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The Static Aftermath

SARAH ELLEN LUNDY DISCUSSES HER ECOLOGY-THEMED
ART PRACTICE.

LAST SUMMER I was awarded a residency at Leitrim Sculpture Centre which led to
my solo exhibition, Umbel[bumble]’, being presented across the three gallery spaces at
LSC. This new work was based on my exploration of several themes, from plants and
pollinators to botany and the body. My practice has increasingly turned toward the
incorporation of ecological elements — including live meal-worms, dried shelf fungi
and bees — owing, most likely, to my ongoing horticultural work at The Organic Centre,
in Rossinver, County Leitrim. My aesthetic and professional interest in plants is also
influenced by my values as a vegan and my opposition to the exploitation of animals
in the dairy and agriculture sectors. I am currently studying for a certificate in Irish
Wildflower Identification at Sligo I'T. Whilst I adore the splendour of nature in bloom,
the fragile and figurative expressions of dried plant specimens is of particular interest to
me. This preoccupation takes form in my work through plant preservation and a large
herbarium that I constantly add to.

My father, who is a great inspiration to me in general, has always had a deep respect
for the natural world. He practiced taxidermy throughout my childhood and ingrained
in me an interest in preserving nature after death. The term taxidermy derives from the
ancient Greek Zaxis (meaning to arrange) and derma (referring to skin). As a child 1
was fascinated by this process, however with puberty came a growing repulsion towards
gore and a stiffening towards the unethical sourcing of creatures through hunting. I
subsequently turned my attention towards the plant world but retained an interest in
the presentation of deceased natural specimens — something I describe in the context of
my work as the ‘posthumous poise’ or, indeed, the ‘static aftermath’.

My exhibition at LSC, Umble[bumble]’, was a personal testament about the natural
world, centring on a perceived connectivity between plants, pollinators and humans.
'The body, fragility and femininity were addressed through a series of cyclical motifs.
The title makes reference to the bumblebee insect, as well as a family of plants known
as Umbelliferae.* Plant specimens used in the exhibition included dried giant hogweeds
and cow parsley. Presented upright, as though growing out of the gallery floor, these
slender stalks and bulbous heads had the fragility and grace of Giacometti’s figurative
sculptures. The central installation comprised 199 dead bumble bees, suspended from
the ceiling at head-height in individual clear cylindrical vials — a quasi-scientific pre-
sentation technique that offered 360-degree views of each little body. The piece was an
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aesthetic response to the global epidemic of pollinator de-
cline due to pesticide poisoning. In the context of the white
cube gallery space, it provided a clinical, postapocalyptic vi-
sion of the extinction of bees, with the sheer volume of dead
bees presented in the work invoking anxiety about the toxic
environment in which we reside. Information on the ‘All-Ire-
land Pollinator Plan 2015-2020" was available in the gallery
for the public to peruse.

My eleven-part photographic print series, ‘Spectre’, with
its negative images of dried flowers, echoes the Victorian era’s
preoccupation with compiling herbariums or pressed plant
collections. The aesthetic of this print series references early
technology, namely the cyanotype tradition of solar printing,
with a nod to English botanist Anna Atkins, the first female
photographer to use this technique. In the photographs, the
delicate white lines of the pressed specimens contrast against
blank charcoal backgrounds. Floating in dark space, these
eerie, ghost-like forms again reference a postapocalyptic fu-
ture, where once-existing plants are recalled only through old
images. They also have a strong figurative poise, conjuring
connections between flora and the female body. While on
residency at LSC, only a small fraction of the work I created
was ultimately presented in the exhibition. I also spent several
months compiling a large herbarium, collecting, pressing and
photographing plants, before printing and mounting selected
pieces for presentation.

In response to these apparent ‘solar prints’, I created Sigi/
Sun — a large yellow circle painted directly onto the gallery
wall, which was overlaid with an abstract black grid. Derived
from the Latin sigi//lum, meaning ‘seal’, sigi/ is an inscribed
or painted symbol, considered to have magical power. In this
piece, geometric pattern and elongated lettering created solid

How is it Made?
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black stripes across the huge yellow circle, appearing like a
giant deconstructed bee. Pube is a drawing on graph paper
made from plant roots. Through suggestive titling, it draws
parallels between nature and femininity and a compulsion to-
wards control. The natural trajectory of the roots is juxtaposed
against the paper’s static gridwork, prompting dialogue about
the natural-synthetic binary. Other elements in the exhibition
included: individually box-framed bee wings that resembled
tiny and fragile stained-glass windows; the delicate dried ten-
drils of a once-flowering mashua plant, cascading down the
sides of a plinth; and Anatomy, the skeletal fine lines of the
fleshless cape gooseberry, presented alongside dried poppies.
Elsewhere, another piece consisting of three analogue ae-
rial heads was suspended from the ceiling, their protruding
central receptors mimicking the stamens of a flower. The title,
Ariel, is a play on the fact that it is constructed of actual aeri-
als, while also referencing Sylvia Plath’s poetry collection of
the same name. Below these suspended aerials lay a mound
of magnetic tape, entitled Magnetic Mycelium, referring to the
subterranean fungal network of mycelium, which acts as a
communication device between plants. In using largely out-
moded communicative formats — defunct aerials and compact
cassette tape — the piece suggests both the aesthetic of a sim-
ple flower bed, and conceptually, a communicative vacuum in
which no information is imparted. Another ongoing interest
underpinning this body of work is the shortcomings of lan-
guage. Perspectives on futility and meaninglessness, found in
the work of Derrida and Beckett, are referenced in this work,
with regard to comprehension, communication and dialogue.
'The notion of ‘bumbling’ one’s speech is a key element.
Though technically mute, this work connected with sound-
scapes in other areas of the gallery. Plath’s poem, 7he Rabbir

Catcher, inspired my audiovisual installation, 7be Snare. With
an early cinematic aesthetic of grainy black and grey imagery,
this work depicts a series of natural forms that morph into
each other around a central dark void. A slug morphs into a
beetle, a moth, and then into the hands of a clock. This cycle
repeats in reverse, ending with the same opening image of a
long instrument piercing a Petri dish. The accompanying au-
dio is a recording of electronically-contorted female voices. At
once both hymnal and heinous, it conveys the sacred/savage
binary of nature, and matriarchal notions of the wise-woman,
the witch and mother nature. This haunting wail permeated
the other gallery spaces, creating the intended atmosphere of
a strangled and suffocated natural world.

Sarah Ellen Lundy is an emerging artist from Sli-
go who is currently based in County Leitrim. Lundy
has been awarded a 2018 Research & Development
Award by Create and the Arts Council of Ireland. Her
work was recently selected for the exhibition, ‘Hustle’,
currently showing at The Science Gallery, Detroit.
greyliquidgums.com

Note

! Umbelliferae are identifiable by their large inflorescent heads, with mul-
tiple stalks protruding from a central point, mimicking the spokes of an
umbrella, from which the name was derived. Umébra means shade in Lat-
in. The Umbelliferae family is also called Apiaceae, a term derived from the
Latin apic meaning ‘bee’. Umbellifers are attractive to bees, due to their
high nectar content, and are therefore beneficial to pollination.



