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Instead of the cross, the Albatross
Naomi Pearce, 2022

As a child I was terrified of house fires, scrambling on a 
chair to test the smoke alarm each week before bed. In my 
teens I was obsessed with spontaneous human combustion, 
transfixed by grainy images of blackened armchairs, pools 
of fat congealing in their sagging seats. And yet, I’ve always 
loved to burn things: the smell of sulphur from a lit match, 
the panicked blue flame of a shrivelling Quality Street 
wrapper. I got into incense and cigarettes. Although I now 
have a cat and wince with empathy at her terror, fireworks 
still excite me. In the art room at school I used to do a ritual 
with the molten wax of a batik heater. The first pass always 
stung but I liked the pain, it was a test. Hand withdrawn 
from the pot, fleshy delicate tips throbbing, watching with 
satisfaction as clear, liquid wax cooled to form cloudy 
smooth veneers. Over and over I’d dip them, each layer 
merging without friction to its predecessor, contracting to 
the skin as it hardened in the air. Soon, the bulbous ends of 
my digits, like mineral deposits on rocks, made a dull sound 
against the counter’s graffitied wood. With each drumming 
tap, thin cracks appeared at the edges. Having shed this new 
skin, I’d cradle these forms, spying the grooves of bitten nails 
imprinted on their interiors. In a final gesture (one that now 
provokes a kind of vertigo, a disorientation linked to scale) I’d 
shake the perfect fingertip casts like die between my palms.  
I never kept these wax effigies; I threw them back in the pot. 

Sarah Rose is also interested in how things melt. Her 
sculptures, sound pieces and installations create new 
tensions between uncertain materials, working to expose 
the logistics of waste: from global plastic recycling to 
unrequited love, the distribution of free newspapers on 
subways, or migrant labour. Moving between macro systems 
and micro chemical processes, Sarah looks to harness rather 
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than control entropy; bottle tops are melted to make sheet 
material, gas produced by fruit during the fermentation 
process of country wine powers an organ-like sculpture’s 
melancholic “breath”. 
 These projects feel spurred by a fascination with 
the transmutation of matter, its philosophical, spiritual or 
emotional resonances and repercussions. As artist Anicka Yi 
has stated: “Eventually, in a post-apocalyptic world – or even 
just the entropy that will eventually bury the Anthropocene 
– all our devices will melt: our tablets, laptops, cell phones, 
all of it.”1 Like Yi, who uses soap, resin and human bacteria to 
challenge ideas of conservation and decomposition, Sarah’s 
practice embraces the instability of materials to actively 
resist permanence as a desirable condition.

In the studio Sarah talks textures and their affects. Foam 
she likes because “it’s grotty”, it absorbs everything: voices, 
sweat, even light. Plastic is “greasy and waxy”, she likes 
that too, “it has this malleability that is really perplexing. An 
unease to it. It’s creepy.” These loaded descriptors articulate 
Sarah’s invested but uneasy relationship with her materials. 
They are much more than resources, they are like problems, 
not to be solved as such, but to be exposed: part protagonist, 
part passenger. Grotty and creepy are adjectives which 
belong to a language of horror. In The Philosophy of Horror: 
Or Paradoxes of the Heart (1990), film scholar Noël Carroll 
observes a recurring “vaporous or gelatinous” quality to 
“the biologies of monster”, implying that what horrifies, is a 
“notion of formlessness”.2 As author H.P. Lovecraft argued, 
“if the oldest and strongest kind of fear is the fear of the 
unknown,”3 plastic’s endless shape-shifting capabilities 
pose a powerful terror. Emblematic of environmental 
destruction, what could be more horrifying than images of 
seabirds, dead from starvation, their bloated stomachs filled 
with the garish remnants of plastic waste. Back in 1988, 
approximately 10 years before the Great Pacific Garbage 
Patch was discovered (a collection of floating marine debris 
and microplastics about the size of Texas) literary theorist 
Roland Barthes spoke of plastic’s magical properties: “more 
than a substance, plastic is the very idea of its infinite 
transformation; as its everyday name indicates, it is ubiquity 
made visible”.4  It is this abundance which troubles Sarah. 
Despite ethical motivations – of course she’s worried about 

Open Source (Crocodile) [detail], 2021.  
Reclaimed HDPE plastics with wire fixings. Photo: Sally Jubb.
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the environment – her desire to use reclaimed plastic is 
fuelled by more than ecological concerns; there’s something 
sinister in the material’s universality, its ability to pass through 
global supply chains, to sit on supermarket shelves in Tokyo 
and kitchen tables in Amsterdam. It is everywhere, even in 
our bloodstreams.

Open Source (Crocodile) (2021) stretches like a canopy 
across the grand neoclassical hall of Talbot Rice Gallery, 
a former natural history museum housed in the University 
of Edinburgh’s Old College. At a distance, the flat abstract 
form recalls display strategies reminiscent of the site’s past, 
but up close, standing underneath the crocodile’s sagging 
belly, spotlights illuminating scales of red, blue and green 
high-density polyethylene plastic (HDPE), it’s more baroque 
than scientific. The ceiling’s elaborate cornicing; white and 
intricate as piped cake frosting, and the crocodile’s floating 
form; an armour of standardised dots reminiscent of halftone 
reprographics or liquid crystal displays, share a decorative 
compulsion despite their clashing aesthetics. 
 “I wanted it to feel beautiful,” Sarah tells me, 
“beautiful to challenge what has been mostly represented as 
terrifying. The Anthropocene seems to give us many of these 
moments, where we appreciate aesthetic experiences that 
were once strange.” I say the crocodile feels celebratory, like 
a banner for a ceremony. But what does it honour? Perhaps 
a process; the re-routing of ocean waste into valuable 
artwork and the alchemy of artistic practice, with its ability to 
transform shit into gold.  
 Sarah made each of the crocodile’s 650 scales by 
hand using open-source blueprints designed by Precious 
Plastic, a recycling project founded in Eindhoven in 2013. 
Not wanting to fetishise artistic labour – making things takes 
time, big deal – it’s intriguing, the extent to which Open 
Source (Crocodile) conceals the method of its production. 
Such is the smooth surface alchemy of plastic, the sculpture 
can’t tell you how Sarah collected crates of Pepsi, Coke, 
Strathmore water and semi-skimmed-milk bottle tops, 
cleaning each diligently before feeding them between the 
laser-cut metal teeth of a granulator. Or how she placed 
these shredded pellets inside silicon sheets between the hot 
plates of four industrial panini grills. These machines sit in the 

corner of her studio on stainless steel catering tables. They 
melt the plastic bottle tops, keeping them hot and malleable, 
ready to be flattened into sheets with the force of a  
hydraulic press.  
 In this work Sarah cosplays as engineer, designer 
and manufacturer simultaneously, internalising the industrial 
assembly line into a single (untrained) body. The strain of 
the making process is recalled, like muscle memory, as she 
describes her months of meticulous research and material 
experimentation. Contrary to Taylorism’s time and motion 
studies or Fordist standardisation, Sarah counters capitalist 
streamlining and productivity with labour that is long, 
arduous and often inefficient. She invests disproportionate 
time and energy in a single sculpture, she uses open-source 
hardware primarily intended to make sexy design objects like 
jewellery and furniture or functional construction materials. 
 Cultural historian and mechanical engineer Jennifer 
K. Alexander argues that efficiency is slippery, despite the 
term’s seemingly “guileless simplicity” it conceals a morality 
used to manage people, not just machines: “efficiency 
measures, at their core, embody ideologies of control”.5  In 
challenging this, there’s a political dimension to Sarah’s 
futile labour. As curator Anthony Huberman has observed 
in his reflections on artists’ co-option of machines, “by 
forcing purpose and necessity to contend with waste and 
dysfunction, an artwork can be an act of ‘mis-engineering’”.6  
 Plastic behaves as a collaborator in the context 
of Sarah’s small-scale production line, something to be 
negotiated with intimately. “I don’t know if what I’m doing is 
safe,” she says, referring to the fumes released during her 
experiments, “the issue is that there is a lot of purposeful 
withholding of information by the industry that profits from 
plastic. I’ve had to do my own investigation through online 
forums, talking to researchers, scientists and other makers. 
This network of people has been essential to me, however 
there is no conclusive guidance, which means I remain 
uncertain and searching.” 
 Sarah and plastic share the same air. Or in the words 
of researcher Heather Davis, breathing is “climate statistics 
pulled inside our lungs”.7 The notion that we are discrete 
entities is a delusion, in fact all human and more-than-human 
life is co-constituted, caught in what Davis describes as a 
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“collective molecular becoming”.8 Framed in this way, Open 
Source (Crocodile) might be understood as exposing the 
fantasy of binaries such as natural and manmade or “clean” 
versus “toxic”. Our reality is porous: “none of us are just us, 
but rather are composed of everyone else, of everything 
else”.9  

From the circular scales of the crocodile’s form to the cyclical 
qualities of its material making, this project is governed by 
a looping logic. Initially developed in the Philippines with 
funding from the Canadian Arts Council (the Philippines 
being the destination for the majority of Canada’s plastic 
waste) Sarah creates a loop from a transaction which is 
usually a one-way straight line. Other problematic circuits 
are highlighted by this movement: the international residency 
network, the mobility that often pervades contemporary 
artworks, the government funding that allows Western 
artists to travel “elsewhere”. And of course, fossil fuels 
are substances marked by their own circularity. As Métis 
anthropologist and scholar Zoe Todd observes in an 
essay reflecting on the Husky Energy oil spill in the North 
Saskatchewan River, the pollutants involved “are themselves 
the extracted, processed, heated, split, and steamed progeny 
of the fossilised carbon beings built deep within the earth”.10 
Todd articulates a desire to “de-weaponise” oil and gas, 
unlinking them from extractive settler-colonial political 
economies. I want to think of Sarah as motivated by a similar 
yearning. She tells me she’s interested in how the crocodile 
“might exist as an archive of a past”; both as remnants of 
long-gone dinosaurs and Pepsi bottle tops.  
 In this sense, there’s an ambivalence baked into 
this work, one that captures all the difficulties, inequalities 
and possibilities of our contemporary moment. In working 
with plastic, Sarah confronts the material detritus of human 
waste. I think of Samuel Taylor Coleridge’s Rime of the Ancient 
Mariner and the dead albatross hung around the mariner’s 
neck. Having shot the bird, he is burdened with its body 
as punishment. Sarah intimately entwines herself with the 
material remains of capitalism’s violent acts as though taking 
responsibility, while contemplating how entangled human 
and more-than-human life is and must be on earth. 
 The crocodile now sits in a box on Sarah’s studio 
floor. She asked the technicians at Talbot Rice not to use any What we heard, 2018.  

Recycled plastic fibre, soluble plastic, fixings. 
Photo: Alan Dimmick.
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Exposure to sunlight and cold has caused the plastic to 
lose all its material integrity, and with it, its purpose. Sarah 
touches the fragile shards gently: “there is this sense of it 
being exhausted or reaching the end of its usefulness,” she 
pauses, “it’s intriguing and terrifying”. She had to become 
animal to find the bag, crawling on hands and knees in the 
foundations of a structure which had once contained her. 
There’s something overwhelming about this relic; a symbol 
of a young couple’s aspirations for a new home with its 
future licks of paint, meets the entropy of an apparently 
indestructible material, one we know will outlive us. This is 
the truth: all things melt eventually.  

1  Upitis, Alise (ed). Anicka Yi: 6,070,430K of Digital Spit. 
MIT Visual Arts Centre, 2015, p. 14. 
2  Carroll, Noel. The Philosophy of Horror: Or, Paradoxes 
of the Heart. Routledge, 1990, p. 33. 
3  Lovecraft, H.P. Supernatural Horror in Literature. 
Dover Books, 1973, p. 12. 
4  Barthes, Roland. ‘Plastic’, Perspecta: The Yale  
Architecture Journal, vol. 24, 1988, p. 92. 
5  Alexander, Jennifer K. Response to Dr Peter Sutton’s 
review of The Mantra of Efficiency: From Waterwheel to 
Social Control, (review no. 732), February 2009, https://
reviews.history.ac.uk/review/732. Accessed 18 Dec. 
2021.]

6  Huberman, Anthony. ‘Make it Thick’, Mechanisms. 
ROMA Publication, 2018, n. p. 
7  Davis, Heather. ‘Molecular Intimacy’, The Avery 
Review, 2016, https://averyreview. com/issues/15/
molecular-intimacy. Accessed 15 Dec. 2021. ]
8  Ibid
9  Ibid
10  Todd, Zoe. ‘Fish, Kin and Hope: Tending to Water 
Violations in amiskwaciwâskahikan and Treaty Six  
Territory’, Afterall, issue 43, Spring/Summer 2017, p. 
106. 
11  Watt Smith, Tiffany. The Book of Human Emotions: 
An Encyclopaedia of Feeling from Anger to Wanderlust. 
Wellcome Collection, 2016, p. 122.

new packing material and the box is made from the gallery’s 
temporary exhibition walls: “It was a challenge to them. I 
love these challenges of scale, of thinking how something 
might be dispersed or made smaller or expand.” The 
sculpture’s modular nature allows for other possible futures. 
Using recycled waste is one solution to the environmental 
problem of artistic production, another would be to use the 
same artwork as raw material over and over again. Perhaps 
this in turn is a way of “de-weaponising” the artworld’s own 
extractive colonial economy; with its constant expansion and 
obsession with newness; be it artists, materials or ideas. 

To return and repeat is to resist closure. Sarah was drawn to 
work with plastic as a way of processing her father’s death: 
“It made me think about my waste and how much of it I 
had around me. I started to hoard it all.” Although grief is 
commonly understood as an experience characterised by 
stages (see the work of psychiatrist Elisabeth Kübler-Ross), 
cultural historian Tiffany Watt Smith argues that for many 
it is an “endlessly circular”11 process. Some people turn to 
gardening as a way of dealing with sudden loss, their hands 
in the mud feeling the cycles of growth and decay that 
characterise life. Although Sarah has found respite in her 
allotment, melting plastic has enabled her to endure grief. 
Considering its indestructible qualities, it might seem like 
an odd material to find solace in, but despite its endurance, 
even plastic can’t live forever. 

Just as I’m about to leave the studio, Sarah pulls out a clear 
Tupperware filled with beetroot-coloured shards. Brittle, 
the pieces crackle between her fingers: shiny autumnal 
leaves, giant fish-food flakes, sloughed skin cells under 
a microscope. The Tupperware contains the remnants of 
a plastic bag found in the crawl space under her wooden 
bungalow family home in Aotearoa New Zealand:

  I was going through the 30 years of my parent’s     
accumulation. It was horrific. They never finished 
renovating the house, there was stuff from when 
they moved in, things they still hadn’t unpacked. Just 
forgotten, a lot of material, paintbrushes wrapped in 
plastic bags to keep them fresh. I think the bag was  
to do with the renovation. Now there isn’t a bag 
anymore let alone a paintbrush.
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Open Source (Crocodile), 2021.  
Reclaimed HDPE plastics with wire fixings. Photo: Sally Jubb.
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In the Process
Helen Pheby, 2022

Sarah Rose is an artist who grew up in New Zealand and 
who now lives and works in Glasgow. One of the reasons she 
was drawn to the city was its artistic community, including 
artists such as Cathy Wilkes, who has said of her own 
work that it is “inhabited by both the living and the dead. 
Then it’s understood that there is both materialisation and 
disappearance of physical things. It’s understood that it is a 
natural retreat from material reality. It’s understood that the 
forces of nature are electric and defining”.1 These are ways 
of thinking about materials that very much align with Sarah 
Rose’s ideas and approach to her own practice.

When I first, digitally, meet Rose she was in the process 
of creating a new website and considering the significant 
challenge of how to share her work authentically on this 
platform. Her practice is rich with ideas and experience, 
and so cannot be straightforwardly conveyed on screen, 
as there’s the significant risk of losing her concern for 
materiality and her fascination with the transformation of 
materials. This attention to how the building blocks of our 
planet, which may not be always visible to us, are often in 
the process of changing from one thing to another is integral 
to Rose’s approach. For example, a caterpillar in a cocoon 
doesn’t just grow wings, it releases enzymes to completely 
digest itself into a “soup”, with only a group of cells known 
as imaginal discs surviving the process intact. These discs 
were formed before the caterpillar hatched and evolve into 
eyes, wings etc. until the new creature is created in five to 

1  Cathy Wilkes, 2013, https://www.themoderninstitute.com/artists/cathy-wilkes/
exhibitions/tramwayglasgow-2014-06-27/4645/.

21 days. That’s one mind-blowing example of the way the 
planet is constantly renewing and transforming itself, and 
why the Anthropocene, or human-dominated era we are 
living in, is interfering with the planet in ways we don’t yet 
fully appreciate. Rose is acute to these limits of human 
knowledge and attuned to the fact that there are multiple 
other information systems in the world that inform her work 
and practice. 

Her 2019 project Byproduct, for example, came out of a 
residency at Hospitalfield, Arbroath, Scotland in which she 
joined an existing walking group. Under the Land Reform Act 
2003 Scotland’s ‘right to roam’ is engrained in its land  
and people, but Rose learned that while foraging is 
permitted, historic areas have been made inaccessible 
in law because they are now used for growing soft fruit 
commercially. At the time of Rose’s residency, the produce 
had been left to rot because the impact of the Brexit 
referendum on migration meant there weren’t enough 
workers to pick it. The resulting physical manifestation of the 
work was an installation of carboy glass vessels filled with 
fermenting fruit and connected to reclaimed organ pipes. 
The fermentation process intermittently produced gases 
which then created a sound through the pipes, as though 
the earth’s melancholic lament at the harm we are doing was 
brought into human range.

Rose’s current exploration is into plastic, the ubiquitous 
material that we now come to understand as being a plague 
on the planet. She informs me that microplastics are now 
evident in most living creatures, including being found 
in human organ tissue. One effect is that their presence 
in ecosystems is altering our, and other, species’ gender 
binaries by releasing more oestrogen. That this is happening, 
unseen, beneath our skin raises another key aspect of Rose’s 
enquiries, that our perceived reality is radically incomplete. 
This opacity of human knowledge is something she is 
exploring through working with reclaimed stained glass, 
which has its own history and biography, and was originally 
used as a pre-print form of communication for sharing 
Christian beliefs and stories. Through crushing, melting and 
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reforming its elements into a non-transparent glass material, 
Rose seeks to make us question what we know to be true 
and how we come to make such judgements. By turning 
glass opaque, it is both immediately perceptible but reveals 
nothing, in the same way that plastic is evident everywhere 
but its effects obscured – she is engaging in the complex 
interplay of deceit of perception, probing at what is hidden  
in plain sight.

Driven by curiosity, Rose is in collaborative conversation with 
the scientist Dr Joanna Sadler, at the University of Edinburgh. 
Sadler blends synthetic biology and chemistry to rethink the 
material matter of the world and has developed a process of 
turning plastic into vanilla extract, so that it degrades. Such 
alchemy of transformation is also being explored by Rose in a 
process that upcycles newspaper into wood. What appeals to 
her is not just the physical transformation, or reinstatement, 
of printed paper into wood but the degradation of the written 
word into organic matter. It’s now widely believed that trees, 
whilst not sentient as we understand it, have a system of 
communication. Rose uses the free Metro newspaper to 
highlight the deeply problematic fact that the people who 
control the news deeply influence what we think, what 
constitutes human knowledge. She rightly perceives that 
the pre-eminence of gendered preconceptions of rational, 
intellectual learning, often seen to be a male attribute, over 
intuition, ancient wisdom and a connection to nature, often 
seen to be a female attribute, has distanced us from our 
ecosystem, losing a great deal of vital knowledge in the 
process.

Given the problems that our planet and all its living creatures 
urgently faces, we need creative thinking and pioneering 
research, across disciplines, to find solutions. There isn’t a 
binary between art and science, there’s a shared curiosity 
and fascination for the world, viewed through different 
lenses. It’s going to take a fly-eye lens to see and understand 
that nothing in our world is ever complete, it is always 
going through process of change, and, like Rose, we can be 
empowered to be active and positive agents in that change.

Byproduct, 2019.  
Fermented country wine, organ parts, wood, plastic bottles,  
relief valves, PVC piping, fixings. Photo: Ruth Clark. 
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Reproduction of Serpent d’Eglise.

 
 

 

Opposite: 
top: Wood made from newspaper 
bottom: Fused crushed stained glass (Pate de verre)
Works in progress, 2022. 



Biography

Sarah Rose works in sculpture, sound, installation and 
expanded forms of publishing. Her interests lie in what is 
considered ephemeral but has lasting impacts and residues. In 
her practice, materials move freely in and out of abstractions, 
intimately tracing different material states and temporalities, 
including those existing at the edges of perception. The 
work draws from experiences, narratives and histories that 
foreground care and the possibility of recentering society 
around it, connecting humans with one another and the  
non-human world.

Additionally, her practice considers the non-productive  
life-cycles of materials, their embedded infrastructures and 
ecologies. By reprocessing waste materials, her work configures 
that which is deemed no longer useful, transforming it to inhabit 
other relations. By emphasising the interconnectedness of 
the material, she refuses the enclosure of its identity, denying 
understanding it as a resource. This process replaces the logics 
that privatise bodies and the natural world, with regenerative 
and recuperative possibilities.   

Rose hails from Aotearoa, New Zealand and now lives in 
Glasgow. Recent exhibitions include Talbot Rice Gallery, 
Edinburgh; Scottish Museum of Modern Art, Edinburgh; 
CCA (Centre for Contemporary Arts) Glasgow; Hospitalfield, 
Arbroath, Scotland; Darling Foundry, Montreal; SWG3 Gallery, 
Glasgow; Baltic 39, Newcastle upon Tyne; and Elizabeth 
Foundation Project Space, New York. In 2020 she participated 
in the Kamias Triennial in Manila, Philippines. Rose was artist 
in residence at Edinburgh Sculpture Workshop; Hospitalfield, 
Arbroath, Scotland; The Banff Centre; Little Sparta, Dunsyre 
near Edinburgh; Geumcheon Art Space, Seoul; and Gasworks, 
London.

Talbot Rice Residents 
 
Talbot Rice Residents is a two-year programme within the 
unique context of Talbot Rice Gallery, Edinburgh College of 
Art and the University of Edinburgh. 

A part of the Freelands Artist Programme, Talbot Rice 
Residents provides time and support for emerging, or re-
emerging artists based anywhere in Scotland. It is supported 
by Edinburgh College of Art, where the Residents have a 
studio and access to facilities. Residents also receive year-
round curatorial and technical support from the Talbot 
Rice team, as well as access to workshops, libraries and 
collections, and contact with the vast academic community 
within the University of Edinburgh. In addition to an 
annual artist fee, Residents receive an individual budget 
for production and travel, and meet at key points in the 
programme for masterclasses and workshops delivered by 
invited guests. The programme also includes national and 
international research trips, new commissioned writing and 
culminates with exhibitions in Edinburgh and London.

Freelands Artist Programme 
 
The Freelands Artist Programme is a landmark initiative to 
support emerging artists across the UK launched in 2018 by 
Freelands Foundation. The programme nurtures emerging 
artists’ practices by fostering long-term relationships and 
collaborations with arts organisations and bolstering regional 
arts ecosystems. 

In its first five-year phase, 80 artists have undertaken the 
programme across four partner organisations – g39, Cardiff, 
PS², Belfast, Site Gallery, Sheffield and Talbot Rice Gallery.
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