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A Word from the Artist
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Plants have always been very important to me, and I love gathering them from my garden in London.
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“Snatching the eternal out of the desperately fleeting is the great magic trick of human existence.”


—Tennessee Williams


I am an artist who loves casting, and I also love the natural world of plants and flowers. There’s a long history of people making impressions from nature; however, after having done some quite extensive research, I believe that the techniques I have developed for casting impressions of plants and flowers are unique. My work—which I call botanical bas-relief—is the culmination of my life as an artist and a prop maker over the past thirty years.


In 1989, aged twenty, I began working toward a degree in fine art at Middlesex Polytechnic in North London, where we were mainly left to our own devices. For the first few months, without any structure and not much to say as an artist, I pretty much floundered. The things that I’d always enjoyed about art, including drawing and sculpting from life, were frowned upon by those around me, so I ended up joining everyone else in being a bit more conceptual and experimental. I focused on playing around with plants and photography, which were always interests of mine.


I liked the work of British sculptor, photographer, and environmentalist Andy Goldsworthy, who produces site-specific sculpture situated in natural and urban settings. Photography plays a crucial role in his art due to the often ephemeral and transient state of his pieces. According to Goldsworthy, “Each work grows, stays, decays—integral parts of a cycle which the photograph shows at its height, marking the moment when the work is most alive.”
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I began casting in plaster as an art student in North London and have never ceased to enjoy this wonderful process.








At the end of my first year, disaster struck when I was told that someone very close to me was seriously ill and was going to die. Yet, somehow, after a miserable time contemplating mortality and loss, I finally found my voice as an artist. I drew on a childhood memory of throwing a handful of melon seeds down the bathroom sink, only to discover, some weeks later, plants growing up and out of the overflow. It seemed to encapsulate everything I wanted to express. It showed me how tough and tenacious nature is, which I found profoundly comforting.


At the time, I was reading the novel One Hundred Years of Solitude by Gabriel García Márquez. The author included many descriptions of ruins overrun with plants, which also reinforced this message. I started to grow plants in unusual places, such as amongst the bristles of a toothbrush and through the upholstery of furniture. From here, I started to carve furniture out of vegetables. For me, the furniture represented people, and I filmed the process of decay using stop motion. As the vegetables dried up and changed shape, the camera caught them “coming alive”.


Then came my discovery of casting in plaster. I’d signed up for a short class in glass blowing, where we were taught to press shapes into wet sand and then pour molten glass into the hollow spaces—a basic but effective way of casting in glass. I went back to my studio and started experimenting with pressing objects into clay and casting them by pouring plaster into the resulting voids. I was amazed and fascinated by the detail achieved.


After leaving college, I briefly took on a studio, which appropriately was a disused fruit and veg shop in Spitalfields Market, London. This, however, didn’t last long, as I needed to earn money. I was fortunate to get an apprenticeship as a prop maker at the English National Opera, and this was the start of my prop-making career, which I loved, as I was being paid to paint and sculpt! I worked freelance for fifteen years for different theatres and museums, including Madame Tussauds, the Royal Opera House, Shakespeare’s Globe, and various West End theatres.


After five years working as a freelance prop maker, I was given the opportunity to have a studio space for six months. I continued with the materials and subject matter that had interested me before. I was drawn to the stories of Frankenstein and the golem—of man attempting to create “life”. I began carving human features into potatoes—mouths, brows of faces, and hands. Again, I filmed them using time-lapse/stop motion, as I was interested in what they might “say” as they moved. Following on from hands, I used chicken feet, which I manipulated into different human gestures—begging, praying, and swearing. I then cast them into plaster. Using 102 chicken feet manipulated into different positions of British Sign Language, I spelt out “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God.” I was trying to show what we are other than just flesh, and what animal matter is compared to vegetable matter, and then what human is compared to animal. Looking back now, I can see how these two interests of using natural materials and casting, as well as my continuing interest in capturing the ephemeral, have fed into my current work.
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When I started making casts of various bits and bobs such as toys, doll’s dresses, pine cones, and shells, my aim was to make little gifts that I could sell at local markets.








In 2001, I became a mother and continued to work part-time; however, my life as a prop maker ended when my third child came along. When my youngest started school in 2010, I started making again in a studio space I’d created in the loft of my home.


I first created castings under the name Tactile Studio. I used this name for a few years but eventually decided to use my own name. A local church invited creative people in the area to show their work, and it was here that someone from a gallery saw my tiles and invited me to exhibit. My first commission soon followed. A lady who’d bought one of my small tiles asked me to make a family portrait comprising favourite things belonging to her, her husband, and their children.


This commission made me realise that I’d always wanted to preserve my wedding bouquet, and though the original flowers were long gone, I could try and replicate it. In 2011, a lovely florist’s shop opened at the end of my road. I went in to buy spring flowers similar to those I’d used in my wedding bouquet eight years earlier. The manager of the flower shop was curious to know what I was doing, so I showed her some images of my work, and she kindly began giving me flowers for free that she couldn’t sell. I was pleased with the results of my bouquet castings, and not long afterwards, I began to sell my work. Unwittingly, this was the catalyst for the botanical work I still love making today.
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The Gardenista design blog featured my work in 2012—the first of numerous other editorial features.








In 2013, I was invited by a friend to attend the Royal Horticultural Society Chelsea Flower Show. While we were there, I realised this could be the perfect place to show my work, so I applied for a trade stand. This was a very large gamble—the cost was equivalent to a fancy family holiday, as well as a lot of childcare favours—but it paid off. I’ve had a stand at Chelsea for the past ten years.


In the summer of 2016, the BBC television programme Countryfile invited me to make casts out and about in the countryside. This prompted the Chelsea Physic Garden in London to suggest that I make bas-relief castings of the medicinal plants in their collection. Shortly afterwards, I was contacted by the events team of Raymond Blanc’s pop-up restaurant, Jardin Blanc. They asked me to create pieces for them to display at the 2017 RHS Chelsea Flower Show. As a teenager, I’d been hugely impressed by a special family outing to Le Manoir aux Quat’Saisons, Blanc’s famous restaurant in Oxfordshire, and I still have a photo of me taken in the garden there. I suggested that I cast the edible plants and flowers grown in the kitchen garden, and they agreed, kindly giving me access to whatever I wanted to use there, and this is how my Le Manoir collection came about.


I have also been commissioned to create work for some large-scale projects, including the flagship London store of luxury brand Huishan Zhang in Mount Street, Mayfair; HIDE, a restaurant in Piccadilly; twenty-six panels for a hallway in Montana; a ceiling for a house in Wisconsin; and a year-long series for the iconic garden Hidcote in Gloucestershire, which culminated in an exhibition in 2019. More recently, I have created a series of large panels for the dining area of the MS Iona, a cruise ship in the P&O Cruises fleet.


As well as various exhibitions, some exciting spin-offs have resulted. In 2018, Area Environments, a wall-covering company in Minnesota, added some of my pieces to their portfolio of artists whose work they scale up and then print onto wallpaper. I made a piece for the Bryant Family Vineyard in California, which was copied and embossed into the paper that lines the gift box for a very special vintage. The Wellbeing Garden at RHS Wisley asked me to make concrete pieces that were designed to be touched, for visually impaired visitors. Dutch garden designer Carien van Boxtel commissioned some bas-relief bricks that were incorporated into the path of her cut-flower garden at the RHS Hampton Court Palace Garden Festival. In 2022–23, I collaborated with the head gardener at the National Trust’s Nunnington Hall in Yorkshire, casting the plants throughout the year for an exhibition at the sixteenth-century manor house.


My process is deceptively simple. I arrange and press flowers and foliage into clay. Once the plants are removed from the clay, I place a wooden frame on the clay and pour in the plaster, which is allowed to set. I then peel away the clay and push the plaster cast out of its frame. Then I wash off most of the surface clay, leaving traces to enhance the details.


It is my hope that this book provides you with the tools you need to implement botanical bas-reliefs on your own. I love the process deeply, and it is a pleasure to share it with you in the form of this book.

















Botanical Bas-Relief and the Origins of Nature Printing







[image: image]














[image: image]








The director of the Horta Museum in Brussels bought some of my pieces in 2014. She told me that she had a collection of nineteenth-century plaster casts of plants that were similar to my work. However, when she sent me some photos, it was clear that these were sculpted plants and fruits, not casts from actual plants. This correspondence, along with an invitation to speak at Gardens Illustrated Festival 2015 in southern England, ignited my curiosity to explore precedents for my botanical bas-reliefs. After extensive research, I could find no prior examples of impressions of plants being cast in plaster or concrete. The only thing that came anywhere close was nature printing, a technique in which prints are made directly from the natural object itself.


Casting in plaster to make replicas is thought to date back to the Roman Empire and even ancient Egypt. However, the process I use for making casts of plants is new. My botanical bas-reliefs are based on the sculpture technique in which the details of figures and/or other design elements are just barely more prominent than the background.


Making prints from nature is a far older practice. The earliest examples are the human handprints found in cave dwellings, with the oldest instances believed to be red ochre hand stencils in the Cave of Maltravieso, in Cáceres, Spain. Made by Neanderthals, the seventy-one hand stencils have been dated to the prehistoric era more than 64,000 years ago (predating the arrival of our modern human ancestors, Homo sapiens, in Europe by some 20,000 years).
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Leonardo da Vinci described the process of nature printing and featured a single sage leaf by way of illustration in Codex Atlanticus.








The earliest known botanical print is of two leaves, believed to be made in the year 1228 AD by Bihnam the Christian, in a copy of a manuscript written by Greek physician, pharmacologist, and botanist Pedanius Dioscorides (circa 40–90 AD). Almost 300 years after this first nature print was made, Leonardo da Vinci (1452–1519) described the process of taking an impression from nature in his Codex Atlanticus (Codice Atlantico), a twelve-volume set of drawings and writings published in the sixteenth century. The work contains a botanical print of a single sage leaf, which I particularly like because it’s timeless, simple, and indistinguishable from the sage-leaf casts that I make now.


The interest in both medicinal and useful plants continued to grow during the following centuries, and the ability to identify particular specimens scientifically became increasingly important, in particular for professional groups such as apothecaries, botanists, plant hunters, and perfumiers. In the early 1800s, further technical progress was made with printing presses, and paper production was mechanized, making it cheaper to produce. This helped pave the way for the large-scale production of nature prints.


With the advent of photography and increasingly sophisticated methods of printing, nature printing fell into decline. Today, taking direct impressions from the natural world is more likely to be employed by artists, and this simple technique has indeed been combined with numerous other printing techniques to create a huge variety of beautiful images.


I like to think of botanical bas-relief as a contemporary form of creating fossils: it captures moments in time in plaster or concrete rather than rock. Like those ancient relics, these new images have a poetry all their own. For me, they fulfil a deep desire to capture the ephemeral in the natural world and celebrate the beauty and fleeting quality of life itself.
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Examples of nature printing have been found in the correspondence sent by Swedish scientist Olaf Celsius (1670–1756) to his friend and mentee, Swedish botanist Carl Linnaeus (1707–1778).








It can be hugely pleasurable to look at plants in detail, and though I’m not an artist who makes work about environmental issues, I’m keen to see more people connect with nature. My feeling is that if you love something, there’s a better chance that you will care about it. It is my hope that more people will enjoy making botanical bas-reliefs. Whether their creations are for themselves, for gifts, or for sale, I hope that they get as much pleasure out of both the process and the end results as I do.
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