Hi my name is Lindsay Kelley. I’m an artist and writer. I wish to acknowledge that the MAAS museum stands on stolen Aboriginal land, and that sovereignty was never ceded. This work sits on Gadigal country, which is part of the Eora Nation. My family is from the Sangre de Christo and Front Range mountains in Colorado, Ute territory in the Americas. 

I made this installation with the support of curators Katie Dyer and Dr Lizzie Muller, exhibition designer Jemima Woo, with assistance from Dr Keith Legget, and Athena Thebus. 

The installation is called Ballistic Bundts. In the next ten minutes, I will talk through the things you will see in the installation and some of the stories behind how I made everything and why I chose the materials I chose.

When you approach the Human Non Human exhibition, you’ll see a kitchen with a cabinet next to it. The cabinet has a bunch of clear bundt cakes inside, and the shelves may be rotating. 

The kitchen space has three bench areas. You might wander over to the sink first. Give it a try. It probably won’t work, but when the installation is activated by performance there is water moving through those shiny cans, just like you’d find on a boat or in a camper van.

Because the space is only occasionally activated by performance, we decided to include the video embedded in the bench to your right. This is a simple overhead sequence of me preparing and finishing one of the cakes. It’s about ten minutes long. I wanted this video to orient the visitor as a person who is working in a kitchen, because in my research I am asking, what does it mean to work in the kitchen? What does it mean to compost together the kitchen, the art studio, and the laboratory?

If you keep going to your right, you’ll find a cabinet housing three drawers and a group of jelly and pudding moulds. 

Part of this commission involved working in the MAAS collections. The results of my research can be seen here. All the artists did it differently. 

I looked for material traces of the substances and forms that animate the sculptures I was making. So here you will find actual physical molds, as well as food items such as gelatin, rations, and space food. The installation sits right next to this bright orange Mars rover lab. I had no way of truly understanding that until it opened, because Mars was covered by hoarding right up until opening night. That’s one of the great things about working with curators and exhibition designers like Katie, Lizzie, and Jemima. They know that putting the spacefood closest to Mars will make Mars look new and different and bring the installation and Mars into productive relation.

Keep going around to the right and you’ll see what I’ve started referring to as the touch tank. It’s modeled on a glovebox, which is a laboratory space designed to minimise cross-contamination by isolating whatever you’re looking at in a sterile environment. I wanted to include this because the material I work with most deeply in this installation, ballistics gel, is meant to mimic the texture of human flesh. The sculptures in the case look hard, glassy, even diamond like, but they are actually squishy and fun to touch. Unlike living human flesh, it’s possible to easily pull one apart with your hands. The touch tank is there to let you do exactly that. 

This box used to have two levels and two sets of two gloves. Someone got so excited that they pulled the entire box off the screws that attach it to the floor. So Jemima and her team modified the design to have just one level and one glove. So far so good. The cakes still get battered quickly. I like how it looks at the end stages, as if there has been a violent explosion inside the box. I want to build new works from the results of these touch tank experiments.

We’ve finally arrived at the revolving cake stand. I first encountered ballistics gel as a recipe online, made from animal gelatin. It’s usually pig, cow or horse parts such as bones and cartilage, that get reduced until it forms a gel. This is one of the oldest ways humans know how to preserve food. The savoury aspic is an example of that ongoing tradition. 

I had sketched out this project and was playing around with molds and how to make my own gel when I found this online shop called Clear Ballistics. Their motto is See what you shoot. I bought a big block of it to experiment with. It was kind of smelly in the oven. When I first used it, I thought, OK, they’ve added something to the gelatin, but it’s surely still animal derived. Each one bakes for about 3-4 hours at 110-125. The gel will combust if it gets above 135. The animal derived aspect of gelatine is problematic and rich. In her book Animal Capital, Nicole Shukin dwells on the material implications of Karl Marx’s description of the quote abstract element common to all commodities as mere jelly of undifferentiated human labor end quote. For Marx, mere jelly was a metaphor, but for Shukin, and for me, mere jelly is quote uncannilly evocative of the animal fats and gelatins being literally extruded end quote during Marx’s lifetime, and still being extruded during our lifetimes. 

Once I figured out that this substance was entirely synthetic, I was much less attracted to the material, and part of me wishes I had stopped the project then. But another part of me thinks the cakes are really engaging, and I’m glad I made this. These objects start a lot of conversations, which I won’t presume to script for you. I’m now focused on giving the work a substantial afterlife so that its environmental damage can perhaps be mitigated through additional works and thoughtful placement of all the existing material. The jewel like forms suggest that these substances should be treated as precious rather than disposable.

The first few bundts were shot out at Fowler’s Gap with Keith Leggett in 2016. He runs Fowler’s, which is UNSW’s Arid Zone research station just past Broken Hill. It’s also a working sheep farm. It was really fun, I took a bunch of sculptures out and Keith, a licensed shooter, shot them. 

My intention was to then shoot the rest here in Sydney at an indoor firing range. I figured that would be cleaner, and the old school artist in me wanted to do it myself, with my own hands, and this would be possible with the temporary licensing schemes available at ranges.

Australia, however, has very strict gun laws, which I really appreciate. Mass shooting events akin to or bigger than Port Arthur happen in the United States literally all the time. I ended up not being able to talk any ranges into the project.

So I drove out to Fowler’s and Keith, who is a much better shot than me, shot all of these cakes under safe conditions in June of 2018. We experimented with how to arrange and stack and layer the cakes, and his enthusiasm for the project, as well as his perspective as a shooter regarding what kinds of trails and bullet lodgings would be most interesting to look at, really informed the work.

I also learned that this material is used by radiologists and surgeons to create tissue phantoms, or models of the human body used to test specific skills. That knowledge has been the basis of a series of public performances where visitors learn about and eat agar agar tissue phantoms shaped like hearts, minds, eyeballs, and wombs. All of the edible objects are inspired by both commercial and do it yourself phantoms that clinicians make for their own research and training.

I encourage you to listen to the interactive on the nearby iPads and linked alongside this recording if you want to hear more backstory about the work. 

Thank you for visiting my kitchen at the Powerhouse Museum of Applied Arts and Sciences.















