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It was a long time ago, my first encounter 
with Janet’s work – rather moody, opaque 
images that seemed to be metamorphosing 
before you – but what appealed was 
the more instant impression of visual 
poetry that the work evoked. And, I 
suppose, it is through such unashamedly 
subjective, aesthetic appreciation that 
one comes to acknowledge the real 
sources of information and inspiration, 
the real motives behind the work – 
that exploration of the secrets of the 
natural world and all the qualities and 
opportunities enshrined. The secret of 
Janet’s art is to create harmony among 
those natural elements and juices and 
manipulate them into a human, visual 
aesthetic language.

I always come to art without worrying 
about the meaning – at first – because the 
work of art ‘works’, and impresses, then 
meaning is subtly, maybe surreptitiously, 
revealed. Janet’s work proves the point that 
art without content is as impoverished as 
art without form.

The debate about the work of art as an 
object of experience versus the work 
of art as an object of information, rolls 
on as ever – and, I suppose, is now 
more pertinent than ever. It is certainly 
pertinent in thinking about Janet’s work: 
do we enter and engage with it via the 
experience and sheer visual presence? 
Although it is littered with all manner 
of references and the specifics of 
information, of mysterious allusions to 

the arcane worlds of nature and beyond, 
Janet’s work firstly and overwhelmingly 
operates on a visual level – and that, of 
course, is the way into the labyrinthine 
worlds of alchemy, nature, potions, 
brews, chemistry and other mysteries 
which have moved her to continue those 
journeys of exploration between the 
natural and the human worlds. Each of 
the works has a sense of evolution – and 
it is not merely as an intrinsic part of the 
finished work that one is given this sense. 
The works seemingly exist only in a state 
of perpetual process.

Way back in the 1980s, Janet decided 
that her work would be about human 
engagement with the natural world and 
its elements – a wise selection, because 
the chance of running out of options is 
about zero. And her life as an artist has 
been devoted to and exploring the cause 
ever since. Sometimes these explorations 
are intimate, but probably we all know 
best her works on a grander scale.

Janet’s large projects are immediate, 
powerful and evocative; they carry 
the conviction of presence, value and 
authority. You know this instinctively, 
even if you don’t know the specifics of 
their meaning – all of which can be 
discovered. Another aspect endemic to 
Janet’s work is the quality of authenticity 
– an authenticity derived not necessarily 
from the motives that have shaped her 
work, but from the material she uses, both 
natural and manmade. In the Shadow, 

the intrinsically evolutionary piece at 
Olympic Park, Homebush Bay, started 
off in 2000 as rather spare – glass wands 
mixing it with infant bulrushes and so on 
– but the vegetation has grown and the 
whole installation has spent its life thus 
far in a state of perpetual evolution.

Scale apart, the ingredients and motives 
in Janet’s work are essentially the same 
– all those natural, alchemic, historical, 
biological, even social moments which 
ultimately become the food and fabric 
of her imagination are orchestrated into 
a final work that is really quite formal, 
sometimes quite architectural in its 
certainty, but always with an invitation 
to engage.

There is no doubt that those ingredients, 
interests and well-founded thoughts 
and concerns of hers, about joining the 
natural and the human worlds, the real 
and the metaphoric worlds, the public 
and the private worlds, give Janet’s work 
a credibility, a thoughtfulness and, most 

important of all, a reason to be made. 
There is real substance to her work – 
Janet’s ‘conversations’ with the spirits, 
juices, elixirs and moments of the natural 
world inform her works and provide it 
with that sense of perpetual evolution 
and process which, for me is a defining 
characteristic of her art – evolution/
process/alchemy.

The environmental works that are the 
hallmark of Janet’s art and life are so 
successful because of the mind and 
imagination behind them – and because 
they are physical, material works of art 
to be actually experienced. They also, like 
all works of art that have been created 
by the human mind and imagination, are 
points of real contact and moments of 
intimacy. I genuinely think that people 
are gently aroused by encounters with 
Janet’s works and, ultimately, the values 
and meaning she is quietly impressing 
upon us through her art.

edmund capon am obe

in the Shadow (2000), inStallation view, olympic park Sydney
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The many admirers of Janet Laurence’s work 
eagerly anticipate her exhibitions, impatient 
to know where her perceptive engagement 
with science and fertile imagination will 
lead. The Ferment, her first major UK solo 
exhibition, presents recent works, in which 
she addresses the fragility of the envi-
ronment and what has been lost from the 
natural world due to human interventions. 

My first encounter with Laurence’s work 
was in 2000, at her Muses exhibition in the 
Ian Potter Museum at the University of 
Melbourne. Her poetic installations there 
were inspired by ideas that she has consis-
tently explored, since the 1980s. 

Taxidermied mammalian and ornithological 
specimens, which she had carefully selected 
from Museum Victoria store rooms, reflected 
her interest in how scientists study the 
natural world and the role of natural history 
museums, as well as zoological and botanic 
gardens in shaping our understanding of it. 
The cultural historian and curator Rachel 
Poliquin has identified seven ‘...narratives 
of longing – that impel the creation of 
taxidermy: wonder, beauty, spectacle, order, 
narrative, allegory, and remembrance.’1 Her 
narratives specifically refer to taxidermy, but 
her list of seven attributes could equally well 
describe the qualities inherent in Laurence’s 
oeuvre. 

The works Laurence exhibits are also aston-
ishing because of the broad range of media 
she employs to give formal expression to her 
ideas; including painting, sculpture, photog-
raphy, typography, site-specific installations 
within buildings and in the landscape, and 

architectural interventions. She exploits the 
characteristics of each medium to create 
works that challenge our visual percep-
tion, particularly in her adept and subtle 
utilisation of reflective surfaces. Rather 
than presenting didactic conclusions, her 
invariably allusive and sometimes elusive 
approach to presenting her ideas, in two or 
three dimensional form, encourages multi-
ple interpretation. Importantly, her works 
also provide great aesthetic pleasure.

Exhibited at the Potter in 2000, Unfold 
(1997) provided fleeting glimpses of 
gazelles, zebras, stags and deer within 
museum display cases, photographed by 
Laurence in the Viennese natural history 
museum galleries. Printed on large sheets of 
Duraclear and suspended from the gallery 
ceiling, the images moved gently whenever 
visitors passed along an aisle that the artist 
had created by leaning large glass panels 
against a parallel wall. This hauntingly beau-
tiful work relied for its effect on the dappled 
interplay of reflections and shadows between 
the shifting sheets and glass panels. Into 
Light (2000) penetrated the hidden world 
of museum storage, presenting a roomful of 
large mammals from the Museum Victoria 
collection, shrouded in opaque plastic sheet-
ing and inhabiting a twilight world. 

Laurence also arranged rows of tiny birds 
within a series of glass-shelved vitrines. 
These mute ornithological specimens evoked 
Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring (1962), the 
book which alerted her readers to the detri-
mental effects of pesticides on the world’s 
interdependent ecosystems, and kick-

started the environmental movement. Tiny 
cardboard labels, tied to an atrophied leg on 
each specimen, provided details of where, 
when and by whom each was collected. The 
copperplate handwriting and dated labels 
provided a poignant reminder that the 
collectors’ lives were also long extinguished.  
One vitrine, filled with specimens of Flame 
Robins, their once bright breasts faded 
to dusty red, also contained spilt carmine 
fluid, hinting at dualities between living/
nonliving, organic/inorganic and animal/
mineral. Laurence’s inclusion of laboratory 
test tubes and specimen jars, and inorganic 
material such as powdered sulphur, in these 
and later vitrines, hint at the pseudoscience 
of alchemy.

 Inspired by the work of the Russian chemist 
Dimitri Mendeleev, Laurence explored 
inorganic chemistry in her Periodic Table 
series, in the 1990s. Solids by weight, liquids 
by measure, alchemical plates (1993) consists 
of nine wall-mounted vertical plates, each 
comprised of nine metal or alloy squares 
inscribed with text and images. Laboratory 
glassware and solid and powdered samples 
are displayed on wall-mounted shelves 
beneath column. The solidity and mass of 
this work contrasts with the diaphanous 
effect she achieves in Less stable elements 
(Equivilance) (1994-98), comprised of nine 
slender, ribbon-like metal panels, alternately 

inscribed with chemical symbols and their 
weights, casting overlapping shadows on the 
wall.  

Botany is an enduring interest of Laurence’s, 
particularly Australian native flora and the 
consequences of the increasing frequency 
and severity of the continent’s summer bush-
fires. During the 17th Biennale of Sydney 
she installed Waiting: A Medicinal Garden 
for Ailing Plants (2010) in a white mesh 
structure that she designed, in the Royal 
Botanic Garden. The plants and scientific 
glassware, interconnected by looping, clear 
plastic tubing, were suggestive of a Botanic 
Intensive Care Unit, where stricken plants 
are revived with carbon dioxide rather than 
oxygen. This work, which also includes 
elements evoking nature, is now perma-
nently installed in the Art Gallery of New 
South Wales in Sydney, as a memorial to 
what has been lost from nature.

The role of plants in human health is also an 
interest. Elixir (2003) was presented at the 
Echigo-Tsumari Triennale in Japan. There 
she transformed a small, traditional wooden 
house into a herbarium cum apothecary, 
filling it with slender, wall-hung glass vials 
containing specimens of medicinal plants 
and glass shelves laden with laboratory 
glassware, containing plant-based medicinal 
elixirs.  These elixirs were served to visitors by 

birdSong (detail) 2007, object gallery, Sydney



white-coated laboratory attendants, adding 
an element of performance to Laurence’s 
installation. In February 2013 she revisited 
this project, presenting an Elixir Bar in 
Melbourne and, in partnership with Carbon 
Arts, created a Native Botanicals Dinner at 
McClelland Gallery and Sculpture Park, 
coinciding with her exhibition The Alchemi-
cal Garden of Earthly Desire.

Located in a London park, a short walk 
from Fine Arts Society, is the Australian 
War Memorial (2003) at Hyde Park Corner, 
which was designed by Australian architect 
Peter Tonkin (of Tonkin Zulaikha Greer) 
in collaboration with Laurence. Its defin-
ing feature is their use of text, although 
unusually for a war memorial it does not 
list the names of the dead or missing. As 
they approach, visitors can initially read 
the names of 47 major battles in which 
Australians have fought, sand-blasted into 
the memorials’ shallow arc of semi-polished 
granite. Moving closer, the battle names 
gradually go out of focus and are replaced 
by more lightly sand-blasted, randomly 
arranged names of 24,000 towns and cities, 
identifying the birthplaces of enlisted men 
and women. As always, Laurence’s use of 
text plays with our visual perception.  

Laurence’s sustained engagement with ideas 
related to science and our understanding 
of the natural world places her within the 
vanguard of international artists who engage 
with similar themes.These include Mark 
Dion, Roni Horn, Bryndis Snæbjörnsdóttir 
and Mark Wilson 

Scientists and artists work towards the same 
end, to better understand the world in which 
we live. Scientists formulate hypotheses 
about the world which they test by collect-
ing and analysing data. Artists use their 
imagination and creative skills to explore 
ideas about the world and make works that 
stimulate further thought.  

As with the other artists mentioned 
above, Laurence works in the interstitial 
spaces between the scientific disciplines of 
botany, chemistry, ecology, geology, physics 
and zoology. The diversity and beauty we 
observe within her oeuvre mirrors that seen 
in the natural world, which she scrutinises 
so perceptively and astutely. 
1 Rachel Poliquin, The Breathless Zoo: Taxidermy 
and the Cultures of Longing, The Pennsylvania 
University Press, University Park, PA, 2012, p.7 

colin martin

auStralian war memorial 2000, hyde park corner london 
in collaboration with tonkin Zulaikha greer architectS, Sydney
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cellular gardenS (where breathing beginS) 2005
stainless steel, mild steel, acrylic, blown glass, rainforest plants
dims???
Collection of Museum of Contemporary Art, Sydney



clouded memory (botanical reSidueS SerieS) 2005
duraclear, photographs on acrylic
dims???



heartShock 2008
silicon tubing, glass vials, pigmented, fluids, tree branch
700 x 400 x 500 cm



tranSforming carbon (landScape and reSidueS) 2006
duraclear, photographs, polished aluminium, oil, pigment, shinkolite
100 x 200 cm



the green that waS (crimeS againSt the landScape SerieS) 2007
duraclear, photographs and pigment glaze on acrylic, mirror
100 x 500 cm



the meaSure of loSS (crimeS againSt the landScape SerieS) 2008
duraclear, photographs on acrylic, polished aluminium
100 x 180 cm



citadora, 2012
duraclear, photographs on acrylic, mirror
100 x 400 cm



i n s t A l l A t i o n s



waiting – a medicinal garden for plantS 2010
transparent mesh, duraclear, mirror, oil, acrylic, glass vessels, plants 
dimensions variable

Following Pages
waiting (details)
 





in memory of nature 2010-12
acrylic, scientific glass, dried plants, seeds, sulphur, salt, amethyst, taxidermied owls, shellac, tulle, wood, 
burnt bones, hand-blown glass, oil paint, mirrors
Collection of Art Gallery of New South Wales, Sydney
dims??

in memory of nature (detail)



the alchemical garden of deSire 2012
fragments of plants, laboratory and hand blown glass, photographs, acrylic, silicon tubes, resin, pigments, mirror, 
tulle, frost cloth 
dimensions variable



after eden 2012
multimedia, dimensions variable
Installation view, Sherman Contemporary Art Foundation, Sydney



tarkine (for the world in need of wilderneSS) 2012
Colour transparency on transparent synthetic polymer resin
200 x 800 x 500 cm
Macquaire Bank Foyer, London
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