: artist profile - penelope gottlieb

Penelope Gottlieb’s art did not start out political. But the two related series she shows this
September at Edward Cella Art + Architecture are impassioned environmentalist pleas. “Ex-
tinct Botanicals” and “Invasive Species” update the historical framework of naturalist
illustration; picking up where pre-Modern gentleman-naturalists left off but with an added
twist—the plants and flowers she paints have gone extinct. Primordial and futuristic at the
same time, her crazy soup of tendrils, pods, stems, petals, cones, stamens and things down-
right vulvic is rendered in a supersaturated, slightly off palette of burnt orange, dusty fuchsia,
mustard yellow, chilling white, and blue-ribbon blue. And yet, her rootedness in the particular
qualities of botanical drawing remains a legible influence even in these daisy-chain riots.

The paintings are intentionally loud, and “impolite,” as Gottlieb looks to non-traditional aes-
thetic strategies—for example, weaponry and Japanese animation—"to convey movement
and explosivity. And | wanted to make them mine, to have them belong to the present day."”
She executes a version of this post-modernism with the “Invasive Species” drawings, a spin-
off of the “Extinct Botanicals” in which she starts with vintage Audubon prints, and literally
invades the images directly on the page, adding creeping non-native vines curling around a
pelican’s beak, and the like, to represent another kind of ill-fated plant life. She mocks
Audubon’s distinctive style, but keeps ambiguity in the narrative by making it seem normal
until you work out what's actually going on.

Besides Audubon, she is taken with figures like Basilius Besler (1591-1629) who archived his
garden through the seasons and Ernst Haeckel (1834-1919) who traveled extensively and
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