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БІОЛОГІЧНІ НАУКИ. ЕКОЛОГІЯ. 
 

THE HIVE AT KEW AS A VISUAL TRIBUTE TO HONEYBEES 
 

Goliadkina Iryna  
Student of Faculty of Science Education and Ecology  

Pet’ko Lyudmila  
Ph.D., Associate Professor  

(Dragomanov National Pedagogical University) 
 

The Royal Botanic Gardens, Kew [1; 2; 5; 12] is in Richmond on the outskirts of 
London, and is one of the most amazing gardens in the world. It has an extraordinary 
diversity of plants, over 14,000 trees and it is all set within a vast and beautiful 
landscape layered with history and heritage (video: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ioG_Vfh0Kxw). 

The Hive came to  Kew [2; 5] and was opened to the public on June, 18th in 2017 
(video: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kEsq8GREX9A). 

Originally created for the UK Pavilion at the 2015 Milan Expo, it now lives in 
Gardens at Kew -  surrounded by wildflowers to celebrate the environments that real 
bees need to thrive. The UK Pavilion has just been awarded the international jury prize 
for the best design and relevance to the Expo theme by the Italian Association of 
Architects and other Italian National Construction and Landscape bodies. 

An open-air structure standing at 17 metres high The Hive (fig. 1) is a unique 
structure, inspired by scientific research into the health of bees. Designed by UK based 
artist Wolfgang Buttress (fig. 2), it was originally created as the centrepiece of the UK 
Pavilion at the 2015 Milan Expo. The installation is made from thousands (170 000) of 
pieces of aluminium which create a lattice effect and is fitted with hundreds of LED 
lights (fig. 3) that glow and fade as a unique soundtrack hums and buzzes around. The 
Hive is a visual tribute to Britain’s honeybees. Buttress said that he wanted the Hive to 
reconnect people with nature. ―I opened a bee hive for the first time two years ago and 
it gave me a different outlook on life and how humans are connected to nature. We are  

Fig. 1. The Hive at Kew.         Fig. 2. WolfgangButtress      Fig. 3. The Hive at night. 
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in danger of losing that vitally important connection, especially in cities.‖ [6], video [3].  
The multi award-winning Hive was inspired by scientific research into the health 

of honeybees and has become a visual symbol of the pollinators’ role in feeding the 
planet and the challenges facing bees today [9; 1]. The Hive is surrounded by a newly 
planted, wildflower meadow to imitate the journey of the bees returning home. Its 
presence has also prompted further research into the bee population and why their 
numbers appear to be decreasing worldwide. 

Honeybees [4] are arguably one of the most successful organisms across the globe, 
occupying most areas of the world alongside humans. They are what is known as a 
―keystone species‖ providing an extensive ecosystem service in the way of pollination 
of crops and wild flora as they fly between plants foraging resources to take back to the 
hive []. 

Honeybees [fig. 4] make honey from nectar to fuel their flight and communicate 
primarily with each other through vibrations. By biting a wooden stick connected to a 
conductor, visitors to the Hive can get a sense of four types of vibrational messages 
through the bones in their head. These include the tooting and quacking signals that 
virgin queen bees make when they challenge each other in a display of strength to 
determine who will be the queen of the hive; begging, when a bee requests food from 
another; and the waggle dance which communicates the location of a good food source 
[6].  

1,000 LED luminaires lining the interior of The Hive turn on and off in seemingly 
random patterns [fig. 5]. But the lighting effects are driven by the vibrational signals 
from the accelerometer. So The Hive becomes a visual representation of the bee colony’s 
activity.  

Fig. 4. Honeybees.                              Fig. 5.  The interior of The Hive. 
 
The sound and light intensity within the space changes as the energy levels in 

the real-life beehive surge, giving you an insight into the life inside a bee colony. 
Members of the band Spiritualized [video, 7] created the sublime and meditative 
soundtrack consisting of a 40,000-strong honeybee colony, along with instruments and 
the human voice. The lighting effects are driven by the vibrational signals from the 
accelerometer. So The Hive becomes a visual representation of the bee colony’s activity. 
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A soundscape composed of bee sounds and an ensemble of musicians plays 
alongside the ever changing lights. Signals from the real beehive trigger noise gates 
at particular thresholds, activating sounds from a pre-recorded library. The library was 
created when musicians improvised to a live feed of beehive sounds in the key of C (not 
B!). This created a constantly changing and evolving symphony - a dialogue between 
bee and human (https://www.kew.org/read-and-watch/real-bees-drive-the-hive). 

Now Bee habitats are under threat. In the UK we have lost 97% of our wildflower 
meadows since the 1930s. The Hive encapsulates the story of the honey bee and the 
important role of pollination in feeding the planet, through an immersive sound and 
visual experience (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yyv9zqML8-
M&feature=emb_rel_pause). 
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