
“now i shall speak of the sadness of 
flowers so as to feel more of the 
order of whatever existed.”

The work The Man With The Midas Touch - A 
Botanical Index of  Narcissus, depicts 30 types of  
gold medal winning Narcissus flowers from 
the Chelsea Flower Show in 2016. The series 
is composed of  scans of  each flower, using a 
technique the artist has developed, where she 
uses multiple kinds of  liquids such as milk and 
water when placing the flower on a digital 
scanner. This technique might at first seem 
surprising: while at once using the qualities of  
high definition scanning, using liquid is a hint 
to a return to old methods of  photographing 
and print making. This is the first of  two 
contradicting moments in this series: while 
Skladmann is photographing the mystified 
flower of  Narcissus, in scanning it she de-
mystifies the originary mythological scene. In 
her installation, looking at the flowers does 
not bring a mirror image of  the human: it is 
not the reflection of  the subject - the image 
of  the flower is set still. Looking back at the 
viewer, it is thus raising the question of  the 
representation of  the beauty of  nature and its 
place in current times. 

This is the first series of  work where 
Skladmann replaces her camera with 
the solid apparatus of  the scanner. This 
shift has several consequences, most 
importantly that in this act both the object 
and the photographing machine are still, 
and the subjective human qualities of  the 
photographer are set aside: there is no need of  
light, focus adjustments nor studio conditions. 
In order to take a high definition image the 
scanner’s eye is moving throughout the object 
on the glass while illuminating it, with one 
perspective. As Skladmann claims, the pre-
programmed light of  the scanner offers the 
gift of  praising the bottom-up approach of  
seeing something close-up. In disregarding 
any intermediaries of  the human the artist 
permits the reenactment of  a moment that 
seems to have passed in contemporary culture, 
taking a long moment to truly look, to observe 

in full detail. The slow movement of  the 
scanner brings the machine to the creation of  
the meticulous digital photograph, permitting 
close up encounter with nature. 

Tackling the scanner implies two issues 
important to understanding the political 
consequences of  the technique, along and 
against the creation of  the work of  art. Firstly, 
the close up perspective the scanner permits 
emphasises its purpose: the scanned object 
is the object per se - just detailed inscriptions, 
like the clear view appearing in a magnifying 
glass. Nothing separates the light from the 
object besides the mere article in suspect. 
This is therefore a proof  of  the idea behind 
this invention, which was primarily built to 
serve military purposes. Each ‘evidence’ is 
physically put, the objected touched, placed 
on the surface in order to see is more clearly, 
to investigate it. 

Another important element is taken from 
the history of  photography, from the pioneer 
inventors of  the scanning technique, Henry 
Fox Talbot and Anna Atkins. Thinking ahead 
of  the electronic machine, in 1835 Fox Talbot 
examined a process where he wet a sheet of  
paper with liquid composed of  table salt, 
while the other side of  the paper is brushed 
with silver nitrate. As the chemicals on the 
paper are light sensitive, they are darkened 
when exposed for a period of  up an hour or 
more. Following correspondences with Fox 
Talbot, the botanist Anna Atkins took his 
invention further in order to illustrate her 
professional essais. She placed the object of  
her research, British algae, directly on the 
paper, producing prints multiple times and 
continuously as the plants perished. In so 
doing, Atkins presented what will forever be 
missing in the photograph - time and change. 
One of  the things that the practice of  Fox 
Talbot and Atkins stressed the most are the 
fact that photography is not only depicting 
nature but a result of  nature, based on the 
power of  the sun light. This seems to have 
influenced Skladmann’s scan, making a 
critical statement by choosing to scan flowers. 



In the series of  lectures What is Called 
Thinking?, German phenomenologist 
Martin Heidegger claimed that the essence 
of  technology is not about a product, a 
result, the mere utensil or the technology 
itself. According to him, “The essence of  
technology lies in what from the beginning 
and before all else gives food for thought…
The essence of  technology pervades our 
existence in a way which we have barely 
noticed so far”. It is through this idea of  the 
mechanism that I see the use of  Skladmann 
with the scanner. Following the dated 
questions, remarks and even reproaches 
towards the role of  the camera, the eye of  
the photographer and the viewer’s eye, in 
this series the scanner takes on itself  the 
much discussed question the medium carries 
of  objectivity/subjectivity and leads it to a 
different path. As the artist attests, her scans 
are not a quick snapshot; in a procedure that 
takes up to 45 minutes, Skladmann discusses 
the contemporary culture and practice of  
photography, and magnifies the lost question 
about nature. Taking an intimate and lengthly 
look on the flowers, she calls forth the focus 
on the fundamentals of  life itself, showing 
the viewers that the answers can be achieved 
through technology, as Heidegger claimed. 
Therefore, even though she is using a machine 
of  mechanical reproduction, she sheds 
light on what we can see even though it is a 
produce of  technology, calling back to the 
moment of  the invention and insisting that its 
relevance exceeds the 19th century. By using 
the scanner, the temporality of  its movements 
symbolises a suggestion and an invitation 
to the viewer to learn from the thorough 
observation of  past times.

The flowers in the series are not nicely 
arranged in a bouquet neither they are 
depicted as is in their natural habitat. The 
close up detailed images suggest a forgotten 
portrait in the age of  the Antropocene 
which is also set as a critique of  our time. 
The Botanical Index of  Narcissus becomes the 
impossible index of  humanity; impossible 
because almost lost and composing what 
will never be an encyclopaedia of  nature. 

Following projects such as Fox Talbot’s and 
Atkins’s, Skladmann’s objective is to re-
present nature to the human eye as a poetic 
and demanding call to bring forth - to bring 
back - nature and its beauty to the surface of  
the scanner. With the method she took on, 
she presents a way to represent in which she 
uses a mostly bureaucratic machine in order 
to show what is often invisible, as the scans 
remind both the human eye and the camera of  
the preliminary source. Picking the Narcissus 
flower as a subject, Skladmann’s work is not 
mere representations of  nature - it regards the 
flower as a case study. Narcissus is no longer an 
image of  beauty which reflects the triumphed 
I, celebrating the beauty of  the human. In this 
series the experience of  the human subject 
looking at the flowers is not binary; opaque, 
Skladmann’s prints are returning the reflection 
of  the viewer to what he has forgotten - 
nothing to fall in love with, but something to 
take back home and think about. 


