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Abstract 

In the summer of 2020, during lockdown restrictions, artist Estelle Woolley walked the 

lanes surrounding her family farm, foraging plants and flowers that she then used to make 

a series of floral masks. Woolley subsequently took a series of photographic self-portraits 

wearing her ephemeral creations: it is these self-portraits that form her artwork. This 

essay explores Woolley’s creative process, from walking and foraging in the Cheshire 

countryside to assembling her masks and creating her self-portraits; key themes and 

discussion points include isolation and the power of creativity to connect us, the symbolic 

potential of plants and other natural materials and the link between technology and 

imagination. Woolley’s imaginative process translated natural elements of British fields 

and hedgerows into symbolic artforms, capable of speaking to people – thanks to 

technology – across boundaries of time and space; she used the natural landscape as a 

means of connecting with others at a time when we were locked away – from ourselves, 

from nature and, physically, from each other.  

 

Keywords: masks, flowers, plants, lockdown, landscape, self-portraits   
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In the warm, quiet spring of 2020, during months of enforced public isolation, artist 

Estelle Woolley began foraging amongst the hedgerows and meadows of the Cheshire plains. 

Separation, seclusion and restriction became for her a welcome form of solitude and freedom 

as the landscape became a space for meditation – walking, thinking and foraging merged into 

a creative process that resulted in a series of photographic self portraits featuring the creations 

Woolley developed from her foraged materials. 

 

Woolley’s floral masks featured an amalgam of plants taken from her immediate 

surroundings. Specimens of oak, forget-me-nots, chamomile, buttercup, robin’s pincushion, 

nettles, thistles, foxgloves, ivy and dandelion all became a visual record of the routes 

Woolley followed through the fields and lanes surrounding her family’s dairy farm in the 

village of Acton, in the county of Cheshire in the northwest of England. Perishable items, the 

masks now exist only as a visual echo and trace in Woolley’s photography. Woolley’s self-

portraiture has become the only record of a transient beauty that was itself a fleeting attempt 

to track journeys through a solitary landscape, as the seasons passed.  

 

Throughout the pandemic, mask-wearing was enforced in indoor public spaces. Blue, 

functional and clinical, medical masks were both a safety measure and a form of necessary 

restriction. Masks hindered breathing, obscured attempts at communication and acted as a 

preventative barrier to infection. The mask became simultaneously a symbol of our attempts 

to keep others safe and of the restrictions to our accustomed freedoms. Kissing, embracing 

and even meeting people outside of family bubbles was prohibited.    

 

Woolley’s masks were neither clinical nor functional. Bouquet-like arrangements of 

plants, taken from the locality of her family’s farm, they nevertheless self-consciously reflect 
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themes relating to the issues raised by the pandemic. ‘I became interested in the appreciation 

of the natural environment; with oxygen and breath’, says Woolley (2024 n.pag.). One of the 

defining features of coronavirus was its restrictive effect on victims’ ability to breathe. For 

Woolley, the plants in her locality were a reminder of human’s innate connection with the 

natural world. The vital role of plants in the supply of the earth’s oxygen, their health-giving 

properties and their therapeutic benefits, offered a sharp contrast to the symptoms 

experienced by sufferers during the pandemic.   

 

Of course, not all plants are health-giving; Woolley was also keen to play with this 

idea in her self-portrait Sneeze (Figure 1), which featured a bouquet of dandelion heads. 

  

For me, dandelions became a metaphor for the virus. Aggressive weeds, they are also 

beautiful, delicate plants. The seed heads are ephemeral, almost invisible - like the 

virus, they drift through the air without being seen. Germs, like weeds, penetrate and 

flourish where they’re not wanted. (Woolley 2024: n.pag.) 

 

Figure 1: Estelle Woolley, Sneeze, May 2020. Self-portrait with dandelion clocks. 

©Estelle Woolley.  

 

Figure 2: Estelle Woolley, Rainbow Meadow, May 2020. Self-portrait with mixed 

wildflowers. ©Estelle Woolley. 

 

When social distancing became enforced, Woolley couldn’t help but look at the tactile 

properties of using nettles and thistles and how they have painful physical consequences of 

being touched explored in her self-portrait Social Distance (Figure 3). In a similar vein, the 
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use of foxgloves became a play on the close proximity of a known poisonous wildflower and 

the temptation to touch something with potential consequences.        

 

Figure 3: Estelle Woolley, Social Distance, June 2020. Self-portrait with nettles and 

thistles. ©Estelle Woolley.  

 

Figure 4: Estelle Woolley, Robin’s Pincushion, August 2020. Self-portrait with robin’s 

pincushion and sewing pins. ©Estelle Woolley. 

 

Figure 5: Estelle Woolley, Remember, October 2020. Self-portrait with wild poppies. 

©Estelle Woolley. 

 

Another plant in Woolley’s collection is Robin’s Pincushion. Robin’s Pincushion is a 

parasitic growth found on wild roses, caused by wasp larvae that feed on the plant. For 

Woolley, they were one of a series of natural metaphors for the virus (see Figure 4). Ivy, 

which suffocates its host, and mistletoe, another parasitic plant, whose festive connotations 

became an ironic reminder of the restrictions placed on physical contact, also feature.  

 

Each of these plants adorned Woolley’s creations objects of organic beauty in their 

own right. Visually striking, they offered further sensory attractions at the time of creation, 

drawing on the therapeutic benefits of plants more generally. Chamomile and lavender were 

used for their calming benefits in a time of mass anxiety, whilst forget-me-nots and wild 

poppies were chosen for their delicate and poetic connection to remembrance (see Figure 5). 

Here, the symbolic nature of the poppy as a visual aid to remembrance became a means of 

reflecting on death in the context of the pandemic, and on the phenomenon of mass mortality 
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rates across Britain and the world. Similarly, in Rainbow Meadow (Figure 2), the symbol of 

the rainbow – used throughout the pandemic to signal solidarity and collaboration – was 

explored by Woolley through her choice of colored blooms; again, the symbolic importance 

of aesthetics and its link to human understanding of the world became a subject for Woolley 

in its own right. Buttercups reminded Woolley of her childhood and the well-known act of 

placing a buttercup next to the face to see if that person liked butter. The proximity of mask 

to flesh when worn on the face meant it made perfect sense to Woolley to place this shiny, 

delicate flower onto one of her first masks in the series.  

 

The aroma and texture of these plants became a source of transient pleasure for 

Woolley – a reminder of the natural abundance to be found in her locality. This ephemerality 

mirrored the transient nature of walking and foraging, both as sources of wellbeing and as 

artistic acts. Movement on foot, and the closeness to nature it afforded, allowed Woolley to 

reflect on how far we’ve drifted as a species from what was once a much closer relationship 

to the natural world. While many people found themselves isolated in urban centres during 

the pandemic, with little surrounding greenery or plant life, Woolley used the opportunity of 

her situation to re-ground her artistic practice in her local environment and to her childhood 

roots – her upbringing on a farm in the Cheshire countryside.  

 

Each of the plants in Woolley’s masks is a record of the journeys she took through the 

lanes and fields surrounding her family’s farm. Taken from their natural environment, these 

plants were arranged in ways that are pleasing to the human eye and hand: nature has become 

art in these works.  Flowers, plants and berries – although recognised as beautiful in their 

own right – take on new significance when arranged in ways that allow contrasts of colour 

and shape to appeal specifically to the human eye. Using her artistry, both as a human and a 
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creative, Woolley was able to manipulate and arrange her foraged materials in ways that gave 

them aesthetic qualities of great appeal: the use of contrasting and/or complementary color 

pairings; the juxtaposition of soft and rough textures; the placement of variously shaped 

plants and other natural phenomenon in patterns that could trigger associations in the human 

brain. Using nature as her raw material, Woolley used her artistry to make visual connections 

between disparate objects that transcended the apparent arbitrariness of nature to make 

artworks of especial significance to the human mind and eye. At the same time, the art is 

nature itself. 

  

I already had an interest in flower arranging and was familiar with using fresh, natural 

materials in previous creations. The delicacy and ephemeral nature of wildflowers in 

particular is, for me, a means of celebrating beauty, yet also a comment on how 

fragile and fleeting we all are in this life. The plants stay fresh for merely a few hours 

– just enough time to work with and capture on a photograph. (Woolley 2024: n.pag.) 

 

In these masks, the relationship between nature and artistry is foregrounded by 

Woolley’s act of placing the plants that she found in a new context and imagining a specific 

narrative for each one. This act of taking items from the natural environment and using them 

as a focal point for the stories we tell is perhaps as old as humans themselves. In Woolley’s 

case, the plants became a record of her transient wanderings as well as metaphors for the 

situation in which she, and the world, found us. Individual plants, and the masks themselves, 

as well as the photographs Woolley took of herself and her creations, took on layers of 

meaning and opened themselves up, in her hands and mind, to the workings of her artistic 

imagination. Self-portraiture was, at the time of this project, a new departure for Woolley and 

was inspired, in part, by the self-portraits of Irish artist Alice Maher, who used natural 
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materials such as berries, thorns and moss to adorn her body in the 1990s. Maher’s choice 

and use of materials was inspired in large part by Irish folklore; Woolley discovered new 

meanings and significance in her choice of plants by relating them not only to her own 

memories and feelings, but to the events of the pandemic. Her decision to make self-

portraiture was born of necessity after lockdowns and restrictions meant she was unable to 

work with other subjects. Nevertheless, her inward focus became a source of empowerment 

for Woolley: 

 

It built my confidence to look at and photograph myself in that way. I was even 

inspired to make changes to my body to accommodate my project – I cut inches from 

my hair to make sure that there was a clean line at the bottom of each photograph and 

to frame them in such a way as to try and avoid any sexual associations. I felt 

compelled to use my bare skin as a blank canvas, avoiding the unnecessary 

juxtaposition of clothing altering the image.  (Woolley 2024: n.pag.) 

 

Self-portraiture became a means of documenting her sculpted masks - of displaying temporal 

material that would presently cease to exist: 

 

I’ve always used natural materials and objects in my work so relying on plants as I did 

was not a huge departure for me and it didn’t feel as though I was working outside of 

my comfort zone. What was different for me was the fact that the sculptural creations 

I was making from fresh materials would die within a few hours. The ephemerality of 

my masks meant that, while the project was built around fresh, natural materials, the 

lasting element of my practice was dependent on technology. My photographic self-

portraits became the art and work; the masks themselves, fleeting and transient as they 
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were, would end up being thrown away just a few hours after being created.  

(Woolley 2024: n.pag.) 

 

More commonly foraged for food or medicinal purposes, the plants became a source 

of artistic materials for Woolley, who used them to make items of great beauty – items which, 

in the traditional sense, had little functional value, especially in the context of the country’s 

societal public health needs at the time. 

 

The usefulness or otherwise of Woolley’s masks connects them to walking itself – an 

act that, in an age of speedier transportation and instant technological connection, has become 

defunct as a utilitarian bodily function. Walking is no longer always the most practical 

solution to reaching a destination or connecting with others; it takes time when we’re usually 

in a rush --it slows us down considerably. And, this, is its beauty – by forcing us to slow 

down, walking becomes an aid for mediation – it connects us to the landscape around us, 

forces us to observe and reflect; to become part of the environment, and to think. The 

slowness of the act of walking allows us to use our senses to connect aesthetically to the 

world around us. Only when we stop rushing can we appreciate the beauty that surrounds us, 

as Woolley discovered. 

 

I would walk and think, often observing materials that I would return to and forage a 

week or two later. The time gap between observing and foraging the plants gave me 

time to think and make important connections, metaphors and meanings, in parallel to 

what was happening in the outside world. As the seasons began to unfold, new plants 

and wildflowers emerged. Paying attention to small details in the same hedgerows and 
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learning new names of plants that had previously escaped my attention, became very 

rewarding. (Woolley 2024 n.pag.) 

 

Walking and observing were therefore poetic and even philosophical acts for 

Woolley: her masks are essentially portraits of the landscape, filtered through her own 

imagination. For Woolley, however, it was not walking itself that was important but 

collecting materials and transforming them into sculpture and photography. Key to her 

practice was the process of creating a personal language and meaning for interpreting these 

materials – a process that was informed by Martin Heidegger’s (1996) theory of ‘being-in-

the-world’ or ‘Dasein’.  Woolley was keen to ensure that she remained open to discovery and 

a more meaningful state of existence by disregarding any theoretical or preconceived 

definitions of materials and finding meanings that were formed by her own personal 

experiences and memories. 

 

How then, does the mask as a record of the landscape, link to Woolley’s own self-portraiture? 

The photographs Woolley shot of herself wearing her masks are a vital part of her project and 

the only lasting record of her ephemeral creations. They are also a reflection on the link 

between the individual and their landscape: where does the individual human begin and the 

landscape end? 

 

For Woolley, understanding herself in connection to the plants she foraged and the 

land around her was central to her work and became a connection to the world as she 

experienced it, which was vitally important during the pandemic when her practice took place 

in isolation. Woolley’s masks, therefore, along with her photographic self-portraits in 

particular, are a reflection of how individuals can transcend time and space to connect with 
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others through their powers of imagination. This imaginative artistic act is essentially a 

precursor to virtual technological connection and yet, it is also a vital means of self-

connection: without being able to connect with ourselves, it’s impossible to connect with 

others.   

 

The act of creation and self-reflection enabled Woolley to think about herself both as 

artist and human; it was this self-connection that gave her a sense of belonging and a vital 

link to the world beyond. Her masks were a form of connection rather than a barrier in the 

strictest utilitarian sense. In fact, it was the masks’ lack of functionality – their beauty and 

their physical link to the landscape (essentially, their artistic aesthetic value) - that gave them 

their deeper spiritual and societal purpose. 

 

At a time when bodily connection had become taboo, people’s online selves became a 

vital form of connection. Physical connection became a risk that, for some, could lead to 

serious illness and death. Masks were an important physical barrier, blocking the 

transmission of germs; Woolley’s aesthetic creations, on the other hand, become a form of 

mental and imaginative connection – by posting her self-portraits online, Woolley sparked 

conversations and reflection.  

 

It felt as though, by posting the masked portraits online, they served to bring people 

together for discussion and debate at a time when so many of us were forced to be 

apart. It was in sharing the images to an online audience on social media platforms 

and virtual exhibitions, that I gained a supportive following and many artistic 

opportunities all over the world, being invited to share the work in several global 

exhibitions and publications and going on to win prizes. I was amazed at how one 
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simple idea was able to transcend across so many audiences, from sharing in this new 

virtual way. (Woolley 2024: n.pag.) 

 

But Woolley’s art also encourages us to think about our physical selves and our 

connection to nature: the environment around us, the plants, soil and animal life we encounter 

while walking and foraging, reasserts our physicality and reminds us of our bodies – of how 

we grow and change physically from birth to death. The question raised by Woolley’s masks, 

therefore, becomes one of how our physical selves connect to our minds: where do our bodies 

end and our minds begin? How much of our experience of the world is mental, especially in a 

period when physical connection is banned? For Woolley, physical existence was an 

important part of her project. The ephemeral nature of her materials was also a reminder of 

her own transience.  

 

From working in isolation, Woolley moved on to collaborate with other artists and 

photographers, expanding her project into a wider artistic network. Her work with 

photographer Jaime Molina in 2021 took her to Scotland after the lifting of Covid 

restrictions. In a new landscape on Crammond Island, not far from Edinburgh and Arthur’s 

Seat, she discovered site-specific materials including shells and Scotch Broom which gave a 

new flavour and meaning to her artworks (see Figures 6 and 7).  

 

Figure 6: Estelle Woolley and Jaime Molina, A Forager's Manual, 2021. Mask by Estelle 

Woolley, made using mussel shells, feathers and grasses, modelled by Ilaria Rucco. 

Cramond Island, Edinburgh, Scotland. ©Estelle Woolley and Jaime Molina. 
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Figure 7: Estelle Woolley and Jaime Molina, A Forager's Manual, 2021. Mask by Estelle 

Woolley, made using mussel shells, feathers and grasses, modelled by Ilaria Rucco. 

Cramond Island, Edinburgh, Scotland. ©Estelle Woolley and Jaime Molina. 

 

Responding to the new landscape, and to new models, became an important part of 

the project. The landscape became a central feature of the photographs: the play between the 

beauty of individual wildflowers and the sublime backdrop of the sea at Crammond Island or 

of the mountainous landscape of Arthur’s Seat, became an extension of the mask portraits 

and altered their meaning (see Figure 8). 

 

Figure 8: Estelle Woolley and Jaime Molina, A Forager's Manual, 2021. Mask by Estelle 

Woolley, made using Scotch Broom, modelled by Andrea Whittemann. Cramond 

Island, Edinburgh, Scotland. ©Estelle Woolley and Jaime Molina. 

 

By changing the focus of the photography from individual portraits to images of other 

people and plants within a landscape, the work found its way from the isolating and self-

reflective necessities of lockdown to the relative freedom of a world where artists could 

collaborate once more. The liberation of this felt palpable for Woolley and reminds of the 

importance of connection for creatives and for humans: without it, who are we?  
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