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 Fig 1. Gem Toes-Crichton. 2019. Tulip. 

Introduction 

The intent of this work is to explore my deep seated fascination with flowers, and plants 
more broadly. Artist Georgia O’Keeffe was known for her paintings of flowers, which 
formed a key part of her practice. She commented that:  

“…nobody sees a flower – really – it is so small – we haven’t time  
– and to see takes time…“ (O’Keeffe 1939) 

My aim was to bring mindful awareness to the process of making this work, focussing 
more on observing the subject, rather than focusing purely on a tightly prescribed 
outcome. I wanted to release self imposed perfectionism and let experimentation within 
my practice guide me as I made this work. 
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I am considering how art and science can work harmoniously together, and I am 
including photography within these broad terms. I’m interested in how photography 
can make research more accessible, demonstrating impact and communicating this to 
a wider audience. 

My photographic practice 

After reading a book entitled ‘Fifty Plants That Changed the Course of History’ (Laws 
2010) I was intrigued by the major impact plants have had on human history. From this, 
I chose Tulips as my subject, photographing them each day as they withered and 
began to change their form.   

Fig 2. Gem Toes-Crichton. 2019. Tulip experimentation. 

I didn’t feel that these initial images worked in terms of the aesthetic I was seeking, so I 
decided to exclude them from this body of work.  

I realised I needed to experiment more to see what worked, so I photographed the 
Tulips at different times of day, and night experimenting with framing and with scale. I 
wanted to hint at the subject matter, but not fully reveal it, focussing more on light, 
detail and form.  

It is my aim that the viewer will pause and question what it is they are looking at, 
noticing what I saw as I released the shutter, creating a more reflective, and mindful 
experience. 
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https://www.waterstones.com/book/fifty-plants-that-changed-the-course-of-history/bill-laws/9780715338544


These experiments lead to the creation of a number of darker, more intimate, and semi-
abstract images, which has been a departure from my usual brighter and more 
colourful work. These images felt more visually interesting to me, revealing intricate 
details and a more interesting colour palette.

Fig 3. Gem Toes-Crichton. 2019. Tulip abstracts, triptych (from my work in progress). 

In considering who informed my work, I must mention Georgia O’Keeffe’s abstract 
flower paintings (see figures 5-7). For this work, O’Keeffe carefully studied the flowers, 
working with the abstract patterns created in nature, and enlarging them to fill her 
canvas. Working at such a large scale and focussing on form and colour forced the 
viewer to gaze upon her work. 
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Fig 4. Georgia O’Keeffe. 1924. Light Iris.
Fig 5. Georgia O’Keeffe. 1924. Red Canna.

Fig 6. Georgia O’Keeffe. 1930. Jack-in-the-Pulpit No. IV.



O’Keeffe’s clever use of tight cropping and framing, undermined habitual ways of 
seeing. Her ability to create her own emotive version of reality is a quality I seek within 
my own practice. 

Technical approach 

There is a common misconception that a photograph has to be sharp and technically 
perfect and fully in  in order for it to be ‘good’. Cartier-Bresson asserted: “sharpness is 
a bourgeois concept” (Thomas, D 2003 discussing Newton and Cartier-Bresson). He 
also said: “people think far too much about techniques and not enough about 
seeing” (Cartier-Bresson 1952) which are perspectives I share, particularly in making 
this current work.  

For me, taking the time to fully observe the subject I am photographing is key. This 
allows me to consider what to highlight or illustrate, so focussing purely on a technically 
perfect outcome is not something I strive for in my work. 

In considering this, I used shallow depth of field to isolate the flowers, and remove 
background distractions. I wasn’t concerned with every element of the flower being 
sharp or in focus. Instead, I wanted to simulate the effect of slowly and softly gazing on 
the subject, creating a painterly effect and translating what I felt in that moment with my 
camera. 

Here are some further examples of images that I chose to remove from the work in 
progress, as they seemed to detract from the body of work overall. 
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Fig 7. Gem Toes-Crichton. 2019. Tulip experiments.



I continued experimenting at different times of day, at night, with black and white and 
artificial lighting. This process confirmed that, aesthetically, I preferred the early morning 
light (figures 1 and 3) where I intentionally underexposed the photographs to create 
atmosphere, focussing on the highlights and shadows. 

I photographed the tulips in the same location, throughout their lifecycle from being cut 
to decay. As I studied them, I began to noticed that as they decayed, the details in the 
petals and leaves became more pronounced, the colours more subdued and they 
became more interesting to me as objects to photograph. 
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Fig 8. Gem Toes-Crichton. 2019. Tulip experimentation (black and white).

Fig 9. Gem Toes-Crichton. 2019. Tulip experimentation (coloured LED lights).



Evaluation of this work 

For this series, I focussed more on the creative process of making work, rather than on 
a specific outcome. It was my intention that I harness the concept of mindfulness, and 
see how this could be used in relation to my photographic practice, and let the work 
emerge more intuitively through experimentation. 

I feel I did what I set out to achieve; choose a subject matter that captivates me, and 
bring mindful awareness to the making of this work, so that I could translate this for the 
viewer. Robert Adams once said: “Making photographs has to be, then a personal 
matter; when it is not, the results are not persuasive.” (Adams 1996) 

Plants and Horticulture 

My photographic practice and my passion for plants and horticulture are tightly 
entwined. 

As a child my Mother would lead me around the garden, pointing out the plants and 
flowers to me, using their scientific names and explaining how to tend to them. I was 
captivated by the colours, shapes and forms. This visual curiosity for plants has never 
left me, and if anything, has become more of a passion with each passing season.  

Horticulture is widely understood to be a pass time that opens up a space for mindful 
reflection, with the sole focus being connection with the plants and with the earth. The 
late Oliver Sacks described this experience concisely: “Clearly, nature calls to 
something very deep in us. Biophilia, the love of nature and living things, is an 
essential part of the human condition. Hortophilia, the desire to interact with, 
manage and tend nature, is also deeply instilled in us.” (Rubin, C commenting on 
Sacks, O 2019) 

For me, the desire to understand about plants is of course driven by curiosity, but it can 
also justified in terms of the environmental, economic and social benefits we all derive 
from plants. 
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Mindfulness and attentiveness 

Mindfulness is another key part of my photographic practice, which is defined as 
“bringing one’s complete attention to the present experience on a moment-to-
moment basis” (Marlatt & Kristeller, 1999) and as “paying attention in a particular 
way, on purpose, in the present moment, and nonjudgmentally” (Kabat-Zinn, 
1994). Which shares a similar definition to ‘attentiveness’ which is described as: “The 
quality of being attentive; heed, attention. Or as “the action of paying close 
attention to something”. (Oxford English Dictionary.) 

The act of photography is a cathartic and reflective process for me, as the technical 
and physical aspects of photography require my full attention, causing me to slow 
down and carefully observe and examine the subject in front of me and my camera.  

Photography allows me to meaningfully engage with my surroundings, and form 
connections with others. Henry Luce suggested that “Photography can be a way of 
participating in the world that we already inhabit. To photograph anything is to 
put the viewer in a social relationship with what is being shown…“. (Hariman, R 
and Lucaites, J 2016 discussing Luce, H.) 

Wolfgang Tillmans describes attentiveness as a key part of his practice, both in terms 
of creating the work, and in terms of the viewing of it. In describing his practice he says:  

“There are many misconceptions about what I do - that my images are random 
and everyday, when there are, in fact, neither. They are in fact, the opposite. They 
are calls to attentiveness.” (Tillmans 2017.)  

It is clear that our life experiences and grief following a bereavement have shaped and 
affected how I make work, and connect with others. Tillmans has been described as 
having a “curiosity and genuine empathy for the world around him” (Higgs 2009) 
which stems from his fear of contracting AIDs, but also from his bereavement in 1997. 	  
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“…life is fragile, and you have to 
celebrate it and enjoy it and not 
despair over the fact that it’s fragile 
because it just is. And that’s why I 
don’t despair; that’s why I’m 
optimistic, because it doesn’t only 
affect me—it affects us all. It just 
brings us all together again in the 
sense that that’s part of the deal. 
We’re all equally mortal.” (Tillmans 
2015.)

Bereavement and my practice 

I tend to notice small details and moments that others may overlook. This awareness 
was heightened after losing my brother Mike when I was 22, where my mantra at the 
time became ‘focus on all the beauty and the good left in the world’. I was quickly 
reminded of my own mortality, and the importance of appreciating and savouring every 
moment. 

The grief I experienced altered my perception of the world around me, it cracked me 
wide open and invited in a profound sense of sadness which permeated my existence. 
But this experience also heightened my ability to empathise and connect with others, 
which I aim to translate through the mindful aspect of my practice. 

My photographic practice began as a response to losing my brother, who bought me 
my first camera. The medium of photography encourages presence and observation, 
and these flower portraits are a symbol of the work I have made that my brother will 
never see. 
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Fig 10. Wolfgang Tillmans. 1999. Podium.



In considering this further, late photographer Jo Spence comes to mind. She 
developed ‘Camera therapy: a personal therapeutic photography as a response to 
adversity’ which was later renamed: ‘Photo Therapy’ (Dennett 2009). “As an 
experienced professional photographer, Spence immediately saw the value of 
this medium as a natural part of her preferred alternative and complementary 
cancer treatments.” (Dennett 2009) 

Drawing vs Photography 

Rosemary Wise, a Botanical Illustrator where I work explained that: 

“The camera sees and records all, but in botanical illustration, all is often too 
much. Selectivity is the name of the game.” (Wise 1999.) 

Selectivity is an aesthetic choice I adopt when photographing flowers. I want to isolate 
them, highlighting their form and texture, getting as close as possible to examine them.  
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Fig 11. Rosemary Wise. 2019. Viburnum rhytidophyllum.



Which is something Rosemary does as she creates her scientifically accurate 
illustrations. The key difference here though, is that Rosemary uses a microscope to 
illustrate accurate, scientific depictions of the plants, whereas I am using a camera and 
macro lens to create more painterly images.  

I am more concerned in creating an aesthetically pleasing image, than creating a 
realistic reproduction of the subject. 

Painting

Artist Georgia O’Keeffe’s more abstract flower 
paintings are the opposite of illustration of 
course, adopting a looser in style and 
focussing on colour and her own interpretation 
of her subjects.  

O’Keeffe said:  

“I found that I could say things with color 
and shapes that I couldn’t say in any other 
way—th ings tha t I had no words 
for.” (O’Keeffe 1924) 

These words resonate with my own practice, 
as I work intuitively, and am driven primarily by 
my personal response to the subject, which 
can then be difficult to put into words.

Although O’Keeffe’s medium was different, I draw parallels between our approaches. 
O’Keeffe sought to illustrate the infinite beauty which can be found in nature if only we 
take the time to stop and look, which is something I harness in my own mindful 
practice. 
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Fig 12. Georgia O’Keeffe. 1924. Flower Abstraction.



Art and Science 

Over the past 12 years I have supported research and teaching at the University of 
Oxford. The past 8 years being within the Department of Plant Sciences. I manage the 
department website and social media, and routinely notice that research news and 
outputs often arrive devoid of images. In noticing this, I began using my photographic 
practice to create work to visually communicate what was being said. 

Science photographer Felice Frankel has developed a course, and written a number of 
books on this topic which further illustrates the importance of visually communicating 
research through photography.  

In a recent interview with post-doctoral researcher Marcela Mendoza Suarez, she 
showed me how she developed a simple method for photographing her plant roots in 
the darkroom using just her mobile phone, an orange camera filter and a blue safe light.

There is expensive camera equipment available to do the same thing, but Marcela 
wanted to develop a more efficient and cheaper way to reproduce these kinds of 
images so that her method could be used in developing countries.  
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Fig 13. Gem Toes-Crichton. 2019. Marcela darkroom.



Before using her method, and after:

The image on the left (figure 14) is the kind of image most researchers would achieve 
under artificial lighting in the laboratory. So it is clear that by using Marcela’s method of 
photographing these roots (figure 14, right) is far more impactful for the viewer due to 
the vibrant colours. However, it is important to emphasise that this is not purely an 
aesthetically pleasing, it illustrates findings within her scientific research through the 
luminescence (in green).  

Marcela and I discussed the importance of the image in relation to disseminating 
research in publications, poster presentations and even in her PhD thesis. Marcela has 
observed that producing engaging, high quality imagery is a vital component in terms of 
people engaging with her research. The image effectively acts as hook, generating 
important scientific discussion which often leads to future collaborations and research 
funding.  

Experimentation throughout the module 

During this module, I experimented at night using colour LED lighting (figures 9 and 15), 
but I don’t think these images were successful as I sense the eye is more drawn to the 
colour, rather than the subject matter. 

I also photographed a number of other cut flowers, experimenting with different times 
of day, and with multiple exposures (in camera) as well as creating more traditional still 
life work. 
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Fig 14. Gem Toes-Crichton. 2019. Marcela’s roots before and after.
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Fig 16. Gem Toes-Crichton. 2019. Tulips (multiple exposures).

Fig 15. Gem Toes-Crichton. 2019. Tulip experimentation. (Purple and yellow.)



These photographs (figures 15-18) were taken during the afternoon as the sun began 
to set. Although I felt they were visually interesting images, I didn’t feel that they fit with 
the rest of the series, as I wanted to fill the whole frame, and create semi-abstract 
portraits of tulips.  So I decided to continue with the darker, tighter cropped and more 
abstract close up images that I’d created in the morning (such as figures 1 and 3).  
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Fig 18. Gem Toes-Crichton. 2019. Daffodils (multiple exposures).

Fig 17. Gem Toes-Crichton. 2019. Tulip experiments (still life and multiple exposure).



Display and audience 

There are a number of ways this work in could be displayed and shared with an 
audience. Initially it will be accessible via my website, but I have also been 
commissioned by the Department of Plant Sciences (University of Oxford ) to develop 
and run a photography workshop, based around the themes of wellbeing and 
mindfulness. I enjoy teaching others photography, as well as learning through 
collaborative working. I find this is a good way to get a fresh perspective and 
continually develop my own practice. 

I imagine it could also work in the context of a traditional gallery space, printed at a 
large scale to highlight the intricate details. If I were to do this, would opt for dark, 
causing the viewer to gaze at the prints for longer, as they orient themselves and 
become aware of exactly what it is they are looking at. Although expensive, I think c-
type prints would work best due to their accurate colour reproduction. 

Conclusion 

I use photography as a way to explore, examine and understand things. It is a way of 
making creative sense of my lived experience and connecting with others. Philosopher, 
Vilem Flusser touched on this in his writings, saying: “…photography has become an 
exploratory tool, the means to examine the environment, spatial relations and 
also to explore the natural and biological world and our place within it.” (Flusser 
1983) 

It is important that to me that whoever views my work gets a sense of how I felt as I 
released the shutter. Wolfgang Tillmans describes this by saying: "What’s important is 
that one gets a sense of what the work feels like…” (Tillmans 2014). 

So for this module, I decided to create a more personal body of work. I wanted focus 
on a subject that interests me, with the aim of translating this for the viewer. To harness 
the concept of mindful attentiveness, consider form and scale and appreciate the 
things we cannot see with the naked eye.  
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FIGURES

Fig 1. Gem Toes-Crichton. 2019. Tulip. 

Fig 2. Gem Toes-Crichton. 2019. Tulip experimentation. 

Fig 3. Gem Toes-Crichton. 2019. Tulip abstracts, triptych (from my work in progress). 

Fig 4. Georgia O’KEEFFE. 1924. Light Iris. Georgia O’Keeffe.net. [online] Available at: 
https://www.georgiaokeeffe.net/light-iris.jsp [Accessed: 1 April 2019]. 

Fig 5. Georgia O’KEEFFE. 1924. Red Canna. Georgia O’Keeffe.net. [online] Available 
at: https://www.georgiaokeeffe.net/red-canna.jsp [Accessed: 1 April 2019]. 

Fig 6. Georgia O’KEEFFE. 1930. Jack-in-the-Pulpit No. IV. Georgia O’Keeffe.net. 
[online] Available at: https://www.georgiaokeeffe.net/jack-in-the-pulpit.jsp [Accessed: 1 
April 2019]. 

Fig 7. Gem Toes-Crichton. 2019. Tulip experiments. 

Fig 8. Gem Toes-Crichton. 2019. Tulip experimentation (black and white). 

Fig 9. Gem Toes-Crichton. 2019. Tulip experimentation (coloured LED lights). 

Fig 10 . Wolfgang Tillmans. 1999. Podium. phaidon.com. [online] Available at: https://
uk.phaidon.com/agenda/art/articles/2014/may/08/ten-questions-for-wolfgang-tillmans/ 
[Accessed: 5 April 2019]. 

Fig 11. Rosemary Wise. 2019. Viburnum rhytidophyllum. 

Fig 12. Georgia O’Keeffe. 1924. Flower Abstraction. [online] Available at: https://
whitney.org/collection/works/984 [Accessed 2 January 2019]. 

Fig 13. Gem Toes-Crichton. 2019. Marcela darkroom. 

Fig 14. Gem Toes-Crichton. 2019. Marcela’s roots before and after. 
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Fig 15. Gem Toes-Crichton. 2019. Tulip experimentation. (Purple and yellow.) 

Fig 16. Gem Toes-Crichton. 2019. Daffodils (multiple exposures). 

Fig 17. Gem Toes-Crichton. 2019. Tulips (multiple exposures). 

Fig 18. Gem Toes-Crichton. 2019. Tulip experiments (still life and multiple exposure). 
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