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Image: Pelagic birds, 2017, encaustic on cardboard with paper,  
24 parts ranging from 5 x 4 x 19cm to 41 x 17 x 18cm, installed 
dimensions variable. Photograph Bernie Fischer.
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FOREWORD 
The ocean is a record of the human imprint. Just 
below the surface of the water millions of plastic 
elements in varying stages of degradation circulate 
and intermingle. Through tidal actions and currents 
drifting debris, ineffaceable by-product of human 
existence, is gathered and regurgitated into dumping 
grounds both out at sea and along coastal shores.  

Seabirds such as puffins, penguins, terns, albatross 
and petrels that naturally feed on plankton, 
crustaceans, squid and forage fish regularly consume 
this non-biodegradable litter.  Packing their stomachs 
with indigestible plastics that often cannot be 
released they destroy their digestive systems and 
stunt their reproductive systems with chemical toxins. 

Artist Madeleine Kelly’s exhibition Diversity 
and Demise: Encounters with pelagic birds and 
sublinguistic form is a cautionary comment on the 
threats that are pushing some species close to 
extinction. The Tetra-Pak as a modern consumerist 
cultural artefact is mutated and rendered 
unrecognisable as Madeleine transforms it into a 
variety of whimsical bird forms that subtly underscore 
the very serious consequences of behaviours in our 
everyday lives. 

The evolved objects are then re-presented as 
installations that remind us of the consequences 
of unrestrained consumption and the impact of a 
globalised consumer society on the natural world.

We would like to thank Madeleine for presenting this 
thoughtful exhibition and providing opportunity for 
visitors to reflect and consider these important issues. 
We hope you enjoy the exhibition.

John Monteleone  
Program Director

MADELEINE KELLY 
Diversity and Demise: Encounters with  
pelagic birds and sub-linguistic form
Anthropogenic debris ingestion is the simultaneously 
fascinating and terrifying term I learned during the 
writing of these brief thoughts on Madeleine Kelly’s 
recent paintings and sculptures of birds.

Pollution as a result of human activity is a global 
phenomenon impacting directly and indirectly on all 
species of flora and fauna. Pelagic avifauna - those 
remarkable, mysterious birds that spend most of 
their lives flying over, foraging from, and floating on 
the open sea - are especially vulnerable to marine 
contamination, and the effects of debris ingestion on 
pelagic birds’ foraging habits and overall ecology are 
the bases of ongoing scientific research. Additionally, 
the environmental effects of long-line fishing, and 
oceanic climatic change due to greenhouse gas 
emissions have already been evaluated as threatening 
and potentially devastating to sea birds and disparate 
marine life. 

Absorbed by these sobering realities, Kelly’s recent 
works transform consumer trash to remind us of the 
aesthetic and ecological treasures of avian species. 
Kelly’s 24 pelagic birds were made after observing 
various species off the coast of Kiama, New South 
Wales in August 2016. Like the suite of 23 Leipzig birds 
also presented here, each bird is constructed from 
used plasticised cardboard milk and drink cartons, the 
global production powerhouse for which is Tetra Pak, 
so named after the revolutionising technology in which 
the geometry of a tetrahedron enables a carton to be 
mechanically folded from a single sheet of card. 

By her own definition, Kelly’s ‘half bird - half cultural 
object’ forms confront our contemporary world’s 
relentless commodification and consumption of nature. 
They also reiterate the mystical, mythical and symbolic 
potency of the bird in human consciousness and 
cultural practices and observations across time.

The angular architecture of flattened or misshapen 
cartons, and the distortion and animated fragmentation 
of their original surface decoration and branding is a 
point of departure for Kelly’s bird sculptures, and her 
attention to ‘permutations of colour and forms [to] 
embrace diversity, visual analogy and the aesthetic 
quality of these remarkable animals.’1 In Kelly’s 
versions, she might use one or fuse two reshaped 
cartons to deftly configure a particular bird, somewhat 
in scale to its cousins. In a seemingly inevitable 
material and conceptual deployment (where spout 
logically equals beak for instance), Kelly pithily and 
somewhat tantalisingly suggests that ‘in capitulating 
to the cartons’ open spouts the birds embody the 
‘phantasmatic’ property of everyday materials replete 
with associative meanings of myth and consumerism.’2   

In the relentless stream of images appearing before 
us, one strategy of Kelly’s project is to ensure we are 
not blind to the potential disappearance of the species 
with which we share the planet. What I think Kelly does 
by suggesting the ‘phantasmatic’ properties of her 
materials is to not confuse the illusory and the spectral 
with the corporeal, but to extend the poetics of her 
project: in a crushed discard she sees the body of the 
bird. The bird is there, but not there yet. Her task is to 
draw it forth.

The charming eccentricity in Kelly’s ornithological 
renditions is alleviated by her astute attention to 
individual specimens’ patterning and coloration, and 
her intuition for shape. Her Cape petrel (Daption 
capense), for instance, exemplifies Kelly’s dual primary 
impulses: to paint, and to render Nature. Named 
by Linnaeus in 1758, the Cape petrel is a bird of the 
Southern Ocean with a range from its Antarctic feeding 
and breeding grounds, north to the Galapagos Islands. 
Kelly honours the petrel in her faithful but abstracted 
rendition of its black head and neck, its black and white 
speckled back, and its distinctive ‘V’ shaped marking 
towards a black-banded tail.

Kelly laboriously layers encaustic over her misshapen 
and reshaped cartons, and the pigment-embedded wax 

eventually results in a unified surface and embodying 
of the idiosyncratic physiology and markings of each 
bird. One art historical reference point cited by this 
artist is the American hard-edge and Colour Field 
painter Ellsworth Kelly, who attributed something of his 
concentration on single colour, minimal compositions, 
and an early capacity to ‘see’ nature, to bird-watching 
during his youth with his grandmother.

Madeleine Kelly’s other strategy in this recent work is 
to further activate and expand on discourses in which 
certain works of art conflate painting with sculpture 
(and vice versa), and where arrangement, and the 
conventions of relief and shadow, play with perception 
of two and three dimensions. Her Leipzig birds are 
the outcome of observations and diary notations 
made during a residency in that city in 2016. Kelly’s 
attachment of the sculptural elements and their cut, 
coloured paper shadows onto a vertical support 
covered in a geometric ground recalls the patterning 
of Incan textiles. Her invocation of the sophisticated 
interlocking of linear elements, pigmented bands, 
Animalia and deep symbolism of Incan textiles is on 
the one hand a biographical reference to a Peruvian 
grandmother, but on the other underscores her interest 
in the potency of sublinguistic forms, and the primacy 
of visual recognition in the evolution of our languages, 
our naming of things, and our cognitive processes.

The birds are our continuing link to the era of the 
dinosaurs. The mystery and sophistication of their 
social organization simply elevates the aesthetic beauty 
of disparate species. To promote their endurance, and 
freedom, Madeleine Kelly’s recent works necessarily 
and powerfully hold us captive.

Jason Smith 
2017

Image: Leipzig birds, 2016, encaustic on cardboard with paper, 23 parts ranging from 8 x 11 x 11cm to 27 x 30 x 9cm,  
installed dimensions variable. Photograph Bernie Fischer.

1 Artist’s statement, December 2016
2 ibid

Image: Pelagic birds, 2017, encaustic on cardboard with paper, 24 parts ranging from 5 x 4 x 19cm to 41 x 17 x 18cm,  
installed dimensions variable. Photograph Bernie Fischer.

 


