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Film-still from The Orchids / Had the Look 
of Flowers That Are Looked At
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In 1880, Charles Darwin published his final book The Power of Movement 
in Plants, where he described several methods for documenting plant 
behavior imperceptible to human observation. In one instance, Darwin 
placed a small ball of wax on a needle fixed to the leaf of a plant. Examining 
the shadow of the wax ball on a reference card beneath the needle, Darwin 
traced the plant’s subtle movement throughout the day on a pane of glass, 
noting the ball’s position at ten to fifteen minute intervals. The resulting 
diagram of circumnutation—autonomous movements of leaves, roots, and 
other elements, often following circular, elliptical, or irregular patterns—
were the first “time-lapse” recordings of plant activity, similar in intention 
to the motion studies by Étienne-Jules Marey1. Less than two decades later, 
Darwin’s studies would be confirmed by subsequent experiments in early 
cinematography carried out by Wilhelm Pfeffer, Henderina Victoria Scott, 
and Lucien Bull, among others2.

Watching plants move
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Figure 1, Charles Darwin, 
Circumnutation of Oxalis species, 
1880. Diagrams from The Power 
of Movement in Plants. Courtesy 
of the Wellcome Collection

Figure 2, 
Wilhelm Pfeffer, 
Studies in plant 
movement, 
1898–1900. 
Courtesy of 
Kinetoscope 
Archives
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Arvo Leo’s The Orchids / Had the Look of Flowers That Are Looked 
At invokes these early mechanical reproductions of plant behavior. 
Viewers witness multiple orchid flowers blooming lavishly in time-lapse 
cinematography, each more sumptuous than the last. More distinctly 
however, Leo’s work brings this genre together with contemporary 
considerations on plant sentience: the capacity of plants to communicate, 
process information, and hold memories3. Bursting flower buds intersect 
with stop-motion sequences of choreographic orchid formations, where 
plants perform collaborative, self-directed activities in the artist’s studio. 
One such activity is photography itself, albeit without a camera: orchids 
arrest their own kinetic phenomena in cyanotype impressions, forming 
portraits of themselves wielding human-made tools, the artist’s belongings, 
and other paraphernalia. Plants move, both independently and by way of the 
artist; image-making results from this movement in the artist’s workspace. 
In line with Michael Marder’s suggestion of “the artistry of plants that make 
themselves,4” Leo presents orchids as creative collaborators, capable of 
producing not only the visually sensuous qualities of their flowers but the 
very technological artifacts that humans use to record them.

Yet what is implied when orchids render their own image without the 
use of a human camera in order to make “plant self-portraits?5” In writing 
about camera-less photography for an exhibition catalog on Anna Atkins, 
Carol Armstrong reminds the reader that “the ‘original’ camera was not a 
machine at all, but nature herself6.” Citing photographer and writer Robert 
Hirsch, she retells Aristotle’s observations of a partial eclipse, where light 
projections made by small openings between the leaves of a tree produced 
crescent-shaped images of the sun on the ground. Photography’s origins 
are rendered arboreal: “the shutter was not a metal mechanism in a box 
but a cluster of leaves” and “the recording surface was the ground of the 
earth.7” It is this botanical accent that frames the work of 19th century 
photographers such as William Henry Fox Talbot, John Herschel, and 
Anna Atkins. For them, the human hand played no role in the pictorial 
potential of pre-camera photography. At a time when photography was 
still not defined as a lens-based medium, plant specimens—a favorite 
subject for photogenic drawings, salted paper prints, and cyanotypes 
alike—materialized art created through natural processes with a piece of 
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Figure 3, 
Hippolyte Bayard, 
Arrangement of 
specimens, ca. 
1842. Courtesy of 
the J. Paul Getty 
Museum's Open 
Content Program

nature. “Botanographs,” as these were occasionally called, made patent 
the structural alignment between photosynthesis on the one hand and the 
emergent medium’s reliance of light capture on the other. As Armstrong 
writes, this early photography, characterized by eccentric experimentalism 
rather than commercial manufacture, constituted “a long-standing drive to 
botanicize the imagery of the mind in its effort to mark the meeting between 
light, leaf, and ground as the material and the birthplace of an organic 
(optical and luminous, chemical and botanical) imagination.8” 

While harkening to these historic connections, the cyanotypes in 
The Orchids / Had the Look of Flowers That Are Looked At do not present 
plants simply as static, individual depictions of their anatomical elements. 
Rather, these images provide narrative anchor points, material traces of 
kinetic orchid phenomena presented in the film—Leo’s own response to 
Armstrong’s “organic imagination” as the meeting place between botany and 
photography. Dozens of orchid plants engage in a synchronized bereavement 
ritual for a fellow dead plant, using honey to embalm or restore its withered 
frame. Subsequently, the orchids build a wall of cyanotype pictures, with 
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portraits of themselves actively brandishing knives and other sharp objects. 
In a final display of coordinated physical force, the orchid plants attack 
a pelt-covered sofa with their blades, destroying the piece of furniture to 
reveal the dormant artist trapped within. The film ends with the plants 
using scissors to cut their immobilized caretaker’s hair, creating a full circle 
between the orchid’s procession for a dead plant and their abandonment 
of a human in a “vegetative” state. 

Viewers of The Orchids / Had the Look of Flowers That Are Looked 
At might easily miss the dual labor inherent in Leo’s work of plant 
breeding and artistic creation—a demanding, self-imposed principle that 
he carries out to meticulous and extraordinary result. All of the orchids 
that appear in this work are grown, bred, and cared for by Leo himself. 
This steadfast commitment does not only materialize as an aesthetically 
significant experience—one that converts the artist studio into a nursery 
and greenhouse—but also in the daily unremitting repetition of actions 
essential to plant growth: watering, monitoring light, repotting, crafting bark 
fixtures for hanging, or the constant repositioning in relation to sunlight 
and shade. One could argue that, more than the result of an artistic practice, 
The Orchids / Had the Look of Flowers That Are Looked At is an attempt by 
Leo to change the speed or detain his botanical observations in studio—and 
perhaps to briefly imagine the conditions of their existences as plants and 
human to be reversed.

It is this inversion of representational terms—the dynamic orchids 
versus the unresponsive, motionless human—that offers an aesthetic 
counter-response to social preconceptions towards plants as insensate 
or inert beings. Leo’s enactment of immobility is both an instantiation of 
the engrained human bias to treat plants as akin to inanimate objects, as 
well as an effort to approach plants through our inaccurate perception of 
their stillness. While inevitably lacking as a humanizing gesture, Leo’s 
histrionic characterization need not be read as far afield from scientific 
interpretations of plant behaviour. In her study on descriptions of plant 
sentience among biologists from different subfields, Natasha Myers 
suggests that anthropomorphism is a means by which these scientists 
perform embodied research, understanding plants through their own 

/ 36

human motor functions9. Darwin’s studies on botanical movement, this 
time specifically of orchid flowers, again appear as a model. Myers describes 
how in these earlier studies on orchid pollination, Darwin created corporeal 
analogues between plants and his body, where he repeatedly described 
orchid antennae as “arms”:

The position of the antennae in this Catasetum may be compared with that of a 

man with his left arm raised and bent so that his hand stands in front of his chest, 

and with his right arm crossing his body lower down so that the fingers project just 

beyond his left side. In Catasetum callosum both arms are held lower down, and are 

extended symmetrically. In C. saccatum the left arm is bowed and held in front, as 

in C. tridentatum, but rather lower down; whilst the right arm hangs downwards 

paralysed, with the hand turned a little outwards. In every case notice will be given 

in an admirable manner, when an insect visits the labellum, and the time has arrived 

for the ejection of the pollinium, so that it may be transported to the female plant10.

Figure 4, Charles Darwin, Anatomy of Catasetum tridentatum, 1877. Diagram 
from On the Various Contrivances by which British and Foreign Orchids Are 
Fertilized by Insects, and on the Good Effects of Intercrossing
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On first impression, this description may seem to liken plant organs to 
human appendages. However, Myers argues that this correspondence would 
only have arrived if Darwin put himself in the place of the orchid—in other 
words, to adopt “the specificities of floral form.11” This cannot be carried 
out merely as a thought experiment, but rather as a corporeal instance of 
mimetic entanglement. To compare the body to a plant would thus imply 
a willingness on Darwin’s part to radically experience “a decentering and 
displacement that transforms his bodily contours at the same time as it 
re-inscribes those of the orchids.12” 

 The Orchids / Had the Look of Flowers That Are Looked At invites a 
similar re-inscription, yet one that does not cast straightforward analogies 
between vegetal and human movement or morphology. In its place, Leo 
posits a far more expansive creative agency for plants, where orchids can 
exercise one of the most human of activities: to make a cut. Be it a physical 
incision with a knife or the act of pictorial composition, these orchid subjects 
are capable of producing an irreversible separation of parts. The film even 
leaves open the vulnerability of the maker: a cut to the temporality of his 
own biological life. Although the blade-sporting orchids only go so far as 
shearing Leo’s hair—effectively, a transposed act of pruning, not of leaves 
but of human integuments—the cross-cultural symbolism of hair-cutting 
as disempowering or the association of “cutting a person to size” does not 
go unnoticed. More than an act of violence, these plant cuts question the 
privilege of rational dissection, where human sight, both unaided and via an 
optical apparatus, constitutes a scientific tool for mediated objectification.

Leo’s choice of title The Orchids / Had the Look of Flowers That Are 
Looked At, reveals from the outset the artist’s awareness of an unassailable 
condition: a human ocular-centric, intellectual regime will never be able to 
afford transparent representations of a botanical counterpart. Again, the 
only available answer to this situation is highlighted above—the aesthetic 
inversion of representational terms ascribed to both plants and humans. 
In this regard, it is worth noting that the only subject in the film who 
can close his eyes is Leo himself. Seemingly an unassuming gesture, this 
deliberate deprivation of his visual field leads Leo to inhabit, if only briefly, 
a state of artificial darkness. Still privy to the glow coming through the thin 
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layer of skin of his eyelids, he will detect the presence of light striking his 
face, albeit choosing not to see it directly. In his narrow visibility and full 
immobility, the artist is opting for a more elementary perceptual exchange 
with his environment, not vegetative but vegetable-like. He is certainly 
aware he is being photographed, having participated in the logistical 
preparations behind this artistic operation. To an external gaze, he portrays 
unconsciousness or lifelessness—a nod perhaps to Hippolyte Bayard, 
early photographic inventor and the first person to photograph a staged 
representation of their death. Yet in his interior, I believe Leo is striving to 
incarnate a reflexive substitution, one that he has surely reached through 
countless hours of solitary observation while tending to the orchids in his 
studio: to exercise the limits of human vision in order to more fundamentally 
grasp how plants move.

Figure 5, Hippolyte Bayard, Self-portrait as a drowned 
man, 1840. Image obtained through Wikimedia Commons.
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