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3.3 Conversations with Trees

3.3.1 Ordinary wilderness

At first glance the term “ordinary wilderness” is an oxymoron. Areas such as the 

Kimberley are marketed as special places and undoubtedly generate different experi-

ences from those that most urban Australians have. But at the same time, we have seen 

in Section 3.2 that wildernesses are not empty of people either literally or metaphorically. 

For local people these places are both familiar and ordinary. To go to a new place we face 

a period of strangeness as we are not used to sensing the particular objects and events 

of that place. But the walkingcountry is not a spectacular landscape in the conventional 

sense and my actual field experiences, whilst joyful, were neither epiphanic nor sublime. 

What was the character of the ordinariness-with-strangeness I experienced? Even as a 

visitor, the days of camping re-exposed me to basic tasks like digging a shit hole, burning 

my toilet paper�, getting water to drink, and having a bucket bath before the mosquitoes 

ate me alive. Camping involves a lot of ordinary things being done. 

People camped nearby and stopped to talk to me as we shared the walkingcoun-

1  As goannas were fond of digging my shit up and eating it and then leaving the toilet paper 
scattering over the ground.

Section 3.3 opens with an examination of how the walkingcountry is both ordinary and 

strange. The walkingcountry is not a spectacular place. Its beauty operates at different 

spatio-temporal scales. It is likely that most of the time these moments would pass un-

recognised or unremarked by the greater public. By revisiting the same place a number 

of times it became familiar, even though one essentially remained a visitor. In the 

course of the project I “stranded” 73 everyday domestic objects in the walkingcountry 

for various lengths of time to record how they changed and decayed. Stranding these 

objects and the walking I did were two approaches to interacting with the surrounding 

environment. One similarity between them is to imagine the interactions as conversa-

tions. This leads me to consider the conversational aesthetic of Ric Spencer and other 

art-of-connection practices and how these challenge the centrality of representation 

in art. A connection is drawn between these art practices and non-Representational 

Theory in human geography. In both cases the representational desire to “bring back” 

a faithful representation of nature or to “stand in on behalf of” the Other -- to re-present 

and to represent – is questioned. 

This section of the exegesis asks the questions: what tactics can be used by artists 

working with a transformative agenda? How successful are they? How is it possible 

to conduct conversations with nonhuman elements in an environment? A number of 

contemporary artists are working with animals and the environment and their artworks 

address to a greater or lesser degree the possibility of convivial interactions between 

artists, audiences, art objects and the nonhuman. The section concludes with an ex-

amination of the work, Zoo for the Species (2003).
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try. Sometimes animals reacted to my presence. At other times I was their ordinary: I was 

invisible. Occasionally agents in the walkingcountry (such as birds) engaged with me 

with interest but in many cases animals and plants responded with fear or indifference. 

Unlike in cities I could not get close to many bird species since they were not habituated 

to humans2. At other times I wondered why (without sophisticated telephoto lenses and 

hides) my photographs and video footage seemed so ordinary and were not like nature 

TV!  At times when I walked it was tiny things that interested me. Sometimes walking 

was just a matter of getting to somewhere else. These issues made me think about what 

kinds of aesthetic processes were going on, and how this affected my intentions about 

artworks, what was produced and how I thought any audience might receive it. What was 

this ordinary wilderness?

The walkingcountry can be considered ordinary in its ephemeral aesthetics: a 

dead candlestick tree (that I filmed) with branches that clattered in the wind that came 

down in the next storm. Evening lightning hits a tree growing high up on the Saw Range 

and the distant orange eye burns for fifteen minutes before disappearing. The walking-

country also holds an aesthetic of the small: finding one stone with a particular arrange-

ment of conchoidal surfaces amongst a hectare of gravel, or a large boulder with quartz 

filled joints and fractures making its surface look like marbled meat. Its beauty operates at 

different spatio-temporal scales to more sublime landscapes. It is likely that these walk-

ingcountry moments would pass unrecognised or unremarked upon by the wider public. 

Each field visit built upon the previous as memory and experience transformed 

the walkingcountry from the strange to the familiar – or at least to a perplexing state of 

oscillation. 

One of the strange parts about being in a strange place is that the feeling 
of strangeness comes and goes… What was strange, in time, becomes 
familiar, but what is familiar often becomes strange again, or stranger even 
than ever before (Koska, 2003, p. 117)

� Magpie larks in the walkingcountry were flighty and fearful and yet in Perth you can ap-
proach within half a metre of them.

Figures 3.3.� and 3.3.3. Images from Walking around taking photographs, digital print 
installation series, �006. Stranded explorer socks.
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3.3.1.1 Strange and familiar

In modern art the tactic of making strange3 was a widely accepted technique. 

In different ways it was a common strategy in Dada and Surrealism, for example. To 

make strange is to take what we thought we already knew well, but in fact only knew in 

a particular aspect, and bring this partial knowledge to the attention of the audience. It 

posits an estrangement from the thing in question. Finnish philosopher and aesthetician 

Arto Haapala typifies art aesthetics as being concerned with maximising strangeness 

and minimising ordinariness. For him the modern art process of “making strange” points 

to the limits of conventional aesthetic theory. The aesthetics of the ordinary are some-

thing different. “Ordinary everyday objects lack the surprise element or freshness of the 

strange, nevertheless they give us pleasure though a kind of comforting stability, through 

the feeling of being at home and taking pleasure in carrying out our normal routines in 

a setting that is ‘safe’” (Haapala, 2005, p. 5�). In other words pleasure and safeness are 

the aesthetic responses� we have to ordinary objects and familiar places. In this inter-

pretation, art making takes things outside of the ordinary: “even when the everyday has 

become a matter in art, the context of art has created an aura of strangeness” (2005, p. 

52). 

What happens when you come to a strange place and start the process of mak-

ing it familiar? Will all art be lost? And what happens when you take something from 

somewhere strange and place it in the familiar? To a degree this is what happens when 

meditations on the walkingcountry are emplaced in a gallery in Perth. This was one of 

the preoccupations of the artworks in the Semi show. Are such works as the bower hide 

installation (herethere) just “making strange”? Both Haapala and Australian philosopher 

Jeff Malpas use Heidegger’s thoughts about home and place but Malpas takes a slightly 

different tack. He requalifies wonder outside of the framework of “making strange” as 

Haapala might understand it (as displacement or ostracisation) by emphasizing that the 

inspiration at its heart is that we already belong to places. 

…the encounter that wonder brings into view is just our being already with 
things, already given over to them and them to us… In the experience of 
wonder it is thus our being already “in” it that comes to the fore – our being 
already “there” in the very same place as the things themselves… The 
world is there, and us with it and a part of it, just as we are there with the 
rainbow, and so with the sky and cloud, wind and rain, earth and rock, ani-
mal and plant, friend and stranger. In wonder, even in the wondrousness 
of some single thing, the world is itself brought to appearance and with 
it our own prior belonging to that world. In this respect, while in wonder 
things are indeed “made strange,” we do not thereby find ourselves “out 
of place.” The “making strange” that occurs in wonder is a making strange 
of our very belonging inasmuch as that belonging is itself brought to light 
(Malpas, 2005, p. 3).

3  Ostranenie – from the Russian – to defamiliarise something enmeshed in habit.
4 A “beauty” not the same as Kantian beauty because it is not performed with sensitivity or 
refinement, and because it is about how the object (or place) calms the viewer to the point where 
the object’s own ordinariness makes it perform its own disappearance.
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3.3.2 Strandings

What do a Western Australia: An Atlas of Human Endeavour5, a �960s brides-

maid’s dress, a child’s Red Indian costume, the federal government pamphlets Violence 

Against Women: Australia Says No and Strengthening Medicare, and a black velvet pil-

low with Uluru, a kangaroo and a joey on it6 have in common? These were objects from 

the everyday of my studio that were left in the walkingcountry to see how they would 

fare. These were all objects that I employed to think through the questions surrounding 

strangeness and familiarity in the walkingcountry. The choice of the objects was dictated 

primarily by their at hand nature. They were at least partly meant to be absurd or random 

in their selection. Some (the pamphlets) had accumulated because the political mischief 

and the misuse of resources they represented annoyed me. When it came to use them 

the fact that I had two identical objects to work with was ideal – one was left in Perth and 

one was left at the walkingcountry. Other objects related to art making (disposable pal-

ettes) and representation (da Vinci’s portrait of a young man), childhood, text and book-

ness, cartographic representations of landscapes, items used for camping and walking, 

and a number of different costumes for different identities in the bush. Some more kitsch 

objects were representations of animals as tourist souvenirs7.

5 Given in �979 to every school child in Western Australia on the �50th anniversary of the 
founding of the State. Even today they are commonly found in op-shops.
6 Also an old watch – display still working but crazy numbers; a green velvet ribbon; a re-
production of a Leonardo da Vinci pencil sketch of a young man; a labcoat; four plastic souvenir 
kangaroos; a children’s jigsaw board; a half-finished watercolour; two halves of a grey blanket, a 
visual diary written in a yellow survey notebook, a gazetteer from an Australian atlas, two dispos-
able paper palettes, a blanket with the pastel colours of the Kimberley; a pair of grasses (sic); 
some bandages; a long fabric sticky bandaid; a Hula skirt that belonged to my nanna who wore 
it at ukulele concerts in the �920s; �8 books in transit; The man who mistook his wife for a hat by 
Oliver Sachs and Labyrinths by Borges; 6 buried blank books, a road atlas of Perth; two tents; a 
paper theatrical backdrop; a leather cut-out of two skeletons and a replica of a flayed human body 
skin; two Nikon lens caps – one found and one lost; 20 pairs of shoes; a rubber mattress; some 
socks; work gloves; a broken folding chair; a book eaten by fake termites; some sticks from an old 
sculpture; and a backpack.
7  Suchet argues that the introduction of domestic animal is as much about wanting to bring 
order to the strange. In the case of the feral, it turns on us and disorders the logic of the settler cul-
ture, a “disregard for ordering as the familiar turns strange or feral” (Suchet, 2002, pp. ��9-�50).

Figures 3.3.4 and 3.3.5. Kangaroo and Joey, July to December �004, the walkingcountry.
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Take for example Kangaroo and Joey (Figures 3.3.� and 3.3.5). In July 200� it 

is taken from a box of world souvenirs8 stored in my studio and is deposited in a Euca-

lyptus pruinosa open woodland with grassy understorey. It was stuffed with ribbon and 

kerosene grass. Propped up next to a Carissa lanceolata its intense black stood out gar-

ishly against the bleached yellow. Returning in December 200�, the front was completely 

faded, patches had disintegrated and the yellow braiding had whitened and come loose 

and termites had eaten through the now faded red satin backing. Nearby the yellowed 

grass had flattened and burned blond and the tiny flowers of the Carissa were unleashing 

their intense bergamot scent.

As you would expect the transformation of these stranded objects depended 

upon how susceptible they were to sunlight, moisture, rain, microbial decay, insect or 

other animal attack. Wild sorghum grew in and through the socks that were turned from 

blue to grey to white with mould. The buried books were burning hot with the processes 

of fungal consumption. The large photographic backdrop had perished in the rain.

In the particular example of the Kangaroo and Joey one of my intentions was to 

neutralize the sentimentality underlying its production at the same time emphasizing its 

humorous and absurd cultural associations. It is a pillow for nobody and everybody. If you 

cared to use it you could stare up at the stars. My intention was to offer it to all and sundry 

and as it transformed it became a home for invertebrates. In December it was retrieved 

and returned to Perth. At this moment (May 2006) I am puzzling over its next transforma-

tion: in what way are the material remains important? Are the photographs enough to 

indicate these changes? Now that the cushion has faded how will its cultural meanings 

be understood, what evolution will it undergo next? The answers to these questions are 

the focus of on-going projects. And what holds this stranding together with the others? 

That at least is write-able: what underlies the specifics of each of these individual objects 

is an ongoing enquiry into whether change is possible via art practices and how this 

might be achieved.

8  …plastic lizards, letter holder with a map of London, leather backed windscreen cleaner 
from The Lizard in Cornwall, scarves with tourist maps printed on them, and a glass with a map 
of Trinidad and Tobago on it.

Figures 3.3.6 and 3.3.7. Images from Walking around taking photographs, digital print 
installation series, �006. Pallette stranding from July 200� (left) to February 
2006 (right).
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3.3.3 Walking and the everyday

Does the everyday provide the training ground for conformity, or is it rather 
the place where conformity is evaded? …is the everyday a realm of sub-
missions to relations of power or the place in which those relations are 
contested (or at least negotiated in relatively interesting ways)? 

Cultural studies academic Ben Highmore (2002, p. 5) places this question at the 

centre of research into the everyday. Although differing in the degree of affirmation of the 

everyday’s boredom and banality, artists from Dada, Surrealism, Situationists and Fluxus 

all investigated the commonsense everyday and used walking to critique urban life. These 

movements all wanted to take action and to wake people from their sleep9. The concept 

of the practice of the everyday (cf. 

title of de Certeau’s �98� book) 

saw the everyday as something 

that one cannot escape from. 

French philosophers Henri Lefe-

bvre and de Certeau both under-

stood the everyday as the rela-

tionship between the self and the 

world (the whole) where the world 

had major powers to shape the 

self. For Lefebvre (�99�, transla-

tion from the original published in 

�9�7) the everyday consisted of 

all the institutions and things sur-

rounding the self that are internal-

ised by the self. But internalisation 

is not a passive or neutral proc-

ess. He reasoned that you could 

change the whole by fighting to 

change the parts absorbed by the 

self. This was history from below. 

De Certeau’s analysis 

was a little cannier, arguing that 

you could not hope to change the 

whole, as it was too big for one 

person and too unstable in its 

boundaries. His position was that 

explicit opposition by the individ-

ual was not possible, at the same 

9  When the everyday became popular again in the �990s in some cases (e.g. YBA art in 
UK) it was to posit it as the antithesis of theory: a trendy “dumbing down” by adopting the man-
nerisms of the lower classes. At worst, it became a theory indifferent to possibility of change (Pa-
pastergiadis, �998). I am more interested in an everyday that leaves room for transformation and 
I want to understand this emancipatory version.

Figure 3.3.8 Francis Alÿs, The Leak, São Paulo Bi-
ennale, 1995, (Lampert and Alÿs, �003, p. 179).
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time as change or resistance was not just imposed from outside or above, but also from 

within. How is this contradiction solved? You could learn to sidestep the process by deal-

ing with parts of the whole: personalising your situation. The self was inserted into the 

system that it could not control or escape from but it tackled the social order with slyness, 

subversion, camouflage and wildness. By humanising an individual’s relations with other 

humans and by overt compliance followed by covert slipping, sliding and devious use, 

it humanised the social order. Both these important theorisers of the everyday believed 

that it was an emancipatory concept.

Like phenomenology (see Section �.�.3), the self was constituted through prac-

tices. But the focus for de Certeau was on modes of operation and not the subject: the 

individual never acted as the singular�0. This lack of personal power could be a depress-

ing scenario, but the self had ways of constituting the world by mobilising the in-between 

spaces and the marginal zones where power was not complete (de Certeau, �98�). 

This was a kind of intersubjectivity without the individual. The social might determine the 

conditions and restrict freedoms, but the self could still make (part) choices and take up 

responsibilities. By this sideways thinking de Certeau showed a way of deflecting the 

power of the dominant social order, a way of action for the passive, the possibility of giv-

ing power to the powerless, and a way of escaping without leaving.

De Certeau defined tactics as the ways users reappropriate the social space. 

Tactics included creative deflections; makeshift, multiform and fragmentary actions; the 

arts of concealment and ruse; and re-use, deviousness, fantasy and laughter. These 

processes were often evident in the ways one used the products that one consumed. 

In contrast, strategies were the ways an institution controlled the user through specific, 

“proper” actions. Strategies always took over space in a victory, whereas tactical advan-

tages were always temporary, invisible and contextually dependent on time and place.

10  The “everyman” was not responsible for the whole of society because although he saw 
everything he neither witnesses it (because he is not really there) nor takes it seriously (Papaster-
giadis, �998, advocating the ideas of Maurice Blanchot in this case).

Figures 3.3.9 and 3.3.10. Images from Walking around taking photographs, digital 
print installation series, �006. Pallette stranding February 2006. 
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3.3.3.1 Walking and the city

De Certeau was particularly inter-

ested in the “everyman”. This figure was 

the walker of the streets of the City. It was 

the type of city (dense, with many pedes-

trians, not like the suburbs of Perth or Los 

Angeles) seen from the top of the New York 

World Trade Centre. He gives a dramatic 

(if oft repeated) description of the power of 

the City as a utopian space (�98�, pp. 9�-��0)��. The City is set out as a logical space of 

text where everything is planned and known. The viewer from the top of the tower is the 

floating objective eye. Vision is the privileged sense: the City is “read” by the planner. De 

Certeau looks down at the tiny almost invisible pedestrians:

...These practitioners make use of spaces that cannot be seen; their knowl-
edge of them is as blind as that of lovers in each other’s arms. The paths 
that correspond in this intertwining, unrecognised poem in which each 
body is an element signed by many others, elude legibility. It is as though 
the practices organizing a bustling city were characterised by their blind-
ness. The networks of these moving, intersecting writings compose a mani-
fold story that has neither author or spectator, shaped out of fragments 
of trajectories and alterations of spaces: in relation to representations, it 
remains daily and indefinitely other (de Certeau, 1984, p. 93). 

11  Its overuse by cultural geographers is noted by Crang (2000).

Figure 3.3.11 Francis Alÿs, Narco-
tourism, Copenhagen, 6-1� May 
1996, (Steiner, �00�, p. 17). 

Figure 3.3.1� Image from Walk-
ing around taking photographs,  
digital print installation series, 
�006. Pallette stranding February 
2006. Bye-bye walkingcountry.
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Walking is an act of enuncia-

tion. The pedestrians’ footsteps trace 

out spaces that cannot be quantified 

because each step is never the same 

as the last. They write the text of the 

City without being able to read: they 

trace short cuts, and make choices to 

go or not go in the areas provided. Walk-

ing produces the “metaphorical city” 

of poetic spaces. These are transient 

spaces not of alienation but of belong-

ing. The walkers create a sense of place 

in the brightly lit desert of The City, even 

if it is short-lived. Pedestrians fill the 

streets “with the forests of their desires 

and goals” (�98�, p. xxi). They make local stories and thus create habitable spaces in the 

City: the memory and local stories are makeshift things that cannot be controlled. 

3.3.4 Can city walking be applied to the walkingcountry?

3.3.4.1 The work of Francis Alÿs

The work of walking artist Fran-

cis Alÿs�2 clearly follows some of the tra-

jectories of de Certeau�3. For example 

The Leak (�995, Figure 3.3.8) where 

the artist purposefully gets lost and 

then retraces his steps following the 

trail of paint that he has left by carry-

ing a leaking can as he travelled, Fairy 

Tales (�992) where his trail was marked 

out by a woollen sweater unravelling as 

he walked, Narcotourism (�996, Figure 

3.3.��) and the Ambulantes (Pushing 

and Pulling) series (�992-2002, Figures 3.3.�3 to 3.3.�8). The first three examples are 

literally about creating an ephemeral trace interrupting the structure of the streets, and 

Re-Enactments (2000) (where he carried a loaded gun until stopped by police), is prob-

ably the most literal application of a de Certeau-like tactic. However it pays to think more 

carefully about exactly what is being subverted. Certainly the public life of the street is the 

arena for social comment. The streets are a field for investigating ways of operating and 

1� Francis Alÿs is a Belgian artist born in �959. He studied architecture in Belgium and Italy 
and moved to Mexico City in �987 where he has been a resident up until the present day. He  
began his artistic career in Mexico City and most of his works is intimately related to the streets 
of the city.
13 Although I do want to imply that Alÿs is interested in parroting de Certeau’s theories.

Figure 3.3.13 Francis Alÿs, Ambulantes 
(Pushing and Pulling) (199�-�00�) slide 
series (Alÿs & Lütgens, �005, p. 40).

Figure 3.3.14 Francis Alÿs, Ambulantes 
(Pushing and Pulling) (199�-�00�) slide 
series (Alÿs & Lütgens, �005, p. 154).
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Alÿs’s particular skill is in how he inter-

rogates the local to effect comment on 

the issues of a wider world.

 My walking works To Meander 

and back and herethere also inter-

rupted the pattern of the streets but as 

artworks they were designed not to be 

anonymous movements against any 

power structure. One should not for-

get that the types of responses that de 

Certeau talked about were not neces-

sarily progressive resistance and could 

just as easily be conservative activities. 

They survive by not being observed. In 

Ambulantes (Pushing and Pulling) Alÿs 

poignantly documents the tactics of oth-

ers on the streets of Mexico City but these photographs themselves, whilst operating in 

the sphere of social commentary, are not themselves tactical when displayed in galleries 

or published in books. Opposition (whether overt or covert) to the powers of the artworld 

does not appear to be a central goal of Alÿs’s practice.

3.3.4.2 Being tactical in the field

Is it possible to be tactical within the science of the field? One example that de 

Certeau gives is the practice of la perruqua, or using the system for your own ends 

by making things for yourself in company time. In the laboratory you connive your own 

research or brew beer. In the field you experience nature as a side-product. You may 

detour to visit that waterhole because it’s hot or because it is beautiful. You can sneak in 

some art or wildness whilst you work: I am thinking of all those photographs that I took 

when working for a mining company.

What is done in the production of artwork that is stealing the time of the “institu-

tion” (the art industry)? What makes this sound strange is that most artists have day 

jobs to make money to make art and it appears much more useful to steal time from our 

employers than from ourselves. The question of tactical action within the artworld is more 

complicated. Firstly, because avant-gardism means that anything goes, any intervention 

might be seen as another gesture��. Secondly, because if you were to be extremely tacti-

cal in art (or science), then you would tactic your way out of the system. This brings to 

mind Tehching Hsieh’s performance, Earth, where he vowed to make art completed in 

14  Note: art may be a good source of tactics for others.

Figure 3.3.15 and 3.3.16 Francis Alÿs,  
Ambulantes (Pushing and Pulling) 
(199�-�00�) slide series (Alÿs &  
Lütgens, �005, p. 84 and 18).



The third saunter: conversation with trees   156

secret for �3 years�5 from the end of 

�986 to the end of �999. Lastly, if you 

buy into the ideals of the artworld (e.g. 

art is a vital aspect of society) then to 

engage tactically with the institution 

of art makes no sense (in terms of 

achieving goals). This is why it is more 

important to look at the wider agenda of 

change within society that artists might 

be interested in, or in the way artists 

look at relationships between humans 

(and others) in the general. For exam-

ple, the tactical approach may be more 

useful for examining how we look at 

FutureNatural since it is a society-wide 

belief. De Certeau (�98�) appeared to 

have advocated tactical practices for 

individual ecological action. It might be 

more beneficial to look at creating situ-

ations for people anywhere to access 

wildness or nature when they are meant 

to be doing something else: setting up 

situations where people have a choice 

for wildness. 

15  Or more accurately the subject matter of his art was “I kept myself alive” for �3 years; to 
his credit he did document it and present it publicly at the end of the performance.

Figure 3.3.17 and 3.3.18 Francis Alÿs, 
Ambulantes (Pushing and Pulling) (199�-
�00�) slide series (Alÿs & Lütgens, 
�005, p. 1�8, 60).

Figure 3.3.19 Tehching Hsieh, One year Performance, 1981-198� (Hollevoet & Jones, 
199�, p. 5�). In this performance Hsieh stayed outdoors for one year (other than 
short stays indoors when he was arrested by the police).
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Is the environment of the walkingcountry the power that we are attempting to 

slide away from? The everyday activities that I introduced in Sections 3.3.� and 3.3.2 

could be considered tactical: making do with tools, making do with routes, and making do 

with schedules. But what happens if being tactical is evading the tracks that are already 

in place in an area (i.e. creating extra erosion by walking next to an already eroded 

track�6)? Don’t laugh at this: subverting nature and sliding past it by creating a new is an 

anti-nature manoeuvre perpetuating current societal values! The city is the location of the 

everyday and the makers of tactics (in de Certeau’s case) are the masses. Conversely in 

the remote field there are fewer people working and power is diffuse. De Certeau notes 

that as the technology involved and organisational size becomes greater (and strate-

gies increase) in a system, the involvement of the subject becomes less and he or she 

switches to tactical behaviours, but he contradicts himself when he says that tactics are 

best in zones where power is not complete. Are tactics less effective in the bush? I think 

a different theoretical perspective is needed.

Critics of the everyday point out that relative freedom of the everyday is depend-

ent upon the latitude of choices and question whether tactical practices are still effective 

today. De Certeau (�98�) himself identified that the social order was becoming more 

and more sophisticated. Nothing is stable or settled. Existence has been reduced to 

the here and now. One important consequence of this is the destabilisation of the home 

and a sense of lack of belonging: today’s everyday is held together with ockie straps (T. 

16 Similar to the way that people create desire lines across city parks.

Figures 3.3.�0 to 3.3.�3. Image from Walking around taking photographs, digital print 
installation series, �006. Shoe stranding February 2006.
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Smith, �998). It is perceived as constantly 

new and you have to have your wits about 

you. Can change still happen? De Cer-

teau opened up a space by showing that 

people were not simply duped by powers 

they could not control.�7 But Australian 

arts writer Ingrid Perez prefers Maurice 

Blanchot’s sceptical assertion on the 

evaporative nature of the everyday: the 

everyday exists because we don’t think 

about it, and ceases to exist when we do 

(Perez, �998). There is ongoing critique of 

whether any of these tactics actually make 

any difference in life: how can you wish 

for something that you don’t even know 

exists (because you haven’t experienced 

it)? How can such minor tactics make last-

ing change? When is trivia, just trivial?

When de Certeau’s theories have 

been applied without a sense of fluidity 

the categories of powerful and powerless 

become reinforced and inflexible. Cultural 

studies academic Brian Morris contrasts 

the trajectories of gay men and policemen 

on the beat as evidence that not all walk-

ing practices are automatically resistant, 

and every walk is a miscellany of differing 

and changing relations. He contends that, 

“spaces of ‘resistance’ have, to a certain 

extent, been mapped and codified… [and 

this] suggests the operation of a more com-

plicated order of power that is articulated 

through practices that are neither strictly 

compliant nor resistant” (Morris, 200�, 

p. 697). In the field of human geography  

John Wylie (2002, p. ��5) criticises de Certeau’s theories as being “overly simplistic and 

manichean [sic] modelling of different knowledges.” According to Nigel Thrift, the danger 

of those that work from the perspective of de Certeau is that they downgrade “everyday 

life to residual Rabelaisian pockets of resistance in an ever more programmed and an 

ever more frantic world…” (�999, p. 300). They can only see an oppositional model.

 Although it only takes one marketing guru to get hold of this and give us manufactured 
pseudo-tactics (see Figure 3.3.2�).

Figure 3.3.�4 Curious Investor Behaviour 
No 14 (Platinum Asset Management,  
�006, p. 4�). An example of a tac-
tical approach being co-opted by  
advertising.
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Can nature be tactical against 

humans? Do the many nonhuman entities 

in nature act as the “masses” and shape 

their relations with humans? How can we 

say that trees and rocks have social rela-

tions? This latter case is attributing agency 

and ascribing action where there appears 

to be indifference to humans. It sounds 

absurd. But Tim Low provides many exam-

ples of where plants and animals interact 

with humans to their own benefit. One 

example is the swallows that nest inside 

Rockhampton’s railway station that have 

learnt to use the automatic doors to get in and out of the building (Low, 2002, p. 8). In the 

walkingcountry animals and plants, by their very nature, take advantage of the circum-

stances around them. For example, the banks and waters of the permanent Diversion 

Dam and almost permanent flow of water down Arthur Creek that is provided for the 

irrigation operations is of course taken advantage of by many plants and animals. Nature 

is tactically reappropriating the space of the human. The plants and animals do not need 

to speak (verbal English) to you to be able to do this.

3.3.5 The possibility of conversations

It is now time for conversations. Walking artist�8 Ric Spencer has conceived the 

concept of “conversational aesthetics” as a way of transforming the position of a walker 

from voyeur, stalker and protagonist, to conversationalist or participant in the “ebb and 

flow” of walking art. In his PhD thesis, Hermes Gift (200�), he has adopted a phenom-

enological position. Of the very first step of a walk he writes, “the step is a projection 

of the body into the world – a confirming and involving into action. To implement (…if 

there can be an implementation of the phenomenological reduction) the articulation of a 

phenomenon demands a being-within, a simultaneous extraction from and a giving back 

to” (Spencer, 200�, p. �, italics in original). With such an approach there is no longer a 

division between the subject and the object as they are co-constitutive. Working primarily 

from a reading of Heidegger, his work clearly implies that people come into existence 

through interaction with the world. He calls conversational aesthetics�9 both a grounded 

and an embodied philosophy. Even the format of Spencer’s exegesis strongly reflects 

the philosophical position that he has taken – in the form of a wander and a conversa-

tion through different topics -- each of the topics connected by hypertext to make up a 

18  Writer and father (Spencer, 2005b).
19  Rebecca Solnit has tried to write in a way that reflected the working approach of the art-
ists who most impressed her. These artists had
a desire to work collaboratively, …[were open] to new ideas and new media and contexts, …[and 
were interested] in responding to existing places and phenomena” by going out to engage with 
the everyday “interact[ing] with their subjects and sites with a conversational give-and-take, as-
suming that meaning is to be found rather than imposed (Solnit, 200�, p. 5). 
Solnit called this the conversational approach.

Figure 3.3.�5 Image from Walking around  
taking photographs, digital print  
installation series, �006. Shoe  
stranding February 2006.
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polyphonic (and rhizomatic) framework. 

As could be expected from its philosophical precedents, conversational aesthet-

ics does not have a strict methodology – prizing fluidity rather than fixity, and being rather 

than endpoints. To achieve a conversational aesthetic one approaches a walk as if it were 

a conversation. By definition a conversation is sociable, and has at least two strands of 

opinion. In other words, the artist operates as if they were having an informal talk with 

somebody, or a nonverbal exchange that is perceived to have the qualities of conversa-

tion. Spencer talks about “feeling with the eyes and seeing with the body” (Spencer, 

2005a, personal communication). Inverting the senses is one way of sifting down to the 

more basic levels of exchange – disrupting our habitual behaviours, injecting some wild-

ness and turning things on their heads.

This type of artwork has the potential to “acknowledge, rather than exile, the non-

verbal” (Kester, 200�, p. 9) because it is a bodily process of collaboration in the flesh. 

Figures 3.3.�7 and 3.3.�8. Images from Walking around taking photographs,  
digital print installation series, �006. Native bee and Shoe stranding (February 
2006).

Figure 3.3.�6 Ric Spencer, Barefoot, Glasgow, �004.
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Nothing is forced in the conversations that Spencer has: the participants are held and 

supported in a non-threatening environment. It is an informal talk, a to-ing and fro-ing: 

a listening and a speaking. For Spencer there is a conscious recognition of the artist 

(and writer) as an instrument of the world. Conversational aesthetics requires that the 

participants become conduits for their surroundings – an open channel that implies at 

least a meditative if not a quasi-spiritual position of allowing things to flow through you. 

In this way you are more aware of the peripherals than the (linear) route. We come into 

a conversation with a point of view but in the best of conversations we relinquish our 

control to let the exchange travel to unknown lands. The best of conversations embraces 

twists and turns and improvisations. Listening (by the artist and the audience) becomes 

as important as speaking.

The kinds of artworks Spencer has evolved include durational walking through 

the streets. The projects are often documentation with digital photography brought back 

onto a digital display in the gallery. In Somnambulism (2003) he arrived in an empty 

gallery in Glasgow to do a walking project over four days and four nights. This involved 

sleeping in the gallery and walking the streets each day. He constructed a written first 

person narrative work that included digital photos. The gallery where he slept ended up 

containing some of the traces of his activities as every day he produced a digital visual 

diary of his travels. In Barefoot [I cover the waterfront] (200�) Spencer walked along 

the shores of the Clyde in Glasgow. Over the four days he recorded the tracking of his 

international roaming mobile phone by Vodaphone and Orange to produce a trace of the 

event. The performance ended on the last day when he was waylaid by the police: “I got 

asked to put my shoes on and move along on the final morning (which ended my piece)” 

(Spencer, 2006, personal communication).

3.3.5.1 Art-of-connection

It is clear that Spencer’s conversational aesthetics is related to other art prac-

tices, themselves linked by ideas of dialogue and change. In Section �.8.8 I grouped 

these types together as art-of-connection. Fundamental to all these types is the shift in 

Figures 3.3.�9 and 3.3.30. Images from Walking around taking photographs, digital print  
installation series, �006. WA 79 Atlas stranding July 200� (left) to February 
2006 (right).
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the relationships between the artist, audience and art object and I outlined a model of the 

artwork that specified a more open relationship between artist and audience, as well as a 

freeing up of the material manifestation of the artwork. These kinds of art-of-connection 

practices challenge how you evaluate what you see. 

For art historian and critic Grant Kester (�999/2000) art-of-connection (…or what 

he terms “dialogic art” via Bakhtin) should be discussed in terms of the “condition and 

character of the dialogic exchange itself… [and] the specific effects produced by these 

exchanges in a given context” (Kester, �999/2000). In the case of Spencer’s work, one 

would presume that a good or even beautiful (i.e. judged aesthetically positive) artwork 

is related to the measure of a good conversation. Do I feel that I have been listened to? 

Did I learn new things from others in the conversation? Was the quality of the interactions 

good20? Did I walk away with a positive response? And who is asking these questions: 

critics, audiences, artists, funders or others? Who are the participants or the communi-

ties that are implied in these works?

Kester (�999/2000) outlines a number of tensions in art-of-connection practices. 

In modern art the artist has an almost “given” role to intervene in the world. Dialogic art 

challenges the extent to which an artist can speak on behalf of or represents the other. 

Kester alludes to influential art commentator Hal Foster’s critique of the artist as ethnog-

rapher (see Foster, �996) because the itinerancy of contemporary art can easily preclude 

artists working for a sufficient time to develop trust in communities. Furthermore, is the 

privileging of dialogue as a power to transform, discursive determinism? In other words, 

are we overemphasizing the potential ability of discourse without acknowledging material 

or societal problems in many of the areas where these community-based projects are 

sited (see also Beech, 200�; Milevska, 2006)? Art historian Miwon Kwon, for example, 

critiques a simplistic artist + community + social issue = new critical/public art equa-

tion (2002, p. ��7). Who chooses where the project is sited? What rhetorical strategies 

are employed and by whom? What happens when participants disagree? What about 

anger2�? 

�0  Fine, worthy, agreeable, proficient, clever, helpful, kind, wonderful or beautiful?
�1  It should be noted that Spencer’s conversational aesthetic precludes types of talking 
(and walking) that command or control discursive space.

Figures 3.3.31 and 3.3.3�. Images from Walking around taking photographs, digital 
print installation series, �006. WA 79 Atlas stranding July 200� to February 
2006.
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Kester makes a specific case for challenging the feelings of empathy sometimes 

mobilised in poorly considered community projects. For him, empathy as pity is limited to 

partial identification with the other. An empathetic response by the artist does not change 

the conditions of any relationship: the other is not expected to answer back. To truly alter 

these conditions requires a shift of the position of the artist to co-creation that is one of 

the goals of Spencer’s work.

Unlike Kester (200�) who appears to hold the position that the formal material aes-

thetics of dialogic art projects are irrelevant, I hold that the visual impact of these projects 

remains important. At times art-of-connection has been criticised for being unaesthetic 

– not necessarily of not having an art object, but of having little impact on a viewer 

(specifically a critic or external audience). Is this a question of aesthetics as argued by 

art historian Claire Bishop (200�)22? That is, are these artworks poor because they have 

little beauty? She believes that these projects are caught up in issues of goodness or 

ethics which should be kept separate from aesthetic judgements (see also Anonymous 

Artist (who has made both good and bad environmental art), 2005). Is it that the effects 

are in forms other than visual? Or is it slightly different: that the affective processes of the 

artwork are lessened. 

��  Bishop has critiqued representational art in a number of fora (in October in 200� in Circa 
in 2005 and Artforum in 2006 Bishop, 200�, 2005, 2006a, 2006b, 2006c; Curtin, 2006; Gillick, 
2006; Griffin, 2005; Kester, 2006; Watson, 2005).

Figures 3.3.33 to 3.3.36. Images from Walking around taking photographs, digital print  
installation series, �006. WA 79 Atlas stranding July 200� to February 2006.



The third saunter: conversation with trees   164

3.3.5.2 Affect

Judging affect has a long history in art aesthetics. It is understood in psychol-

ogy as a subject’s externally displayed mood23 and thus is traditionally manifested as 

being represented in artworks (e.g. passion paintings) or if not realistically presented, 

as experienced by an audience. But it has also been used more recently as a sense of 

push in the world2�. By this I mean that to be considered successful there must be force 

involved: for example of the artwork upon the artist, upon the other participants, or upon 

people outside of the direct circle of involvement. Could it be that one of the challenges of 

art-of-connection is that the affect is felt most strongly by those within the process – and 

that the affect of the process by proxy (i.e., by those who look upon the artworks from the 

outside) is not nearly as satisfying? After the project is finished, after the artist has left, 

after the community gets on with things, little remains -- after the fact. This “lack” may be 

liberating or it may be disturbing if the intention of the project was transformational.

The Spinozan or Deleuzian concept of affect requires careful unravelling, but it 

seems to imply that it is a potential for movement, a “capacity to come to be, or better, to 

come to do” …a type of “thinking, bodily – consciously but vaguely, in the sense that it is 

not yet a thought” (academic and social critic Brian Massumi in Zournazi, 2003). Certainly 

Massumi talks about it in terms of intensities, of being more alive, and one of the tensions 

of art-of-connection is how clearly the push of the world upon us or the force of its flesh-

ing upon/in us is evident in either the artwork process or its material manifestation. 

Perhaps one of the drawbacks of conversational aesthetics is that it can be seen 

as passive. The artist as conduit does not seek transformation or social intervention. For 

example an interventionist agenda is not a noticeable part of Spencer’s projects. The 

other side of a conversation art is dialogue for social intervention. Grant Kester’s orienta-

tion is towards projects where artists directly/intentionally interact with the audience, par-

ticularly to produce social change (for example see Kester, 2005) and this is something 

that I continue to be interested in. 

3.3.5.3 Conversing with trees 

Spencer’s work does not explicitly address nonhuman life and I suspect that this 

is because of its specifically urban context. Spencer does state that, “Hermes Gift is a 

phenomenological discourse on walking and the conversations with both material and 

people that has occurred along the way” (200�, p. iii), so one can at least conclude that 

�3  Psychology subjectively experienced feeling state (emotion) and the observable behav-
iour that represents it.
�4  The influential English cultural geographer Nigel Thrift (200�a) identifies four types or 
strands of affect:
�. as “a set of embodied practices that produce visible conduct as an outer lining” (p. 60)
2. as emotions that are “primary vehicles or manifestations of the underlying libidinal drive” (from 

Freud and psychology) (p. 6�)
3. (from Charles Darwin) as emotions expressing evolution… “physiological changes written in-

voluntarily on the face” (p. 6�)
�. as a ”capacity for interaction that is akin to the natural force of emergence” (p. 6�) …[as] “an 

encounter that takes the form of an increase or decrease in the ability of the body and mind 
alike to act” (p. 62). This most problematic definition is via Spinoza and Deleuze (and Mas-
sumi) and it specifically separates affect from emotion.



The third saunter: conversation with trees   165

Figures 3.3.37 to 3.3.39. Olly & Suzi, Shark I Shark II Shark III, South Africa, 1997 
(Olly & Suzi,  �003, p. 167).
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Figure 3.3.40 Olly & Suzi, Saltwater Crocodile and Painting, Northern Australia, 1999 
(Olly & Suzi,  �003, p. �15).

Figures 3.3.41 to 3.3.44. Olly & Suzi, clockwise from top left Olly & Suzi painting Croc 
Belly Northern Australia, 1999; Working with Scientists, Northern Australia, 
1999; Croc and print, Northern Australia, 1999, non-toxic paint on paper; Red 
Croc, Green Croc, Northern Australia 1999 Acrylic and body print on paper 
4�.5 x 51 cm (Olly & Suzi,  �003, p. �13).
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the participants in the projects 

can include “matters” other than 

people. Again, the question 

arises, is it possible to have con-

versations with nonhuman ele-

ments in an environment? Can 

one have a conversation with a 

rock? Of course this is a nonsen-

sical question25(!) -- if we restrict 

the idea of conversation to verbal 

or written language. A number of 

contemporary artists are working 

with animals and the environment 

and their artworks address to a 

greater or lesser degree the possibility of convivial interactions between artists, audi-

ences, art objects and the nonhuman.

For example, the majority of the work of artist duo Olly and Suzi is based upon 

drawing animals in mixed media on paper drawn as close as possible to the wild animal 

in question. Their work often involves creating a situation where animals interact directly 

with the drawing by chewing, scratching, biting, walking or rolling on top of the work. 

The paper acts as the fabric of the interaction or the material sphere of the relationship. 

The immediacy of their drawings is both a delight and a drawback. Especially when sup-

�5  According to the Victorian art historian John Ruskin, pathetic fallacy was the description 
of inanimate (natural) objects in a way that attribute them with human sensations, thoughts, feel-
ings, and emotions.

Figure 3.3.45 and 3.3.50. Olly 
& Suzi, Taking the Print,  
Northern Australia, 1999; 
Saltwater Crocodile and  
Painting, Northern Australia, 
1999 (Olly & Suzi,  �003, p. 
�16).
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Figure 3.3.51 John Wolseley, Buried painting - Mt Gunson, 1991-1992, (Grishin, 1998, 
p. 1�4). Watercolour, coloured pencil, pencil and charcoal on paper 5� cm x 39 
cm, photo Terence Bogue.
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ported by the (often beautiful) photographs that document the event, a sense of being 

close to the wild is glimpsed in the work. But their naive style (indebted to Joseph Beuys) 

occasionally fails as a visual image (and there is no going back to the drawing board and 

doing another). When shown as single images you don’t see some of the interventions 

needed to “capture” their prey26. To their credit Olly and Suzi do acknowledge their debt 

to the many wildlife parks and scientists who facilitated their access to the animals. But 

Olly and Suzi are also very focused on predators and big game (lions, sharks, cheetahs, 

wolves, elephants and polar bears) in stereotypically wilderness locations. The element 

of personal danger seems to be needed by the artists. Yet they often relied upon tame or 

semi-tame animals for their interactions (and this is not evident in single images of their 

work). I am subtly reminded of John Wolseley’s delicate burial of drawings (see Figure 

3.3.5�). In this work Wolseley relies upon termites and micro-organisms to perform the 

transformation. The work takes place away from the eye of the camera. The relationship 

between the artist and the nonhuman appears to be less gendered. Wolseley’s drawings 

are more about ecosystem structure than big game.

3.3.6 Representations

Other artists who have included the nonhuman in their work do so in ways that 

create deathscapes of “coolness, cruelty, and nihilism” (Urban, 200�, p. 372)27. Damien 

Hirst’s �990s work is no doubt concerned with other issues such as an exploration of 

mortality, but no member of the public can fail to be affected by his use of animals (see 

Figure 3.3.52 This little piggy went to market, this little piggy stayed home). Michael 

Oatman’s work (see Figures 3.3.53 and 3.3.5�) featuring birds with machine guns held 

under their wings plays upon a certain kind of representation of animals as the opposite 

�6  There is more extensive documentation in Olly and Suzi: Arctic, Desert, Ocean, Jungle 
(Olly & Suzi, 2003).
�7  It’s not just dead animals that make a deathscape. Personally I frequently collect living 
and dead pieces of plants; and bones and animal remains. But these remains talk more about the 
cycle of life and death which I am a part of – about vitality rather than death or “deadness”. 

Figure 3.3.5� Damian Hirst, This little piggy went to market, this little piggy stayed 
home, 1996, (Adams, Jardine, Maloney, Rosenthal, & Shone, 1997, p. 98). 
Steel, GRP composite, glass, pig, formaldehyde solutions, electric motor 2 tanks 
each �20 x 2�0 x 60 cm.
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of humans, as base and bestial. Art historian Steve Baker28 (2000) muses that animals 

can be used in art along a continuum from animal-endorsers to animal-sceptics. I would 

consider Hirst and Oatman to be examples of the latter. Are the birds in Figures 3.3.53 

and 3.3.5� actively reshaping the world (i.e. turning violence back on humans) or are 

they merely re-presenting human concerns? Hirst and Oatman use the pig and the birds 

as tools to examine the meaning of animals in human culture. Where the nonhuman 

are featured in artworks, which ones show engagement and dialogue with living and 

vital others? Geographer Sandie Suchet (2002) asserts that western culture only has a 

conversation with the self – a “monologue masquerading as conversation” (D. B. Rose, 

�999, p. �77).

By applying universalised Eurocentric knowledge, other knowledges are 
rendered silent, are ignored, devalued and/or undermined so that Euro-
centric knowledges only hear, see, smell, taste, touch and engage with 
themselves. This denial of any dissent or alternative forms a circular argu-
ment as Eurocentric knowledges have only their own terms of reference 
to judge themselves against and thus the assumption of universality is 
legitimated (Suchet, 2002, p. 149)

I draw attention to the prevalence of a corrosive force in the work of Hirst and 

Oatman (for example) designed to shock the viewer. These types of works are based 

upon a one-way communication model. An alternative to this is the creation of artworks 

that favour openness, integrating the co-creation of Spencer’s walking art, and expand-

ing outwards from this to include physical and creative interventions. In the case of this 

art, the “essentially representational relationship to nature has been supplemented by 

�8 I am indebted to Baker’s (2000, 2002) elucidation of Deleuze and Guattari’s concept of 
becoming animal which, regrettably, cannot be fully explored here. 

Figure 3.3.53 Michael Oatman, Study for the Birds, �001, collage (Thompson, �005, 
p. 88).
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a commitment to direct intervention” (Kester, 2005). These works are created with a 

pragmatics of acting in the world. Rebecca Solnit’s interest in artists working in the envi-

ronmental field has propelled her writing:

…it is important, however, not to describe artists as returning to the land. 
Rather than doing something so simple as stepping backward into an 
uncharted territory, artists together with other thinkers have reinvented the 
relationship we have to the land… (Solnit, 2001, p. 45).

Much of modernist art was an idealistic searching for order, clarity, perfection and 

purity. But the same organic world that such art sought to overcome is now recognised as 

the basis for our continued existence, “…linear time bends in a circle. Landscape comes 

to the fore, no longer the territory of nostalgia but the circumference of possibility, the 

terms of our survival” (Solnit, 200�, p. 5�). A new possibility for artist today is to respond 

to sites, materials and people to help insights into being rather than impose an external 

meaning on a supposedly inert world of objects. It is not to re-present a relationship 

Figure 3.3.54 Michael Oatman, Study for the Birds, �001, collage (Thompson, �005, 
p. 86).
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between a repressor and the repressed (with the artist representing the repressed). “The 

point is not that these actors are mutes that then have to be made to speak, it is rather 

that their practices need to be valued for themselves as the somatic legacy we all live by, 

with and for” (Thrift, �999, p. 300, italics in original).

3.3.7 Non representation: drawing connections to human geography

The kinds of ways that the nonhuman have been explored in art can be linked to 

investigations into non-representational theory in human geography. The term was ini-

tially promoted by human geographer Nigel Thrift in his book Spatial Formations (�996). 

Figure 3.3.55 outlines the intellectual antecedents as he sees them. Thrift and a number 

of geographers have worked through theories of non-representation to differentiate their 

position from Representationalism (or what I like to call explainerism): the need to explain, 

to show things the way that they “really are”, to come up with an irreducible conclusion. 

Representationalism is a fundamental condition of modernity that underlies, for example, 

the scientific method, or realist art. One of the consequences of representationalism is 

a “curious vampirism” where events are drained of life (Dewsbury, Harrison, Rose, & 

Wylie, 2002). It is as if worlds are made before they are lived in. In art it is as if meaning 

Figure 3.3.55 The life-time-lines of non-representational theory (Thrift, 1999, 
 p. 303).
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precedes the art object and as if the art object is but a passive conveyor of meaning. It 

is as if meaning is formed in the mind (of the artist—of the audience). These normative 

beliefs are widely held by artists.

The criticism of representation is that it brings things to an ending, a fixed point 

unifying the object and its identity once and for all. And if there is something that it can-

not be represented, then it is ignored or dismissed: “that which cannot be reduced is 

deemed to fail the epistemological test of validity… [Representation results in] a relega-

tion of certain forms of knowing (and being) to the secondary position of the subjective; 

to matters of opinion, to dreams and fantasies, to unverifiable and fleeting ‘feelings,’ and 

the position of the ‘native’” (Harrison, 2000, p. 500). Representation silences by insisting 

on the silence of the living by naming them as if they were already dead. Compare in the 

following paragraph the understanding of the (European) forester and the fox: 

…for the non-human, every thread in the web is a relationship between 
it and some object or feature in the environment, a relation that is set up 
through its own partial immersion in the world and the bodily orientations 
that this entails. For the human, by contrast, the web – and the relations of 
which it consists – is inscribed in a separate plane of mental representa-
tions, forming a tapestry of meaning that covers over the world of environ-
mental objects. Whereas the non-human animal perceives these objects 
as immediately available for use, to human beings they appear initially 
as occurrent phenomena to which potential uses must be affixed, prior 
to any attempt at engagement. The fox discovers shelter in the roots of 
a tree, but the forester sees only timber in his mind’s eye, and has first to 
fit that image into his perception of the current object – the tree- before 
taking action (Ingold, 1995, p. 63) 29

�9  This perspective is obviously indebted to both early 20th century Estonian biologist 
von Uexküll (�957/�928, �985/�909) and mid century American psychologist J J Gibson (�966, 
�979).

Figure 3.3.56 Forester and oak tree illustrated by G. Kriszat (Uexküll, 1957/19�8,  
p. 74).
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For the forester the tree is a dead thing before it is a living thing. Correspondingly 

in the arts, Kester (2006) introduces feminist theorist Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick’s concept 

“paranoid consensus” in contemporary critical theory where the act of revealing (repre-

senting) an injustice is compulsively repeated. Think of the artist that represents, say, an 

environmental issue who “obsessively repeats the gesture of ‘unveiling hidden violence’ 

to a benumbed or disbelieving world.” This first step of portraying an issue in environmen-

tal art is enabling and necessary but if the artwork is caught up in the act of revelation 

itself it goes no further. Representationalism stops people from going on. I am reminded 

of Hirst’s pig going back and forth… back and forth… (in Figure 3.3.52).

Non-representational theory is relational rather than representational (Thrift, 

�999)30. It asks us to think of different ways that we might relate ourselves to our sur-

30  “We no longer need ontology but desmology” (desmos = link): a science of linkages  
(quotation widely attributed to Michel Serres).

Figure 3.3.57 Fox and oak tree illustrated by G. Kriszat (Uexküll, 1957/19�8, p. 76).

Figure 3.3.58 Little girl and oak tree illustrated by G. Kriszat (Uexküll 1957/19�8,  
p. 75). Note face in tree.
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roundings and different ways that we might be different in ourselves. “We want to work 

on presenting the world, not to represent it, or explain it.” Or more specifically, to take 

”representation seriously; representation is not a code to be broken or an illusion to 

be dispelled rather representations are apprehended as performative in themselves; as 

doings” (Dewsbury, Harrison, Rose, & Wylie, 2002, p. �38). What is of interest is “how 

life takes shape and gains expression in shared experiences, everyday routines, fleeting 

encounters, embodied movements, precognitive triggers, particular skills, affective inten-

sities, enduring urges, unexceptional interactions and sensuous dispositions” (Lorimer, 

2005, p. 8�). 

Within the field of those that might align themselves with Thrift’s non-representa-

tion (or nearby) there are no doubt differing points of view. In general, non-represen-

tational theory envisages the link between two entities as relational and evolving. This 

idea is of course more widely espoused. For example, Suchet (2002, p. �5�) quotes 

Tamsin Lorraine who references Irigaray’s notion of sharing between two subjects, the 

transformative encounter with each other: “each one continually becomes in the ebb 

and flow of concrete contact. Because each respects the history and intentionality of 

the other, each cannot assimilate the other to her or his own history or intentions. This 

respect provides limits on one’s own becoming, and these limits provide the material for 

further becoming” (Lorraine, �999, p. 98). An understanding of emergence changes the 

way that we might understand the self. Emergence means forever being created: “human 

nature continually passes into existence, and it is precisely this incessant emergence 

that constitutes its expressivity” (Harrison, 2000, p. 50�, my emphasis, quoting Georgio 

Agamben, �993, p. 20). 

3.3.6.1 Agency

In non-representational theory the nonhuman have agency and most adherents 

extend this agency to non-living objects. In Hybrid Geographies (2002) Sarah What-

more gives examples of how this agency is distributed amongst participants, and how 

such distribution is not even amongst participants or through space. Her position on the 

FutureNatural is incisive. When she holds that nature and culture are intertwined she is 

Figures 3.3.59 and 3.3.60.  Images from Walking around taking photographs, digital print  
installation series, �006. Jacob von Uexküll’s most celebrated example of the 
Umwelt is that of the tick.
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not saying that they are combined together under the one banner but that each category 

has dissolved and what we think of as nature and culture have collapsed into a hybrid 

condition. The wild as in wilderness, has ceased to exist; as what is designated as wild 

is always caught up in the world of relations between humans and others. She gives 

specific examples where she charts the material and metaphoric movements of animals 

used in Roman games, the caiman, elephants and in conflict around genetically modified 

crops (Whatmore, 2002).

Lesley Instone summarises non-representational theory thus:

[Donna] Haraway argues that representation denies the agency of the 
Other leaving the representor as the only actor in a one-sided construc-
tivism… In contrast, non-representational theorists argue for a politics of 
articulation (in both senses of speaking and linking) directing attention to 
the heterogeneous practices through which natures and cultures are con-
tinuously and mutually (re)constituted. Co-construction blurs the bound-
ary between nature and culture and extends agency to non-humans 
– natural and artificial” (Instone, 2004, p. 133)31

What are the consequences of a non-representational perspective in Art? It is 

common to talk about the contexts of artworks but only as things that give meaning to 

the art (and this is deeply ingrained). Myin states:

For if vision is not a phenomenon “going on” inside the artist’s head, but 
rather is a process of give and take with the environment out there, and if 
the precise form of the interaction shapes the experience, this might give 
an unprecedented role of importance to the tools the artist uses in forging 
this interaction. The pencil, the palette, the canvas and its texture, sketches, 
even the record of preceding works, might all be seen to play an essential 
and irreplaceable role in the very seeing and creation of something see-
able. Indeed, once vision is brought back into the world, the process of 
creating might be brought back into the world with it (Myin, 2000, p. 50)

At first glance there appears to be nothing controversial about this statement. To 

talk about context (in the canvas used by the artist, as site specificity, personal history, 

and the œuvre of an artist) is part of the repertoire of standard art criticism. But are these 

elements considered as factors, as causes, as things representing explanations? Are the 

31  Whilst very influential Donna Haraway is of course not a non-representational geogra-
pher.

Figures 3.3.61 and 3.3.6�. Images from Walking around taking photographs, digital 
print installation series, �006. Perth road atlas stranding # 2 (July 2005 to Feb-
ruary 2006).
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pencil and the canvas forms32 that explain artwork, or should they be considered agents? 

How can differing sets of these agents shape the world by moving outwards from the 

artwork? 

As I puzzle out how non-representational theory applies to or might, say, change 

my work, I am prompted to reread artist and theorist Barbara Bolt’s Art beyond represen-

tation: the performative power of the image (200�). She asks artists not to forget that their 

practice is not just a means to an end, or the justification for the business of art one must 

conduct, but is (via Heidegger) a site of poietic revealing. The image has performative 

power33 and in the process of painting, the painting has its own momentum, rhythm and 

intensity. She describes an example in her practice where the painting erupts and runs 

away from her. “In the performativity of imaging, life gets into the image” (Bolt, 200�, p. �). 

This supports my assertion that the art object is an active participant in an artwork and 

tailors well with non-representational theory. 

3.3.6.2 The practical application of ethics to wildness

Non-representational theory (along with the earlier Actor Network Theory3�) has 

been criticised for levelling out the power of different relations and making it seem as 

though all agents have equal force of expression. It has been criticised for not providing 

a prescriptive method and for showing little evidence of situations where human con-

versations are not dominant (e.g., C. Nash, 2000). One recent attempt to address these 

issues was Urban wild things: A cosmopolitical experiment35, a paper written by Steve 

Hinchliffe, Matthew Kearnes, Monica Degen and Sarah Whatmore (2005) about water 

voles in an industrial wasteland on the outskirts of Birmingham. Water voles are rare and 

becoming rarer in the United Kingdom. The presence of the water vole at an urban site 

is unusual and its presence has been mobilised in political (about the preservation of the 

site from development) and scientific discourses (as it is measured and counted). The 

paper presents the in-progress results of experiments by the authors, both to write non-

representational geographies and to recast the wider issues of nature and the nonhuman 

in urban areas.

They started by learning how to read traces of the vole. Its cryptic lifestyle means 

it is rarely glimpsed and traces of its footprints, latrines, runs and lawns (feeding areas) 

were learnt. All the senses of the human participants were involved as they learnt to 

smell the difference between vole and brown rat dropping. This learning of the water vole 

changed the way the humans sensed their environment. At times the vole was extremely 

elusive confounding attempts to use its presence/absence data in political arguments. 

The authors tried not to write up the water vole along representational lines but to explore 

3�  (i.e. formalism).
33  through creative practice, a dynamic material exchange can occur between objects, 
bodies and images. Imaging, in turn, can produce real material effects in the world. The potential of 
a mutual reflection between objects, images and bodies, forms the basis for my argument for the 
deformational and transformative potential of images (Bolt, 200�, p. 8).
34  ANT.
35  The term cosmopolitics comes from the writings of philosopher Isabel Stengers.
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all its traces from the way it is inscribed into scientific databases to the way that it was 

used in conservation battles. The particular site featured is unusual in that the water vole 

is surviving despite the co-presence of the brown rat (which is considered a significant 

predator at other sites) and thus contradicted the way that they are normally represented. 

In this way the water voles start to unravel the neat stories that surround them.

By conversing with the water vole in this multitude of ways the authors lay out a 

potential framework for weaving together the human, more-than-human, science and 

politics. In particular their interest is in ecologising the political (rather than politicising the 

ecological, Latour, �998, p. 235) – that assists in some small way the extension of the 

agency of the water vole outwards. The authors admit that their actions do not challenge 

the permanency of major power structures of human culture (a frequent criticism of the 

non-representational). Hinchliffe, Kearnes, Degen and Whatmore conclude that the wild 

of the water vole “becomes more rather than less real as people learn to engage with 

them. At the same time, wild things are too disputed, sociable and uncertain to become 

constant objects upon which a stable urban politics can be constructed” (2005, p. 6�3).

The project by Hinchliffe, Kearnes, Degen and Whatmore clearly raises issues of 

applied ethics. I would like to contrast this with the ethics of artworks in a recent exam-

ple in Artforum. Claire Bishop (2006c) offers critique on collaborative artworks implying 

that too much weighting was being given to the ethical behaviour of the artist and not 

enough weighting was being given to aesthetic criteria. Her standpoint is that the quality 

of the relationship between the artist and the public (particularly in the degree to which 

the artist had abdicated responsibility for an artwork) should not be used as a criterion 

for judgement. In response Grant Kester contends that her position exposes an uneasi-

ness with political content – or a political content too close to real life -- by mainstream 

institutions and art critics. If an art project is “activist” in Bishop’s terms then it is “’predict-

able”, “benevolent” and “ineffectual” (Kester, 2006). Kester argues that the detached and 

deconstructive art that Bishop favours in point of fact demonstrates an implicit ethical 

position. The artist is located as gatekeeper “unveiling or revealing the contingency of 

systems of meaning that the viewer would otherwise submit to without thinking” (Kester, 

Figures 3.3.63 and x3.3.64. Images from Walking around taking photographs, digital print  
installation series, �006. Perth road atlas stranding # 2 (July 2005 to February 
2006).
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2006). Kester’s position complements the 

work in non-representational theory to flesh 

out a relational ethics of being (Whatmore, 

2002) or a politics of “imaginative generos-

ity” (Thrift, 200�b).

Part of the reluctance of non-repre-

sentational geographers to outline a mani-

festo stems from the indeterminate nature 

of the theory itself. Nevertheless Thrift’s 

paper, Summoning Life (200�b, originally 

written in 200�), discusses some ways of 

engaging that may be helpful. In point form 

they are: For geographers

to resist the tendency to “explain” things for others in society to consume (as part 
of a “legitimised” academic counter-culture36;
to cultivate a kindness or generosity to the world and create spaces of affective 
possibility – “spaces of joyful encounters”37;
to start with the strategy of witnessing;
to cultivate a pragmatic ethics of the present;
to cultivate new modes of agency;
to cultivate a readiness to act38. To make changes now and not to historicize proc-
esses; and
to have a politics of intercession – to be committed to creating as many differ-
ences as possible as possibilities for alternative conditions.

The biggest problem with non-representation is that so few people live this way. 

Or more precisely, non-representational theory might be an accurate description of how 

we live, but most people live without analysing the opacity of their existence and instead 

hold on the familiarity of their lives39. The 

ongoing project of listening and interacting 

with other agents will never be easy but 

the examples here of Hinchliffe, Kearnes, 

Degen and Whatmore (2005) and Thrift 

(200�b) do point towards attempts to grasp 

towards a working ethical or political “meth-

odology”, a politics of the living world. This 

will not be easy but it would seem wiser to 

listen more closely rather than give up on 

listening entirely.

36  This reminds me of German philosopher Wolfgang Welsch’s (�997) surface aestheticisa-
tion.
37  Something that connects to the idea of kindness in the work of Lone Twin.
38  carpe diem.
39  So few people will give up their efficiency gains, competitive leverage, deliverables, goals, 
outcomes and key performance drivers: “Our client is a major regionally based utility, positioned 
for strategic growth and seeking to maximize their business results by driving change through the 
establishment of high performance teams and establishing a culture of continuous improvement.”

•

•

•
•
•
•

•

Figure 3.3.65 Image from Walking around  
taking photographs, digital print  
installation series, �006. Perth road  
atlas stranding # 2.

Figure 3.3.66 Image from Walking around  
taking photographs, digital print  
installation series, �006.
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3.3.8 Zoo for the species

In 2003 I created the work Zoo for the Species at the National Review of Live 

Art (NRLA) in Midland Western Australia. Along the exterior arches of the mothballed 

Midland railway workshops seven synchronised speakers hung from the high casement 

windows. Viewers walked along the �0 metre stretch listening to a combination of ambi-

ent walking sounds and found sound, diesel trains, and stories about different animals 

expressing the emotions of fear, joy, grief, loneliness, fury, shame and love. Most visitors 

saw the installation at night and moved from pool to pool of light. As they moved they 

caught snatches of anecdotes interspersed with the more textured sound. Each complete 

anecdote could be heard at one speaker but the next anecdote would start at another 

speaker somewhere further down the path. Zoo for the Species was part of a group of 

artworks on the topic This walking thing organised as a sub-theme at NRLA. 

One of my intentions with the artwork was to address the history of (embodied) 

physical labour at the site, walking and the nonhuman. Amongst the graffiti inside (which 

apparently originated during its working life and from when the workforce was abruptly 

retrenched in �99�) was the violent phrase “don’t feed the natives: spiecies blackus scab-

bus” (original spelling – see Figure 3.3.67. Scab in Australian English means non-union-

ised strikebreaking labour). I wondered whether it would be possible to connect these 

inner traces with the present day world outside 

in a way that did not denigrate the workers as 

“bestial” (as in the graffiti)�0. At the same time I 

had been collecting scientific anecdotes about 

animals expressing emotions. These stories 

had been recorded by scientists but had found 

their way into publications other than scientific 

papers. The books When Elephants Weep: 

The Emotional Lives of Animals (Masson & 

McCarthy, �995) and The Smile of a Dolphin: 

Remarkable Accounts of Animal Emotion 

(Bekoff, 2000) had caused minor controversy 

because of the way that “ownership” of the 

books was contested by animal rights groups 

and the scientific community. I liked the idea 

that the anecdotes were on the margins of 

acceptability. I decided that I would investigate 

this by walking from seven locations in sub-

urban Perth, in as straight a line as possible, 

to the Midland workshops. These walks varied 

from � hour to 3 days (returning home each 

night). The starting points of the walks reflected 

some connection with the seven emotions. For 

40  I made a decision to live dangerously and use the names of the long-gone workers as 
the names of the animals in the anecdotes.

Figure 3.3.67 Zoo for the Species, 
�003, National Review of Live Art, 
Midland Railway Workshop. Detail 
of workshop graffiti.
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example: Love Street, Cloverdale; the Lone 

Pine Memorial, Greenmount; Fury Oil Com-

pany, Bassendean; and the shame-full site of 

the Bellevue Chemical Fire, Bellevue.

Zoo for the species was rather odd 

in the context of a live art festival as there 

was no performance by myself during NRLA. 

Although my walking was essential to the 

process and an integral part of the artwork 

the work was more aligned with installation 

art than to performance per se: at the festi-

val the walking and listening of the viewer/

audience was more conspicuous. What was 

accessible to those people who saw the 

artwork at Midland was the seven speakers 

bathed in seven pools of light. They could 

read the catalogue statement about the work 

but of course they did not share my experience of walking the suburbs. There was no 

display of the pictures that I had taken as I walked. I focused instead on broadening the 

notion of walking by seeking to sensitise people to the walk that they did from speaker 

to speaker��. The feedback that I got was that most but not all viewers consciously regis-

tered this, perhaps because they were expecting a performance event. Nevertheless this 

work was made with the art-of-connection model of the artwork (shown in Figure �.��) 

in mind.

Although I acted as a fulcrum in this artwork many different entities were involved. 

These included traces of the metalworkers and boilermakers whose ID tag board still 

hung inside the workshop; the animals and scientists in the stories; the animals, plants, 

weather, roads, paths, tracks and detours that I encountered on my walks; the man 

masturbating in his front yard; and the off duty policeman who was doing the right thing 

for neighbourhood watch (and who chased after and waylaid me for walking around the 

suburbs with a dangerous microphone). I was transformed by these encounters and also 

by more important things like the hardness and the softness of the road that I travelled 

and the plants and animals that I encountered. I would like to think that I witnessed these 

forces as I walked and listened. My intention had been to provide a window so that at 

least some of these forces were transferred to the components installed at the workshop. 

It may be that the work could have been more generous in this respect. The animals of 

the original stories were reactivated as their stories were carried out into the world and 

there is strong evidence to suggest that these stories transformed the art viewers that 

41  This can be compared to Gregory Pryor’s artwork In Arenosis ad Fluvium Cygnorum [In 
sandy soil around the Swan River] where he adopted the persona of a botanist and identified the 
weeds present on an area of rehabilitated land visible (with binoculars provided) from the perform-
ance venue. This work also involved a pre-recorded sound work supplemented with the live sound 
(via walkie talkie) of the artist on the night. Whilst viewing this work I couldn’t help but think how 
he was conversing with the weeds.

Figure 3.3.68 Zoo for the Species, 
�003, National Review of Live Art,  
Midland Railway Workshop. Detail of 
tag board.
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Figure 3.3.69 Zoo for the Species, �003, National Review of Live Art, Midland  
Railway Workshop. External shot of installation with seven speakers positioned 
below seven windows lit with fluorescent lights.

Figure 3.3.70 Zoo for the Species, �003, National Review of Live Art, Midland  
Railway Workshop. Walk from Fury Oil Company, Bassendean.
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Figure 3.3.71 Zoo for the Species, �003, National Review of Live Art, Midland  
Railway Workshop.  Walk from Love Street, Cloverdale.

Figure 3.3.7� Zoo for the Species, �003, National Review of Live Art, Midland  
Railway Workshop.  Walk from Lone Pine Memorial, Greenmount.
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chanced upon them�2. And finally the traces of the workers underlay the whole process 

of the inspiration, creation and making public of the artwork.

As an artwork Zoo for the species tried to create open readings of what might 

be possible and I would certainly say that it did not ’explain’ things for others in society 

to consume�3. Zoo for the species was made early in the PhD. It first drew my atten-

tion to the domination of representational thinking in art. Representation may encourage 

contemplation, but in the form of an accommodating passivity (deadness) -- and hence 

the importance of walking. 

Obviously art allows much more latitude when it comes to making strange than 

academic geography and this is why proponents of non-representational theory, when 

searching for more embodied models, were so heavily influenced by dance, performance 

art and notions of the performative in the first place��. The value of non-representational 

theory is in how it has allowed me to develop a more nuanced understanding of what 

strangeness might be. It is not the modernist notion of volcanic rupture but in the appli-

cation of the unexpected interruption of a shifting and unstable wild thing (of Hinchliffe, 

Kearnes, Degen, & Whatmore, 2005). Art has dealt with affect throughout its history to 

the point of over familiarity, and notions of affect that have been drawn together by the 

proponents of non-representational theory have invigorated how I see my practice. As 

we have seen much of art criticism has shied away from the application of ethics in art 

and it is refreshing to see the new challenges that are developing from within human 

geography.

4�  Possibly the animal’s stories forced themselves to be written down by the scientists and 
then turned into a soundtrack by me.
43  A reporter from the West Australian reviewing NRLA wrote “Perth acts included Perdita 
Phillips’ sound installation, dealing with the indecipherable subject matter of animal emotions. It 
was hard to decipher itself, which seemingly was the point” (N. Smith, 2003) Ouch!
44  (Some examples include Dewsbury, 2000; C. Nash, 2000; G. Rose, �999; Szerszynski, 
Heim, & Waterton, 2003; Thrift, �997, 2000, 2003a; Thrift, 2003b).

Figures 3.3.73 and 3.3.74. Images from 
Walking around taking photographs,  
digital print installation series, �006. 
Rubber stranding.



The third saunter: conversation with trees   185

3.3.9 Conclusion

Returning to the strandings in the walkingcountry that I discussed earlier (in 

Section 3.3.2). I can think of them now in terms of agents, forces and transformations. 

Conversations can be had with the nonhuman by reconfiguring relationships within an 

artwork (artist, object, audience, environment) in a way that is less representational. For 

example my positioning of the strandings in the walkingcountry in the first case (which on 

the surface might appear quite callous) actually gave them a new life. As found objects 

they were destined to be discarded. The objects were physically transformed and made 

ordinary (to the walkingcountry) through wear and decay. The relationship between the 

things and the animals and plants were ones of accommodation and affordance. The 

removal of (most of) the strandings from the walkingcountry at the end of the project 

means that they will be brought back into conversations with humans when they become 

part of further artworks. Rather than being the death of them, the experiences the objects 

have had have forged new relationships, which will be made again, when they are brought 

back into the cycle of art making in the studio.

Moving beyond representational models of art is a crucial strategy in non-urban 

areas because of the pervasiveness presence of the nonhuman. In this section (3.3) of 

the Exegesis I have briefly mentioned the work of Olly and Suzi as artists working with 

the nonhuman. Although I have reservations about their approach, it does point to an 

area of future research. Their work shows a semi-conversational engagement with the 

nonhuman. Perhaps what their work lacks is a more thoughtful understanding of the 

issues of agency and ethics (such as that of Hinchliffe, Kearnes, Degen and Whatmore 

2005). An active awareness and practical engagement with ethical issues is necessary.

The oscillating state between strangeness and familiarity that I talked about at the 

beginning of this section of the Exegesis that happened in the walkingcountry was (of 

course) a factor of “returning to country” a number of times. It was (of course) a factor of 

knowing and familiarising oneself with the trees and animals and rocks and soils. But it is 

also an outcome of a landscape in flux and a world full of encounters and forces and con-

fusion that must be lived through. “Living is bewildering, strange, and sometimes wonder-

ful” (E. Probyn, �996, p. �9). The walkingcountry is an ordinary wilderness, a place where 

one oscillated between the strange and the familiar. To talk of a contemporary non-urban 

art requires us to re-express this oscillation in new ways. Even the insignificant catch-

ment of the walkingcountry (on a continent scale) was bigger and more complicated than 

I could ever get to know. But it is not there for me to discover, it is already there to be lived. 

Just when I thought I might be overcome by the size of it all, by the multitude of bodies 

interacting together, there is the hope of negotiating into existence artworks new and 

different. There is “an affective realm of ‘wild new imaginaries’ emerging from repertoires 

of sensation and emotion” (Lorimer, 2005, p. 90).

Can we form a new uncommon sense? Can we produce new sequences 
of strange and charmed? Can we form new maps of together? (Thrift, 
2004b, p. 96).
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Figure 3.3.75 Zoo for the Species, �003, National Review of Live Art, Midland  
Railway Workshop.  Walk from Bellevue chemical fire site, Bellevue.

Figure 3.3.76 Zoo for the Species, �003, National Review of Live Art, Midland  
Railway Workshop. Midland Workshop interior.
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Figure 3.3.77 Zoo for the Species, �003, National Review of Live Art, Midland  
Railway Workshop. Walk from Joy Street, Dianella.

Figure 3.3.78 Zoo for the Species, �003, National Review of Live Art, Midland  
Railway Workshop. Midland Workshop grounds.
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Figure 3.3.79 Zoo for the Species, �003, National Review of Live Art, Midland  
Railway Workshop. Walk from PO Box 2062, Warwick.

Figure 3.3.80 Zoo for the Species, �003, National Review of Live Art, Midland  
Railway Workshop. Walk from Albrecht Fear Real Estate Agency, Swanbourne.


