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A	body	of	95	artworks	comprising,	drawings,	
artist	books	and	videos.		



Taking	plants	of	Malabar	(present	day	Kerala,	India)	
as	 its	 principal	 concern,	 the	 project	 engaged	 with	
and	 navigated	 through	 three	 distinct	 but	
interconnected	historical	and	contemporary	sites	of	
knowledge:		
	
-  First,	 the	 extraordinary	 twelve-volume	

seventeenth	century	 illustrated	 treatise	on	 the	
flora	 of	 Malabar,	 Hortus	 Malabaricus,	 and	 its	
twenty-first	century	English	translation.	

-  Second,	 historical	 herbaria	 in	 Edinburgh	 and	
Oxford	 housing	 fragile	 examples	 of	 specimens	
described	 in	 the	 aforementioned	 publications,	
and	brought	to	Britain	during	the	seventeenth,	
eighteenth	and	nineteenth	centuries.	

-  Third,	 remote	 areas	 of	 moist	 deciduous	
rainforest	 of	 Malabar,	 the	 centuries-old	
protection	of	which	has	ensured	the	survival	of	
some	 of	 the	 rarest	 plants	 discussed	 in	 Hortus	
Malabaricus.		

In	turn	the	project	aimed	to:	
-  Establish	an	original	discourse	 	bridging	debates	

on	 contemporary	 drawing,	 materiality	 and	 the	
vulnerable	nature	of	plant	life.	

-  Enhance	an	understanding	of	the	vulnerabilities	
and	resilience	of	rare	plants	through	research	at	
the	 interstices	 of	 fine	 art,	 botany	 and	 plant	
science,	museology	and	cultural	geography.	



Context	
	
Plants	have	been	a	‘currency’	of	empires,	their	collection	and	
distribution	having	had	huge	social,	cultural	and	political	
implications.	Today,	thousands	of	plant	species	are	identified	as	
endangered	or	possibly	extinct,	while	bans	on	the	transportation	of	
plant	specimens	guard	against	bioprospecting	and	biopiracy.	This,	
together	with	significant	ongoing	interest	in	drawing	in	the	
expanded	field,	and	in	the	sensory	and	embodied	experience	of	
museum	objects,	opens	a	clear	position	for	research	investigating	
the	relationships	between	rare	plant	life,	drawing	and	herbaria.		
	

Historically,	drawing	has	been	intrinsically	connected	to	the	
collection	and	preservation	of	plants	as	a	vehicle	for	scientific	
description	and	identification.	With	sophisticated	digital	
visualisation	technologies	now	occupying	this	central	position,	the		
project	asserted	that	contemporary	art	practices,	especially	those	
concerned	with	themes	of	ephemerality,	are	renewing	the	
inspirational	basis	of	botanical	illustrations	and	specimens.	
	

Building	on	Bowen’s	previous	extensive	research	in	drawing	and	
states	of	flux,	this	project	aims	to	link	the	extraordinary	
ephemerality	of	the	natural	world	to	a	broader	theoretical	concern	
with,	as	David	Howes	has	written,	the	‘multiple	ways	in	which	
culture	mediates	sensation’.	





Methods	&	Process	
	
Field	 visits	 to	 world-leading	 plant	 science	
research	 facilities	 and	 Gurukula	 Botanical	
Sanctuary,	 based	 in	 the	 bio-diverse	 South	
Indian	rainforest,	incrementally	expanded	an	
understanding	 of	 the	 ontological	 status	 of	
plant	 specimens	 in	 relation	 to	 site,	 whilst	
interdisciplinary	 methods	 –	 such	 as	 those	
concerned	with	 'showing'	and	 'being	 shown'	
plants	 (Pitt,	 2014)	 –	 offered	 new	 ways	 to	
engage	 with	 herbaria	 and	 navigate	 through	
protected	 areas	 of	 moist	 deciduous	
rainforest.	This	enabled	consideration	of	how	
dialogue	 between	 science	 and	 art	 might	 be	
reflected	 through	 the	 conceptual	 and	
material	 aspects	 of	 the	 resulting	 art	 works,	
and	the	nature	of	their	reception.	





Hortus	 Malabaricus	 is	 remarkable	 for	 its	 in-depth	
description	 of	 Malabar’s	 plants	 in	 relation	 to	 key	
features:	 sensory	 characteristics;	 properties	 as	
medicines,	 spices	 and	 dyes;	 and	 scale	 via	 fine	
engravings.	 Together	 with	 K.S.	 Manilal’s	 English	
translation	 and	 its	 crucial	 additional	 commentary	 on	
the	 current	 status	 of	 all	 of	 the	 plants	 indexed,	 it	
provided	a	unique	springboard	for	this	investigation.	
Original	 volumes	 of	 Hortus	 Malabaricus	 were	
examined,	 focussing	 on	 the	 fifty	 species	 noted	 by	
Manilal	 as	 now	 ‘becoming	 rare’.	 At	 Edinburgh	 and	
Oxford	herbaria,	 investigation	of	preserved	examples	
of	 these	 species	 generated	 drawings	 reflecting	 the	
impact	 of	 conservation	 methods,	 and	 systems	 of	
storage,	classification	and	labelling.		
	
After	which,	and	in	the	context	of	an	artit’s		residency	
at	 Gurukula	 Botanical	 Sanctuary,	 set	 in	 the	 bio-
diverse,	 most	 deciduous	 rainforest,	 Kerala,	 	 Bowen	
worked	 closely	 with	 conservationists	 and	 botanists.	
This	 enabled	 live	 examples	 of	 plants	 previously	
identified	 in	 the	 form	 of	 dried	 specimens,	 to	 be	
located.	 Findings	 were	 recorded	 through	 drawings,	
text	and	photography.	
Eight	video	works	were	produced	which	subsequently	
formed	part	of	the	concluding	exhibition.	



Reflection	upon	these	
investigations	led	to	the	studio	
production	of	new	artworks.	A	
curiosity	in	not	knowing	what	form	
these	might	take,	prompted	
experimental	approaches	-	such	as	
applying	fugitive	plant	dyes	
referenced	in	Hortus	Malabaricus	
to	new	ends,	and	developing	
methods	of	using	photosynthesis	to	
transform	the	material	nature	of	
drawing	(by	employing	contrasting	
light	environments	of	herbaria	and	
sub-tropical	forests).	Lines	of	
enquiry	realised	how	the	
materiality	of	drawing	can	make	
present	the	imperceptible	nature	of	
the	vulnerabilities	and	resilience	of	
rare	plants.	These	focussed	on	
phenomenological	encounters	with	
plants	in	darkened	herbaria	and	
light-filled	sacred	groves;	
epistemologies	used	to	‘reveal’	
specimens;	and	sensory	differences	
between	plants’	live	and	preserved	
states.	



																																																															The	Books:		
																																																															After	Hortus	Malabaricus									

		
A	new	 series	of	 artists	books	were	 central	 to	 the	wider	project	
and	 took	 the	 form	 of	 a	 herbarium	 –	 a	 herbarium	 not	 in	 the	
contemporary	 sense	 as	 loose	 sheets	 of	 mounted	 specimens	
stored	 in	 cabinets,	but	one	which	 references	 its	historical	 roots	
as	 a	 bound	 volume(s).	 Referencing	 seventeenth	 century	
examples	of	 these	 in	 the	Natural	History	Museum,	 London,	 the	
books	explore	a	range	of	sensory	experiences.	
	

Laser	engraving	images	of	models	of	plant	
specimens	in	RBGE	Herbaria,	Edinburgh,	
August	2018	



The	 flattened,	 pressed	 plant	 specimen	 is	 a	
key	 concept	 as	 it	 hovers	 between	 image	
and	object,	and	moves	our	perception	from	
three	 to	 two-dimensions	 and	 back	 again.	
Early	pioneers	of	nature	printing	(that	 is	to	
say	 printing	 directly	 from	 collected	
specimens)	posed	questions	 as	 to	whether	
or	not	the	resulting	works	adhered	closer	to	
a	 sense	 of	 ‘objectness’	 than	 to	 botanical	
illustration.	 With	 an	 interest	 in	 the	
potential	of	this	ambiguity,	Bowen	aimed	to	
take	 the	 concept	 further	 through	 the	
meticulous	 re-creation	 of	 handmade	
models	of	thirty-six	of	the	rarest	specimens	
found	described	in	the	seventeenth	century	
Hortus	 Malabaricus	 and	 subsequently	
which	she	has	identified	as	dried	specimens	
in	historical	herbaria.	Casts	taken	from	each	
of	 these	 models	 is	 being	 used	 to	 blind-
emboss	 the	 pages	 of	 the	 volumes.	 Other	
pages	 result	 from	 further	 techniques	
including	 reconstructed	 elements	 from	
seventeenth	 century	 engravings;	 staged	
cutting	 into	 the	 surface	 of	 the	 paper	 and	
watermarks	 developed	 from	 detailed	
drawings	 by	 the	 artist	 of	 the	 selected	
specimens.		
(See	pages	43-49:	Artist’s	Books)	Mould	of	fragment	of	model	of	plant	specimen	from	Royal	Botanic	

Garden	Herbaria.	Edinburgh	,	July	2018	



Casting	fragments	of	models	of	plant	specimens	held	in	Royal	Botanic	
Garden	Herbaria,	Edinburgh	.	
July,	2018	



Creating	moulds	for	casting	moulds	of	thirty	models	of	plant	
specimens	held	in	the	Rotal	Botanic	Herbaria	,	Edinburgh		



Creating	moulds	of	fragile	models	of	preserved	plant	specimens,		
Royal	Botanic	Garden,	Edinburgh		



The	 sensory	 relationship	 between	
sight	and	touch	was	explored	not	only	
through	 these	 processes,	 but	 through	
a	 range	 of	 other	 means.	 Indigo,	
shellac,	 madder	 and	 catachu	 were	
amongst	 sustainable	 dyes	 and	
materials	 being	 explored	 to	 invite	
d i f fe rent	 mater ia l	 and	 v i sua l	
engagement.	 Contrast	 between	
crackle	 and	 silence	 when	 turning	 of	
the	pages,	dependent	of	the	choice	of	
papers	and	their	treatment,	was	given	
careful	 consideration,	 as	 was	 the	
smoothness	 and	 roughness	 of	 the	
paper’s	 surface.	 Hand	 burnishing	 is	
was	employed	to	differing	degrees.	
	



Paper	was	especially	commissioned	for	these	books	and	includes	hemp	
paper	made	by	Gangolf	Ulbricht,	Berlin	(based	on	17th		century	
European	paper);	Islamic	sunn	hemp	paper	made	by	Hussein	Kagzi,	
Jaipur	(hand	burnished	and	cast	on	grass	woven	moulds)	and	nine-times	
dyed	indigo	kozo	paper.	In	addition,	Bowen	commissioned	Serge	Pirard,	
the	last	mould	maker	in	Europe	making	fine	historical	deckle	and	
moulds,	to	create	one	for	the	project;	this	has	the	same	laid	and	chain	
lines	of	the	paper	used	in	the	original	volumes	of	Hortus	Malabaricus.	
This	deckle	and	mould	was	used	to	produce	paper	for	certain	sections	
of	the	books.	







Works	reflected	the	fragile	herbarium	specimen	as	
both	scientific	tool	and	aesthetic	object.	As	such,	
preliminary	models,	casts,	moulds	and	final	works	
are	installed	alongside	one	another.	They	invite	
reflection	on	early	historical	herbaria	as	bound	
volumes	which	were	often	cut	up	during	19th	
century	to	form	new	collections.	



Exhibition	of	Works	and	Other		Dissemination	
	
i.  An	exhibition	with	gallery	talks	invited	exploration	of,	

and	 critical	 reflection	 on,	 the	 research	 by	 both	
specialist	 and	 non-specialist	 audiences,	 providing	
opportunities	 for	 future	 research	 and	 dialogue.	 The	
exhibition	 was	 staged	 at	 Inverleith	 House,	 Royal	
Botanic	Garden	Edinburgh	in	2020.		

ii.  A	closing	conference	offered	a	platform	to	review	and	
extend	 the	 agenda	 of	 fine	 art	 practice-led	 research.	
Speakers	 included:	 Professor	 Andrew	 Patrizio,	
Edinburgh	College	of	Art;	Dr	Ian	Patterson,	University	
of	Cambridge;	Dr	Henry	Noltie,	RBGE;	Joel	Fisher	and	
Dr	Sarah	Casey,	LICA.		

iii.  Reflective	 texts	 and	 visual	 documentation	 of	 the	
project	 and	 its	 dissemination	 through	exhibition	and	
conference	papers,	were	published	by	Royal	 Botanic	
Garden	 Edinburgh	 and	 linked	 to	 social	 media	
platforms.	 The	 content	 of	 the	 seminars	 and	 wider	
critical	 themes	 were	 articulated,	 giving	 academics,	
pract i t ioners	 and	 publ ics ,	 nat ional ly	 and	
internationally,	 the	 opportunity	 to	 engage	with	 core	
ideas	and	outputs.		

iv.  Core	 issues	 were	 discussed	 by	 Bowen	 through	 a	
conference	 paper,	 web	 article	 and	 video	 interview	
(University	 of	 Oxford)	 and	 journal	 article	 (DRTP,	
Intellect	Publications).	















































Artist’s	Books	

	 A	 series	 of	 two	 groups	 of	 artists	
books	 –	 twenty-five	 volumes	 in	
total	-	was	produced	over	a	period	
of	 four	 years	 (2018	 -21).	 Bowen	
continued	 to	 work	 intensively	 on	
these	 after	 her	 solo	 exhibition	 of	
other	 works	 was	 staged	 at	
Inverleith	 House,	 Edinburgh	
(documented	above).		
The	 closed	 size	 of	 each	 volume	of	
the	first	group	is	29.5	x	40	cm	and	
the	 closed	 size	 of	 each	 volume	 of	
the	second	group	is	42	x	59	cm.	
		

Sensing	and	Presencing	After	Hortus	Malabaricus	



Introduction	to	First	Group		
(seven	sets	of	three	volumes	each)	
		
There	are	seven	sets	of	this	size,	each	set	being	unique.	
The	size	of	the	books	(29.5	x	40	cm)	is	based	on	that	of	
the	 earliest	 editions	 of	 the	 17th	 century	 Hortus	
Malabaricus,	a	twelve-volume	illustrated	treatise	on	the	
plants	of	Malabar.	The	books	 involve	complex	 technical	
processes	 including	 gilding,	 blind-embossing,	 laser	
engraving	and	casting.	Images	reference	engravings	from	
Hortus	 Malabaricus,	 herbaria	 specimens	 from	 the	
historical	 collections	 of	 the	 Royal	 Botanic	 Gardens,	
Edinburgh	 and	 living	 plants	 in	 the	 moist	 deciduous	
rainforest	which	were	 documented	 by	 the	 artist	 during	
her	residency	at	Gurukula	Botanical	Sanctuary,	India.	The	
three	 books	 in	 each	 set	 explore	 the	 same	 selection	 of	
rare	 plants	 –	 though	 transcribed	 through	 different	
means	and	from	inter-related	source	material.	The	Book	
3	of	each	set	acts	as	a	visual	‘botanical	reference’	to	the	
set	 -	 through	 its	 transcription	 of	 fragments	 of	 detailed	
engravings	from	Hortus	Malabaricus.	They	all	have	semi-
limp	 binding	 in	 vellum,	 prepared	 in	 the	 traditional	
manner	without	chemicals.	

Artist’s	Books	



Artist’s	Books	



Introduction	to	Second	Group	(two	sets	of	
two	volumes	each).	
		
The	 size	 is	 based	 on	 those	 of	 17th	 and	 18th	
century	European	bound	herbaria	volumes	of	
specimens	 collected	 in	 the	 region	 of	 Dutch	
Malabar,	India.	Images	are	to	the	scale	of	the	
specimens.	 These	 were	 transcribed	 from	
models	 made	 by	 the	 artist	 of	 herbaria	
specimens	 from	 the	 historical	 Indian	
collection	 of	 Royal	 Botanic	 Gardens,	
Edinburgh.	 These	 specimens	 correspond	 to	
the	rarest	plants	found	in	Hortus	Malabaricus.	
All	 images	 are	 created	 through	 laser	
engraving	 and	 the	 two	 volumes	 in	 each	 set	
work	as	a	pair	to	cover	the	complete	group	of	
plants	 investigated	 in	 the	project.	 The	 leaves	
of	 the	 books	 are	 of	 sunn	 hemp	 paper,	
handmade	 and	 burnished	 by	 Hussein	 Kagzi,	
Jaipur	 and	 the	 covers	 are	 of	 Kozo	 paper,	
handmade	 and	 seven	 times	 hand-dyed	 in	
organic	 indigo,	 by	 Living	 Treasure,	 Minoru	
Fujimori,	Japan.	Each	set	is	unique.	

Artist’s	Books	



Artist’s	Books	







Selected	URLs:	
	
•  Website	with	e-portfolio	and	other	links	to	dissemination	of	project	through	exhibition	and	public	events	

including	conference:	http://sianbowen.com	[http://sianbowen.com/]		

•  Selection	of	commissioned	photographs	by	Caterina	Salvi	used	for	e-portfolio	and	other	articles	disseminating	
project:	https://caterinasalvi.myportfolio.com/gfhfghfghfghfhfh	

•  RBGE	Documentation	of	Conference:		https://stories.rbge.org.uk/archives/33023	
https://stories.rbge.org.uk/archives/33000	

•  RBGE	Documentation	of	Project:	https://stories.rbge.org.uk/archives/tag/sian-bowen	

•  RBGE	Visual	and	Textual	Response	to	Exhibition:		https://stories.rbge.org.uk/archives/32939	

•  Bowen	S,	Journal	Article,	DRTP,	Intellect,	2020:	
https://www.ingentaconnect.com/contentone/intellect/drtp/2020/00000005/00000001/art00013?
crawler=true&mimetype=application/pdf	

•  Bowen	S.	Conference	Paper,	The	Material	Culture	of	Citizen	Science,	University	of	Oxford	(AHRC	funded	project,	
Constructing	Scientific	Communities:	Citizen	Science	in	the	19th	and	20th	centuries,	£1,572,192,	lead:	University	
of				Oxford):	Conscicom.files.wordpress.com/2017/05/material-culture-of-citizen-science-programme-final.pdf	

•  Bowen	S,	Interview,	The	Material	Culture	of	Citizen	Science,	University	of	Oxford:	
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jhItil0gy1c	

•  Bowen	S.	Web	Article,	The	Material	Culture	of	Citizen	Science,	University	of	Oxford:
https://conscicom.web.ox.ac.uk/the-material-culture-of-citizen-science	


