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ENCOUNTER WITH THE TRANSCENDENT
ANTHEA BUYS

I have heard it said, though I don’t like to think about it, that the dust we inhale in our homes is strewn
with thousands of tiny insect bodies. There are hidden mites, midges and spiders, infinitesimally small
worms and beetles, and countless other creatures that don’t fit any familiar description. ‘Bugs’. Under a
microscope they look like aliens. Perhaps it’s best that we can’t see them with the naked eye. Surely too
small to have brains, these little automatons burrow hungrily through the universe of dust that converges
even on a clean home, between mattress and base, carpet and tile. They feast on each other and on the
skin humans slough off as we scratch our faces and lurch and list in our sleep. It is a grim ecosystem, one
that we both sustain and imbibe daily, as if we need it.
It is their scale relative to ours that makes the lives of these bugs not only invisible to us, but insignificant as well. Things we cannot see – or choose not to look at: we go on as if they don’t exist. In the
same way, most of us are unstirred by momentous events in space until they are wrestled by telescopes
and algorithms into the realm of the humanly visible, a tendency of ours which proves that our prejudice
against the unseen hasn’t to do with size per se, but with what our eyes are able to take in.
An artist’s job, much like a scientist’s, is to work hard at looking, so as not to let the dust-lives or the
planets disappear from human history. Artist Bronwyn Lace undertakes her duties by holding these two
realms of the invisible together as one. Her interest in the aesthetic power of scale pulls the universe’s
‘dust’ – clusters of rock millions of light years away – and the earth’s smallest inhabitants, the bugs, into
the same field of view, the field in which we are accustomed to looking at each other, road signs, quotidian objects and, usually, artworks.
Lace’s ongoing collaboration with artist Marcus Neustetter in the small South African town of Sutherland – home to an important Southern Hemisphere astronomical observatory – has been an important
passage in her practice of tying the lofty wonders of space to the humblest of earthly concerns. Sutherland is a town where, for most inhabitants, things like basic schooling, warm shoes and the week’s food
are the goals in sight. This is another kind of forgotten life in urban South Africa where, while poverty
grinds outside our windows, it is easy to live in enclaves of privilege and efficiency. Lace’s installations and
public interventions in the town of Sutherland have to do with the metaphor of ‘looking up’, a familiar
Untitled II 2009
pigment print
90 x 60 cm 1/7

physical action for those who live in a town made for stargazing, and also a figurative expression for
envisioning personal and collective progress.
Sutherland is also a place where important ‘looking down’ takes place. The Karoo region surrounding
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Sutherland is sprinkled with small dinosaur footprints. Careful examination of the ground in the town
reveals other historical treasures: crockery shards left over from the apartheid government’s destruction
of Coloured-owned houses in the 1960s. These tiny relics appeared in a 2011 installation Lace made at
Sutherland’s observatory museum in which she used shards suspended from nylon cords to approximate
the Milky Way galaxy.
While in Sutherland with Lace and a small group of artists and scientists early in 2011 for several days
of looking upwards, I first noticed her retrieve a dead beetle from the dust. With a gasp and an urgent
trot, as if it were perhaps not really dead and might escape, she went to place the corpse in a glass vessel, a safe place for something that would otherwise certainly be discarded. Lace has done this for three
years, saving every insect corpse she has found to examine under the lens of a USB-microscope.

Scalar dissonances of the sort Lace has explored in and since Sutherland have in fact been the backbone
of her practice all along. Long before her first visit to the observatory town, her work explored the negotiation of scale in relation to the human body and architecture. Her frequent use of performances and
time-based events in order to interact with, modify and develop narrative in her precisely metered installations introduces the temporality of discovery to her work. Becoming aware of one’s own dimensions in
space is a relational moment, one in which the feeling of the surrounding planes and voids is integral to a
sense of self-presence. To my mind, this sort of awareness can be like vertigo: it is the same dizzying awe
one feels when the interior of a Venetian cathedral suddenly reveals so much more space and stillness
than seemed possible from the outside.
For Lace, the architectural narrative of the Circa gallery – a gradual ascent, like a pilgrimage, to a
womb-like cavern – incites a similar feeling of encounter with the transcendent. In response to an invitation to create a work that engaged specifically with the gallery’s spatial qualities, Lace chose to find a
way to capture a transcendental moment and bring it down to earth. The main installation in A Tendency
Towards Complexity, her first solo gallery presentation of multiple works, is a sculptural crystallisation of
light moving a building’s exterior to its interior. Made from a precisely structured column of nylon threads,
this imitation shaft of sunlight brings to mind those elusive moments so well liked by the religious when
the sun pierces through cloud sending rare, deliberate beams to the ground. The drama of this experience
is heightened in the work by an additional step. The solid beam of light splinters into shards which come
to be contained in a set of deconstructed rose window frames. Once again alluding to the architecture
of historical sacred spaces, these frames are in fact built according to the architecture of insect wings.
The wing-patterns of the window frames close an important circle: they are derived from the winged
members of Lace’s collection of dead insects. Once enlarged, these designs reveal their complexity and
robustness. The relative strength to scale of insects’ bodies becomes even more apparent in the blind
embossings she has made by sending her insects through a printing press. The weight of the printing
roller reveals the architecture of the tiny bodies, and with each successive roll through the press the bodies disintegrate, coming apart at the weakest joins first. It is a wonder that they survive more than one roll
Lepidoptera XX 2012
blind embossing on Fabriano
20 x 20 cm
1/1

through the press, which easily exerts enough pressure to crush human bones. The result is that Lace’s
bottled flies and beetles, like so many small emeralds, are buried for posterity in the obliging weft of the
paper, disappearing into a substance like the dust in which they were found.
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A Reliquary to Found Bodies 2012
insect parts, perspex and light box
21 x 30 x 150 cm
1/1
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God's Finger 2012
Installation of fishing line and broken coloured glass
dimensions variable
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Decomposition I 2012
Birch wood and etched acrylic
98 x 98 cm
1/2

A Tendenc y Towards Complex ity

21

22

B RONWYN LACE

B R ONWYN LAC E

A Te nde nc y Tow a rds Com ple x i t y

Decomposition II 2012
Birch wood and etched acrylic
98 x 98 cm
1/2
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Collapse I 2012
light box, acrylic sheet, fishing line, 2000 fishing flies
98 X 98 x 30 cm
1/1
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Collapse II 2012
light box, acrylic sheet, fishing line, 2000 fishing flies
98 X 98 x 30 cm
1/1
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Collapse III 2012
light box, acrylic sheet, fishing line, 2000 fishing flies
98 X 98 x 30 cm
1/1
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Untitled IV 2009

Untitled V 2009

pigment print
60 X 90cm
1/7
Image of installation collapsed in order to create the Collapse series

pigment print
60 X 90cm
1/7
Image of installation collapsed in order to create the Collapse series
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Untitled I 2009

pigment print
90 X 60 cm
1/7
Image of installation collapsed in order to create the Collapse series

pigment print
60 X 90 cm
1/7
Image of installation collapsed in order to create the Collapse series
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Odonata VII 2012
blind embossing on Fabriano
20 x 20 cm
1/1
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Scorpiones I 2012
blind embossing on Fabriano
20 x 20 cm
1/6

Scorpiones II 2012
blind embossing on Fabriano
20 x 20 cm
1/4
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Scorpiones III 2012
blind embossing on Fabriano
20 x 20 cm
1/6
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