


A tiny world and countless compositions in it

takes the marine micro-organisms known as
plankton as the subject matter for an explora-
tion of matter and scale through investigative
drawing a which address environmental change
through one of the most important elements
of marine ecology. The project continues my
interdisciplinary work with scientific research,
which involves ecological explorations with
specialists in the field and in research laborato-
ries, producing drawings, and field notes from
the many conversations with scientists which
form part of my exhibitions and publications.

A tiny world and countless compositions in it is the
outcome of a 12-month project focusing on
marine micro-organisms known as phyto-
plankton. The project is my second collabo-
ration with the Royal Netherlands Institute for
Sea Research (NIOZ), a world leading marine
research institute which studies seas and oceans
around the world. My work was embedded

in the work of the lab led by Professor Katja
Philippart, whose research focuses on the
coastal ecology of the Wadden Sea and the
phytoplankton as the primary producers

in shallow seas. During monthly visits to
NIOZ, I collected samples from the sea and
analyse them together with researchers in an
exploratory mode. This sets up the framework
for me to use a combination of drawing and
writing processes in situ, exploring the physical
properties and effects of phytoplankton which
have a great impact on the earth’s climate, as
well as learning from the research community
at NIOZ. My particular interest in marine
micro-organisms developed during research
for my project Indexing Water in 2017, which

focused on colour studies used by marine
scientists and was developed in dialogue with
Marcel Wernand, one of the leading scientists
from NIOZ. My primary references were the
Secchi disc, a 30cm diameter disc mounted on
a pole or line, which is lowered into bodies of’
water to measure its visible depth, and the 21
colours of the Forel-Ule scale, used to measure
the properties of natural waters in which the
colour is caused by different elements. I learnt
during this project that the green part of the
scale is related to the presence of plankton and
that these organisms, when viewed under a
microscope, were visually very remarkable and
intended to return to explore them further.

Plankton consist of microscopic plants (phyto-
plankton) that live in both salt and freshwater
environments and are crucial to ocean biology
and climate. Phytoplankton are responsible for
approximately 50 per cent of all photosynthesis
on earth, consuming carbon dioxide and
releasing oxygen. They are the foundation of
the aquatic food chain, the primary producers,
feeding everything from zooplankton to
multi-tonne whales. Living at the sea surface
the phytoplankton are particularly sensitive

to changes in sea surface temperature, which
is influenced by the air temperature above.
Planktology is a crucial field of study as
changes in the productivity of plankton could
have a significant influence on biodiversity,
fisheries and the human food supply, and the
pace of global warming. The visibility of the
project aims to call attention by means of
artistic practice to these organisms that are so
relevant to our environment and yet so hidden
to the human eye. The project highlights the



importance of the research carried out in the
scientific field and the urgency to protect the
organisms and the ecologies in which they live.

Throughout a year, I made monthly visits

to NIOZ during which my explorations

and conversations are recorded in drawings
and notes. The number of drawings was
every month, depending on the samples

I could collect according to weather and sea
conditions; thus, charting the changes over the
annual cycle. The variation and irregularity
of each month reflects the process of making
and the seasonality of the plankton. The
main focus of my drawings is to explore and
visualise these changes in response to the
samples which are inconsistent from one day
to the next, due to the aleatory aspects of
working with live specimens.

The framework for this project was to work
within the 12-month period and with the
seasons, posing the question of whether I can,
as an artist, visualise the physical changes of
the organisms. The drawings are responsive
to the conditions of the samples, with chance
an important factor in how the compositions
are produced. Written notes are used to record
how to do things so certain lab procedures
can be repeated each month, and secondly to
document the thinking that only comes into
existence when drawing.
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series of 38 drawings
watercolour on paper, 30 X30 cm
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Notes

pencil and watercolour on paper

variable sizes: 1: 30 X 30 cm; 4: 30 X24 cm; 73: 24X 18 cm
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Water columns, 2020

glass

60 cm X 30 cm diameter /
150 cm X 30 cm diameter
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