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EDITORIAL 
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Over the past five years, environmental concern has become one of the most pressing issues in 
contemporary culture—a disciplinary commitment to concepts of sustainability and to the possibility of 
reimagining responsible futures lies at the core of many speculative realist philosophies. Posthumanism 
has largely contributed to the decentring of the human in the humanities, but at this stage, it is the new 
common denominator of environmental concern to drive the research of many artists and scholars.  

Among others, multispecies ethnography has outlined a range of possibilities through which 
human-non-human relationships can be mapped to recover networks enmeshed in agential 
dynamics. Jane Bennet’s vibrant materialism has confronted the mechanistic and lifeless essence of 
modernity in which the subject exploits inert materials with a model of agency that transcends the 
biological definition of organism, thus detecting agency and interconnectedness on multiple register, 
scales, and in materialities. The emergence of these networks, and thus the possibility to become 
aware of the importance which every eco-system, being, and agency bears is made to emerge 
through multidisciplinary approaches, capitalizing on the synergic work of science, art, and philosophy. 

Simultaneously, in Slavoj Žižek’s views, science is irreparably enmeshed with capitalism, thus 
becoming the cause and the primary epistemic tool we have in understanding environmental threats. 
He argues that today’s tendency to blame man for every catastrophe simply is a mechanism that 
reduces the heterotopia of the world into a controllable system upon which we could ultimately regain 
control. Thus, in his view, this bad ecology might become “a new opiate of the people”.  Provocatively, 
Žižek said : 

I’m against the ecologists anti-technology stance, the one that says: “we are alienated 
by manipulating nature, we should rediscover ourselves as beings”. I think we should 
alienate ourselves more from nature so we become aware of the utter contingency, 
the fragility of our natural being. 

  (Slavoj Žižek, 'Censorship Today: Violence, or Ecology as a New Opium for the Masses',
  Lacan.com 18 (2008): 42–43) 

And while the sciences have, until recently, dominated our perception of the bio-sphere, the 
arts are now making increasingly important contributions to the expansion of our views and to the sense 
of awareness that the micro is interconnected with the macro in very closely knitted ways. We are now 
becoming more and more confident about the importance of our individual micro-agency and how 
this can indeed make a difference on the macro-scale of corporations, exploitative practices, 
destructive procedures, and political short-sightedness towards environments and resources.  

This issue of Antennae, along with the previous instalment, gathers the work of scholars and artists 
committed to rethink our relationship with what once we called the environment. In different ways and 
through different lenses, they all explore the ambiguities, contradictions, and blind spots that have 
characterised previous discourses in order to identify new productivities. Thus, the content of this issue 
raises questions about intentionality in artistic production; it presents the emergence of new aesthetics 
that challenge traditional object/subject relationships; it troubles environmental rhetoric for the purpose 
of engaging with irreducible materialities; and it questions the real potentiality art bears in the 
development of these new discursive formations.   

Dr. Giovanni Aloi 
Editor in Chief of Antennae Project 
Lecturer in Visual Culture: 
School of the Art Institute of Chicago 
Sotheby's Institute of Art 
Tate Galleries 
www.antennae.org.uk 
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 refuse to be cynical about climate change. And 
yet, as useful as the perseverance of not giving 
up should sound – it is surely no easy 

undertaking at this stage of the game.  We are now 
facing multiple doomsday scenarios headlong and 
most people familiar with the facts are 
understandably, justifiably pessimistic about our 
odds. Miraculous escape and recovery from a 
global, cataclysmic eco-catastrophe now seems 
palpably out of reach. Spoiler alert, in case you have 
not been one of those people recently; but most 
studies, articles, books and reports covering the 
subject now envisage little more than a bleak and 
hopeless denouement for civilization at large.  

Needless to say, it’s been hard to remain 
optimistic. 

I can vividly recall the first time someone 
stated, unequivocally and with no shortage of facts 
that our civilization is wholly beyond saving. Since 
then, I’ve noticed that the writing isn’t just on the 
walls; it’s in the news, in star-studded 
documentaries, and the impending social regress 
widely projected in all manner of publications on 
bookshelves.     

Large teams of eminent scientists in a myriad 
of fields have repeatedly demonstrated that climate 
change is not a concern of the future. It is a concern 

of right now. ‘Climate refugees’ already exist and 
poor citizens displaced due to environmental 
disasters are a thing of the present.[1] Infrastructures 
on coastal cities are already being tested, crop 
yields are plummeting in areas plagued by drought, 
countless plant and animal species are becoming 
endangered – and a multiplicity of marine life are 
enduring forced migration into cooler waters.[2] The 
disaster scenarios we used to think would take 
centuries are now predicted to occur within 
decades. Climate scientists previously thought we'd 
have until the end of this century for arctic ice to 
melt, for one.  Now they think it'll be gone within 
the next few decades.[3]  

But that first time definitely left a lasting 
impression.  

A group of us had just been seated for 
dinner in a posh restaurant by the lakeshore. Nice 
view of the harbor-front, a menu to Yelp about – 
and, it so happens, a ringside seat by two climate 
scientists travelling from Boston, locking horns 
about the degree to which we’re all screwed. Not 
so much the strategies with which we’ll wage the 
war – just the degree to which it’s already over.

At first, it was hard to pretend we weren’t 
listening. There’s only so many times you can 
pretend    to    be   looking   at   something   behind  

I 

OUR HOUSE 

Although we now see increasing awareness of climate changes issues across academia and popular 
culture – only a relatively miniscule amount of media exposure has actually focused on reasons for 
hope.  Changing the Psychology of Climate Change aims to identify the many options available to 
mitigate environmental disasters and, ultimately, potentially fix our climate. The so-called 
‘geoengineering’ initiatives are discussed with pros, cons, successes, limitations and an introduction 
to how we may implement each.  Fighting our battle against rising CO₂ levels and a climate out of 
balance begins with knowing what options we have and the realistic possibilities of their success. 

Text by Marc Schaus 
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someone when they notice you staring agape. I 
settled on the vast azure sky in their backdrop; a 
light white blue running down to turquoise with a 
more sea-foam green on the horizon. Their 
conversation was replete with ominous headlines 
from the past year that I’m sure you’ve already read 
about. Record temperatures, vanishing species – 
and those bizarre stories about coastal countries like 
the Netherlands pre-empting the rising seas by 
outfitting new homes with a buoyant underlayer.[4] 

But here’s something that maybe you haven’t 

heard – described in full by those two and sounding 
like an alarm in that rich Bostonian accent of non-
rhoticity and broad As. That even if we somehow 
ceased all human-derived (anthropogenic) carbon 
emissions now, which seems nigh impossible, the 
greenhouse gases we’ve already pumped into the 
atmosphere will reportedly warm the planet for 
centuries.[5]  Yes, that’s a game-changer.

‘Learned helplessness’ is a term used in 
psychology to describe a condition in which an 
organism is subjected to the continued presence  of  

Nasa  
Area in which 'i ron ore' was dumped off the Canadian coast. 
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a negative stimulus.  Sooner or later, the organism 
accepts that it cannot control the situation. The 
compounded clinical effect, much more-so than just 
being subjected to the stimulus in the first place, is 
a deep subsequent depression and a host of other 
mental illnesses. Humans, in particular, are prone to 
learned helplessness – however with the added 
ability of empathically gaining the condition by 
witnessing the conditions of someone else. I will 
excuse you for being dejected, but–and I’m being 
honest here – it’s really not all gloom and doom as 
far into the future as we can see when it comes to 
climate change. There are reasons for hope. I refuse 
to allow an avalanche of odds against us t clinch the 
fight already. And looking past all the headlines 
detailing our demise, past a seemingly unbreakable 
barrier    of    head-in-the-sand    politics  –  if  you’re 

reading this article, you likely feel the same. I’m not 
just talking about the growing clout and backbone 
of a worldwide green movement gaining traction, 
but other legitimate reasons to grit our teeth, dig in 
our heels and brace for some pushback. 

At that point, back in the restaurant, we had 
all turned to talking likewise amongst ourselves. All 
the  usual  staples,  like:  if  we  already  know  about 
such impending environmental doom here on Earth, 
our home – why are we not doing more to solve the 
problem? What could we do? My dodgy reply, at the 
time, was telling of our general lack of insight about 
viable options. But there are options.  

Aside from scaling back our ‘carbon 
footprint’ by using less, wasting less and wanting 
less; aside from promoting economic initiatives for 
companies   who   follow   suit  and punishing  those  

Visual schematic of how carbon sequestration works.
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who don’t–aside from switching to renewables and 
eating local and spreading the word about climate 
change, what can we actually do to mitigate future 
disasters and solve this climate problem? 

As I said: using less, wasting less and wanting 
less will not pull pre-existing greenhouse gases 
from the atmosphere. Put simply, the ‘problem’ is 
that we have too many chemical culprits up there 
reflecting light back down upon the surface. Of 
them, methane  and carbon dioxide (CO₂) are the 
most prevalent–and we often judge the seriousness 
of our situation by the count of how many parts per 
million (ppm) carbon dioxide we have in the 
atmosphere. As of June 2014, that number was 
approximately 397.30ppm.[6]  You may remember 
that climate scientists were predicting roughly that 
many parts per million years from now, so it should 
be a sobering number to read. Indeed, a humbling 
milestone, which should be another, much louder, 
alarm to jostle us back into that teeth-gritting, heel-
digging stance. The ‘goal’ is what that number 
would have been during preindustrial times: 
350ppm. One of the leading voices in our fight 
against climate change, Bill McKibben, has helped 
co-launch 350.org in support of reaching this now-
radical target. But, of course, we just keep going 
up.  

So let’s explore some solutions. Right now, 
we are looking at two avenues based on different 
aspects of the problem. First, stripping carbon 
dioxide from the atmosphere and actually “solving” 
the issue. Second, buffering ourselves from rays of 
sunlight to mitigate the effects of too much heat. As 
you can guess, the second set of options will not 
actually fix the problem. But they could, if we’re 
able to significantly reduce the amount of heat 
reaching our surface, slow the rate at which soil-
moisture evaporates, glaciers melt and sea-levels 
rise. The latter quick-fix options could help keep us 
going while we fight to win, with the added benefit 
of less experienced heat. 

In terms of removing carbon dioxide, which 
has already been pumped into the atmosphere – 
we have a few options of varying efficacy. This 
overall plan, dubbed ‘carbon capture’, often 
involves two components: somehow removing the 
carbon and then storing it somewhere, or 
‘sequestration’. If we remove carbon from the 
atmosphere,  heat  which  comes to us from the sun 

and reflects off of our surface will have more of a 
chance to escape back into space – rather than 
ricocheting off carbon dioxide molecules and 
hitting us again. The best strategies thus far include 
enhancing the natural uptake of CO₂ into oceans or 
forests and isolating the chemical, well, chemically 
before storing it underground. 

As you read this, teams of climate science 
experts are working feverishly on ways of 
developing technology which will synthetically 
‘scrub’ the CO₂ from our atmosphere. Basically, the 
target molecules are brought into contact with a 
liquid solution which alters their chemistry to a more 
manageable form. A solution containing sodium 
hydroxide can selectively absorb CO₂ while air 
passes through the device. Imagine the way an air 
purifier works: air you’d like to purify passes through 
the back, undergoes a process to strip away select 
materials (though in that case it would be dust mites 
and pet dander), then comes out cleaner on the 
other side. You wash the filter on occasion, the way 
scientists would then extricate concentrated 
CO₂. The chemical is then separated by thermal 
cycling or exposure to humid air. The result: an 
even more concentrated amalgam of CO₂ which is 
then compressed further and delivered via truck, 
ship or pipeline to a reliable sequestration 
site. Gone from the atmosphere, sent to lockdown.

Sequestration sites are often proposed to be 
underground – within layers of porous rock capped 
by layers of other, nonporous rock which would 
keep the concentrated CO₂ trapped. A report from 
the U.S. Government Accountability Office, circa 
2011, reported that technology of this caliber 
actually being implementable was still decades 
away.[7] However, as always, science has progressed 
more quickly than anticipated.  The proof of 
concept in this design has already been 
demonstrated with advancements proceeding 
rapidly. 

Among the potential caveats to this approach 
though, first and foremost, is that we may never 
reach the level of scalability we’ll need to solve the 
problem. Demonstrations thus far have focused 
on concentrated streams of CO₂  – not the 
atmosphere, which is much larger and spreads the 
molecules out. But applying technology like this to, 
say, smoke-stacks would at least curb our dramatic 
rise in CO₂  levels to a slower pace until  we develop  
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a better methodology. Just like the first air purifiers 
were cumbersome, ineffective and laborious to 
maintain. 

Aside from that, we currently have no 
experimental data on how effectively we can 
sequester carbon in the long-term (or in these 
proposed underground sites). Alarmists also picture 
a scenario in which compounded carbon locked 
away underground builds up air pressure and 
fractures rock formations, causing a fault and 
subsequent terrain problems. Or a selected site 
nonporous enough to trap appreciable levels, but 
porous enough that it somehow seeps right back 
into the atmosphere over time. Obviously, we need 
to troubleshoot a few disaster scenarios before any 
degree of implementation.  

Fortunately, we are not alone in the fight 
against atmospheric CO₂: forests, plants and select 
crops can help.  Some vegetables and species of 
plant life can draw in considerable carbon from the 
atmosphere. A crop like switchgrass, among others, 
can suck carbon from the air via photosynthesis 
while it grows. If we consider developing vegetation 
for these reasons, fields of this and other crops 
approaching an appreciable level could bring real  
results. This is called ‘bioenergy’ and is another, 
perhaps more minor method of capturing carbon 
naturally – with the added benefit of biofuel 
production from select crops.  

How it works is that we’ll take this biofuel (crop 
processings, refuse) and convert it to 
electricity. During this conversion, CO₂ is released. The 
CO₂, then freed, can be recaptured by various means 
and sequestered, as in the last section.  

However, scaling cropland to the level 
necessary for a sizeable impact on climate change 
would be no small undertaking. Sequestering just 1 
gigatonne of CO₂ through this method would 
require 200,000 square miles of land for plant 
growth,[8] which could obviously be used for other 
reasons. 

Biochar is another ‘natural’ alternative.  We 
can take biomass – an umbrella term for biological 
material gleaned from terrestrial vegetation – and 
heat it in the same manner charcoal refineries 
would.  Heating biomass in the absence (or in a 
limited supply) of oxygen creates the ‘char’, and its 
use in carbon sequestration garners the bio 
prefix. As in the first example, plants initially  draw in  

CO₂ during photosynthesis and the natural carbon 
sealed within can be processed before it’s released 
into the atmosphere. Biochar is very carbon-rich 
and can be processed into a concentrated carbon-
yield, rather than fuel. The main caveat again is that 
the ‘carbon sink’, or the decrease in overall 
emissions we can claim, is still relatively trivial.

But plants aren’t the only backup we have in 
the fight against climate change – trees can also be 
utilized to draw in carbon from the 
atmosphere. Reforestation where trees have been 
stripped, afforestation where trees did not exist 
previously and cutbacks in deforestation are all 
viable options. Because trees normally draw in 
CO₂ from the air, deforestation and subsequent 
lumber processing are thought to cause almost 
20% of global ‘emissions’.[9] This is obviously no 
trivial number.  Afforestation builds it up even more.

Another method of taking carbon from the 
atmosphere is through natural air-to-surface uptake 
into the oceans. Atmospheric CO₂ is exchanged at 
the water’s surface through a physio-chemical 
process in which gas concentrations between the 
two substances slowly works the CO₂ down to 
deeper waters. This process occurs naturally as one 
of the Earth’s many chemical exchange loops, but 
we can synthetically increase oceanic carbon yield 
to draw more from the atmosphere. And aside from 
the gas-exchange; phytoplankton, algae and other 
microscopic plants also draw in CO₂ via 
photosynthesis and recycle it toward the 
bottom. When that material settles, other micro-
organisms down there use it for food – transferring 
the CO₂ into the water when they breathe and 
metabolize.   

By simulating artificial plankton booms, some 
(loosely dubbed) geoengineers aim to increase 
populations thereof. You may remember this 
happening just off the Canadian coast a few years 
back,[10] when close to 100 tons of iron sulfate was 
dumped into the ocean. Aside from increasing the 
local carbon sink, scientists and fishermen hoped to 
induce a stronger salmon populace to boot. 

Admittedly, the ‘payoff’ in carbon sink is 
thought to be relatively low for this approach 
also. To say nothing of how unpredictable the 
science of it all currently is, including ecological 
consequences following a massive, sudden iron-
deposit into the ocean. The effects  are uncertain at  



11 

this time because more research must be 
completed. We are also unsure of a timeframe for 
sequestration or the frequency with which iron 
needs to be added. Some sources predict that this 
approach could lead to greater ocean 
acidification,[11] a reduction of oxygen in the ocean 
to levels some species cannot tolerate[12] – and that 
an artificial plankton boom in one area could lead to 
dead zones in surrounding locations.[13] 

The other approach to solving our problem is 
reflecting light back out into space, or diffusing it 
more widely. Whether we’re placing reflective 
materials into space itself, within the stratosphere or 
directly onto our planet’s surface, the basic idea 
remains the same. Sunlight needs to be scattered 
or directed away from us. Scientists first noted this 
possibility after taking temperature readings 
following volcanic eruptions; loose particles 
remained airborne and blocked out large patches 
of sunlight, cooling the air below. Particles we 
somehow elevate to the stratosphere ourselves 
would work in the same manner. 

We could create large, synthetic clouds of 
sulfurous vapor or augment pre-existing clouds by 
making them brighter (thereby reflecting and 
diffusing more light). This could be done over land 
or sea, though sea would be preferable – given that 
diffusing sunlight would disrupt the normal 
application of solar energy cells in cities. As well, 
any sudden breakage in over-city synthetic clouds 
would expose people to a degree of sunlight from 
before; akin to stepping out of the A/C during a 
blisteryxsummerxheatwave. Rather uncomfortable, 
at the very least, and to say nothing of continuously 
pumping sulfate aerosols over our heads. This 
approach would also require regular maintenance in 
re-adding aerosols to the stratosphere – at roughly 
an annual pace.[14]  

Even though aerosol use is one of the least 
invasive strategies (particles will eventually dissipate 
with few long-term effects), this approach may well 
be one of the most contentious. The potential for 
‘transboundary’ effects – things felt globally or at 
least well outside the radius of use – is very high with 
technology like this. Widely diffused sunlight, 
particularly over an expanse of water, will alter 
temperature across a large area of geography 
towards an average. Think about switching on the 
thermostat   in   your  home because a person in one  

room is too warm – the air then travels through the 
house toward an equilibrium, making people in other 
rooms (who may have had no problem with the 
previous temperature) cooler as a result. Or, 
someone in a cold room like the basement will feel 
warmer thereafter. Some experts predict changes in 
regional precipitation as well, most notably in China 
and India.[15]  

At this point, you may be thinking that there 
are good reasons not to geoengineer the planet just 
to suit our needs. It represents a profound 
detachment from the ‘natural order’, it tinkers with 
things we don’t fully understand.  I get 
that. Geoengineering may also distract people from 
meaningful carbon reductions. They’re both 
legitimate arguments. I also realize that phrases like, 
‘trivial carbon sink’ were prevalent throughout this 
article. But all of those points miss the point.

Ultimately, engineering serves a purpose: it 
benefits the engineer. Surely, you might say, a 
scientific lobby of climate engineers cannot speak for 
humanity or the totality of life on this planet. That the 
Earth is no more a launchpad for homo sapiens to 
abuse than a playground for powerful industrial 
nations to mess with. I personally do not believe it is 
wrong to engineer complex systems, even if one 
such incredibly complex system is our 
home. Primarily, as noted earlier, because the 
damage is already done: climate effects from current 
levels of CO₂ will be felt for centuries regardless of 
how much we cut back. Countless life-forms, though 
they lack the cognitive capabilities of knowing it, are 
counting on us to undo all that damage. And I 
believe we can. Combining a dozen technologies of 
low carbon sink together produces an accumulated 
sink easily worth talking about. 

Picture the landscape just decades from 
now. Rising temperatures around the world and 
subsequent climate change have decimated global 
agriculture, displaced millions from uninhabitable 
locations due to drought or climbing sea-levels. On 
this new planet which seems to pendulum faster and 
harder between freeze and broil, intergovernmental 
initiatives  are desperate for weapons in the fight 
against our climate and start funding technologies at 
war-time speeds. It is possible, now, to get the fruits 
of that future labor sooner than later.  

I believe we have the ability to pull ourselves 
from   this   mess   with    equal   parts   science  and  
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gumption. We could begin employing carbon 
capture technologies, even in their infancy, 
immediately. A power plant equipped with these 
units could dramatically lower its emissions due to 
the concentrated chemical amalgam rising from 
their smokestacks. Soon, a methodology for 
corralling diffuse molecules in larger environments 
may be developed. Is that so far-fetched? When 
discussing promissory developments, I often think 
about what younger versions of ourselves would say 
about today’s technology. If you showed an iPhone 
6 to someone who lived just twenty years ago, their 
head would explode from incredulity. It is simply 
inconceivable that some may scoff at lower levels of 
efficacy in underfunded, underdeveloped and 
underutilized technologies. 

Researchers have already been engineering 
equipment capable of converting carbon dioxide 
into carbon monoxide – a selective process now 
yielding a 92% conversion rate.[16]  

We can utilize carbon monoxide for a 
variety of industrial purposes, though the process is 
still technically cumbersome and costly. But one day 
they’ll nail it when the percentage of GDP being 
pumped into scientific R&D surpasses anything we 
can imagine today. Far-fetched? Scientific output 
has been doubling every nine years.[17] We are truly 
in a boon for the world of scientific endeavors and 
examples of seemingly ludicrous payouts abound in 
other disciplines. A celebrity among particle physics 
concepts, the Higgs Boson cost over $10 billion to 
find and nobody (read: nobody) could have 
predicted the accumulated investment 
potential.[18] The Obama administration also recently 
stunned critics of its lapse in scientific R&D 
investments with the new BRAIN initiative, culling 
$100 million from the federal budget.[19] Stranger 
things have happened than a sudden, focused 
spillover into climate technology spending. 

In terms of removing a meaningful amount of 
carbon from the atmosphere – none of the 
technologies above are currently estimated to meet 
our level of scalability. The sky is too big, the target 
molecules too diffuse and industrial output of 
carbon dioxide too high. If worldwide industry is 
pumping approximately 35 gigatons (GT) 
annually[20] and any one of the above only scales to 
a   measly   2-4 GT[21]   as   of   2011  estimates,  we’d  

only be scraping away the bottom layer. But think of 
the dramatic technological upgrades developed over 
the past decade for renewables. We never used to 
dream of a 20% solar panel efficiency level, but here 
we are – and the latest solar startups are predicting 
capabilities that could reach 50%.[22] Advancements 
in technology continue to pour in from many 
sources. A recent study from Brown University 
revealed that adding a layer of copper foam to 
capture and conversion technology can yield more 
industrially-useful compounds, such as formic acid and 
propylene.[23] Current estimates of costs for use will 
drop as more efficient models are produced – and 
estimates of commercial viability increase as more 
applications like the above are discovered.  Elsewhere: 
the U.S. Department of Energy has recently helped 
initiate construction of the largest carbon capture 
system ever designed. This project will utilize 
technology reportedly boasting a 90% removal rate of 
the carbon emissions in higher concentrations,  or  1.6 
million   tons  of  carbon  per year   if   the   technology  
is   successful   and    used continuously.[24] But as with 
all of the above technologies, we need to reduce or 
eliminate the carbon footprint involved in creating, 
implementing and maintaining them. It can’t be 
impossible. These machines will need to compensate 
for the capture of carbon, its separation/injection, 
measuring, monitoring, verification and any other 
variables involved in sequestration. But delaying 
development because of today’s conversion ratios (for 
cost and carbon) would be terribly myopic. 

At the risk of forwarding an unpopular view 
about our capabilities: we can slow – and then stop – 
this steady march toward extinction. Human ingenuity 
is ultimately what got us into this mess with the advent 
of industry. But I believe that human ingenuity 
coupled with a dedication to utilizing new technology 
and science, applied lightly, gracefully, and patiently – 
that only this resolve will be the last, best hope in our 
fight against climate change. 

Okay – hit rewind and picture that lakeshore 
restaurant. Picture yourself staring out into the water 
like   I   did;   thinking   about   all   the hapless, 
ignorant  creatures below us, swimming and scuttling 
around in darkness – ceaselessly bound to a meagre 
existence of struggle against death and chance. No 
awareness of us or what we’re doing to their and 
everyone else’s home.  They couldn’t possibly know  
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why the water is getting warmer or food isn’t where 
it used to be.  They just keep grinding away; 
gnawing and biting at everything smaller and 
maybe, the vague hope that someone or 
something can at least keep their world from falling 
apart.  

The climate scientists sitting in front of me 
at the time were still engaged in heated debate – 
turning eventually to geoengineering -only the 
caveats though, as usual. One was chiding the other 
about aerosols high above our head in the future 
and gas masks for cheap. How the sprays will even 
out the temperatures between night and day or 
between summer and winter on a global scale. The 
sky will be a slightly different color on this new 
planet we’re building, one says to the other. And 
whoever starts it – they’ll catch hell from the 
countries getting wealthy from climate change. Ever 
considered that some countries stand to benefit 
from all this? Northern countries of the future 
getting   sultan-rich  from  all  the natural gas loosed 

from frozen tundra. “It’s all connected and it’s all 
just getting started,” he says, while looking 
solemnly down at the table. “This isn’t just the 
temperature knob on one person’s house you’re 
fiddling with. Not just your house, or one other 
person’s. Not at all.” I remember seeing the 
emotion drop from his face and that anonymous 
scientist assuming my absent-minded view of the 
water before making a sweeping gesture as open 
and wide as the panoramic sky hitting the horizon 
ahead of us. 

“No”, he says. “This is our house”. 
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<Sunday> 

They celebrated. 

The city just hosted its inaugural environmental 
conference, free for every citizen. The turnout 
was fantastic, and so was the post-event 
volunteer appreciation. In a festive wine-and-
cheese reception, volunteers mingled with 
speakers and conference presenters - whom the 
organizers made sure to invite for the benefit of 
the volunteers.  

Networking was going particularly well 
for a young environmental studies student. Eve 
just turned 20. Standing just below-five feet tall 
with black frizzy hair that is nearly two-feet long, 
she was loud, opinionated, and quite angry at 
the world. Her mismatched socks went 
unnoticed by Twila, Guru Dre, and Dr. Forsyth.  

Twila's red glasses matched her red hair, 
groomed to shine against the subtle shades of 
green in her outfit. At age twenty-seven, she 
created much buzz when she became the city's 
newly-elected (and youngest-ever) mayor. She 
was also the mastermind behind this conference, 
which was a dream of hers for the past six years. 
When you caught her listening, she looked 
incredibly smart; but she was prone  to  laughing 

 
 
 

at anything that could be interpreted as funny by 
her young mind. She stood closely beside Guru 
Dre, the keynote speaker preceding Dr. Forsyth. 
Guru Dre was in his late thirty's but looked like 
he was in his twenties. He was the leader of the 
national spiritual movement for "reconnecting 
and harmonizing with Mother Earth," a tagline 
from his personal website. His keynote address 
wowed the conference and the city; with over 
half a million followers on Twitter, high-energy 
attire, and a well-built body, Guru was unlike 
anything the city had imagined the word guru to 
mean.  

"The best coffee in town has to be the one on 
Main Street, hands down," he said.  

"No way!" Twila burst into laughter. "That's what 
I always thought!"  

"I live in the same building. It's not a bad place 
for fair-trade coffee," said Eve.  

Dr. Forsyth smiled and finally broke his silence. 

THE FAIR TRADE COFFEE SHOP 
ON MAIN STREET  

Short story with the structure of a modern-day newscast, complete with the sandwiching of truths in 
between lies. Written after the author’s involvement in the Occupy protests and post-protest debates, 
the piece draws on the internal fractions and power hierarchies hidden within the field of 
sustainability – to normalize these expressions of ‘humanness’ as an everyday wonder, and not a 
surprising tripping stone. 

Text by John Hu 
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"So I guess I'm the only outsider who doesn't 
know about this place. Guru, you have to take 
me there for our meeting on Wednesday."  

Eve looked up at Dr. Forsyth. The medical 
doctor could pass as a fashion model, with his 
towering height, deep-set eyes, square jaw and 
an elegance that comes with age. He was also an 
adjunct professor at the local university. His 
works were neither well-published nor well-
known, with many suspecting that the only 
reason he makes it as a speaker at these public 
events is because of his looks. Regardless, he 
has been a sustainability-advocate for thirty 
years. 

Eve, despite being a woman of age 
herself, saw past his good looks; in her opinion, 
Dr. Forsyth's presentation on environmental 
toxins was too scientific and narrow-minded to 
excite anyone. She turned to Guru.  

"Guru, as opposed to coffee, let's talk about 
cellulose in our food. You're like my favorite 
person on earth right now for exposing the 
scandal. There's just so many ways that we are 
being deceived!"  

"Well, keep your eye on my Twitter account for 
more of these tidbits!" Guru replied with a wide 
grin.  

Eve melted inside. 

<Monday> at the coffee shop on Main 

Eve was furious. "Why on earth did you invite 
Dre? This was a farce! You had the entire city 
fooled, Twila, This guy is no different from 
internet celebrities on YouTube except for the 
fact that he copies arguments from 
environmental-science authors as opposed to 
doing Lady Gaga covers. I did some research 
last night after the party and found that he has 
two private jets, and has recently just purchased 
a private island from authorities in Greece - 
exploiting the country in their time of need! Not 
only so, he...." 

At  first,  Twila  acted  shocked.  Then she 

got tired; the interrogative rant was far too long 
for her to strain her facial muscles in perpetual 
surprise.  

She returned to her normal look ten 
minutes into the one-sided conversation; after 
another five minutes, Eve finally noticed. She 
slowly lowered her tone. "Aren’t you listening?" 
Eve asked, her voice almost cracking.  

Twila looked Eve in the eye and spoke in 
a calm, clear voice that cut through the 
awkwardness. "Eve, I do. And I understand. I've 
known for a while now. Do you think that what 
you can find on the internet will surprise me, as 
the new mayor? Now, when I first found out, I 
was furious, just like you are right now. I thought 
of potential scenarios to defend him. Perhaps 
those were slanderous arguments from those 
who are against our common environmental 
agenda. It would certainly be strategic, to take 
down a celebrated champion of sustainability."  

"And then what did you find? Is Guru innocent?" 

"It depends on how you look at it. Now, I know 
Guru personally, so I can tell you that the 
information you have is both right and wrong. 
He is guilty for many of the charges you think 
you've just laid against him. At the same time, 
the internet only knows a fraction of what I know 
about his life; despite me being a relatively 
distance contact in his personal network, I know 
far more. In other words, he has more secrets 
than what can be unveiled."  

"So why did you invite this freaking hypocrite to 
the conference? Just because he is some sort of 
friend?"  

"Let me finish," Twila said. "Through my 
investigation, I also found that some of the 
claims were indeed publicized by some lesser-
known, let’s say, celebrities, in the sustainability 
field. These arguments you've found on the 
internet are not exactly slander, but they are 
exaggerated strategically. Guru is not the only 
one of his kind; to get to where he is, he's had to 
take down many others wanting to make a name 
and living on spiritual and environmental 
leadership.   Sure   the  muscular body helps, but 
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he’s put in hard work in other forms. By the way, 
who knows how much meat he's been eating on 
top of the vegan protein he's advertising. The 
truth is, Eve, that there is a wild world out there 
of these celebrities capitalizing on the 
sustainability movement; Guru is the current star 
in the sustainability world. In the future, 
someone else will take his place. You can 
probably find a directory of these budding 
sustainability-celebrity-candidates on Google 
yourself. This is the landscape we're in, my little 
lady. Now, do we just back off and rant and 
make angry blog posts? I want another life, I'm 
over with all that. At this point in my life, Guru is 
my tool. I use him when I want to, I reject him 
when I don't. As opposed to letting the war 
between these hypocritical sustainability-celebs 
override my sanity, I play them as pieces on my 
checkerboard whenever I deem strategic. 
Sustainability must be achieved. These clowns 
cannot take me down. You have to admit, the 
conspiracies about our food, water, and 
environment that Guru's articulated during the 
conference was stirring for your average crowd. 
All at a very low cost too, I simply had to buy him 
lunch and ask. He thanks me for giving him the 
platform really, and now he owes me one. In 
fact, he's asked me out for coffee tomorrow."  

< Tuesday > at the coffee shop on Main 

"Guru! Nice to see you. Give me a hug!" Twila 
forgot about yesterday's conversation entirely 
and resumed her cheerful self.  

"Twila, you look beautiful today." 

"Oo that's different. What's wrong with you?" 

"Nothing, I'm just being honest" 

"Are you sure you're not just drunk?" 

"Well, for you Twila, I am." 

Twila burst into laughter. "Oh stop! You 
know these jokes are too much to take for 
women like me. It's hard for us to find good men 
in the environmentalist-circle.  I'm  so  done  with 

the hippy boys." 

"Twila, I have something serious to talk about - 
well, actually, confess. I am living a double life, 
and I wanted to know...seeing that you're such a 
good friend in this life, if you'd join me in my 
other life too."  

"What's up, Guru. Go at it." Twila looked smart.  
"Firstly, I want to share something that I know 
about you. I know you're using me - you know 
my secrets and my not-so-sustainable lifestyle. 
You don't respect me for my knowledge about 
sustainability. Heck, you know more than I do, 
and you know that too. But here's the deal: I am 
willingly used, because I'm paid to be. I'm 
supported by a corporation as a communications 
specialist."  

"Go on." Twila’s cheerful aura was silenced.  
"I need to confess that I'm working against you. 
I'm paid to uncover these minor conspiracies 
about business and corporations and all these 
bad guys in your head - but you know I can't buy 
an island in the Aegean Sea with what I earn 
appearing at random events and on TV. I work 
directly for corporations."  

"Hold it. I don't get how this is supposed to be 
working against the sustainability movement. 
How are you working against sustainability? By 
being an absolute inspiration to mobilize 
people? Or....are those scandals against you all 
pre-fabricated lies, just so they could mar the 
image of sustainability leaders?"  

"I just admitted that I had an island, and you've 
been on that jet with me, so that part is true. It's 
been two years in this position now, and this is 
how I explain it to myself: my mission is to 
mobilize the wrong crowd in the wrong 
direction. When minor conspiracies are revealed 
like I have done during your conference, this 
creates two desirable outcomes. Firstly, it 
distracts people from the real issues that 
corporations want hidden. It is a flash in the dark, 
illuminating a small dent when the whole world is 
in a hole too large for them see. Uncovering 
inconvenient  but  minor truths is, quite honestly,  
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the best way to keep more grave secrets. Secondly, 
those who are exposed to the truth either fall into 
paranoid depression, or rise to this grandiose 
position of the self-assigned prophet. These 
prophets, over time, tend to become irritated by 
those around them who still don't know about the 
conspiracies that these prophets know. The internal 
negativity this creates in any movement is key to 
dismantling opposition. Pretty clever huh? I couldn't 
have come up with a better plan myself. Now, I know 
you must be infuriated, but I also know that you're 
smart. Opportunistic. And understanding."  

He leaned forward to take her hand. "What do 
you say about joining me? You and I, celebrity-
couple in the sustainability field. I’m meeting my 
boss tomorrow – and you know what? He’s 
already met you and he loves you."  

< Wednesday> at the coffee shop on Main 

"Bi-weekly check-up, you know the drill. How's 
my favorite Guru doing?"  

"Can I be honest? Or am I not in an 
indeterminate contract?" Dre said. 

"That's exactly what these check-up's are for: to 
assess the mental and physical states of you 
frontline workers. I know it's hard work, bud. And 
part of my job is to make sure you're ready to 
take on another day in this indeterminate 
position."  

"That's comforting, thank you." Guru paused for 
a while. "I will tell you the truth right here and 
now, I don't think I can go on for another day 
being the way I am right now. It sounds 
ridiculous, but guilt is seriously becoming a 
thought that I cannot fight off."  

"I know exactly how you feel. But I forgot to 
mention something in the beginning of our 
conversation - I've got Indian, Chinese, and 
Japanese ready tonight."  

"Obviously what I’m telling you is not a big deal 

for you." Guru almost rolled his eyes. 

"Course not. Everyone has to deal with feelings 
of guilt, even me. But it's one of the first things 
you learn to deal with. It's the least of our 
concerns, especially with all the challenges we 
have in our."  

Guru cut him off. "Seriously, this is going to 
come across as an act, but I really want to know 
how you feel about the point I drive home in all 
my presentations. What will happen to our world 
without sustainability?"  

"You don't really mean that." 

"I do, I want to know." 

"There's no real answer to that you know." 

"Well you must have thought about the 
question, I mean you've worked in your position 
forever."  

"The simple answer is, I don't know." 

"You have no answer, but at least you have an 
opinion right?"  

"Guru, this is juvenile." 

"Just TELL me. Just TELL me dammit. I don't 
care if I lose my job now…." 

Dr. Forsyth went on. "Of course I have an 
opinion, and actually I have an answer. Let me 
take this to the beginning of time. Back in 1919 
the Forsyth family foresaw the necessary 
changes that were needed to sustain the world’s 
population. Every intellect talks about how the 
world was forever changed by World War II, but 
few realize that the First World War forced as 
much population-level awakening as did the 
second. Sustainability, or rather, the lack of 
sustainability was already evident as a problem 
back in those days. It wasn't just my family who 
realized this, but others as well. I find it ridiculous 
how people assume that folks in the olden days 
were happy,   naive,   and  dull just because they  
farmed.   In fact,  the  event  of erecting a factory  
back   then    was   much   more  in-you-face and  
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threatening than it is now, when we're limited to 
reading about these things online. And pollution 
of those primitive technological advances were 
also much more crude and evident. Sustainability 
has been a question for almost a hundred years. 
Who actually gives a damn about Rio?  

"I don't understand. Then why wasn't anything 
done until Rio?"  

"Silly Guru. Why do you think our ancestors 
would sit back and do nothing? The old folks 
actually had much more options in terms of 
action – since modern technology and 
corporations were just starting to take flight back 
then, everyone was on a more-or-less even 
playing field. The inequity between the 
corporations and the commoner was present at 
the time without a doubt, but it did not reach 
the scale that it is in today. Back in those days, 
some commoners chose to chuck rotten eggs at 
industrialists; other chose more modern 
methods, like, rant. The smart ones, however, 
knew that this economic and technological 
transition was inevitable. They also knew that the 
only way out of all this was to ride on top of this 
new wave of industrialization and 
commercialization that was going to change the 
world forever. And so, our family inserted 
ourselves among the very first entrepreneurs 
with a mega-corporation mindset. Truly visionary 
if you ask me, considering how they were still 
surrounded by pigs and cows in their everyday 
lives. Regardless, we set our eyes on one 
outcome and one outcome only: sustainability. 
Our flirtation and ultimate marriage with 
capitalism was meant for buying survival time in 
order to find a grand-scale solution. Mass-
accumulating resources is the only way we could 
fund or afford whatever sustainability-solution 
humanity will find. Granted, we realize that we'd 
have to contribute to the problem in the process 
– but we are always aware of this risk. We
actually calculate the trade-offs in every move
we make. This also meant that some
unsustainable business practices were involved,
simply  because  they were deemed  appropriate
for   the   amount  of  capital  they  generated for

working towards a solution." 

"So what? You have no solution.  All  that capital 
means nothing."  

"Think again. If what you say is true, we wouldn't 
be sitting here. You wouldn't be hired. Because I 
wouldn't be working against sustainability 
movements. If we were still desperate for a 
solution, we'd need all the help we can get, 
including you and Twila and whatever that 
miserable girl's name was. I think it was Eve. 
Agreed?"  

"What...on earth are you trying to say?" 

"I'm here enjoying coffee, relaxing and spending 
my time with a self-professed guru because my 
parent's generation did all the work for us. If all 
the corporations calculated the risk-to-benefit 
ratios of their unsustainable business practices, 
why do you think the global environment 
deteriorated so rapidly in the past few decades? 
Because we let go of the fear of environmental 
degradation when one of us finally worked up a 
solution. That was back in 1963. Unfortunately, it 
wasn't our family; some other family hired the 
right minds. In any case, we have ourselves the 
solution that will allow us to survive beyond the 
destruction of the earth. We’ve had the solution 
for a long time now, and honestly, we can't wait 
for the environment to be completely wasted. 
We've been waiting for the time when we could 
finally pull out what we've worked on as a global, 
collective magnum opus.” 

"What's the solution?" 

"It is what you say it is. A solution." 

"What is it?" 

"I can't tell you." 

"Fair enough. How do you know it works?" 

"Fair enough. Why am I sitting here relaxing?" 
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Guru fell silent. 

"The reason why I am working against 
sustainability movement; the reason why you 
and I have to be somewhat covert in our 
business; and the reason why it took between 
1919 to 1963 to find the solution is one and the 
same. Some people are not meant to participate 
in sustainable development. They would only 
screw it up. The Solution rests delicately upon 
one condition: that all the corporations 
contributing to it remain unified. No single family 
has enough capital for the Solution. And, for the 
past century, personal conflicts and family feuds 
have delayed progress on finding a solution time 
and time again. We've learned our lesson now. 
Always, and I mean always, be careful in 
selecting who to include and who to exclude in 
sustainable development. Sadly, once the 
Solution has been created, the only word in 
operation now is ‘exclude’. Because this is the 
status quo: the environment is going to be 
destroyed, and we have a solution to live 
beyond that. It’s a great status quo if you ask 
me. The best way to maintain the situation is to 
bar participation from any new players, and this 
is why the growing grassroots sustainability 
movement is a threat. It is the largest unknown 
variable in our calculations."  

Dr. Forsyth looked at Dre and smiled. "I'm glad 
to know that this helped calm, or at least 
neutralize our negative energy."  

Guru sighed. "This is just a story. You probably 
just made it up to achieve exactly that."  

"I don't know. I'm as lost as you are." Dr. Forsyth 
said with a handsome smile. 

"Well....thank you. Thank you for doing this." 
Dre said. 

"Don’t mention it. So, which fineness will we 
fondle tonight?"  

"I'll stick with the Chinese," Guru replied. 

<Thursday> at the coffee shop on Main 

Morgan walked in and handed one of the flyers 
from the stack in her hand to the counter.  
The man rolled his eyes. “No, you may not put 
these up.” 

Morgan left promptly. She stuck a flyer on the 
window, made sure to pat down the edges loud 
enough so everyone in the coffee shop heard 
her, and walked on.  

“That slogan doesn’t even rhyme,” the man 
bickered as he stomped out from the counter. 
He grabbed the flyer and ripped it off.  

“No matter what the reality is, we will fight on,” 
the man read from the flyer in a mocking voice.  

“Nonsense.” 

Raptured by stranger-than-fiction realities in both 
history and modern newscasts, John Hu strives to 
encapsulate these realities into bite-sized pieces of 
creative writing and film. He is inspired by debate 
and dialogue on social media, which he honours as 
the most influential education tool – for better or 
for worse – into humanity’s common future. When 
he is not writing, he is involved in teaching, design, 
and running the non-profit project: 
 www.healcity.org 
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here has been some recent and thought 
provoking discussion surrounding the 
effectiveness of communicating scientific 

research to the general public. Particularly, the 
environmental challenge of climate change has 
been used as a broad example of a disconnect 
between scientific research and societal 
response and understanding. Research by 
Groffman et al. (2010) on a list of societal 
concerns, states that in 2009 “global warming 
ranked 20th, well below concerns about ‘jobs’, 
‘economy’, and ‘health care’” (p. 285). CP 
Snow’s ‘two cultures’ influential essay (Snow 
1960)   criticized   the   science   and   humanities 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

disconnect. Now, according to Nisbet et al. 
(2010), societal response to environmental 
change is addressed most efficiently when four 
cultures of environmental science, creative arts, 
philosophy & religion, and social science engage 
fully and equally with each other. With an 
understanding that “aesthetics is the body’s 
form of critical cognition” (Kester 1997 p. 40), 
one main objective of this project was to observe 
how an interface between the four cultures could 
be produced at the Urban Ecology Center of 
Milwaukee using visual art forms that invest 
visitors in the foremost environmental land 
management   challenges   of   the site area, with 

T 

URBAN (Re)COLOGY 

Effective societal response to an environmental challenge, such as ecosystem degradation, is often 
difficult when science is the major communication medium (e.g. climate change inaction). Rather, 
societal challenges are addressed most efficiently when ‘four cultures’ of environmental science, 
creative arts, philosophy & religion, and social science engage fully and equally with each other. The 
Urban Ecology Center (UEC) (Milwaukee, WI) and connected riparian system was used as an 
experimental study area in connecting the four cultures through the production of a dozen artifacts 
(Urban (Re)cology) that document present, past, future, and alternative ecological landscapes. Both a 
Practice-Led artistic research method and feedback environmental art method were used to 
investigate natural and religious metaphors, symbols, and aesthetic design theory. Native Americans 
from pre Wisconsin Territory colonial period influenced the future social and physical construction of 
the Milwaukee parks system/river infrastructure, and the appropriation of natural resource use 
(water, copper, lead) through time. Additionally, Reed Canary Grass (Phalaris arundinacea), Garlic 
Mustard (Alliaria petiolata), and Lead Plant (Amorpha canescens) have well-established political 
networks – beginning at colonial contact. The landscape and how it is used is shown to predispose the 
production and meaning of ecological vocabulary (e.g. ‘invasive’ or ‘native’ or ‘natural’ ecosystem), 
which then can determine how the land is managed, and the public’s perception of what the 
environmental challenges are (and how they started). The Urban (Re)cology project is a baseline for 
art-science integration, and is currently being used as a teaching tool at the Urban Ecology Center. 

Text by Nolan Bade 
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The Urban (Re)Cology exhibit is housed in the bottom level of the Urban Ecology Center, Riverside Park location. 
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the hypothesis that art and science methodologies 
can be integrated in the production of new 
knowledge and used as a tool for re-evaluating 
ecological relationships. As a result, political socio-
biological relationships between species were 
identified and portrayed in the artefacts themselves.   

Connecting Community and Environmental Art 

There are several main categories in the 
environmental art genre. Three useful categories 
suggested by the Animating Democracy 
organization in A Working Guide to the Landscape of 
Arts for Change: Environmental Art include:  

(1) place and materials (e.g. models, found
objects)

(2) time (e.g. transforming or decomposing art)

(3) method

A ‘practice-led’ method – a method focused on 
accumulating knowledge through the act of creating 
– was used. In other words, by art academic and
researcher Maarit Mäkelä (2007), “practice-led
research is characterized by a focus on issues,
concerns and interests that are explored and
manifested through the production of creative
artifacts” (p. 159). In bridging science and art
backgrounds, “creative discoveries” can be made
through artifact production in the workshop or the
laboratory (Mäkelä et al. 2011). This corresponds to
the proposed fourth type of environmental art –
feedback. Feedback art resists commodification,
meaning that the art, when tied to original research,
can be viewed as a source of knowledge and public
domain, rather than an arbitrarily valued commodity,
or economic good (Kester 1997). This is “the key
combination of artifact and words, which
hypothetically illustrates how the artifact[s] advance
knowledge, understanding, and insight” and
“embody the answer to the research question”
(Mäkelä 2007:159-160).

Natural	  Metaphors	  

The term ‘lungs of the city’ is one of several 
metaphors commonly used to describe nature. 
Borrowed from parks in London, the phrase was 
made    popular    in    the    U.S.   by   renowned  

landscape designer and engineer Frederick Law 
Olmsted. Charles Whitnall, having grown up on 
the Milwaukee River, readily elicited similar 
language as first Secretary of the Milwaukee 
County Park Commission (starting 1907) – 
referring to the benefits of a “transfusion of 
nature’s refined blood” associated with the 
development of a geographically and 
ecologically interconnected park system.[1] 

While both Olmsted and Whitnall 
believed that nature was an indicator of human 
physical and mental health, they differed in their 
means of reaching such a state. Olmsted’s 
background in English Romanticism and 
Victorian landscape led him to emphasize the 
‘view’, or an accentuated aesthetic brake in the 
landscape, as an element of formal parks.[2] In 
contrast, Whitnall focused on providing 
experiences of nature in everyday settings – such 
as streets, boulevards, and ‘parked ways’ as 
green space corridors.[3]

Both viewpoints can be seen as a 
response to the industrialization period and the 
urbanization of Milwaukee. Olmsted reflected on 
culture itself and declared the designation of 
parks imperative. As illustrated in the 1868 
memoir The Justifying Value of a Public Park, he 
asked himself a dire question: “Considering that 
[the park movement] has occurred 
simultaneously with the great enlargement of 
towns and development of urban habits, is it not 
reasonable to regard it as a self-preserving 
instinct of civilization?” 

Nolan Bade 
The Natural Metaphor was the first artifact produced in the 
“discover by making” process. The jaw bone and road map 
encapsulate traveling from Arizona to the Midwest in search of 
Native American burial mound sites.



24 

Shadewald	  Mound	  Group	  

“Why should the particular pieces of land to 
which the term park was first applied have been 
regarded as choice & peculiarly desirable 
possessions for so long a time & by men of such 
very different wants & habits?”   

Frederick L. Olmsted on the Psychological Effects of Park Scenery, 
1868 

Frank’s Hill (Shadewald Mound Group) located 
along the north bank of the Wisconsin River in 
Richland County is on the National Register of 
Historic Places for Prehistory and Religion. The 
Late Woodland Cultures (500-1000CE) traveled 
an extensive river network to build animal effigy 
mounds for ceremony and burial mounds out of 
the deceased. This vast river culture also 
included settlements located on Lake Michigan 
and the Milwaukee River.[4]    

In viewing the landscape from an 
aesthetic perspective, both the Shadewald 
Mounds and the Milwaukee River-Lake Michigan 
corridor share elements commonly associated 
with Olmsted and Romantic style landscape 
design – even though only the city of Milwaukee 
had such formal intention. A place to sit 
underneath a tree overlooking the water, or the 
roundabout paths, branching off towards the top 
of the highest hill, closest to the water. These are 
shared aesthetics, separated by “men of such 
very different wants & habits.” Olmsted termed 
this transcendental style, calling it simply the 
‘view’ principle.[5] He applied this aesthetic in the 
construction of Lake Park in Milwaukee, which 
was constructed over numerous effigy and burial 
mounds. 

In the historic 1855 publication of The 
Antiquities of Wisconsin, Increase Lapham 
describes in great detail the site location and 
characteristics of earthwork mounds, in which he 
further reinforces Olmsted’s theory of landscape 
aesthetics. In it he states:  

The banks of rivers appear to 
have been their favorite localities; 
and in this respect they resemble 
the   present  Indians,  who  select  

sites commanding a view of the 
country around them (so as to 
detect the first approach of an 
enemy), and near hunting and 
fishing grounds. They appear also 
to have had an eye for the 
beautiful as well as the useful, in 
choosing their places of abode. 

The Shadewald Mound Group photos 
demonstrate what a park looks like before it is 
labeled as such. Whether a threat of urbanization 
or environmental change, aesthetic is a constant 
that resonates through the landscape through 
time, and is a primary driver in site location. This 
is contrary to Effigy Mounds National Park, who 
claim site location was determined by being able 
to see the ‘enemy’. Today, Lake Park is on the 
National Registry of Historic Places for significance in 
not only ‘Landscape Architecture’ and ‘Engineering’, 
but for ‘Prehistory’ and ‘Information Potential’ 
(NPS.gov).  

 
 
 

Nolan Bade 
Surrounded by farm fields but under protection as an 
archaeological site, the Shadewald Mound Group located in 
Richland County.  



25 

 

 
 
 

 

 
 

Nolan Bade 
Left: The Ravine Bridge trail bridge at Lake Park showcases Frederick Law Olmsted’s mastery of ‘the view’ principle, or a break in the 
landscape that surprises and reveals an element in the design. Right: The Native Americans built effigy mounds on the site and 
Frederick Law Olmsted built Lake Park on top of the mounds. They both valued the same aesthetic “view principle” of the landscape. 
Olmsted valued the highest vista point overlooking the water for aesthetic purposes, while it is commonly interpreted that the Native 
Americans valued the same site to be able to see enemy intruders. However, this interpretation should be contested, as the line 
between beauty and utility are always blurred in the landscape.      

Nolan Bade 
The Of Lake Park artefact juxtaposes the Shadewald Mound Group photos into a copy of Frederick Law Olmsted’s Lake 
Park map (1885) – with layering of materials and facades that parallel the park constructed on bulldozed burial mounds. 
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Nolan Bade 
Top: Milwaukee River and Lake Michigan are major critical habitat areas surrounded by urban fabric.  
Below: Aerial View of Lake Park greeting card (published 1907-1930) displays the romantic landscape that Olmsted created (on 
top of burial mounds). 
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Catalogue 
In 1835, a dam just south of North Avenue was 
constructed to control the waters of the 
Milwaukee & Rock River Canal (M&RRC). The 
canal was scratched after only miles of 
construction, but the dam persisted until full 
deconstructed in 1997. The ecology of the 
Milwaukee River, near Riverside Park, has 
changed significantly over time – yet again with 
the removal of the dam, and a lower water level 
that has created new habitat for vegetation to 
re-colonize. One of these species is Reed Canary 
Grass. 

Reed Canary Grass (Phalaris arundinacea) 
• Considered an exotic invasive species
• Spreads underground by thick rhizomes and

seed
• High genetic diversity

In Catalogue I challenge the meaning of 
‘invasive’. Invasions are best defined not only by 
biological relationships, but also through their 
political socio-biological networks. The modern 
model of invasion (‘right plant, right place, right 
time’) is inadequate –species relationships are 
the opposite of nonsystematic, contingent, and 
random. Accordingly, human ‘preparation of 
landscape’ is a prerequisite for most cases of 
invasion.{6] This means that the success of Reed 
Canary Grass is partially attributed to the 
existence of the North Avenue Dam, and the 
political actors leading up to today. Studies 
indicate that abiotic factors such as disturbance 
and change in hydrological regime can enhance 
Reed Canary Grass establishment and vegetative 
spread.[7]  To what extent is the grass a ‘driver’ or 
a ‘passenger’ of environmental change is the 
hypothesis asked in ecology science.[8] 

Canary	  in	  the	  Mineshaft	  	  

The North Avenue Dam was originally built in 
1835 to control the flow of the Milwaukee River 
for the prospective Milwaukee & Rock River 
Canal (M&RR). The Canal Project was shut down 
in the following decades after a small stretch was 
completed at what is now Commerce Street.[9] 
The Rock River area mining district (copper, lead) 

and Mississippi River access was the major driver 
for the M&RR canal.  

As the Engineer and Secretary of the 
Canal Project, Increase Lapham was fascinated 
with the different trade connections made 
possible from the Mississippi to Milwaukee to 
Green Bay. Coincidently, early Wisconsin Natives 
were trading copper and goods millennia prior, 
with evidence of trade between Lake Michigan, 
Lake Superior, and the Mississippi River – to as 
far as the Gulf and Atlantic Coasts as early as 
3000-2000BC.[10] The Rock River-Lake Michigan 
river system was also highly valued by the 
Hopewellian mound builders (Aztalan lies on the 
Rock/Crawfish River). Lapham made note of the 
“old Indian smelting pits” along the canal route 
for prospectors.[11]  

Thus, Canary in the Mineshaft functions 
as a documentation of an alternative ecology.  

Nolan Bade 
Reed Canary Grass (Phalaris arundinacea), as a material, 
was explored in the process of making. Historically, the 
species was used as cattle feed and later ‘invaded’ the 
waterways on the Milwaukee River. 
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The canal infrastructure, if fully built out, would 
have severely altered the hydrological regime. 
The remnant dam construction/deconstruction 
transforms Reed Canary Grass into a living relic 
of initial colonization – a plant (Eurasian & North 
American genotype hybrid) that’s still functioning 
as an ecosystem opportunist. However, the initial 
pioneer settlers first established a political socio-
biological relationship with the native Lead Plant. 

Lead Plant (Amorpha canescens): An important
native prairie subshrub, with semiwoody stems. 
Compound and leaden gray-green leaves 
covered with fine hairs / Has 200 to 300 flowers 
per plant, and hairy indehiscent legume fruit / 
Believed, by natives and settlers, to indicate the 
subsurface presence of lead / Known to grow in 
a straight line following a fissure and strata of 
lead, with roots up to 20 feet below surface.[12] 
The miners of the early 1800’s termed it 
‘Masonic Plant’ because it disclosed the ‘secret 
of the mine’.[13] 

 
 

Nolan Bade 
The Catalogue artifact was designed during the process of discovery of the invasive grass problem that the Urban Ecology Center is 
experiencing. It layers multiple meanings. Invasive Canary Reed Grass juxtaposes a copy of Catalogue of Plants & Shells in the Vicinity 
of Milwaukee on the Westside of Lake Michigan (Increase Lapham, 1836). 

Nolan Bade 
Lead Plant (Amorpha canescens) has a unique 
ethnobotanical history in the colonization process. 
Archive research reveals the tales of early miners using 
lead plant to locate underground lead.  
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Nolan Bade 
Canary in the Mineshaft, artefact interprets how plant and cultural colonization are linked. The Milwaukee – Rock River Canal proposed 
in the early 1800’s to ramp up mining production would have connected Milwaukee to Aztalan (a center of the previous Mississippian 
culture). This important map is juxtaposed with effigy mound, lead plant, and canary reed grass imagery.    



30 

Coss-‐Roads	  

As the first scientist of Wisconsin, Increase 
Lapham surveyed and recorded thousands of 
Native American effigies and burial mounds 
across the state from the 1830s to 1850s. A 
Wisconsin Archeology issue from 1916 indicates 
that there was once a Native American campsite 
on the West bank of the Milwaukee River 
between Locust St. and Humboldt Ave. 
(presently Gordon Park), and several conical 
mounds on the East bank (Riverside Park). The 
mounds were presumably destroyed in the 
building of the roads and two parks in the late 
1800’s.[14]  

The effigy mounds recorded along the 
Milwaukee River mainly included animals such as 
panthers, turtles, birds, bears, deer, beaver, etc. 
However, some shapes (later re-labeled as a 
type of bird or man) were more obscure. Lapham 
originally  labeled  this  effigy  figure  as  a ‘cross’ 

 
 

because of the resemblance to the Christian 
Symbol. [15] 

Garlic Mustard (Alliaria petiolata) is a highly
invasive species in the mustard family Cruciferae 
(also Brassicaceae), and a plant that the UEC 
actively manages for by pulling and smothering. 
Its pedals are white and cross-shaped (purity), 
and it’s highly competitive roots release toxins, 
which inhibit other plants from using beneficial 
symbiotic mycorrhizal fungi from the soil. The 
Wisconsin population is of the European 
genotype.[16]  

The mustard plant and its seeds are 
referenced in every major religious text. In the 
Bible it is used by Jesus to illustrate how his 
message would start small (like a tiny mustard 
seed), but spread and eventually become a large 
part of the garden (Matthew 13:31–32). The story 
essentially crosses religious culture with 
evolutionary time.    

Nolan Bade 
Steamer Christopher Columbus on the Milwaukee River was published 1907-1930. The ‘canary’ symbolism is present is multiple 
layers of meaning. The Canary Islands were the European-North American connection to the Gulf Stream, sailed by Christopher 
Columbus. 



Nolan Bade 
Crossroads artefact was designed after volunteering at the Urba n Ecology Center to remove garlic mustard – which has colonized the 
river bank. Garlic mustard, a member of the cruciferae family because of the cross shaped pedals,  is  juxtaposed  with the cross (and 
pick axe) shaped burial mound depicit s of Increase Lapham. All maps are within the same plant management zone.   
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Implications	  and	  Future	  Research	  

The Urban (Re)cology installation can be used as a 
baseline for art-science methodological integration, 
and is repeatable by UEC using a site-specific 
practice-led method, and the larger academic 
community focused on other bioregional 
environmental challenges and inquiries. The project 
success can significantly be attributed to the 
importance of artists as cultural creatives and primary 
communicators in the absence of commoditization. 
The de-commodification of art and embodiment of 
knowledge in artefacts can be used as a tool for 
political ecology research and public understanding 
of the issues and their manufacturing.  

The mound-building cultures had distinct 
relationships with symbols and performed ritual 
ceremonies in the effigies themselves. Before there 
was a proposition in Wisconsin Archaeology to re-
label Lapham’s description of the Cross effigy 
mounds as men or birds, the ‘Cross’ was interpreted 
by the public as a symbol of Christianity and purity, 
possibly simultaneously reinforcing colonization and 
crusadership (also note: Lapham’s ‘Cross’ strikingly 
resembles a pickaxe – symbolizing mining, or the 
colonization of sub-surface Earth). This, in addition to 
the relationship between the cross effigy mounds 
and the white-cross pedals of Garlic Mustard (family 
Cruciferae), all located on the banks of the 
Milwaukee River, links the Driver-Passenger 
Hypothesis and Robbin’s ‘networking’ hypothesis – 
extending it to symbols in the physical and 
metaphorical landscape itself. 

Similar relationships exist in the context of 
aesthetic design principles inherent in the landscape, 
but brought out in the construction of the ‘view’ 
principle by Olmsted. Although majorly separated in 
time, the landscape (space) (i.e. aesthetic beauty) is a 
primary driver in site location. Conflict may be a 
function of landscape aesthetics – questioning the 
relationship between beauty and utility. Furthermore, 
the landscape and how it is used (socialist parks for 
the preservation of man) is shown to predispose the 
production and meaning of ecological vocabulary 
(e.g. ‘invasive’ or ‘native’ or ‘natural’ ecosystem), 
which then can determine how the land is managed, 
and the public’s perception of what the 
environmental challenges are (and how they started).  

Similar methods and case studies may be used to 
shed light on reoccurring political ecology themes 
(e.g. appropriation, marginalization, degradation). 
Particularly, it is worth noting that the marginalization 
and appropriation of Midwestern Native American 
societies in the extraction of natural resources (water, 
timber, Lead, and Copper) during the settlement 
period of the Wisconsin Territory did exist, and 
should be further studied. The landscape again was 
the primary driver, as Lapham constructed a canal 
route almost identical in destination (Milwaukee R.-
Wisconsin R.-Green Bay-Mississippi-Atlantic) and 
motivation (long distance trade) to the Copper 
Cultures and Hopewell Culture.    

UEC educators are using the artefacts and 
statements (a permanent installation) as teaching 
tools at the environmental education center in 
Riverside Park as of December 2012. The installation 
brings up many tough and obscure concepts in the 
field of ecology, and relates them to all ‘four cultures’ 
of community investment.  
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“… one among many (unheard) moving under 
all”.[1] 

Audiovisual artifacts are part of a longer history of 
environmental recording. Within the practice of 
recording, sound and video are sometimes viewed 
as a form of data capture, circumscribing the physical 
environment within time-based constraints. 

As an environmentalist and an 
interdisciplinary artist, I am interested in the specifics 
of place as they relate to the natural environment. By 
extending my practice to remote environmental 
regions via sound-landscape monitoring, it becomes 
possible to initiate and establish a method of contact 
with the natural environment via technological 
means, reaching out further to where utility driven 
thinking could not venture, to areas dense in 
environmental consciousness.  

In Signs of Lightheartedness, an audiovisual 
installation, I recorded sounds of water and land in 
the vicinity of places of nature that were close to 
water.  Signs  of  Lightheartedness  is  composed 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

of recordings from different environments, such as a 
secluded pond near Dartmouth University and a 
hidden pocket of gurgling water on Manhattan 
Beach. Together they serve to unify elements of 
sound that are continuously present and heard in the 
natural environment. In Signs of Lightheartedness, 
the presence of water as a natural environment 
coalesces as eventful, continuous, and fixed, within 
domains of sound. Drawing upon an experience of a 
hidden or uninhabited domain, satellite footage is 
presented to evoke distance, continuous and present 
in the night sky. The footage was recorded at the 
Dunlap Institute with technical help by Michael 
Williams.  

Satellite video footage of the moon serves as 
a visual reference of distance and recurrence while 
the electroacoustic music composition contains 
elements of soundscape composition that are 
interpretive of distance. Sounds of water captured by 
microphones from remote natural environments 
present acoustmatic material that is continuously 
evolving.  It  may  be  viewed that the haiku uses  

DISTANT VOICES AND ENVIRONMENT 
OF AUDIOVISUAL ART 

To draw attention to a production method of image and sound, a number of viewpoints are proposed in 
this paper to do with cinematic traditions. This brings forth a privilege of contemplating images, within 
the sounds of electroacoustic music, images of a film, and language-based images in poetry. Engaging with 
the practice of recording the natural environment, traces of sound, image, and language may point to 
environments of distance. As we engage in the process of recording, and then pack and leave, we collect 
traces. Traces of image and sound, environments that may be evocative of distances. In durations of image 
and sound, we may interpret a distance. Such as the distance that is enclosed within sounds and images. 
Or the distant sounds captured by recording equipment. Distance could be heard in the environment of 
audiovisual art, as a voice. 

Text by Anastasya Koshkin 
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language in a similar manner in which the single 
channel video format utilizes the image; namely, 
to create a contained space within the image. 
The contained space within the images goes on, 
visual, evoking, impervious and emerging. 

Our experience of distance and space in 
relation to natural environments unfolds toward 
a concept of a Bergsonian duration. As distance 
increases, it envelops more and more, 
maintaining a wholeness and a unity within itself. 
On the other hand, a human awareness of time is 
based on change and separation. Within 
constituent durations, in the creation of Signs of 
Lightheartedness, this understanding prefigures 
in terms of the approach to the visual and sonic 
material.  

We may see one image of the moon in 
space, a more or less unchanging visual scene. 
The music ebbs and flows, changing according 
to the material of sound. In Time and Free Will: 
An Essay on the Immediate Data of 
Consciousness, Bergson states that the 
“oscillations of the pendulum … are distinct only 

because one has disappeared when the other 
appears on the scene, profit, as it were, from the 
influence which they have thus exercised over 
our conscious life”.[2] The successions of sounds 
in Signs of Lightheartedness are inspired by 
Bergson’s idea of heterogeneous durations. A 
duration of sound may be viewed as an 
accumulation of time against which the visual 
content remains an element of space unfolding in 
the distance. 

The Japanese poetic structure of the haiku 
has been regarded as an integral point of 
reference in film. The great film directors Andrei 
Tarkovsky and Sergei Eisenstein considered the 
succession of self-contained elements in the haiku 
as amounting to “something different in kind”[3] 
due to the individual constituents of its form. The 
haiku’s poetic structure corresponds to the 
“privilege of contemplating images for their own 
sake, as self-contained entities”.[4] In Sans Soleil, 
Chris Marker refers to the Japanese haiku in terms 
of communion. Communion assumes a process in 
which   an   entity   entering   the   peripherals   of 

 Anastasya Koshkin 

 Sings of Lightheartedness, Audiovisual, 2015 
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consciousness, is advanced to the forefront of 
attention for a specific moment, and then another 
image is advanced to the forefront of an instant, in line 
with a concept of Deleuze’s ‘time-image’. [5] 

In the haiku, a full measure of attention can be 
given to one thing at a time in a sequential order. In the 
medium of film, the duration of a single take 
temporarily excludes all other visual material. A 
sequence of distinct video durations implies a 
heterogeneous succession of events. Each visual falls in 
distinct and impervious durations. Lined up side by 
side, images stand in relation to one another. So 
viewed, these successions may unite the content or 
accentuate a detachment the isolation of which the 
viewer must overcome.  

It   may   be   interesting   to   incorporate the 
practice of the ‘time-image’ within interdisciplinary 
materialities: materialities of image and sound and their 
accumulation. As ethnographer David MacDougall  
mentioned,   an  accumulation   of   image  and sound

in documentary film may be useful. A long 
duration of documentary material may assert an 
“independence and autonomy of a physical, 
background world and the constantly shifting 
relations, or lack of them, between material 
and social being”. [6] 

Thinking about recorded environments, 
we may also refer to the Japanese poetic form 
of the haiku. Due to the haiku's insistence on 
separation, it is useful within certain 
environments, as stems from the different 
relations between organism and nature. 
Manifold differences in nature occupy a water-
based environment, a pond or an ocean, or the 
environment of outer space. They all have their 
look and sound. Continuous durations of video 
and sound emphasize a possibility of exploring 
the practices of environmental recording, 
“relating people to their environment”[7] within 
different varieties of nature. 

Anastasya Koshkin 
Sings of Lightheartedness, Audiovisual, 2015  
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Anastasya Koshkin 
Sings of Lightheartedness, Audiovisual, 2015  
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he bullfrog is highly adaptable and widely 
distributed in North America.  It is prized 
as a food source in many parts of the 

world, so it has been given the opportunity to 
expand its range of habitation through human 
appetites.  It preys on other species and carries a 
deadly fungus that infects more vulnerable 
amphibian populations. Dr. Frieda Knobloch 
cites the work of William Darlington and Alfred 
Crosby who describe the close relationship 
between human and plant migration. The co-
dependence and mirrored behavior of humans 
and plants led Crosby to use the term 
‘portmanteau biota’ as a collective name for 
immigrant humans and the organisms they bring 
with them. The bullfrog at Westbrook Artists’ 
Site (and many other places) was inadvertently 
invited by the construction of a farm pond 
stocked with fish. Human behavior enabled its 
population expansion.  (Bullfrogs are considered 
native to Iowa, but historical evidence of range 
and distribution is limited) Our exploration of the 
bullfrog began by questioning our own habits 
and assumptions. Our method of inquiry at the 
WAS   is   based   on   the   significance of place, 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

experience and engagement in the production 
of knowledge. The acts of viewing, hearing, 
judging, surveying, recording and creating are 
mindfully attended to as we reshape our habits 
and understanding of the bullfrogs and the WAS 
site. The Dinner Party is an active attempt to 
reposition ourselves in the food chain so that we 
might better appreciate that we are co-
colonizers of the environment along with other 
invasive species—and thereby become more 
aware and have a greater sense of responsibility 
to all the life at the site.  

The Dinner Party is a metaphor for the 
convergence of a range of diverse ideas. Dinner 
parties bring together a variety of community 
members around the essential needs of food, 
culture and conviviality. The industrial environment 
is ahistorical and based on productivity: we believe 
the post-industrial rural environment should be 
understood in its historical depth in order to explore 
connections and experiences. The Dinner Party, in 
addition to investigating bullfrogs and the post-
industrial environment, recontextualizes the idea of 
the art exhibition integrating it into the notion of 
place. An art exhibition is typically decontextualized, 

T 

THE DINNER PARTY 

My exploration of the bullfrog began by questioning our own habits and assumptions within the post-
industrial rural environment. My method of inquiry at the Westbrook Artists’ Site (WAS) is based on 
the significance of place, experience and engagement in the production of knowledge. The acts of 
viewing, hearing, recording and creating are mindfully attended in order to reshape the relationship 
of the non-human at WAS. The project is an active attempt to reposition ourselves in the food chain so 
that we might better appreciate that we are co-colonizers of the environment along with other invasive 
species. 

Text by Kevin Lair 



41 

framed by the neutral space of a gallery and 
delineated further by frames, pedestals, and other 
identifiable conventions.  Art exhibitions position art 
‘out there’ in a way analogous to the way people 
often conceive of nature as ‘out there’. In 
addressing both ecological issues and art issues, 
The Dinner Party challenges typical definitions of 
both art and environment. The bullfrog dissolves 
into or emerges out of “nature” or “art” in a highly 
charged moment for our understanding of both 
nature and art.  If bullfrogs become a farmed food 
source, they quickly depart from  our   notions  of 
‘nature’. The Dinner Party serves to raise our 
awareness about how our view of nature as ‘out 
there’ prevents us from understanding agriculture as 
also inclusive of natural processes. 

In exploring the culture, history and 
conditions of WAS, we have had to seek greater 
insight into the ways that different disciplines, 
including physical and social sciences, intersect and 
inform each other. We have reflected on the ideas, 
tools and methods of our inquiry in order to provide 
a more meaningful understanding of the work to be 
done. Jane Bennett’s concept of ‘vibrant matter’ 
provides a useful tool for investigating our 
environment without some of the usual disciplinary 
limitations. While her ideas clearly are grounded in 
ecological concerns, they do so with an aesthetic 
interpretation that can challenge entrenched 
paradigms and question ways of knowing. Just as 
theorists such as Michael Polanyi unpack the 
scientific endeavor as anchored within us rather than 
detached, Bennett merges the foreground of 
human agency with the background of non-human 
matter. Bennett’s ideas are built upon the way we 
engage in our environment. Through  a   disciplined  
practice   of  ‘looking   at   what   is  to   be  seen’ we 
become attuned to the agency and vitality in non-
human matter.  In this way, The Dinner Party is 
extended into a reconceptualization of who is 
‘hosting’, who is on the ‘guest list’, ‘what is on the 
menu’, and ‘what topics shall be discussed’. 

Charlotte Sleigh opens her book, Frog, with 
the assertion that frogs “[a]bove all… are liminal 
creatures; animals of the in-between.” They are also 
slippery characters and for years they lived without 
much notice at WAS. They have been the catalyst 
for a new focus on the environment and 
environmental history at WAS. Our first impulse was  

to address the bullfrog issue as one in which our 
food source could be more sustainably produced.  
We put this notion on hold so we might allow for 
other scenarios to emerge and minimize any 
disruption of the current conditions as we came to 
understand it more fully.  We have, perhaps, also 
found too much in common between ourselves and 
frogs to be able to put them on The Dinner Party 
menu. 

 
 
Kevin Liar 
The Dinner Party, 2014 © Liar 
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Kevin Liar 
The Dinner Party, 2014 © Liar 

Kevin Lair’s work engages environmental history as part of creative inquiry undertaken at the Westbrook Artists' Site (WAS), 
a collaborative arts venture in central Iowa, part of what was once the great North American tall grass prairie. In 2013, Lair 
relaunched WAS and deepened its mission, focusing on the history and condition of the land itself, to provide an 
experiential laboratory for exploration of the post-industrial rural condition. He taught architecture at Iowa State and 
Syracuse Universities focusing on community based collaborations and design for the environment. He currently teaches art 
and design at Indiana University, where he created immersive workshops on post-industrial environments as places of 
creative potential. A book of his art and efforts to bring the existential fragility of the rural experience into engagement with 
the lively, textural nature of the material world is forthcoming with Culicade Press.   
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CONDUCTED DECEMBER 2013 

FACILITATOR: Melissa Deerson

AREA: THE DOCKLANDS, MELBOURNE

BASE: THE FOOD COURT ART SPACE

It had started off well: as a delta floodplain. There 
was a swamp and a big lake, very blue, full of clear 
water. The lake was surrounded with a carpet of 
bright pink flowers in the spring, and fine grass, 
and there were rivers nearby. There were swans, 
and ducks and partridges, thousands of them to a 
flock. Waterbirds and landbirds, kangaroos and 
good fishing.  Colonists came and took the land, 
and by the 1850s they had turned it into a rubbish 
dump for their industries. The big river was full of 
new animals: their bones and guts and blood, from 
the abattoirs and glue factories and tanneries 
which spewed leftovers and offcuts and 
byproducts into the waterway. Carcasses beached 
themselves and sick-looking pigs rooted in the 
rotting offal on the black, sludgy banks.  

They drained the swamp and rerouted 
the rivers to better accommodate ships with 
bellies   full   of   coal   and   brandy, scotch oats, 

 

 

pickles and sugar. The big lake was gone, and the 
poorest people of the city lived at the edges of the 
resulting vast grassy expanse, in houses made of 
trash, and gigantic rats and pestilences lived with 
them. The squatters were made to move, ports 
were built and then abandoned. It became a land of 
empty warehouses and lonely roads.  

And now, after a lot of money and not much 
thought, it has become The Docklands, an ill-
considered development at the edge of the city; 
bleak, with few trees, fake grass, struggling shops, 
glittering, mostly empty high-rises and a mistral-like 
wind which never seems to quit. There is the small 
but significant joy of being so close to a wide-ish 
expanse of salty water and boats, but it's not 
enough to bring many people to the area. It's a 
misused, abused, seemingly desolate part of the 
city – a shifting, marginal place and an unloved one, 
at least for the last few hundred years.   

These were the questions that wanted 
asking: 

In a place so emphatically human-made (but not 
hospitable to humans themselves), what else is 
there is to find?  

FIELD TRIP 

This essay details an idiosyncratic nature survey undertaken in Melbourne's sterile, unpopular 
Docklands precinct. With participants scattering bird seed, counting everything from ants to seagulls 
to poodles, mapping their journeys, collecting dirt and identifying the few brave weeds, the aim was to 
re-examine a place that has been stamped heavily with human activity to see what else there was to 
find.  

Text by Melissa Deerson 
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Field Trip documentation (wattlebird) 2013 © Deerson 
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What are the ‘natural’ elements of the 
Docklands, a place seemingly wiped clean of its 
history so many times over?  

What room is there for the unplanned-for, the 
semi-wild, the non-human?  

And so, on a sunny, washed-clean-by-rain Saturday 
afternoon, we take our clipboards and instructions 
and begin a field trip – an exploration of this 
inhospitable area.  

Our base is The Food Court, a gallery 
thinly veneered over a set of abandoned 
restaurants, run by women fiercely determined to 
bring some life to the Docklands. For the field trip, 
I put up posters, maps and photos of the area as it 
once was, and a triptych of old, black and white 
nature films are shown on three screens as 
inspiration. A small television plays an assortment 
of short videos of clever urban birds – crows using 
vending   machines  and  dropping  nuts onto busy 

highways to be shelled by speeding cars, seagulls 
stealing food from dismayed holidaymakers. 
Sparrow calls, recorded in the area, play on 
portable speakers hidden in various locations in 
the space, overlaid and insistent.  

We set out, walking wherever we like, 
some straying far from the waterfront and others 
keeping to the immediate vicinity.  

We collect samples of soil, rocks, rubbish 
and weeds, answer questions about what living 
things are present in the area, map our journeys, 
draw diagrams and pictures. Some take 
photographs and go ‘off-piste’ to conduct their 
own investigations. We eat trail mix to keep us 
going.   

The aim is not to look for remnants of the 
past - for a better time, or a purer environment, 
and we do not pretend to be experts, or even 
particularly thorough. All we are looking for is 
sparks, moments of connection or intrigue, or 
the   unexpected – to  see  the  place in terms of  

Melissa Deerson 
Field Trip documentation 2013 © Briony Galligan 



46 

Melissa Deerson 
Field Trip documentation. Above The Water, Melanie; Right: Count, Yvette; Below: Seed, Tristan, 2013 © Deerson 



Melissa Deerson 
Field Trip documentation, All Maps Overlaid, A3 colour print on Hahnemuhle rag, 2013 © Deerson 
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the life it harbours, rather than the life it has 
displaced. Native or non-native, common or 
rare, we have eyes for it all.   

And as such, we began to see the place 
in a new way. We speculate on the causes of a 
plague of small flies, and why so few pigeons 
choose to frequent the waterfront. Pigeons are 
notorious haters of windy, unsheltered conditions - 
A general lack of cobblestones - Maybe a decree? 
- Poison and spikes - They hunger after more
human activity.

We ponder the ethics of collecting samples 
of the few plants which live there, for fear of 
harming them. We imagine what it looked like in 
the past - Smugglers and murderers, weeds and 
old bottles, bits of old corrugated iron and huge 
sheds - Pollution and rubbish and chain link fences 
- Dinosaurs - Grey and brown colours, the
odd dandelion poking its lovely golden petals
through the detritus.

We surreptitiously scatter bird seed and 
wait to see what will happen: NO BIRDS CAME – 
Sparrow got close, ate dropped seed – May have 
come while we were kissing. Stones and dirt are 
meticulously bagged and labelled, rubbish 
catalogued, seagulls counted. We begin to attach 
a sense of value to these things, to gain a sense of 
how they fit with each other to form a living 
community - the depth and complexity and 
relative mystery of this collection of objects and 
beings, so seemingly prosaic and everyday and 
unnoticeworthy.  

 

RESULTS: 
A feral baby palm tree—dug up and replanted it in 
a pot in the gallery. Weeds from the margins and 
cracks of the area, collected and classified: 
Dandelion, Kikuyu, Winter Grass, Clover, Deadly 
Nightshade, Fleabane, Aster, Cudweed, Thistle.  

A homeless man, staying under a bridge 
where rabbits would appear at dusk, wrote huge, 
garbled warning messages about a nearby factory 
outlet on the back of one questionnaire. Another 
participant, straying far, found pigeons, masses of 
them, in a happy flock, while nobody else found 
any at all. All the pigeons hang out like 
gangs down the right side of the bridge – 
footprints everywhere.  

Someone had to be stopped from eating 
their bag of bird seed, thinking it was human food.  
Sparrows: drifts of them, nesting and resting in 
their hundreds in small alcoves on the sides of 
the high rises – inadvertent avian havens - their 
chirruping and piping amplified in the treeless 
alleys and blown around by the constant wind.  

Seagulls, strutting expectantly near the 
ice cream and fish and chip shops or sweeping 
on their boomerang wings over the boats and 
the water.   

42 swallows. 
Thousands of small flies, which stuck to 

unwary visitors' backs in an undignified manner. 
Raucous rainbow lorikeets, blipping and 
squawking, confining their territory to a line of 
palm trees in the centre of a road, and Indian myna 
birds    minding   their   own   business,   seemingly 

Melissa Deerson 
Field Trip documentation, Left: Breadmat, Right: Breadcrumb beach, 2013 © Deerson 
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unaware of their reputation as bullies, making their 
mechanical whirring calls and gazing slightly 
balefully from their yellow-blazed eyes.  

A jellyfish invasion, fat ghostly stars cloudily 
massing in the greenish water and gone the next 
day. Tiny unfishable fishes needling around, and 
small men fishing for them.  

A ladybird, a wattlebird, maybe a duck. 20 
bees, 14 butterflies, one worm. Ants.  

A pair of black swans christened Coco and 
Chanel by the tourism vendors that fed them  and 
a lone cat, temporary escapee from its high-rise 
apartment. Elephant (statue of). Cow in tree (statue 
of). A single (possibly apocryphal) famed cuttlefish, 
seen once in the past but never again. A black 
poodle in a pedaloe.  

A dead wattlebird which had laid itself out 
exactly as a specimen in a museum, with its wings 
smooth and tight by its sides and its head tilted to 
the side, poached from its grassy grave and 
carefully brought back, gently folded in a piece of 
A4 paper.  

Late in the day, some local kids on bikes 
and their dad stop by, wary but interested. They 
are intrigued by a doormat made of dried slices of 
bread, tiled in an alternating white and wholemeal 
pattern – a welcome mat for birds, tempting them 
to visit the Food Court and remember the good 
old days when there were always crumbs for them 
there. After a little encouragement, the boys are 
persuaded to transform the ‘breadmat’; jumping 
and leaping, they crush it to a fine sand, creating a 
tiny breadcrumb beach for the seaside-living 
sparrows.  

The avian visitors let themselves in 
overnight through a gap in the door, fanning and 
dispersing the bread sand across the tiles, leaving 
droppings on the floor as evidence of their feast.  
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CITY CREATURES 

City Creatures, a collection of original texts edited by Gavin Van Horn and Dave Aftandilian, sets the 
model for a new opportunity to think and rethink our relationship with animals in urban settings. 
Entirely dedicated to animal encounters in Chicago, the essayists, poets, and artists that make City 
Creatures such an informative, engaging, and vivid read are all personally invested in caring for our 
local urban nature. As the perfect antidote to the sense of powerlessness that sometimes characterizes 
our inability to prevent mass extinction or amend catastrophic eco-disasters, this book shows us how 
eco-awareness can start on a small scale through caring for the animals we encounter in our 
neighborhoods, our backyards, and on our doorsteps. 

Text by Caroline Picard 
Interview Questions to Gavin Van Horn by Giovanni Aloi 

“Pockets of this city resist its grit, open 
portals that travel       back- 

wards            to a wilder-land 
        we can only imagine               rewound 

many decades north where dragonflies 
     are the lone  black points  on the horizon” 

—Brenda Cárdenas (332) 
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his robust and lush collection of essays, 
poems, and artworks explores the too-easily 
overlooked ecologies present in Chicago’s 

urban locale, from backyard chickens to symbiotic 
squirrel populations, outdoor prairie landscape 
classrooms to flâneur/flâneuse insect collection, 
and the intersection of history, politics, and 
ecology in the Calumet River. Within that study, 
the book brings out the ways in which personal 
experience resists the hierarchical division of 
Nature and Culture.  
            “It’s fantastically bizarre to me that 
other living things are carrying out parallel 
lives, sometimes inches away from us [humans], 
with concerns and strategies for survival 
completely alien to our ours,” writes Jill Riddell 
in her essay about frogs negotiating winter 
(254). Made up almost entirely of water, the 
amphibious creatures freeze “just a hair’s breadth 
short of death’s final door” each year, surviving until 
spring because their bodies’ nervous systems 
release enough glucose—an antifreeze—to keep 
their hearts beating. Riddell’s current of amazement 
flows throughout City Creatures, amplifying the 
editors’ wish, “to call attention to the city as an 
entity that is embedded within and arises out of 
nature.” In so doing, they write, “we hope to foster 
place-based perception and emotional connection 
with the more-than-human world” (7). In that 
respect the book is a wonderful and well-
articulated assortment of accounts, providing a 
gateway for ecological awareness.  
           But what is it about that approach that 
remains so enigmatic and difficult to embrace? Why 
is it so fantastically bizarre to account for multiple 
forms of consciousness and lifestyle? In a moving 
essay about mortality, Tom Montgomery Fate 
writes, “…I’m convinced that Rosie, [Fate’s cat], 
understands my sympathy, that she draws comfort 
from my voice. / And I don’t think this is far-fetched, 
since more and more biologists are beginning to 
discover that nonhuman animals also have 
emotional lives” (37). That simple aside illustrates 
how difficult it is to square one’s subjective sense 
of animal awareness with societal conventions that 
have, for so long, dismissed the animal entirely. 
Fate gestures to the scientists for back up, and 
perhaps   the   more   traditional    readers   among

us feel relieved. Rebecca Beachy describes her 
experience as a bird taxidermist at The 
Beecher Lab of the Peggy Notebaert Nature 
Museum.  

A white lab coat is often used 
metonymically to describe the necessary 
non-description of the scientist—at the 
museum, I wear an institutional apron. I 
become a live human subject with a parsed 
[i.e. scientifically classified] bird. I notice 
human qualities when noting differences 
between birds. I identify features. 
Thankfully, a bird species will never be an 
accumulation of anatomical parts or the 
scientific name ascribed—any species 
defies domination by a simple persistence 
of presence (158).  

As if to further illustrate the simultaneous 
internalization of method within Beachy’s body and 
the limits of deconstruction, she includes an 
account of the taxidermy process that reveals the 
desire for learning and perseveration on the one 
hand, and the inevitable violence and hierarchy the 
method requires. 
        Eli Suzukovich III’s essay, ‘Kiskinwahamâtowin 
(Learning Together): Outdoor Classrooms and 
Prairie Restoration at the American Indian Center 
of Chicago’ describes how The American Indian 
Center at 1630 W Wilson was initially established 
in 1966 to help “Native peoples arriving in 
Chicago from various reservations throughout 
North American as part of the Relocation 
Program.” The AIC became a place for dislocated 
populations to gather together to foster and 
maintain respective traditions. In 2003, the group 
started a community garden to grow medicinal 
plants they could not find elsewhere and that 
garden later grew into a Prairie Restoration 
program in 2007. Suzukovich goes on to describe 
the learning environment that developed on site, 
one in which Native youth meet not only to learn 
stories of past and current community members, 
but also learn about the landscape. What emerges 
is an incredible more-than-human classroom where 
Suzukovich watches other species teach their 
young survival skills as well.  

T 
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As the [human] youth went into the garden 
on Monday night in early August to make 
their daily garden observations, they were 
met with a flurrying mass of golden 
twittering birds swooping and diving in 
and out of the garden. We all stopped and 
watched the goldfinches, not quite sure 
what they were doing at first. But as we 
watched, we noticed that the brightly 
colored male finches were leading the 
fledglings through the garden, twisting and 
swooping in a syncopated dance…The 
male finches, we found, were teaching the 
fledglings how to evade capture from 
hawks or other predators. This predator 
‘class’ went on for about about thirty 
minutes. (109-110)  

Seeing the transmission of knowledge between 
species challenges traditional assumptions about 
instinct and learning. Not only would animals have a 
propensity to feel, they also teach. “As the 
goldfinches conducted their daily learning activities 
in the garden, so did we. The AIC garden became a 
shared learning space for both humans and 
goldfinches, along with other animals in the garden. 
We found that rabbits, squirrels, voles, and white-
footed mice also taught their young and ultilized 
the garden as a nursery in the spring” (110).  
          Maybe what is especially complicated 
about learning to be present to the innumerable 
lives sharing our cities is that so many strangers 
emerge. The landscape does not stay prettily in 
the background, despite the conventions of 
Western thought. Alex Chitty’s Water Bear comic 
describes how the microscopic polyextremophile 
is not only everywhere, but “can live almost 
anywhere” as well (235), including the vacuum of 
Outerspace. Suddenly everything is alive, and the 
anthropocentric standards by which Western 
Civilization has, for so many generations, judged 
reality must be recalibrated. Perhaps what’s most 
fantastic in fact, is that a dominate strain of 
human thinking conceived of itself in isolation. 
What happens now? Xavier Nuez’s Nikki: (hiphop) 
dancing queen, a photograph of a presumably 
dead but nevertheless luminescent beetle lies on a 
multicolored backlit grid that, as the title suggests,  
gives  the  impression of a nightclub.  Ed Roberson’s 

poem, 'The Western Scarab', begins: “All this 
glittering would be lightening bugs / were it not all 
architectural structuring” (65). In the midst of the 
Sixth Great Extinction, City Creatures articulates a 
challenge: how to make friends with the shocking 
number of different lives among us? How to 
appreciate their different priorities and strategies of 
subsistence? Andrew Yang gives one possible 
answer. “The lover of life makes the whole world his 
family,’ he writes in his essay about insect collection, 
urging us toward the strangers one might prefer to 
ignore.“ If you find an insect in the city, try to say 
hello. You’ve stumbled into an intimacy with an 
Other that is all around you.”  

An Interview with Gavin Von Horn 

Giovanni Aloi: Gavin, you are the Director of 
Cultures of Conservation at the Center for 
Human and Nature in Chicago. Can you tell us 
about your organization, how it formed, and 
what are its main aims? 

Gavin Van Horn: The Center was founded in 
2003 by Strachan Donnelley, a man who 
sometimes referred to himself as a “fly-fishing 
philosopher.” That tells you something about 
Strachan’s perspective and what he was trying to 
accomplish by founding the Center. He believed 
we should have our feet on the ground (or in the 
water) to think clearly about ourselves and 
others.  

The easiest way to describe the Center’s 
ethos is that we believe that ideas matter; they 
have consequences that shape the landscapes in 
which we live. So our main aim—across our 
publications, at public events, and on our website—is 
to gather people from diverse disciplines and 
professional backgrounds to discuss, study, and 
produce meaningful information and media about 
how human communities can be better integrated 
with natural systems.   

GA: What are the main challenges and rewards 
involved in being the Director of Cultures of 
Conservation? 

GVH: I’ll start with the rewards. I work with  big-
hearted,  empathic,  intelligent  people  in a super  
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supportive work environment. I have a great deal 
of freedom to cook up projects that I think are 
relevant to furthering people’s care for the 
natural world. So, I think a lot about what sorts of 
mental pathways exist for us to understand 
ourselves as related—to nature, to other species, 
to one another—and contribute to the well-
being of our places. What is a landscape, or a 
place, but a set of relationships? Our places 
become part of us as we listen and attend to 
their needs. 

A welcome challenge of my job is what 
might be called “public scholarship.” I came 
from an academic background, so at one time 
my “audience” was university students and, to 
some extent, colleagues in my field. At the 
Center, I get to consider a wider audience, 
people of all ages, and how to best engage 
them through various mediums (traditional 
publications, blogs, videos, digital storytelling, 
and so on) about particular conservation topics. 

GA: As I say in my endorsement of the book,
City Creatures: Animal Encounters in the 
Chicago Wilderness is “a fascinating collection 
of thoughtful insights in the richly diverse and 
surprisingly pulsing urban nature of one of the 
world’s most busy cities. This vivid and 
passionate book opens our eyes to the wealth of 
animal life that regularly goes unnoticed in the 
hustling and bustling of the everyday. The 
animals we share our city with occupy different 
urban spaces, geographical areas, and 
institutional domains as their fleeting presences 
are captured in this book by essayists, poets, 
and artists. With its emphasis on local realities 
and histories, City Creatures sets the model for 
the eco-urban engagement this decade so 
urgently needs”. How did the idea for City 
Creatures come about? 

GVH:  Two  things  in   particular   funneled   my
attention   in  that  direction.  The  first  was   that 

Ryan Hodgson-Rigsbee 
Bubbly Creek, photograph, 2011 © Rigsbee 
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Dave Aftandilian, who later became the co-
editor of the book, and I knew one another 
because of our mutual interest and research in 
the field of Religion and Animals. I’d had 
conversations with Dave, before I worked for the 
Center, about possible collaborations. So, when I 
got hired by the Center, I called Dave up and we 
began to discuss the potential shape of City 
Creatures. Dave is a fantastic editor and a great 
thinker, plus he used to live in Hyde Park, 
Chicago. I had a hunch he’d be on board for a 
place-based book about animals, and, to my 
delight, he was. 

The second item was more personal. My 
move to Chicago marked the first time I’d lived 
in a major metropolitan area. I needed 
orientation to this new home. Other animals are 
one way to learn about the dynamic history of 
any place. I also felt an obligation to get to know 
my nonhuman neighbors. For me, learning about 

the lives of other animals is an ongoing discovery 
of how to be a good inhabitant of Chicago. 

With that as a starting point, Dave and I 
began to reach out to people who we knew had 
their own stories of animal encounters to tell. 

GA: How do you hope City Creatures will impact
Chicago based readers? 

GVH:  First and foremost, I hope it will expand
readers’ empathy. I don’t mean a saccharine, 
cuddly, “Ain’t it cute?” sort of response that we 
might have to a fluffy gerbil at our local pet store 
(though, a reaction like that is completely 
understandable!). I mean empathy that is based 
upon a deeper sense of appreciation, 
fascination, curiosity, and wonder. An empathy 
that recognizes that animals aren’t objects or 
things; they are subjects, who have agency, 
language,   and,   for   some,   highly  developed  

Andrew S. Yang and Small Science Collective 
Pigeon!, zine, 2009 © Yang 
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social   lives.  (Whos  instead  of  whats,  as  Dave 
often says.) Such empathy can lead to questions 
about how our cities can be more 
accommodating to other species. By expanding 
our understanding about the kinds of life that 
surrounds us, our sense of possibility for what 
Chicago (or any urban area) can be and how we 
can contribute to that future also expands. 

Second, I hope readers absorb one of the 
main themes of the book: nature is in the city; 
they are not separate or dichotomous. You don’t 
need to drive to a nature preserve to find real 
nature. The Chicago region, like many urban 
areas, is full of life. This goes by various terms—
nearby nature, backyard nature, informal 
habitats, everyday nature—but however one 
chooses to characterize these green and blue 
threads that are woven through urban areas, 
they are sources and sustainers of life. Not only 
that, but as the book documents, there are 
animals that have and are adapting quite well to 
urban living, from common pigeons to formerly 
endangered peregrine falcons. 

Which brings me to a final point about 
the hoped-for impact of the book. Humans are 
storytellers. We are also storydwellers. And 
nonhuman animals shape how we define 
ourselves as humans as well as how we think of 
nature. In his book The Others, Paul Shepard 
argued, “The human species emerged enacting, 
dreaming, and thinking animals and cannot be 
fully itself without them.” I’d agree. We’re kin, 
biologically and psychologically, and a part of 
something that transcends exclusively human 
concerns. We are less-than without other 
animals. If we see our own stories as entangled 
with the lives of other animals in the city, we’re 
more likely to consider their needs, bear witness 
to their struggles, and take them into account in 
decision-making, whether that involves planting 
milkweed for monarch butterflies, designing 
buildings in a way that discourages bird strikes, 
or restoring large habitats with other species in 
mind.   

GA: In your opinion, what are the most original
strengths of City Creatures? 

GVH:  I’ll  answer  this  question  by  building  off 

the last point.  Something  we emphasized to the 
book contributors (which ended up totaling over 
eighty artists, essayists, and poets): tell a story. 
Stories, unlike other types of communication 
(say, a spreadsheet of data or a dense scholarly 
article) offer an open invitation. They say, 
“Here’s my experience. Maybe you can see 
some of your own experience in this.” No one 
likes to be told what to do, or worse, berated. 
Stories invite dialogue, even if only in the 
reader’s imagination. 

There’s another important aspect to 
stories that’s worth pointing out. Writer John 
Tallmadge captures this well: “So much of the 
quality of our lives depends on relationships, 
which can’t be weighted, measured, quantified, 
or even directly observed. We use stories to 
make them visible.” Stories, at their best, 
crystallize what is most meaningful to us; they 
orient us and hold up a vision of the world—an 
ethic for how to live well. Telling stories about 
animals in Chicago directs attention to the many 
beings who co-inhabit this place alongside us, 
and encourages us to see the city with a new set 
of lenses. 

Another thing I’m really proud of in terms 
of the book is the diverse range of voices and 
life experiences that are included. Specific 
cultural relationships to other species surface 
throughout the book—from a Día de Los 
Muertos altar that honors (and complicates) the 
relationships we have with animals who become 
food, to the profound cultural exchange 
between young people and other species in a 
garden at the American Indian Center in 
Chicago. In more than a few pieces—the 
print White Fish in the Chicago River, the street 
mural Owl, the poem ‘Pigeons’, and the essay 
‘Skunks of My Re-Rooting’, to name a few—
urban animals characterize the contributor’s 
ethnic experience or are reimagined within that 
experience. 

A final strength of the book I would 
highlight are the ways that word and image 
dance across the sections. When Dave and I 
originally conceived of the book, we thought 
we’d have a handful of artists involved, but it 
soon became clear that there was a wealth of 
talented artists in  the  Chicago  area with unique 
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and  diverse  styles that could expand the book’s 
palette of stories. Our relationships with other 
animals are complicated, and it follows that 
some of the essays and artwork in the book are 
unsettling or laced with ambiguities. Art, like the 
best stories, can be a great point of orientation 
for our lives, helping us understand the world 
more fully. But art can also disorient us, in the 
sense of surprising us, allowing us a new angle 
and a different way of thinking about the city. An 
image such as Xavier Nuez’s Asha: jewel of the 
Nile, for example, does this, transforming 
something most people would consider a small 
nuisance into a small gemstone. 

GA: I have been living in Chicago for a year now,
but I have been traveling to this city a lot over 
the past ten years. One of the aspects of this city 
which convinced me that I could be happy here 
had to do with the incredible wealth of animals 
and  plants  which  co-exist  with  us in this dense 

and very vertical urban architectural fabric. The 
tropical intensity of its summer weather brings 
with it the chants of cicadas, whilst the warm 
summer evening are punctuated by the clicks of 
katydids and chimes of crickets as fireflies blink 
in the twilight. My European friends struggle to 
believe that all this is indeed true as they think of 
Chicago as the cradle of modernity, the bustling 
metropolis that invented skyscrapers. But even 
many Chicagoans don’t know that this city was 
once called ‘the city in a garden’. What’s your 
impression on the status of Chicago’s 
biodiversity and ecological health? 

GVH:  I’m not an ecologist, but since I moved to
Chicago I’ve often heard that there is more 
biodiversity in the Chicago metropolitan area 
than rural Illinois. In part, this has to do with the 
remarkable efforts of far-seeing early twentieth 
century   Chicagoans,   who    preserved   sizable 
acreages    of   forestlands,   along   with   prairie 

Alma Domínguez  
Consumes mi dolor…mi muerte (You consume my pain…my death), details, mixed media installation, 2012; 
photograph by Michael Tropea. 
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savannas, in Cook County. A citizen-led land 
stewardship movement gained traction in the 
late  1970s  and  continues  to  thrive,  and that’s 
played  an  amazing  role  in  encouraging native 

 

habitat types. But the more disheartening reason 
that biodiversity is higher in Chicagoland is 
because   so   much   of  Illinois’  land  has   been 
converted into soy and corn monocultures. Read 

Alma Domínguez  
Consumes mi dolor…mi muerte (You consume my pain…my death), details, mixed media installation, 2012; 
photograph by Michael Tropea. 



 

Above: René H Arceo 
Pescado Blanco en el Río Chicago (White Fish in the Chicago River), linocut print, 2003. 
Below: Brooks Blair Golden 
Owl, part of the Art in Public Places project, acrylic and spray paint on concrete, 2012; photograph by Lisa Roberts. 
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Craig Childs’s chapter ‘Species Vanish’ in his 
book Apocalyptic Planet, which shares his 
experiences of attempting to tally species 
diversity in an Iowa cornfield, and you’ll get a 
sense of how effective herbicides and 
insecticides are in simplifying a landscape. 

But you asked what my sense is, and I 
would say we’re headed in the right direction. 
There’s an amazing and committed number of 
people and groups who care about the 
ecological health of Chicago. Steve Packard’s 
essay in City Creatures, ‘Orchids and Their 
Animals’, highlights one of those groups, the 
Volunteer Stewardship Network, as well as what 
makes  a  city  special  in  terms of its biodiversity 

possibilities. To quote from Steve: “If you’re a 
rare species or a rare ecosystem, there are 
advantages and disadvantages to being located 
near Chicago. Some negatives are obvious: 
sprawl, pollution, big trampling boots, et cetera. 
But much more wild land survives in the metro 
area than in Illinois farm counties. Moreover, the 
forest preserves are much more likely to be 
managed by stewards and ecologists and have 
the benefits of controlled burns. Great expertise 
is concentrated here in urban universities and 
not-for-profit agencies. Tens of thousands of 
volunteers are available to help worthy causes.” 
In other words, though there are more people, 
there are more people who care about particular 

Xavier Nuez 
Asha: Jewel of the Nile, photograph, 2003. 
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Birds Spotted While Hiking Wooden Isle, Hyde Park, Illinois, linocut print, gouache, watercolour painting, 2013 
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patches  of  habitat,  people  who  come to know 
such places intimately and feel personally 
responsible for their well-being, including the 
animals who live in or migrate through these 
places. 

GA: What can be done to preserve, and possibly

enhance, its current situation? 

GVH: The first thing, I think, is to notice what’s
here. The book is an attempt to contribute to that 
awareness. After awareness comes celebration. We 
live amidst an astounding amount of life; not just in 
quantity but in kind. All the different  ways of being 

Molly Schafer 
Untitled, watercolour on paper, 2013 
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animal on this planet are jaw-dropping, and we’re 
a part of that. The part that happens to have a 
whole lot of decision-making power for what kinds 
of landscapes we want to live in. So, that leads to a 
third    thing;    if    we    are    going   to   ‘enhance’ 

biodiversity, we need to think of cities as what they 
are: habitat. Habitats can be life-discouraging or 
life-affirming; they can be designed to facilitate the 
movement  of  one  species (us) to the exclusion of 
others,  or  they  can  be designed in ways  that are 

Gavin Van Horn and Dave Aftandilian 
Front Cover of City Creatures, Chicago, University of Chicago Press, 2015 
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mindful of a multispecies community. That’s the 
next step, to have a critical mass of people who 
think about cities as life-affirming and recognize 
the benefits, to humans and nonhumans alike, of 
such places. 

The slogan of Midewin National Tallgrass 
Prairie, 20,000 contiguous acres of land in various 
phases of restoration about an hour southwest of 
Chicago, is: “Where people and the prairie restore 
each other.” That resonates for me. 

GA: Which place in Chicago do you think presents
the most interesting level of biodiversity and what 
can we encounter there? 

GVH: I’ve seen people point to Powderhorn
Prairie on the Far Southeast Side of Chicago as 
the most biodiverse area in the city because of 
its rare habitat types. If you’re a birder, you’re 
going to gravitate to Montrose Point, and in his 
City Creatures essay, ‘Migration: A Bird’s and 
Birder’s Eye View’, Joel Brown writes about other 
birding hotspots throughout the Chicagoland 
region. The forest preserves of Cook County—
69,000 acres and counting—are also amazing 
places to encounter wildlife. Personally, I like 
kayaking the Skokie Lagoons. It’s not unusual for 
me to see all three local heron species (Green 
Herons, Great Blue Herons, Black-Crowned 
Night Herons) there, among other critters. The 
last time I paddled the lagoons, I spotted an 
Osprey, a rare sight in these parts, and that blew 
me away. 

GA: What’s your favorite Chicago animal and
why? 

GVH:  I’m  going  to  have  to  go  with  coyotes.
They are the quintessential urban adapters. Any-
habitat-adapters might be putting it more 
accurately. There are probably about four 
thousand in Chicago. They watch us and move 
alongside us, but remain largely undetected. 
Clever tricksters who defy expectations and have 
found a way to make it in the big city. 

GA: What initiatives does the Center for Humans
and Nature have in store? 

GVH: That’s a big question. Lots. Between our
online journal, the City Creatures Blog, and our 
Questions for a Resilient Future series, our 
website is churning with big ideas and thoughtful 
conversations. We recently redesigned the 
website to make it even more conducive to 
discussion, highlighting commenters who keep 
the conversations so lively and meaningful. 
There’s a lot of other things I could point to that 
are on the horizon, but visit the website and 
you’ll see the books, events, and projects that 
are in the pipeline. And, by all means, join the 
discussion. Your ideas matter. 

Caroline Picard is an artist, writer, and curator exploring 
interspecies borders and what possibilities emerge from 
upturning an anthropocentric worldview. Her writing has 
appeared in publications like ArtForum.com, Flash Art 
International, Hyperallergic, and Paper Monument. 
In 2014 she was the Curatorial Fellow at La Box, ENSA in 
France, and became a member of the  SYNAPSE International 
Curators’ Network of the Haus der Kulturen der Welt in Berlin in 
2015. She is the Executive Director of The Green Lantern Press—
a nonprofit publishing house and art producer in operation since 
2005—and Co-Director of Sector 2337, a hybrid 
artspace/bar/bookstore in Chicago. www.cocopicard.com 

Gavin Van Horn is the Director of Cultures of Conservation at 
the Center for Humans and Nature (www.humansandnature.org), 
an organization dedicated to exploring and promoting moral and 
civic responsibilities to human communities and the natural 
world. He is the co-editor of City Creatures: Animal Encounters in 
the Chicago Wilderness (University of Chicago Press, 2015) 
and  Wildness: Relations of People and Place (University of 
Chicago Press, forthcoming, March 2017). Gavin is working 
on a new book of creative nonfiction, The Channel 
Coyotes, which highlights various urban animals and the ways 
in which they can expand human understandings of place. 
You can find out more about Gavin at www.storyforager.com       



64 

  
 begin with three stories. 

1: The date is September 21, 2014. In New
York City, the world’s leaders are arriving for the 
United Nations Climate Summit that is to happen 
in two days. On the streets of Manhattan, over 
three-hundred-thousand people have gathered in 
what is reportedly the largest demonstration 
demanding global action against climate change in 
history. At the frontlines are the Indigenous 
Peoples whose homes and communities have 
been wrecked by the first manifestations of the 
impending global emergency. Decked in full 
regalia, topped by dazzling headdresses, their 
proud, defiant expression of locality offers a stark 
contrast to the appeals to the global power that fill 
up the rest of the march, where the bobbing traffic 
of signs held up by the liberal environmentalist do-
gooders is dominated by images of globes 
melting, half-chomped, feverish or bullet ridden. 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The March lasts six hours, ending unspectacularly 
at a lifeless part of the city almost a mile away from 
the UN Headquarters where the leaders aren’t 
even present. There are no closing speeches. At 
the end point, the demonstrators are told by the 
security: ‘Put down the signs’. 

2: An unlikely team comprising artists and
scientists from Singapore and their native guides are 
making their way through a konservasi (conservation) 
forest on Muna Island in Southeast Sulawesi, 
Indonesia. Once the site of a massive timber boom 
between the fifties and eighties, the state of the 
island today is the result of the ecological 
destruction from the large-scale felling of teak by 
transnational capital. Muna Islanders continue to 
bear the brunt of the damage, and until 2000, were 
restricted by law to felling teak only for subsistence 
and thus had to resort to illegal methods so as to 
meet their economic needs. Today, the 
only  konservasi   forests  left  untouched  are those 

I 

PHOTOGRAPHIES OF TREES 

Reflecting on the ways by which trees and photographies are bound up with each other, this essay 
considers how an aesthetic of tree-photography can speak to a time of anthropogenic climate change. 
Focusing on the part-artistic, part-scientific Migrant Ecologies Project centred on the forests of Muna 
Island in Southeast Sulawesi, it reads into the project a labourious attempt at sensing out the uneven 
topography of nature-culture entanglements ‘from the ground’. This ‘low aesthetics’ forms the basis 
for images of nature that, instead of seeking our recognition, ‘happens’ to us and draws us out into a 
material ecology of which, inextricably, we are already a part. 

Text by Ho Rui An 
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considered to be haunted. The visitors from 
Singapore are moving through one such hutan 
hantu, where at one point they stop to regard an 
enormous old teak tree enmeshed by the aerial 
roots of a banyan whose seed must have been 
dropped there by forest fauna. A sight of nature 
(re)possessed by nature. Except that there is 
nothing “natural” about the presence of the teak 
tree in Muna, the species having been introduced 
from Java and further propagated successively by 
the Dutch and Indonesian governments through 
their colonising and neoliberal projects. A scene 
then of nature-culture entanglement. Looking 
upwards at the soaring edifice, one of the artists, 
the photographer, takes a picture. 

3: Sometime in 1833, the English inventor
and naturalist Henry Fox Talbot was on a 
honeymoon in Europe when he first registered the 
pangs of the desire to photograph. Growing up, 
the then-precocious youth had a taste for 
picturesque cultivated by his mother, and 
resultantly, as a man, frequently attempted to 
make drawings of landscapes with the aid of a 
camera lucida. One day, by Lake Como in Italy, the 
difficulty that was presented to him by the manual 
process led him to consider instead the camera 
obscura, further moving him to reflect on “how 
charming it would be if it were possible to cause 
these natural images to imprint themselves durably 
and remain fixed upon the paper”.[1] Talbot would 
eventually discover the method to do just that with 
a combination of common salt and silver nitrate, 
creating a light-sensitive surface upon which the 
captured image can be further stabilised through a 
further application of salts to produce what we 
today call a negative. Of the over five thousand 
images the man made in his lifetime, many were of 
trees and leaves. In 1844, when he published the 
first ever commercial book of photography, his 
chosen title described photography as ‘the pencil 
of nature’. 

In all three stories, images of nature are at 
stake. Surely, the questions surrounding what it 
means to represent nature as an image have been 
around ever since mankind learnt to make a mark. 
Yet, the increasing sounding of the alarm bells 
through the tough talk and wrangles of climate 
speak     in      recent    years    have     made      the 

representation of nature into a matter of urgency as 
artists, scientists, journalists, activists and 
governmental bodies alike attempt to lend a face to 
a global crisis that would otherwise appear utterly 
abstract to those insulated from its immediate 
effects. This paradoxical circulation of such 
signs within the very planetary space they are meant 
to represent, as if from the outside, reflects a 
contemporary condition where one can no longer 
turn toward the skies, as the medieval astronomers 
did, to contemplate our planetary destiny, but must 
instead take recourse to a lexicon of orbicular, 
anthropomorphized forms. Such is the shift 
constitutive of modernity, displacing an ancient 
mode of “ecstatic contact with the cosmos,” as 
Walter Benjamin puts it, for a disenchantment of the 
sky through a technologised mastery of nature that 
sunders knowledge from any kind of sensuous 
contact with its referent.[2] Signs pass in place of 
wonder.  

But let’s take seriously the demand to ‘put 
down the signs’, as the protesters in New York 
were told. Or rather, let’s take literally the idea that 
one can ‘put down’ the signs of an ecological 
crisis, leave them aside and get on with our lives, 
business as usual. Does this not speak to a certain 
failure internal to representation whereby nature, 
precisely by virtue of being held up as image, fails 
to pass as presence? As the lapidary blue orb and 
its many variations pass under the banners of 
‘Nature’, ‘Globe’, ‘World’, ‘Mother Earth’, or any 
one of the many signifiers invoked as universals, I 
seems to me that what fails to pass is the 
understanding that nature is not something ‘out 
there’ but here, embroiled in the fitful strivings of 
our nature-culture entanglements. That is, nature 
as universal is always, as Anna Tsing suggests, 
an engaged universal, gaining content and force 
only through the connections that enable and are 
enabled by its travels, while never fulfilling its 
promise of universality.[3] So much so that if such 
universals are today taken as a prioris disarticulated 
from their movements within the ecology of bodies 
of which we as humans are a part, what comes to 
be sacrificed is our ability to not put down the 
signs, but rather be caught up by an image that 
demands more, much more, than its recognition. 
What has been lost, in other words, is 
nature’s   draw.   And   to   rekindle it requires us to  
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Woodprint collage reproduction of David’s thumbprint in print fragments from the  grain of a 1930’s teak 
bed found in Singapore, made on  paper, 240 c, x 150 cm, 2012. 
‘Your bed  is a style from around the 1940s. It was made perhaps by the kind of fu rniture makers that 
there used to be along Victoria Street. It’s a style that would have been bought by Chinese or Peranakan 
families. I would guess that the timber came from Burma. That’s wh ere most of the timber came from in 
those days …’ said ‘David with th e Big Eyes’, the second-hand furniture seller from Rangoon  Rd, 
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address the question of the aesthetic that has 
often been elided in climate speak. Or, as we shall 
see, the question of photographies and trees.  

The inspiration behind speaking of 
photographies and trees under the same breath 
comes from my engagement with the Migrant 
Ecologies Project, a part-artistic, part-scientific, 
part-anthropological, and part-magical-realist 
project based out of Singapore that began as an 
earnest quest to seek out the material origin of a 
teak bedstead found in a junk store, an anecdote 
from which is related above.[4] Aided by DNA 
tracking technology, the effort led the team to 
Muna Island, where instead of arriving at the site of 
origin, they found themselves distracted by the 
overlapping stories of industry, colonialism and 
indigenous lives that both transformed and were 
transformed by wood. I’m moved especially by the 
photographs and photographic objects (the 
difference being that the latter includes laboured 
reworkings of photographs) that have emerged, 
most of which depict trees as viewed from the 
ground, from amidst the thickness of the 
undergrowth through which the human explorers 
trek. Experiencing this set of images has further 
encouraged a reflection on the histories of 
photography itself—a history that, as the account 
of Talbot suggests, is inextricably bound up with 
trees.  

What can trees teach us about 
photography? And can photography do the same 
for trees? Can there be photographies of trees? 
That is, not just photographs that depict trees as 
that ubiquitous signifier of nature, but a 
photographic ontogeny refracted by what trees 
allow us to think and vice versa? [5] And how can 
such tree-photography lend itself as a thought-
form capable of supplanting the aforementioned 
photographs of trees as well as the surfeit of 
globular forms curiously made to stand 
for both globality and nature? A thought-form that 
takes the image beyond its representational frame 
altogether, to be approached instead as a site of 
radical relationality, where the viewing subject, like 
the aerial roots of a banyan, is drawn out into the 
air? Is that too much to ask? Too much for trees to 
ask of us? To begin answering these calls, we must 
first approach the problem of ‘nature’. 

Fallen Tree: On Capital and Nature 

Where else can one begin but in nature? To do 
otherwise is to open an aporia at the origin, 
seeing that ‘nature’ is the name that we give to 
that which has existed from the beginning, itself 
without beginning. It is that which appears to 
have been ‘always already’ there. For all that our 
poststructuralist schooling has taught us of how 
things never simply are, but are 'naturalised', 
severed from their conditions of production to 
appear autonomously produced, the irony 
remains that even the word describing this very 
process betrays its indebtedness to a figure of a 
nature prior to all else—a nature, it must be said, 
all too often represented by an image of trees.[6] 
Think of how in the classic idealist refutation of 
the existence of a material world, framed as a 
rhetorical question, trees must be the first to fall: 
“If a tree falls in a forest and no one is around to 
hear it, does it make a sound?” Regardless of the 
answer, the point is that to see if the world of 
nature rings hollow, one just has to test the trees. 

This much can thus be said: as that 
figure of nature that makes naturalisation itself 
thinkable, trees are not just always already there, 
but are the always already. Their presence 
removes the shock of the void, of beginning in 
nothing, with nothing. They are the ground before 
which there can be no prior ground, the 
background of meaning that makes the 
presence of the world itself possible, even as 
increasingly it is their presence that is being 
threatened. As John Berger puts it: “Trees 
offered man the measure of his upright space, and 
in this offer—mysteriously still present today as I 
fill up the chainsaw with petrol—there is 
the discreetest assurance in the world that we 
have never been utterly alone”.[7] 

But for how much longer can this 
magical and assuring presence of trees hold? 
In forests across the world, trees are indeed 
falling, and this time they do make a sound—the 
alarm bells of an impending planetary crisis. Of 
such scale is the emergency that it has been 
suggested that it marks a new geological 
epoch called the Anthropocene. The 
ambivalence of the chosen term reflects the 
competing interpretations that the present 
situation invites. One can read into it the   
displacement   of   the   metaphysical place of  
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Nature by Man as the ontological prior, suggested 
no less by the apparent hubris of defining an entire 
geological period after the anthropos. Yet, one can 
just as well approach the language of exceptionality 
by which the crisis is framed as an indication that it 
is Nature that remains the prior term, as if as long as 
mankind stopped or significantly diminished its 
excavations into its material depths, it would, by 
nature, restore itself to an original wholeness. I think 
that both positions are untenable. While the former, 
it goes without saying, is the problem, the latter, by 
projecting onto the natural world an organicism that 
works on the basis of the withdrawal of the human, 
risks obscuring two crucial conditions: first, that such 
a concept of nature is an abstraction produced by a 
political economy comprising colonialists, scientists, 
the state and indigenous peoples that can lend 
itself equally to resistant and hegemonic politics; 
and second, that this ‘collective labour’, as 
McKenzie Wark calls it, is both in and 
against nature, producing as it is produced.[8] This 
latter condition turns nature as we know it inside-
out, demanding a complete revision of both nature 
and what is often thought to be its outside—culture. 

Let’s examine the first condition by turning 
to the forests of Indonesia where most of our 
investigations will be sited.[9] There is an 
established narrative when it comes to discussing 
the deforestation that has been going on in the 
Southeast Asian archipelago since the late 1960s. 
As the story goes, it was the meeting of a corrupt 
authoritarian regime and transnational capitalism 
that resulted in the clearing of thriving and 
multispecies tropical rainforests for industrial 
monocultural plantations. The Suharto-led New 
Order government, having swept into power 
through a bloody massacre, had then promised to 
rescue the flagging economy through a flood of 
foreign investment. One such avenue presented 
itself in the Japanese multinational companies that 
were rapaciously scouring the region for cheaply 
produced wood. From this was born a timber 
boom that propelled the country to become the 
world’s largest exporter by 1973, destroying entire 
ecologies and displacing indigenous communities 
in its wake. In the 1980s, Indonesian businessmen 
reacted by appropriating the models of the 
Japanese companies, forcing particular trading 
chains   and   seizing   control   of   the   market  by  

colluding with government officials in one of the 
most notorious episodes of crony capitalism in 
recent memory. The export of raw logs was 
banned as monopolies and cartels run by close 
Suharto associates clustered around all kinds of 
timber products. The result, as we know it, was for 
the country’s growing wealth, often used as an 
indicator to buttress the state’s developmentalist 
discourse, to be concentrated within a tight circle 
of politically connected timber tycoons, where 
concessions were granted to corporations in 
exchange for the money to entrench the powers of 
the political elite. 

But for all the backroom negotiations and 
under-the-table transactions that happened 
between the business magnates and political 
strongmen, there is yet a much messier web of 
stories buried beneath. The popular liberal-
environmentalist narrative that pits crony 
capitalism—or what some would simply call 
capitalism—against nature, with indigenous forest 
dwellers completely subsumed within the latter, is 
grossly simplified, stripping the natural landscape 
of all existing systems of value prior to the 
incursion of capitalist extraction. Or even if native 
claims are considered, it is taken for granted that 
any relationship between indigenous people and 
the forest is “in” nature and thus incapable of 
encountering the forces of capitalism with its own 
cultural logics. Unfortunately, such a view is merely 
a benevolent variation on the early colonial logic 
conflating forest dwellers with the wildness of 
nature—one that itself draws on the old Javanese 
courts’ own conjurings of the forest as a 
treacherous terrain where uncivilised brutes and 
evil spirits dwell.[10] In the context of a postcolonial 
nation-state assimilating late colonial policy, this 
frontier imagery according to which the forests are 
remapped, or rather unmapped, as an originally 
unregulated wildness that thereby become up for 
grabs needs to be updated.[11] Coming in the wake 
of a once colonised people having reimagined 
themselves as a nation, a new system of value 
cannot simply impose itself upon the land by 
rewriting existing social landscapes as nature to be 
cleared, or in some cases, pastoralized.[12] Or at 
least, that was not what happened. What unfolded 
was rather a simultaneous incorporation and 
rejection  of  indigenous  claims within an economy 
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of difference that recognised and negotiated with 
some social formations, while criminalising others. 
With the subject of governance shifted from nature 
to culture, the savage was replaced by the figure 
of the illegal, whose transgression, in an ironic 
twist, was that against nature. 

Such was what happened with the 
enactment of the 1975 Forestry Act that saw the 
state repossess all forests to be demarcated into 
zonesxof human management and resource ma-
nagement.[13]  

In the former, native claims to the land 
were observed while in the latter they were 
rendered illegitimate, turning the residents into 
outlaws within their own homes as the land 
became open for resource extraction. Notably, this 
was a revival of a late colonial policy of the 
Netherlands East Indies that in turn, once again, 
drew upon how previous Javanese kings parceled 
out their lands. The colonial officers reinterpreted 
the kings’ territorial claims (which still allowed their 
subjects relative autonomy) through the frame of 
Western property rights and from this, created a 
division between apparently uninhabited lands 
made available for European industry and native 
lands for colonial administration of resident 
populations. With this, the myth promulgated by 
the Dutch of enclosed, self-sufficient and 
harmonious peasant villages cut off territorially 
from the “wild” forests became actual, with the 
villagers’ customary rights of access to the latter 
effaced.[14] This was further legitimated by 
ideologies of “scientific” forest management 
imported from Germany that naturalised one set of 
forestry practices while effectively condemning 
existing indigenous approaches as ‘unnatural’.[15] 
Systems of value were overlaid, drawing upon 
each other to entrench the division between 
populated settlements (culture) and uninhabited 
hinterlands (nature). Remarkably, this 
administrative depopulation produced perhaps for 
the first time in the colony a figure of nature 
defined in opposition to the native. And in making 
the division it also produced the transgression.  

In the specific context of Suharto-era 
policy, the leverage provided by the instituted 
division was that it produced a shadowy category 
of beings, mostly swidden agriculturalists, whose 
rights  were  recognised  by neither developers nor  

conservationists. In her ethnography of South 
Kalimantan, Anna Tsing identifies the Meratus 
Dayaks as one such group of people whose 
seemingly unstructured and improvised modes of 
agrarian labour cannot be fully conceptualised 
within the state’s devised schema. For one, instead 
of building dedicated orchards and enclosed pens, 
the Meratus Dayaks speak of “self-propagating 
herbs and trees” while allowing their semi-
domesticated animals to forage in the old swidden 
fields as they crossbred with their wild 
counterparts. For them, the categories of 
‘cultivated’ and ‘wild’ do not apply.[16] This is why 
when conservationists borrow the same division 
between settlements and uninhabited forests to 
wrench away forest areas marked for ‘national 
development’ to be protected under the 
equivalently valorized discourse of ‘national 
conservation’, they too can only see people like 
the Meratus Dayaks as trespassers, thieves and 
destroyers of both the nation-space and the 
natural world, further confirming the authority of 
the state in the process.[17] Even more appalling is 
how the stalwart defenders of development then 
come to blame these ‘social’ (albeit ‘uneducated’ 
and ‘lawless’) people for destroying ‘natural’ 
forests, thus turning them into ideological alibis for 
the continued usurpation of the land by 
exploitative enterprises. The ‘conservation’ of 
nature stigmatizes the very people whose lives are 
most intimately entangled with it and thus suffer 
the most from its devastation. 

Lest it be mistaken, I’m not suggesting that 
doing away with the zoning of the forests would 
necessarily produce an ameliorative effect upon 
the present ecological imbalance. To do so would 
be to reinvest in the romantic ideal of a ‘natural’ 
state of things. Instead, what I’m trying to do here 
is complexify the direct oppositionality that is often 
posited between Capital and Nature that fails to 
recognise the other systems of value that mediate 
this relationship so as to produce a particular 
figuration of nature to be exploited by capitalistic 
extraction framed as such. The point is that in 
driving through the forests, the logging trucks 
enter an uneven topography that has already been 
crisscrossed by multiple layers of social landscapes. 
To this end, even the Capitalocene that has been 
proposed  as  a  corrective  to the Anthropocene is  
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inadequate, for in its ambition to deliver a more 
precise critique that it is the privileged class of 
monopolistic producers that are responsible for 
the wretched state of the Earth, it obscures the 
ways that capitalistic forces intersect with other 
value systems to achieve its governing effects.[18]  

Elsewhere, McKenzie Wark has proposed 
approaching the accumulative effect of these 
material forces as the ‘collective labour’ of what he 
provocatively terms the ‘Carbon Liberation Front’, 
referring to the freeing of carbon as labour 
relentlessly pounds the earth in service of capitalist 
productivity.[19] To an extent, Wark here attempts 
to reclaim the anthropos as an analytic lever but 
does so without reducing it to an abstract idea of 
the human (as much as he refuses to do the same 
for nature), attending instead to the organisation of 
the material forces as is experienced from the 
ground. What he’s seeking is the labour point of 
view, where the term ‘labour’ is disarticulated from 
molar models of class struggle to stand for the 
shared part of human experience that is our 
molecular encounters with a nature that is never 
experienced in itself but always in its 
(re)constitution by the very encounter of labour. 
Such is what is meant by his claim that labour finds 
itself in and against nature. The point is that the 
human is not that which swoops down onto the 
ground to gain mastery over nature, but that which 
can only begin from the ground, already 
encompassed by a nature that it interrupts and 
reorders through its very persistence in time as 
labour. Matter here “is not a thing-in-itself beyond 
experience, but a placeholder for the not-yet-
experienced”.[20] It is this ‘not-yet’ that refigures 
labour as a kind of open-ended experiment, 
reworking by working from its material conditions, 
as enabled by what Tsing alternately calls ‘friction’, 
the highly charged interconnections that transform 
and redirect material flows. I’m thinking here as 
much of how the Meratus Dayaks encounter the 
accidental, self-propagating ‘produce’ that sprout 
in the gaps of a swidden as of the process of trial 
and error by which the colonial forest services 
arrived at a generalised system of forest 
management. As it appears, the energies released 
by the friction can be harnessed by hegemonic 
and non-hegemonic forces alike. Yet they are all 
that we have. 

So there is no Mother Nature that we can 
count on to right itself so long as we repent and 
mend our ways. Neither is there a vitalistic class or 
critical global consciousness that can rise above to 
free us from the givenness of our material 
conditions. Curiously, both positions draw upon 
the image of the Blue Marble to articulate 
themselves, respectively offering a ‘naturalist’ and 
‘culturalist’ variation on the same. Unfortunately, 
such an extraplanetary view cannot help us make 
sense of the nature-culture entanglements in the 
undergrowth. What we need, as Wark puts it, is a 
‘low theory’ that begins from the encounter of 
labour that is constituted by nature, as much as it 
forms the condition of its becoming-other.[21] 
Labour, in this sense, is a kind of limit-experience 
of nature—neither of nature as entirely given, nor 
of its transcendentalism by culture imagined as 
that external presence to which one crosses over. 
Or if labour is to be approached as culture, it can 
only be what Pheng Cheah calls ‘given culture’, a 
necessary aporia that he unpacks as such: 

Culture is supposed to be the 
realm of human freedom from the 
given. But because human beings 
are finite natural creatures, the 
becoming-objective of culture as 
the realm of human purposiveness 
and freedom depends on forces 
which are radically other and 
beyond human control. Culture is 
given out of these forces. Thus, at 
the same time that cultural activity 
embodies and performs human 
freedom from the given, it is also 
merely given because its power 
over nature is premised on this gift 
of the radically other.[22] 

Labour engages these forces of the radically other. 
Forces given by our very radical finitude that 
entails not a reductionism of all that’s human to 
inert matter but our sheer persistence in matter 
whose effects are given as undecidable (thus its 
radicality). Wark tends to approach this all-too-
human condition through the idiom of the 
experimental, reframing labour as a kind of 
détournement  of  matter,  Marxist theory as media  
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Banyan and Teak, Muna, Southeast Sulawesi, 2010. collage of woodprint fragments from a 1940s–1950s teak bed found in 
Singapore and charcoal on paper, 240 cm x 150 cm, 2012.  
The only konservasi or conservation-status forests which have not b een cut into by Muna villagers are particularly old plantations 
which are considered to be haunted. In these haunted plantations (h utan hantu), a strange ‘battle’ has developed between 
those impressive teak trees that remain, and banyan or strangling figs which have grown from seeds dispersed by birds or other 
forest creatures in the canopy. Possibly because of the imposing form that it  takes and the way that the banyan ‘possesses’ 
other trees, it is regarded in cultures throughout the Malay Archipelago as having str ong positive and negative powers. 
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theory. Yet may it be more consistent to call it a 
structure of responsibility, where precisely because 
it’s impossible to abstract my relationship with 
matter all the more I need to look out for it? But 
how does one look out for matter, for nature, if not 
by an image? Or if by an image, what image? 

Stories of Wood: The Migrant Ecologies Project 

I am in a museum, standing before a large ink-on-
paper depiction of an old teak tree whose body 
has been strangled by the trunk-like roots of a 
parasitic banyan. The image is based on a 
photograph captured by the Migrant Ecologies 
Project during their field trip to Muna Island in 
Southwest Sulawesi in search of the material origin 
of an old bedstead retrieved from a junk store in 
Singapore. A veritable presence across the region, 
the life of a banyan begins as a seed usually 
dropped by a bird on a host tree from which 
sprouts an entire architecture of aerial roots that 
extends to the ground, often wrapping around the 
host tree and suffocating it till it dies and rots 
away. Because of the tenacity of its life force, 
capable even of pushing its way through 
abandoned concrete, powerful mythologies cluster 
around this botanical behemoth. And just as much, 
this scene of a wooden core being overwhelmed 
and finally hollowed out by a network of circuitous, 
overlapping lines extending from it serves us well 
as thought-form to navigate the stories to follow. 

Looking at the image of the banyan-teak 
assemblage from afar, I’m struck by its near-
photographic verisimilitude, but moving closer, I 
encounter an implosion of sense fragments: the 
piece is actually a collage painstakingly patched 
together from numerous inked strips. And while 
each strip bears impressions of different shades, 
they all simulate the texture of wood. As I find out 
from the artist Lucy Davis, also the initiator of the 
Project, all of the ink-on-paper works in the 
exhibition are, in a manner of speaking, 
‘woodprints’. Yes, not ‘woodcuts’ but ‘woodprints’. 
The unwieldiness of the expression derives from 
the equally cumbersome process through which 
the prints came to be. Each ink strip was made by 
pressing the paper against the inked surface of the 
bedstead at the heart of the  project,  allowing  the  
grainy  surface  of  the  wood  to  be inscribed onto 

the sheet. A deliberate circumvention of the 
conventional woodcut-making process by which 
the image to be printed is carved into a block of 
wood, Davis eschews the violence of cutting into 
wood, as well as the mastery of Man over Nature 
for which the gesture stands, opting instead to 
literally lower herself as she toils over the wooden 
surface. The image here emerges by way of the 
artist feeling her way around the wood, sensing it 
out as she opens herself towards its material 
effects. A low aesthetics, if it can ever be called.  

But there’s something else the individual 
ink strips resemble that may not be so low: DNA 
test strips. The resemblance reminds us that the 
entire project, undertaken by Davis and her team, 
implicates one of the “highest” and most positivist 
of sciences. While the starting point was an 
accidental encounter Davis had with a discarded 
bedstead, it was only when the DNA tracking 
company, DoubleHelix, entered the picture that 
the conditions were set for the journey to Muna. 
As the managing director of the company 
describes it, DoubleHelix’s mission is that of telling 
the ‘stories of wood’, specifically by using the DNA 
acquired from a tree to follow an entire timber 
supply chain from the forests to the consumer, or 
doing the reverse by studying a piece of wood and 
tracing its origin.[23] So far, the company has 
applied its technologies and methods to help 
companies verify that the woods they are using 
have not been illegally harvested. But it also bears 
mention that this process, by the company’s own 
admission, can never achieve absolute certainty. In 
the case of the search for the site of the fallen tree 
that was made into the abandoned bedstead, 
there was not enough available teak genetic 
material in existence against which the recorded 
data could be compared. As a result, no single 
data set was reliable. It was only by overlaying 
different data sets and supplementing that 
knowledge with trade and historical records that it 
‘became apparent’ that the teak likely came from 
the now depleted plantations in Southeast 
Sulawesi.[24] 

The account contradicts the speculation 
made by Mr David, the second hand seller of the 
bedstead who suggested that the teak from the 
1940s to 1950s bedstead originated from Burma, 
as   most    timber    did    at   the   time.   Likewise,  
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Reproduction of a historic photograph of the Muna Island Southeast S ulawesi teak industry from the collection of Mr W. T. Bermuli 
and depicting his father, sawmill owner Alex Bermuli with hand on tr ee. Collage of woodprint fragments from a 1930’s teak bed 
found in Singapore and charcoal on paper, 240 cm x 150 cm, 2012.  
‘Teak is believed to have been introduced to Muna hundreds of years  ago as a gift from an envoy of the Javanese court to our 
king. The envoy settled in Muna and was given a royal title. That is why teak  is called ‘kulijawa’ in Muna language. Back then only 
the king could plant teak trees. Later the Dutch took over and intensified te ak production. Then during the Japanese Occupation 
they controlled the plantations. After independence it was the turn of the Indonesian government. Only in the last ten years has it 
been legal for Muna villagers to cultivate teak for commercial purposes …’ s aid the oral historian from Raha.  
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the dukun-dukun (‘tree doctor’) that the team later 
met in Muna would corroborate this by feeling the 
teak sample and concluding it was not from 
Sulawesi. Davis plays up this tension in one of the 
woodprints that features the thumbprint of Mr 
David, with the DNA strip-resembling ink prints 
making up the impressed ridges, like lines of 
encryption writing over the indexical mark. Two 
orders of knowledge rub off each other here, one 
sensuous-tactile, the other scientific-forensic—or is 
it? Afterall, the knowledge derived from so-called 
more personal and embodied memories of Mr 
David and the dukun-dukun are not unmediated 
by abstraction, just as the DNA test strip needs to 
be soaked in matter before lending itself to any 
interpretive endeavour. Yet, in the case of the 
latter, the mattering by which DNA acquires 
meaning is often neglected by what Karen Barad 
identifies as the technoscientific paradigm of 
representationalism, by which signification is 
untethered from the material world and its 
condition as a differentially enacted and specific 
material phenomena left unexamined.[25] Likewise, 
it seems to me that what Davis is doing here is to 
abolish this separation between signs and matter, 
stripping DNA tracking of its privileged place as a 
high science by bringing it to the ground, although 
that does not mean that the other modes of sense-
making are assumed to be any more ‘grounded’. 
DNA tracking, like the act of feeling one’s way 
around a piece of wood, is taken as just one of the 
many materially embedded labours being 
performed in the project. And labour, as it is 
understood, can never be grounded insofar as its 
very existence on the ground works the ground, 
unsettling it from any stable basis for 
identification.  

Indeed, browsing through the accounts of 
the expedition to Muna would reveal that it was far 
from the quest for origins that it may have been 
made out to be. The stories of wood recounted 
cannot be more messy and entangled, offering no 
straight road to a site of knowledge, but rather 
endless digressions, windings and reroutings. To 
begin, the shift in the expected location from 
Burma to Sulawesi disclosed the first set of 
wayward tales: teak, which is not native to 
Sulawesi, came from Java, where it was gradually 
introduced from Burma and  India  over a period of 

over five hundred years (and thus possibly 
reconciling the competing interpretations). Local 
legend has it that it was brought to Muna as a gift 
for the king. But it was only upon the team’s arrival 
in Muna that they unearthed even more stories of 
displacement, of the boom and bust of a timber 
industry and the landscape of poverty and 
environmental degradation that persists today in 
an island with no secondary industries. Making 
things worse, until 2000, forest regulations enacted 
to stall the damage restricted islanders to felling 
teak only for housing and domestic use. This 
meant that to live above subsistence level, one 
had to resort to illegal or quasi-legal means. In the 
encounters between the artists and the islanders, 
stories were exchanged of how they would cut 
down more than they needed and hide the extras 
under their houses to be later traded. And because 
the law did not forbid taking apart a house and 
selling away the timber, houses were double 
boarded with the view of taking down the interior 
walls when an opportunity for sale arose. The only 
forests the villagers would not touch were those 
thought to be haunted, and where banyans could 
be left to take root. As a saying in Muna goes, 
“politik Muna adalah politik kayu” (“Muna politics 
is a politics of wood”). [26] 

Meanwhile, as the artists were carried away 
by these meandering tales, the team from 
DoubleHelix had apparently confirmed a match 
between the teak from the bedstead and 
Sulawesian teak, leaving the manager flummoxed 
at how the artists still kept posing the same 
questions of origin to the locals. Furthermore, it 
appeared that getting the answers did not matter 
as much as drawing out yet more diversions from 
the exchange. A consultation with the dukun-
dukuns or shamanic arborealists, for instance, 
opened up a whole new archive of magical folklore 
in which the artists fully indulged. The team’s 
Indonesian collaborators dismissed such stories as 
‘animist magic’ while asserting the progressiveness 
of their own Islamic and Catholic faiths, somehow 
managing to reconcile their belief in DNA even as 
they rejected Darwinian evolution. Yet, nothing 
could be more astounding than the revelation that 
was later made to Davis and her team when they 
were told in private by a member from  
DoubleHelix      that      despite     the       matching  
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DNAs, the profiles from Muna could not be 
conclusively determined as the source of the 
bedstead as both profiles are very close to those 
from Burma.[27] 

In my conversations with Davis, I expressed 
my admiration for the complexity of the nature-
culture landscapes the project has mapped, but 
had a nagging question: Did it really matter that 
she was there at the site trudging through the 
terrain collecting such stories? Likewise, why did 
she go to such lengths to reproduce her 
photographs as tediously collaged ink prints? I was 
concerned, above all, with the turning of artistic 
labour into fetish. Her answer fascinated me: “I was 
doing all these because I didn’t understand, and 
when you don’t understand something, you just 
keep working at it, over and over again.” The 
point, it seems to me, is not that Davis was 
performing her artistic labour so as to understand, 
but rather that the work is undertaken in place 
of the attainment of knowledge, as well as in the 
place of knowledge itself. To this end, her inked 
impressions of trees can be said to be produced 
from her literally belabouring their unknowability, 
opening herself to the friction of the encounter. It 
is a process that begins from her position within 
the network she seeks to understand, her given 
culture, so to speak, which she, perhaps a little too 
reflexively, identifies as that of a white woman in 
the tropics, and through her following the trail of 
DNA to Muna, that of the ‘colonial’ scientific 
traveler. She refuses to leverage on her status as 
an artist to take on that critical consciousness 
capable of transcending the network and giving an 
aerial view. In all her images, as well as her 
recounted stories, the view she offers is staunchly 
that as seen from the ground. As she suggests in 
an essay, this is the view that one takes up in 
responding to the ‘demand’ that trees make of us, 
to “an invitation to lean in, to touch”.[28] In short, a 
matter of drawing out oneself in response to 
nature’s draw. 

Yet, if Davis here has to partake in the 
physical act of drawing (loosely defined) in order to 
draw herself out, which is to say to labour to 
labour, it suggests that as we, in our retreat as 
modern subjects into the insulated imaginaries of 
the globe, the city, the museum, have become 
numb to our own persisting labours in  and against  

nature. And indeed, theorists like Peter Sloterdijk 
have insisted that we can never reside as a point 
within a network but only within a bubble that 
defends itself from the outside to which we must 
still remain connected for us to continue as 
subjects in labour.[29] This immunological operation 
is experienced, not as a given culture, but as 
culture tout court, as the bubbled sphere that 
floats above the given. To burst this fantasy then 
requires nothing less than making a labour of 
labour itself. That is, deliberate—but never 
deliberative—labour. Or what one can call 
aesthetics. Or drawing. Or photography. It is to 
these terms that we’ll turn in the concluding 
section. 

Labours of Photography 

I began this essay seeking photographies of trees. 
While photography may seem to have been the 
neglected term so far, lost in the trees, it has in fact 
figured in all of my reflections. For where there are 
trees, there are photographies. Aristotle knew as 
much when one day while sitting under a tree he 
observed how the shifting leaves eclipsed the 
sunlight, acting as natural sieves to produce an 
image on the ground framed by the leaves’ 
shadows. Inspired, the philosopher would go on to 
construct his own pinhole devices that would be 
one of the first known camera obscuras. There are 
many ways one can interpret this scene of tree-
photography. For one, comparing it with the 
famous allegory of the cave by Aristotle’s teacher, 
Plato, where it is the shadows rather than the light 
that constitute the images, would lend itself to all 
kinds of suggestive readings much too varied to 
discuss here. For us, Aristotle’s encounter intrigues 
simply for how in it photography and nature 
become one, thus surfacing a whole set of histories 
surrounding early photography, where the 
tendency was to consign the medium’s uncertain 
ontological status to the realm of nature. This was 
due in large part to what was seen as the 
medium’s automaticity, as was interpreted as a 
withdrawal of the human hand from the process. 
But must that which does not belong to the world 
of the human necessarily come from that of 
nature? Could it very well belong to neither? As we 
shall    see,    tree-photography   is   precisely   that  
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thought-form that allows us to undo that very 
distinction. 

Let’s then return to the figure of Henry Fox 
Talbot that I raised at the start of this essay. 
Canonised as one of the inventors of photography, 
Talbot grew up being well-versed in astronomy, 
botany, mathematics, history and the literary arts, 
and like many of his contemporaries of 
comparable rank, saw his scientific investigations 
as in part aesthetic endeavours.[30] His 
photographic experiments, in particular, grew from 
his penchant for the picturesque, from his burning 
desire to fix, in some enduring form, the 
landscapes he encountered in his travels across 
Europe. Or if I may frame it as such, from a 
demand placed upon the man by nature, but just 
as well, from a demand that he made of nature—
one can never be sure which. In fact, this confusion 
of demands or confusing demand is apparent in 
many of Talbot’s writings on his invention, one of 
which gives us this enigmatic title: ‘Some Account 
of the Art of Photogenic Drawing, or, the Process 
by Which Natural Objects May Be Made to 
Delineate Themselves without the Aid of the 
Artist’s Pencil’ (my emphases). The Englishman 
would eventually simplify this expression to “The 
Pencil of Nature;” the title he chose for his first 
commercial book of photography, also the first in 
the world. This abbreviation is unfortunate, for I 
very much prefer the metaphysical Möbius strip 
that unfolds in the convolution of the original, if 
only because it attests to a quandary faced by the 
pioneers of photography with respect to which 
side of the nature-culture divide did the medium 
exactly belong. This is suggested by the recurrent 
recourse to a construction of language that 
doubles on itself to the tune of “making nature 
write itself,” leaving it uncertain as to what or who 
is writing what.[31] 

We see this as well when Talbot’s 
competitor, Daguerre, in his letter to his partner 
Niépce, writes: “the DAGUERREOTYPE is not 
merely an instrument which serves to draw Nature; 
on the contrary it is a chemical and physical process 
which gives her the power to reproduce”[32] (my 
emphases). Is the photographic process, like 
drawing, a means by which the human actively 
made an image of nature, placing it on order before 
Man   as   part   of   the   representational   paradigm 

 
that Martin Heidegger identifies as the ‘Age of the 
World-Picture?’ or is it purely the work of photos 
('light') and the chemicals it touches, of nature 
imprinting itself in excess of representation? The 
writings by our proto-photographers suggest that 
one can rest at neither position. The theorist and 
historian of photography, Geoffrey Batchen, 
suggests as much when he concludes with the 
irresolution that photography is a “writing [that] 
produces while being produced, inscribes even as 
it is inscribed”.[33] That is, in photography, that to 
which you add is miraculously already there; in fact 
it produces you. Such is its impossible thought-
form, where the drawing draws itself by way of an 
automaticity that belongs neither to nature nor 
culture, but to the structure of difference that is 
writing/drawing itself. After all, as Jacques Derrida 
points out, the point where the tip of the pencil 
touches the paper is a blind spot, such that to 
persist in the act of drawing is to do so in a kind of 
faithful blindness, to open oneself to the 
undecidable effects of that which draws you out.[34] 
The same can surely be said of ‘the pencil of 
nature’. 

What this further suggests for us then is 
that as thought-form, the undoings of 
photography are not just thought, but 
materially lived. In Batchen’s astonishing account 
of early photography, we see this happen in a 
most embodied manner in the labours and pains 
that each aspirational pioneer had to endure as 
they dabbled in the material thickness of the 
medium that was yet to be. Unsurprisingly, the vast 
majority of these stories are of crushing failures 
and wishful thinking (or doings) as each 
experimenter attempted to tease out from 
whatever combination of chemicals they were 
brewing an image of nature. And ever so often 
from the blur would emerge an inkling of what may 
or may not be an image, what could be very well 
just a stain, only for it to quickly dissipate. In this 
zone of indistinction, where one labours in and 
against the photographic plate, one can truly be 
said to partake in photography as drawing—not in 
the sense of inscribing what can be called our 
subjectivities, but of being drawn out by that which 
may or may not be already drawn, that regardless 
of which, happens to me and exerts a 
transformative effect upon me. 
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Photography here thus acquires the status 
of indexicality—though not at the level of the trace 
that is so often seen as primary to the medium, but 
of deixis. By this I refer to the subclass of indices 
within Charles Sanders Peirce’s theory of signs that 
he describes as pointing us toward something by 
blind compulsion, but are themselves hollowed 
out of all representational content (for instance, the 
very call to ‘look here’).[35] Referring to their objects 
by literally pointing towards them, they differ from 
traces insofar as they are not marks made by a 
since evacuated presence but rather perform a 
contiguity oriented towards that which has yet to 
come. They are, simply put, demands—to look, or 
more precisely, to look out for. They are signs that 
open us to more signs, initiating a process of 
unlimited semiosis. So much so that in 
encountering the early photographic plate as 
index, one can be said to be looking out for none 
other than photography itself, or that which itself is 
on a lookout. 

Photographies of Trees 

Returning to the images of trees in the Migrant 
Ecologies Project, images that can now rightly be 
called photographies, how then can we reframe 
that magical demand that Davis suggests that 
trees make of us? Or let’s rework that expression a 
little. Instead of saying that the trees make 
demands on us, which implicitly preserves nature 
as a prior term from which a demand issues, 
what if we think of the trees as the demand 
itself? Specifically, I’m outlining a ‘demand to 
look’ that solicits from us a gaze that need not 
necessarily land upon anything like a stable 
object of knowledge. The problem with the 
photographs of trees that accompany 
environmentalist calls is that so often their iconic 
and symbolic values surpass their indexicality. 
And when this happens, we stop looking and start 
reading, the signs abstracted, no longer 
extending themselves to us. It is therefore only 
by restoring to the photograph its indexical 
power that we can truly arrive at a 
photographies of trees in which the image of 
nature, in its appeal to us draws us out, presses us 
to keep on looking, even when there seems to be 
nothing to look at. Always belabouring the 
point, aesthetics, by this turn,   is  a  matter  of  
labouring  at  the  index,   an 

indexical labour.[36] Understood as such, the 
process of drawing out is never about 
drawing something out, as if pulling a genie out of 
the bottle, but more like a straining of the self by 
which I work from and work out my own material 
situatedness, my radical finitude. There is no other 
world to which I can escape, only the here and 
now in which the trees by bearing down on us 
enjoins us to act, before it is too late. Trees, 
photographies, photographies of trees make 
thinkable and doable such an expanded relational 
self that is not above nature, but in and against it, 
such that in drawing out I find myself already 
drawn, already inscribed within a material ecology 
of others that surpasses my understanding. They 
make me look out for that which may already be in 
me.  

Running my gaze along the contours of the 
arboreal image before me, I find myself unable to 
pause, thoughts running ahead of me. I move 
closer, step back, tilt my head a little. Slowly, 
unknowingly, before the tree, before photography, 
I begin dancing. 
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ising sea levels, melting glaciers, flooding, 
unprecedented drought. Water has become 
an urgent global preoccupation. News is often 

overwhelming, but our ability to overcome new 
climate change challenges – to be resilient – 
depends on mobilizing individuals to act, to take 
responsibility.   

It is in this context that Water Works gathers 
a select group of contemporary artists whose 
practice is provocative, challenging, and informed by 
environmental concerns. Each artistic intervention 
has been curated in collaboration with the artists to 
trigger spontaneous discussions and exchanges 
among visitors to EXPO CHICAGO. 

The interventions taking place upon Antonin 
Fourneau’s Water Light Graffiti are in dialogue with 
different past and current creative approaches. 
Artistic interventions were first introduced by Marcel 
Duchamp and his famous ‘retouching’ of Mona Lisa 
in L.H.O.O.Q. (1919). The gesture of drawing a 
goatee and mustache around the lips of the most 
celebrated woman in the whole of art history posed 
questions on the purpose of art in society. Over time, 
interventions have become an artistic tradition, and 
in the 1960s and 1970s, they entered a new political 
phase  by  incorporating  performative  live acts—the 

 
 
 
 
 

gestures of artists interacting with someone else’s 
work became as important as the final result of the 
interaction. 

The use of light in art as interactive medium 
is part of a politically charged tradition. In the 1960s, 
whilst in search of new and unconventional materials, 
artists began to use light sources as their medium of 
choice. Amongst others, Dan Flavin understood light 
as the essence of artistic expression—the vehicle 
through which all narratives, experiences, and other 
media are made to emerge in the realm of 
perception. Thus light, in the second post war 
period, became the quintessential medium of anti-
commodification—the political and elusive medium 
of messages that dematerialize the object in order to 
envelop the viewer in new conceptions of perceptual 
challenges. 

More recently, other contemporary artists 
have engaged with the medium of water in the 
gallery space—a place in which water has always 
been admired when painted or photographed, but 
also dreaded in its material form because of the 
dangers it poses to traditional artworks. Olafur 
Eliasson, for example, has, over the past ten years, 
developed   an   extensive   body   of  work including 
experiential works of  art  involving  water and strobe 

R 

WATER WORKS 

Water Works was a series of ephemeral interventions by a select group of contemporary artists — 
Doug Fogelson, Jenny Kendler, Meg Leary, Aspen Mays, Linda Tegg, and Alex Wieder — which took 
place at EXPO CHICAGO2015 using water as their only resource. The series revolved around Water 
Light Graffiti created by Parisian artist Antonin Fourneau—a digital surface that illuminates when 
touched by water. Water Works triggered creative dialogue and encouraged viewers to reflect upon 
the importance of art, technology, and the natural world in contemporary culture. 

Text by Giovanni Aloi 
In Conversation with Giovanni Aloi and Elizabeth Corr 
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lights. His works, like the interventions presented in 
Water Works, engage audiences in new perceptual 
experiences revealing the possibility for a new level 
of awareness to unfold when exposed to elements of 
the natural world in non-traditional settings. These 
types of artistic interventions, in which different 
voices, gestures, and values are made to emerge in 
the global creative context, perfectly capture the 
nature of our cultural, creative, and technological 

climate. 
Water Works situates itself at the crux of 

these contemporary artistic discourses and practices 
and, in the greatest tradition of artistic interventions, 
compels the public to reflect about issues that 
extend well beyond the boundaries of the traditional 
gallery space. 

 

In conversation between Giovanni Aloi and 
Elizabeth Corr 

Elizabeth Corr: NRDC started in 1970 and since 
the founding of the organization our expertise has 
focused on three main areas: litigation, science, 
and advocacy. Through the years we have found 
many different ways to deploy the aforementioned 
areas of knowledge in terms of how we partner with 
other people and organizations in order to support 
our priorities. For different reasons the visual arts 
sector was not one of our strengths so when I 
began to work for NRDC it became clear that there 
were plenty of opportunities to collaborate with 
artists who believed in our vision, supported our 
strengths, and would give us an opportunity to 
reach out and communicate to new audiences. We 
began to work in this area with a book on 
architecture and design about the Chicago River 
called Reverse Effect and it sort of evolved from 
there. Seven years later we have evolved considera- 

Antonin Fourneau 
Waterlight Graffiti, as exhibited at EXPO CHIACGO 2015 in the NRDC booth, 2015 
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bly as we are now capable of organizing formal 
exhibitions in collaboration with art institutions in 
Chicago, to large-scale public art projects in 
collaboration with other cities and communities. We 
have been able to demonstrate that environmental 
advocacy can take many different forms and that 
the values of NRDC are often shared by visual 
artists.  

Giovanni Aloi: Can you tell us about your
involvement with the arts. When did your interest 
for contemporary art began and how did it become 
related to environmental concern? 

EC: My interest in art and environmental concern
were not linked from the beginning but I had a 
strong interest in the connections between art and 
politics and art as social change. I studied African art 
with a focus on contemporary South African art and 
was fascinated by the role that artists played in the 
anti-apartheid movement. That experience gave me 
a lens through which to appreciate the importance 
of art in catalysing societal and political change, 
hinged upon radically challenging the way people 
think and act. And so, all of that aside, I have always 
had an interest in the environment and when NRDC 
came to Chicago, I saw an opportunity to work at a 
place that was aligned with my values. Now it 
seems logical to have gone from my background in 
political art to the connection with art and 
environment. Everything is more connected than 
ever before and especially the political and the 
environmental. 

GA: For four years now, you have been exhibiting
at EXPO CHICAGO. Can you tell us how your 
presence at the art fair has changed your 
involvement with the arts and what are the 
challenges involved in working in an environment 
that is explicitly commercial? EXPO CHICAGO is 
now an internationally renown fair gathering some 
of the most influential galleries in the world, so how 
do you see your role in that specific setting, which is 
not one necessarily designed for political 
statement? 

EC: Our presence at EXPO CHICAGO is very
different in nature from that of commercial galleries. 
We  are  there  to  engage  audiences in a particular 

environmental issue. We challenge the visitor’s 
expectation of what they will see at the fair. The first 
year we exhibited, we caught people by surprise. 
They weren’t expecting to find an environmental, 
non-profit organization at the fair and I suspect they 
were also surprised by how well our booth matched 
the aesthetic standards at the fair in general. In a 
sense we did fit in very well, but at the same time 
we sparked conversations that went well beyond 
generating sales.. Opening up a dialogue about the 
environment with visitors is our most important 
mission when we are at EXPO CHICAGO. And in a 
sense, our exhibits have also contributed to EXPO’s 
international success by proposing exhibits that are 
very different from your average fair offering 
because of the level of interactivity we bring. 

GA: I am very interested in this idea of being ‘out of
place’ within the fair space because it essentially 
makes NRDC’s exhibiting space into a site of 
resistance. It is a separate entity, but it is still 
connected formally and contextually to other 
exhibitors. It infiltrates a political and economic 
system in a very effective way. 

EC: Although our primary role is not to sell art, we
have had lots of interest from buyers and in those 
instances, artists have shared a portion of their 
proceeds with NRDC  to support our efforts.  

GA: In a sense I guess that this could become a
model that keeps ethicality at its core—
collaboration between artists and environmental 
organizations in which works of art support 
environmental causes as well as igniting discussion? 

EC: Another important aspect of our presence at
EXPO CHICAGO is that we indirectly challenge the 
aesthetics of what art involving environmental 
concern can be. For that reason we have always 
avoided the clichés of plastic bottles and 
supermarket bags. And we have substantially 
pushed the aesthetic agenda to think laterally with 
audiences, in new and original ways that can trigger 
dialogue. 

GA: My first visit to EXPO CHICAGO was two years
ago and I clearly remember walking through the 
main entrance and seeing NRDC’s space—it was a 
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showstopper! Then you exhibited Jenny Kendler’s 
work and her multimedia installation grabbed 
attention through a sophisticated theatricality that 
drew people in. That was a great way into EXPO 
CHICAGO and it set the bar very high for NRDC’s 
arts program and for the fair in general! 

EC: So glad to hear that! Jenny is our resident artist.
She has been working with us for three years now 
and it was a challenge for us to come up with a 
show that could work in that large space. Jenny 
work has a level of intimacy that is really important 
to maintain, and that was tricky to navigate in the 
cavernous space of the fair—but she made it 
happen by creating a ‘microecosystem’ in our booth 
that stood the challenge extremely well. 

GA: There also is an interesting connection
between what Jenny did two years ago and what 
we did last year with Water Works. I am specifically 
aesthetics    at    play.    Jenny’s   installation   had   a 

 

referring to the multimedia aspect and the baroque 
feel to it. Her piece worked as an installation 
comprising different objects, involving many 
materialities, textures and colours. But for 2015 you 
had in mind something completely different. I 
remember when you asked me to co-curate this 
project with you, the decision to use Waterlight 
Graffiti by French artist Antonin Fourneau had 
already been made. This work proposed an entirely 
different aesthetic feel: it was minimalist and it was 
even more interactive than Jenny’s piece. How did 
that idea come about and why? 

EC: I think in some ways moving from Jenny’s Tell it
to the Birds to Antonin Fourneau‘s piece was a 
personal response to being very much involved in 
the making of Jenny’s piece that I wanted to do 
something completely different. Off the back, we 
went from this show that was visual assault on the 
senses (bright colors, sound, texture, miniature and 
larger than life sculpture) to a hyper minimalist black 

Jenny Kendler 
Tell It To The Birds, as exhibited at EXPO CHIACGO 2014 in the NRDC booth © Kendler 
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and white aesthetic with no sound component. And 
in a sense, the piece relied on engagement to 
thrive. I liked that the idea of participation was 
brought to the fore in a metaphorical but also in a 
practical sense, as environmental causes require 
unilateral participation. 

GA: Yes, in many ways the piece was a communal
effort. Can you describe Fourneau’s panel for our 
readers? 

EC: Fourneau’s Water Light Graffiti is comprised of
black panels dotted with LED lights, which 
illuminate when touched by water—a low voltage 
electrical circuit is “connected” when water is 
applied to the surface. The sensitivity of the LEDs is 
extremely calibrated so that different luminous 
effects can be achieved depending on the amount 
of water applied. For NRDC, this was a very creative 
way to get people to think about the power of 
water. Visitors were invited to draw on the surface of 
the panel using moistened paintbrushes and 
sponges. As the water evaporated from the screen, 
the piece reverted to black, inviting other visitors to 
experiment with it. Water Light Graffiti also has a 
radical absence/presence aspect to it— the 
dynamism of the piece is dependent upon constant 
interaction. Imagery would disappear if nobody was 
interacting with the panels. This was metaphorically 
connected to the issue at stake—the idea of 
ephemerality is very central to the fragility of our 
environment, while it was also interesting to bring 
the idea of ephemerality to the environment of an 
art fair as a form of resistance to the capitalist 
systems which rules relationships there.  

GA: Yes, I became very interested in the strange
quality the panel would take on as a site-specific 
installation piece. The idea of ephemerality in the 
context of the art fair in which tangible and durable 
objects still constitute the essence of art commerce 
can make people think critically about the capitalist 
system they are implicitly embracing. And most 
importantly Water Light Graffiti was not originally 
produced by the artist as a work with an 
environmental overtone, right? 

EC: No, not at all. But, what was interesting is that
when I spoke to Fourneau and pitched him my idea, 

he was very receptive and thought it’d be really 
interesting to think about the Water Light Graffiti in 
this way. For him, the project was more about 
science and technology, but I think that he is also 
very aware that essentially Water Light Graffiti is also 
a black canvas that can be adopted by artists in 
order to make statements of any kind. I think the 
other important thing to for this exhibit was the idea 
of highlighting the limits of our natural resources. So 
the possibility of using tiny amounts of water in 
order to produce such engaging and spectacular 
results allowed us to talk about NRDC’s work on 
water in the Midwest and across the country.  

GA: And this also made the artwork very ‘clean’
environmentally speaking. This is one of urgent 
concerns that artists are currently beginning to pay 
more attention to. We are now shifting away from 
an idea that artistic intention justifies material waste. 
At SAIC a new student network called Recyclomania 
has been posing important questions about the 
notion of recycling in art and in the process it is 
generating awareness on campus. In a sense 
Waterlight Graffiti was in tune with these emerging 
concerns. Ultimately, art materials also have a 
strong impact on the environment in many ways 
and thinking about these aspects of making art is 
also relevant.  

So the initial idea was to allow visitors of 
EXPO CHICAGO to interact with the panel freely 
but you also wanted to make things more artistically 
charged and thought of asking me to co-curate a 
program of artistic interventions involving local 
artists. I think this was a fantastic opportunity to 
challenge artists to think about environmental 
concerns and to work within the strict limitations 
imposed by Water Light Graffiti. This, I remember, 
was a challenge we were a little concerned with 
because it was a lot to ask.  

EC: Yes, it was! I can't quite remember how the idea
of the Water Works performances came to me, but I 
remember thinking that so many artists would be 
coming to EXPO anyway and that it would be great 
to have them interact with the panel. From there I 
then thought that this could be a performance 
series that could it happen in the fair as a structured 
program and that we could ask artists to produce 
something  more  specific than the public’s improvi- 
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sed responses to the panel. But, there were also 
many challenges to consider. I had never interacted 
with the piece myself as it was based in France; I 
had only seen images and videos of it online. 
Therefore, it was tricky to answer some of the 
technical questions artists had. To ask artists to 
come to a high profile public arena like EXPO and 
say we would like you to do something you have 
never done before, on a surface you have never 
encountered before, using materials that might not 
necessarily be preferred… 

GA: And beyond these limitations, our request
really was to work with the specific theme of 
environmental concern and water—not to just 
create decorative patterns—it had to be 
conceptual. In retrospect it does sound like a lot to 
ask. And as you know artists usually engage with 
materials in very intimate ways and slowly. There is a 
lot of thinking that happens around materials and 
instead our proposal entailed plucking the artists 
right out of their comfort zone and inviting them to 
take a leap of faith in us, in Water Light Graffiti, and 
in the fact that somehow this was going to work out. 

EC: Yes, on a very public stage! There was hardly an
opportunity for artists to even experiment with the 
panel itself before the fair opened—because of the 
nature of the fair’s installation, everything was down 
to the wire.  We had a very limited time to install 
and we held a few rehearsals then, but it was not 
easy. However, I was so impressed with the variety 
and originality of the proposals we received from 
the artists we approached.  

GA: And this is another aspect of the installation
worth highlighting. Art fairs are usually not places 
for art performances. For obvious reasons, 
performance in art fair constitutes a resistance 
moment of political value. It cannot be sold, it 
cannot be reproduced, it escapes the capitalist 
system, which structures the relationships that make 
the fair what it is.  

EC: Yes, you are right! At the time in which I curated
the show it all seemed very natural and logical but it 
does make sense. In the context of the large space 
this was quite a gesture. But from my perspective, 
what occupied much of my  mind  was  the  logistics  

and hazards. I was concerned about the water, a 
material that is usually not welcome at art fairs and 
also not conceived of as an art material. I had to 
convince the fair organizers that water - the material 
I would be encouraging the public to play with – 
would not interfere with the other booths at the fair 
and that people would be respectful as they 
‘painted.’ Staging the five performances in that 
tightly regimented setting was a lot of responsibility 
for me to take on to ensure that people came, they 
could enjoy the performance, and at the same time 
that our performances wouldn’t interfere with the 
booth nearby.   

GA: And we did gather large crowds for every one
of them! 

EC:  Yes, every performance was a success in that
sense. It was a challenge for us, as well as it was a 
challenge for the artists. One of my favourite 
performances was by Linda Tegg, an artist you 
invited and I wanted to know why you thought 
she’d be suited for this project and what you 
thought about the resulting piece.  

GA: I met Linda at the School of the Art Institute of
Chicago but I had already seen her work exhibited 
around the city. I became interested in her 
considerations of nature and animality through 
different media and was very much fascinated by 
her work with living plants. I was also aware of her 
environmental concern, which is often expressed in 
her work and thought she could be a good fit. I was 
also aware that Linda has an interest in minimalist 
aesthetics and thought that Fourneau’s panel could 
speak to her aesthetic approach. There is also 
something about Linda’s work that speaks directly 
to restrictions and limitations. She only uses certain 
materials and in certain ways—there’s a demarcated 
sensibility about space and sound in her work. So all 
these qualities suggested she might actually enjoy 
working in the set up we provided. However, I was 
not quite prepared for her interpretation of our 
brief, which ended up including ice! 

EC: Yes, that was unexpected!

GA: I was not sure the ice would remain froze  for
long  but  the  block  was  quite  size-y.   It  weighted  
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31.25kgs – the weight of the amount of water 
contained in her body, so the mass keeps its 
temperature constant for some time. Linda’s 
performance induced a contemplative state as she 
gently caressed the surface of the block of ice and 
transferred small amounts of water onto the surface 
of Fourneau’s panel in the attempt of outlining the 
image of an iceberg. Her work was concerned with 
the difficulties involved in visualizing water, and 
objects made of water that we might not encounter 
in our everyday lives - like icebergs. There was a 
sense that the performance invited the viewer to 
contemplate the importance of water as a 
ubiquitous and most of the time invisible material 
which is intrinsically connected to life—the water in 
our bodies, which we do not think about but which 
is also essential to our lives and the water solidified 
in the icebergs which we do not see regularly but to 
which also our lives depend. The performance was 
also concerned with registers of translation from 
solid to liquid to visual representation and how hard 

 

it is to make these transitions take place in 
meaningful ways, especially between materials and 
information. Ultimately Linda’s hands were melting 
the ice and drawing an image of a referent that 
most of us will never see in real life—metaphorically 
she placed a focus on the melting factor, which is 
what is impacting the arctic right now, and which is 
largely happening because of our actions. But what 
Linda really managed to capture the attention of the 
audience with a very meditative and elegant 
performance—to me that was a fantastic beginning 
to Water Works.  

EC: Yes, I really loved that Linda used her hands,
adding a layer of intimacy to the piece that I did not 
expect. I remember people sitting down in the front 
row and their attention being particularly 
heightened through the piece. There was silence 
and respect for what Linda was doing, which 
something difficult to obtain in a busy art fair.  

Linda Tegg 
31.25 Kgs, performance, EXPO CHIACGO 2015 in the NRDC booth, photo: Giovanni Aloi © Tegg 
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GA: And most importantly, her work triggered the
discussion we were hoping for. People stayed 
behind after the performance, asking questions and 
thinking about these issues, which made the whole 
thing very successful. Our second performance for 
Water Works stood in stark opposition to Linda’s 
sophisticated gestural intervention. It was a 
contribution by Aspen Mays, whose work 
challenges the expectation of photography as a 
documentary and categorical medium. Her research 
has explored the visualization of knowledge in both 
visual art and observational sciences and perhaps it 
was not such a surprise that from this perspectives 
Aspen decided to propose a radical aesthetic. In 
order the highlight the urgent issues of draught 
California is experiencing (the artist lives and works 
there), Aspen decided to entirely remove water 
from equation, thus turning Fourneau’s panel into 
an extremely minimalist black rectangle for the 
whole 30 minutes of her intervention. 

EC: Yes, that intervention was so different from
anything else we staged. The invitation to 
contemplate this darkness, the absence of water 
and the metaphorical absence of life, which the 
panel  then  stood  for.  Even  then, people came to 

 

look and asked questions, which was great! 

GA: One of my favorite things about this piece was
the contemplative, almost spiritual value it 
produced. This black rectangle sitting on the plain 
white wall reminded me of Rothko’s black on black 
paintings or Malevich’s black square—there was a 
sense of existentialism that pervaded the exhibit—I 
remember looking at the black expanse of the 
panel and noticing how deep its blackness would 
become in the absence of water on the surface. 
There was a sense of loss and a sense of space that 
reminded me of religious spaces and once again, 
we managed to make space for a meditative form 
of silence in a place that is by nature loud and 
bustling. And this minimalist blackness was on the 
day juxtaposed with Doug Fogelson and Alex 
Wieder’s Set My Bow, which was filled with colour, 
gesturality, and also included a sound element. 

EC: That was a great contrast to Aspen’s piece and
it was one that surprised me—it’s always one thing 
to talk to an artist about what a performance is 
going to be but it was difficult to anticipate how this 
was actually going to materialize because of the 
many  elements  they  assembled.  This was the first 

Linda Tegg 
31.25 Kgs, performance, EXPO CHIACGO 2015 in the NRDC booth, photo: Giovanni Aloi © Tegg 
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collaboration that involved an artist recruiting 
another artist to collaborate. Their work focused on 
water and light in the image of the rainbow, a 
much-loved symbol they visually referenced, along 
with its relationships from the current anthropogenic 
era of “peak water.” And the most impressive 
feature of their performance was the introduction of 
colour, as the artists used stencils and gels to create 
patterns in a ritualistic way. And Fourneau himself 
had never thought about the possibility of adding 
colour to the panel, so it was a revelation on many 
levels! 

GA: and on the last day of the fair we put together
another contrasting double bill—contrasting in the 
sense of the poetics that were deployed but also 
connected by the idea of the journey and becoming. 
Jenny Kendler’s Tracing Migrations and Meg 
Leary’s Spit Take were both unique in this program. 

 

The intensity of the pairing was undeniable and 
audiences responded extremely well to both. Jenny 
is very well known in Chicago—her work centers on 
environmental issues and as the artist in residence 
at NRDC she is seriously committed to uncovering 
the interconnectedness between animals, plants, 
and eco-systems. She was an obvious choice for this 
performance but nonetheless she surprised me by 
choosing the topic of migration as a not so obvious 
connection with water. For her intervention Jenny 
focused on the migration cycle of a water bird 
called Rufa Red Knot, also known as Moonbird,  
known for its perilous 9,000 mile migration. The bird, 
now faces human-caused threats of climate change, 
hunting, and its migration path is being disrupted 
by the commercial exploitation  of horseshoe crab 
whose eggs the bird feeds on in order to complete 
the migration.  In this case, water connected 
different  animals  living  in  water and using water in  

Aspen Mays 
Mandatory Restrictions, performance, EXPO CHIACGO 2015 in the NRDC booth, photo: Elizabeth Corr © Mays 
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different geographical locations for the purpose of 
completing life cycles we struggle to fully 
understand. At almost 20 years old, Moonbird is a 
marvel of an already remarkable species, having 
flown enough miles to have traveled to the 
moon...and at least halfway back. Jenny was able to 
visualize the interconnectedness between the 
migration journey and water using a feather from 
the bird to outline the flight path on Water Light 
Graffiti. With the Rufa's populations having 
collapsed by nearly 80 percent, the fading 
moonlight-trace of this remarkable flight reminded 
us of the urgency with which environmental concern 
needs to be addressed before more species vanish. 
Something about Jenny’s project spoke to Linda’s 
concern with visibility, invisibility, and issue of 
translation, but most importantly it made migration 
visible in ways that exceeded the physical location 
of the birds in a geographical sense, it really 
highlighted the connections between resources and 
animals and animals and animals as they happen 
during these complex and vital journeys. There is 
something sublime here too, in the idea that these 
birds undertake extremely long journeys and repeat 
them  in  ways  we’d  never  be  able to…and I think 

 

than migrations deserve more attention for the 
simple reason that their time-based essence offers a 
great opportunity to evaluate the importance of 
very fragile and ephemeral interconnectedness 
between animals, plants, and ecosystems in 
specifically localized realities. 

EC: Yes, this was the first intervention to connect
animals with water and the reception of her 
gestures on the panel, moving back and forth to 
symbolize the journey of the Rufa bird also made it 
possible to appreciate the dependability with which 
these animals engage in these behaviors. It 
highlighted how amazing this journey is and that it is 
a little bird that does this. The interconnectedness 
between these animals and environments was an 
extremely important aspect for me because it 
showed how upsetting one element in this delicate 
chain of events can have an impact on systems we 
do not know and do not understand. I also very 
much liked that used a feather from a water bird, 
and not her hands, to trace the path on the panels. 

GA: Yes, I liked that too—the feather is
metaphorically   a  very  meaningful  object  for  it  is  

Doug Fogelson and Alex Wieder 
Set My Bow, performance, EXPO CHIACGO 2015 in the NRDC booth, photo: Giovanni Aloi © Fogelson and Weider 
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animal derived but it is also one that has a long 
history in human development as an essential tool 
for writing. So in a sense the feather is always 
connected to the possibility of traveling something, 
whether it is physically, when on the wing of birds, 
and metaphorically, when it is used to write. Writing 
is always a migration of some description. And I also 
feel that Jenny’s work always carefully brings 
together original aesthetic registers with an element 
of   poetry,  which  deliberately   offsets   too   much 

 

reliance on scientific knowledge. 

EC: Yes, and I think that your feather analogy works
really well in the sense that Jenny’s gesture 
technically evoked the idea of writing, and 
poetically telling the story of this bird from a new 
and non-scientific perspective.  

GA: And Water Works came to an end with an
amazing  performance  by  Meg  Leary for which it is  

Jenny Kendler 
Tracing Migrations, performance, EXPO CHIACGO 2015 in the NRDC booth, photo: Giovanni Aloi © Kendler 
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kind of difficult to find appropriate words. 

EC: It was emotional! I was in tears by the end of it.
This performance really surprised me because Meg 
created a custom costume reminiscent of a whale 
body from which water could squirt at her will. Her 
performance also involved a sound element, it was 
a music composition for voice and electronics that 
remixed and referenced Humpback whale songs. 
Meg, a classically trained opera singer, also added 
to the mix live as she used her body to draw circular 
patterns with her arms on the panel. What was 
interesting was that this piece used a blurring of the 
animal and human voice, something that no other 
artist had done for this series. Her whole body 
became her tool and her singing was loud. You 
could hear it everywhere in the EXPO. 

GA: I remember that both of us were quite
concerned that the fair might object to the sound 
element but I am so happy we let the artist take the 
lead. As I stood in the booth I wondered what 
people away from the booth might make of that 
sound as they experienced it out of context. And of 
course I secretly enjoyed the idea that once again 
we were disrupting in a way or another the sleek, 
predictable, and smooth operations of the fair. 
There was a haunting quality to her performance—
the orchestration of sound was sophisticated as her 
voice  kept  shifting  from harmonious to discordant,  

 

serene, to eerie. And of course it attracted a lot of 
attention we had so many people come by for that 
performance. 

EC: Yes, her body and the sounds she produced
summoned the presence of a whale in such original 
way, not in an anthropomorphic one, but in a sense 
in which you got the essence of a whale—that 
essence that cannot be grasped in wildlife 
documentaries.  

GA: There was a sense of struggle and greatness
and the idea that whales depend on water and that 
of course their environments are being threatened 
by water pollution. 

EC: There was also something special about the
darkness of the performance—the theatricality of 
the piece brought you physically to a darkness that 
made me think of the depth of the ocean—
something about her performance changed the 
mood and lighting in the booth. 

GA: Yes, my impression is that Meg really pushed
the level of theatricality that could be achieved in 
the space beyond anyone’s expectation. I really felt 
transported elsewhere, away from the commercial 
dealings of the fair. It had an enchantment, magic to 
it that I was not expecting. And in a sense this 
performance  reminded  me  of  the  trust  you and I  

Jenny Kendler 
Tracing Migrations, performance, CHIACGO EXPO2015 in the NRDC booth, photo: Giovanni Aloi © Kendler 



Meg Leary 
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Meg Leary 
Spit Take, performance, EXPO CHIACGO 2015 in the NRDC booth, photo: Giovanni Aloi © Leary 
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put in the artists and the trust they put in us to make 
this happen. 

EC: There was a good level of trust all around. We
trusted them to deliver and they trusted us that the 

concept would be one worthwhile exploring 
through their art practice. And restrictions and 
restraints can be good parameters for the artistic 
process and creativity in general. In the end,  I think 
Water Light Graffiti and Water Works let audiences 
contemplate the connections between our 

environment and art in myriad ways that stimulated 
conversation and brought new energy to the art fair. 

Water Works was sponsored by the Natural Resources Defense 
Council (NRDC), an international nonprofit environmental 
organization with more than 2 million  members and online activists. 
Since 1970, NRDC’s lawyers,  scientists, and other environmental 
specialists have worked  to protect the world's natural resources, 
public health, and  the environment. NRDC has offices in New York 
City, Washington, D.C., Los Angeles, San Francisco, Chicago,  

Bozeman, MT, and Beijing.
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WILDLIFE AND OIL: IN THE AIR 

In the Air is a project that brings together Art and Philosophy by looking at our contemporary 
environments through ecology of air, oil and wildlife. In the Air combines still images and text 
incorporating quotes by Luce Irigaray from The Forgetting of Air in Martin Heidegger and Elemental 
Passions. Both books speak to philosophers of the past by inserting the elements  (air and water) as a 
way to discuss what is essential to being alive (i.e., breath) in order to think about consciousness and 
being in the world. This work engages in questions around how we coexist with other sentient beings in 
this world of climate change and global warming and the ecological transitions that form from our 
coexistence. I’m not interested in speaking about sustainability but rather about how oil and wildlife 
are interwoven into a system that simultaneously exists in the environments we live. 

Text and images by Maria Whiteman 

“But it is forgotten that inasmuch as it is of air the sky still belongs or co-belongs to the earth. That the sky consists neither in nor 
of nothing and insists neither in nor of nothing… (Irigaray, p.168). 
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Note#1 
My work visualizes narratives of the human 
and non-human, environmental, ecological, 
migratory, urban, and industrial landscapes. 
My return to photography and video as a 
medium precipitated a renewed engagement 
with the environment around me. I’m not 
troubled by the politics of photographic 
indexicality: I don’t feel as if photography 
insists on an engagement with the “real” that 
is any different (or any more troubling) than 
other modes of art practice. Nevertheless, as 
soon as I began to work with photography 
and video I felt a strong need to directly 
confront and figure the environments in which 
I was living.  

Note#2 
All my images are presented so that the 
viewer can elicit connections between the 
videos, images, and texts. The photographs 
and videos are sometimes seen in an 
installation, which then makes for a different 
experience of the work; for example, the 
videos might be displayed in three channels 
and/or viewed in separate rooms, where lights 
and sound are inserted and situated 
throughout the space. The placement of the 
images in that context creates a history, a 
dialogue, and a connection of events, in 
addition to the fact that sometimes a linear 
narrative takes place. So 'semi-narrative” is 
how I would describe my different works, 
which are always in dialogue with either 
earlier projects and/or projects I am working 
on next.  

Note #3 
Against the backdrop of thousands and 
millions of years of glaciers moving, water and 
wind changing the landscape, I was interested 
to come across an article about scientists 
researching ice cores, which put changing 
ecosystems in perspective for me. The air’s 
past registrations of climate change are found 
in ice bubbles revealed in ice cores taken 
from drilling holes into glaciers (this is found 
on the website antarctica.ac.uk). The glaciers 
preserve  bits  of  atmosphere from thousands 

of years ago. “The ice encloses small bubbles 
of air that contain a sample of the atmosphere 
-- from these it is possible to measure directly 
the past concentration of gases (including 
carbon dioxide and methane) in the 
atmosphere.” Here’s another quote from the 
website: “Antarctic ice cores show us that the 
concentration of CO2 was stable over the last 
millennium until the early 19th century. It then 
started to rise, and its concentration is now 
nearly 40% higher than it was before the 
industrial revolution. Other measurements 
(e.g. isotopic data) confirm that the increase 
must be due to emissions of CO2 from fossil 
fuel usage and deforestation”. 

Note #4 
In Wildlife and Oil: In the Air I bring together art and 
philosophy by combining still images with Luce 
Irigaray’s texts The Forgetting of Air in Martin 
Heidegger and Elemental Passions, which were the 
two books of hers that inspired me most. The 
quotes complimenting the photographs you see 
here are taken from these texts and others by 
Irigaray. The longer I spent delving into Irigaray’s 
work on the elements, the more it began to 
resonate with the work I was doing with the cranes 
and oil. This project engages in questions on how 
we co-exist with other sentient beings in this time of 
climate change. I’m not interested in speaking 
about sustainability but rather about how oil and 
wildlife are interwoven into a system in which they 
coexist in the environments we live in. I’m always 
looking for ways to bring together text with moving 
images, and I became interested in Irigaray’s work 
as a methodology, her use of language and 
particularly how she plays with form, in order to 
have an unusual conversation with a predominantly 
male philosophical discourse about earth, nature, 
and so on. 

Note #5
In that context, I started thinking about what sort of 
video I could make to represent air and how air 
makes us think about the places where we live, and 
vice versa? This is a creative piece that represents a 
space that is tied to the entire world by 
energy, and it engages in an exploration of 
the    ways    in    which    we   have   come   to 
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understand the complex relationship between oil, 
the energy industry, ourselves, and other living, 
breathing creatures.  

Note #6 
Can the elements evolve into a another state of 
something transformative and new? A post-natural 
aggregate developing out of fire, air, water, and 
earth? Is there a post- humanist reading of the 
elements? In what way can we discuss the political 
and economic situation of air? If we discuss trees, 
then we discuss air; if we discuss breathing, we 
discuss air; if we discuss carbon dioxide, we discuss 
air.  So what really gets played out in terms of the 
choices we make about the air we breathe, the 
atmosphere we live in? The challenges we face 
everyday when we think of air in relation to ‘life’ and 
what we mean when we talk about life and other 
compounds that sustain humans, animals and other 
living organisms—how can artists address those 
challenges?  

Note #7 
Today I read an interesting article from The 
Houston Chronicle, about the oil company Exxon 
Mobil  and  where  they stand on climate change 

 

and what they are planning for the future in 
terms of global warming. Why is it so difficult for 
oil companies to care about climate change? It 
amazes me when I see green spaces that appear 
vibrant and colourful growing in and around 
heavily industrialized sites. When I think about 
the impact that oil refineries and, beyond that, 
industrial food production and factory farming 
have on the air we breathe, I wonder if any of 
these industries will change in the future. What 
will the energy industry and agribusinesses turn 
into over time?  

Note #8 
I’ve been thinking about Luce Irigaray for a long 
time and trying to figure out how I could make 
my way around her books on the elements. At 
first, I was completely put off by both books and 
by her style of writing, but in the end it was her 
style of writing that brought me back. When I 
asked my peers what they thought about her 
work, I was getting mixed responses. It wasn’t 
until later that I started to meet several scholars 
who were very excited that I was looking at 
Irigaray, especially in terms of my own projects 
on air,  oil,  wildlife  and climate change. I knew I  

“Air never appears. It gives itself and is received without demonstration. It is in this (way) that it can become a sign. Is it always 
available to be made into a sign? A sign of presence in and through absence?  (Irigaray, p.48) 
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had to make a commitment once I started 
reading Irigaray’s books. I wanted to be patient 
and read her closely, figure it out and learn to 
understand why she dedicated her books on 
elements to philosophers, who dominated the 
discourse on nature and earth. The more I read, 
the better I understood how she inserts herself 
into this very closed discourse. I was looking for 
a reason to establish a deeper understanding of 
her work with mine, and I slowly began to see it 
come together. 

Note #9 
“Forgetting of Air” is about the most important 
element (air) being forgotten and absent from a 
philosopher’s perpective. Irigaray says, it’s what 
you can’t see and what you don’t want to see 
that is absent, but in its absence air becomes 
even more present.  The absence of air in 
philosophy is like the absence of air in climate 
change and global warming. Heat is air, isn’t it? 

Note#10 
In the video and photos you see a crane flying 
through   the   air   surrounded  by  oil  refineries, 

 
 

smoke stacks, holding tanks, and thick billowing 
smoke. Most birds that migrate to this part of 
Texas end up in the land around the refineries. I 
am amazed by the cohabitation that exists 
between the refineries and the bird life as I 
watch cranes, egrets, blue herons, and roseate 
spoon bills sitting, swimming, resting and 
preparing nests in the waterways and ponds 
right beside by the oil refineries. I hope that by 
showing the cranes flying though the smoke 
being released into the air, it will make air visible 
and thinkable, and confront us with how one 
might actually fathom air.  I can’t help but think 
how present air is in those very moments when 
we talk about pollution, climate change, and 
global warming. It’s common knowledge that 
without air you die; therefore, air and life are the 
same. 

Note #11 
Is it possible that air can represent itself as a type 
of object or non-object or hyper- object? How 
can I imagine something that could make us 
think of how air moves in and out of our bodies, 
as   living   beings   in   this   moment  we call the 

“There is nothing to create a wall. Leaves, and trees, and birds and sky, and grass, all cross and brush 
each other continuously: a supple and mobile dwelling.” (Irigaray, p.48) 
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Anthropocene? How can we see and 
acknowledge the undercurrents that threaten our 
existence like global warming and climate 
change? Moreover, where does the politics 
involved in good air and bad air seem to locate 
itself? Is it everywhere and nowhere? Do some 
people own good air while others do not? 

Note #12 
The video and photographs show the complexity 
of cohabitation that the birds share with the oil 
and petrochemical industries. I want the viewer 
to get a sense of déjà vu, a kind of strange 
familiarity, in how we experience these spaces 
when we look at close proximity at a strange 
landscape that is difficult to understand and then 
insert the question of animal life and our 
relationship to it back into that newly imagined 
world.  

Note #13 
When air is read as wind then we can feel, taste, 
and hear it. When air is breath then it’s our life 
and life itself. We realize what breathing means, 
we    know   its   significance,   yet    it’s     hardly 

 

something we usually talk about, even when 
climate change is so present in our daily lives at 
the moment. 

Note#14 
If air carries the weight of toxins, bacteria and 
various pollutants, is air a material? Is it matter? 
Jane Bennett asks in Vibrant Matter, “can 
nonorganic bodies also have a life? Can 
materiality itself be vital?” If we consider air as 
vital materiality, then is it possible to conceive of 
it along the lines of Tim Morton’s idea of the 
‘hyper-object?’  Bennett writes, “materiality is a 
term that applies more evenly to humans and 
nonhumans.” She continues, “I am a material 
configuration, the pigeons in the park are the 
material compositions, the viruses, parasites, and 
heavy metals in my flesh and in pigeon flesh are 
materiality’s, as are neurochemicals, hurricane 
winds, E Coli, and the dust on the floor.” In 
other words, in light of Bennett’s notion of 
matter, can we actually ask, what are we 
breathing into our bodies? And, when we 
release air, what are we releasing? All of us 
might   have   different   answers,  depending on  

“But what is forgotten is always recalled. Doesn’t the unconcealment-concealment of Being suggest the breathing of air?” 
(Irigaray, p.62) 
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where we live. To put it more directly, Felix 
Guattari writes that the health of the planet is 
“increasingly reliant upon human intervention, 
and a time will come when vast programs will 
need to be set up in order to regulate the 
relationship between oxygen, ozone, and carbon 
dioxide in the Earth’s atmosphere”. 

Note#15 
When I speak of air, I’m speaking about being 
alive, about all life forms and all subjects that 
breathe. In light of Tim Morton’s theory of the 
hyper-object, perhaps the hyper-object of air 
encompasses everything else. Or, is everything 
dependent on and a part of air, the thinking of 
air itself? If I propose air as life, air as the hyper-
object, what does that make pollution? Or, is 
pollution the matter, the materiality, in the air 
that raises yet other questions? 

Note#16 
I’ve been working at the Banff Centre for five 
weeks as part of the BAIR Extended Residency in 
Visual and Digital Arts. My creative energy 
evolves there like no other place I know of.  

 

Being there and thinking about this project and 
how I might come to some sort of resolution or 
provisional solution became possible there. I’m 
happy to say that being in the high air of the 
Canadian Rockies and thinking with Luce Irigaray 
has been an especially transformative experience 
for me. 

Note#17 
Irigaray creates a ‘new space’ for redefining 
women in her approach to “analyzing both the 
analyst and the philosopher.” Her key tool is 
mimesis, where she “calls the views themselves 
into question”; this type of mimesis is known as 
‘strategic essentialism’. So perhaps I can think 
about air this way. We don’t see it, but yet we 
understand how vital it is to our existence. Tim 
Morton titles his essay This Biosphere Which is 
Not One, “for all the reasons Irigaray calls her 
book `the Sex which is not One’”. “For some 
people,” he writes, “there is no such thing as the 
biosphere or ecological awareness – they appear 
to act as if it did not exist at all. Yet when one 
studies it, one finds that this ‘non-existence’ is 
not   absolutely   nothing,   but  rather the key to  

“And this world takes place neither simply inside you or outside you. It passes from inside to outside, from outside to inside your 
being. In which should be based the very possibility of dwelling.” (Irigaray, p.48) 
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knowing it genuinely – it flickers with a 
nothingness that defies the law of non 
contradiction.” 

Note#18 
I’m fascinated with Irigaray’s ability to find a 
space in which she breaks with a formal 
language in continental philosophy and 
psychoanalysis, as she attempts to include 
“otherness” with regard to both sexes in her 
writing. I’m not sure she is successful in her 
attempt to reconfigure subjectivity, but it’s 
certainly a rigorous and commendable effort. I 
am almost convinced that Irigaray’s esotericism 
enables the reader to imagine new possibilities 
when the reader is up against the edifice of an 
entire established philosophical discourse. I want 
to echo her approach to writing by illustrating 
life in air. In this project, I wanted to create 
composites that show the cohabitation that takes 
place around the oil refineries in Texas. Birds 
spend a portion of their existence in the air, so 
how can I refigure air as an environmental 
concern that includes all life? 

 
 

Note#19 
If we follow how Morton speaks of the biosphere 
and Irigaray speaks of femininity, we can ask, if 
pollution is “non-existent,” then what is it? How 
can something exist and not exist at the same 
time? Mimesis is the tool the Irigaray employs.  

Note#20 
What makes life possible is the air we breathe; 
therefore, we can foresee, without clean air, a 
slow, shared death of the planet. The 
Anthropocene, which we’ve come to know as 
another epoch, our epoch, is “a moment in time 
chosen as the origin of a particular era,” a point 
from which time is measured, marking how the 
earth’s environment has changed drastically 
since the time of the industrial revolution, when 
human activity had an impact on the “earth’s 
ecosystem and global climate.” Human beings 
are forces of nature in a double sense. We need 
air—the air we are making more scarce. 

Note#21 
I  like  to  think  about air through the question of 

“Air remains---that which restores life, but it does so first in the form of an absence: there, nothing is merely that which it is, if it does 
not appear. This provenance of life, this mediation and medium of life, offers itself without appearing as these” (Irigaray, p. 42) 
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scales of space and time, how scale is 
interwoven into the economy of air – and to 
think of air as a medium, as a form, as fuel, as 
power, as energy, as potential, and most 
importantly how we depend on air.  

Note#22 
I’ve been thinking about Jeff Wall’s photograph, 
based on K. Hokusai’s High Wind in Yenjiri, from 
the series “36 views from Mount Fuji.” The 
photograph is titled A Sudden Gust of Wind 
(1993, transparency in light box, 229 x 377cm). 
Wall re-constructs his photographs from an 
ordinary everyday scene and reproduces a 
cinematic vision of it. A sudden gust of wind 
blows through the landscape of the photograph, 
a breeze, a blast of air that takes its own shape; 
it causes an eruption, an abrupt shift in a casual 
moment. The wind becomes an element with 
force, power, and mystery. It is the wind that 
causes the effect in the photograph, and it is the 
wind that leaves its traces on the space and time 
of the photograph. The air alters the continuity 
of four men walking: two businessmen and two 
workers.  

The air is present and made noticeable by the 
objects it encounters. In A Sudden Gust of Wind, 
the wind materializes, shows itself in the body 
language of these men walking, in the bundled 
clothes; we see flying papers in the air, trees, 
phones lines and an industrial landscape in 
Vancouver. ‘Sudden’ means unexpected, 
unanticipated, and taken by surprise when 
something invisible becomes visible. But what I 
was drawn to in this image was how it captures 
something imminent, something that could 
change the entire picture. What begins as a 
moment of being simply caught off guard can 
become something that signifies the 
transformation of an entire landscape -- the 
power of wind and its effects. Something terrible 
could happen, or the breeze settles down and 
everything goes back to normal. What I find 
disturbing and at the same time intriguing is the 
imbalance and momentary awareness of this 
being in ‘nature’.  

“Of what is this is? Of Air, but is air thinkable? Through what transformations must the logos become in order to think this 
un-thought” (Irigaray, p.12) 
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“Recall yourself once more:  I insist, into the air.”  “In the deepest hidden depths, and beyond the horizon, you seek me still. 
Opening up the limits of what is possible, the scars of the beginning and the end of a story” (Irigaray, p.48) 

“Recall yourself once more:  I insist, into the air” (Irigaray, p.48) 
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n recent years understanding of the human-
microbe relationship has been changing 
fundamentally. So much so, new insights on 
the microbial world and its role in various 
ecological processes, including those 

affecting human health, challenge us to alter our 
paradigm of this relationship. 

One immediate and perhaps paradoxical 
pressure for this change of perspective is the 
growing challenge of antibiotic resistance (ABR). 
While the scale of development and use of 
antibiotics over the last 70 years has provided 
real benefits in treating and surviving infection, it� 
has also unleashed forces making us acutely� 
vulnerable to a number of increasingly resistant� 
life-threatening bacteria. Commercial and� 
scientific research and development of new 
classes of antibiotics have largely failed, making 
existing antibiotics a non-renewable resource. 
Continued non-essential use of antibiotics 
(human, animal, agricultural) depletes their 
remaining effectiveness for all and increases the 
circulation of resistance genes in� the 
environment. Without  effective  antibiotics  there 

is concern that many of the gains of medicine, 
from the control of common infectious diseases 
to modern surgical procedures, will be lost and 
the world will return to a ‘pre-antibiotic era’. This 
fear has spurred calls for more research, 
innovation and grassroots action to contain the 
spread of ABR before it results in mass 
casualties.[8]  

   There are other reasons for such human 
fear of bacteria. The microbial world is invisible 
to the naked eye; collective human memory 
holds fear of suffering and death through 
infection and contagion firmly in its social body 
(Fig.1); much of our language and structure of 
thinking about the microbial world is derived 
from theories and observations of individual 
colonies of disease-causing ‘germs’ visible only 
under a microscope. As a result the contexts in 
which we perceive their reality ignore their 
positive and critical role within broader 
ecosystems. We have, for a long time, lived out a 
war metaphor: microbes are the enemy, 
antibiotics our weapons. 

In  recent  years,  new  research� into �the 
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New insights into the complexity of the microbial world and the rise of antibiotic resistance are 

challenging the paradigm of the human-microbe relationship based on the war metaphor. This paper 
argues that a new relationship with the microbial world requires effort and transformation of our ways of 
living to respect the microbial contribution to all life processes.  

The role of art, artists and indigenous wisdom, are critical in undertaking these efforts, to 
embody different perspectives and to move between and beyond disciplines. Several initiatives in 
Ecuador on the theme of antibiotic resistance are described to show how science, art, culture and nature 
can converge. 
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Booksellers) 76 
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microbial world is presenting other ways 
of looking at bacteria. The fantastic diversity 
and capabilities of the microbial world, with 
new insights derived from research on the 
human microbiome[9] in particular, shows how 
the story of human-bacteria interactions is 
far more complex than the trope of all 
bacteria being ‘pathogenic’ or the reduction 
of the complex microbial ecosystem to the 
binary of ‘good’ and ‘bad’ bacteria.[10] Much of 
human connection to the wider ecosystem 
operates through the microbial world, 
where the processes of microbial 
communication and genetic exchange weave 
together different species into one 
complex web of life – porous 
interconnected bodies.[11] 

Going well beyond the discussion 
about bacteria in the context of human or animal 
health, another emerging research thread 
shows the microbial world as comprising 
intelligent organisms that play the role of 
preserver of all life forms on Planet Earth. It 
is perhaps bacteria, with their antiquity, 
scale, diversity and adaptability that are the 
‘gurus’ we need to learn from to open our 
thinking and capacity to avert a coming ecological 
catastrophe. 

This growing recognition offers the 
possibility of a paradigm shift in human 
approach to bacteria – from dread and loathing 
to wonder and respect, perhaps tinged by 
restrained, more realistic fear. 

As Martin Blaser[12] microbiologist of 
the microbiome, says: ‘It’s difficult for the 
human mind to grasp the concept of deep time, 
of billions of years of microbial activity churning 
inorganic matter into the stuff of life…the 
bacteria were here long before even the giant 
supercontinents, Laurasia and Gondwana, 
which go back a half billion years or so and from 
which our present continents have descended.’[13] 
Over three billion years as the sole living 
inhabitants on Earth, and in every nook and 
cranny of it, the microbial world evolved in a 
complex interrelationship of competition and 
cooperation that is still the very essence of 
the intimate processes occurring in each 
human, animal and plant, and in soil, rocks, sky 
and oceans. 

This paper argues that a new relationship with 
the microbial world requires effort and 
experiment to become sensitive to the 
ecosystem, reflect on whether we are asking the 
right questions and in the right language, to 
adapt actively as individuals and collectives to 
transform our way of living in intimate 
connection with the microbial world. Even as the 
war metaphor holds its power, as the reality of 
known and new infectious diseases assail human 
beings and our antibiotics fail, many exciting 
initiatives, practical and aesthetic, are emerging 
to engage and interconnect human actions, the 
microbial world and the larger environment. 

The paper describes some initiatives 
attempting to understand new knowledge and 
new ways of knowing about the human-microbe 
story from an ecosystem perspective. It shows 
that art and mobilization, participation and 
empowering of ordinary people, including 
children, can help destabilise accepted scientific 
paradigms by placing phenomena within 
broader emotional, cultural, and societal 
contexts, and bringing together elements in a 
way that would typically fall beyond the purview 
of a given scientific method. Drawing on 
examples of artistic projects, and focusing 
particularly on three practical initiatives in 
Ecuador, it points to the importance of art and 
artists in critiquing reality and inspiring re-
visioning the ‘big themes’ of life – to find new 
ways of understanding and describing reality. 
The paper argues that art processes can have a 
transformative potential in this paradigm shift, 
perhaps more so if linked to innovative social 
and scientific processes. 

Finally, it argues for active 
learning from indigenous cosmovisions and 
traditional practices and from bacteria 
themselves, to imagine, recognise and 
evolve new relationships with the invisible 
artists of all life processes. Thus, what 
appears to be a grave crisis in the form of 
ABR might well be a historic opportunity to 
move to a qualitatively different plane in 
human interaction with the microbial world 
and the ecosystem. 
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Antibiotics and Antibiotic Resistance: 
Like Light and Shadow 

The idea of ‘magic bullets’ to deal with bacterial 
infections began with Paul Erlich who sought to 
use dyes, poisons and heavy metals to stain 
specific ‘germs’, then kill them.[14] ‘According to 
an old superstition, bullets could be charmed to 
ensure that they would hit a particular 
person.’[15] In 1909 his group found a successful 
chemical cure for syphilis. 

  Modern antibiotics were first discovered 
a couple of decades later and have been 
developed ever since. Most early antibiotics 
came from accidental (Alexander Fleming) [16] or 
deliberate (Dubos)[17] observation of the natural 
production by certain bacteria of substances that 
inhibit the growth of other microbes. Their role 
in nature was represented largely as the killing of 
one bacterial species by another: ‘an organism 
destroys the life of another organism to preserve 
its own’, said Paul Vuillemin in 1889;[18] ‘[The 
word antibiosis – literally meaning anti-life] in 
modern usage has acquired a fixed meaning and 
denotes the fight of all against all at the 
lowest level of existence, that is the cellular 
level’, said Helmuth Bottcher in 1959.[19] By 
1940 Selman Waksman had defined an antibiotic 
as "a chemical substance produced by 
microorganisms which has the capacity to inhibit 
the growth of bacteria and other microorganisms 
and even to destroy them".[20] These substances 
were subsequently grown, studied, altered 
chemically and new molecules synthesized in a 
spurt of prolific activity producing what came to 
be known as ‘miracle drugs’ (Figure 2). 

   The logic of antibiotic therapy has been 
to arrest the growth of the infecting 
microorganism and where possible kill it with 
least damage to the patient. Thus, most 
antibiotics target elements of the bacteria that 
are not present in mammalian cells.  

  With infection rapidly being cured, and a 
seemingly never-ending supply of antibiotics 
coming to market during the golden therapeutic 
era of the fifties, sixties and seventies, antibiotics 
became a cornerstone of  modern medical  care.   

   Advanced   medical   techniques  could 
evolve based on the certainty of combating the 
associated high risk of infection (such as 
chemotherapy for cancer treatment, organ 
transplantation, joint replacements, intensive 
neonatal care). It was not long before the status 
of antibiotics was elevated to a cure for 
everything. 

  Apart from allergic reactions in some 
individuals, most antibiotics seemed to have no 
significant side effects except one that was 
massively exploited in food production. They 
cause faster weight gain and were soon a vital 
additive to animal feeds eventually out-pacing 
rates of use in humans. Their role in human 
obesity and the epidemics of asthma, acid reflux 
and even diabetes is now also becoming clearer.[21] 

  Antibiotic use exploded,[22] much of it 
unnecessary. Antibiotics were consumed and 
excreted in human and animal urine and faeces, 
added to water and feeds in animal husbandry and 
fish farms, and used for crop protection.[23] 
Antibiotics and their residues, many bioactive, 
entered the environment through sewerage and 
water seepage into soil and waterways, added to by 
the effluent from antibioticxmanufacturingxplants.[24] 
Contamination of the food chain with resistant 
genes was also a consequence. 

Massive antibiotic use over the last seven 
decades sharply increased evolutionary pressure 
on bacteria to develop resistance to these 
antibiotics.[25]

  Again, although ABR is mostly portrayed 
as an undesirable consequence of abuse or 
misuse of antibiotics, the rate of antibiotic 
resistance emergence is related to all uses of 
antibiotics, not just their misuse. In that sense the 
unnecessary use of a particular antibiotic for the 
benefit of individuals (persons, animals or herds) 
diminishes the ability of others in need to derive 
the same level of benefit from the same 
antibiotic. 

Untreatable or hard to treat infections are 
increasing in human populations in all countries of 
all levels of income.[26] Hospital- and community-
acquired infections such as tuberculosis,   
neonatal    bloodstream   infections,   pneumonia, 
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meningitis,   and   gonorrhea  are causing longer 

hospital stays (often in intensive care units) with 

increased cost to health systems and individuals, 
and increasing mortality.[27] 

The bacterial response 

The ability of bacteria to develop resistance has 
been known since the discovery of antimicrobial 
agents. The first reports appeared in the 
early 1900s to Erlich’s magic bullet for 
syphilis, Salvarsan, and in the 1940s and 
1950s to penicillin and other early antibiotics.[28]

The vast numbers of bacteria and the 
speed of their mutations seem to give them 
endless ways to resist any new way of 
killing or disarming them.[29]

  Augmenting existing options for 
resisting antibiotics, amazingly enough, bacteria 
also  share  their  resistance  with  each  other.  In 

1959, the first report of transferable drug 
resistance from Japan was received skeptically 
but soon confirmed worldwide. It took 30 years 
to discover the mechanism of what is now 
accepted as the principal, clinically significant 
route to ABR in microbes, namely, horizontal 
gene transfer.[30] Bacteria have developed mobile 
elements, called plasmids and transposons, 
where resistance genes (in bundles of different 
types of resistance genes) are transferred 
between bacteria and across bacterial species. 
Thus, antibiotic resistance elements spread to 
environmental and commensal[31] microorganisms, 
creating a resistance reservoir. 

  Bacteria have developed efficient 
means to adapt to changes in their environment 
over billions of years, evolving a complex mutual 
process     of    competition,    cooperation    and  
evolution. It   turns   out    that   the precursors of 
resistance   genes   are   everywhere, even being 

F ig.2 Autho r  Unknown 
Advertis ement Poster for Penicillin on a mailbox in New York, 1944 
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detected in human populations never exposed 
to antibiotics. Similar gene families have been 
found in microbial communities in human, animal 
and plants and even in ancient environments.[32] 

  Julian Davies, an eminent Canadian 
immunologist and microbiologist, asks a crucial 
question, ‘are all microbial communities in 
humans, animals, birds, reptiles, soil, marine 
environments and prehistoric caves in a state of 
perpetual warfare? Is it possible that putative 
resistance genes play other roles in 
microbial communities in nature?’ He points 
out that Paracelsus in the 16th century postulated 
that everything is a poison. The dose 
differentiates a poison from a remedy. In the 
environment, what we refer to as antibiotics are 
generally present in undetectably low 
concentrations and few convincing 
demonstrations of in situ antibiotic activity have 
been reported. There is increasing evidence of 
their roles in promoting morphological and other 
changes in bacterial populations at very low (sub-
inhibitory) levels. It is probable, he says, that 
antibiotics (poisons at high concentrations), 
perform ‘other’ functions in nature. ‘We have a 
situation in which ‘antibiotics’ that are not really 
‘antibiotics’ are in apposition with ‘resistance 
genes’ that are not really ‘resistance genes’.[33] 
The question is how to use this information to 
overcome the impediments to successful 
infectious disease treatment and then control use. 
Significantly, Davies opens the door wide to the 
necessity for a new way of thinking about the 
extraordinary complexity of natural microbial 
communities and the ecological nature of ABR. 

Taking An Ecological Approach 

An ecological[34] perspective of ABR has gained 
traction in more recent years, paralleling new 
research in microbiology showing the sheer 
vastness, diversity and significance of the 
microbial species that are found not only in the 
human body but throughout the ecosystem.  

  Microbes are the oldest and most 
numerous   of   all   living   organisms  on   Planet 

Earth. One estimate puts the combined weight 
of all microorganisms as being 80 percent of the 
entire Earth’s biomass.[35] Microbial activity is 
essential for the survival of life on the planet. 
From nutrients and waste recycling to regulating 
atmospheric gases and maintaining complex 
human metabolic processes, microbes are at the 
heart of the earth’s ecological systems. The 
numbers of beneficial bacteria vastly outnumber 
those that are pathogenic or potentially so. 

  A healthy adult human harbours some 
100 trillion bacteria in his/her gut alone. That is 
ten times the number of ‘human’ cells. While 
human egg and sperm provide about 22,000 
different genes to the body, the microbiome (as 
the collective communities of bacteria in the 
body are known) is reckoned to contribute an 
additional 8 million genes – 360 times more than 
‘human’ genes.[36]

  Recent research shows bacteria act, not 
as individual living organisms much of the time, 
but as communities, even communicating 
among themselves to decide their course of 
action. The human body is home to many 
indigenous microbes, with distinct communities 
found at different anatomical sites.[37] By the time 
we are a few years old, mature complex 
microbial communities have established 
themselves in our bowels and we carry these 
more or less our entire lives. Evidence is 
emerging that bacteria and other micro-
organisms, working as communities, promote 
proper development of host organs, new 
capillary blood vessels, stimulate the 
development of the immune system, provide 
nutrients, regulate fat storage and exclude 
potential pathogens.[38] Now considered by 
microbiologists of the microbiome as an organ 
of the human body, we must embrace the 
intimacy of our connection with these microbes.    

Eshel Ben-Jacob, Israeli researcher into 
complex systems, and his team study the social 
intelligence of colonies of bacteria as models of 
complexity.[39] They propose that much can be learned 
from bacteria, especially about sharing social space and 
using existing resources sustainably. 
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The  ecological  nature  of  the  microbial world 
and its crucial role in the planet’s ecosystem 
behooves us to adapt our way of living in 
recognition of their being our own source of life 
– learning to ‘swim’ with them (Fig.3). The
challenge is to be able to transform the beliefs
and fears we have about the ecosystem and
microbes, including that we are ‘above’ all other
life forms and ‘alone’.

Reimagining Resistance 

Between 2006 and 2008, in a project 
entitled Microbes and Metaphors, substantial 
material was gathered from the new science of 
microbiology and related areas, from research in 
biophysics and complex systems; from clinical 
immunology; and from artists and social activists 
who were interested in the theme of microbes, 
the ecosystem and health. Although tentative in 
these early stages, the process of gathering and 
sharing new scientific information and artists’ 
images, storytelling, reflecting together and 
creating new ideas gave rise to new questions as 
well as tensions over method and purpose. The 
process continued, creating networks, nurtured 
by practical activities, and together is now 
referred to as Reimagining Resistance. 

  In its essence,  Reimagining   Resistance  
(RR)  explores  the  possibilities  of  a   respectful 
coexistence with microbes, challenging the war 
metaphor, going beyond the purely medical lens 
through which microbes are viewed currently 
and emphasising the ecological nature of the 
ABR phenomenon. Using both facts from new 
scientific research as well as the unique images 
and insights offered by the arts, it questions the 
way we choose to tell the story of the human 
interaction with microbes: ‘A story written largely 
in terms of all the tragic encounters and rarely in 
terms of the positive role played by microbes, 
including the immune processes in living beings. 
We know from the history of science when a 
particular paradigm loses the ability to convince, 
no amount of pottering along the same path can 
restore its powers of explanation. At some stage 
we need to pack our bags and leave on a long 
journey away from dead certainties and 
established methods into unpredictable but 
lively realms of the unknown’.[40] 

Inxitsxevolution, ReimaginingxxResistance 
became an increasingly embodied process asking 
what it really means to be transdisciplinary; how to 
learn from indigenous cosmovision and traditional 
practices that seem to know something at the 
heart   of  what   we   were exploring; and how to 

Fig.3 Satya Sivaraman and K.P. Sasi
Fish and the Ocean, cartoon, 2009 © ReAct – Action on Antibiotic Resistance, Uppsala University, Satya Sivaraman 
and K.P.Sasi.

Mary Murray
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address paradigm clashes and the power of who 
holds ‘knowledge’. There was also joy in sharing 
the creative communication from diverse places, 
cultures and disciplines.  

    New language and images in visual and 
other forms emerged from the scientists, artists, 
theorists and social activists who have informed 
and/or been involved in the dialogue. The 
theories emerging are thought-provoking, the 
creative activities inspiring, and the difficulty of 
adapting to being in the world sensitive to the 
‘crossing between modes of existence’ 
confronting.[41]  Using the words of theorist Stacy 
Alaimo, this is our attempt to ‘grapple with ways 
to make material, murky forces palpably real’ 
even as the material forces of microbes, humans, 
the many forces of the ecosystem and the forces 
of culture, ‘shape and reshape what we can put 
into words [or images] to help us see 
possibilities.’[42]    

Joining Science and Art 

An ecological approach requires imagining and 
re-imagining, a process which requires not just 
the accumulation of new knowledge that finally 
transforms scientific paradigms, or the emergence 
of a new aesthetic through artistic imagination, 
but a relationship between arts and science, 
community and professional, human and non-
human entities. It challenges our abilities to 
embrace such complexity and thrive in it. 

What is it about art, in particular, that can 
help us find alternatives to the war metaphor 
currently dominating the approach to bacteria? 
Artists help us see, feel and think differently. As 
there are multiple scientific models, there are also 
multiple approaches to art-making, each 
promoting different involvement and relationships 
among/within those involved and affected by the 
art. 

Art as a finished object prompts us to 
reflect, see reality from myriad perspectives and, 
more significantly, in a playful way bring out new 
meanings and metaphors that did not exist 
before. Walter McConnell, a ceramic artist, 
celebrates the seriousness of microbes’ artwork in 
moist, unfired clay on which fungi and bacteria 
are     growing     by   exhibiting   this   alongside 

amusing trifles that emerge from the kiln. [43] 

Art may deal with issues that cause us 
stress, anxiety and outright fear. It may perhaps 
help us face our chronic fear of the unfamiliar to 
live more curiously with the unknown. ‘[F]rom 
time to time, we encounter works of art that seem 
to latch on to something we have felt but never 
recognized clearly before.’[44] Marek Cecula, a 
ceramic artist, made exquisite porcelain surgical 
and hospital objects (his Hygiene series)[45] that 
confront the unmentionable with the beautiful. 
This work was exhibited at the height of the AIDS 
epidemic when there was an extremely high level 
of anxiety about body waste. His suggestion was 
that fear is not the answer but maybe getting to 
know (and therefore see the beauty in) the 
‘enemy’ was the way to go. Reflecting on a 
beautiful but disturbing object can evoke 
strong emotion. Marcel Wanders used new 3-D 
image capture technologies to get a picture 
of the shape of a sneeze. This image was then 
turned into a real object used as a model for his 
Snotty Vase series. The vase is used for flowers, 
and in this context the shape of a sneeze, and 
all the mucous attendant on that, is subsumed in 
a thing of beauty (Fig.4). 

Thus, the object is also a ‘thing’ where, in 
Heidegger’s definition, it assumes a life of its own 
and so becomes less an object of our admiration 
than a ‘thing’ in its own right.[46] A ‘thing’ persists, 
insinuating itself into our consciousness through 
its essential nature, acquiring life of its own. 

Art as a process means an active 
engagement with the imagination and the world. 
The product is not the main focus. Products 
always result, but the ongoing engagement with 
the theme and the material is what is important. 
Anna Dumitriu, British visual and performance 
artist, communes with the everyday bacteria in 
our lives. Her mantra may be ‘Not how clean is 
your house, but how sublime is your ecosystem’. 
She set out to find a way to chat with people 
about normal flora, the microbes in our gut and 
on our skin. She cultured microbes from her bed 
and her chair. She began to crochet the pattern 
made  by  the bed flora while  chatting to people  in 
the foyer  of  the  local   hospital.  Soon others  joined    
in.    The    crocheted  bed   flora   piece  was  exhibited  
in  London  and  is shown in Fig.5 
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Fig.4 Marcel  Wanders 
 Snotty Vase  Coryza,  Polyamide, 15x15x15 cm, manufactured by Capp elini—Italy, © Marcel Wanders and Maarten van Houten 
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‘growing’ and spilling over onto the floor. Her 
ongoing exploration of bacteria always 
confronts.[47] 

Thus art practice is active and unfixed. It 
invites us to deeper knowledge of ourselves and 
the world we are part of – to an embodied 
knowledge. As Nicolas Bourriard says in his 
seminal work, Relational Aesthetics, from 
2002, the idea of art practice is ‘a set of 
artistic practices which take as their 
theoretical and practical point of departure the 
whole of human relations and their social 
context, rather than an independent and 
private space.’[48] Panya Chayakum, a Thai 
classically trained artist prolific in many media, 
brings consciousness to the unnecessary 
destruction of wildlife diversity by civilization. He 
strongly embraced the idea of living in harmony 
with the microbial world and was enthusiastic 
from the start about joining a dialogue about 
bacteria, immediately seeing them as invisible 
wildlife. He began reading about microbiology 
and thinking about man’s impact on the invisible 
environment. Fig.6 shows ceramic microbes 
that resulted. ‘I am really attracted to the 
enigma of microbes. If we could understand the 
mysteries of bacterial ecology and behaviour of 
bacteria, might it not be possible to live a 
complementary lifexwithxallxspecies?’ 

     Art practice involves occupying the space 
where we can imagine. It often involves a lot of 
important repetitive work to move beyond the 
first level of engagement with a theme. Full 
understanding is not achieved after one event. 
Repetitive cycles of imagining and examining in 
practiced ways raises the possibility of a different 
way of looking. This repetitive engagement with 
the wider world is the strength of a relational (in 
Bourriard’s terms) practice. Peter Cameron, a 
landscape painter reflects deeply about 
experiencing the land and the act of painting: 

Painting is the recreation of space; 
but which space? Sure, we see the 
immediate physical, elemental 
structures  of  the  land.  But   there’s 
more. Our senses also tell of visceral 

movements, scents in the air, bird 
song, insect life. They hint at cultural 
traditions and histories. Land 
contains within itself all the stories of 
its passages through time; animal, 
vegetable and mineral. (See Fig.7) 

Iconic works of art may emerge from artists’ 
deep art practice as their own embodied 
exploration in small repetitive steps. Similarly the 
audience begins an embodied process through 
revisitation and questioning inspired by the 
work. This process is what changes a paradigm 
both within the artist and perhaps also within 
society. During the dialogue, Peter Cameron 
provoked such a questioning by his reflection: 

Microbes might be a god or a kind of 
god – ‘the generation of diversity’ god. 
An individual image goes to make up a 
whole system – a thinking organism. 
The connections between the 
microbes, these forming and reforming 
structures, can easily be understood as 
a potent life-force exhibiting various 
drives, hence consciousness. A fungi 
makes decisions. We should think 
about them on their terms – otherwise 
it is colonization. 

French philosopher, Bachelard, intending to 
recover the imagination in the twentieth century 
and merge the philosophy and discourse of 
science, psychoanalysis and aesthetics, was of 
the view that through imaginary life, or 
imagination, being emerges and is modified – an 
irresistible move towards well-being.[49] He 
disrupted the traditional hierarchy between 
concept and image – the idea that there might 
be, somewhere in the world, a proper meaning 
that predates the image. He favoured the 
word  correspondence  over  metaphor,  seeking  
to impart the notion that in a correspondence, 
two words ‘exchange their powers’ and 
supplement rather than supplant each other.[50]
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In 1987, French philosopher Gilles Deleuze 
approached art as an act of resistance to 
stagnation of concept models that threaten to 
enclose life and its myriad transmutations. More 
than bringing being into focus, processes of 
art, at their best, facilitate transformation 
or becoming-other. This idea echoes a phrase 
of Malraux: art is what resists death. In doing so, 
art assimilates itself to life, the artist frees life.[51]      

     French philosopher Bruno Latour observes 
that there has been so little ‘description of what it 
is to be a computer, a termite, an ecosystem, a 
river catchment, a technical project or a 
corporation’ that we need to modify the baseline 
from which we evaluate and gauge all other 
entities. ‘All collectives have been thrown into the 
same pot, striving to decide    how     to  survive   
with  or   against   one  another...This  is  not   the 

the moment to drastically limit  the  number  of  
legitimate agencies, since the chances of 
diplomacy depend on new configurations 
among these agencies’.[52] 
            Reimagining Resistance, as well as the 
other collaborative experiments between artists 
and scientists that we explored following this 
impulse, enabled us to reflect anew. What did 
we encounter in our attempts to make microbes 
and ABR more visible? To join science and the 
arts? How did people engage with this? What is 
the path of moving from a distant relationship 
with the environment, the ecosystem – a 
conceptual relationship with little examination of 
our unconscious formation to be separate and 
‘above’ it? What states and traps did we fall into? 
Are these really traps or an inevitable part of  
the     awakening   of    a    sensitivity    that    can 

Fig.5 Anna Dumitr iu 
Performance Bed Crochet, Fibre, 2008 © Dumitriu 



Fig.6 Panya Chayakum 
Traces of Living, Ceramic, 2008 © Chayakum 
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transform our beings into a conscious and 
interactive relationship with what we are made of 
and what we are making? 

Peoples’ Participation and Arts for Social 
Change 

Perhaps the most transformative 
processes may be those where groups of people 
or whole communities engage in art-making. Thus 
community arts, often facilitated by the 
knowledge of artists within different cultural 
traditions, are forms of cultural expression 
embodying the exploration of knowledge and 
development of understanding by the community 
on themes important to them. Judith Marcuse, 
founder of the International Centre of Arts for 
Social Change, proposes that such processes can 
lead to powerfully internalized understanding of 
complex issues and contribute to long-term 
paradigm change.[53] 

The field of Arts for social change[54] 
shows what is possible collectively. Of seven main 
themes of activity, ‘giving voice and telling 
stories’, and ‘creating new visions and opening 
new imaginations’ for what the world could be 
are considered unique to (both), or exclusive to 
(the latter), the field and of key interest to RR. 
There are four key elements in the latter theme: 

[…] expressions of creativity, hope, 
freedom and expression … In our 
work those visions then become—
we have permanent installations, 
public art works—they’re reminders 
of these visions of equality, justice 
and hope, and hopefully it gives 
people direction for their social 
action.[55] 

[…] practicing new ways of being in 
the world, people being able to 
assign their own affiliations… really 
creating a paradigm shift, a different 
way of looking at issues and coming 
to deal with issues from a 
community perspective. [...] It really 
is about a paradigm shift, not  doing  

things  the  way  they’ve been done 
if it’s not working anymore.[56]

fostering creativity and fun, engaging 
in positive expression… dance allows 
people to go into that liminal space 
where they can be who they are and 
not who they are at the same time, so 
they can practice new identities.[57] 

giving people new perspectives, 
and more… transient utopias and 
far-reaching ripples: we can change 
things a lot within our own 
environment, in ways we know and 
ways we don’t know [...]. It creates 
inspirations for the way the world 
could be and society could be.[58]

This sense of ‘walking the talk’ may be one 
special strength of community-engaged arts 
done well. Not only is the artistic work a new 
vision for what the world could be, but the 
community-engaged process can embody, or 
strive to embody, new ways of working together. 
However the quality of community engagement 
and quality of artistic work depends on integrity 
between everyday processes and practices and 
representation through the arts.[59] 

 RR embraces the art-making process as 
political, seeking to understand how life 
transforms. If, as the German artist Beuys said, 
‘everybody is an artist’ and involved in creating a 
social sculpture, or ‘a social organism as a work 
of art’,[60] then what might be the potential for 
awakening the artist and social sculptor in each 
person to assert and protect life where the 
microbial world is ‘visible’, respected and 
embraced. 

 Community protestors have often drawn 
on the making visible of bodies and bodily fluids 
and interactions to draw attention to the ways in 
which human and non-human systems often 
work together in ways that are harmful to the 
most maligned and oppressed members of a 
society or ecosystem, but are ultimately 
deleterious to everyone involved.[61] In Bhopal, 
for  example,  some  women  survivors of the gas 
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disaster marched with bottles of urine to the 
local hospital demanding that their bodies be 
examined to see if they should continue with 
their pregnancies. They managed through this 
and other creative means to politicize the fact 
that ‘their bodies…are in some sense 
indistinguishable from the ground water and the 
chemicals produced in the factory; the same flow 
of substance pervades these bodies.’[62] 

If, as in Bhopal, everyone is or must also 
be implicated in scientific investigation, then 
these combined political dimensions of 
paradigm shifts challenge who controls the 
power of knowledge, action or denial of action, 
and the perspectives for defining key questions. 

Developing an Intercultural Guide for 
Community Health Promoters 

The tensions between various perspectives and 
paradigms as well as the power relations that 
underscore them, can be acutely seen through the 
challenges encountered when a team of 
interdisciplinary international collaborators set out 
to develop a Guide for community health 
promoters on ABR. An Ecuadorean-Canadian 
collaboration developed a Masters Degree 
program promoting an ecosystem approach to 
health (2006), integrating community involvement 
to sustainably manage environmental health risks 
in   Ecuador.[63]    They    went   on   to  establish    a 

Fig.7 Panya Chayakum 
Universe and Civilization, Postcard, 2005 © Chayakum 
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Certificate Program called An Ecosystem to 
Approach  Antimicrobial Resistance for community 
leaders and health professionals (2012), in 
collaboration with ReAct Latin America, the 
Ministry of Health (MSP) and the Pan American 
Health Organisation (PAHO). They wanted the 
Guide to reflect the rich intercultural expression 
and learning that occurred in their various previous 
interactions. 

The background and the init iat ive: 
Participants in the Certificate program – 
including nurses, doctors, dentists, community 
leaders - worked in small groups to conduct 
projects in their own communities to raise 
awareness as well as change attitudes and 
inappropriate behaviours regarding microbes 
and antimicrobial use. What was striking was that 
projects that used arts-based techniques – 
including puppet shows and drawings – seemed 
to work particularly well towards the initial aims 
and also widened the concepts of ABR within an 
ecosystem approach. There was considerable 
interest in integrating ancestral knowledge into 
the approach to microbial stewardship and the 
management of mild symptoms from common 
viral upper respiratory and gastrointestinal 
disease. One group of indigenous women in the 
Certificate program began to collect information 
on the use of medical plants in their Andean 
community, and many members of the team, in 
conjunction with this group of indigenous 
women, decided to create an intercultural 
booklet to widely share this knowledge. Thus 
began an important intercultural experience that 
led to creative communication techniques and 
an intercultural paradigm clash that had to be 
negotiated. 

    The team members from the University of 
British Colombia, as part of their role as a World 
Health Organization collaborating centre, 
insisted on obtaining the endorsement of PAHO 
for the envisioned booklet. This, in turn, also 
required the endorsement of MSP. Various 
meetings were held throughout 2012, involving 
several non-governmental organizations, as well 
as  PAHO,  MSP and personnel from  Ecuadorean  

university partners, as well as Canadian researchers  
to  try  to  reach  consensus  on  the  form and 
content of this booklet and the target audience. 
This required deference to the accepted ‘scientific’ 
and professional Western medical view of ABR and 
its solutions, acknowledging its power while moving 
to a deeper engagement with an ecosystem 
approach. Workshops were then held as 
preliminary training with those who were deemed 
most likely to use the booklet, namely community 
health promoters, and to obtain their feedback on 
the content, tone and messaging. 

Creativexcommunicat ion:  
Most team members argued that the booklet 
produced should be rich with colourful graphics 
conveying messages not only about the various 
symptoms of infectious diseases, preventive 
measures and therapeutic techniques - but also 
expressing the sentiment that bacteria play an 
important role in human health and the 
ecosystem. Moreover, these colleagues wanted 
to show graphics that also evoked a sense of 
communities taking action. However, some team 
members were preoccupied with ensuring that 
the booklet looked scientifically sound, cited 
scientific literature, and clearly promoted use of 
the medical system that the government had 
worked hard to establish. They insisted that 
PAHO and MSP officials would not approve it 
otherwise. After much discussion – and indeed 
struggle, amongst individuals from a wide 
variety of disciplinary training and cultural 
backgrounds – a booklet was drafted, with 
extensive use of drawings, to convey 
messages about the various symptoms, 
measures and techniques noted above. Some 
were drawn anew, others were adapted (with 
permission) from other sources.[64] Thus, the 
first struggle ‘won’ was obtaining consensus 
that we would engage ways of communicating 
that went beyond the traditional text-based 
approaches.     

   In 2013 two workshops were held, in March 
and May respectively, each with approximately 24 
community health promoters, for the purpose of 
obtaining wider engagement in this project.  
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Organizers introduced each section of the 
booklet. Role-play was then used to generate 
discussion,  which  in turn led to refining the booklet. 

For the role-play exercise, four groups of 
5-6 people each were given a specific scenario
(see Box 1 for some examples) and instructed to
play the scene in a 2-5 minute skit based on their
own experience, or their understanding of how
this would likely occur in reality and not to simply
stereotype – either good or bad. Participants
were encouraged to reflect on underlying social
processes, and not feel bound by simply
portraying the immediate situation. The only
requirement was that everyone participate. After
the skit, the group’s reporter explained the
issues considered in planning the skit. These
were then discussed by all.
      The embodied enactment of the issues heightened 
the international team’s awareness of the limitations of a 
Western view of success in the area of health. Kichuan 
cosmo-vision values that emerged in the workshops 
revealed a much more sophisticated understanding of 
the   intricate   interdependence   of   various  aspects of   

the   ecosystem   and    their   role    in   ensuring 
continued wellbeing in humans. It also 
became clear, through the scenarios and the 
discussions they   generated,   that   what was 
valued by the group is the very act of 
living in good relationship with other beings, 
human and non-human – the Kichuan vision 
of Sumak Kawsay (see Box 2). 

     
Some international team members were quite 
surprised at the reluctance of some of the PAHO 
and MSP personnel to include ancestral 
knowledge and indigenous cosmology in the 
booklet given the official recognition of Kichuan 
culture in Ecuador. Ecuador has been rapidly 
‘modernising’ – with much commendable efforts 
by government to invest in the public sector to 
improve ‘efficiency and effectiveness’. The 
hegemony of quantitative evidence of 
effectiveness – preferably through randomized 
clinical trials (RCTs) – however, was very much 
present in these efforts. Thousands of years of 
oral history just could not stand up in the 
hierarchy   of    evidence.    Thus,     for a country  

Box 1:  Example Scenarios for  Community Health Promoter Role Play to Build Capacity 
in Reducing Antimicrobial Resistance and the Transmission of Infectious Diseases 

Scenario #1 – “Inappropriate use of antibiotics – without a diagnosis”  
A Community Health Promoter (CHP) is visiting the home of a young woman who just had a baby. Her 
nine -year old son comes into the room and tells his mother that his head hurts. She tells him to 
bring her the little bottle of pills from the medicine chest, which he does. She gives him a pill of 
ampicillin and tells him to take this pill with a glass of water. The CHP …. 

Scenario #4 – “When there are barriers to accessing medical attention” 
A mother with two young children calls the Community Health Promoter (CHP) on her cell phone 
and explains that one of her children seems to have a fever and complains of a sore throat. Her 
husband is not around and she does not have a vehicle. She explains that a neighbour about 200 
meters away has a truck, but she is not sure if they have gas in it. She knows that her neighbour has 
antibiotics as she remembers her neighbour telling her this last week, when their child had the same 
symptoms, that she had to buy 20 pills at the pharmacy, and her child was better after using only 
10 of them, so she kept the rest in case she needs them another time. The CHP tells her…. 

The background and the initiative:
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wanting to be seen as conforming to the highest 
standards of technology and Western science, the 
inclusion of indigenous cosmology and discussion 
of medicinal properties of plants that had not 
been proven in RCTs – was challenging. The 
consensus reached was to avoid discussion of 
non-Western cosmologies, and be extremely 
cautious in presenting attributes of medicinal 
plants – for example, stressing that the ideas 
presented, for example, for symptom alleviation, 
were based on ancestral knowledge, unproven in 
medical science. Nonetheless, the group was 
content that at least these ideas were included. 
Figure 8 shows both the initial drawing of the 
cover (attempting to combine medicinal plants, 
promoting   infection   control  measures  such as  

hand-washing, and concepts about antimicrobial 
resistance derived from Western approaches 
such  as  the Canadian “Do Bugs Need Drugs?” 
campaign)[65] and the final cover, in which the 
presence of the modern medical system is 
prominent. 

There had also been considerable 
concern within the team regarding how to 
measure impact of the booklet. From their 
perspective of rigorous research, the team 
sought ‘hard’ measures of change in the use of 
antibiotics and/or in levels of antibiotic 
resistance. Stymied by the lack of a surveillance 
system that tracked data on antimicrobial use, let 
alone antibiotic resistance, the team had to 
resign    itself   to  the  impossibility  of rigorously 

Box 2:  Sumak Kawsay – Indigenous wisdom meets new science 

To the Kichwa, the indigenous peoples of the Andes, Sumak Kawsay corresponds to the worldview of 
the ancient Kichwa way of life. Its closest Spanish translation is ‘buen vivir’ and the closest English 
translation probably ‘living well’. According to its proponents, this world view exists in a similar form 
among the Aymara as ‘Suma Qamaña’, and among the Guaraní as ‘Teko Porã’ or ‘Teko Kavi’. In its 
original Kichwa meaning, Sumak indicates ‘excellent, fullness, sublime, superior, beautiful’; while 
Kawsay, means ‘life’, and dignified life in its fullness.[66] 

Sumak Kawsay, considered as an element of the Pachamama or Mother Earth, seeks balance 
with nature in the satisfaction of needs, based on the principle of ‘take only what is necessary’ as 
opposed to emphasis on endless economic growth. Life is the essence of all vital beings. It is diverse, 
harmonious and unique, characterized by an active process of intense exchange, flow, and interplay 
between the various forms of life, ecosystems, human beings and nature. This is a state of fullness of 
the entire human and natural community expressed in harmony and balance both externally and 
internally.[67] Alterations of the interconnections between living beings, the breakdown of the web of 
life, only produces disease, devastation and death, because there is an intimate connection between 
human health and the health of the entire planet. 

From the vision of the native peoples, Sumak Kawsay signifies to live in community and in 
brotherhood, based on reciprocity, solidarity and complementarity, in the relations between 
human beings and in the relations between humans with the other forms of life and nature.[68] 
Donato Camey, a Mayan Kaqchikel doctor, puts bacteria into the context of this wisdom: 
‘Bacteria, in our conception, are part of the permanent offshoot of the universe, part of the realization 
and perfection of life on Mother Earth, part of the journey of the life of the creator and trainer, point of 
perfection of the creative formative forces, members of the universal community that flourishes in 
Mother earth’.[69] The concept of Sumak Kawsay allows a new vision of nature, without ignoring 
technological advances, but rather projecting them to the inside of a new contract with nature. 
Nature and society are not separate, nor seen as something external to or a threat to each other, 
nor as the radical other, but as natural parts of each other’s dynamics, as the foundation and condition 
for the possibility of existence of both in the future.[70] 
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evaluating community-based efforts to tackle the 
ABR. Community Health Promoters who work  in 
the region  confirmed the complexity of 
mechanisms   at   play   in  the   daily  misuse  of 
antimicrobials. Significant factors for the 
community that became clear through the 
exercise included the impact of remoteness, lack 
of access to public clinics and a historic mistrust 
of a public system that had not been seen to 
value indigenous concerns and ancestral 
knowledge. It was the arts-based, embodied 
nature of the exercise that helped team 
members begin to realize that measuring the 
downstream effects on actual antibiotic 
consumption, resistance patterns and adverse 
medical outcomes may be important from a 
Western perspective, but for the various 
community partners, the social processes that 
facilitate community and environmental 
wellbeing or ‘good living’ were more important 
than the reductionist outcomes the Northern 
team members had originally envisioned. Thus 
the process of intercultural adaptation and 
‘meeting’ in a new space was begun. 

Surveys were conducted with the 
community health promoters who attended the 
arts-infused workshops before and after the 
introduction of the Guide to seek ways to 
strengthen the messages in the Guide. The 
depiction of community mobilization emerged as 
particularly important, and hence the team 
ensured that drawings that reflected this theme 
were indeed prominent. In our efforts to address 
this complex issue with a trans-disciplinary and 
intercultural approach, an important lesson 
learned was the value of embodied performance 
techniques in facilitating the surfacing of 
underlying perspectives and enabling the 
creation of a new space for adapting across 
these differences. Thus collaboration took on 
new meaning for the group. 

In the end, we realized that just as the 
bacterial world struggles to resist the assaults of 
modern medicine and its non-holistic approach 
to health, we too had to engage in this struggle. 
We had to resist the reductionist approach of 
focusing only on the effectiveness of medicines 
as  determined  in  RCTs, ignoring the role of the  

ecosystem and social processes in perpetuating 
disease and broader indigenous visions of 
health; and, just as the bacterial world does, we 
had to adapt to our reality, in order for our 
project to survive. 

Fotoresistencia: The art of ‘seeing’ the 
invisible 

Health professionals working at the community 
level have been trained in the biomedical view 
and act accordingly. However, working in the 
conditions they do and with the biomedical tools 
they have, there is little that can empower them 
to contain antimicrobial resistance and the 
problem of infectious diseases. So there is a 
need to collectively broaden and deepen the 
search to see these phenomena in their eco-
social contexts, but at the same time to re-
imagine the role of community health 
professionals and the health system itself.      

As the indigenous peoples teach, health 
is the result of the harmonious relations of social 
and ecological forces, mostly in a framework of 
cooperation, but also of disputes and disease 
that are an expression of disharmony. Bacterial 
resistance to antibiotics is a serious consequence 
of disharmony. Thus, in the broadest terms, the 
mission of health workers is to help to restore 
harmony. 

Within the health system, the holistic 
strategy is that of Comprehensive Primary Health 
Care, which understands collective health as a 
reflection of social, cultural and environmental 
conditions in which community life unfolds. The 
work of health workers and the health system 
aims primarily to promote the conditions of 
collective health. To fulfill this mission, health 
professionals require a meta-clinical training. 

 FotoResistencia (FR) was an initiative, in 
the southern provinces of Ecuador, based on 
documentary photography to build a holistic 
perspective of bacterial resistance, and orient 
the work of health professionals to the 
restoration of eco-social harmony. It involved 
health workers, trained by an artist 
photographer, taking pictures with a camera, 
developing visual stories of people and the 
many facets of  bacterial  resistance to antibiotics 



122 

in their health centers or communities, while 
reimagining this public health problem and their 
own role in their communities.  

Why photography? We had three reasons: 
the representation of antibiotic resistance through 
photographic images and documentary demands 
going beyond the biomedical approach to the 
problem; photographic images have powerful 
impacts on the social imagination; and documentary 
photography germinates links between 
photographers, photographed subjects and 
audiences. We found it to be a creative and 
powerful communication process.  In late 2011, a 
public album with eight photo documentaries was 
produced.[71] Using image and text, they tell stories, 
show situations or realities ranging over: the 
deficiencies and limitations in which they develop as 
health workers; the social determination of infectious 
diseases;       the     generation     of       and       poor   

management  of waste; food production; lack of 
access to medical care and medicines; and the 
medicalization of health. With greater or lesser 
levels of visibility, the photo-documentaries show 
the weft of threads that unite antibiotic resistant 
infections with the problems encountered in their 
communities or places of work. Examples are 
shown in Figs.9 and 10. We found creative ways to 
show the resulting stories in interactive seminars 
and public exhibitions.

 We observed two important effects on the 
participants’ concepts and skills to promote health.  
Firstly, the camera is a means to rediscover and 
re-signify reality. William Guzman, MoH 
community physician, explains, ‘When I'm behind 
a camera, I focus on what I did not  see  before or 
was not looking carefully at.’ Simultaneously and 
consistently, the photographs   are  an input to 
reinterpret     reality      by      the      health     team

Fig.8 University of Brit ish Columbia and Univers idad Andina Simón Bol ívar 
Guía Antibióticos, informative materials, 2005 © University of British  Columbia and Universidad Andina 
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Fig.9 Marco Cordero  
Eye Treatment, 2011. This elderly woman, living in a nursing home in Ecuador, suffers a chronic inflammation of the 
eyelids. For relief, she uses gentamicin drops and dandelion leaves. © Marco Cordero and ReAct Latin America 
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and the community together: ‘To see the photos, 
look at the details that are not seen in a routine 
medical visit or see things that we would rather 
not see’, reflects Juana Ochoa, community 
dentist. Secondly, the photograph drives health 
workers to restore relations with the community. 
Juan Campoverde, MoH doctor in a small rural 
town, says, "Photography is not only an 
opportunity to investigate or edu-communicate, 
but to return to friends and patients the love 
they give us."

Compared to the unprecedented 
production, consumption and consequent 
devaluing of images in the present times, these 
types of project aim to revalue images. 
Therefore, perhaps for FR the major pending 
challenge is to stimulate discussion among those 
represented, those representing, and those 
scrutinizing representations across the political, 
ethical and cultural axes of representation. 

Cristhian Pacheco and Glenda Chacón, 
participants in the second edition of FR, say, 
‘Photography  is  a   different   way   of   seeing  life 

[ …] and, above all to learn, learning to see a 
little beyond, which is not so obvious…’ Thus, 
investigating reality, bringing it nearer, and 
recreating relationships through photography is 
the art of seeing the invisible. 

 

On 14 November 2012, in a city nestled in the 
Andes called Cuenca, hundreds of children, 
young people and university teachers festively 
roamed its streets, in what was surely the first 
Caravan for Life and Bacteria in the world. The 
caravan was the culmination of Art & Microbes, a 
pilot cooperative project between science, the 
arts and the community on the microbial world 
and its resistance to antibiotics, driven by ReAct 
Latin America and the Faculties of Medical 
Sciences and Arts of the University of Cuenca.
Officially, Art & Microbes began about one 
month before the Caravan, with a presentation 
of the rationale and the direction of the   project   
to   teachers   and  students  of the Faculty of 
Arts,   who   were   reluctantly  engaged  through

Caravan for Life and Bacteria 

Fig.10 Segundo Tenesaca
Open-pit Dump, 2011 © Segundo Tenesaca and ReAct Latin America 
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‘a proposal from the Faculty of Medicine’. 
Several working sessions with students and 
teachers of both Faculties were organized to 
analyse the microbial world and antibiotic 
resistance. Communication material and artistic 
expressions alluding to the theme began 
brewing: fanzines, performances, costumes, 
banners, etc. 

Arts insisted that the sessions 
be conducted alternately in the medical 
sciences faculty and the arts faculty in order to 
balance the power relationship. This central 
tension in the relationship focused on the 
difference in expectations with respect to the 
roles of each faculty: the people of medical 
sciences wanted 'help' to channel more 
efficiently their ‘scientific’ message and the 
arts people wanted to take part in the 
construction of the message. In the end, the 
tension was resolved in favor of medical 
sciences. Our observation is that the medical 
sciences group already had an ongoing 
discourse for dealing with ABR, while the 
arts group was only newly getting into the topic. 
The arts sector agreed to use the medical 
discourse because of the pressure to deliver 
something on the designated day for the 
caravan. 

The caravan messages were 
predominantly of a medical nature, such as ‘Don’t 
self-medicate with antibiotics because the 
bacteria become stronger and more dangerous’. 
All messages had a more artistic wrap as a result 
of the collaboration, the medical group seeing 
this as making an efficient message. 

    However, in the live Caravan through the city 
streets, there were clear contradictions between what 
the ‘messages’ of the posters said, and what was 
expressed in body language in the dance, the rhythms, 
the food, the joy. These images did not involve fear of 
bacteria, nor blame those who use antibiotics 
inappropriately (see Fig.11). 

 In early 2013, the process was re-injected with 
new drive. ‘Reimaginando La Resistancia’ was born 
from discussions between ReAct Latin America and the 
University of British Columbia. As with Art & Microbes, 
it was agreed with the  University of  Cuenca  to  initiate     

cycles  of   dialogue,    gestation     and      
implementation of projects between teachers 
and students from the faculties of medical 
sciences and the arts to re-imagine the world of 
bacteria and their resistance to antibiotics. 

In May 2013, two workshops were held 
with representatives of three sponsoring 
institutions and the International Center of Arts 
for Social Change (Canada). These helped focus 
objectives and set basic tenets. Thus a key issue 
was resolved, namely, the conditions under which 
this inter- and transdisciplinary collaboration 
should operate: each speaking from his field but 
without barriers to enter in the field of another. 

Four groups were formed for 
interdisciplinary work to create its own project. 
The most exciting project experience, in our view, 
was entitled ‘Feel me! Here I am! With 
compliments, Your Bacteria.’ 

The original idea, conceived by Sofía 
Narváez (microbiologist and infectious diseases 
teacher) and Geovanny Sagbay (interior designer, 
musician and lecturer in the Faculty of Arts), was 
to perform a dance work telling the story of 
bacteria meeting with antibiotics and the 
consequences. ‘We were wondering how to 
reveal the feeling of bacteria towards people, 
through a scene with dance and music, without 
falling into stereotyped clichés and marketing,’ 
recalls Sofía. Later, from the Faculty of Arts, 
Cristina Bustos (dance teacher), Raúl Rodríguez 
(student of music) and students of the dance 
troupe joined the project. 

  Students of arts and medicine (fifth year, 
studying infectious diseases, under Sofía) were 
then recruited. Their first task was to investigate 
everything they could about the microbial world. 
Then, mixed groups began to work. The result 
combines video images with dance (Fig.12). As 
Sofía says "Each of the students took on the role 
of bacteria which are looking for survival in a 
hostile environment, through bodily expression". 
When antibiotics use leads to massive and 
indiscriminant death, ‘resistant bacteria joined 
the picture in order to help their friends and start 
all over again, as at the beginning of the work, a 
microbial flora united and a little stronger’. 
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The work was presented at the II 
International Seminar Recovering the health of 
ecosystems to contain Antibiotic Resistance in 
October 2013, before an audience from 
approximately 20 countries to an immensely 
positive reception. 

The most important achievements were 
the changes in perceptions about bacteria among 
the participants. For example, Karla Martínez, one 
of the medical students, said: ‘I see that it is a 
living being that defends itself against an attack, 
it does not want to disappear. This is antibiotic 
resistance as of now. It is not an evilness of 
bacteria toward us… [Before] I would only say: 
‘Well, now, it is a change in DNA for its 
evolution’, but in reality it is its survival, it is what 
they need to do to survive’. ‘I've gotten the idea 
that these bacteria live together as any human 
being lives with another  human  being,  or as any 

living being, since no living being lives alone but 
has their communities’. 

 

A particularly fascinating aspect of the new 
emerging knowledge in microbiology and 
microbial ecology is that it could help sharpen 
our understanding of human societies and 
behaviour. In a sense, today there is a need to 
understand the microbe as a metaphor for the 
human condition. In the context of the larger 
universe we live in, human beings are also like 
microbial colonies – basically trying to survive, 
find nutrition, security and reproduce. Instead of 
focusing on just the disease-causing nature of 
certain microbial species can we look beyond and 
begin to learn something from these invisible 
organisms? 

Learning from bacteria 

Fig.11 Silvina Alessio
 Marchers in the Caravan of Life and Bacteria, 2012 © Alessio and ReAct Latin America 

Mary Murray



127 

In recent research published in BMC Genomics, 
an international team from Israel, USA, 
Netherlands,  Russia  and India[73] first presented  
the sequenced genome of the social and 
pattern-forming bacteria - the Paenibacillus 
vortex that created the colonies shown in 
Figure 13. 

While studying the genome, the team 
developed a Social-IQ score for bacteria and 
performed a comparative analysis of 500 
bacteria whose genome sequence was known. 
The score is based on the number of genes that 
afford bacteria abilities to communicate and 
process environmental information (two-
component and transcription-factor genes), to 
make decisions, and to synthesize offensive 
(toxic) and defensive (neutralizing) agents as 
needed during interaction with other 
microorganisms. Notably, they found that the 
Paenibacillus vortex (with two other Paenibacillus 
bacteria strains) has the highest Social-IQ score 
among all 500 sequenced bacteria, over 3 
standard deviations higher than average, 
indicating a capacity for exceptionally brilliant 
social skills. 

Learning from bacteria about social networks:    
Bacteria lead rich social lives in complex, highly 
interactive communities. Collectively, they 
gather information from the environment, learn 
from past experience, and make decisions. 
Bacteria do not store genetically all the 
information required to respond efficiently to all 
possible environmental conditions. Instead, to 
solve newly encountered problems in the 
environment, they first assess the problem via 
collective sensing, then recall stored information 
of past experience, and finally execute 
distributed information processing in networks 
ranging from a million to a billion bacteria in the 
colony, thus turning the colony into super-brain. 
Super-brain, because the millions of bacteria in 
the colony use sophisticated communication 
strategies to link the intracellular computation 
networks of each bacterium (including signaling 
pathways of billions of molecules) into a network 

of networks. Ben-Jacob has produced video 
material[74] of live bacteria swarming 
‘intelligently’, solving optimization problems for 
collective decision-making that are beyond what 
we, human beings, can solve with our most 
powerful computers. He has compared bacterial 
computational principles to the Turing Algorithm 
computational principles, showing that we can 
learn from the bacteria about our brain, in 
particular about the crucial role of the neglected 
other side of the brain, the distributed 
information processing of the astrocytes and 
their role in learning, perception, conscious 
processing and memory formation/retrieval.[75]  

Sathyu Sarangai from Bhopal, a participant 
in the Reimagining Resistance dialogues, has 
struggled together with the community of survivors 
for the last 25 years to manage the ongoing health 
and environmental problems after the Union 
Carbide gas disaster and to seek justice and 
restoration.[76] Sathyu was moved to reflect about 
models of activist organization after considering 
information emerging from the new science of 
microbes. 

As a campaigner yearning for a model 
for radical democratic social-political 
organization, I am curious to know 
more about the organization of 
microbial collectives. I have gathered, 
from the little that I have learnt about 
microbial resistance, that the reason 
microbes can successfully deal with 
wide ranging attempts towards their 
elimination is because of the way they 
are organized. I think there are vital 
lessons to be learnt from microbial 
collectives for people and 
organizations that are confronting 
power and asserting their right to life 
and liberty.  

It is impossible to reimagine and live in a new 
relationship with the microbial world without 
sensing,   feeling  and  understanding  the  larger  

 
 Bacteria’s social IQ:[72]

Asserting and Protecting Life in its 
diversity   
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ecosystem we are part of – a transformation in 
short. 

Scientific research, particularly in 
microbiology, holds an important key to such 
transformation, but there is a critical role for 
imagination and soul. Shifts in human consciousness 
will entail the awakening of fascination and joy in the 
microbial world with sufficient humility to be able to 
learn from them – to imagine and to embody such 
knowing. We are currently grappling with this 
transformation without images, trying to turn the 
concepts of science into something to live by.[77] 
Without a new paradigm, a new mythology– without 
the creation of a new aesthetic – the generalized 
anxiety about the threat of invisible microbes, 
symptoms and death will continue to rob us of our 
capacity to act, to adapt, to be an integral part of an 
ever changing inventive ecosystem.[78] Arts    
processes      are       crucial      in     imagining      and 

embodying new possibilities as invisible 
bacteria, their value, struggles and networks 
of relations assert themselves and their living 
concerns. 

On a planet that is clearly one where 
bacteria are the primary  source  and  preservers 
of all life forms, we need important insights into 
the key question: ‘How do we live in a respectful 
and harmonious way with the ecosystem 
including the microbial world?’ Certain 
indigenous worldviews and traditional practices 
– with their vision of human life as an inseparable
part of a larger ecological cycle along with other
life forms and Nature as a whole – provide just
these insights. Studying the bacterial world itself,
however, shows us real new possibilities for
forms of collective cooperation requiring us to
evolve unfamiliar conscious levels of sharing.

We have learned that science and the 

Fig.12 People’s Health Movement, Latin America
Feel Me! Here I am! With Compliments, Your Bacteria, 2013 © People ’s Health Movement 
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arts must converge in some way, preserving the 
tension of their essential differences, as 
illustrated in the early dialogue with artists and 
scientists and from the three case studies 
described in this paper. 

The experiences of RR have begun to 
change us and many of our co-participants. We 
are asking different questions. We   have  moved  

from using arts to creatively address the 
scientific agenda for action on ABR to something 
more like what David Haley describes as ‘an 
ecology of art’ or an artful ecology of ABR where 
‘seemingly the discordant elements of science 
and art, culture and nature drive a diversity and 
synthesis of knowledge’.[79] 

The     three    initiatives   described   and 

Fig.13 Eshel Ben-Jacob 
P. Dendritiformis Colony, 2010 © Eshel Ben-Jacob 
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Fig.14 Unknown Author 
The Bacterial World, Child’s drawing, Pencil on paper, 2014 © Child to Child Foundation and 
ReAct Latin America 
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indeed the evolving practice of ReAct Latin 
America in relation to ABR (Pedaleando, bacterial 
ecowalks, creative Child to Child learning about 
the ‘microbe’s world’, see Fig.14, and  much  
more),  shows  an ability to embrace  complexity, 
to welcome many levels of reality and let them 
be - although not yet comfortably or as greatly 
fertile as they might be - without having to 
manage the existing power structures. Regarding   
the    Caravan,    many    side   interactions    with

participants, not described, were about 
realizing that many traditional practices, such as 
food preparation for the event, were acutely 
relevant to the mobilization and the firing of 
imagination about bacteria.  

We are glimpsing that to be 
transdisciplinary involves much more than 
looking from different disciplinary perspectives 
or transferring methods. It means to enter the 
spaces  between,  to  go  beyond, to try different 

Fig.15 Peter Cameron 
Land Forming 6, Oil on linen, 2014 © Peter Cameron 
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disciplinary shoes – simultaneously. 
Opening up situations to explore ABR in 

non-linear ways is valuable and fun. We are 
entering into the ecology and hopefully 
increasing our tolerance for being with many 
realities at the same time – and to enjoy the 
fertility all around us. Perhaps we will 
increasingly experience knowledge itself as 
‘plastic, dynamic and ecological,’ and to 
integrate ‘knowing, emotions and values’, by 
entering with artists more deeply into arts 
processes to mimic, shape, manipulate 
these many realities (Figure 15).[80] Let us 
assert and protect life artfully, and be open to 
and create with the artistry of microbial life. 
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iovanni Aloi: How is art-criticism and art-
history affected by addressing works of 
art that are being reformulated to 

explore the urgent environmental predicaments 
that define the contemporary era? 

Linda Weintraub: Eco art critics and eco art
historians must scramble to accommodate the 
radical transformations in the creative production of 
art that are currently being introduced by eco 
artists. Eco art critics must figure out how to 
integrate into their analyses the seismic shifts in 
social meanings and ethical values that reflect 
environmental concerns. At the same time, art 
historians confront the challenge of contextualizing 
the form, and conceptualizing the function of eco 
artistic expression.  

When future art historians and art critics 
draft texts analyzing the early years of the 21st 
century, they will likely reflect the creative rewiring 
of professional protocols that differentiate art critics 
from eco art critics and art historians from eco art 
historians.   

 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 

GA: How does contemporary eco art challenge
conventional approaches to art history?  

LW: Scrutinizing, investigating, and analyzing
art are the skills of the art historians’ trade. 
Typically, these skills are used to record and 
explain past events. Contemporary art 
historians, however, lay claim to artworks the 
instant artists release them to the public. 
Thus, they confront the additional challenge 
of engaging with a continually evolving and 
ever-expanding field of production. These 
works of art have not yet been allocated to a 
cultural niche. They are like free radicals, 
roaming around a cluttered field of potential 
partners that will ultimately supply their 
accounting. Contemporary art historians 
observe this amorphous scene, seeking a 
stabilizing theory or influence among the 
myriad possibilities circulating within the 
cultural arena. These may originate within 
current events, popular trends, political 
concerns, economic  conditions, philosophical  

G 

PONDERING  
ECO-ART CRITICISM/ECO-ART HISTORY 

In order to envision sustainability and implement the means to attain it, a roster of international artists 
is boldly revamping art’s traditional themes, mediums, aesthetics, processes, and skills. In the process, 
cherished art conventions are being replaced. Eco artists may, for example, reject self-expression, 
stylistic consistency, and aesthetic appeal in order to integrate the unpredictability of natural forces, or 
manifest the principle of recycling, or embrace the vibrant interconnectedness of ecosystems.  

Interview questions for Linda Weintraub by Giovanni Aloi 
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debates, aesthetic styles, and so forth.  
By formulating categories that elicit a 

movement’s most pertinent aspects, contemporary 
art historians identify the qualities of current artistic 
expression they deem to be meaningful. However, 
the three classifying systems that have served art 
history in the past develop fault lines when they are 
applied to contemporary art:   

-‐  ‘Chronology’ becomes muddled 
because linear progressions have succumbed to 
concurrent, contrasting movements.   

-‐  ‘Medium’ ignores the fact that 
many artists engage diverse studio practices or 
work in multi-media art forms.  

-‐ ‘Demographics,’ such as nationality, 
become an anomaly because so many artists 
identify with technologies and issues that are not 
specific to region, gender, or social status. 

Despite these challenges, contemporary art 
historians construct the conceptual armatures upon 
which the future history of art will be erected. They 
delegate where public attention will ultimately be 
directed. Anticipating the current record by 
imagining it from a retrospective perspective is the 
fundamental creative act performed by 
contemporary art historians. 

Contemporary eco art amplifies these 
challenges for the historian because eco art analysis 
cannot be conducted according to its external 
manifestations alone. Thus, eco art historians 
confront the added challenge of investigating the 
processes that determine output, the mediums that 
convey the works’ themes, the strategies employed 
to fulfill the artists’ intentions, and the work’s’ 
environmental interactions. Instead of analyzing 
artworks as post-operative artefacts that are isolated 
from dynamic ecosystems, eco art historians explore 
environmentally responsive works of art. 
Nonetheless, the category-designations that follow 
are examples of the sorting that occurs in eco art 
research and analysis: 

ENVIRONMENTAL ISSUES: energy, waste, climate
change, habitat, sustainability, genetic manipulation, 
erosion, extinction, agriculture, acid rain, 
overpopulation, consumerism, etc. 

ENVIRONMENTAL APPROACHES: preservation,

conservation, social ecology, deep ecology, urban 
ecology, eco-feminism, etc. 

ENVIRONMENTAL MISSIONS: instruct, intervene,
restore, remediate, activate, investigate, dramatize, 
sensitize, etc. 

GA: How does eco art challenge conventional
approaches to art criticism?  

LW: Art that is being created to accommodate the
planet’s infirmities and vulnerabilities carries a 
mandate for eco art critics. The new sets of criteria 
they construct must consider two disciplines 
simultaneously – ecology and art. The ‘art’ part of 
their task is familiar. It involves evaluating the merit 
of works of art based upon aesthetic, thematic, 
stylistic, biographical, historic, and/or theoretical 
criteria.  The ‘eco’ part of their job, however, is 
unprecedented. It involves evaluating the art work 
according to ecological principles associated with 
protecting the planet’s life-sustaining conditions. 
Eco art critics’ evaluations address such issues as 
ecosystem functions, human interactions with the 
material environment, corporate policies regarding 
resource use and disposal, the environmental 
impact of technological innovations, and 
government regulations regarding environmental 
protections. Such encompassing considerations 
unsettle the long-held determinants of artistic 
success, excellence, integrity, originality, and 
significance. The ethical criteria they introduce are 
laden with uncertainties regarding the art work’s 
duration (temporary or enduring), impact 
(immediate or eventual), and extent (local or 
distant). Eco art critics are not only scurrying to keep 
up with eco artists as they introduce subjects, styles, 
mediums, and processes that will ultimately 
constitute eco-art’s special creative domain. They 
must construct criteria of merit to accommodate 
these manifold innovations.   

GA: How do issues of ‘audience’ factor into eco art
critiques? 

 LW: An art audience consists of every entity the
artist intends to affect by a work of art. Accordingly, 
‘art   critics’   and   ‘ecological   art  critics’  attend   to  
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contrasting recipients of the art experience. Art critics 
narrow their aperture of attention by evaluating art 
exclusively in terms of a work’s impact on a 
human audience. This impact is generally 
psychological, conceptual, emotional, and/or 
ideological. Eco-art critics, in contrast, open their 
apertures of attention to accommodate an 
ecological consideration of ‘audience.’. It 
encompasses human and non-human forms of 
life, as well as all forms of matter and energy.  

GA: What are the distinguishing characteristics
of eco art criticism? 

LW: Art critics have always differentiated good,
better, and best. However, the characteristics 
that are described by these terms have evolved 
in tandem with historic circumstances. In the 
current era, humanity’s material interactions have 

 

been elevated to central importance since they 
are likely to determine the fate of life on this 
planet. As a result, the threat of global 
environmental collapse has infiltrated eco art 
criticism. The following criteria are formulated 
with regard to the environmental implications of 
an art work’s physicality, as manifested in the 
artist’s choice of mediums, tools, and processes:  
The material impact of the mediums used for 
producing art: 

 GOOD: Avoid manufactured art supplies that 
squander non-renewable resources and those 
that  contaminate renewable resources by 
purchasing materials from companies that 
produce these  products according to  green  
protocols. 

BETTER: Use  discarded  and  reprocessed 

Andy Gracie 
Fish, plant, rack (detail), 2004, Mixed media installation, 6.5' x 4.9' x 4.9' approx. Photo: Andy Gracie 
Courtesy Andy Gracie 
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medium that are traded, found, refurbished,   
cultivated, bartered, scavenged, or mined. 

BEST:  Detoxify a polluted resource (e.g. 
decontaminate soil laced with heavy 
metals to make  pigment) and/or  utilize 
an excessive product (e.g. harvest  an 
invasive weed to make paper). 

The by-products of material manipulations: 

GOOD: Reduce energy consumed and
waste produced during art fabrication. 

BETTER: Reduce energy consumption and
waste production during transportation, 
packaging, and display of art, as well as art 
fabrication. 

BEST: Eliminate energy consumption and
waste production during transportation, 
packaging, and display of art, as well as art 
fabrication. 

The environmental costs of maintaining works 
of art after they leave the studio: 

 GOOD: The artwork minimizes environmentally 
costly expenditures for climate control, archival 
papers, and storage. 

BETTER:xThexartworkxeliminates environmen- 
tally costly expenditures for climate control, 
archival papers, and storage. 

BEST: The artwork is either biodegradable 
or recyclable so there is no need for 
protection or conservation. 

The environmental impact of studio waste: 

GOOD: Temporarily divert discarded
materials from landfills (e.g. create 
sculpture with used plastic bags). 

BETTER: Permanently divert discarded
materials  from  landfills (e.g. disassemble 

objects made from multiple materials so 
that all the components can be recycled). 

BEST:  All wastes are retained and used
as resources for future art or non-art 
activities. 

Transportation of art ingredients: 

GOOD: Ingredients are sourced from
within a 100 mile radius. 

BETTER: Ingredients are sourced from
within a 50 mile radius. 

BEST: Ingredients are sourced locally.

The needs of future generations: 

GOOD: Halt practices that diminish finite
resources. 

BETTER: Adopt practices that use
renewable resources. 

BEST: Invent practices that increase
resources. 

Environmental impact of artist tools: 

GOOD: Purchase a used tool or repair a
broken tool. 

BETTER: Purchase a used tool or repair a
broken tool and share it. 

BEST:  Use scraps and discards to create
your own tools. Share them. 

Site impact of the artwork: 

GOOD: Interference is temporary.

BETTER:  Interference is avoided.

BEST: The artwork’s presence improves
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Species Reclamation Via Non-Linear Genetic Timeline: An Attempted  
Hymenochirus Curtipes Model Induced By Controlled Breeding  
Cleared and Stained Adult Humenochirus species generation 1  
Courtesy Brandon Ballengée and Nowhere Gallery, Milan 
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the vitality of the environment (e.g. it removes 
toxins). 

GA: Thus far, only complexities and difficulties
have been mentioned with regard to the tasks of 
being an eco art critic. Is there any way that 
applying environmental considerations simplifies 
and facilitates the art critic’s job? 

LW: Art critics explore the metaphysical domains
of art. Their methods are rooted in theory, 
sustained by philosophical considerations, and 
overlaid with value judgments. Eco art criticism 
can escape this murky terrain by tapping into 
widely shared and clearly defined criteria for 
evaluating good, better, and best. By attending 
to the physical components of art, eco art 
criticism has at its disposal the ready-made 
toolbox of evaluation criteria that 
environmentalists have developed. Thus, a 
critic’s judgments regarding an artist’s material 
strategies and goals are proven by science and 
supported by consensus.  

Admittedly, few critics of art are currently 
availing themselves of this toolbox. However, 
since environmental concerns are filtering into 
legislation, education, religion, manufacturing, 
and a host of other cultural institutions, it seems 
inevitable that eco art criticism, too, will provide 
full environmental accountings of the physicality 
of the works of art under consideration. It seems 
inevitable that evaluations of the material and 
energetic impacts of an art work’s fabrication, 
display, and maintenance will become 
integrated into the professional protocols of 
being an artist in an era of environmental crisis. 

GA: Should eco artists participate in the process
of critiquing the environmental costs-and-
benefits of their own material choices and 
forming processes? 

LW: Although the environmental impacts of
individual actions carry the weight of moral 
obligation, few of these actions are supported by 
legal codes or religious edicts. Such behaviors 
are ruled by individual conscience. These actions 
include  monitoring  consumption  of   resources, 

utilization of energy, and generation of waste 
while creating art. Evaluating these actions may 
be the official task of an eco art critic, but it 
seems imperative that artists scrutinize their own 
conduct by factoring ecological critique into 
their creative endeavors. Artists can model 
responsible behaviors by assigning as much 
importance to their artworks’ effects on 
ecosystems as on cultural systems. Such an 
expansion of the artist’s creative process applies 
equally to artists who do not align with the eco 
art movement. No artist is exempt from 
performing environmental prudence.  

GA: How are eco artistic failures treated by
critics of eco art?  

LW: An eco art critic might identify an artist’s
intention, as flawed, or the methodology, 
presentation, or form as flawed. But eco art 
critics have an additional responsibility. They 
also critique the nature of each failing. Since eco 
artists often tackle broad scale goals like DIY 
energy generation, worthwhile lessons can 
sometimes be extrapolated from experiments 
that fail. This is particularly true when individual 
projects do not succeed because they are too 
ambitious, or too daringly innovative, or 
excessively idealistic. By envisioning possibilities 
that might not have otherwise been imagined, 
such failed attempts can pave the way to 
forthcoming accomplishments. Just as eco art 
critics consider each work of art as a component 
of a larger system, they also assess the merits of 
a work of art within a sequence of trials-and-
errors that may ultimately lead to positive 
resolutions. Cycles prevail in dynamic systems, 
including social systems.   

GA: Is the formation of an eco art movement
exclusively the responsibility of artists? 

LW: Eco-artists resolve ecological problems,
avert environmental crises, promote consumer 
prudence, and facilitate stewardship, but 
numerous other professionals can contribute to 
the establishment of a viable eco art movement. 
Eco-art  historians   participate by verbalizing the  
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artists’ goals, methods, and merits. Eco-art critics 
contribute by establishing standards of merit for 
assessing these components of eco art. But 
environmental consciousness can also be 
embedded within loan policies, installation 
protocols, museum programming, exhibition 
publicity, etc. For this reason, the prefix ‘eco’ can 
be affixed to eco art conservators, eco art 
preparators, eco art registrars, eco art publicists, 
eco art curators, eco art agents, eco art 
gallerists, eco art collectors, eco art educators, 
and eco art museum administrators.  

GA: How can eco art critics and eco art
historians help advance, support, and legitimize 
the practice of ecological art? 

  LW: They might construct a historic link between

 

contemporary eco art innovations and the 
innovations that appear in the annals of esteemed 
masterworks. They might invent metaphors that 
convey the key concepts that are intrinsic to eco 
art. They might influence public opinion by 
proclaiming the merits of precedent-defying art 
works in books and lectures. Without a doubt, 
their most essential source of influence is simply 
to pay attention to eco art. Society will follow their 
gaze. 

GA: How can eco art critics and eco art historians
help advance, support, and legitimize environmental 
reform beyond the confines of the art world? 

LW: Establishing awareness of eco art and
promoting its significance requires two concurrent 
initiatives.  One is to  establish the urgency of  current  

Fernando Garcia Dory 
Bionic Sheep, 2006-ongoing 
In collaboration with: Stewart Breck, Research Wildlife Biologist - National Wildlife Research Center Yellowstone / Eugenio Sillero ISOM 
& Dpto. IngenierÌa ElectrÛnica - E.T.S.I. de TelecomunicaciÛn / Dorian Moore / National Park of Picos de Europa / Laboral Centro de 
Arte / Libellium. Courtesy Fernando Garcia Dory 
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environmental concerns in the minds of the public. 
The other is to advance the many ingenious schemes 
artists originate to instill environmental conscience 
and activate environmental initiatives. Art critics and 
historians are primed to fulfill these twin mandates 
because their milieu is the printed word. This fluid 
medium of communication is capable of seeping 
beyond the formal chambers of fine art and 
infiltrating the main stream of a culture’s discourse.  

Critics and historians propel cultural 
reform whenever they identify the reasons for 
criticizing or praising an eco art work. Such 
information transforms art writing into a platform 
for disseminating environmentally pertinent ideas 
and information. By overlaying pragmatic and 
scientific data with ethical, political, and aesthetic 
commentary, eco art critics and historians not 
only legitimize eco art, they also serve as 
emissaries of environmental reform. 

GA: How can art criticism, which is rarely read by
the populace, affect popular opinion? 

LW: Eco art critics and historians seem capable of
initiating social reform even if the broad public is 
sparsely represented among their readers.  Their 
persuasive powers are activated when their 
insights affect art educators, other artists, and 
curators, who nudge these cultural reforms into 
public consciousness.  

GA: Should contemporary works of art that do
not address ecological themes be subjected to 
ecological critiques? 

LW: Yes!  In an age of rampant environmental
insecurity, all materials interactions are subject to 
scrutiny, including the creation of art. ‘Cycle-logic’ 
applies to all human interactions with the 
materials of this planet. The term reverses the 
widespread assumption among consumers that 
material goods are cheap, disposable, and 
replaceable. Instead, it asserts that the molecules 
that comprise our material belongings and our 
physical bodies are inherited. These useful 
molecules do not belong to us. As conscious 
beings, we are bound to honor this bequest by 
bequeathing  them  to  future generations so they 

Nicole Furnier 
Back Yard Live Dining Place: in artist’s St-Laurent 
suburban backyard, Montreal  
2006, Photograph of Karen Elaine Spencer, Installation, 
performance, ecovention  
Photo: Nicole Fournier  Courtesy Nicole Fournier 
Centro de Arte / Libellium. Courtesy Fernando Garcia 
Dory 

Tomás Saraceno 
Girasol (Turning Sun) 2009 Installation from Walker Art 
Center, 2009  
Courtesy Tomás Saraceno and Tanya Bonakdar Gallery, 
New York
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can perpetuate these material cycling processes. 
Cycle-logic is disrupted when substances become 
contaminated, when they languish in landfills, or 
when materials are engineered that are non-
biodegradable. Everyone shares the obligation to 
preserve and enhance an ecosystem’s ability to 
maintain vitality, cope with stress, withstand 
adversity, recover from a disturbance, and 
perform its inherent recycling strategies. These 
protocols are applicable during an art work’s 
inception, fabrication, display, and resolution. In 
an era of environmental crisis, every artist, 
including those who do not address 
environmental themes, is beholden to cycle-logic. 

 
SUPERFLEX 
The Land, Rasmus Nielsen, Jakob Fenger, and Bjørnstjerne Christiansen with Jan Mallan, SUPERGAS, 1996–present 
Installation in Chaing Mai, Thailand, Biogas system running on organic materials  
Dimensions: variable, Photo: SUPERFLEX  
Courtesy SUPERFLEX and Peter Blum Gallery, New York 
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responsibility to the book’s material production. She is also the 
author of In the Making: Creative Options for Contemporary 
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Making: Creative Options For Contemporary Architecture. 
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