Williamson’s 
photosphere ensured that the Field Museum-
Williamson Expedition was no ordinary 
oceanographic adventure, and it was arranged 
that publicity be released through the New 
York Times and its photo-agency, Wide World 
Photos.[22] Williamson and Simms agreed it 
was vital that the public was left in no doubt 
about the innovative nature of the expedition 
and its value to science. A newspaper story 
was eventually published in the New York 
Times in December 1929 accompanied by 
underwater pictures taken by Williamson of the 
Bahamian coral reef.[23] But the quality of 
newspaper reproduction was poor and it was 
not until Williamson republished the same 
photographs in his 1936 autobiography that 
the public had a chance to see their 
spectacular clarity. One image in particular 
stands out (Fig. 3). Reproduced in both 
the New York Times and Williamson’s 
autobiography this photograph shows an 
ancient coral formation, the same one that was 
later extracted from the reef and shipped to 
Chicago and the same one that appears to 
this day on the right side of the Bahama 
Islands diorama.[24] 
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The original concept 
 
Destined for the new Hall of the Ocean Floor in 
the Field Museum, The Bahama Islands 
diorama was envisaged as one of the greatest 
underwater exhibits ever created. The scientific 
objective was to use taxidermy and painting to 
replicate the actual biogeography of the 
Bahamas and show authentic relations of 
species. Williamson was delighted at the 
thought that the public would visit the Field 
Museum and: 
 

look with wonder at these sections of 
life faithfully recreated with all the glory 
and fascination of their watery world. If 
the public couldn’t go to the 
mountain, we would bring the 
mountain to them.[25] 

  
Most visitors, after all, were residents of 
Chicago and their geographical reality was 
centred on the prairies and lakes of the Mid-
West; the world’s oceans and life underwater 
represented all that was remote, exotic and 
unfamiliar. 
  However, from the beginning, and well 
before the expedition began, the Field 
Museum wanted a dramatization of nature that 
was macabre and violent. In the words of the 
Museum’s taxidermist, Leon L. Pray (1882 - 
1975), in a memorandum to Simms written in 
February 1929, the diorama was: 

 
To be a major group containing 
sharks as follows: Hammerhead, 
Tiger, “Maneater” and some 
smaller kinds. These fish to be 
mounted in a group circling a coral 
pocket from which the blood of an 
injured fish or eel is diffusing thinly 
in a cloud up through the water. 
With characteristic sea-floor 
accessories.[26] 

  
A ready-made nature consisting of generic 
ocean objects including sand and shells, with 
a narrative based on the theory of evolution, 

the savagery of nature, and life and death 
struggles among the animals of coral reefs, 
was therefore integral to the original concept. 
And it was a concept that preceded the 
expedition’s empirical research. However, it 
was current, topical, and exciting. In 1929 the 
public had either refused to accept Charles 
Darwin’s theory of evolution or struggled to 
comprehend its implications. The thought that 
all life evolved from the same primordial source 
in the sea, and that man is simply another 
animal among animals were difficult ideas to 
accept. Williamson himself asked the question: 

 
Just where on the journey did we 
shed our fins and lose our gills and 
leave the fish behind?[27] 
  

Therefore the sea, site of the origins of life on 
land, was the perfect setting for the museum 
to stage a drama about primitive nature. 
  The vision of nature embodied in the 
planning of the Bahama Islands diorama was 
in fact similar to one identified by Donna 
Haraway in her analysis of the habitat dioramas 
in the American Museum of Natural History, a 
vision in which animals are ‘actors in a morality 
play on the stage of nature’.[28] What the 
Chicago Field Museum wanted enacted was a 
Darwinian scenario of the survival of the fittest 
played out by inanimate models in the 
character of the merciless and cruel on one 
hand, and the weak and defenseless on the 
other. Through this scenario the diorama 
confirmed the belief that animals are deficient 
in morality.[29] 

  With dioramas the name of the game is 
deception. First there is the attention given to 
illusion so that the viewer can imagine the 
dead as alive. This can be achieved by a 
reflective glass eye producing the effect of the 
sparkle of life. A pose can suggest an action 
arrested and in turn the fleeting moment of 
everyday existence. But secondly there is the 
way dioramas facilitate self-deception. The 
borders of glass that assert the separation 
between human and animal are material 
enough. But they are there to demarcate the 
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imaginary border between nature and culture 
and to uphold the illusion that humanly 
existence is indeed different from animals. And 
by demarcating the space of the animal as 
cruel and different from that of the human, the 
diorama serves as a magnificent diversion 
from the inherent brutality that brought it into 
existence: the human species hunting down 
and killing the non-human, contorting and 
manipulating the other into museum displays 
in order to draw that line between civilized 
human and primitive animal. 

  
Sandy Cay Island and the expedition 
 
The expedition party, which was led by J. E. 
Williamson, arrived in the Bahamas in March 
1929 and camped on the island of Sandy Cay. 
Williamson collaborated on site with Leon Pray 
gathering animal and coral specimens for later 
use. Pray had been apprentice to Carl Akeley, 
the celebrated taxidermist responsible for the 
African Hall in the American Museum of Natural 
History. Before taking up his position in New 
York Akeley was employed by the Field 
Museum and this is where he met Pray.[30] The 
expedition party encountered hurricanes and 
‘man-eating sharks’, they bleached coral for 
transportation to Chicago, made casts of 
sharks and other fish and preserved fish skins 
- all in preparation for the creation of the 
‘Bahama Islands diorama’. The water was 
crystal clear and perfect for submarine 
photography in shallow depths where bright 
sunlight reflected off the white sandy ocean 
floor. 

To achieve as much realism as 
possible Williamson and Pray paid very close 
attention to environmental details and 
Williamson later recollected how: 

 
even the ripples on the sandy ocean 
floor would have to be recorded, for 
they are just as important as the face 
of a man-eating shark which might be 
the central figure in the setting.[31] 

  

But while they were careful to observe nature 
closely Williamson’s approach to the delicate 
ecology of the reef was often careless, 
destructive and cavalier. He used dynamite to 
remove ancient yellow palmate corals and 
ceased only when they shattered into 
thousands of unusable pieces.[32] The tips of 
coral structures were carelessly broken and 
sent separately to Chicago.[33] Looking at the 
diorama today it seems certain the once single 
coral structure was eventually divided into two 
or more sections and rearranged for 
convenience rather than environmental 
authenticity. 
  On Sandy Cay Williamson and Pray 
worked towards the creation of ‘seven habitat 
groups of Bahama fishes, with coral and 
accessories’.[34] The final grouping of fish and 
coral was based on a composite of sketches 
and photographs that both men prepared in 
the photosphere. Specimens of fish including 
sharks were captured with nets, traps, 
harpoons and hooks.[35] Animals were kept 
alive in storage until the moment of dissection 
to make them appear more life-like when 
molded by Pray.[36] Williamson saw Pray as a 
gothic figure, similar to an undertaker who: 
 

Opened up his coffin-like boxes, 
laying out a profusion of cutlery – long 
sharp scalpels, knives of all shapes 
and sizes, pincers and scissors of 
various designs, an endless 
assortment of glittering surgical 
instruments. Resting on the operating-
table were tropical beauties of fish-life 
waiting to be offered up as a sacrifice 
to science. Meantime, Pray’s assistant 
was sponging the specimens with a 
solution of alum.[37] 

 
In   truth   the   expedition   had  as   much   in 
common with sacrifice, ritual and magic as it 
did science. Williamson was intrigued how 
Pray always ate the meat of the fish he de-
fleshed and noted the ritualistic way he would: 
 

produce a fillet, a morsel that was 
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Lance open the back of each 
scientifically-recorded fish and never 
to be washed or touched by human 
hands, not even his own. This was his 
system, and moreover, his method of 
cooking the fish was to tie the fillets in 
a linen bag and boil them like a 
pudding. [38] 

  
The fetishistic attention of the taxidermist to 
eating the flesh of his kill is not isolated in the 
history of science. Pray’s mentor, Carl Akeley, 
also ate the flesh of the animals whose lives he 
sacrificed for taxidermy, a practice that revolted 
his work colleagues.[39] There is a story about 
an anatomist who dissected a dead elephant 
named Chuny, originally on display at Covent 
Garden   Theatre  in  London.  It  had  become  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
violent and was shot; after dissection parts of 
his flesh were ‘allegedly eaten’.[40]  These 
incidents involving the consumption of animal 
flesh in the course of scientific work evoke 
images of shamanic-style rituals and the 
mixing of animal flesh and human flesh for 
some mysterious union of the two. 

Williamson claimed that his intentions 
during the 1929 Field Museum-
Williamson expedition were purely 
‘scientific’.[41] Yet the experiences he 
continually sought were of the sublime and the 
picturesque and being ‘face to face with the 
unknown’.[42] A quest to find the truth sat in 
tension with a desire to excite the imagination. 
He was delighted at the thought that the public 
would visit the Field Museum and ‘look with 
wonder’ at the undersea diorama and what it 

!
J. E. Wil l iamson 
Fig. 4, ‘The octopus at rest, after a hard day’s work’ in J. E. Williamson, Twenty Years Under the Sea, Boston and New York, Hale, Cushman & Flint, 
1936, p. 178 
© Williamson 
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revealed about nature.[43] Yet he exhibited real 
ambivalence towards ocean wildlife and 
marine habitats and this was based in fear and 
ignorance rather than enlightened knowledge. 

A passion for science fiction, but also 
cryptozoology – the  search  for mythic animals  
that have never been caught — defined 
Williamson’s career. In the 1930s he hunted 
the Lochness Monster believing it to be a giant 
squid that entered the Scottish lake as an 
infant and grew to gigantic proportions.[44] He 
was fascinated with nature gone awry and with 
what Barbara Creed describes in relation to 
popular modern film-making as ‘creatures at 
the limit of the human and the animal’ locked in 
the fierce competition of species.[45] 
  The subjects Williamson sought in the 
natural world – sharks, fish and coral 
formations - were not in themselves unusual 
but Williamson often presented them as 
deviant: ‘man-eating sharks’ and treacherous 
coral ‘jungles’. But he was far from alone in 
this respect as is evidenced in Pray’s design 
for the Bahama Islands diorama where there is 
suggestion of alien life materialising from the 
deep. 

There was one sea animal that 
Williamson found repugnant: the octopus. His 
antipathy to ‘the eight-armed monster’, and the 
‘terrible beast of the deep’ reveals his truly 
problematic relationships with nature.[46] At 
times he called it a ‘cuttlefish’ oblivious to the 
difference. Typically for the early twentieth 
century, he knew nothing of the intelligence of 
the octopus and referred to it as a merciless 
killer with ‘practically no brains’.[47] He 
recounted how the sight of an octopus filled 
him with: 

 
A strange fascination, combined with 
indescribable loathing … I have never 
been able to overcome a feeling of 
dread, of instinctive fear, at the sight of 
these eight-armed demons. … 
People speak of the cold eyes of 
fishes, of the cruel, baleful eyes of 
sharks, but in all creation there are no 
eyes like those of the octopus. They 

are everything that is horrible. Dead 
eyes. The eyes of a corpse through 
which the demon peers forth, 
unearthly, expressionless, yet filled 
with such bestial malignancy that 
one’s very soul seems to shrink 
beneath their gaze, and cold 
perspiration beads the brow.[48] 

  
Perhaps to exorcise his irrational hatred of the 
octopus Williamson, in 1916, built a gigantic 
mechanical version for the filming of Twenty 
Thousand Leagues Under the Sea. It was an 
ingenious robot operated from within the head 
and so impressive that Williamson had his 
invention patented (Fig.4). For the scene in 
Verne’s book where Captain Nemo kills a 
monster squid (not octopus) Williamson put his 
mechanical animal into action. His aim was to 
film ‘the most astounding and extraordinary 
scene ever attempted’.[49] Verne’s scene of the 
battle with the squid was set in the Bahamas 
and Williamson must have felt a sense of 
happy destiny to be filming his hero’s story so 
close to where he lived.[50] As his mechanical 
octopus came into view for the shoot 
Williamson was in awe of its convincing 
appearance which he described as 
‘loathsome, uncanny, monstrous, a very 
demon of the deep’.[51] 
  It is my view that for the final aesthetic of 
the Bahama Islands diorama Williamson had 
considerable input in the way fiction meets 
science, and the way the exhibit displays both 
estrangement and logic typical of the genre 
conventions of science-fiction.[52] Amplified is 
the mystery of nature underwater. In the 
manner of science fiction it invokes anxiety 
about the sea. The sharks in the 
diorama prowl, lurk and await the moment of 
attack. They are similar to the ‘iron-jawed 
monsters’ in Jules Verne’s Twenty Thousand 
Leagues Under the Sea, ‘bristling with teeth, 
so terrible that not even Professor Aronnax the 
naturalist can observe them dispassionately’.[53] 
  Art in the service of science is how 
habitat dioramas have been described.[54] But 
they   are   also   described   as   ‘the   art   that  
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conceals art’.[55] What they try to make invisible 
is human presence in their construction; what 
they try to convey is an unmediated experience 
of nature. Encounters with habitat dioramas 
can be so powerful they can actually shape 
attitudes towards nature.[56] How many visitors 
to the Field Museum have looked at those 
sharks closing in for the kill and developed a 
hatred of sharks? 
  By now the reader will have noticed 
frequent references in the primary documents 
to ‘man-eating sharks’. Williamson found 
sharks almost as loathsome and ‘ugly’ as 
octopuses.[57] He liked to kill sharks and see 
them being killed. Two themes that I would 
argue are embodied in the Field Museum’s 
diorama are the triumph of masculinity and the 
conquest of nature. This conclusion is 
supported by a caption placed by Williamson 
beneath an underwater photograph of a shark 
hooked on a fishing line and published in his 
autobiography: ‘A  man-eater  hooked, but not  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

yet conquered’.[58] 
  That Williamson felt mostly horror of 
sharks is borne out in his autobiography. 
Referred to variously as ‘wolves of the sea’, 
‘man-eaters’, ‘ravenous beasts’, ‘the enemy’, 
‘frenzied demons’, and ‘cold-blooded 
cannibals’, he did not hide his abhorrence 
from the reader. Having promised a financial 
backer for the 1923 documentary that he 
would film a fight between a man and a ‘man-
eater’ shark he threw gallons of animal blood 
into the water to provoke sharks into a frenzy 
so that ‘the madder they became, the better 
for us, the more savage would they appear in 
our picture, and the more thrilling would be the 
final scene of battle’.[59]  
 Had Williamson been alive in the late 
twentieth century he would probably have 
been impressed by Damien Hirst’s four-meter 
tiger shark suspended in formaldehyde: The 
physical impossibility of death in the mind of 
someone living (1991). This artwork expresses 

!
 Winslo Homer 
  Fig. 5, The Gulf Stream, oil on canvas, 71.5 x 124.5 cm, 1899, Metropolitan Museum of Art 
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the sublime terror of the power of sharks but 
from a safe distance behind a glass barrier. 
Unlike a habitat diorama Hirst’s minimal 
sculpture does not offer ecological context; 
instead it focuses on generating the emotion 
of fear and bringing the viewer face to face 
with their nightmares. Yet on this score the 
Bahama Islands diorama is no different to 
Hirst’s sculpture. Both sought the largest 
possible animals and for what purpose if not 
the psychological impact? 
  No other animal but the shark evokes 
such fear and dread in the human being, 
according to Dean Crawford who argues it is 
very difficult for humans to love sharks.[60] Not 
that many people would disagree. The 
movie Jaws has put paid to that. But the 
combination  of  the  image of a shark with that 
of the lonely ocean is a reason, argues 
Crawford, why sharks are an embodiment of 
wilderness itself. It is this association that 
provokes such extreme fear. However, sharks 
in the context of the Bahamas have their own 
special horror. 
  In the Bahamas as well as the West 
Indies, the study of sharks and the horror of 
sharks has bordered on an obsession for 
visitors and residents. The Caribbean is rich in 
shark mythology but it was also once rich in 
shark game for hunters; its seas were 
commonly described as ‘shark-infested’. For 
the artist Winslow Homer, for example, a man 
who was a regular visitor to Nassau where 
Williamson made his home some years later, 
one of the greatest fascinations was the 
‘shark-versus-man theme’.[61] 
  Winslow Homer’s paintings The Gulf 
Stream (1899) and Shark Fishing (1885) are 
among the most famous western 
interpretations of the shark-versus-man theme. 
Beginning in 1884 Homer made frequent trips 
through the Gulf Stream. There, according to 
one biographer, he ‘witnessed the continual 
struggle of men against the elements, 
including the battle for survival between man 
and shark’.[62] 

It is my contention that the Field 
Museum’s Bahama Islands diorama is another 

variation on the shark-versus-man theme. That 
glass barrier demarcates human from animal 
but it also celebrates the triumph of man over 
animal and the colonisation of the ocean 
through the subjection of sharks to capture, 
dissection, scrutiny, measurement, and rebirth 
as sculpture. The diorama’s representation of 
sharks bears an uncanny resemblance to 
Winslow Homer’s painting The Gulf 
Stream (1899), a painting where a pack of 
hungry sharks circle their prey – in Homer’s 
case a lone black sailor adrift on a boat. The 
similarity between Homer’s painting and the 
Chicago diorama lies in the theme of hunter 
and hunted but also in a fascination with the 
way sharks are most frightening when they roll 
on one side with teeth bared and mouth 
agape. Both painting and diorama exploit the 
psychological fear of a shark about to attack. 
Homer’s painting was well known to the 
American public and was purchased by the 
Metropolitan Museum of Art in 1906. The Field 
Museum’s Director, and Pray the taxidermist, 
as well as Williamson, were sure to have know 
Homer’s painting before mounting the 
expedition to the Bahamas in 1929; especially 
Williamson since Homer was well-known on 
the island of Nassau as the eccentric who 
studied sharks close-up.[63] 

  At the time when the Field Museum 
diorama was first conceived sharks were a 
dark force in Bahamian cultural memory. They 
were inseparable from the history of black 
slaves brought from Africa in the eighteenth 
century and taken to many parts of the world 
including the Bahamas and the West 
Indies.[64] Marcus Rediker relates how the 
threat of sharks was used to terrorise slaves on 
the Atlantic voyages and deter them from 
suiciding or escaping.[65] Alan Rice describes 
how some slaves were used as examples to 
others and were dropped into the sea where 
they became ‘food for the sharks’.[66]                 
Thex Field xMuseumx Williamson Expedition 
used the labour of blacks who were 
descendants of those enslaved and terrorized 
by the threat of sharks as they crossed the 
Atlantic. Williamson referred to these men as 
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his ‘faithful native diving boys’.[67] It was they 
who caught the sharks for the Field Museum 
diorama. Yet Williamson knew they were 
frightened of sharks especially since some had 
recently witnessed sharks devouring crew from 
a shipwreck.[68] So at times he offered them 
bribes in the form of new, flamboyant clothes. 
Donna Haraway argues about the dioramas in 
the American Museum, and it holds true for the 
Chicago diorama too, that: 
 

Behind every mounted animal, bronze 
sculpture, or photograph lies a 
profusion of objects and social 
interactions among people and other 
animals, which in the end can be 
recomposed to tell a biography 
embracing major themes for 20th- 
century United States.[69] 

  
Behind those mounted sharks – those ‘man-
eaters’ - in the Bahama Islands diorama lies 
colonialism, enslavement, and inhumanity. 
These major themes make up the social 
history that underpins the natural history of the 
Chicago diorama. 
  Today the Bahama Islands diorama in 
the Field Museum is easily missed and often 
ignored. What good can come of keeping it? 
Randy Malamud argues that nature objectified 
is merely ‘in the service of our own cultural 
drives, desires, fantasies, and 
obsessions’.[70] The case of J. E. Williamson 
and the Field Museum’s Bahama Islands 
diorama appears to bear out his conclusion. 
How much is the public able to learn about 
nature and ecology, and the earth’s ecosystem 
when there is an overriding feeling that we were 
always intended to simply look and consume 
the diorama’s imagery as entertainment? 
Geoffrey N. Swinney argues there are positive 
benefits from the past objectification of animals 
and one is ‘providing the material objective 
evidence for past subjective taxonomic 
judgments’.[71] However the animals in the 
Bahama Islands diorama are captured in a 
Jules Verne-like vision where nature is 
presented as monstrous and anxieties about 

the ocean are brought to bear on the fear and 
fantasy of the ‘man-eater’. 
  I have tried to show how the Bahama 
Islands diorama served a universal desire to 
experience sublime nature by combining 
anxiety as well as pleasure in the safety of 
museum space. In describing an historical 
obsession with sharks in the context of the 
Bahamas I have suggested that the 
commissioning of the Bahama Islands 
diorama should be seen as responding to 
public fantasies and fears over and above the 
facts of nature. I have shown how the actions 
of the taxidermist, Leon L. Pray, bordered on 
ritualistic and fetishistic – the realm of art rather 
than the realm of science - and how 
Williamson’s aim for objectivity was undone by 
his fear of sea animals and overriding wish to 
dominate nature. I have argued that while 
specimens were collected to educate about 
the science of ecosystems the diorama was 
produced by social systems that generated 
relationships with nature borne of colonization 
and racism and by fear, manipulation and 
ignorance.[72] 
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 like to show my students a road safety 
advertisement which asks the viewer to 
count the number of times a basketball is 

passed between two teams. After a brief 
scuffle on the court a voice announces the 
answer (13 times) with an air of authority, and 
the students congratulate themselves on their 
fine powers of observation. “But”, the 
voiceover then asks, “did you see the 
moonwalking bear?” I like to watch the wry 
surprise unfold across their faces as the 
footage is shown again and this time, in full 
view, they see what they simply did not see 
before: a man in a bear suit walks to the 
middle of the court, moonwalks among the 
running players, and strolls nonchalantly off 
again. It makes the students laugh, but they 
quickly get the point. Our senses are full of 
holes. No more so than when we are looking 
for something. 
  The psychology and physiology of 
perception show us that we are  half-blind,  our 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
brain filling in the gaps to provide a seamless 
flow of experience, while ‘things unseen’ 
constantly overflow our narrow sensory 
channels, dodging our skittish attention, 
drowned out by our yammering thoughts. 
Fragments of the world come to meet us and 
grab our attention: a television screen in a pub, 
an open fire, a sudden shout. Our intelligence 
fastens onto them like a magpie spotting a 
bright stone in the dirt, while the rest of the 
world falls away into nothingness, hidden in 
plain sight. It is the things we rely on most 
completely that are the most unseen of all: the 
ground under our feet, the steady pump of our 
own heartbeat, the system that brings clean 
water to our taps, all the doorknobs, chairs, 
kettles and phones we use daily. As long as 
they work. 

Even the presence of the things that we 
do see is replete with absences. What we see, 
smell, hear, feel is only intelligible to us 
because   of   all   we   have experienced since  

I  

 
 
THINGS UNSEEN 
 

 
 
 Anne Bevan’s series of artworks, exhibition and recent publication is titled ‘Things Unseen’.  Here 
Samantha Clark introduces ideas relating to this work and interviews the artist about her research 
and working processes. The dialogue moves around beaches in the Hebrides, Orkney and 
Shetland, to underwater sampling of microorganisms and scanning in the science lab. Bevan’s 
work explores place, edge and sea - things we cannot easily see, through sculpture, print, 
installation and collaboration with writers.    
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birth. Without this halo of absent presences, 
the object given to our senses would be 
unintelligible; watch the astonished stare of a 
tiny baby as she blinks sea-blue eyes, learning 
slowly to see ‘things’. We do not live in the 
world only as given directly to our senses, but 
also and simultaneously in the future, the past, 
the distant, the underneath, the inside, the 
behind, the unknown, the suspected, the half-
forgotten, the longed-for. According to Jean-
Paul Sartre, it is these absences which invest 
the object with its distinct identity - ‘sea’, 
‘beach’, ‘pebble’- within its many different 
ways of appearing to us. The unseen is thus a 
fundamental human experience. What is not 
there defines what is. Sartre suggests that what 
actually makes the world make sense to us is 
“that which escapes, that which by definition 
will never be given, that which offers itself only  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
in fleeting and successive profiles.”[1] So an 
object is by virtue of what it isn’t, but was, or 
might become. It is not the seen but the 
unseen that makes discrete ‘things’ gather 
themselves up out of the background and 
present themselves to us as visible entities. 

Our sensorial experience of the world is 
enmeshed in this vanishingly fine web of 
memory, imagination, story and theory that 
both reveals and conceals the world. Yet, 
patchy as it is, we have to stay with the world 
as we experience it through our senses; it’s 
our only way in. But it may be possible 
somehow to pay attention to what we see but 
don’t perceive, what we listen to but don’t 
hear, what is right under our noses, unseen 
and unseeable, unsmellable, untouchable, 
unreachable and yet right here, not ‘beyond’ 
but hidden ‘within’, right here in our sensory 

!  Anne Bevan 
  Beach, North Uist, 2009 © Bevan 
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blind spots. Can we learn to pay attention to 
the ‘things unseen’ that are sprouting weed-
like in the gaps in our perception? 
  Simone Weil uses the word ‘attention’ 
with fine precision. She sees attention as a 
kind of desire. The quality of attention she 
describes is like a centrifuge; as if the pull of 
the world might tug us out of ourselves into a 
clean, bare attention, stripped down, empty of 
content. In her aphoristic, note-taking way she 
writes: “The wrong way of seeking. The 
attention fixed on a problem. Another 
phenomenon due to horror of the void”.[2]   She 
warns us not to trust imagination, that it will 
lead us away from the truth, that we must learn 
to let go of the theories and stories we keep on 
telling ourselves, as if afraid to be simply 
attentive, and adopt an attitude of quiet 
waiting. To learn how to still the mind and the 
busy self: “this is the task,” she insists.[3] It is a 
kind of love. Instead of looking for a purpose in 
the existence of the world, looking for solutions 
to problems, she focuses her attention instead 
on the reality of her love for it. 
  To attend, from the Latin ad - tendere, 
means ‘to stretch into’, to stretch one’s mind 
toward something. To attend means to be 
present at, to take care of someone or 
something, to serve, to wait. This care-full 
waiting, this simply being present, tenderly, 
with something other than our own self, and 
which we can never possess entirely, lies at 
the root of our word ‘attention’. Most of the 
world will always remain unseen. This is neither 
a problem nor a solution. It is simply how it is. 
The task is to learn how to attend. The poet 
Tim Lilburn describes this as a kind of erotic 
longing. ‘You crane forward into the world in 
appetite and enter it in sorrow knowing that this 
is good desire that casts you out of yourself is 
right and must not be lost but is necessarily 
and sharply frustrated’.[4] There is something 
there, unseen, something under and behind 
and between and inside things; it’s as if the 
visible, sensible things stand in the way and 
yet are the only way in, and now and then give 
just the slightest inkling, a held breath, 
something scented and then gone again, just 

enough to tug us out of ourselves for a 
moment, and we must stand, intent, lovingly 
attentive, on a brink we know we can never 
quite step over. 
  Orcadian artist Anne Bevan's has been 
paying attention to the invisible and hidden 
structures of everyday life over many years of 
her practice. A particular fascination has always 
been with water and the marine environment. 
Her exhibition ‘Undercover’ at the Fruitmarket 
Gallery in 2000, revealed the invisible journeys 
of water through the vast networks of pipes 
and sewers hidden under the city of 
Edinburgh. In 2001, for the exhibition 'Source', 
she exchanged water between the Venetian 
lagoon and the harbour next to the Pier Arts 
Centre in Stromness, Orkney, using scientific 
testing methods to reveal the microfauna 
invisible to the naked eye in the water 
samples. Her most recent body of work 
‘Things Unseen’, is a collaboration with marine 
scientists and writers which has taken the artist 
into university labs, into dusty archives, onto 
research vessels voyaging to the Outer 
Hebrides, and along windy beaches from the 
western edge of the Uists to the far north of 
Shetland. This new work has been widely 
exhibited in London, Japan, Shetland and 
North Uist. I caught up with the artist recently in 
Orkney where she is now based. 
  
Samantha Clark: You’ve recently shown a 
body of new work ‘Things Unseen’, based on 
foraminifera, tiny marine organisms the size of 
a grain of sand. Can you explain how this work 
originated, and how it developed? 
  
Anne Bevan: I was invited to do a project 
and exhibition on the island of North Uist in the 
Outer Hebrides. My work there focused on a 
sand archive collected in the 1970s by a 
geologist; it consisted of an A4 page with a 
hand drawn map of the island outlined with 
little glued-on piles of sand. I decided to 
‘recollect’ from the same locations, to have my 
own samples, but of course it was also a very 
good excuse to explore all the beautiful white 
sandy beaches on the island.  
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When I looked into the sand with a hand 
magnifier you could see all the individual 
particles - all kinds of minerals, broken shell 
and also these tiny marine microorganisms - 
the foraminifera (or forams for short). The Uist 
beaches turned out to be covered in them, 
washed up from the depths of the North 
Atlantic Ocean.  Somehow I just wasn’t 
expecting to find them there. 
  Before this, as part of another project, 
I’d seen them in the collections of the Natural 
History Museum in London, in ‘the Ocean 
bottom residue collection’.  There’s an 
entire room of them - cabinets of drawers, 
filled with glass slides that are full of forams 
collected from historic expeditions such as the  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Challenger and the Beagle…it is really the 
stuff of museums. 

It was when I took some of my 
collected sand from North Uist to the Geology 
Department at the University of Edinburgh that I 
really began to see what was actually in the 
sand, what it was made up of.  I’d 
approached Dr Kate Darling, a marine 
microbiologist, to see if she could help out and 
she generously welcomed me into her 
research lab, and shared all her expertise and 
experience. 

Looking through the microscopes with 
Kate was a process of revelation and 
education – both seeing and understanding 
(at least to  an  extent  for  me)  something  that  

!
Anne Bevan 
Ocean bottom residue collection, Natural History Museum, London © Bevan 
 



! 53!

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
was almost invisible, yet also so common, and 
related to my own personal experience of 
walking on a beach. 
  
New Image From Kate 
  
From the bags of sand emerged a world of 
beautiful forms, focusing in and out under the 
microscope in a mass of tiny particles. It’s 
amazing to think that our oceans are full of 
these…I find the scale is almost too much to 
comprehend. Deep geological time is 
measured through the fossil record, which is 
based on these foraminifera - 500 million years 
worth of evolution. They have been around a 
long time, and are still around, still changing. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
So relating this scale to a personal human 
perspective is part of what I’ve been trying to 
do in the work. I think being on the beach, with 
the knowledge of the archive I’d seen, helped 
in many ways to tune in to the subject 
  
S.C: You seem to have gone through a 
process of fieldwork and data gathering that 
would be familiar to a biologist. However, the 
way you work with this material, and your aims, 
are clearly distinct from those of the scientists 
you’ve worked with. How do you work with 
the ‘data’ and with the material ‘things’ you 
have collected? Are there particular 
resonances and differences in the way you 
examine   them,  and    the   way your scientific  

!
Kate Darling 
Close up of foraminifera © Kate Darling 
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colleagues approach them? 
  
A.B: I was lucky enough to go back to the 
beach with the marine scientists. Kate timed 
some of her field research to coincide with an 
exhibition I had in Shetland, and along with her 
research assistant we went exploring in the 
rock pools and shores of the 
Voes (narrow sea inlets). This was another 
layer to the experience of working with the 
scientists - understanding the specifics of a 
particular environment, searching for 
seaweeds that the forams might inhabit. This 
process of gathering the data is fascinating - 
searching and finding, ‘discovering’  - these 
are things that obviously resonate both with 
scientific and artistic experience. It is more in 
what you ‘do’ with the data or the collected 
material that the differences begin, we then 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 have very different aims and structures in 
developing the work. There is that common 
aspect of ‘wonder’ – revealing and opening 
something up to bring it into view, but as an 
artist I’m also very aware of the importance of 
being able to ‘wander’. I find that quite an 
important research tool. My route is certainly 
non linear and it’s often fairly unplanned. 

Kate Darling, on the other hand, is 
working with the data from the forams in order 
to find out more about climate change. She is 
taking DNA from the single cell in living 
forams.  Repetition and precision are 
essential skills for her and her small group of 
researchers; it’s a highly methodical process 
of research and analysis.   
  Their project aims to examine the 
effects of rising sea temperatures and to see 
how this is affecting the distribution of these 

!
Anne Bevan 
Looking through a hand lens on North Uist beach 2009 © Bevan 
 



! 55!

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
single cell microorganisms. Foraminifera, 
according to Kate, are ‘the keepers of 
knowledge’. Through this study they can find 
out what is really happening in the oceans, the 
shifts in ocean currents, the change in calcium 
carbonate. This is really important climate 
research. 
 
S.C: You also recently went on an offshore 
fieldtrip as part of the Capefarewell project. 
How did that sea voyage affect the way your 
work evolved?   
  
A.B: It  was  certainly  another important 
experience for me - sailing on a marine 
research boat called ‘Song of the 
Whale’ across The Minch to the island of 
Mingulay in the Hebrides. I had been asked if I 
could take some water samples for one of 
Kate’s research students who is studying 
planktonic    foraminifera     in     the    Mingulay 

 Reef, which is formed from cold water coral. 
Interestingly this place has recently been at the 
centre of controversy with local fishermen and 
a government designation for a Special Area of 
Conservation (SAC). 

Going from the close focus of the 
microscope in a science lab to the wide 
horizon of the sea was a real shift in focal 
length. It was also a shift in experience and 
understanding – from the environment of data 
and scientific analysis, to the sea with its 
histories, communities, links to food chains 
and, of course, people. 

The interesting thing about the water 
samples I took on the boat is that they 
contained no forams at all. After my initial 
disappointment, and a conversation with Kate, 
I realised that this is an integral part of the 
research process – ‘an absence’ still means 
something, at least in terms of the information 
gathered. 
  
S.C: So what was your ‘lab’ process once 
you had gathered (or failed to gather!) the 
foraminifera? 
  
A.B: Well there wasn’t much to see with the 
Mingulay samples as such, that felt more 
aboutxthexexperiencexofxcollecting.  However
with the forams found on the Uist beaches we 
took images very simply with a stereo light 
microscope,  using  multiple depths of 
field which we then composited in layers (with 
the assistance of photographer Michael 
Wolchover). This gave a certain feeling of 
being able to focus around and through the 
images.  

I was also keen to work with 3 
dimensional form – to see the inner structure of 
the chambers. I had previously experimented 
with some rather basic clay forms, partly in 
response to seeing the d’Obigny plaster 
models in the Natural History Museum. 
 The functionxofxthexd’Obignyxmodels 
is as teaching models for classification and 
taxonomy,xtheyxarexthereforexquite  simplified 
andxstylised. My ownattempts were also 
simplified,   but    I   found   that   I   was   more  

!

Anne Bevan 
Kate Darling in her lab at University of Edinburgh © Bevan 
 

Anne Bevan 
Kate Darling in her lab © Bevan 
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interested in representing the complexity 
of inner and outer form. 

I was then introduced to Dr Ian Butler 
just along the corridor in the Geosciences 
dept, who had just built a micro CT scanner. 
Up until then he hadn’t tried to scan anything 
as small as a foram at less than 1mm 
diameter, so was willing to experiment with a 
trial scan. 

The results were extremely high-
resolution xray slices – 800 of them - which 
when rendered made up a 3D rotating form. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
With further technical expertise from Mark 
Frame, who is an osteopath working with 3D 
prints of bones, we were able to achieve a 3D 
print in acrylic resin.  

I had no idea how the print would turn 
out, perhaps it would look like ‘nothing’, a 
mere blob of material. What emerged from the 
process was an intricate three-dimensional 
image. The title ‘Ghost’ seemed appropriate, 
somehow tracing the presence of its absence. 

 
S.C: The  images  generated  by  this process  

!
Anne Bevan 
Anne Bevan on ‘Song of the Whale’, Capefarewell, 2011, photograph Stephen Hurrel  © Bevan 
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seem anatomical, like looking into the hidden 
interior spaces of the body, making what is 
opaque transparent. We see ‘into’ these 
creatures, rather than bouncing off their 
surface. This seems to have been an important 
aspect to you – can you say something about 
that? 
  
A.B: Some of the images reminded me of 
ultrasounds,   which  of course  is used both in  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
obstetrics and underwater research, to 
measure depth and the seabed. The x-ray 
computed tomography (CT) scanning also has 
its origins in the medical sciences. So there are 
visual connections with the techniques. 
However there is something about the 
transparency of water and the invisibility of 
movement that I’m interested to explore. I’m 
also interested in changing states of 
substance,   so     a     transparent     or    semi 

!
Anne Bevan 
Particle, Cibicides lobatulus, giclee print 2009 © Bevan 
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transparent material might give a sense of 
being ‘in between’.  
  
S.C: What we see in these forms is actually a 
skeleton, what is left once the soft tissue is 
gone, a snapshot taken at a fixed point in the 
cycle of something that is actually in constant 
motion. Is this something you want to draw to 
the viewer’s attention? 
  
A.B: Yes, an important counterpoint to the 
details of the 3D scans and prints has been a 
series of larger constructed works. These are a 
bit like models or prototypes, in which I use 
water or sand as materials to show cycles of 
movement and stillness. For example, ‘Flow’ 
is a sculpture which produces a constant wave 
motion. Part of the intention with this 
work is to slow people down, to pause and to 
look at something, to look at or through water, 
in a sense to look at nothing. I put one foram 
(an almost invisibly tiny Japanese ‘star’ foram) 
into   the   water   as   a   kind   of homeopathic 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
addition. I’ve also been looking at marine 
energy in my work, how we harvest 
momentum from the tides or waves. 

In a further sculptural work, ‘Ebb’, the 
sand falls to form a small mound, like sediment 
on the seabed. I was thinking about these tiny 
forams sinking to form strata and layers, which 
over time become fossilised, eventually 
forming oil and gas. 

There’s a slightly strange, perhaps 
ironic,  connection  in  these   works   with   the 
harvesting of energy – on the one hand with 
fossil fuels (coming in large part from 
foraminifera) and the other from marine 
renewable devices. What we see is a fixed 
point in that energy cycle. 
   
S.C: So although the scanned images of the 
foraminifera themselves would not seem out of 
place in a strictly scientific context, you have in 
a sense ‘curated’ them alongside sculptural 
and kinetic works. You have also invited poets 
to  respond  to them, collaborating with you on  

!  Anne Bevan 
   D’Orbigny plaster models, Natural History Museum, London © Bevan 
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a publication that draws these strands 
together. It seems to me that placing the still 
images in this context draws attention to the 
role these tiny organisms play in a vast 
process of constant change, to different ways 
of looking at the images of them, and, 
ultimately, to a different way of looking at the 
very sand under our feet the next time we walk 
along a beach. 
  
A.B: Yes, I am interested in how these 
differentxxlanguagesxxx— whether xscientific, 
visual or poetic - can work alongside each 
other. The publication is a kind of anthology, 
connecting the images with poetry and prose 
from a small group of writers who I invited to 
become involved in the project. The writers 
have also responded to the scientific context, 
meeting Kate Darling and seeing what goes on 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
in the labs and field research. The result is a 
series of multiple perspectives: prose, poems 
and haikus that are intersected with the images 
of foram scans, sculpture and scientific 
information. I see the book as another space 
to curate and experiment with. People 
can sometimes become quite fixed in how 
they see and categorise things, boundaries 
tend to form and become set.  I 
probably work more with shifting, moving 
boundaries, like the tide, or the sea. 
 
S.C: You’ve chosen to give this body of work 
the  title   ‘Things Unseen’.  The  environmental 
impact of our actions is often similarly 
‘unseen’, either because it’s invisibly vast, 
distant, or gradual, like atmospheric carbon 
emissions and climate change, or because it’s 
hidden  by  our  own  lack of awareness. Artists  

!Anne Bevan 
Computer scans in Ian Butler’s lab, University of Edinburgh 2012 © Bevan 
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are often called upon to bring such things into 
view, to contribute to raising environmental 
awareness and hence a more ethical relation 
to the natural world. It’s also the case that we 
don’t ‘see’ things when our senses have 
become dulled by familiarity and so we are not 
paying attention. You describe a moment of 
wonder when for the first time you see sand 
through a microscope and suddenly it 
becomes strange and new, and I’m sure the 
beach looked different next time you went as a  
‘result. Do you think that as a visual artist you 
have a particular role or responsibility to 
making such unseen things visible, by making 
the familiar strange again? 
  
A.B: I don’t feel a role or responsibility to work 
in any particular way; however, I’ve always 
been interested in our relationship to familiar 
places and things, so inevitably I tend make 
work about this. I am also generally concerned 
about the ‘things we cannot see’. I grew up on 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
an island in Orkney, across the water from an 
oil terminal and a nuclear power station. I used 
to help my Dad collect kelp from the beach for 
fertiliser for his onion patch; he decided to stop 
as he heard that the seaweed might be 
contaminated with low level radioactivity. These 
‘unseen things’ stick with you in life, so as an 
artist they’re just there in what you do and what 
concerns you. Hopefully as a result, 
somewhere in this process, senses will be 
sharpened and awareness alerted. I feel that it 
is really important that we begin to look at our 
marine environment differently, we do need a 
change of view, and art and poetry can be part 
of that change. 
  
S.C: This concern with ‘things we cannot see’ 
shows itself in your earlier work as well, such 
as ‘Undercover’ and ‘Source’. As with this 
more recent work, you seem to be thinking 
about the unseen aspects of familiar things 
and places, drawing our attention to these as a  

Anne Bevan 
Ghost’, 3 D acrylic resin print, 2012, photograph by Michael Wolchover © Anne Bevan 
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way of re-awakening that sense of wonder you 
mentioned before. Can you say something 
about these earlier works and the relationship 
they have with the current directions your work 
is taking? 
 
A.B: Both of those works involved the 
question ‘what’s in the water’? The research for 
‘Undercover’ was concerned with the supply of 
our drinking water and resulting cleansing 
processes, while ‘Source’ involved a physical 
exchange of sea water, from Italy to Orkney. I 
wanted to place a sculpture in the sea, which 
would appear and disappear with the tide. I 
used a transparent column, which became a 
kind of barometer or giant test tube, which was 
then filled with water transported from Venice. 
This became a sort of cultural exchange of 
seawater,   from   the   classical   Laguna  to a 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
harbour in the North Atlantic. In order to 
transport the water it had to be tested - 
revealing the make up of the micro fauna within 
the water column. The list of names was 
beautifully poetic, however they remained 
invisible in terms of their shape and form. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 !

Anne Bevan 
Flow, 2012 © Anne Bevan, Michael Wolchover 
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‘Ebb’, 2012, photograph Michael Wolchover © Anne Bevan 
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about these earlier works and the relationship 
they have with the current directions your work 
is taking? 
 
Slightly alarmingly, the Venetian water turned 
out to be less polluted than the local water. 
This interaction with the marine biologists and 
the resultant physical visualisation of ‘what’s in 
the sea’ has certainly influenced my present 
way of re-awakening that sense of wonder you 
mentioned  before. Can  you   say   something 
work. Finding the words within the water, has 
also continued to be important, hence the 
continuing collaboration with writers such as 
Janice Galloway and the new publication 
‘Things Unspoken - Things Unseen’. 
 
 
at the heart of it is motion 
and water always water in which  
motion is perpetual 
 
if there were such things as  
apples of the moon, they would float in air as 
silver,  
sure, as this 

! 
Janice Galloway 2012 
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n 1861, the London-born phrenologist and 
photographer Cornelius Jabez Hughes 
famously pleaded, “Hitherto photography 

has been principally content with representing 
Truth. Can its sphere not be enlarged? And 
may it not aspire to delineate Beauty, 
too?”[1] Nearly two decades earlier, however, 
another British scientist-turned-photographer 
(notably, a woman) had anticipated this call to 
action. Completed in October 1843, just four 
years after the invention of practical 
photography, the first volume of Photographs 
of British Algæ: Cyanotype Impressions by 
Anna Children Atkins (1799-1871) was the 
first ever photographically illustrated 
book.[2] However, because it was self-
published, non-camera-based, and 
principally intended as an aid to scientific 
study, its status is a forerunner to the 
autonomous art form of the photobook is 
often a matter of trivia. This thesis intends to 
demonstrate that Atkins’s work is not simply a 
book containing photographic illustrations but 
a primary document that constitutes the 
ultimate expression of an artistic vision. Along 
with    Atkins’s      remarkable    compositional  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
inventiveness, particular attention will be 
drawn to the visual and conceptual unity of 
her volumes, a quality that is seldom found to 
such a degree in other illustrated books of her 
time but would come to be characteristic of 
the modern photobook. 

Said Atkins in the preface to the first 
volume of her magnum opus, “The difficulty of 
making accurate drawings of objects as 
minute as many of the Algæ and Conferva, 
has induced me to avail myself of Sir John 
Herschel’s beautiful process of Cyanotype, to 
obtain impressions of the plants 
themselves.”[3] Expediency, however, should 
not be considered the sole motivation for 
Atkins’s choice of this curious new technique, 
which she learned directly from Herschel 
(1792-1871), a family friend, very shortly after 
he invented it. Herschel was a second-
generation astronomer (his father discovered 
the planet Uranus in 1781 while in his garden 
in Bath) and his experiments in 
photochemistry arose from his abiding 
interest in the electromagnetic spectrum[4]. 
When, in 1842, he hit upon a non-toxic 
mixture  of   two  ferric   solutions that turned a  

I  

 
 
EVER DRIFTING: 
ANNA ATKINS AND THE BIRTH 
OF THE PHOTOBOOK 
Said Anna Atkins in the preface to her magnum opus, Photographs of British Algæ: Cyanotype 
Impressions (1843), “The difficulty of making accurate drawings of objects as minute as many of the Algæ 
and Conferva, has induced me to avail myself of Sir John Herschel’s beautiful process of Cyanotype, to 
obtain impressions of the plants themselves.” The new medium’s capacity for the expedient rendering of 
fine phytotomic details was key, but equally notable is its elegant blue and white aesthetic that evokes the 
subject’s suspension in a boundless ocean. Most botanical illustrations of the nineteenth century either 
presented the specimens in multiple perspectives and stages of life –– appealing to scientific objectivity –– 
or in their natural habitats or fanciful arrangements –– appealing to romanticism. Atkins’s project, however, 
is not so easily located on this continuum; owing no particular debt to either Charles Darwin or Charles 
Dodgson, it is instead something strikingly more modern. 
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!
Anna Children Atkins 
Fig.1, Himanthalia lorea from Photographs of British Algæ: Cyanotype Impressions, 1843-1853,  
cyanotype, approx. 10 in x 8 in 
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!
Anna Children Atkins 
Fig.2, Lichina confinis, from Photographs of British Algæ: Cyanotype Impressions, 1843-1853,  
cyanotype, approx. 10 in x 8 in 
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brilliant blue when applied to an absorbent 
surface, exposed to sunlight and fixed with 
plain water, Herschel envisioned the process 
as an efficient means to reproduce 
manuscripts.[5] In very short order, however, 
Atkins brought the cyanotype into the pictorial 
realm. 

By this time, Atkins was already an 
accomplished scientific illustrator; twenty 
years before, she produced over two hundred 
engravings for the translation of Jean-Baptiste 
Lamarck’s Genera of Shells published by her 
father, the chemist-mineralogist-zoologist 
John George Children (1777-1852).[6] These 
exquisitely detailed renderings leave little 
doubt that Atkins was a draftswoman of 
considerable talent and dedication. 
Additionally, she had acquainted herself with 
watercolor painting and lithography, the 
former a fashionable pastime for 
gentlewomen of her time but the latter a 
relatively rare and specialized skill, having 
been introduced to Britain within Atkins’s 
lifetime. It was clearly not for any lack of 
experience with or access to more 
conventional methods of scientific illustration 
that Atkins was drawn to the embryonic 
medium of cameraless photography as a 
means to execute her ambitious project. 
Standing at the narrow interstice of Truth and 
Beauty and surveying her possibilities, Atkins 
chose the cyanotype medium because it was 
a beguiling experiment, and she kept with it to 
produce hundreds of plates over ten years 
because it proved to suit her needs. 

Well more than a century after 
Hughes’s plea, photo-theorist Allan Sekula 
acknowledged the incomplete reconciliation 
of Truth and Beauty in the field, which he 
suggested is “haunted by two chattering 
ghosts: that of bourgeois science and that of 
bourgeois art. The first goes on about the 
truth of appearances, about the world 
reduced to a positive ensemble of facts, to a 
constellation of knowable and possessable 
objects…The second specter offers us a 
reconstructed subject in the luminous person 
of the artist.”[7] Considering Atkins’s project 

from this perspective, it might well be argued 
that Atkins’s primary allegiance was to 
positivist scientific inquiry, since she intended 
this work to serve as a companion to William 
Henry Harvey’s unillustrated Manual of British 
Algæ (1841), which was distributed to her 
botanist colleagues throughout Great Britain. 
These original recipients included William 
Jackson Hooker, the first director of Kew 
Gardens and an early supporter of Charles 
Darwin, and Adam White, a Scottish zoologist 
with a particular interest in the study and 
classification of live specimens.[8] 

To this end, the cyanotype technique’s 
capacity for the accurate, inexpensive, safe, 
and stable rendering of fine phytotomic 
details was key, but equally notable is its 
elegant blue and white aesthetic that evokes 
the subject’s suspension in a boundless 
ocean. In other hands, this might have been a 
facile effect, but Atkins took full advantage of 
this artistic potential. She composed her 
plates with tremendous creativity, making 
them lucid reflections of scientific facts as well 
as her own luminous person. Just as 
importantly, she elected to unify the entire 
project with the exclusive use of the 
cyanotype technique in the production of 
every component of the volumes, including 
the bindings, text pages, and captions. It is 
this achievement –– the total exaltation of the 
nascent photographic medium in book form –
– that makes British Algæ relevant long after 
it has been rendered scientifically obsolete. 

In scrutinizing her individual 
photograms, it is soon made clear that Atkins 
had great skill in harmonious arrangement as 
well as a remarkable grasp of the singular 
photochemical properties of the cyanotype 
medium. She understood the visual weight of 
the intense blue negative space and the 
arresting compositions that could arise with 
the sparse interventions of a diverse array of 
translucent white forms. Among the most 
beautiful and pleasingly surreal of Atkins’s 
images is her impression of Himanthalia 
lorea, a species which is characterized by 
long  tendrils  branching  dichotomously  from  
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!
Anna Children Atkins 
Fig.3, Rhodomenia ciliata, from Photographs of British Algæ: Cyanotype Impressions, 1843-1853,  
cyanotype, approx. 10 in x 8 in 
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the center of small discs (see Image 1). Atkins 
arranged these tendrils in elegant, serpentine 
swirls, some of them terminating well within 
the picture plane and others meandering off 
the edges of the page. In existing botanical 
illustrations of the species, the entire 
specimen is shown well within the borders of 
the plate, lopped down to a manageable size 
and cajoled into rigid arrangements, either 
evenly fanned out or draped to one side. 
Perhaps paradoxically, Atkins’s photogram 
manages to look at once more naturalistically 
random and more intentionally composed; it 
reads as a plant still bobbing in the current 
but also as a meticulously balanced 
abstraction. 

Just as Atkins was willing to let her 
subjects overspill the page, she was also 
unafraid to let the blue negative space 
dominate the composition in cases where her 
specimens were very small. Lichina 
confinis is one of the more extreme examples 
of this: a compact huddle of sixteen tiny, 
rather indistinct tufts orbiting the center of the 
page and surrounded by a comparatively vast 
expanse of blue nothingness (see Image 2). 
This is, again, an intriguing compositional 
choice both from the standpoint of the marine 
taxonomer and the art historian. Few scientific 
illustrators previously took on this miniscule, 
unstructured organism, and when they did –– 
as in the immense Danish botanical 
work Flora Danica (begun in 1761)[9] –– their 
attempts to magnify it and finely render its 
details were only modestly informative. Atkins 
instead chose to emphasize the species’ 
natural predilection towards clustering 
(confinis means adjacent), letting the 
surrounding void connote their humble place 
in nature. Again, too, the result is a 
composition of peculiar minimalist beauty, 
suggesting to the uninformed viewer 
something astronomical or atmospheric as 
well as oceanic. 

Consider, as just one more example, 
the arresting visual quality of Atkins’s 
impression of Rhodomenia ciliata, in which 
the jagged, fractal-like form reveals itself like 

an electric emanation from a placid void (see 
Image 3). While in previous engravings of the 
same species the specimen has been tidied 
into a sober, near-symmetrical schematic, the 
photogram reads as a dynamic, high-contrast 
interplay of inscrutable angular forms that may 
bring to mind the jagged abstract 
expressionist paintings of Clyfford Still. It is 
perhaps tendentious to extol early 
photographs as harbingers of modernism, but 
it is a nearly irresistible inclination. In his 
account of the survey photographs of the 
American West by Timothy O’Sullivan (1840-
1882), Robin Kelsey says of a particular 
monochrome image of ancient ruins in New 
Mexico that “the picture features stark 
geometric relations, radical value contrasts, 
instances of insistent planarity and graphic 
reduction, and other qualities in keeping with 
a modernist sensibility.”[10] Whether or not 
these formal qualities are themselves 
tantamount to modernist artistic practice per 
se, it is nonetheless apparent to the modern 
observer that they are manifested even more 
purely and essentially in the pages 
of British Algæ. 

In order to understand the aesthetic 
ingenuity of Atkins’s work in its own time and 
place, though, it is necessary to further 
examine it in the context of contemporaneous 
scientific illustration. Whereas before the 
scientific revolution, depictions of plants 
typically presented the specimens in contexts 
suggesting their practical uses, most 
botanical illustrations of the nineteenth century 
either presented them against a plain 
background in multiple perspectives and 
stages of life (appealing to scientific 
objectivity) or in their natural habitats or 
fanciful arrangements (appealing to 
romanticism). English Botany by James 
Sowerby (1757-1822)[11] is representative of 
the former tendency, which, as George Levine 
wrote in Dying To Know: Scientific 
Epistemology and Narrative in Victorian 
England, required of scientists “a 
commitment to the ideal of self-
abnegation…in order  to  let  nature  speak for  
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     James Sowerby 

      Fig.4, Green Dichotomous Laver from English Botany, circa 1800, engraving, approx. 5.5 in. x 9 in. 
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itself.”[12] According to Harry Robin’s The 
Scientific Image, this responsibility was 
manifested in the field of botanical illustration 
as a fixation on “fineness…and patterns of 
growth, fastening on geometrical organizing 
principles such as the spiral.”[13] Executed 
between 1790 and 1813, each of Sowerby’s 
engraved plates features a large spread-out 
view of the plant and, in the surrounding 
space, several smaller renderings showing 
close-ups and cross-sections of the stem 
and root system as well as the flowers and 
fruit at various stages of maturity (see Image 
4). Each part of the organism is delineated in 
meticulous detail. Sowerby’s book, which 
contains of over two thousand of these 
illustrations, reflects an almost obsessive 
desire to assay and logically order the natural 
world –– and, ultimately, to possess it in 
microcosm. 

While the pursuit of objectivity was a 
key component of the Victorian ethos, so to 
was the enjoyment of wit and whimsy. At the 
far left end of the literality spectrum of 
botanical illustration lies the work of Jean 
Ignace Isidore Gérard (1803-1847), also 
known as J. J. Grandville, who produced an 
extensively annotated compilation of floral 
prints entitled The Flowers Personified, which 
appeared in England in 1847[14]. In the series, 
each species is animated in the form of a 
beautiful young maiden, attended in several 
instances by a retinue of anthropomorphized 
beasts and insects (see Image 5). In his 
representation of a thistle, the plant’s leaves 
serve as the bodice and skirt of the maiden’s 
dress and its pink blossom as a flamboyant 
hat. In a nod to Aesop, the prickly maiden 
engages with a passing donkey, who is 
dressed in the manner of a fashionable 
gentleman of the time, complete with a top 
hat and cane. The volume’s satirical intent is 
betrayed in its introduction: “Will you never, 
ladies, take pity on those poor flowers, which 
are the most frequent tribute laid at your feet? 
Will you not remember that…they have been 
brought to you that you may see them die, 
and inhale their last fragrant sighs?”[15] 

Not all examples of Victorian botanical art are 
quite so extreme; somewhere between 
Sowerby’s dispassionate cataloging and 
Gérard’s romantic tomfoolery reside various 
kinds of semi-naturalistic arrangements, like 
those of Henry Noel Humphreys (1810-1879) 
that feature multiple species of marine flora 
and fauna assembled into charming little 
underwater ornamental gardens (see Image 
6).[16] Atkins’s project, however, refuses to be 
neatly aligned on this continuum; owing no 
particular debt to either Charles Darwin or 
Charles Dodgson, it is instead something 
strikingly distinctive. To begin with, unlike 
these other examples, Atkins’s photograms 
are not idealizations of the organism. 
Grandville’s fantastic compositions are 
audaciously idealized while Sowerby’s 
unembroidered, exacting drawings are less 
obviously so, but in either case the intent is to 
convey general truths about the plant species 
at hand, whether societal or biological. 
Inasmuch as live specimens were used, then, 
they served as models rather than as 
subjects per se. Details that were broadly 
characteristic of the plant were clearly favored 
over those that only applied to the specimen. 
With Atkins’s impressions, on the other hand, 
there is parity between idiosyncratic and 
generic attributes, and thus a literal 
authenticity that necessarily surpasses even 
the most rigorous hand-drawn illustrations. 
Yet, far from being simply “facts of the most 
sterling and stubborn kind,” as Lady Eastlake 
narrowly defined the province of photography 
in 1857,[17] they are also extraordinarily 
expressive images of immediate appeal to the 
algologically uninitiated. 

However, what immediately sets 
Atkins’s images apart from the others is the 
degree of unity achieved within each page. 
For all of their conceptual and technical 
consistencies, conventional botanical 
illustrations like Sowerby’s do not cohere in 
the same way that Atkins’s do. Their various 
elements –– the primary renderings, the 
auxiliary close-ups and cutaways, and the 
captions   and   plate   numbers   ––   all differ  
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     Jean Ignace Isidore Gérard 

      Fig.5, Daisy from Flowers Personified, 1847, engraving, approx. 6.75 in. x 10.25 in 
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somewhat in style and perspective, and thus 
read as related but separate entities efficiently 
arranged upon the page. In the cases of 
Gérard and Humphreys, as well, the fact that 
the artists’ compositional authority is restricted 
to the space within ample, even margins 
reinforces the discontinuity between the visual 
and tangible elements of the images. 
With British Algæ, however, the page and the 
image are one and the same; the negative 
space, characterized in this case by brilliant 
color rather than by the typical absence of 
visual stimulus, washes over and through the 
entire plane, emphasizing the integration of 
the specimen and the pictorial surface that is 
achieved by the composition’s single planar 
perspective. 

Indeed –– if we may indulge in a bit 
more presentism –– one might be tempted to 
employ Clement Greenberg’s 1948 coinage 
“all-over”[18] to describe Atkins’s treatment of 
pictorial space and surface. In her images, 
every portion of the picture plane is evenly 
photosensitized and thus equally engaged, 
receptively and actively, in conveying the 
image. As direct contact prints, they are, to 
use Geoffrey Batchen’s evocative phrase, 
“lingering specters of total entities, a continual 
representation of the coming together of 
image and object.”[19] In this sense, the 
work’s insistent spatial unity could be said to 
have more in common with abstract 
compositions of the mid-twentieth century, 
which lack a dominant point of interest and a 
definite sense of up and down, than with 
contemporaneous scientific illustrations, 
which are rendered in a set perspective and 
further tethered into place by margins and 
captions. 

Atkins’s direct use of specimens in the 
creation of botanical prints, while a vital 
characteristic that sets her project apart from 
the status quo, was not in itself 
unprecedented. In Sun Gardens, Larry 
Schaaf notes that Atkins’s project predates 
the electrotype process, which allowed molds 
of organic objects to be plated with metal and 
printed from, and he thus asserts that 

“before British Algæ, the only illustrated 
catalogues for botanical collections were 
made with hand-drawn artist impressions or 
sometimes with actual plants pasted on the 
pages of books.”[20] However, this is not the 
case. A 2010 exhibition at the International 
Print Center in New York entitled Propagating 
Eden included examples of nature printing –– 
the technique of taking planar impressions 
from the surface of organic forms –– that pre-
dated Atkins’s work by several decades. 
Described by the curators as a 
“process…suggested by nature itself, in fossil 
remains…revealing scientific evidence of the 
origins of life and clues to the myriad 
pathways of evolution,” the tradition can also 
be traced back to the silhouetted handprints 
found in prehistoric caves.[21] 

Some of the earliest known instances 
of direct relief printing from dried plants are 
those by Johann Hieronymus Kniphof (1707-
1763), the keeper of the city garden in Erhurt, 
Germany, who carefully pressed floral 
specimens onto black ink and then hand-
colored the resulting prints (see Image 7). A 
somewhat different technique was employed 
by Christian Gottlieb Ludwig (1709-1773), 
also remembered for his extensive 
correspondence with Carl Linnaeus, the 
“Father of Taxonomy,” who laid the 
specimens onto the paper, covered them with 
dark dust and then filled in the resulting 
outlines in watercolor paint. While Kniphof’s 
prints are held to be quite botanically detailed, 
Ludwig’s were characterized as “highly 
stylized [and] at times even coarse and 
childlike” since so much of the rendering was 
still left up to the colorist.[22] A third very 
interesting example is Benjamin Franklin’s 
incorporation of leaf impressions onto printed 
currency as an effective anti-counterfeiting 
measure. This use of the technique was 
certainly well off the beaten path of botanical 
illustration per se, but it is significant as an 
experiment in printing by a noted polymath 
that was ultimately employed on a mass 
scale. 
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!    Henry Noel Humphreys 
     Fig.6, Geniaster Equetres, Edwardia Vestita from Ocean Flowers, 1857, engraving, approx. 5 in. x 7 in 



! 76!

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Atkins’s nature prints are still quite 

unlike the above examples. In particular, it is 
notable that hers are impressions of living 
organisms plucked straight from water 
whereas the others are traces of dried and 
pressed specimens. From the botanist’s 
standpoint, the photograms convey the 
physical attributes of the various species 
much as they are found in nature. The same 
certainly cannot be said for the relief prints of 
Kniphof and Ludwig, whose linear fidelity 
ultimately serves to accentuate the flowers’ 
lifeless flatness, an effect that is scarcely 
mitigated by their vibrant coloring. British 
Algæ is, therefore, a true pictorial 
representation of a group of organisms and 
not just an illustrated catalog of an herbarium. 
This is a significant insight in terms of the 

reception of early photography; Geoffrey 
Batchen notes in Burning With Desire that 
several journalists of the 1840s used the 
term necromancy –– the summoning of the 
once living and now dead –– to describe 
“photography’s peculiar temporal 
characteristics, in particular its ability to bring 
past and present together in one visual 
experience.”[23] We can also appreciate the 
formidable technical challenge of artfully 
arranging sopping wet plants directly on 
paper. With dried and pressed specimens, 
the material has already been acclimated into 
the realm of paper collage in which all 
components are planar and static –– and 
consequently indefinitely movable; not so with 
paper and algae. Moreover, Atkins’s 
unprecedented reconciliation of paper and 
dynamic, three-dimensional organic material 
is another manifestation of unity in her project: 
much of the visual oneness of her 
compositions can be attributed to the true 
physical unification of two unlikely 
substances. 

In Pictorial Effect in Photography, 
Henry Peach Robinson advised early 
practitioners that “however prolific a man may 
be in ideas, he cannot express these ideas 
intelligibly until he has learned…laws of 
construction. Balance and unity are principles 
of construction upon which must be based 
every intention…Unity has been well defined 
as the keystone of nature, and expresses the 
harmony of the Divine mind as rendered in 
creation.”[24] Robinson was emphasizing the 
importance of unity and balance within the 
single image, but Atkins took this directive to 
a higher level. In further investigating British 
Algæ, we must look closely at the sense of 
oneness sustained across the entirety of her 
volumes. Both in terms of its organizing 
principles and its tangible form, the book is 
strongly pulled together by Atkins’s 
undiminished authorial agency. Indeed, in the 
course of this analysis, there are several 
points at which the notions of unity and 
authority are impossible to differentiate. This is 
only  appropriate  in  light  of John  Gossage’s  

!
    Johann Hieronymus Kniphof 
     Fig.7, from Botanica in originali seu herbarium vivum,  
     1758-1763, nature print 
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   Anna Chi ldren Atkins 

     Fig.8, Back wrapper from Photographs of British Algæ: Cyanotype Impressions, 1843-1853, cyanotype approx. 10 in x 8 in 
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oft-quoted dictum that a good photobook 
“should make [the] work function as a 
concise world within the book itself”[25] –– a 
goal for which concept and presentation are 
equally decisive. 

It is first essential to recognize 
that British Algæ could only be as personally 
expressive as it was because of Atkins’s lack 
of obligation to established conventions in 
both the worlds of science and fine art. 
Atkins’s status as an upper-class woman in 
early Victorian England –– the daughter of a 
prominent all-around scientist and the wife of 
a railway promoter and plantation owner –– 
meant that she had few formal professional 
opportunities but abundant time and 
resources to pursue her passions. In specific, 
botany was an approved pursuit for ladies: 
the Botanical Society in London admitted 
women from the time of its founding in 1836 
with only a few grumbles of dissent, and 
Atkins joined in 1839.[26] The collection and 
identification of plants, and algæ in 
particular, was enough in vogue among 
amateurs that Queen Victoria’s daughters 
were rumored to have kept pressed seaweed 
collections. 

The advent of algology as a 
fashionable hobby was in part due to an 
upswell in romantic notions about the 
seashore. According to artist and writer Liz 
Hager, “attitudes toward the seashore were 
changing greatly––the notion of the ocean’s 
edge as a territory marked by piracy, 
smuggling, and wreckage was beginning to 
disappear” and give way to the concept of 
the beach as a venue for the leisure-seeking 
masses.[27] The romanticization of algæ as a 
charming accoutrement of the shore reached 
a crescendo in the work of several leading 
nineteenth-century poets, including Henry 
Wadsworth Longfellow, whose poem entitled 
“Seaweed” concludes with the stanza “Ever 
drifting, drifting, drifting / On the shifting / 
Currents of the restless heart; / They, like 
hoarded / Household words, no more 
depart.”[28] James Russell Lowell, an 
American-born poet who resided for a time in 

England, also wrote a poem with the same 
title, and a popular doggerel by one Mrs. E. L. 
Aveline even makes the explicit appeal, “Call 
us not weeds, we are flowers of the sea, for 
lovely, and gay, and bright tinted are we!”[29] 

All of this is not to diminish the 
consequence of Atkins’s work to serious 
scientific study; it is only to historically 
illuminate the creative license that she was 
able to take in terms of the organization of her 
project. In structuring British Algæ, Atkins 
followed William Henry Harvey’s classificatory 
system as set forth in his Manual inasmuch 
as she adopted his Latinate nomenclature, 
but she dispensed with other major elements 
of his scheme.[30] Atkins noted in the preface, 
“I have intentionally departed from the 
systematic arrangement that I might give 
specimens of very various characters as a 
sample.”[31] The result is delightful formal 
heterogeneity that counterbalances the 
book’s narrow concept and the uniformity of 
its execution. In perusing British Algæ we 
encounter such attractive juxtapositions 
as Chordaria flagelliformis, whose fine tendrils 
reach to every corner of the page 
and Mesogloia moniliformis, whose small 
shrublike form appears quite alone and adrift, 
or the globular Asperococcus Turneri and 
wispy Myriotrichia claviformis. Atkins, 
however, explained that her deviation from 
Harvey’s “proper” ordering of species was 
due to a lack of available samples,[32] and so 
this effect must be considered at least in part 
a happy accident. 

On the other hand, Atkins’s most 
notable departure from Harvey’s system was 
unquestionably an authorial choice, and this 
was her jettisoning of his color classification 
scheme, which divided species into red, 
green, and olive groups.[33] This decision 
unquestionably compromised her book’s 
taxonomic functionality; in 1849, while Atkins 
was still in the middle of her project, Harvey 
published an illustrated edition of 
his Manual in which all the plates are color-
coded according to this tripartite system.[34]  
Ultimately,  though,  Atkins’s  decision  to treat  
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color as a unifying force rather than a 
discriminatory one ensured the book’s 
cohesiveness as a single creative entity. 
What, after all, would characteristically define 
Atkins’s tomes if they were not emphatically 
blue? Just as each plate’s poetic beauty 
relies upon the finely nuanced interplay of 
cyan and white, the book as a whole is unified 
by this quietly stunning color scheme. In The 
Printed Picture, Richard Benson speaks of the 
cyanotype technique’s relentless blueness as 
its “one serious drawback…we can accept 
the world turned into a neutral gray…but the 
blue does become tiresome after a 
while.”[35] However, in being monochromatic 
but not black and white, British 
Algæ manages a resolute uniformity while 
standing in vibrant contradistinction to the 
predominantly neutral gray illustration of the 
time. 

It is wondrous, perhaps above all else, 
that every element of Atkins’s book, including 
the title page, introduction, and front and back 
wrappers, is a cameraless photograph; the 
text components are contact prints of Atkins’s 
own handwriting and even the outer wrappers 
are treated pages that she evenly exposed to 
light (see Image 8). Therefore, when one 
handles the book, one first encounters 
uniform   fields   of  color  unadorned by either 

 
 

text or image and disrupted only by small 
parallel wrinkles caused by the stitching. It 
reflects, one could venture, the experience of 
the intrepid algologist who stands at the 
ocean’s edge seeing nothing but an opaque, 
rippling expanse of blue until something of 
interest emerges. As one turns through the 
pages, the assorted specimens appear from 
the cobalt void, which from page to page 
goes through subtle variations in tone and 
intensity. 

All of this evocativeness aside, the fact 
that Atkins utilized photography in every part 
of the book’s creation suggests that she was 
as interested in comprehensively investigating 
the scope of the new medium as she was the 
scope of seaweed life in Great Britain. In 
1839, William Henry Fox Talbot (1800-1877), 
the inventor of the calotype, sent a contact 
print of a sprig of heather to Sir John Herschel 
with a note reading, “The enclosed scrap is to 

   Anna Chi ldren Atkins 
    Fig.9, Title Page from Photographs of British Algæ:   
     Cyanotype  Impressions, 1843-1853, cyanotype  
     approx. 10 in x 8 in 

   Wil l iam Henry Fox Talbot 
     Fig.10, Title Page from The Pencil of Nature, 1884 
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illustrate what I call ‘Every man his own printer 
& publisher’ –– to enable poor authors to 
make facsimiles of their own 
handwriting.”[36] Yet Talbot’s landmark 
book, The Pencil of Nature, was published 
eight months after British Algæ by Longman, 
Brown, Green & Longmans with 
conventionally bound and typeset pages 
embellished with engraved borders and 
initials; the twenty-four calotypes were tipped 
in by hand. It is often remarked, in support of 
the position that The Pencil of Nature should 
rightfully be considered the first ever 
photobook, that it was the first mass-
produced book to use photography.[37] This is 
an impotent distinction; for one, only about 
twenty copies of Talbot’s book are known to 
have survived. More significantly, though, the 
book’s trappings of mass production are only 
irrelevant obfuscations of Talbot’s 
photographic artistry. 

Atkins’s use of the cyanotype 
technique to reproduce her handwriting is not 
only the first manifestation of Talbot’s self-
publishing prophecy but is also of direct 
aesthetic relevance to the content of her 
book. Carol Armstrong opines that because 
“Atkins’s albums are largely without text and 
what text there is handwritten…they perform 
an end run around the problem of assimilating 
the photograph to the printed page.”[38] It is 
perhaps more impressive, however, that 
Atkins managed to assimilate the printed 
page to the photograph. In terms of the 
development of the photobook, Atkins’s 
treatment of text is one of the most 
revolutionary aspects of her project. Rather 
than allowing a typesetter to bound her 
images within arbitrary borders and populate 
the resulting white space with printed text as 
did Talbot and her many botanical artist 
predecessors, Atkins again seized full creative 
control over the entire picture plane. The 
laconic, idiosyncratic quality of her cursive text 
matches the color scheme of the algæ 
specimens and echoes their varied organic 
linearity, and the oceanic blue is allowed to 
spill over the edges. This marvelous aesthetic 

achievement, crucial to both the visual unity 
within the images and between them, was a 
revolutionary choice that presages the 
modern photobook author’s demand for all-
encompassing harmony of design. 

The Contents pages in the book are 
noteworthy because of the pale boxes 
surrounding the text, which betray the use of a 
rectangular negative or one sort or another, 
which is otherwise not an expected part of the 
photogram process. But, in the context of 
book design, the most intriguing pages in 
Atkins’s volumes may well be her title pages, 
which in their union of handwritten text and 
ornamental montage bring new significance 
to W.J.T. Mitchell’s famous “inability to 
discover a firm, unequivocal basis for the 
distinction between words and 
images.”[39] There is perhaps no other 
element of the project that so smartly 
demonstrates Atkins’s comprehension of the 
collaborative dynamic between herself and 
ultraviolet light. Noting simply the title and 
volume number (British Algæ Vol.I.), Atkins’s 
calligraphy appears to be delicately adorned 
with translucent strands of algæ –– 
presumably culled from redundant specimens 
in her herbarium –– giving the impression that 
the strokes of the letters are budding stipes 
(see Image 9). In Reading Photobooks, 
Andrea Jeannette Nelson argued that “as a 
completely visual work, the photobook 
depends heavily on layout design and the 
tension between language and photograph is 
never completely resolved.”[40] Seldom, 
however, do text and image come so close to 
a graceful unification as in Atkins’s title pages. 

A visual comparison between these 
pages and that of The Pencil of Nature, 
which is incongruously adorned with an 
engraved red and black scallop motif border, 
is especially revelatory (see Image 10). 
However, the lack of visual unity in Talbot’s 
book is an apt reflection of its lack of topical 
focus. Talbot’s publication was intended as a 
showy advertisement of the many practical 
and creative uses to which photography 
might   be   put,   and   as   such  it  was not a  
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“concise world” of images but a broad 
compendium. As well, much of its didactic 
power was in the text rather than in the 
images themselves: one image of a cabinet 
of china, for example, is accompanied by the 
suggestion that “…should a thief afterwards 
purloin the treasures…[the picture] would 
certainly be evidence of a novel kind.” 
Atkins’s handmade volumes, on the other 
hand, far more impellingly demonstrated the 
new medium’s self-sufficiency from any 
preexisting modes of communication. While 
Talbot’s photographs –– which also included 
a facsimile of a printed page of text –– 
showcased the medium’s hypothetical 
capacities within a customary disseminational 
framework, Atkins’s work quietly readapted 
the entire framework to suit her particular 
needs. In his introduction to a 1969 facsimile 
of The Pencil of Nature, the eminent 
photographic historian Beaumont Newhall 
wrote that the work “stands in relation to the 
history of photography as does the 
Gutenberg Bible to printing.”[41] But it is 
Atkins’s book that, like Gutenberg’s, led by 
example rather than edict; it might be said 
that Atkins’s book is a book about algæ, but 
it is a book of photography. 

After The Pencil of Nature, the next 
several photobooks to be published were 

extensive photographic surveys of the Near 
East, which, like Talbot’s and Atkins’s books 
(and, indeed, like many deluxe publications of 
the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries) were 
issued in parts. The first of these was Maxime 
du Camp’s Égypte, nubie, palestine et 
syrie (1852),[42] which was produced during a 
three-year sojourn in the company of Gustave 
Flaubert funded by the French Ministry of 
Education.[43] The salted paper prints 
depicting scores of famous vistas and ancient 
monuments, executed in a straightforward 
style that favored “neat, documentary 
clarity…frontal view[s] and midday 
light,”[44] were much in demand for their 
iconographic content, if not as art objects per 
se. Du Camp’s book, and the very similar 
archaeological studies by John Beasley 
Greene, Auguste Salzmann, and Captain 
Linnaeus Tripe that were soon to 
follow,[45] show much more internal 
consistency than The Pencil of Nature in 
terms of theme, but they are scarcely any 
more aesthetically unified. Pasted into the 
captioned pages of gilt-stamped leather 
volumes, they conform to a generations-old 
paradigm of illustrated book design in which 
the images –– ostensibly the main feature –– 
are only superficially integrated into the whole 
(see Image 11). 

In fully contextualizing British 
Algæ’s overall design, it may also be useful 
to compare it to other illustrated books from 
mid-nineteenth century England that relate to 
neither photography nor botany. Photography 
was, after all, just one of many inventions of 
the mid-nineteenth century that affected the 
production of illustrated books. Like nearly 
everything else at the time, book 
manufacturing became increasingly 
industrialized. Mechanization drastically 
lowered the costs of papermaking and 
binding, and new developments in 
printmaking –– chiefly, the arrival of the steel 
engraving plate and the lithograph stone, 
which could turn out images almost ad 
infinitum unlike the woodblock or copper 
plate  ––  allowed   for  the  publication of very  

!
    Maxime Du Camp 
      Fig.11, Dromos et Pylone du grand Temple d’Isis, a Philae,  
      1850, salted paper print, approx. 12.5 in. x 18.5 in 
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large editions of profusely illustrated 
publications at reasonable prices.[46] Even 
before the advent of the commercial 
photogravure process in 1878, the 
bookmaking industry had been thoroughly 
revolutionized in terms of production and 
consumption; in aesthetic terms, however, the 
results of these innovations were generally 
less than revolutionary despite the many new 
creative possibilities they offered. Specifically, 
they do not evince the same kind of visual 
harmony achieved by Atkins’s wholehearted 
embrace of her new medium. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The advent of steel plate engraving 
was a significant technical improvement upon 
copperplate engraving with regard to 
durability, but lithography above all else 
opened up brand new creative possibilities: 
the process allowed artists to create delicately 
tonal compositions resembling charcoal, 
watercolor, and pencil drawings and print 
them thousands of times without any 
deterioration. In auditing early examples of 
lithography in books, however, it is very 
difficult to discern much influence of the new 
media    upon     the    overall    concept   and  
 

!
    Richard Parkes Bonington 
     Fig.12,  Lac Lomond from Vues pittoreques de l’ecosse, 1826, lithograph, approx. 8.25 in. x 9 in 
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  Anna Chi ldren Atkins 
    Fig.13, Alaria esculenta from Photographs of British Algæ: Cyanotype Impressions, 1843-1853, cyanotype, 
     approx. 10 in x 8 in 
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execution of the volumes. Thomas 
Barker’s Studies of Rustic Figures (1813),[47] 
for instance, is comprised of crosshatched 
sketches of poor children and old men; none 
of lithography’s remarkable tonal capacities 
are utilized. Slightly later works by Richard 
Parkes Bonington (1802-1828), Samuel Prout 
(1784-1852), and John Cooke Bourne (1814-
1896)[48] begin to explore subtle tonality in soft 
but detailed renderings of panoramic scenes 
and smaller vignettes, but they are still 
pointlessly trapped within conventional fine-
lined borders with engraved captions beneath 
(see Image 12). 

With the use of multiple lithography 
stones, printmakers could finally produce 
images in brilliant color, but again, when this 
immense artistic potential is played out, it is 
restricted to arbitrary boundaries. 
Chromolithography soon became a popular 
medium for topographical albums; according 
to Martin Hardie’s English Coloured Books, 
“from 1837, there is an endless succession of 
books illustrated in this manner…They 
assume a stereotyped form…the pictorial title 
page, the dedication page in lithographic 
‘copper-plate’ writing, and the succession of 
tinted landscape views.”[49] But why should 
these practitioners have fallen into a design 
stereotype established by previous modes of 
illustration? The ability to create images in full 
color without the need for hand-tinting 
afforded artists and editors virtually endless 
new possibilities, but few if any artists and 
editors challenged the obsolete notion that 
book illustrations had to be buffered by 
copious white space, captioned and 
introduced in black lettering, and bound in 
embossed calfskin. In other worlds, the 
images and the books that contained them 
were not united in a concise world. 

Seemingly, these innovations in 
printmaking were treated as advancements in 
illustration but not as vehicles for creative 
insurgency. There is also very little in the 
practices of chromolithography or steel 
engraving and their use in the making of 
illustrated books that is particularly self-

reflexive. We have seen, on the other hand, 
that Atkins’s exclusive use of the cyanotype 
technique throughout her decade-long 
project was not only a practical means to an 
end but was a self-guided expedition to the 
creative bounds of cameraless photography. 
In examining her volumes, the process by 
which the images were brought forth is made 
manifest; unlike with the inherent legerdemain 
of lithography or engraving, Atkins’s images 
are not only a candid disclosure of the 
algæ specimen’s physical attributes but of 
the unique attributes of photography. 
Because of this thorough engagement with 
the medium, British Algæ serves as an 
interesting entry point into several pivotal 
issues in the theorization of photography. 

Much may be made of the indexicality 
of Atkins’s images inasmuch as they are 
immediate traces of the specimens as she 
arranged them, resulting from the direct 
proximity of the subject and the substrate. 
However, it could be said that other existing 
forms of nature printing share a very similar 
quality: direct relief prints and electroplate 
impressions also snugly fit the definition of an 
index –– “a proper sign where the motivation 
is due to some kind of physical connection or 
causal relation.”[50] More pertinently, Atkins’s 
images are palpable substantiations of a far 
more fundamental element of photography: 
the sustained effect of light upon paper. This 
is evoked in each of her plates, but it is 
particularly salient in the case of specimens of 
variable translucency like Alaria esculenta, 
which commences with an opaque network of 
roots and extends into a long, diaphanous 
frond, which Atkins has folded on itself twice 
so as to be fully accommodated on the page 
(see Image 13). In appreciating the delicate 
variations in the tonality of the frond, we 
recognize that these nuances reflect the 
action of a single light source that, upon 
Atkins’s command, partially penetrated the 
organic material and caused a reaction in the 
treated paper underneath. They bear vivid 
witness to the fleeting union of plant and 
paper  as  well as the permanent union of light  
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   Anna Chi ldren Atkins 
    Fig.14, Fucus nodusus from Photographs of British Algæ: Cyanotype Impressions, 1843-1853, cyanotype, approx. 10 in x 8 in 
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and chemicals. 
Geoffrey Batchen wrote that “a 

photograph explicitly directs attention to the 
temporal implications of its own process of 
representation; it depicts a set of objects in 
fixed spatial relations at a given moment in 
real time.”[51] Along similar lines, Rosalind 
Krauss defined photography as “the image of 
simultaneity, of the way that everything within 
a given space at a given moment is present 
to everything else.”[52] If these assertions are 
true of camera-based photographs, they can 
only be even truer of Atkins’s photograms. A 
traditional camera-based photograph of the 
same sample of Alaria esculenta that Atkins 
used would have required one light source to 
illuminate the composition at the moment of 
exposure and different one to cause that 
image to appear in the final print. Such an 
image might also aptly express the density of 
the specimen, but hardly in such an 
immediate way. Likewise, when we notice 
blurring in Atkins’s images, it directly attests to 
the dimensionality of the subject. A good 
example of this –– and a counterexample 
to Alaria esculenta’s subtle shifts from solid 
gossamer –– is Fucus nodusus, which is so 
thick that few of its stems and vesicles can 
make complete contact with the paper and 
thus is rendered without the linear crispness 
that defines so many of the other plates (see 
Image 14). A camera lens can only precisely 
focus on one distance at a time and there is a 
gradual decrease in clarity on each side of 
that distance, but that depth of field can be 
manipulated by the photographer; with 
Atkins’s images, relative clarity is a basically 
unmediated factor in the image. Yet, like the 
issue of translucency, it is a purely 
photographic phenomenon, something which 
hand-drawn images or even nature prints 
cannot represent. 

Camera-based photography’s ability to 
record a vast amount of visual information 
quickly and then reiterate it indefinitely at 
different times and places is precisely what 
has made it vulnerable to the criticism that it is 
irreconcilably dissimilar –– and necessarily 

inferior –– to other forms of representation. In 
considering a portrait by Lee Friedlander 
which depicts a thicket of trees in the 
background, the literary theorist Walter Benn 
Michaels concluded, “What Friedlander had 
to do to get those 78 trees into the picture is 
radically unlike what a painter would have to 
do –– the painter has to place them there; the 
photographer has allowed them to 
appear.”[53] Essentially, Michaels’s claim is 
that there is an endemic disunity in 
photography between elements that appear 
due to the will of the photographer and those 
that appear more or less by chance. 

However, what Atkins had to do to get 
her 424 plants into the picture is radically 
unlike what either a painter or a cameraman 
would have to do. She, for one, had to collect 
them, identify them, and keep them alive, 
which neither of the other artists had to 
concern themselves with. Then, in the 
execution of each image, she had to arrange 
the subject on the substrate, which, like the 
work of a painter upon a canvas, involved a 
great deal of creative latitude. Indeed, 
photography was a generous medium for 
Atkins as it was for Friedlander in terms of the 
revelation of minute details; in each case one 
may “creep over the surface of the picture 
with his microscope and find every leaf 
perfect,” to borrow Oliver Wendell Holmes 
Sr.’s turn of phrase.[54] Still, with Atkins’s 
images, far less can be attributed to 
serendipity. Susan Sontag asserted in her 
1977 collection of essays On 
Photography that “the painter constructs; the 
photographer discloses.”[55] However, British 
Algæ required a great deal of construction, 
both in the composition of the individual 
plates and the assembly of the volumes. If 
some photographs are weakened by disunity 
arising from a lack of consistent and constant 
intentionality, Atkins’s are certainly not among 
them. 

To Michaels’s criticism of 
photography, the English art critic and painter 
John Berger might add, “By their nature, 
photographs   have   no   rarity value. The very  
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principle of photography is that the resulting 
image is not unique, but on the contrary 
infinitely reproducible. Let us consider them 
no closer to works of art than 
cardiograms.”[56] This is, in a way, another 
claim of endemic disunity –– this time, 
between the observed product and the 
circumstances of its creation. Again, Atkins’s 
photographs can be recruited to counter 
these kinds of disparagements. So much of 
their beauty lies in her skillful arrangement of 
the specimens, and this had to be repeated 
each time she made a new print of the image. 
Each exposure of the same specimen, 
therefore, is slightly different; one might 
notice, for instance, that in one iteration 
of Cystoseira fœniculacea, some of the fine, 

vein-like stems are touching each other that 
are separated by a few millimeters in another. 
However, even when these discrepancies are 
completely unappreciable, the prints have 
inherent rarity value in that they are the direct 
result of the essential compositional action –– 
to a much greater degree, one might argue, 
than are lithographs and etchings. In his 
landmark book Camera Lucida, Roland 
Barthes opined that “what the photograph 
reproduces to infinity has occurred only once: 
the photograph mechanically repeats what 
could never be repeated 
existentially.”[57] Atkins’s images, though, are 
just as unrepeatable as the actions that 
caused them. 

Since the camera and the edition 
(whether limited or mass) have become 
central to photography, it would be easy 
enough to dismiss Atkins’s self-published 
book of handmade photograms as an unruly 
young offshoot of the field and therefore 
indemnify it and these criticisms of the media 
from each other. We must recognize, 
however, that British Algæ speaks directly to 
the essence of photographic practice: the 
agency of light upon paper by the agency of 
an artist working to materialize a cohesive 
artistic ambition. It was the Hungarian artist 
László Moholy-Nagy, who is remembered for 
his photograms as well as his film 
photographs both in black and white and in 
color, who most eloquently made the case for 
cameraless images being the most basic 
kind of photographs. In 1925, he wrote: “In 
the photography of earlier days the fact was 
completely neglected that the light-sensitivity 
of a chemically prepared surface…was one of 
the basic elements of the photographic 
process…We have hitherto used the 
capacities of the camera in a secondary 
sense only.”[58] A half a century later, Rosalind 
Krauss concurred: “The photogram only 
forces or makes explicit what is the case of all 
photography.”[59] 

Regarding Atkins’s many 
idiosyncrasies, Carol Armstrong felt that 
“instead of committing herself to the efficient 

!
   Unknown Photographer 
    Fig.15, portrait of Anna Children Atkins (1799-1871),  
     albumen print, 1861 
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advancement of photography and science, 
Atkins wandered into a photographic and 
scientific cul de sac, and, liking it there, 
stayed to entertain herself.”[60] But British 
Algæ was not just an amusing detour off the 
beaten path; after all, having begun her 
project only a few years after the invention of 
the first practical photographic processes, 
what path was there to have followed? It is 
perhaps true that Talbot’s crisp, literal 
calotypes in The Pencil of Nature would 
prove to be the more normative contributions 
to photography, but to theorize the evolution 
of the medium as an orderly March of 
Progress would be an unfortunate 
misinterpretation. From the start, photography 
and the related practice of the photobook 
have been remarkably multifarious fields in 
which technical innovations arrive at a 
dizzying pace and formal orthodoxies are 
challenged almost as soon as they are 
established. If the modern photobook does 
have one abiding theme, however, it is 
conceptual and visual unity, and Anna 
Children Atkins achieved this brilliantly (see 
Image 15). We must, at the very least, 
regard Photographs of British Algæ: 
Cyanotype Impressions as a nascent 
glimmer of the promise that photography held 
as an autonomous form of expression both 
on the scale of the single image and the 
complete book. The proper role of 
photography would long be widely 
considered, as Charles Baudelaire put it, “that 
of handmaid of the arts and sciences, but 
their very humble handmaid,”[61] but the 
enduring appeal of Atkins’s project outside 
the context of Harvey’s Manual –– its would-
be “master” in this disconcerting metaphor –– 
is proof that such naysayers were woefully 
shortsighted. 
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The rise and fall of Rayfish Footwear took place within a period of seven months. The story began with the 
launch of the corporate website, commercial, CEO lecture and online design tool. The startup immediately 
received significant media attention and seemed bound for success, however, there were critical petitions 
against the company's instrumental use of animals. While almost ten thousand people had signed their own 
fish sneaker, animal rights activists broke into the company and released all the fishes into the ocean...

A portfolio of Rayfish Footwearʼs campaign 

  Rayf ish Footware 
    Nemo, created on 06/08/12 by veggie-o, from the series design by users © Rayfish Footwear 

RAYFISH FOOTWEAR
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  Rayf ish Footware 
    Toxic, created on 29/05/12 by rex sercena, from the series design by users © Rayfish Footwear 

  Rayf ish Footware 
    Lemonade Four Loko, created on 12/06/12 by moses, from the series design by users © Rayfish Footwear
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Rayfish footweaR gRows 
bio-customized sneakeRs

FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE - MAY 25TH 2012PRESS RELEASE RAYFISH FOOTWEAR 

DOWNLOAD PRESSKIT WITH IMAGES AND VIDEOS AT

WWW.RAYFISH.COM/PRESS/

INQUIRIES CAN BE ADDRESSED TO: 

BARBARA POOL

HEAD OF PUBLIC RELATIONS 

PR@RAYFISH.COM

+852 8175 8140

WWW.RAYFISH.COM

TRANSGENIC STINGRAY LEATHER USED TO CREATE UNIQUELY PERSONALIZED PRODUCT. 
Thai company Rayfish Footwear Inc. has pioneered the process of “bio- customization”, a groundbreaking 
concept in personalized consumer products. Using coloration and patterning genes from existing animal 
species, engineers at Rayfish Footwear produce stingray leather with a near-infinite variety of naturally 
grown designs. Customers visiting the company’s website Rayfish.com can design a pattern to be grown 
on a transgenic stingray, which will subsequently be transformed into a one-of-a-kind stingray leather 
sneaker at the company’s Chon Buri facility.

With their unparalleled degree of customization – no two pairs are alike, even at a genetic level – these shoes 
should appeal to a diverse group of sneaker lovers. Incorporating stingray leather, one of the most durable kinds 
of leather, these shoes are ready for the street with hand-stitched details, thick laces, and sturdy soles. Rayfish 
Footwear combines modern genetic technologies with Thai craftsmanship.

From Rayfish Footwear CEO Raymond Ong: “I saw an opportunity for innovation while keeping true to my family’s 
long tradition of producing stingray leather goods. After a decade of developing this technology in cooperation 
with a team of bioengineers, I am proud to bring the world’s first bio-customized sneakers to the general public.”

Currently, Rayfish sneakers are only available via the design contest running at the company’s website. Winning 
designers will receive their shoes once the rays have grown to maturity. General production will begin in late 
2012 as the technology is scaled up to commercial levels.

Rayfish stingrays live in specially modified aquaculture tanks that mimic their natural environment. They are 
raised in a humane manner to ensure the most accurate, vibrant expression of their genetics. Rayfish Footwear 
opposes the harvesting of rays from the wild, and its committed to ocean conservation.
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ANIMAL   RIGHTS  ACTIVISTS  BREAK
INTO  RAYFISH  FOOTWEAR  FACILITY,
STEAL  DOZENS  OF  STINGRAYS

FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE - AUGUST 15TH 2012PRESS RELEASE RAYFISH FOOTWEAR 

DOWNLOAD PRESSKIT WITH IMAGES AND VIDEOS AT

WWW.RAYFISH.COM/PRESS/

INQUIRIES CAN BE ADDRESSED TO: 

BARBARA POOL

HEAD OF PUBLIC RELATIONS 

PR@RAYFISH.COM

+852 8175 8140

WWW.RAYFISH.COM

CEO RAYMOND ONG PROMISES THAT COMPANY WILL RETURN “STRONGER THAN EVER” AFTER SETBACK 
Chon Buri (August 15, 2012) This Sunday, August 12, activists broke into the headquarters of Rayfish 
Footwear, destroying lab equipment and sneakers, and stealing numerous living stingrays. A video on 
YouTube depicts masked activists removing stingrays from the Rayfish aquaculture facility and releasing 
the animals into the nearby ocean. 

In a video statement, CEO Raymond Ong expressed deep regret over the loss: “Not only is this crime a terrible 
setback for my company and employees, it is also a personal tragedy.” Ong acknowledged the conflicted 
public response to Rayfish’s bio-customization technique, but emphasized the company’s commitment to 
excellent working conditions for its staff and to the humane treatment of its stingrays. “Rest assured that I fully 
understand that radical technological advances often make us uneasy,” Ong said, adding, “We need to get 
over our unwillingness to change. We need to learn love the future again.” Ong also noted his concern that the 
genetically modified stingrays may interbreed with wild populations. 

Rayfish Footwear is currently working with local authorities to identify the culprits. A reward of 40,000 THB 
has been offered to area fishermen for the return of any of the released rays. Despite the damage, Rayfish 
officials anticipate that the October date for commercial production should be pushed back by no more than 
two months. The company is suspending its Grow Your Sneaker design contest until further notice, although the 
online contest page will remain open for entries. 

Raymond Ong’s full video statement is found here: http://rayfish.com/index.php?chapter=blog#CEOresponse 
The activist’s YouTube video can be seen here: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SVCE5mAU5E0

Any information about the identities of the thieves can be sent to tips@rayfish.com. 
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  Rayf ish Footware 
    Lab breeding incubator, © Rayfish Footwear

  Rayf ish Footware 
    Lab dna remixing, © Rayfish Footwear

  Rayf ish Footware 
    Lab Rayfish logo outside view © Rayfish Footwear

  Rayf ish Footware 
    Lab stingray giraffe pigment © Rayfish Footwear
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  Rayf ish Footware 
    Dargonleopard rayfish skin © Rayfish Footwear

  Rayf ish Footware 
    Sanketire rayfish skin © Rayfish Footwear

  Rayf ish Footware 
    Branded stingray from the Urban Legend series © Rayfish Footwear
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  Rayf ish Footware 
    Large stingray from the Urban Legend series © Rayfish Footwear
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FICTIONAL  SNEAKER  COMPANY 
STIRS  DEBATE  ON  BIOTECHNOLOGY

FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE - DECEMBER 21TH 2012PRESS RELEASE NEXT NATURE NETWORK 

DOWNLOAD PRESSKIT WITH IMAGES AND VIDEOS AT

WWW.RAYFISH.COM/PRESS/

INQUIRIES CAN BE ADDRESSED TO: 

OFFICE@NEXTNATURE.NET

+31 611769538

WWW.NEXTNATURE.NET/EVENT/RAYFISH

WWW.RAYFISH.COM

RAYFISH FOOTWEAR WAS A FICTIONAL COMPANY THAT OFFERED PERSONALIZED SNEAKERS CRAFTED 
FROM GENETICALLY MODIFIED STINGRAY LEATHER. THE LAUNCH OF THE COMPANY CATALYZED A DEBATE 
ON EMERGING BIOTECHNOLOGIES AND THE PRODUCTS IT MAY BRING US. IT FURTHERMORE QUESTIONED 
OUR CONSUMPTIVE RELATIONSHIP WITH ANIMALS AND PRODUCTS IN GENERAL. WHILE SUCH 
DISCUSSIONS OFTEN REMAIN ABSTRACT, WE AIMED TO MAKE THEM TANGIBLE IN A CONCRETE PRODUCT 
YOU CAN LOVE OR HATE.

The rise and fall of Rayfish Footwear took place within a period of seven months. The story began with the launch 
of the corporate website, commercial, CEO lecture and online design tool. The startup immediately received 
significant media attention and seemed bound for success, however, there were also critical petitions against 
the company’s instrumental use of animals.

While almost ten thousand people had designed their own fish sneaker, fictional animal rights activists broke 
into the company and released all the fishes in the ocean. The CEO of the company, Raymond Ong, responded 
with a passionate video statement through which he stirred further debate on our estranged relationship with 
products in a globalized world.

While Rayfish was struggling finding new investors, the escaped fishes where out in the open and started 
appearing into video’s of tourists and fishermen. The story ended with the bankruptcy of Rayfish, after which the 
true objective of the company was revealed and the ‘making of video’ was released.

Please take a look at the short documentary on ‘The Rise and Fall of Rayfish Footwear’
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BGV4wxHRDKo  

The Rayfish project was produced by Next Nature Network, a Dutch non-profit organization that explores how 
new technology causes the rising of a next nature. Further information on our motivations, collaborators and 
supporters can be found here: http://www.nextnature.net/event/rayfish
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few words for 4,000,000,000 jellyfish:  
(That seems reasonable, don’t you 
think?) 

 
I’m just home from the fish store. I can’t get the 
towers of tiny glass bowls, glittering with pink, 
green and blue LED lights out of my mind. 
Inside each tiny globe a single Siamese 
Fighting Fish punctuates the space. Some 
swirl, engulfed in their own blooming tails. 
Paper poppy petals. Others hang motionless, 
like resin paperweights. 

I lift the lid of my computer. It sounds like 
snapping plastic. And then it judders into place 
like a cranky knee joint.  

I open a search engine and type “desktop 
jellyfish.” I want to know if I’m right. I want to 
know if a distant phantom that loomed to the 
surface from the depths is real. I want to know 
if, as I stood in horror and awe, my memory of 
desktop jellyfish is true. I want (I don’t want) 

 
 
 

 

 
 

other tiny ballooning globes, just like these 
girdled fighting-freaks.  

It’s two years later. And from up here, above 
the earth, the clouds are casting shadows on 
the ground like spots on cowhide. Or, like 
jellyfish drifting across a green sea. Their 
nerve-nets tremor in the space of history. They 
are sea nettles. They carry veils and crystals 
and paint boxes. By now, there have been a 
hundred more jellyfish meetings, trapped 
inside this hourglass, ever-turning. Colonies of 
“persons” – zooids – have planned their 
strategies of war inside bluebottles. Lions have 
fought men in bottomless pits of plastic glue, 
and then vanished. Blue jellies and crystal 
combs: two remembered encounters by land. 
Absentia started this. Her studded body turned 
in a blue tank in Gothenburg, and provoked 
me. And then left me. And I started a war of my 
own. A disguised incursion. Softly, softly, 
catchee rogue.  

A 

THE DESKTOP  
JELLYFISH PROJECT 

The Desktop Jellyfish Project (otherwise known as To Summon My Life in Jelly) is a story and an installation. 
It sets out to bring five seminal jellyfish to desktops, and then invites you to find your own – instructions 
included. I will tell you the tales, out of time, of five jellyfish seminal to my life. Two are masquerading. They 
are not jellyfish at all. They are decoys: red herrings. Just like all jelly “fish.” This is an optional choice 
storybook. You may skip to any chapter. Which will you choose? I will give you real experiences, and 
instructions on how to find more. This is your redemption voucher. Step away from your screen: jump! 

Author: Helen J. Bullard 
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   Helen J. Bul lard 
    The Desktop Jellyfish Project (This Blue Bottle is Filled With Soldiers), 2014, detail © Helen J. Bullard 
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The sandy shores of this lake are bleeding into 
the water. Seeping, like clouds of ink. Like 
blooms of algae. Like billowing jellyfish. They 
are beating hearts. Primitive muscles, pulsing 
forth. We are heading inward now, toward the 
start. Tendrils are reaching. Medusae twitch.  
 
Now, choose a number – go on. You may 
choose a lion, gooseberries, absentia 
punctate, blue fire or a vessel of war. Which 
way will you twist? 
 
The Lion 
(The Lion’s Mane) 
 
Today the North Sea stretches out like glass. 
Or, in. From where I stand on Bass Rock I can 
see the mainland – Scotland – reaching out its 
silent, powerful embrace. I feel warm rock 
under my feet, prickly from barnacles. This 
amazing oasis is teaming with life. I lower my 
eyes to my video screen. This is impossible, I 
think. How can I ever… and, where do I…  
 
An alarm is raised. A ruckus ripples through the 
gannetry above me. Bodies lunge from the 
rocks. They beat upwards, turn and dive: a 
quiver of arrows scattered across the ocean, 
plunge-diving deep. Chalk and gannet-gold 
glitters through the water. On this salt-and-
pepper rock, with guillemots and puffins, and 
herring gull gatekeepers eating their own 
babies, I feel the weight of history bearing 
down. This ancient ocean prison cries out. 
 
Five years later, and I can smell burning oil in 
the speed-boat wake. A fishing boat 
containing two men drifts silently along the 
Hudson River, white rods hang straddled over 
its sides and prow, like a jellyfish upturned, 
casting its lures. The herring are running. I stare 
at the water and suddenly I am five years ago 
again… 
 
Impossible. The ocean. More than a thousand 
feet of deep smashes at my feet. This 
prehistoric rock is covered in flying dinosaurs. 
My camera pans out. I have been transfixed on 

the rock in front of my toes for too long: “I am 
here! Do you see? I have been admitted to the 
colony.” The ammonia is not quite so acrid 
down here at the base of the rock. And the 
flies are fewer. There is a tide-line of urchins. 
My hand reaches blindly back to the dry, 
salted, sun bleached rope that helped me get 
here. Through the liquid crystal of my close-
focus screen I see a wet surface skin pressing 
itself over muscles. A bobbing object appears. 
Dark oils cover my screen: a drifting razorbill… 
and then it happens… 
 
As the razorbill drops away, a kind of slowly-
rolling disquiet fills the space around me. 
Immediacy and poignancy saturate the air. It is 
as if the whole world is at my fingertips: 
anything is possible. But, everything is 
impossible right now, dropping away from me 
like a landslide: quick, quick! I forget how to 
function – can’t think fast enough. And I forget 
to lift my eyes from the screen into the real 
world, and fumble instead with the focus. My 
breath is stuck. I pan-out away from the tangle 
of flame-orange hair filling my frame.  
 
It’s a Lion’s Mane jellyfish. Half a meter across 
the bell. It drifts like strings of decaying flesh 
about two meters from my feet. The burning 
kin of this stealthy visitor are the largest of them 
all. They take the lion’s share, and I lose my 
balance. My footage is lost. Sunken to a “never 
happened” place. No witnesses.  
 
Perhaps it was just a trick of the light.  
 
Instruction manual:  
Cyanea capillata 
 
 

1. Situate yourself on boreal oceans: 
Taiga. You will be 45° to 65°N.  
 

2. Follow the algae blooms – blossoms of 
the sea drawing the flaming shoals 
through hatcheries. 
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   Helen J. Bul lard 
    The Desktop Jellyfish Project (I Reach) above, and (Just a Trick of the Light), 2014l © Helen J. Bullard 
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3. Stand on the edge of your stuttery boat.  
Fling yourself onto the rocks. Mind the 
gap.  
 
Optional: track gannets instead as they 
plunge. Find the place where they loom 
out of the mist and plot a direct course 

 
4. Look up from your screens. 

 
5. Do not falter. 

 
6. Remember every second. It’s the best 

footage you’ll ever have. 
 
The Sea Gooseberry 
(Comb jelly) 
 
 
You have chosen a cluster of beautiful 
hermaphrodites.  
 
The tide is coming in. At first, I think I am alone 
on the beach. But then I see Gooseberries 
tumbling through the surf – ribbed glass beads 
– almost invisible. They ebb back and forth 
and beach themselves amongst clusters of 
sea foam.  
 
Between the barnacled legs of timber tide 
breakers, peppered with rusted studs and 
welts, others roll in. They settle on the sodden 
flats pulsing their cilia; little Mexican waves of 
rippling teeth. The sun refracts through their 
translucent beached bodies, casting rainbows. 
A chandelier has scattered its crystals. A ball of 
feathery-yellow feelers hide, contracted, inside 
a quivering jelly house. These gooseberries are 
not gooseberries at all, nor are they jellyfish. 
Although, they’d have you believe it!  
 
They are capsules of boiled sugar. I want to 
put them in my mouth. I want to pick them up 
and feel their smoothness, their coolness, their 
weight. They are like the screwdrivers that used 
to grace my fathers shed – those translucent 
handles. Red, yellow, orange. Iced droplets. 
They should have tasted sweet! Like pure 

sugar. Like boiled candy. Like toffee apples. 
Secrets have been lurking forever on these 
wide flats. Pleurobrachia was early evolved. 
This comb jelly was one of the first multi-
cellular animals to emerge. On long summer 
evenings they bask in the sun. If you’re lucky, 
they’ll flash their rainbows at you. 
 
 
Instruction manual: Pleurobrachia 
 
 
1. Check your tools. You will need a low tide: a 

firm, flat, sandy floor beneath your feet. You 
will need a long, balmy summer’s evening. 
You will feel the days salt on your skin.  

 
2. You will need a British shoreline. Or South 

Georgian. Or German, or Russian, or 
Filipino, or Australian, or Kiwi, or Canadian or 
American – anywhere from the Arctic down 
to El Salvador.  

 
3. Be sure not to step in gooseberries. They 

will be strewn as far as the eye can see. 
And, sometimes as far as the eye cannot 
see, which is part of the problem.  

 
4. The Sea Gooseberry most fastidiously 

mimics the gooseberry in size and shape. 
Train your eyes on the surf. They are like 
hares in a ploughed field. Once you see 
one, you see them everywhere.  

 
5. Now, crouch down and examine one 

closely. What do you see? 
 
6. No, don’t touch it!  
 
7. Oh… do you want to touch it? Alright. If you 

must! They won’t know. The world just 
changed. 

 
 
 
 
 
 



! 105!

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Absentis 
(The Floating Bell)  
 
Warning: This is just a memory. It has been 
replaced by silhouettes, usurpers and 
prequels. Absentis is now in absentia (and also 
the start of everything).  
 
Outside this building the world seems to 
quake. Despite blue skies and a sparkling sun 
the temperature has slipped to minus sixteen. 
It is nothing compared to the minuses I will 
experience, but for now it is painful enough. In 
Slottsskogen park, ice hangs like glitter in the 
air between the trees. Atop the hill that runs 
away from the old red-bricked museum, down 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 broken higgledy-piggledy steps towards 
home, I gaze out. 
 
Inside this glass tank – Universium: 
Scandinavia’s largest Science Centre – “The 
Rainforest” and “The Ocean” shun the snow. 
Svenska Havsdjur: Vi vill inte bli klappade! Sea 
creatures from Sweden: Please do not touch 
us!  
 
Humidity rises with the monkeys into a canopy 
of ibis. Dart frogs and iguana languish against 
warm rock and dried earth. An Australian 
Spotted Jellyfish – The Floating Bell (Phyllorhiza 
punctate) – pulses in her tank. While the frozen 
trams trace their mechanical paths outside, I 

!
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    The Desktop Jellyfish Project (Beached Bodies), detail, 2014l © Helen J. Bullard 
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am mesmerized along with all the other 
watchers. A little girl with blonde hair in a pink 
dress is slowly inching closer, and then places 
her palms flat onto the glass. The tank is 
luminescent in royal blue light. Those perfect 
crystal bells punctuate, like fighting fish of the 
future, and then fade into absence.  
 
Seamless blue: a cube cut from a fake 
southern ocean. A little girl cut from an 
outdated Western ideal. I am jolted. Hard. I am 
seeing this scene from high above myself; a 
Schadenfreude event. Jarred. I hurry back to 
my apartment and open my laptop. I wonder, 
now, if it sounded like snapping plastic? If it 
looked like a cranky knee joint? I don’t 
remember. But Desktop Jellyfish surged to the 
surface of that captive cyber pool in shoals. 
 
 
Instruction manual:  
Phyllorhiza punctate  
 
 

1. Go to The Ocean. It is next to The 
Rainforest.  
 
Optional: Or go to just about any 
aquarium in the world – does that make 
it feel special? 

 
2. Follow the blue light. Or pink, or red, or 

green. Watch them punctuate.  
 

3. Let the slew of questions begin. 
 

4. Prepare yourself for snapping plastic. 
 

5. Get ready for Absentia. 
 

6. Steel yourself. This is just the start. 
You’re in for the long haul now. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Bluefire 
(The Blue Jellyfish) 
 
Absentis and her blue ways has confused the 
issue. In my mind, we have moved back to the 
Bluefire. I am seven years old and standing on 
the Celtic Sea peninsular. There are black flags 
with white crosses, red flags, and tide-pools. 
And blue jellyfish. They seem huge to me – like 
great jellied frisbees with blue stars at their 
hearts. They are leading us onwards: towards 
bluebottles, towards blue fire incidences that 
will filter down the years. In my mind blue 
absentia is pasted like a hologram across 
Bluefire. Blue fire will remind me, always, of 
this. Bunsen burners and campfires, candles 
and blue hyacinth stars. An example from the 
future: 
 

If you’re really tough, 
 

he says, years later 
 

you’ll hold this – calcium oxide – in your 
palm, and add water 
 
I see blue fire and blisters. I hear screams. I 
always wanted to hold Bluefire, but this wasn’t 
quite what I had in mind.   
 
 
Instruction manual:  
Cyanea lamarckii 
 
 

1. Assemble your scenario: this is just a 
memory. Or, as real as you want it.  
 
Optional: There are granite boulders 
making cauldrons. There are waterfalls 
and caves. There are rivulets across 
this beach.  There will be flash-tides 
here tonight. 
 

2. Notice the Bluefire.  
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3. Notice the sand in the Bluefire’s skin. 
Notice   her   painted ribs.   Notice   the  
echoes of passing birds casting white 
trails across her hide.  

 
4. Notice the fire-blue peacock screaming 

above the cliffs. Prepare for a blue-fire 
future. Blue LED’s and C-clips and 
trainers, blue skies and butterflies and 
oceans. Blue latex gloves  and blue 
horseshoe crab blood… blue will be 
everywhere from here on in.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
The Bluebottle 
(The Portuguese Man o’ War) 
 
This is the Man o’ War. You tripped, I’m sorry.  
 
(But if you have Anaphylaxis we may have just 
saved your life!) 
 
This bluebottle is filled with soldiers. These War 
Men are trixy. Their pillowed bodies have 
seduced you. There is nothing that can save 
you now. Like the dogs that came before you, 
you are dosed. Physalis: the nightshade family. 
It is too late.  
 
Do you want to undo this damage? If you ask 
me nicely, perhaps I will write it in… I am in 
control of this story. Your fate is mine. 
 
I used to watch bluebottles swirling like cream  

!
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in coffee: little whirl pools spinning against the 
timber ceilings of my childhood summers. The 
lost breeze picked up those closed curtains 
above me in spite of the heat, and whipped 
those battleships into a frenzy. Bluebottles 
inside a timber box. Multiplying.  
 
The Portuguese Man o’ War – the bluebottle – 
looks like a battle ship, that’s what they say: 
Steady, as she goes. This war frigate bears 
cannons. It is filled with soldiers. Zooids. 
“Persons” of the colony. They are colonial. 
Siphonophores. They subdivide and multiply in 
spirals. They tempt their victims with their 
jellyfish ways, trailing Men of War – frigate birds 
– and sending messages in bottles:  
 
Steady, as he goes.  
 
Congratulations! You have discovered your 
own Trojan horse. 
 
 
Instruction manual:  
Physalia physalis 
 
 

1. Don’t panic.  
 

2. Notice the bluebottles. Notice the War 
Ships approaching in fleets. Notice the 
frigates and cannons. Notice the War 
Men and algae blooms, notice the 
sharks as they turn.  

 
3. Don’t be fooled by these tricksters. 

They might kill you. But perhaps they 
will save your life.  

 
(Oh… would you like me to write that 
in?) 

 
Heads or tales? Now, flip! 
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