MAUSOLEUM

The extroondinary botaniogl diversity for which Westem Australia is intemadionaly rencwned (5 aeposited in varous
rolections. Gregory Prvor first warked with a | %th century callection of Westem Austradion plonts he found in the MNatunal
History Aussum Vienng duing g residency in 2002 In this oooount he takes us frouph fis work in herbaria for the oregtion
of Black Solander, his installation work: for HEAT.

Text by Gregory Pryor

Gregory Pryor
Black Salander (installation shot at PICA Perth) ink, graphite and spirt-based ink on sugar paper, 2004 © Gregory Pryor
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armn looking very closely at an emergency evacuation

notice in the reference herbarium of the Perth

herbarium in ‘Western Australia. My car has driven
me here, almost against my will vWhen | entered the
front door, the receptionist immediately pointed where |
was to po — he at least, seemed to know why | was
there. | followed the direction of his finger into 2 room
full of about fiteen people, stting around a big table
upon which were scattersd a number of white shests of
paper with dead plants attached to them. The room
full of animated corversation, but when | entersd, the
comversation came o an abrupt halt and everyone
ooked in rmy direction. They also brandished fingers and
| muiely obeyed their gesture, finding miysell in the room
with the aforementioned emergsncy evacuation notice.
This room was also busy and there were a lot of shehes
and microscopes. | did not know whiy | was there and
examined a fire edinguisher for cues. Bremtually, |
reglized | needed to backirack, to make miy way back: to
reception and to genuinely ask for help. | knew this
big. but | didn't knonw where to find the ertry door.

A ::uple of years before this encourter

arived in Vestern  Australia  with
understanding something about the country of rmy birth.
One of the key texts | read at this time was by the
picneering environmentalist and thinker George Seddon,
wiho had arrved in Western Australia 2 generation

Was

Wias

had

the am  of

before me. As he made his way out into the zlien
landscape, whers the low heath land is denssly packed,
anciert plarts scratched his legs, and he couldn grasp
what was before hime Bventually, a sense of the
landscaps  unfolded for him  through the dose
chservation of the plants (1)

Oz of my first visits to the natural emdronment
of Western Australia was to the foothills of the Darling
scarp which delineates the end of the Swan coastal plain
around the city of Pertho Getting out of the car | saw a
floral display unlike anything | had ever seen amywhere in
nry life. Whiat made this even more startling was that the
strange and proliferate fliowers seemed to be emerging
from or even levitging above black undergrowth that
looked as if it had been sconched from a bushfire the
previous summer. Little did | knaow that this was my first
encourter with one of the key relationships in the
landscape of ‘Westem Australia = - the  symbiofic
relationship of much of the flora with fire.

The soil” underfoot was & paradox also — it w
achualty sand (being a coastal plaim) and the density -::-f
the folizge corvinced the first white explorers exploning
the upper reaches of the Swan river that the “soil” must
be extremely fertile. In reality, t was the =xact opposite
— a bare, *'-a"u-d terrain with few nutrients but with an
extremely I‘ard}_r flora consisting of some of the world's
preatest botanical survivors, which had evabed over
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millennia to adapt to the harsh dimate and the depleted
soil. In adapting, many of these flowers had formed
spectacular  flowering shapes and  highly complex
genﬂlnatnr strategies. @)

Because | couldn't understand what | was looking
t, | began to take photographs and afier 4 weeks | had
compiled about 200 images of different species of flower,
This seemed incredible to me, but [ftte did | know that
there were around 8,000 species in the souwth west of
Western Australia and | was merely scratching the
surface of this amazing flora in one of the world's 25
designated bio-diversity hot spots.

These photographs then accompanied me to
Yienma where | found out that the herbarium of the
Maturhistorisches museun had a very strong historical
collection of Western Australian plants. This was miy first
encounter with a herbarium collection, and the sheer
size of the coflection was overwhelmingyy evident, with
rows and rows of cebinets and shelving and tables and
benches stacked high with piles of pressed and dried
plants, yellowing paper and discolored cardboard, empty
iabels and tabs poking out from paper folders as if to
tout for business. | was told the holdings in Wienna
oonsisted of about four million specimen shests,

The director genercusly offered me a desk to
work at, but wamed me about the towicty of the
ervironmert if | was to work in the anchive. The building
wias bombed during the second world war and most of
the windows shattered thereby ewposing the fragile
oollection o attack by museun beetle and & host of

other irseds that could easily dedmate huge amourt of

the holdings wery quickly As a resulft, apparently the
liberating American troops were asked to spray the
entire building with DT | was told it was extremely
dfficult to remove and was shown the rather beautifl
aysizline surfzce on the inside of ans of the cabinets.

A5 | bDegan cross-referencng my nave  ittle
snapshots of flowers with these world and tme-weary
specimens, | cortinued to be drawn into the aesthetics of
decay and how messy, imprecise and desperate the
izl fanpuage of dassificaion can be. Many very cld
specimens seemed to be suffocated with dust and age
and, &5 | was 1o find out, poisoned with various
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Sldanian Netural Higtory Museurn, 2004 @ Gregony Pryjos
substances to keep insecks away. Mercunic chioride was
one of the most common poisons that the plants were
bathed in and this often left spedral siains on the
mouriting paper. If a spedmen had prized f=elf free from
its mourting paper and dsappeared, ofien an ‘after-
image” remained. | began to wonder if plants had souls.

The desper | navigated into the stacks of dried
ard poisoned plants in Vienna, the more | realized that |
needed to make a substariial work about the florm of
Western Australia Specdiative and incoherent sketches
SOON gave wdy 1o wery detalled iracings from the
spedmen  sheets  which comesponded o my
photographs.

A& critical breakthrough coourred however when
| encourtered ore of the very old spedmens of the
Bantzig genera. This specimen sheet prompted thoughts
about & census of plarts that are archived through time
soke and charcoal The plant was o poor condition
ard the mounting paper significantly discolored with
what [ooked lke sooty grime. & lot of loose material was
also evident and after closer examination, | realized that
amongst the detached fragments were the sesds (which
are carried by wafer thin ‘wings” that are ejected from
the cone of the Bantsio when fire engulfs the plant
thereby ensuring the cortinuation of #'s genetic line. It
then occurred 1o me that the darkened specimen sheet
could possiby be smoke damaged from the wartime fires
and the valves i the Banksio cone, thinking that i was a
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fire in the south west of Vwestern Australia. opened up
1o release it's seed

Az srientifically flimsy as my observations were, it
did, nonetheless prompt what was eventually 1o become
Blgck  Zolgnder. This Banksia spedmen seemed to
continee it's fight for survival, despite being cut from its
host  plart, sguashed and dried between  paper,
trensported to the other side of the world, dipped in
poison, taped down and housed in darkness, before
surviving the devestating consegquences of a workd war.
Thiz was an example of inexplicable growth and sunvival
from within a crypt.

By novw, | realzed that miy paftry 200 drawings
oould not encompass what | had in mind. | wanted to
somehow present the immense floral diversity and
ritensty of YWestern Australia and simultanecusly sound
an alamn abowut s threatened stabus. Iromically, | also
reglized that the moment the first specimens armived
back in Europe from the earty voyages of exploration to
=T gustrals, akko the moment when the
decimation of the diversity that the Linnasan binomial
systern was set up to dassify, really began | wanted to

R
WOl

build a receptace that housed these s=emingly
cortradictory aimes.
My plans matured sublimmally when | retumed

to Perth and it was only when my car drove me to the
herbariurm that they announced themsehves. | left the fire
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extirguisher, walked back to reception and asked, “Who
shiould | talk to i | want to do a drawing of every species
of fiowering plart in Western Australial

Botanical illusiraiors conventionally paint the
flowwer in an idealized form — in good health, clear light
ard often in every stage of iis life oyde. | wanted to make
a work from the discards of such bofanical illustration
Herbariums shut out ight, repel pollinating insects and
flatten form, making desiccated plants behave like printed
tewxt These plants have been sxtinguished from the
biomass of the word, given a Latin name and been
refashicned as books

Draniel Solander, a pupil of Linnaeus, designed a
bow to store his dried specmens in when he traveled on
The Endeqvaur to Australia in the late eighteenth century
& similar boe & still in use in mary mussums today and
nowy bears his name — the Solander box. Cperating like a
portable herbarium, this lightproof comainsr was just the
ivpe of receptacle | nesded, except i© had to
accommodate 10500 spedmens. The Perth Institute of
Cortemporary Arts offered me & box’ big enough to
complete the task

To comwey this absence of light and the
increasinghy rapid waning of the flora in these uncertain
times, | decided to work with black ink on ‘blad paper.
pairited each plant on low grade sugar paper, because of
it’s fugitive dyes so that during the course of making the
work, the paper gradually lost s colour in varying
degrees. Considering that the large scale collecting of
Australian plants really gathered momentum at the start
of Queen Vidoria's reign, | also f=it my mauscleumn
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should be refleciive of the dark language of Victorian
MICLMIng rtuals,

YWwhen the day came to finally begin the projed, |
stepped out of my house in the moming and the ertire
oty of Perth was shrouded in thick smoke from bushifires
purning out of control i the hills of the Darling scarp.

espite the poor visibility, this time, | knew where | was
Eoing
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