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Talbot Rice Gallery

We knew that when galleries and museums opened their 
doors to the public again, it would be within a transformed 
global community: some people would suffer trauma, 
some would be taken by the virus and some would see 
their livelihoods disappear. During lockdown, people 
slowed down, lived through screens, home-schooled 
and cared for others. All of us would lose someone or 
something connected to our pre-COVID-19 lives.

Yet it was impossible for us to want or expect to ‘return 
to normal’. In those first months of lockdown, wherever 
we were it became clear that the unstoppable train of 
progress could be derailed: pollution cleared above toxic 
cities, wildlife wandered through towns and birdsong 
returned with breathtaking variety. The kind of action 
needed to effect change within the climate crisis seemed 
within reach. Screens became a portal to the world, as the 
suddenly reduced space we live in became a shelter. But 
at the same time domestic abuse skyrocketed throughout 
the pandemic, while racial and economic inequalities soon 
manifested in rates of infection. As the world reacted to 
racially motivated police brutality, a new wave of cultural 
activism swept the globe through the Black Lives Matter 
movement. At the same time, commentary showed that 
the alien threat of this virus – which some world leaders 
said ‘could never have been foreseen’ – had long been 
circulating in millennia old ecosystems.  And as the 
marketisation of nature increases, deforestation continues 
and the polar caps melt – as we encroach on the wild – 
viruses become ever more proximate to us. The pandemic 
signalled that in so many ways, change is both possible 
and necessary.

The Normal aims to encapsulate some of the prickly spikes 
now protruding from this sphere of ‘normality’, reflecting 
the different attitudes and opinions of artists in relation 
to these unprecedented circumstances. And whilst we 
did not ask artists to find solutions for the future, we did 
look to reflect the trajectories of our knotted earthbound 
predicament. We looked for fresh thinking that would also 
help transform our way of working: addressing the modes 
of production we used and how artworks are made. The 
Normal comes, fundamentally, from knowing that whatever 
happens next it has to be different.
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WHITE GALLERY
Gabrielle Goliath
1. This song is for ..., 2019-ongoing 
Single-channel projection with dual stereo audio 

Screenings include: 
This song is for ... Flow, 20 mins 8 secs
Don’t wish me well (by Solange) 
Performed by Dope Saint Jude & BUJIN

This song is for ... Pat Hutchinson, 21 mins 22 secs
Unstoppable (by Sia) 
Performed by Nonku Phiri & Dion Monti

This song is for ... Corey Spengler-Gathercole,  
17 mins 40 secs 
Fight Song (by Rachel Platten) 
Performed by Desire Marea, featuring Izimakade

This song is for ... Sinesipho Lakani, 16 mins 6 secs
Save the Hero (by Beyoncé) 
Performed by The Wretched

This song is for ... Deborah Ho-Chung, 16 mins 2 secs
Everybody Hurts (by REM) 
Performed by Msaki, featuring Lebogang Ledwaba 
& Thembinkosi Mavimbela

ENTRANCE

1.

We know from previous installations of this artwork that members of the  
audience, both with and without previous experience of trauma, have found this 
artwork to be affecting. 

The following organisations can offer support: 

Samaritans phone 116 123 (24h) www.samaritans.org

Rape Crisis Scotland 08088 01 03 02 (6pm–midnight) or text 07537 410 027  
More information is available at: www.ercc.scot

Edinburgh Women’s Aid – 0131 315 8110 (open from 10am-3pm Monday to Friday,  
10am-1pm on Saturdays) for support if you have concerns about a past or present 
partner and/or are experiencing domestic abuse. More information is available at: 
https://edinwomensaid.co.uk/domestic-abuse/  

Anca Benera and Arnold Estefan
2. The Delusion of the Commons, 2021 

3D printed model in PLA. Finished with primer, spray paint and sand.  
Seven A3 drawings: natural pigment (bone black), polymerase enzyme and 
drawing pen on paper

Larry Achiampong
3. Detention (EVERYBODY WANTS TO BE BLACK UNTIL IT’S TIME TO BE BLACK), 

2021 
Blackboard, chalk. Written by Tessa Giblin, Thursday 29 April 2021

LIFT

2.

3.
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WHITE GALLERY - UPSTAIRS
Jarsdell Solutions Ltd
4. Solution for Normality, 2018-21  

8-channel video shown on eight 23” monitors, stereo sound, 19 mins 29 secs

Alexandra Daisy Ginsberg & Sascha Pohflepp
5. Growth Assembly, 2009  

Seven prints of watercolour paintings and one C-type print on aluminium. 
Illustrations by Siôn Ap Tomos. Edition 1 of 10

Boyle Family
6. Location Shot for Density Photograph at Shepherd’s Bush Tube Station (Multi 

Human Being Series), 1971-8
7. Density Photograph at Shepherd’s Bush Tube Station (Multi Human Being 

Series), 1971-8
8. Location Shot for Density Photograph at Street Crossing, Shepherd’s Bush 

(Multi Human Being Series), 1971-8
9. Density Photograph at Street Crossing, Shepherd’s Bush  (Multi Human Being 

Series), 1971-8
Photographic prints on Kodak lustre matt paper, 61 x 61 cm

Larry Achiampong
10. Detention (ESCAPED THE MEATSPACE TO FIND CYBERSPACE ONLY TO TRY 

TO ESCAPE TO RETURN TO THE MEATSPACE), 2021 
Blackboard, chalk. Written by Ellen MacRae, Thursday 29 April 2021

James Webb
11. There’s No Place Called Home (Archive), 2004-2021 

Painted squares with vinyl text
12. There’s No Place Called Home (Edinburgh), 2021 

Songs of a Jamaican Becard (Pachyramphus niger), broadcast from speakers 
concealed in a tree in the Royal Botanic Garden Edinburgh.  
Photo: Sally Jubb Photography. Lustre print on aluminium dibond.  
59.4 x 42 cm

12.

LIFT

4.

5.

6.
7.

8.

11.

9.

10.
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ROUND ROOM
Tonya McMullan
13. The lure of tomorrow’s harvests, 2021 

Honey from Edinburgh and Lothians area, glass, scorched Douglas fir, cedar, 
stainless steel, 141 x 54 x 110 cm

14. The lure of tomorrow’s harvests [pollen images], 2021 
Throughout galleries 
Prints on paper, images made by The Roslin Institute Bioimaging Facility 

GEORGIAN GALLERY

Amy Balkin et al.
15. A People’s Archive of Sinking and Melting, 2012-ongoing 

Various acquisition objects, labels, postcards

Sarah Rose
16. Open Source (crocodile), 2021 

Reclaimed HDPE plastics with wire fixings 

15.

21.ROUND ROOM 
13. 14.

16.

17.

Femke Herregraven
17. Corrupted Air (IBRD CAR 111-112), 2018 

Three lightboxes, 62 x 86 cm

Larry Achiampong
18. Detention (BEGGING FOR A SEAT AT THE TABLE BUILT OF OUR BONES), 2021 

Blackboard, chalk. Written by Peter Mathieson, Wednesday 5 May 2021
19. Detention (Y’ALL FESTIVAL OUT ON THE BACKS OF OUR PAIN), 2021 

Blackboard, chalk. Written by Debora Kayembe, Wednesday 5 May 2021
20. Detention (SHOUTING BLACK LIVES MATTER WITH ALGORITHMS AND  

INTENTIONS THAT EXPIRED WITH LAST YEAR’S MILK), 2021 
Blackboard, chalk. Written by Juan Cruz, Monday 3 May 2021

Kahlil Joseph
21. BLKNWS®, 2018–ongoing 

Two-channel fugitive newscast, HD video on networked media players 
with Stereo Sound

18.

19.20.
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Gabrielle Goliath, This song is for ... Pat Hutchinson,  
Unstoppable (by Sia) Performed by Nonku Phiri & Dion Monti
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Gabrielle Goliath, This song is for ... [installation at Talbot Rice Gallery], 2019-ongoing

Opposite: Gabrielle Goliath, This song is for ... Deborah Ho-Chung,  
Everybody Hurts (by REM) Performed by Msaki,  
featuring Lebogang Ledwaba & Thembinkosi Mavimbela
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Anca Benera and Arnold Estefan, The Delusion of the Commons, 2021
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Larry Achiampong, Detention (EVERYBODY WANTS TO BE BLACK  
UNTIL IT’S TIME TO BE BLACK), 2021.  
Blackboard, chalk. Written by Tessa Giblin, Thursday 29 April 2021

Larry Achiampong, Detention (ESCAPED THE MEATSPACE TO FIND CYBERSPACE 
ONLY TO TRY TO ESCAPE TO RETURN TO THE MEATSPACE), 2021 
Blackboard, chalk. Written by Ellen MacRae, Thursday 29 April 2021 

Larry Achiampong, Detention (BEGGING FOR A SEAT AT THE TABLE  
BUILT OF OUR BONES), 2021 
Blackboard, chalk. Written by Peter Mathieson, Wednesday 5 May 2021
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Detention (SHOUTING BLACK LIVES MATTER WITH ALGORITHMS AND 
INTENTIONS THAT EXPIRED WITH LAST YEAR’S MILK), 2021 
Blackboard, chalk. Written by Juan Cruz, Monday 3 May 2021 

Detention (Y’ALL FESTIVAL OUT ON THE BACKS OF OUR PAIN), 2021 
Blackboard, chalk. Written by Debora Kayembe, Wednesday 5 May 2021
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Jarsdell Solutions Ltd, Solution for Normality, 2018-21
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Jarsdell Solutions Ltd, Solution for Normality [stills], 2018-21

Alexandra Daisy Ginsberg & Sascha Pohflepp, illustrations by Siôn Ap Tomo,  
Growth Assembly, 2009

Alexandra Daisy Ginsberg & Sascha Pohflepp, Illustrations by Siôn Ap Tomo, 
Growth Assembly [details], 2009
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Opposite: 

Boyle Family, Location Shot for Density Photograph at Shepherd’s Bush Tube Station 
(Multi Human Being Series), 1971-8

Boyle Family, Density Photograph at Shepherd’s Bush Tube Station (Multi Human 
Being Series), 1971-8

The Normal, installation image 
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James Webb, There’s No Place Called Home (Archive), 2004-2021

James Webb, There’s No Place Called Home (Edinburgh) [detail], 2021 
Songs of a Jamaican Becard (Pachyramphus niger), broadcast from speakers 
concealed in a tree in the Royal Botanic Garden Edinburgh
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Tonya McMullan, The lure of tomorrow’s harvests, 2021

Tonya McMullan, The lure of tomorrow’s harvests [pollen images], 2021
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Tonya McMullan, The lure of tomorrow’s harvests [pollen images - detail], 2021



3332Amy Balkin et al., A People’s Archive of Sinking and Melting  
[promo image - detail], 2012-ongoing

Amy Balkin et al., A People’s Archive of Sinking and Melting, new items donated to 
Talbot Rice Gallery from across Scotland, 2021



3534

Sarah Rose, Open Source (crocodile), 2021
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Femke Herregraven, Corrupted Air (IBRD CAR 111-112), 2018
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Kahlil Joseph, BLKNWS®, 2018–ongoing
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Kahlil Joseph, BLKNWS® [stills], 2018–ongoing
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Gabrielle Goliath
1. This song is for ... , 2019-ongoing
Gabrielle Goliath’s This song is for… centres on the performance of a kind of 
interruption. Presented in a daily cycle for The Normal, its virtuoso ‘glitches’ 
suggest that not everything is as it seems (an allusion to the difficult subject 
matter of the work) and become a captivating performance of well-known 
songs that appear held in a state of suspended animation, resonating with 
experiences of the pandemic.  

In 2020, the UN described violence against women, particularly domestic 
violence, as a shadow pandemic. COVID-19 exacerbated already dire statistics: 
during lockdown – when 4 billion people were confined to their homes – 
helplines across the world reported increased calls for help. These issues 
were also highlighted by the vigils held following the murder of Sarah Everard. 
Many people’s lives have been devastated and where many have lost loved 
ones and suffered trauma, the raw emotion and sustained interruption within 
the five ‘songs’ (from an 11 song cycle) of This song is for… place the work at the 
very heart of The Normal.

In her research towards making This song is for…, Gabrielle Goliath worked over 
an extensive period of time with survivors of rape. Revisiting the convention 
of the dedicational song she asked some of them to choose a song, a 
colour and provide their own writing to create a work dedicated to their 
experiece. The song covers are performed by women and gender queer-led 
musical ensembles, filtered through the chosen colour and accompanied 
by testimonies written by these survivors: each work is thus characterised 
by the ongoing, psychologically devastating interruption. As a collaborative 
work it acts as a powerful vehicle for the emotional integrity of those trying to 
overcome the violence perpetrated against them.

South Africa, where Goliath made the artwork, has one of the highest rates 
of rape in the world. Whilst statistics are lacking, outdated and can be 
misrepresentative – with only an estimated one in nine cases being reported 
– the 40,000 plus cases that are recorded annually by police are a stark 
reflection of what is described as a rape culture (a culture in which rape is both 
normalised and prolific). Worldwide, one in three women are thought to have 
experienced physical or sexual violence. In Scotland, whilst many crimes are 
going down, sexual offences continue to increase with 2,293 rapes reported 
to police in 2018-19 (figures from Rape Crisis Scotland). The construction of 
gender norms within patriarchal societies is seen to be one of the underlying 
reasons for the continuation and proliferation of this culture and the ineffectual 
and often complicit institutions supposedly there to punish perpetrators. South 
African academic and writer Pumla Dineo Gqola addresses the predominance 

of black women who are raped by highlighting the additional role of white 
supremacy within sexual violence, which constructs a stereotype of black 
women as being ‘hypersexual’ and therefore ‘impossible to rape’: a constant 
undermining of their ability to make a case that rests upon the determination 
of an act against their will. In this way rape revolves around the enforcement 
of hierarchies that control those who are deemed important and are protected 
and those who are not. Gqola writes:

Rape is the communication of patriarchal power, reigning in, enforcing 
submission and punishing defiance. It is an extreme act of aggression and 
of power, always gendered and enacted against the feminine. The feminine 
may not always be embodied in a woman’s body; it may be enacted against 
a child of any gender, a man who is considered inappropriately masculine 
and any gender non-conforming people.

In the artist’s words, This song is for… ‘resist[s] the violence through which 
black, brown, feminine, queer and vulnerable bodies are routinely objectified’. 
It aims to work against the norms of this patriarchal system – and the kind 
of structural violence that centres on dichotomies and the fixing of identity 
– to allow a space for nuance, empathy and emotion. This is why the artist’s 
direct engagement with the individuals that this work is dedicated to was 
so important to her in order to realise this project. The work could not 
impose itself on them and is collaborative in the sense that the survivors 
were free to interpret the request for a choice of song, a piece of writing 
and a colour in any way they chose. Goliath continues, ‘When language 
fails us, when conventional therapy fails us, art allows for a different kind of 
encounter, a more human encounter perhaps. One in which the differences 
that mark our experiences of the world become the grounds for our mutual 
acknowledgment and care.’

The talented musicians, who cover the often well-known songs, were chosen 
by Goliath as people who would be sensitive to the struggles of those deemed 
feminine in Gqola’s broad sense. Each of these musicians and ensembles had 
to work out how to create the sonic glitch in a way suited to their own musical 
approach. In every case, their virtuosity in sustaining this interruption is a live 
matter of endurance. From this position we might think about a context in 
which ‘normality’ is a clear sign of power being enacted in a way that is not 
compatible with individual empowerment. And in this suspended moment, 
whilst the familiar rhythms and melodies are deferred, we are given a chance 
to contemplate these affecting issues and what it means for some people to 
be able to live with dignity.
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Anca Benera and Arnold Estefan
2. The Delusion of the Commons, 2021
For this new commission, part produced at Edinburgh College of Art, Anca 
Benera and Arnold Estefan turn to the future of the last untouched places on 
Earth. Considered a possible source for the origins of life and now contested 
for their vast mineral deposits, deep sea vents become an enigmatic space 
from which the artists imagine how political, legal, economic and scientific 
forces will reshape human relationships with nature.  

Coronavirus has been a reminder of our proximity to other ecosystems. 
Whilst a warning that our continued encroachment into places like rainforests 
increases our chances of unleashing thousands of other viruses harboured 
by different species, it has also prompted a reflection upon the way we define 
ourselves. Eight per cent of our DNA comes from viruses and as they pass 
from species to species, they demonstrate a totally different perspective 
that sees us as a small part of a much bigger series of interrelated systems. 
Asked to respond to this idea, Benera and Estefan created a sculpture that 
on the outside brings together the form of a deep-sea vent with that of the 
Tower of Babel. On the inside, a form derived from diagrams of tungsten 
mines, connecting their research with a current area of contention – private 
enterprises presently tooling up to dredge the sea floor. Surrounding the 
sculpture, drawings made using an enzyme called polymerase, mixed 
with a natural pigment, connect the sculpture to their interest in archaea, 
mysterious single-cell organisms that are considered extremophiles because 
of their remarkable ability to survive in extreme environments. Whilst they 
are an important part of our own biomes (our bodies’ habitats for micro-
scale organisms), they also live among the deep-sea vents and produce 
polymerase, the enzyme that is today being used to test for coronavirus.

Evocative of science fiction, the drawings project into imagined underwater 
futures. In one we see a cutaway that might take us inside the model or 
another deep-sea station: at once depicting an oddly calm corporate space 
– where perhaps dubious activity might take place without ethical scrutiny – 
and a strange tentacular hybrid form suggestive of mysterious and terrifying 
natural worlds. In others we see the chemical symbols of lauded elements, 
mining tools, the enzyme in phials and the mapping of deep-sea territories. 
Then there are more idealised forms. Collectively they evoke the real-world 
prospecting that underlies the artists’ critical research, whilst poetically they 
allude to more abstract concerns, such as a free commons space, protection 
of resources and ecological balance.

Mineral companies are currently poised to try to take advantage of the deep-
sea territories lying in international waters, thought to contain more valuable 

deposits than all the continents combined. But, like all ventures into new  
kinds of space, the regulations for deep-sea mining don’t yet exist. The UN 
has given the task of making these regulations to the International Seabed 
Authority (ISA). The tension of facilitating the interests of big corporations 
against the idea of a commons space that belongs to everyone is neatly 
captured in its stated mission: ‘to organize, regulate and control all mineral-
related activities in the international seabed area for the benefit of mankind 
as a whole.’ The ISA have so far issued exploratory permits to around 30 
contractors, but much of their work remains in progress. Crucially, the 
industrial dredging these laws will facilitate has been deemed ecologically 
disastrous by scientists who still hope to discover so much more from studying 
these mysterious worlds. Once thought barren, the eventual discovery of 
organisms like archaea helped to redefine the limits of life. This ecosystem 
has also been found to provide several valuable functions for sustaining life on 
earth, including a ‘biological pump’ that helps to regulate greenhouse gases. 
Hence, the apt symbolism of the Tower of Babel, an allegory of collective 
good, knowledge and human vanity.

Benera and Estefan describe science fiction as the ‘only cognitive framework 
to perceive reality these days’. The novel Starfish by Peter Watts (1999) – in 
which power stations operate below the seas, run by bioengineered people 
deemed unfit for life among human society – inspired them to bring together 
these different ideas:  power, politics and our continued fascination in these 
spaces, with their potential for opening up more-than-human terrains. 
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Larry Achiampong
3. Detention (EVERYBODY WANTS TO BE BLACK UNTIL IT’S TIME TO BE 
BLACK), 2021

10. Detention (ESCAPED THE MEATSPACE TO FIND CYBERSPACE ONLY TO 
TRY TO ESCAPE TO RETURN TO THE MEATSPACE), 2021

18. Detention (BEGGING FOR A SEAT AT THE TABLE BUILT OF OUR 
BONES), 2021

19. Detention (Y’ALL FESTIVAL OUT ON THE BACKS OF OUR PAIN), 2021

20. Detention (SHOUTING BLACK LIVES MATTER WITH ALGORITHMS AND 
INTENTIONS THAT EXPIRED WITH LAST YEAR’S MILK), 2021
Detention (Series), 2016-ongoing, sits alongside Larry Achiampong’s critical 
practice that draws upon his position as a British-Ghanaian artist to question 
racial hierarchies and the emergence of post-colonial identities. Taking 
the form of old teaching blackboards, this work puts management from 
institutions in detention, riffing off the once-used disciplinary measure that 
would see aberrant children staying behind to write out a phrase repeatedly 
until a lesson was learnt. Inspired by catchphrases and trending hashtags, 
Achiampong is interested in the power of concise language to convey political 
messages, whilst formally commenting upon the distribution of labour within 
artistic production.

Lockdown and social distancing both played into the hands of social 
media, with trends effectively charting the pandemic. #QuarantineAndChill, 
#coronapocalypse, #panicbuying and #MyPandemicSurvivalPlan tapped 
into the everyday realities of the pandemic, whilst #BlackLivesMatter (second 
only to #Covid19) demonstrated its role in political protest movements. 
For Achiampong there is a poetic value to this rapid and fluctuating field 
of language. Characterised by subjective experiences, transience and the 
mechanics of various algorithms, he feels it has a potent melancholic quality: a 
pool of desires, ideas and statements that can often get swept away, hijacked 
or go unseen. The blackboards are also signs of – as Achiampong puts it 
– ‘different physicalities that have come and gone.’ They belong to another 
realm of education that the artist associates with public humiliation, yet, 
being archaic, stand for the possibility of large paradigm shifts in the way we 
communicate and learn, which in turn can facilitate ongoing political struggles.

Achiampong’s statements developed for Talbot Rice Gallery cut to the bone of 
his frustration with the way white privilege can co-opt racial struggles. Social 
media has been instrumental in enabling new communities and in the building 

of some contemporary protest movements (such as the Arab Spring of 2011 
and the #MeToo movement). As Omar Wasow recently commented in the New 
York Times, ‘The 1960s civil rights leaders figured out that images in national 
media that showed the brutality of Jim Crow forced an often indifferent white 
America to take seriously the concerns of black citizens. There’s a through 
line today. The video of George Floyd taken by Darnella Frazier is an echo of 
the bearing witness of the beating of Rodney King. Part of what social media 
does is allow us to see a reality that has been entirely visible to some people 
and invisible to others. As those injustices become visible, meaningful change 
follows.’ However, Achiampong recognises that whilst social media can play 
this important role in making visible the daily manifestations of discrimination, 
it can also enable a divisive kind of remote political posturing. Turned into 
signs and symbols as they become memes, ‘moments’ of racial inequality can 
be appropriated by those whom – as a result of white privilege – have never 
undergone the same painful experiences or faced genuine disempowerment, 
and who may lack serious investment in making change. So, Achiampong’s 
work seems to derive its power from a difficult, contradictory flux, calling out 
hypocrisy on one hand, and reflecting the political opportunities and fleeting 
subjectivities of those marginalised and always on the edge of becoming 
(in)visible on the other. The statements within this exhibition, including 
EVERYBODY WANTS TO BE BLACK UNTIL IT’S TIME TO BE BLACK and Y’ALL 
FESTIVAL OUT ON THE BACKS OF OUR PAIN directly challenge the sense of 
entitlement that underwrites the appropriation of causes by white privilege. 
These statements are a touch paper for those reading them precisely  
because they sit between indifference, and cycles of ‘normality’, and the 
potential mobilisation of communities outside the control and remit of 
conventional institutions.

In the context of The Normal they provoke a consideration of how prepared 
people are to make change and to question who the ultimate benefactors of 
the pandemic, of protests and of the digital economy will be. For the institution 
in detention, it is time to spend thinking about the efficacy of its aspirations, 
activism and role in equality. Here at the University of Edinburgh, and within 
the context of Edinburgh College of Art, Achiampong’s detention has been 
fulfilled by a cast of characters who represent a variety of responsibilities: 
Tessa Giblin, Director of Talbot Rice Gallery, Juan Cruz, ECA Principal, Debora 
Kayembe, Rector, Ellen MacRae, Students’ Association President, and Peter 
Mathieson, Principal and Vice-Chancellor of the University. Reflecting remote 
production that might come to characterise art-making in the post-COVID-19 
world, the work’s redistribution of labour also implies that many lessons still 
have to be learnt, turning the tables on some of the hierarchies Achiampong 
has previously experienced when producing work as an artist among salaried 
gallery staff. 
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Jarsdell Solutions Ltd
4. Solution for Normality, 2018-21
Using footage filmed before the 2020 pandemic, the collaborative duo Jarsdell 
Solutions Ltd (comprised of artists Rae-Yen Song and Michael Barr) have used 
this new commission to develop their work in an atypical way, producing an 
experimental multi-screen video work. 

One of the ideas behind The Normal was that pandemics are a result 
of encroachment into the wild, and that as the specific COVID-19 virus 
transgresses boundaries between species and territories it might act as a 
reminder that we humans are not distinct from our environment – we are part 
of it.  With the work’s 8-screen format, it also inevitably speaks to the role 
of looking, spectatorship and the idea of a museum without walls. Echoed 
through the content of the footage, which includes sniper towers, golf driving 
ranges and zoos, it shows instruments that extend power through the gaze, 
whether to potentially kill someone, control objects in artificial landscapes 
or make animals the centre of a public and scientific spectacle. John Berger, 
in his essay Why Look at Animals?, argued that animals in zoos constitute a 
‘living monument to their own disappearance’. For him, the Western project 
that separated humans from animals created an ideology where knowledge 
became ‘an index of our power … an index of what separates us from them.’ 
Here, the possibility of a reciprocal gaze between us and animals (who see in 
a profoundly different way) is rendered impossible, something he argues is an 
irredeemable loss. 

In part, Jarsdell’s work reflects upon this loss – predominantly and insistently 
showing images of artificial landscapes, pets, animals in captivity and scenes 
that speak of modern alienation. At the time of writing Donald Trump’s 
undermining of the democratic process had led to rioters breaking into the 
Capitol Building, making even the footage of golf courses in this work (filmed 
partly at the courses Trump owns in Scotland, and partly on a broader trip to 
the US) heavy with foreboding. At the same time, taking inspiration from the 
expansive ideas of Donna Haraway, the artists look to build new connections 
and to look in a different way – without this index of power – to see that the 
troubled world around us is still full of relationships to others. 

The form of the work echoes this dual perspective, with its competing heads 
and tangled cables derived from a Rat King. This is a phenomenon where 
several rats’ tails become so entangled that they have to live out their lives 
together. On one hand, where historically the Rat King was viewed as a bad 
omen – the rat itself often identified with disease and contamination – this is 
menacing; on the other, it is a phenomenon that makes tangible the usually 
invisible yet essential collaborative ties between individuals. 

As the array of images within the footage overlap and merge, they resonate 
with these ideas. The recurrent image of a fortune teller among garish signs, 
advertising palm readings for $10, seems indicative of the marketisation of 
an intuition about the future. Yet animals have an ability to predict things 
like changes in the weather or to sense danger, meaning that peoples with 
a closer relationship to them (historically or in other cultures) would know 
and sometimes worship these abilities. Indeed, when we see people in this 
work they seem caught in the same alienating ideologies that separate us 
from animals, but are carefully choreographed against other footage so their 
movements echo the animals we see. In some of this footage, the city itself 
also seems to sweat and breathe, with multiple transport systems acting like 
another organism that hides creatures likes rats just below the surface.

As Haraway writes, ‘Including human people, critters are in each other’s 
presence, or better, inside each other’s tubes, folds, and crevices, insides and 
outsides, and not quite either. The decisions and transformations so urgent 
in our times for learning again, or for the first time, [are] how to become less 
deadly, more response-able, more attuned, more capable of surprise, more 
able to practice the arts of living and dying well in multispecies symbiosis… 
Neither One nor Other, that is who we all are and always have been.’ Solution 
for Normality does not hide the danger of interspecies relationships – or the 
kind of terror they can evoke – but makes it clear that they present vibrant 
alternatives to the destruction and abjection of a world created to isolate the 
human being.
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Alexandra Daisy Ginsberg  
& Sascha Pohflepp
5. Growth Assembly*, 2009
The premise of the 1973 dystopian science fiction film Soylent Green is that 
overpopulation, pollution and climate catastrophe have resulted in desperate 
shortages of food. Thinking about how an emerging technology may be 
readied faster in response to such an emergency, artists Alexandra Daisy 
Ginsberg and Sascha Pohflepp explored the new field of synthetic biology to 
imagine a future in which product components are grown in plants. Built from 
the radical imagination required to overcome catastrophic world events, the 
works therefore speak directly to the alternative futures implied by The Normal 
and the increasing proximity of humans to viruses through melting polar caps, 
rapid deforestation and the increasing marketisation of wildlife.

In part, Growth Assembly expresses the utopian promise that often attends new 
technologies. In 2009 – whilst the field of synthetic biology was taking off – 
there was an expectation that it might drive a new kind of industrial revolution. 
This bio-revolution would see the building blocks of nature standardised, 
allowing designers to work with DNA, cells, tissues and organisms in the 
same programmable way they might work with electronic circuits and 
computers. Synthetic Aesthetics, a book that the artists contributed to, which 
critically explores this field, summarises this early promise: ‘[The technical 
ambition of synthetic biologists] is driven by dreams of plentiful, sustainable 
fuel, new manufacturing techniques, novel drugs and materials, and medical 
technologies. Through synthetic biology, living things could become both 
the operating system and the machine, in theory creating a technology so 
versatile that it could be used to produce the food for a projected global 
population explosion and remediate the environmental damage created 
by two centuries of industrial modernization.’ Taking the idea of growing 
components inside plants in a literal direction, Ginsberg and Pohflepp 
envisioned a world in which consumer products can be grown, investigating 
the implications of shops becoming farms,  products grown from seeds and 
manufacturing powered by a plant’s natural photosynthesis.

However, Growth Assembly also foregrounds a critical awareness about the 
history of exploiting nature and the implied sense of progress carried by the 
idea of designing with it. The object (made up of component parts) illustrated 
through Ginsberg and Pohflepp’s contemporary botanical drawings is a 
herbicide sprayer, designed to help growers protect their products from ‘real 
nature’. We know that plants’ survival is based on genetic diversity, adaptation 
and interspecies collaboration – something that is strong in natural habitats 
but broken by monoculture systems of production, like the plantation. As 

modern agriculture has developed, so too has a requirement for dangerous 
pesticides and herbicides, creating unsustainability. Indigenous people have 
long understood the importance of respecting natural systems, and as Native 
American thinker Vine Deloria Jr observes: ‘Lacking a spiritual, social, or 
political dimension, it is difficult to understand why Western peoples believe 
they are so clever. Any damn fool can treat a living thing as if it were a machine 
and establish conditions under which it is required to perform certain functions 
– all that is required is a sufficient application of brute force. The result of 
brute force is slavery… [Western people] have never been able to see the 
consequences of their beliefs about the world.’

The fact that herbicides are a very Western solution to a very Western 
problem (the climate crisis) is extended through the form of the work. The 
artists commissioned illustrator Siôn Ap Tomos to execute these drawings, 
referencing the style of the botanical drawings of Ernst Heinrich Philipp August 
Haeckel. The drawings carry a strong sense of various colonial histories, where 
the European pursuit of knowledge was often tied to the pursuit of power (over 
people and nature) and problematic racial theories. Indeed, Haeckel himself 
promoted the idea of ‘Social Darwinism’ and claimed that some races were 
naturally superior to others. In his philosophical writings on nature, he tied 
the idea of progress to the ‘application of … knowledge in technical science, 
industry [and] commerce’ and saw nature as another machine to be mastered. 
‘The plant and the animal seem to be controlled by a definite design in the 
combination of their several parts, just as clearly as we see in the machines 
which man invents and constructs…’ As an artwork, Growth Assembly therefore 
stands at a junction between promise and danger – where the underlying 
idea of the product haunts the future with the problems of ownership, 
individualism, inequality and exploitation.

* Illustrations by Siôn Ap Tomos
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Boyle Family
6. Location Shot for Density Photograph at Shepherd’s Bush Tube Station 
(Multi Human Being Series), 1971-8

7. Density Photograph at Shepherd’s Bush Tube Station (Multi Human 
Being Series), 1971-8

8. Location Shot for Density Photograph at Street Crossing, Shepherd’s 
Bush (Multi Human Being Series), 1971-8

9. Density Photograph at Street Crossing, Shepherd’s Bush (Multi Human 
Being Series), 1971-8
Refusing to discuss their work in aesthetic terms, operating under a 
collaborative name within an art world obsessed with individuals and adopting 
a formal language more like anthropology than art, Boyle Family have always 
been difficult to categorise. Their Multi Human Being Series, an early attempt to 
map social density, is now eerily evocative of the consciousness brought about 
through the Coronavirus pandemic.

Growing from the avant-garde practices of the 1960s – which saw artists 
turning to performance, land art and the use of wasteland materials to explode 
traditional boundaries – Boyle Family’s work developed into a systematic 
rejection of authorship. On one hand they used chance as a consistent 
strategy (randomly selecting parts of the world to recreate in their scale 
reproductions for World Series, for example) and on the other by adopting 
pseudo-scientific methods and language. This disrupted ideas about artistic 
expression and conception by shifting the relationship between representation 
and reality. As COVID-19 forces us to rethink typical boundaries – between the 
individual and society, humans and nature – Boyle Family’s way of working, 
which aimed to allow ‘external’ factors to become agents in the production of 
works, is particularly resonant. 

In Multi Human Being Series we are being asked to compare an analogue 
photograph with social density images produced by the artists using the 
most advanced computers available to them in the 1970s. These were made 
through analysing and overlaying a series of long-exposure photographs 
taken in various locations in London (where Boyle Family have been based). 
Here in a tube station and street crossing in Shepherd’s Bush we can see social 
hotspots, a precursor of today’s analysis of human density, air flow, vapour 
clouds and social distancing during the pandemic. The further implication 
here is that when we move from a way of looking based on human optics, to 
another form of machine optics, we lose sight of the individual. Like drone 
footage of crowds and time-lapse imagery, people appear to be more like 

ants or bees moving en masse. As patterns of movement and density emerge, 
it becomes apparent that we are just as subject to elemental factors like 
sunshine, shelter and space as any other creature. Yet, this reminder of how 
determined we are by our environment is a great challenge to many of our 
ways of thinking about our self-determination and individuality. Whilst it is easy 
for us to accept the people in the black and white photographs as being real 
physical objects (despite the fact that we know they are not, that they are just 
shadows of people that long since moved from these places) it is harder for us 
to conventionally recognise movement and non-differentiated groups as being 
‘real’ objects. Here again, the work is prescient in predicting contemporary 
ways of thinking that emphasise the importance of changing interrelationships 
between things. This is elegantly summed up by the anthropologist Tim Ingold 
in his 2011 book Being Alive (which attempts to instigate this different way of 
thinking within the field): ‘We have, in effect, been concentrating on the banks 
while losing sight of the river. Yet were it not for the flow of the river there 
would be no banks, and no relation between them. To regain the river, we 
need to shift our perspective from the … relation between objects and images 
… to the … trajectories of materials and awareness.’ 

Through their customary appeal to a world beyond our familiar ways of 
looking, Boyle Family show us an alternative space: this is the moving and 
immanent space of our lives, of viruses, of nature and in fact of everything 
else. And whilst this work speaks to many of the other then-futures we have 
lived through, including increased surveillance, drones, body cameras and 
hyperspectral cameras (that promise to be able to record the molecular and 
chemical composition of objects captured in an image), perhaps it is the 
attempt to think beyond ourselves as individuals in a world of fixed objects, 
towards a world of transactions and transitions, that remains the most 
profound challenge to our current way of understanding.
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James Webb
11. There’s No Place Called Home (Archive), 2004-2021

12. There’s No Place Called Home (Edinburgh)*, 2021
There’s No Place Called Home is at once an encounter with birds and an act of 
faith. Whilst some people may chance upon a foreign birdsong in the Royal 
Botanic Garden Edinburgh – and wonder what it is they have stumbled upon – 
others will encounter it in the first retrospective of the 50 iterations of this work 
to date, shown at Talbot Rice Gallery.

During the pandemic, as traffic noise subsided and industries came to a halt, 
many people began to take more notice of nature. Remarkably, scientists  
have found that not only were people listening to birdsong more during 
lockdown, but that birds actually changed their songs: a study in San Francisco 
showed that white-crowned sparrows took advantage of the quieter spaces 
and made their songs sweeter, more subtle and more enticing. At the same 
time, whilst people and birds have cohabited for as long as there have been 
people, there is still so much we don’t understand; as global warming and 
habitat loss caused by humankind force birds to survive more and more 
perilously, we continue to marvel at these incredibly adaptable animals. In 
The Bird Way when Jennifer Ackerman describes her desire to experience 
the world from a bird’s point of view, she talks about their ability to see ‘hues 
beyond our imagining’, their sense of smell (where certain vultures can sense 
death from miles away) and their ability to anticipate changing weather 
patterns months in advance of meteorologists. And birdsong, she continues, 
that can, ‘resolve conflict, negotiate boundaries, settle disputes, and spread 
the word about sources of food and danger.’ Just as they remain enigmatic 
and – as Richard Smyth puts it – indifferent to us, Webb’s work carefully 
emphasises our estranged entanglement. And whilst birds are evoked 
throughout this project, they are never caged by the anthropocentric desire for 
things to be resolved, or fixed, or to have a singular meaning. That is not what 
birds are about. 

The bird Webb installed in a tree in the Botanics is the Jamaican Becard 
(Pachyramphus niger), a small bird endemic to Jamaica that has a fascinating 
song, which reels and pivots across different tempos and pitches. Whilst aware 
of the colonial connections between Scotland and Jamaica, Webb intends 
the bird’s seemingly chance appearance in Edinburgh to be a provocation for 
open conversation, rather than something that is conceptually or politically 
prefigured. However, that it is a bird from a hotter climate was important to 
him as a signal of how much climate change has and continues to impact 
upon avian migratory patterns, opening up a future in which the UK might well 
become home to more tropical species. As temperatures rise, as ice fields 

melt and as forest fires blacken the skies, it becomes unnecessary, impossible 
or fatal for birds to continue their customary movements around the globe. 

The cluster of trees the work is located in, the offsite component of this work 
in the Botanics, exists without additional framework and is more of a subtle 
rupture of the everyday. At Talbot Rice Gallery, a photo of the tree in the 
Botanics and a label becomes a signifier of this elsewhere. And for the first 
retrospective of the project, running since 2004, Webb changes this usual 
format and represents previous versions of the project by extracting a colour 
from the original photograph of the tree where a work was sited. By not 
pointing to the work – not saying it is here, this is what it is – by simply giving 
the name of the bird and the city where it appeared, Webb asks us to project 
into the space that exists in and around these encounters. The many things 
birds symbolise in various cultures, our personal experience of them, our 
scientific knowledge or simply our enthusiasm for watching murmurations or 
migrating flocks, might all become tools for working them out: be this a mating 
call or unanswered song, a sign of good or bad fortunes, a bird that we’ve 
unwittingly become host to, or a climate refugee.

*Contains audio recordings of Jamaican Becards made by Nick Komar 
and Ross Gallardy, and used under the CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 licence:  https://
creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/. The recordings have been 
edited with time inserted between the songs to lengthen the tracks.
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Tonya McMullan
13. The lure of tomorrow’s harvests, 2021

14. The lure of tomorrow’s harvests [pollen images], 2021
Tonya McMullan situates her work amidst communities and uses her long-
term engagement with bees to foreground ecological concerns. Newly 
commissioned for The Normal, McMullan’s collaboration with local beekeepers 
and university specialists looks to these vital pollinators to speak to the effects 
of the lockdown.

As a result of the 2020 pandemic there was a sudden reduction in traffic and 
pollution, a halt in the mowing of embankments, the use of pesticides and 
the weeding of urban areas (therefore an abundant growth of wildflowers 
occurred) leading people to speculate about the benefit to the bees. This 
prompted McMullan to create a collection of honey produced during this 
period across Edinburgh and Lothians based upon her interest in how this 
dramatic change in human behaviour might be reflected through bees’ 
foraging. The passion of beekeepers in relation to ecological concerns and 
the localisation of beekeeping has long been important to McMullan, who is 
fascinated by the intergenerational, self-organised knowledge exchange they 
promote. When you keep bees, working to understand the circular rhythms of 
the hive, you learn a different way of being with nature. And central to this for 
McMullan is honey tasting, which she likens to a temporary window, ‘that for 
a split second transports you into another world before disappearing again.’ 
This experience, as the taste consumes you, is a different way of connecting to 
local ecologies (throughout the exhibition McMullan hopes to run safe honey 
tasting sessions in order to share this knowledge).

Honey could be seen to be a bee’s form of insurance, a stockpile that helps 
them to survive temporary food shortages. In this way, it corresponds to the 
idea of an archive, in that it seeks to preserve something for the future. Honey 
also points to the complex and sometimes problematic relationship people 
have to bees. Of the 20,000 or more different species of bees, only nine are 
honeybees. Much of the long (at least 8,000 year) history of the relationship 
between people and honey bees has been characterised by wonder, 
admiration and even worship. However, whilst this reverence continued 
into the industrial era, there is a danger that in certain parts of the world, 
commercial practices risk changing a multitude of ecological relationships. 
Evoking colonialism and global market places, Mark Barnett – a scientist for 
The Roslin Institute – provided the specific example: ‘In the USA, honey bees 
are very important because there are Old World crops grown on a different 
continent lacking Old World pollinators. Western honey bees as a managed 
generalist pollinator native to Europe, Africa and Middle East are therefore 

very useful. Almonds (native to Iran) are grown as a monoculture so that the 
bees pollinate the almonds instead of other plants. The beekeepers move 
their hives because they are paid for pollination.’ In 2017, for example, 1.7 
million honeybee colonies had to be shipped to California to pollinate millions 
of acres of almond trees. This type of industry can create a lot of problems, 
for example the global transportation of hives and the proximity of bees in 
artificial hives (designed to maximise the produce) spread a deadly parasite 
called the Varroa Mite. And during the coronavirus outbreak, bees were also 
fighting against their own pandemic, Israeli acute paralysis virus (IAPV). This 
largely urban virus has evolved to get past some of the honeybees’ defences: 
where one colony would usually detect an ill bee from another and socially 
distance from it, IAPV has adapted to become a kind of Trojan horse. All these 
issues are the result of human behaviour as in the wild there is little interaction 
between colonies, so this kind of viral tactic would not be advantageous.

The scent introduced into McMullan’s display is an approximation of honeybee 
pheromones. Honeybees use pheromones to communicate within the hive, 
including signalling when they are in danger. Some of the pheromones they 
emit can be detected by the human nose, meaning that beekeepers can 
sometimes sense the ‘mood’ of a hive. They might also create ‘lure potions’ 
based upon pheromones in order to attract stray swarms. As it permeates 
the space and those who visit it, the scent makes it clear that The lure of 
tomorrow’s harvests is about the meeting of bees and people. In the midst of 
environmental crisis, it suggested that the different forms of understanding 
that come from these entangled, interspecies collaborations needs to be 
preserved and nurtured.

See overleaf for more information about the collaborative nature of the 
project, including the findings of the pollen analysis.
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Tonya McMullan
This project was realised through collaboration with a large number of 
different people, from local beekeepers through to scientists able to analyse 
the honey. 

Robert Fleming, who manages bioimaging at The Roslin Institute, University 
of Edinburgh, was able to reveal the otherworldly pollen particles contained 
in the collected honey through a confocal microscope; Mark Barnett, a 
Roslin scientist, and Matthew Richardson, Apiary Manager for the University 
of Edinburgh Apiary Project, were then able to identify the specific grains. 
This enabled McMullan to match the beautiful, diverse colours of the honey 
samples with specific plants. Whilst this can’t establish solid conclusions 
about the impact of the 2020 pandemic, it reflects the complex urban ecology 
of Edinburgh – one of the greenest city spaces in the UK. This includes the 
proximity of the Pentland Hills, with samples including pollen from ling 
heather (which produces a distinctively citrusy, greenish honey), agricultural 
spaces with oilseed rape, gardens with phacelia, buddleia, honeysuckle, 
Himalayan balsam and privet hedges, trees like acers and hawthorn and then 
a range of wildflowers and ‘weeds’ including: rosebay willowherb, dandelions, 
meadowsweet, thistles and ragwort.

McMullan’s collaboration with beekeepers – extending through talks to The 
Edinburgh & Midlothian Beekeepers’ Association among others –  is also tied 
up with the sculptural form designed to carry this information. Michaela Huber, 
who is a skilled cabinet maker and builds her own hives, built this hive and 
series of frames. 

Tonya McMullan, The lure of tomorrow’s harvests [pollen images], 2021

Beekeepers:
Alan Riach, Amanda Moffett, Archie Burns, Bron Wright, David Smith ,
David Wright, Diana Cairns, Gordon Jardine, Kimberley Moore Ede, Lorraine 
Aitken, Malcolm Evans, Margaret Forrest, Margaret Lyons, Marion Hurst, Gillian 
Murrary, Nigel Hurst, Mark Barnett, Matthew Richardson and Saskia Gavin

Edinburgh & Midlothian Beekeepers’ Association

Newbattle Beekeepers Association

Beekeeper and Cabinet Maker: Michaela Huber 

The Roslin Institute: 
Mark Barnett, Core Scientist, and Robert Fleming, Bio-Imaging & Flow  
Cytometry Facility Manager

Additional thanks to: 
Matthew Richardson, Apiary Manager for the University of Edinburgh Apiary 
Project

A library of olfactive material in Glasgow for their support with  
the scent development

Zeiss, for supporting the printing and framing of the confocal  
microscope images
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Amy Balkin et al.
15. A People’s Archive of Sinking and Melting, 2012-ongoing
A People’s Archive of Sinking and Melting is a growing collection of items 
contributed by people living in places that may disappear – or already have 
become uninhabitable – as a result of the physical, political and economic 
impacts of the climate emergency. Since December 2020, the public have 
been invited to contribute to A People’s Archive by sending the gallery an 
object from a place in Scotland that is sinking or melting – or by reaching 
out to others to do so. Together with information about the location and its 
relationship to climate change, the contributions are being displayed as part 
of The Normal and will continue to be collected at TRG until after COP26 
(described in more detail below). 

In the early stages of lockdown Bruno Latour announced that, ‘The first 
lesson [of] the coronavirus … is also the most astounding: we have actually 
proven that it is possible, in a few weeks, to put an economic system on hold 
everywhere in the world and at the same time, a system that we were told it 
was impossible to slow down or redirect.’ This precarious moment – which 
he felt hung in the balance between political opportunity and the threat of 
capitalism – is encapsulated by A People’s Archive: at once the fragments of a 
capitalist system in ruins and a reflection of the political imbalance of climate 
change policy.

Since 2004, Amy Balkin has used art projects to question the role of nation 
states, capitalism, communities, territories and materials in relation to the 
climate crisis. To structure A People’s Archive, which contains contributions 
from people across the globe, she has adopted some of the language and 
classifications from The United Nations Framework Convention on Climate 
Change (UNFCCC). The UNFCCC is an international treaty signed by 197 nation 
states that aims to address climate change. The decision-making body for this 
treaty is the Conference of Parties (COP): held annually in different countries 
COP26 is due to be held in Glasgow in 2021 (delayed from 2020). Whilst these 
conferences have received criticism (‘You could argue that three decades 
of negotiation have produced just one agreement to hold temperatures 
to a limit that is too high, and we are not even remotely on track to honour 
that agreement’, the Guardian newspaper) it remains the only international 
institution in place that allows global climate targets to be set. At present 
Scotland is defined as a Devolved Administration under the ‘United Kingdom 
of Great Britain and Northern Ireland’s Nationally Determined Contribution’, 
which determines that, ‘the UK is committing to reduce economy-wide 
greenhouse gas emissions by at least 68% by 2030, compared to 1990 levels.’

The UNFCCC system acknowledges the disparity between those countries 
most responsible for contributing to the climate crisis, and the poorer 
countries most vulnerable to its impact. However, whilst this system in theory 
places more demanding targets on industrialised nations over developing 
nations – as Balkin has shown in previous works like Public Smog – when 
carbon emissions can be traded and sanctions can be ignored, these targets 
feed into a system that marketises the atmosphere (and other areas of the 
environment), effectively maintaining – or accelerating – economic disparities.  
As economic disparities increase, capacity for mitigation of carbon dioxide 
emissions further diverges, amplifying the vicious cycle of ‘loss and damage’ 
to poorer or weaker countries, areas and communities. 

With these objects coming from places that have, might or will disappear, 
they implicitly undermine the idea of territorial divisions. So, it is not simply 
that ecological issues are a global concern that require a world council that 
independent ‘nations’ fail to constitute, but that a ‘nation’ – conceived as a 
uniform territory founded on the idea of fixed territories and boundaries – is 
inadequate in representing the complex stakes in combating environmental 
crises. To expand on Latour’s thinking, in his work Facing Gaia he stresses that 
ecological issues are thus ‘transversal’. And through an event like the Mock 
COP, a coming together of young people to simulate the main conference 
in order to foreground creative solutions, Latour witnessed a very different 
model. Here, delegations would not only represent nations but would take the 
names of other elements: ‘Land’, ‘Oceans’, ‘Atmosphere’, ‘Endangered Species’ 
(Les Amandiers, May 31, 2015). With this intervention, he reports, ‘The direction 
of land grabbing is immediately reversed and, with this, the very definition of 
what it means, for any power whatsoever, to possess land. Up to now, these 
interests, these entanglements, had no presence in the debate except that 
of data summarized in reports sketching the general framework under which 
the national delegations were operating.’ This fits with Balkin’s appropriation 
of a museum display strategy, where the object becomes a kind of ‘proxy for 
political consciousness.’  As Balkin says, ‘In a project like A People’s Archive, 
the specificity and texture of the materials cycle between standing in for local 
political, cultural, and environmental aftermaths, and for large scale losses 
from failures to protect the global commons.’ Each of the objects in this new 
collection from Scotland is therefore not only a complex representation of the 
different forces contributing to disappearance, but a decision by someone to 
take a stance by choosing to contribute.
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Sarah Rose
16. Open Source (crocodile), 2021
Sarah Rose’s suspended, abstract ‘crocodile’, made from recycled plastics, is 
a new commission for the Georgian Gallery, which in a past life was also the 
university’s natural history museum. Her work carries within it a new, radical 
potential for sustainable artistic production whilst pointing to the importance 
of ecological relationships. 

Made from recycled plastic bottle lids, the fabric of this work reflects the way 
consumer relationships shape our relationship to the environment. Although 
this crocodile has been made during the lockdown in Rose’s studio in Glasgow, 
it builds on a previous project that the artist began in the Philippines. Rather 
than ship artworks from one location to another, Rose chose to build and then 
carry with her the means of her production. Connecting with a local workshop 
in Manila and with a suitcase of self-built open source machinery and moulds, 
she melted and shaped local plastics to make sculptural works. Finding 
herself back in Scotland midway through the 2020 lockdown, Rose reignited 
this process – sourcing local materials for her new, hanging sculpture.

For Rose, the use of recyclable material not only alludes to global capitalism’s 
heavy reliance on plastics, but also the failure of local councils to make 
adequate provisions for people to recycle their waste and subsequently 
the large-scale failure of the plastic recycling industry. Glasgow has a poor 
standing (recycling about 27% of household waste against a national average 
of 46%) with the council blaming the ‘business model for recycling’. They are 
referring to the reality that things are only recycled when there is profit to 
gain, with surprisingly few plastics having a market value. Then there is a kind 
of UK leviathan – a £250bn enterprise – which has largely dealt with these 
materials by shipping them to other countries, where they are processed 
out of sight and can often end up in landfill. When China closed its doors 
to recycled materials in 2018, the UK (and many other countries) started to 
flood other countries, including Thailand, Indonesia and Malaysia. Here, the 
Guardian reported, ‘as in China, the waste is often burned or abandoned, 
eventually finding its way into rivers and oceans.’ As Rose describes it, it is the 
corporations who produce the most plastics who invest in the false image 
of plastic recycling (in the United States for example, oil and gas companies 
have spent millions of dollars telling people that plastics can be recycled, 
arguably to avoid further consumer concern and scrutiny). Rose therefore 
holds an ambivalent relationship to the material, which she also sees as having 
an intrinsic beauty, and qualities that make it a lifesaver for institutions like the 
NHS. Through this work she therefore wants to remove it from the dangerous 
recycling industry and establish a new set of relationships to it through art. 

After all, she says, it is ‘a memory and a fossil of living things that carries with it 
another kind of potential enchantment.’ 

Researching for her exhibition in the Philippines, Rose encountered differing 
ideas about crocodiles. In many contemporary societies, the symbol of the 
crocodile has a negative connotation, often being used to characterise the 
unsavoury or dishonest activities of politicians and other public figures. Studies 
have suggested that this animosity and suspicion contributes to their declining 
numbers, with crocodile populations being decimated in the Philippines 
through hunting. However, pre-colonial ideas about ‘buwaya’ or the crocodile 
also survive across the many indigenous people of the Philippines, where 
instead the crocodile represents courage, mystic power and fertility. Some 
tribes (the Kalinga and Maguindanao people) even consider themselves 
to have crocodile ancestors. From the sixteenth century onwards, Spanish 
colonisers were amazed by how the indigenous people accepted and praised 
the threat of these huge, dangerous predators. Because they saw crocodiles 
as relatives or divine beings, they felt understood by them and so considered 
their attacks to be important and sometimes justified warnings. As a 2011 
study showed, ‘The laws and logic that regulated [indigenous] social life also 
applied to the relationship between people and crocodiles. To make sure that 
crocodiles and people could peacefully co-exist, there were specific rules and 
obligations for both parties. The wellbeing of the community depended on its 
harmonious relations with crocodiles. People’s attitudes towards crocodiles 
were respectful, tolerant and non-aggressive. Violations on either side were 
punished … This ‘peace-pact’ gave meaning to a dangerous and unpredictable 
world and enabled people to co-exist with crocodiles.’

For Amitav Ghosh, writing in his book, The Great Derangement: Climate Change 
and the Unthinkable, much of the modern world has expunged the kind of 
danger represented by crocodiles (or tigers in India) from bourgeois narratives. 
As capitalism favours predictability – for investment and the reassurance of 
consumers – it has severed ties with earlier stories that were better able to 
account for the profoundly unexpected and life-changing events nature can 
bestow upon us. Now, as the climate catastrophe throws so many storms, 
fires, washed-up materials and pandemics at us, they can – he argues – only 
register through their seeming strangeness, unfamiliarity and uncanniness. As 
Rose considers both crocodiles and plastics a test of our ecological identity, it 
is not surprising therefore that her work has a beguiling quality to it. Within the 
context of the international contemporary art world, Sarah Rose is proposing 
a method of artistic production that considers sustainability at its conceptual, 
material and logistical core. Her artwork stands for things at once dangerous 
and beautiful that betray our modern sense of security to point at a much 
bigger and more important set of relationships.

Supported by UpHub Govanhill Baths and Precious Plastic,  
with thanks to Still Life. 
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Femke Herregraven
17. Corrupted Air (IBRD CAR 111-112), 2018
Femke Herregraven has built several projects around her extensive research 
into the links between diseases and economic systems. Part of her Corrupted 
Air series, the three lightboxes at Talbot Rice Gallery focus on the nearly 1,500-
year history connecting global trade networks and the (ongoing) spread of the 
bubonic plague.

The central lightbox in the series charts what Herregraven describes as a 
speculative trajectory of the plague, and is flanked by two lightboxes depicting 
a microscopic impression of a flea, once thought to cause the plague, and the 
bacterial infection that we now know is responsible. As medical lightboxes are 
intended to do, it illuminates Herregraven’s analysis of this history, which fuses 
with the complex world of insurance, bonds and trade. All this reverberates 
against the global pandemic of 2020, which apparently caught nearly every 
nation by surprise.

Herregraven’s story takes us back to AD 541 and the plague’s arrival in a port 
near Suez, India. From here, trading ships carrying grain effectively exported 
it to Constantinople (then capital of the Roman Empire ruled by Justinian I) to 
become the ‘Plague of Justinian’, considered the start of the first (Western) 
plague pandemic. This ran across Mediterranean and European trade 
networks until AD 750, ultimately taking the lives of an estimated 15 to 100 
million people. The second major pandemic then emerged in the fourteenth 
century as the ‘Black Death’, wiping out around a third of the European 
population and killing an estimated 200 million people. Here, Herregraven is 
specifically interested in the links between airborne disease and commerce, 
the work repeatedly mentioning the Silk Road (a lucrative trade route between 
East Asia and Europe) as a vehicle for transmission. We know that at this time 
the idea of insurance policies was growing alongside maritime trade, with 
European countries looking to mitigate against the risks posed by the global 
movement of goods. The work refers to Genoese traders (now Italy) as the 
inventors of the first insurance bonds, also informing us that their ships played 
a significant role in carrying the disease.

The two images on either side of the text are a microscopic impression of a 
flea, made by Robert Hooke in 1662, and a digital rendering of the Yersinia 
Pestis bacteria, respectively. Whilst fleas were carriers of the plague – carried 
not just by rats and other rodents but by people in their clothing – we now 
know that the plague is caused by a bacterial infection. The plague continues 
to infect people today, which is why the first ever Pandemic Bond issued by 
the World Bank in 2017 (a kind of insurance against the outbreak of infectious 
diseases) included coverage for the plague. 

The Corrupted Air project was in fact triggered by Herregraven’s interest in 
catastrophe bonds (known as cat bonds and first issued in the mid-1990s), 
upon which this pandemic bond was modelled. A cat bond ostensibly works 
to spread the cost of natural disasters through an investment scheme, 
whereby large private investors risk their investment for the promise of high 
interest rates and a return of their investment should the policy not trigger. 
Herregraven is critical of these policies’ disproportionate coverage and their 
complex parametric structures (the extensive series of parameters that must 
be met for funds to be released). An example of this is that they tended 
to only cover catastrophes in Western countries. As the title of one of her 
previous exhibitions reminds us, the term catastrophe has not always been 
understood as a ‘natural disaster’ but more generally as ‘A Reversal of What 
is Expected.’ This helps to highlight that economically one of their underlying 
principles is to effectively maintain a status quo, safeguarding the wealth 
of its key beneficiaries. When the World Bank launched its Pandemic Bond 
(running from 7 July 2017 to 15 July 2020) it was supposed to be, in the words 
of its then director Jim Yong Kim, a ‘momentous step that has the potential to 
save millions of lives and entire economies from one of the greatest systemic 
threats we face.’ However, for some, the scheme was simply a risk-based 
system designed to enable private investors to increase their worth, with the 
strict conditions for its release making it ineffectual. As Herregraven wrote 
in her essay Corrupted Air (March 2020), ‘During the Kivu Ebola epidemic 
[2018–2020], the cat bond paid out only $31 million by the thirteenth month 
of the outbreak – which is at total odds with the speed an infectious disease 
spreads and should be contained – while having paid a total of $75.5 million 
in premiums [or interest rates] to bondholders. While this pandemic bond 
was supposed to offer immediate help and relief to the most vulnerable 
communities, it privileged private investors who received high interest 
payments while waiting for more people to die.’ Since Herregraven wrote 
this, COVID-19 finally (on 16 April 2020) led to the bond being triggered with 
$195.8 million being given to 64 eligible countries, by which point investors 
had already had $96 million in pay-outs. As the Insurance Journal summarised, 
‘The coronavirus had killed almost 150,000 people in dozens of countries 
before the casualty rates aligned with the “exponential growth” requirement 
set out in the bond prospectus.’ Whilst the World Bank has scrapped its plans 
for a second scheme, Herregraven’s work still points to the development of 
a form of investment that sees catastrophes monetised, with the financial 
winners and losers already prefigured by complex rules. In the context of 
the long convergence of money and disease this is not surprising, but it is 
nonetheless a critical perspective on how we deal with humanitarian crises. 
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Kahlil Joseph
21. BLKNWS®, 2018–ongoing
BLKNWS isn’t just an artwork, it’s an institution that works itself free from the 
coils of power. And BLKNWS isn’t just a critique of the media, it’s a non-linear 
challenge to the very idea of objective journalism. Updating throughout the 
course of The Normal to reflect recent world events, Kahlil Joseph’s ambitious 
project blurs cultural boundaries and expectations to present a positive, life-
affirming portrayal of African-American experience. 

As philosopher, activist and public intellectual Cornel West (who appears in 
footage in some versions of BLKNWS) said during the pandemic, the catalyst 
for the Black Lives Matter protests might have been the killing of George 
Floyd, but they were also underpinned by long-standing questions about the 
failure of capitalism to create a just society. Whilst many lost their lives and 
struggled just to have a basic quality of life, billionaire’s wealth during the 
pandemic hit a new high. For West, this is ‘legalised looting’, a statement that 
echoes the critical voices of upcoming women of colour in US politics, like 
Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez (also referenced in BLKNWS, and known as AOC), 
the youngest woman ever elected to US congress. As representative for New 
York’s 14th District – which covers part of the Bronx and Queens – AOC has 
witnessed the disproportionate impact of the pandemic (in the United States 
23% of COVID-19 deaths are African-Americans, who constitute 13% of the 
population): ‘we ... know that this crisis is hitting us in the context of racial and 
income inequality and inequity.’ 

Whilst figures like West and AOC reflect important political voices, BLKNWS 
also allows politics to be carried through dance and music and other more 
embodied and personal moments. A video of a father amusing his son via a 
video call, or the joyous reception of a young girl with a new prosthetic leg 
by her friends in a playground, join ranks with poet and civil rights activist 
Maya Angelou – who talks about the matriarchy within Black culture – to 
create a holistic, non-hierarchical message. As Alessandra Raengo describes 
it, ‘Any “collage” or “montage” can be understood as a form of gathering, 
but [BLKNWS] … functions aesthetically …  as a curatorial principle [where] 
blackness puts pressure on the very concept of curation and demands that 
it acts as a “reunion,” not a collection, but a collective.’ Through the structural 
overlaying of elements, the work doesn’t just present critical content, but  
has affective power. Where news reporting has such a close relationship  
to the construction of ‘truth’, this critical blackness also reflects progressive 
media trends.

For Carolyn Nielsen, writing in Reporting on Race in the Digital Era (2020), 
something changed around the reporting of the killing of unarmed African-
American teenager Michael Brown Jr. . Whilst there have been a tragically 
high number of similar cases (Brown was the sixteenth in 2014), this event in 
Ferguson, Missouri, became the catalyst for a deeper journalistic questioning 
of institutional racism. Later that year, a short story titled ‘police killings of 
blacks’ was voted the story of the year, and as Nielsen states, ‘the events in 
Ferguson came to stand out as different not only for the amount of news 
attention they received but for the depth of the news narratives, the systemic 
exploration of racism in those narratives, and the way technology enabled 
the audience to become part of the news narratives and to speak back to 
them.’ That the dots were being joined and a bigger picture of structural 
racism was emerging was clearly linked to the rise of new technologies that 
enabled marginalised people to capture incidents as they happened whilst 
empowering them to circulate, promote or criticise reporting. 

BLKNWS directly enters into conversation with this, what might be termed 
‘Journalism 3.0’, by integrating into a culture of social media, sharing and 
appropriation (being an enterprise as much as an artwork that might appear 
in different kinds of community or commercial space). And reflected in the 
objective to make The Normal, an exhibition about the time we’re experiencing, 
the evolution of BLKNWS throughout the exhibition will necessarily reflect 
upon a world seen through screens and digital technologies. In one of its 
News Desk features, which borrow the format of mainstream news reporting, 
they discuss Lil Miquela, a racially ambiguous computer-generated avatar 
with a huge Instagram following, who was problematically marketed as a 
‘social justice activist’. While it foregrounds the new political, ethical and 
social territories being created through digital technologies, when we watch 
BLKNWS – as many had to watch world events unfolding during lockdown – 
we are not allowed to forget the constructed nature of the screen. But neither 
are we left in a cold, uncaring postmodern vacuum. The sense of positivity, 
empathy, family, love and decency remain consistent, making this ‘broadcast’ 
thought-provoking and moving in a profoundly important way.
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year. With special thanks to Sally Jaquet, new Music and Arts tutor at Crisis 
Scotland, for finding a way for us to continue to engage with their members in 
a creative and safe way. 

Many thanks to our new group of Volunteer Exhibition Assistants. 
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