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Towards a Sympoietic Art Practice with Plants

ABSTRACT

At atime of crisisin human relationships with theaturalworld, this practiceasresearch project
comprises selected artworks and a written thesis investigatiogreativity with plants The
openly exploratory and speculative research scrutindemnges t@lant-artist relationality as |
develop asympoietic art practice with plants, conceived ethically accountablego-creative

WY | PAAYUIKEQF y1a > AYaLIANBR o0& (2006NISynpaeficapradiiof | (i dzNJ
engages affirmatively with posthuman ethics of rexploitative, egalitarian and ecologically
situated practice, reconceptualises plarartist relations and makes way for accepting plants as
agentiallyactive co-expressivepartners (Bennett, 2010, Marder, 2013Manifestations of
sympoietic art pacticeexplored through cecreative processes gfrowing, making and walking
with-plants contribute to the variegated nature of practi@sresearch by reaching out in
multiple directions to connect feminist and posthumanist theoliBarad, 2007, Braidotti, 2013,
Alaimo, 2016with artistic researci{Schwab2018) poetic encountersscience and everyday

life. In response to sympoietic concerns, temporary assemblages of interconnected events add
participation, performativity and ecological awareness to the poetry and production of the

artist-book

Sympoietic art processes have revealmdltiple hindrances to my relationship with plants
despiteartistic closenessThenovelO2 y OS LJi 202 KISBEB YOS RS NP a S RA NJ
insights. Plant deoherence enriches the existing theory of 'planindhess'(Wandersee and
Schussler, 2001, 1999y releasingfresh metaphors from quantum theory to explore and
nuance an understanding difvely relationd exchanges during the practical and conceptual
transition between plants and humais co-creative practiceThe thesiexposesie-coherence
effects in art processes and audienogerfacesin the tangle of culturafilters through which
plants are encoutered: anthropomorphism, aesthetics, representationsymbolism, and
commodification of plantsByworking creatively with annderstandingf de-coherence effects
sympoietic art practitioners are empowered ti@nsform its negative impac@nd mediateco-
creative worlding with plants which recognise edependence in a rapidly changing

environment.

KEYWORDSympoiesis, Goreativity, Decoherence, Naturecultures, Negxploitation of

plants, Plardartist relationality.
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childhood rich with plants, white rustle of ripe oats, bite of a soft wheat grain, rippling barley, dusty
harvest, creaking cart of straw bales, climbing on the stsmlatched legs from stubble and straw,
scent of a flowering bean field, getting lost in tall mustard, hiding in the artichoke patch, lime brush,
yew hedge, dangerously sucking juice from yew berries, look deadly nightshade, a thorn apple
R2y Qi ( 2irp@pplE tre€ aApivikosea of blossom, making fairy homes with petals,-acorn
cups of juice, fairy gardens with seed paths, loolgtass ponds with floating forgehe-nots,
garden, earthy smell of carrots, potatoes freshly dug, hoarding conkers, peekoy bats, sweet
chestnuts to chew, leaving a pile for squirrels to find, cracking hazelnuts with a stone, making

fishoones fromhors®©® K Sa iy dzi S @#Sasx R2ffa Ay RNBaasSa FTNR°

GKSNB Q& | YI33I20 A yaksiRuntryTahes, stiNgpowdsf frdm rosedadg, S G =
naming wild flowers, smell of damp leaves, meadow sweet, king cups, lords and ladies, straddling
ditches, primroses and violets, feeling stalks for picking deep down into cool moss, crushing berries

oYl 1S ReSz o0flFO1l06SNNEAY3I: AiQa I 6SS 2NOKAR @SN

the plant, armfuls of daffodils, slimy stalks, holly and a sprig for the pudding, mistletoe in the
doorway, sugared violets, seaweed ribbons to wave their rapbeel, pop the bladders, sun
bleached sea holly, special smells of mint and lavender, making lavender bags to give, eating
windfall apples mind the wasps, catch leaves as they fall, first ripe tomato, first bulbs to poke

through to the soil, unearthing®¢ LR GF 1284 R2y QG RFYF3IS GKSY 6A0K

pod, he came from the city had never seen them growing on a plant, shaking earwigs from dahlias,
the flower show, rows of fruit and vegetables, the perfect rose,-jaaking, watching bubbling

fruit, saucer of jam scum to taste, cowslips and wild roses, give them to Mrs Collins to put on her
gAYR2g6 aAirftx GKS o0fl OliK2NY 6AYGSNE / KNRAGY &
gooseberries shred currants from the stalks with &fdavatory plants (actually Lavatera), snow

drops and joyful yellow aconites in the snow, Old Harry made cider from scrumped apples, they
were all falling over, pooh sticks under the bridge, bark rubbings, pushing a sugar lump into the
orange to suck th@iice, watching leaves from the bedroom window when | had measles, autumn

can you believe the colours? apple peel three times round your head to see your lover, tell your
fortune with tea leaves, tell the time with a dandelion clock and wet the bediftgtlu like butter

with a buttercup under your chin, daisy chains, flower garlands hanging from the dead tree,
chickweed and groundsel for the canary, dandelion-$laistle plantain clover covparsley for the

rabbit, nettle tops for soup, dock to ease nettstings, a drift of heather on the cliffs, bracken
uncurling, how to pick, where to pick, how to cut, when to sow, when to thin out, collect water
FNRY (GKS o0dzid R2y Qi akK201 GKS LXlydazr ¢glfl 2vy
daisies tun pink, squeeze lemon on the red cabbage to keep its colour on the fruit salad to stop it
turning brown, stewed apple, make syrups, make wines, make concoctions, cool the forehead with
cucumber, make orange peel teeth, make cherry-iiags, wash your hain tea, eat chocolate

RoseTinted Memories (Charlston, 2017)

(



TOWARDS A SYMPOIETIC ART PRACTICE WITH PLANT

INTRODUCTION

Currently, there is a widely acknowledged but poorly understood crisis in human
relationships with the world. Human activities are deemed responsible for an array of
environmental disasters including global warming, pollution of air, water and soil,
extindions,F YR RSLJX SiA2y 2F NI aRteNdgeSai dumaniky'S W!
global impact, indicates that, thousands of years from now, rocks and ice will show the
increase in Cg the doubling of soil nitrogen from fertilizer uskllout from nuclear

tests, as well as elevated levels of pesticides, plastics and othebiodegradable man

made substance$As a practicing artist, | am enmeshed in these activities unwillingly

but not innocently. The inadequacy of political and technologicaparses to the
increasing urgency for actiémecessitates radically new forms of-operative action
(Braidotti, 2013:12, 190)HumanO dzf {ddzNdard of plants as deabitants is one,
potentially causal, strand in the complex situation which has led to the present crisis.
Our dependence on plants to maintain the conditions essential for life on the planet,
makes the present an appropte time for cocreative, artistic research tdzy a SG G f S
O2 Y LI I t©&pldie identify and test fresh ways of relating to this minoritised and

largely overlooked lifdorm, and to initiate practical and conceptual change.

| am optimistic that ak a NB DS NOK LINF Od A GoémulatédA iy & KISNB R
2F LINBaSyd 3Ft20lf SYy@ANRYYSyidlt OKFffSy3
O I pfovoke dynamic new responses to the dilemmas facing our shared ecosystem. To

this end | pose two reked research questions

1 The termAnthropocenenow widely accepted, was proposed Byutzen and Stoerm&R000).

2 Twenty-four indicators of earth's interacting processes termed #éeJt | Yy S I NBver&R 8 Ko 2 | NR ¢
published in the journafnthropocene Revievi6 January 2015

3 Expressed in a special report of the Intergovernmental Panel ora@liChange (IPCC) 25 09 19.
https://www.ipcc.ch/2019/09/25/srocepressrelease/(accessed 19.01.202Mressure groups such as

Extinction Rebellion keep the public informetps://rebellion.earth/the-truth/the -emergency

(accessed 04.02.20)



https://www.ipcc.ch/2019/09/25/srocc-press-release/
https://rebellion.earth/the-truth/the-emergency

Research questions

1 How can | develop an ethical,-c@ative art practice with plants, which engages

critically and affirmatively with posthuman cultural values and ecological contexts?

2 What might a cecreative art practice with plants disclose about plantst

relationality?
Art practiceas an instrument of enquiry

Deeming that artistic practice, in its imaginative capacity to work with contradictions
and indeterminacy, has the potential tgain new perspectiveshat may not be
accessible by more prescriptive, qudative methods this practiceasresearch project
proposes, performs and critically interrogates aareative art practices with plants. At
the heart of this sympoietic practice, that is, makingwaith plants rather thanabout
plants, simple nourishingctivities such as touching, watering, drawing, looking, making
poetry, and sharing experiences, inform the researéhK N2 dz8okhbination of
heuristic, performative and participatory approachesjoin posthuman discourse to
grapple affirmatively with the present disconnections, engaging from within the struggle

rather than assuming neutrality and standing outside as a ¢Btiaidotti, 2015}

My fascination with plant relationality arises from a lifelong love of plants, a background

in science teaching and two decades of conceptual karbkpractice probing the
interface between plants and peopl€l YAf A NAG& sAGK &O0OASyO!
curiosity about the potentiaF 2 NJ  NIi LINJ OG A OS (2 LINRJARS |
NB a S IMyXpkesent move toA y Of dzRS LIONH G a A dF  LO2NI y SN
AYFIAYlIGA2Y YR aLISOdzZ I GA2y FyR GKSNBT2NI
SEISNASYyO0Sa N}GKSNI GKIFy G2 SaidlofAdaK N
YSI AdzNBYSyiGa Ay 2NRSNJ G2 YIS ySIra Of2ad
YSGK2R LINPGARSE | dzaSTdzZ &d2dzyRAYy3 o621 NR 7
I NI LN} OGAOSo®

My wonderful childhood memories of plants, expressed in the epigraph on page 7,

revealeco-nostalgiam my personal feelings towards plants. Today, with each new plant

encounter, revived enchantments and new understandings mingle with a sense of loss.

4 Braidotti's argument for affirmative ethics and affirmative politics is made clear in her |etureadic
Affirmative Ethic$2015)



The artistic enactments of transforming my memories, first to a simple block of
continuous text and then to making the artisbok® Rose Tinted Memories (Charlston,
2017, revealed my desire to preserve the memories intact, to seal them off todiay's
troubles. Figure 1 shows how the double wrapped and-tiedn artistbook reluctantly
bursts open into complex ctndfold crevices which slice into the poeticised
memories. My initially defensive stance about personal memories, which might have
limited critical capability for research, is transfigured by carrying out art processes and
sharing the progress of the introspective work with readers of this thesis. Thus, from the

start, practice leads the development of solutions in this research projec

Figure 1 Artist-book,Rose Tinted Memories (Charlston, 2017).

Two of the many terms for research in the arts are used extensively in the thesis. 'Artistic
research'(Schwab, 2018)indicates the academic field, while 'practiaeresearch’
(Barrett and Bolt, 2007, Nelson, 20li8gicates my approach within this field which

involvesenactment andscrutiny of art processes (walking, growing, making) which are

5¢2 | @2AR O2yUNBROSNERE | 02dzi G(KS-0R2123 DI NB VR VB QB AIGRK2
already established in USA and Australia and taken up by the Tate research nétamsforming Artist

Booksin 2012:https://www.tate.org.uk/aboutus/projects/transformingartist-books(accessed

12.07.19). In citations, the apostrophe remains as placed by the author.

6 Michael Schwab is Editam-Chief of theJournal for Alitic Researchttps://www.jar-online.net

Further information can be found at The Society for Artistic Research (SAR):
https://societyforartisticresearch.ar(accessed 27.06.19).

10
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shared with plants and people, rather than final products. The ways in which sympoietic
understandings feed into and arigeom the practice itself and manifest through the
processes and production of conceptual adigtoks, participationperformativity,and
poetics, are discussed throughout the thesis. Artistic failures and difficulties enrich the
discussion and provoke chges to my practiceMy confidence that opesended
practiceasresearch has the potential to offer new understandings which are less
accessible by datdriven, quantitative research approaches has been informed by
discussions of exemplary practi¢g®arrett and Bolt, 2007, 2013, Manning, 2015,
Coessens et al2009) | have been encouraged by the enthusiasm of femithistker
Donna Haraway forhie contributions of artistesearchers to 'sympoietic worldings'
(2016:7679). Additionally, artists who embrace the epistemology of posthumanism and
new materialisms in aobining theory with practice have given me confidence to

continue(Arlander, 2018:41, Fries, 2017, 2018)

Entanglements between artistic researclaptices, feminist epistemologies, posthuman

positions, and the thical stance taken by critical plant studi@darder, 2013, Wolfe,

2010)contribute to the formulation of a notierarchicalsympoietic art practice. The

1S8 G4SN dYaevyLRASarau RSaONARoSa GKS | Od
7}

I RILJGA @3 (Deémbpsiet, 2001 | | NI g & | LIGf &-wihlif ta
O2YLI ye Qs ¢gKAOK &adzaaSada dGkKIFIad ¢S YFH1S as
yR aKIFINBR SELISNASYyOS&d | I NI ¢ édiesisiSay a S

AAYLE S 62NRT AG YSIEya WYIF{1Ay3a 6AOGKQD b2l
2NJ aSt T (RaNdEdy,PKlGFB)ereHaraway refers to the more familiaeory

2F Wl dzi2L2ASaAaQ ¢KAOK OflFAya GKFG tADA
maintaining(Maturana and Varela, 1980972]:80, 98) The term cecreativity is almost
synonymous with sympoiesis in that both indicat@rkingwith plants rather than

making work about plantddowever, the term ceareativity does not necessarily carry

the full posthuman, ethical implicatits of sympoietic practice discussed in this thesis.

" Dempster's paper was presented at the ISSS Annual Conference in Toronto, 2000.

5SYLIAGSNI RATFSNBY Al GSa aeyYLRASGIAO aeadsSvya TNRY |
systems have setfefined boundaries, sympoietic systeihs not; 2) autopoietic systems are self

produced, sympoietic systems are collectively produced; and, 3) autopoietic systems are

2NHIF yAT FGA2ylffte Oft2aSRX aeYLRASGAO aeaidsSya I NB
http://www.isss.org/2000meet/papers/20133.pdaccessed 15.06.2019).
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How I relate to plants as an artist is indicative of how | see myself in relation to the world:

as a coloniser or as a -tabitant with other speciesFeminist new-materialist
understandings of agency dnvital matter have been informativén this respect
(Haraway, 2016, Barad, 2007, Bennett, 2010, Alaimo, 208@npoietic practice
necessitates a ravorking of hierarchical dualisms which have created hard divisions
between people and naturéllhe ecofeminist account reveals that 'difference’ has been

dza SR KAAUG2NAOFft& (2 AYLRAS IRNBEOIAXBE IR d2f
animal attributes.(Gaard, 2010, Shiva, 2013, Merchant, 2003 low status of plants
RSNAZSa FTNRBY GKAA LISNOSAGSR 01 ¢mF i
movement no brain, no nerves, no discrete organs, no expression, no language.
However, human inability to regrow limbs, to live above and below ground
simultaneously, and to produce food from air and water inside living cells are seldom
Ay i SNLINE ( Sk atceéptartice dbdifferénteQ withaut constructing hierarchies,
makes competitive comparison with humans redundamorking coecreatively with

plants rather than making work about them increases awareness of symbiotic liaisons
and loosens hierarchical donance in preparation for 'multispecies livingiaraway,

2016:97, 102)

Contribution to knowledge

| wish to highlight two ways in which this practi@eresearchcontributesto the field of

artistic researchMy move to form anaturalculturalalliance across speciey planning,
enacingand sharingd @ YLI2 A SGA O | NI ,tdtEkh€r with 8 émemgentd K LJt
02y OS LI 202 KIEBE yWaIS OR SF dzNIi K S NJ -artit redatioRsSipsE G | y F
non-exploitation of plants in art practicand collective ethical attentiveness towards

plants Lively sympoiesis with plants engages imatiuady with the call for a radical
repositioning of humanso live equitably with the morghan-human world(Braidotti,
2013:68,158,190, Haraway, 2016:29, Oppermann, 20148$) acknowledging o
dependence with plants and fosterimghicalrelations, sympoietic art practice disrupts

normative hierarchical values and plays a riolsuch repositioning.

| enact andexaminearange of intersecting coreative practicesvhich reconceptualise

plants as artistic agents and active -oative partners growing plants from

8 Acceptance of difference is important in Feminist Cultural Studies for similar reasorfenfihist
academic journaldifferences published by Duke University Psagflects these priorities.

12



supermarket fruit, drawing, solitary walking, writingaking artistbooks, knittingand

weaving with grasslo support this approach, whidpillsover fromconceptual book

art into performance, participation and multimodal assemblag® S @St 2 LIn Y I (0 S
SO2 ONMX G A Olefosenii@i@ Guastioning Rplanthuman relationships which
foreground ethical awareness, plant agency and ecological contexts when working with

plants.

The richest source of provocation and shared understanding awbes participants

are motivated to share art experiences with plants @uwlingthe active engagement of
audiencesin acontinuing cecreative procesdn ollective manifestations of sympoietic
practice ecologically situated, participatory workshops, feemative plant encounters
andinteractiveartworks straddle process and production in the art practi@eganisms

and artefacts interact and creatextended assemblagesf artistic 'naturecultures
Crucially, in sympoietic practice, the communicative roles of the artist, audience and
participants (including the plants) are interchangeable, so that shared artistic

experiences and speculations transform and generate shared knowledge.

This operended,curiosity-driven investigatiorcontributes to the variegated nature of
practiceasresearch by reaching out in multiple directions to connect feminist and
posthumanist theories with artistic researghgetic encountersscienceand everyday
life. Openly eploratory artistic practice enables imaginative engagement witky,
incomplete ideas rather than seeking objective evidence to substantiate factual claims
thus contradictions successesand failures inthe practice function as provocative
instruments of enquiry.This researchoccupies an evewidening gap created by
abandonment of 'blue sky' researtlin science in favour of commercially driven
performance targets and swift results.

TKS 02y 0S L0 2KFS NIBwhidH@ak shtySeuring sympoietic practice with
plants, offers a second significant contribution to artistic researchrédgarch activities
have exposed multiple effects of interference which hide, alter and delimit my
relationship with plants. The concept of plant -deherence provides a basis for

exploring the tangle of culturahterference which changes relationalitieduring the

%Blue sky research in science is driven by curiosity and creative freedom. A discussion of blue sky
research can be viewed https://m.youtube.com/watch?v=kjSRCvLK@ccessed 17.05.19).

10| hyphenate decoherence tanake a distinctiorfrom 'quantum decoherence’, which is an inspiration
for plant decoherence but not the same concept.

13
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practical and conceptual transition between plants and humdtant decoherence
enriches the existing theory of 'plant blindneg¢8/andersee and Schussler, 20@i)

ydzt yYOAY 3 |y dzy RSINMIGA & (RA WB  [2GFNB k0R K @WiHa LINY
EE LX 2 NJ deicéhgrenc@$ T F $nOdiit Spractice release new metaphors and
vocabulary from quantum theoryind KS RAF £ 23dzS 6S06SSy I NIiA
LI Fyid.addzRASa

Plants in a humarcentric world

The recognition of @dependence with other speciemccentuated in this thesimay

seem irrelevantn the present Anthropocené, when humans are more powerful than

at any time in history because of expanding population, accumulated knowledge and
the extended powers of technology. However, the success of the human species is
proving so damaging to life on earth that scientist Stephiawking®?, predicted that
selfdestruction is a serious possibility. While Hawking and offeexlvocate
technological solutions such as colonies in space, feminist new materialists call for a
conceptual repositioning of humans the Anthropoceneas a cucial step towards
viable,co-operative lifestylegAlaimo, 2016, Braidotti, 2013:48, 1992, 2016:97, Demos,
2017) The link between attitudes towards nature and environmental action has been

widely assertedMerchant, 2003, Gaard and Gruen, 1993, Klein, 2014)

Theconceptof the Anthropocenes contentious'* the term itselfsuggestshat humans
are incharge, responsible for the damage, the salvation, everyttftagadoxically, at
this moment of seemingly greatest influencle processes set in motion by the
Anthropocene are unpredictde and out of control, signalling the failure of human
control and putting exceptional human agency into questi@giaimo, 2016:3189,

Demos, 2017:31)Artistic responsego the Anthropoceneare valuable in thatthey

1 The effects of the Anthropocene are attributed to global economic growth follotiiegndustrial
NE@2ftdziAz2y GKFG o6S3ly (2 o 6fthe 19605e&EthelntemafiondlK S WINS |
GeosphereBiosphere Programme 198915:
http://www.igbp.net/news/pressreleases/pressreleases/planetarydashboardshowsgreataccelerdtionin
umanactivitysince1950.5.950c2fa1495db7081eb42.Hextessed 03.04 19).

12 Hawking's views, expressed in a BBC 2 documeifitazySearch for a New Eartre described in the

Radio Timeshttps://www.radiotimes.com/news/201709-11/stephenrhawkingsayswe-needto-move-
planetbut-is-he-right/ (accessed 29.05.19).

31n a short video interview with Oliver Morton in 2009, James Lovelock, crebi@aia theory favours
geo-engineeringhttps://m.youtube.com/watch?v=29ViPbuZ(Jaccessed 04.04.19).

VYX oOF GFradNRBLKAO FHYUKNRLIZIASYAO Déliefand alterdeiveNY Ay 3 o ! [
SYSNEHe& 022y R2 33 {(Thdntoy 2017 AveiBblat & OA Sy 0SS Q
https://www.frontpagemag.com/fpm/267356/abore-cantsaveglobaltwarmingcult-brucethornton

(accessed 05.05.19).
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attract political attention. Without a broad spectrum of creative interest informed by
such discourse, decisions will be made by those who envisage solutions solely in terms

of technological progress, expressed in a nutshell by Martin:Rees

W¢ KS RI gy opoEendiefdsh woyldittteMihark a ooéf transformation from

a natural world to one where humans jumpstart the transition to electronic (and
potentially immortal) entities, that transcend our limitations and eventually spread their
influence far beyond th® I N K Q @

Such ideasllow a repetition of damaging practices on other planets in the futdea
O2dzy GSNB I yOS G2 WYIFIYYlIRSQ &2%edahaskesa >
the role of plants in stabilising the climate, oceans, soil and atmogpaed maintaining
life-supporting condition¥’. Better still, we might work together (plants and humans) to
maintain a liveable world, envisaged by Natasha Myers as the aspirational
Planthropoceng2017:27).

While | fully acknowledge the importance of diverse art practices, cultures, habitats and
plants, | use terms such as nature, culture, human, plant, artist, in an everyday, Western
sense in the thesis to reflect the situatedness of my personal artistnvtees with plants

in place and timel 2 ¢ S @®MNd&rto practiceecologically informed artoday, it is
necessaryto recognise the mesh dfiistorical influenceswhich shape presenday
attitudes towards plants? S a (Hsstegical elevation of human dulre over nature sed
humans apart from other species and marginaipkants as a low form of life, passive
and unfeeling. Established disconnections from naturare held responsible for
environmentally damaging, exploitative activifilerchant, 2003, Klein, 2014, Uggla,
2010:80) Three mutually reinforcing humacentric paradigms have strengthened
hierarchies and division¥$he mechanistic world model; divisive dualisms, and capitalism
(Gaard and Gruen, 1993:236Bave contributed to the conditions which necessitate
radical chage, therefore | will pause to summarise the ecofeminist account of how they

became so influential and deeply entrenchidderchant, 1989)

15 Martin Reeds astronomer royal and former president of the Royal Society. Quoted from a Guardian

article: https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2016/aug/29/declaranthropoceneepoch
expertsurge-geologicaicongresshumanimpactearth (accessed 041.19).

18| propose adding the 'Phytocene’ to Haraway's Chthulucene, Capitalocene, Plantationocene and other
YOSySaQ AYUNRBRIzZOSR (2 aiGNBaa (GKS AYLRNIIyOS 2F 1!
(Haraway, 2016:30).

17 https://earthobservatory.nasa.gov/features/HANR#&ccessed 03.04.19).
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AR &ai2Gt SQa KASNI NOKAOFt OfHCEéohsHered blans ®y 2 7
0S I RSTFAOASY(d F2NX 27F dzy 02y ( NP f(Ne&ldh, I NP ¢

2016:32)*® The even earlier Old Testaméhestablished human dominion over plants.

W1 y R D 2dRoldallhdvéRgivend/ou every herb bearing seed, which is upon the face of
all the earth, and every tree, in the which is the fruit of a tree yielding X€&%

Thomas Aquinas combined and Christianised these two historical influeneefixed,
hierarchcal order ofmatter predetermined by Gadrhe resulting Mediev&@reat Chain
of Being in which plants were the most inferior life form, little better than rocks and

hell, has been portrayed and reproduced many times by arfiSigure 2).

God

Angels

Royalty
Common people
Birds

Fish

Hell

Figure 2 The Great Chain of Being (1579)

18 A discussion of historical Greek views on plants also appears in Ma@iks).

19The latest possible date for the onigil Chapterl Genesis is 250 BCE but many sources conclude that
it was written centuries earliehttps://en.m.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dating _the Bibléaccessed 03.04.19).
20The Old TestamenGhapter 1, Genesis, verse 2Ming James version.

21 public Domaiimage.Rhetorica Christianél579) author Didacus Valades
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Great Chmaiof Being_2.pn¢accesse@6.07.19)
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| 2y GAYydzZAiy3d GKS yINNFY¥GAGBS 2F KASNI NOKeésx |/
natural selection(2017[1859])chaf Sy 3SR G(KS FAESR 2NRSNJ o6
species. However, humans retained their superior position, achieved through
competition. Thus, science endorsed human exceptionalism in a hierarchical system.
¢KS SO2ft23A0Ff Wigkdory 4aR 8s exgefRad iolRS LIWAHA 8 K S
2 NB | y at dh¥ apgex Theyare termed (and represented by artists) asighty,

majestic, noble, when a differently constructed narrative codégemthem parasites,
dependent on other organisms for food. The logic of plgdife-giving plants below their
O2yadzYSNAX (KS LINBeé oSySIiK GKS LINBRIFG2!
a dzZNIDA O £ 22whichidfvé& colBrialisin, Séolib&alisfilein, 2014:72and Neo-
Darwinisn?® Thus popular scienceeaches beyond empirical study to influence a range

of disciplinary narratives and hierarchical norms which denigrate plants and therefore
cannot be ignored by artistdt is important to note that all artists work in the more
than-human wald and that attitudes in this respect inevitably leak into practiCaoices

in art practiceinfluencethe viewpoint of artists, participants and wider audiences.

Using Francis. I O 2G@ADanpirical methods for studying and controlling nature
Newtor?* WRA O2 OSNBRQ fl ga 3I2OSNYAy3I | RSIHSNI)YA
operate. Thismechanistic world modetirove advances in technology which enabled
control of nature through mining, trade and agricultunmaking pants a valuable
merchandise for commofication and profit.Enlightenment reasoning prioritised the
progress of 'man'supportingexploitation of naturewith far-reaching environmental
consequenceqUggla, 2010:87, 2010, Soper, 1995:25B). Bacon warned against

greed, but he could not have anticipated the extent of deforestatmonoculture and

genetic engineering that characterise plant exploitation today.

The early accusatory ecofeminist stafitethat men must take the blame for

environmental wrongsjs giving way taan affirmative approach topractical action

2¢KS LIKNIasS WadNBAGEE 2F (KS Prikciplas®Biolagidck)as ad2 A y SR
reading of Darwin's theory of natural selection. It is widely misused to justify aggressive competitive

activities. https://www.newscientist.com/article/dn1367%volutionr-myths-survivatof-the-fittest-
justifieseveryonefor-themselves/ (accessed 03.04.19).

23 Neo-Darwinism combines Darwin's theory of evolution with the latest genetics, often stressing

competition (Dawkins, 2016[1976]).

24 eibnizand others made similar discoveries.

25 Early ecofeminists were criticised for prioritising women and nature while neglecting issues of race

and class. For example, they rejected the gerler t A @A 2 dza WRSSL) SO2f 23A01t a
WFdzy RFYSyiGlfte yINOAZGAERIHOE NBRNROSBWYNEO ' yR 021
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evidencedbyMef€ I y 1 Q& Y2 NB NBOSyd LINRLIRalt F2NJ I
and women work together in a netominating relationship with nature to combat
environmental crises (201%%) New materialiss emphasig the ubiquitous exchange of

matter and energyvhichrepositions humans as life forms, and basically as matter, thus
reinforcing the feminist norhierarchical stance without arguments of injustice and
division (Barad, 2003:803, 2013:37) Yy I T F A NWKAISINGSNOKYE DY | L
SaaSydaArrt (2 SONPIGKESAVOLALWBREY (I DAR G KOKT
SEIFYAySa aLISOATAO YlIyAFSaldliAyaKRT2zRENW
O2YYAlYSyilaod

Thesis Overview

The thesis comprises an introduction, gmapters and a conclusion

The Introduction shows howmy dayto-day art practices interact withhistorical
concepts of plants, the present environmental crisis, my chitdhlove of plants and a
background in science teachitmdrive this practiceasresearch projectSympoietic art

practice with plants, conceived a& 2 NJ dng fhinkingW (i 2 3SGKSNJ is A (1 KQ
proposed in response to my research questions. Inspired by Haraway's term
'sympoiesis’, the rationale of the thesis is to investigate how | relate to plants as an artist
and how the relationship changes with sympoiepicocesses The contributions to
knowledge are shown to reside in tlogitical enactmenbf sympoietic art practice and

the emergent concept of plant deoherence both of which further an understanding

of planthuman and plantrtist relationships, which in turdhave the potential to

influence practicahnd politicaldecision making.

In Chapter1, Preparing the Ground for Sympoietic Practiembodied art practice
prepares theway for the growth of an effective researcimethodology Ethical
implications crowd in when living plants are appropriated for artistic purpdbkes
forming naturalcultural allianced’he process of knitting with couch grass as an artist
generates ethical prioritie®f egalitarian, norexploitative and ecologally situated
practice.These ethical consideratiohSNE ¥ LIF NJ Y Sénankdsive2eSearch NI
LINE2 O Sirit & $arging of conceptual boekt practice with ecological art and

participation. Eperimental artistbooks proto-artist-books)are proposedasa method

26 Merchant's full lecture can be viewed latttps://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GiMbjCYru4accessed
05.05.19).
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for exploring ideas as they develdpy motivating further research and documenting
practical activities of walkingith-plants, growing plants and makuivgth-plants.
W5 A FF NI O of gef @itiqiveSarawayR 5992, Barad, 2003, van der Tuin, 2011)

are found to becompatible with thesestarting points.

In Chapter 2Braving the Conceptual Thick#tPlant Decoherencethe artworkPlanting
My Arm (2018)provokes unexpected emotions when | bury my arm in the isodn
attempt to get closer tgplants.Analysinghis worknow assists the shaping gdlant de
coherence' as a conceptual basisdaploringplant relationalities. Drawing on quantum
decoherence theory to formulate plant eeherence, | propose that cultural effects
interfere and prevent us from knowing plants directlyhe artworkPlant Generator
(2019) creates distortionswhich invite interrogation of the complex relations and
cultural filters which hide plants from direct comprehension in the plantdkerence
effect. The concept of plant deoherencadiverges fronii KS G KS2 BRE A ¥Ry $BIA |
expressed as human failure to notice planthich is curablethrough education
(Wandersee and Schussler, 20009gether withparticipatory, sympoietic activitiegthe
concept ofde-coherencdorms a platform fo experiencing, interpreting and articulating

complex plant relationshipsatureculturesand agential capacities.

Through ephemeral artwork and creative metaphdr,investigate posthumanist
attempts to overcomethe oppositional divisions between nature and culture which
contribute to decoherencethe concept of a natureulture continuumMassumi, 2002,
Braidotti, 2013:2, 82) naturecultures (Haraway, 2016) and problematic
anthropomorphismgBennett, 2010)These concepts feature in the discussion of cross

species partnerships in art practice.

In Chapter3, Making-With-Plants, my short videdGrow Make Read (2016xplores the
importance of handling and touch in processes of growing plants and making artist
books Mapping my practice against the genealogy of the attisok, | NB G NI OS (i |
I NI A & (0 Awdich2ed tzNdF ®EF { S dzLJ # & S2 DK hdnh-ld@wafidy |
relationship with plants id & Y LJ2 A BIN& OQGhargdkshpracticenecessitated by

new sympoietic commitments reveal the potential of the book form for exploring and
informing sympoietic practice when combined with making activities suéhé&sg y 2 (i & LIS ?
I Y R R NPradfanisBbooks', whichmaterialise alongside perforntiae acts, writing

and further artworkare construed as a research method whergimetic ideas and
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speculations are expressed and developed. Intersections with ecological art prompt a
shift towards contingent books embedded in participatory experiencesetipo
encounters and changing relationshigdew ideas emerge as the prosotist-books

interact and accumulat® form a multimodal assemblagBrawing with plants is found

to be a satisfying and intimate proceséich goes beyond representation.y’ K $ F A
AaSONM2RMEZ KSNBY QS SMISOMNS FylfteaSR Ay |y
gAGOK LI NI A O dif K-SNJ aNeBYFoSNBAYQD S 201K I AyMILI2 3SSIRR K25yl |
LI | y@&ELIEAG I Of SU @

Chapter 4Growingwith-Plants, interrogates familiar proces of growing plantfrom

the point of view of an artist seeking to scrutinise phantist relational changethrough

practice | discover connectivity with plants through deyday attention and care in a
longterm growingproject in which supermarket fruits are transformed from commodity

to creative partnersCritical scrutiny oplant exploitationreveals layers of complexity in

these apparently empathetigrowing processesrowingwith-plants strongly supports

the possiliity of agency and 'self' on the part of plantsconsider implications of
autopoiesis, self, agency and ownerstiippughsympoieticgrowing projects Thoughts

on the Self of a Plaj2017), artist-books Matters of Agency2017 and poetry TheFinal

Breat, 2016, with reference tonarrative agencyOppermann, 2014)agential realism

(Barad, 2003), and distributive agen@ennett, 2010:21, 28Patternsof connection

and divergencén growing and makingrocesses withboth plants and artisbooks and

the slbsequent overlappings of organism and artefact are considered with reference to

plant decoherence effects.

Ly KI LpZ2SIND {mANiiEKl ¥syndpoietic approaches to walkimgth-plants are
assessed in the wider context of walking art. The evolution of walking art from an
egocentric occupation to a more participatory artform is seen in the trajectory of Hamish
Fulton's work(2012) | expandaspects of the dérivéDebord, 1958¥or co-agential,
performative walkingwith-plants as an artistin the urban setting of Manchester.
Ecosemiotic§Maran and Kull, 2014nd multimodality(Kress, 20103erve as mutually
supportive methods for articulating plant situations in presotist-books which drive

the development of ideaslhese practices tap into the narrative agency of plants which
manifest in the poetic writing and artist books discusskimitations in my initidy

negative stance towards deoherence and commodification of plants in the city
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incentivise more inclusive, shared walking experienDésivewalks are contrasted with
more meditative Qigong walkingh woodland and shared experiences of pked
walking in company iy’ & | iNZ ARiadit Dérivea catalogue of plant consumption

(2015), Moss Buzz (201ayd Catwalking in the wood$2017).

Chapter 6Participatingwith-Plantsexpands the experience of walking in company to
wider, collective, participatory coreativepracticeswith plants and extended artworks

such asThirteen seeds (2012019).1 engage critically with the challenges of applying
ethical, nonexploitative straegies during two participatory events in Whitworth Park
GKAOK Ay OfdzRS I &-KISONE NR2RA QRM4SEBRTEY LY @iRAD S
YR LI I yd |3Syoe TSI (@dning Flant(2017Rhichi ddsbld O G A
explores performative aspects of audience participatibime contradictory prospects of
sympoietic exhibitingn a formal gallery settingnd possibilities for a 'performative
audience'¥ S I (i dzMiBcusaiof of the curation and reception bétexhibitionPant

Encounters: when plants are included as participants fi.art

In the Gonclusion | summarise the project and assess achievements, changes and
avenues for further research. | argue thihe challenges odympoietic practicenot only
inform my thinking, behaviourand outputas an artistout also hae the capacity to
generate new perspectivaaore widely.The concept of plant deoherencedeveloped

in this thesisarose directly from practice. Plant @®herence effects in art processes

further shared understandings ofaturalculturalinterfacesand relationships.

Throughout the thesis, fragments of poetry, text and imagery are combined with
theoretical discussion in a 'double articulation' of theory and practi®elt, 2007:735)

In the multistranded struggle of this research, thinkiegllectively converges with
thinking-by-doing to engage with the difficulties @pproaching plants as eweative
partners. Discussionwith plants isimpossible, thus we cannot share problems, make
decisions together or give reassurance of mutual commitment. | have set out,
paradoxically, to form an equitahlecocreative relationship with plantsin full
knowledge of theunequal dynamic which ultimately puts me in control. | have
undertaken to work sympoietically with plants knowing that conclusive, demonstrable
success is out of reach. To me, these obstacles are the hallmarks of artistic research, in

which thepower of gpeculation imaginationand participationare valued as a means of

27 Exhibition of work by Lin Charlston at Grosvenor Gallery, Kester, November 2017
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probing the notenvisaged, netinderstood, notaccounted for.The successes and
failures tensions and discomforts which arise from these incongruities generate energy

to compel the artistic research practicedo form hybrid, co-creative naturalcultural

alliances with plants
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CHAPTER

PREPARING THE GROUND FOR SYMPOIETIC PRACTICE
PLANTS

In thisChapter the embodied act of knitting with grass channels my choice of practical
processes, ethical priorities and critical methods as | formudateeffective research
methodologyfor developing sympoietic art practice with plants as a process of enquiry.

The attampt to work with plants as partners, rather than simply using them to make art,

is fraught with moral, ethical and political challenges which demand relational and
processual changes. A composite methodology is called for to embrace the scope of this
approachtidzaAy3 YSGK2R2f23AS& 2F (NI yCosdsehNsB S O
et al., 2009:68) The artistic character of this practiesresearch is essentially open

ended and heuristic thinkirgy-doing, supported bynethods and ideas from more than

one critical field (critical plant studies, material ecocriticism, ecosemiotics)
When grass ignlisted for cocreation

The seeds of methodology are present in the simple act of reaching out, as an artist, to
touch a strand of living couch grass. The intention, the ambiguity and the contradictions
of art practice with plants are fully present. Bagtbetry and possession are there.-Co
creative processes are at the same time made possible and abandoned at the first touch.
Witnesses are included or excluded. The potentials for participation and performance

are embraced and rejected.

Couch grass growssalong ropeike branching rhizomes with nodes every few
centimetres where, potentially, new roots and leaves can grow. If the rhizome is cut into
pieces, each node can produce a new plant which in turn can form its own lengthy
rhizome. Couch grass rootsave powerful healing properties (dogs eat grass for
medicine) but, paradoxically, itédsoan invasive weed. The RHS website uses the words

'infested, control, damaging, tough treatment, completely killed' in connection with
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couch gras$® This quest foeradication applauds my removal of couch grass from the

garden and yet sympoiestsills forhesitation and questioning of motives.

| tied long trails of grass together and made squares of knitted ¢Fagsre 1.1)thereby
introducing layers ofultural significance to the 'naturef the plantg knitting for babies,
knitting squares for refugees, grannies knittidgvideo,Grass Lawn Grass (Charlston,
2017)2° shows how the nature and culture of the grass is looped and linked into the
knitting when the knotted grass stem disturbs the regular rhythm of knitting and
disrupts the usual patterns made by repeated stitches. Passing a single piece of knitting
from one needle to the other creates two dissimilar sides;dependent, each re
defining the other, neither nature nor culture fully asserted. Long after the knitting
activity, the grass reasserts its agency by clearly imprinting grass shapes in the mind's

eye when my bodyes are closed.

Figure 1.1 Grass knittind2018)

28 hitps://www.rhs.org.uk/advice/profile?pid=283@accessed 29.12.19)
2%Viewable atttps://vimeo.com/20958019Faccessed 292119)

24


https://www.rhs.org.uk/advice/profile?pid=2833
https://vimeo.com/209580195

A poem, voicedluring the video, refers to another square of grass, the neatly clipped

lawn, which points to a shared culture of decency:

When did grass become a green square?

How did it come to matter how straight the edges?

How smooth and flat, how moreultural thelawn?

How did the lawn become a sign of decency?

Aladybird 221 aA3aylrt 2F Wittt Aa ¢Sttt IyR LINELIS
Why did 'decent’ people begin to display theirdikndednesg with grass?

Extract from the vide@rass Lawn Grag€harlston, 2017).

The rhizomatic capability of couch grass is a model for this research practice: 'It has
neither beginning nor end, but always a middle (milieu) from which it grows and which
it overspills(Deleuze and Guattari, 2014 [1987]:28)milarly, my methodology emerges
from what is already there, a watershed of contaminants, complicities, lures and

uncertainties which crowd in when couch grass isséed for cocreation.
Ethical priorities:egalitarian, nonexploitative, ecologically situated

At a time when anthropogenic environmental devastation has reached a global scale, |
consider it imperative to adopt sensitive ethical values which reach beyond simply
minimising the damage caused by art processes and produciitee. thrust for
sympoieticmethods of cgoroduction with plantsarises in a desire faro-operationand
recognition of our intefdependence however, the simple act of collecting couch grass
presents ethical dilemmaddow can | approach grass -ceeatively and ethicallyTo

share, are, consider, assist, appreciate, provide, correspond, nurture, these incentives
O2y (NI &G 6A0GK Y2GA0Sa 2F WwWO2YLISGAGABS |
control, conquer, manage, gain advantage, profit, consume. While the competitive
stance demandegthical management of the environment to sustain human life in the
future, environmental ethicsow include an element of opposition to this managed
WSGKAO 2F R2YAYIFGA2YyQd [/ 2YYAUGYSy-habitangs | FF 7

(human and more tan human) has been robustly asserted in the gashanities
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(Braidotti and Hlavajova, 2018:3486, Barad, 2003:823, Haraway, 2016:150, Marder,
2013:51, Puig de la Bellacasa, 201The sympoietict NI A a i Q& I OO2 dzy i

responsible dealings with the world is therefore not limited to hurtamtric concerns.

Three ethicalprinciples ofegalitarian, norexploitative, ecologically situatepractice
emergefrom the process of knittinggrassas paticularly relevant to the plantartist
relationship in sympoietic practice with plants. Thesderia form the basis for co
creativestrivingsand ongoingaffirmative critique throughout this thesis. | will examine

them in turn.

The'egalitariant ethic in sympoietic art practice originates in the posthuman urge to
think differently, less anthropocentrically, about oursel\{Bsaidotti,2013:6067). This

is a call for inclusivity rather than a claim that plants and humans are the same or equal
in every sense. | am concerned about how, as an artist, | might unfix my domineering
relationality with plants to make space foo-operation Ejuitable dealings with plants

are jeopardised by tacitly accepted positive and negative valences, thus, in the context
of sympoietic art practice with plants, equality is characterisec&iyve commitment

to non-hierarchical values. Threats to egalitar@mactice include, colonial attitudes and
power structures founded on humarcentrism; bioregionalism, which implies
ownership; ecenostalgia, which objectifies plants and prioritises human subjectivity;
mis-associations with gender which portray flowersf@sinine; and finally exploitation

of plants through commodification. These will be considered in more detail as
sympoietic practice unfolds in the followirgapters. In the case of knitting couch grass

| can argue that this grass is a menace (to humand)smothers other plants (grown by
humans) but when grass is viewed as a companioalependent species, these human
centric arguments evaporate. The question of how to work on a more equal footing with

grass remains speculative but heralds shiftingtadies which bring about change.

'‘Non-exploitativé methods comprise the second ethical requirementdgmpoietic art
practice. In addition to every artist'sobligation to minimise waste and polluting
materials, ethical careative decisionmaking calls dr an increased ethic of care
towards plants(Puig de la Bellasa, 2017)It is not clear what mightconstitute
exploitation or damage For example, eating plants might appear to be exploitative.
However, as animals, we rely entirely on plants for food, either directly or indirectly by

eating other animals. In turn, plants are well adapted to being eaten. Grazing benefits
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plants by lettingn more light, new shoots are stimulated, and smaller species have room
to grow. Thus, eating for nourishment is necessary and neither exploitative nor
essentially detrimental to plants. Similarly, growing plants to eat or enjoy assists plants
by ensuringfurther propagation. However, both growing and eating plants can
constitute harmful treatment in, for exampl@ractices of monoculture which damage
soil structure curtail plant diversity andweakenresistance to disease. Accordingly,
sympoietic practiceentails, not only avoiding aggressive markletven aesthetics and
portrayals which encourage commodification of plants, but also being alert to subtle
complicity with these. The exploitative aspects of knitting couch grassopea to
discussionScale nght be relevant. While little is lost or damaged for the benefit of my
research, a largscale destruction of plants for art purposes might become exploitative.
Would this assessment be different if | knitted squares from trailing periwinkle? Or if
grass vas taken from my neighbour's garden without their consent? The complexities
of care and norexploitation of plants during growing and making are deeply entangled

with cultural concerns.

In the context of 'ecologically situated' practice, a discussiomha Artistic Turn
(Coessens et al., 2009:65) emphasises the situatedness of the artist as an important
factor in the authenticity of an artwork. When working sympoietically with plants,
awareness of ecological context is focused not only on the artist and the authenticity of
the artwork but also extends to the situatedness of the plants. Plants are always already
situated ecologically when the artist approaches, even if their niche is a tiny crack in the
pavement or a flowerpotOne of the valuable aspects of sympoietic art practice is
sensitivity to situationthe imperative to work and think within the conflictualorld
rather than taking a standpoint outside as a critical observEne sympoietically
informed artist is required to think twice before disrupting plant situations and existing
networks in which plants liveArbitrary damage to plant¢Marder, 2013:180)might
include disrupting the plants' actual habitat or, equally damaging, portraying plants in a

way whit negates their symbiotic connectivity.

In sympoietic art practice, it is important thatocesses andepresentations of plants
confirm plant relationality by rgpairing and strengthening beneficial networks orday
creating new connections situated in the practice as well as the world of the plaase

obligations characterise practical manifestatiarfssympoidic practicewith plants.
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Practicalsympoietic processes and the profartist-book

Sympoieticpractice isa receptive, responsive engagement with plants as well as an
evolving cluster of nofnvasive researcpractices for ethically accountableg-creative

art. The thesis interrogateembodied processes ofrowing, making, walkingand
participatingwith-plants. These exploratory art practices offer convivial, participatory
opportunities for building plarartist relationshipsThe process ahaking artistbooks

is oneof awealth of attendant practical methodshich facilitate thinking, expressing,

andsharing the developing ideagth audiences

The act of committing thoughts, not only to words, images or paper, but to the
construction and cchestration of a book, organises, intensifies and transforms ideas.
Proto-artist-books, that is, unrefined stages in the -anaking process, have emerged
from and driven my investigationgncapsulaing emergent ideas and feéal into
further artwork, thus generating anaturalcultural’ dynamic with the concepts of
organism and artefaciMy research emphasis on sympoietic processes and relationships
rather than "art output' creates tensions between process and produdbgirdoesnot
impede sharing the inmration and the work. Disseminatiaf contingent, mutable and
interrelated artistbookstakes the form of workshops, residencies, collective walking,
making and planting, interactive works, informal exhibitions and satalle sitespecific

interventions in which the role of audience merges with participation.

The eologically situated imagmaking methods | adopt include photography, video,
drawing and cyanotype. Photographs are taken on location in variable conditions using
a simple digital camera or an iPhoriée intention is to retain the sense of spontaneity

in my actionsso that the pantsinfluence my decisions and responseseestyle writing

and poetry encourage a speculative and imaginative interweaving of practical and
intuitive insights, characteristic of lateral thinking: 'Vertical thinking is concerned with
proving or developingoncept patterns. Lateral thinking is concerned with restructuring
adzOK LI GGSNyaXxlyR (HaNSBro,2015(¥970): Magenh ferrBdd & X Y
with living plants and lighsensitive chemicals (cyanotype), and pigments (chlorophyll)

are particularly expressive of the changeable conditionshich Iwork.

Highly proces$ased techniques, which uséapts as a raw material such as gminting
and dying are not discusséd the thesisbecause they shift the focus of attention from

the plansto the technique. In order to minimise plant exploitation, | use ‘waste' plant
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material from gardening and foopreparation to grow new plants and to explore their
qualities by knitting, stitching and making paper with them.-cBeativity is
characterised by a nonthreatening interplay between plant agency and cultural
intricacieswhich characterises naturecultureGrass stitching on paper, for example, is
directed by the agency of the grass, nevertheless a newlifext cultural dimension

appears as the work proceed$igurel.2).

Figure 1.2 Grass stitching on pap€R018)

Critical approacho practice

Plant scienc§Mancuso and Viola, 2015, Trewavas, 20CHamovitz, 2012:16769),
and aspects of environmental philosopliiiohn, 2013, Latour, 2004, Serres, 1995,
Ingold, 2000have giverme an overview of currerknowledge and attitudes towards
plantswhichinforms my critical thinking about the plardrtist interfaces encountered
in this artpracticeasresearch Sympoietic practice inevitably engages in the debate
about the philosophical and cultural place of plants in human lives whitbuigd in

critical plant studies. Embracing similar agendas and standpoints to critical animal
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studies, the emerging field of itdcal plant studies unsettles human privilege with
respect to plants from multiple perspectives and is accordingly part of the wider
posthuman turn. Already an established field in the humanities, critical animal studies
(Haraway, 2003, 2008, Abram, 2010, Wolfe, 2003, 282&nines the history of human
animal interactions and proposes possibilities for equitable sharing of the world with the
WY2NBE GKI Yy Kdz\YWaiau, 2038: xiiEvén infhiziplaaiandly context,
plants are often minoritised or mentioned only in passing. My research into -plidist
exchanges accordingly joins the field of critical plant studies in directing critical artistic
attention towards plantyMarder, 2013, Nealon, 2016, Pollan, 2003, Hall, 2011, Ryan,
2011 a A OK I S PlantrhinkiRgSahdidasophy of vegetal lif2013) is cited as a
seminal text in critical plant studieStark, 2015:180)One departure point for my
NE&ASFNOK Aa F2dzyR Ay al NRSNRaA ljdzSadAazyy
(2013:3) For this reason, my initial research questions refer to undifferentiated plants,
rather than a particular type of plant. In the enactment of creative, sympoietic practice,
however, the feel otouch grass in my hand and the glistening hairs on the back of each

bean leaf become individual and real.

Creative guestioning permeates the research and impé#ismative selfcritique. How

do my smallest actions and decisions either change or compoeceived attitudes
G26FNRa LIXIYyGaK 'Y L RAaANHzZIIAYy3 GKS LX Iy
practice are necessary to work with plants asceceative partners? Am | successfully
instilling posthuman, ethical values into my practice or is itretgnsion? Thus, self
accounting is infused with the principles which helped to shape the practice. In the last
few years, material ecocriticism has emerged as a broadening of the critical field of
ecocriticisni® to incorporate newmaterialist insights regrding agency, posthuman
interrelations and material semiosis or 'storied mattgtovino and Oppermann,
2014:28)** The materialecocritical approach brings together preseatay

environmental issues and posthuman relations to stimulate critical thinking about

30 Ecocriticism emerged in the late 1970s as a form of literary criticism which foregrounds the portrayal
of nature-culture relationships, focussing on the environmental stance found in nature writhngy.

remit of ecocriticismhas expanded over thiast fifty years from its early attention to romanticised

nature and wilderness to an emphasis on presday environmental issues and ecological justice
(Glotfelty, 1994). Availablevww.asle.org/wpcontent/uploads/ASLE Primer_Defining Ecocrit.pdf
(accessed 20.06.19).

31 See also lovino and Opperma(@914).
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humannon-human dealings and therefore provides relevant criteria foitiquing

sympoietic art practice with plantglovino and Oppermann, 2014:5)

Sympoietic practice redirects critical attention away from final objects of production
towards fluctuating, adaptive plardrtist relationalities. This more dynamic frame of
reference demands a perspective in which | scrutinise my contribution to the fmma

of that relationship in the course of my practida.this context, the idea of diffraction

is a refreshing new metaphor for approaching self critique or what is usually termed
'self-reflection’. The reflection of light from a mirror reproduces a mirror image whereas,
light passing through a diffractionaing is diffracted, that is, separated into different
colours which interfere with each other to form patterns when they overl@pnna
Haraway introduced diffraction as a metaphor, which maps interference patterns and
interconnections rather than repli¢iag or reflecting on situationfHaraway, 1992:300)

Events are not viewed in isolation but are seen to influence and inerfah each other

2P0SNI GAYSD® ¢KS | FFANNI (A O SwhefeYthdKdpgraisar 2 F

operates from within the problem, reading narratives through one anotreher than
standing back and reflecting on them from outsakea criticis partcularly appropriate

for sympoietic research. A diffractive appraisal engages with the way different art
activities interfere and interact with one another and includes the effects of my
presence as both artist and appraiser. By contrast, reflective agriaikes place at a

distance, looking back, and can no longer influence the course of events.

Karen Barad furtheadvanceddiffractive reading as a critical tool by referring to the
metaphorical significance of quantum diffraction to methods of apprdi2a07:7194,
2003:4)%*?Barad holds that the turn from critical reflection to a diffractive reading, which
attends to details of material entanglements, places the appraiser in a ‘performative
rather than representationalist modg(2007:88) Barad's posthumanist account of
performativity considers all events, that is, interactiongvaeen humans, norfhumans

and materials, as performativ&.Posthuman performativity' differs from 'performance'’

in that all actions are viewed as performative interactions which are pardaursive

practice of interrelationsThus performative art ithe context of sympoietic art practice

32 For a more complete description of diffraction and the implications of both reflective and diffractive
methods of critique, see Bargd007:88112).Forapplied diffractive techniquesseelris van der Tuin
(2011, 2016)

33 Barad's account of posthuman germativity hinges on her understanding that events areagential
rather than governed by human agency.
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does not imply a planned performance but includes demonstrative actions, explorative

events and art experiences with plants.

A diffractive reading of knitting squares from couch gitiissughthe ethical criteria of
egalitarian, norexploitative, ecologically situatedractice reveals that these criteria
both interfere and reinforce each other. While the process of knitting cannot be
ecologically situated, it nonetheless allows a ramflictual interchange between
culture and nature. Culturally, knitted squares dengirticipatory care and comfort
offered when squares are joined to make blankets. The question of exploitation is not
clearcut. If the couch grass is viewed as an invasive weed, knitting might be preferable
to herbicide which, although ecologically situdtes wantonly destructive (Figure 1.3).
However, if the grass is viewed as aagential species, the intervention of knitting
cannot be justified in terms of aesthetic gratification orere functionality. These
intricacies place a responsibility on-coeative artistresearchers to appraise the value

of their activities in each situation. In this way, the physical process of knitting grass has

provoked questions and analysis which contribute to the development of sympoietic

practice.

Figure 1.3 Left: Gass sacrificed for art practice Right: Grass killed with herbicide.

Considering what constitutes a sympoietic relationship with plants adds an extra
dimension to the thinking required by the artist in practaeresearch. Thought and
action intersect irthe critical discourse pertaining to plants, flagging and reiterating the
importance of intellectual engagement alongside physical activism. While activists

Naomi Klein(2014)and George Monbiof2013)call for urgent action to avert global
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catastrophe, Donna Haraway and Isabel Stengers emphasisadiiéonal need to
constantly rework questions and terminolo@gtengers and Despret, 2014:58). The
importance of thinking is repeated many times in recent ey A a G € A G S NI  dz\
must, we must think. That means, simply, we must change the s{btgraway,

2016:40) Braidotti is more explicit:

'...the posthuman predicament enforcesemecessity to think again and to think harder
about the status of human subjectivity and the ethical relations, norms and values that may

be worthy of the complexity of our timeg016:13)

Speculative thinking from an artistic perspectiventributes to meeting these
obligations by combining activart with activethinking, keeping discussions alive,
teasing out conflated arguments, opening new questions and considering imaginative
solutions, thus moving beyondhormative views of plants. Sympoietic art practice
therefore includes thinkingvith-plants as a creative, performative act, where
performativity implies the active agency of all involved. Creative thinking means thinking
the artistplant relationship, thinking with the senses while making togetivéh plants,
thinking while walking amongst plants, thinking with plants as they gamd,collective
thinking during encounters with plants and materialsrtistic questioning guides

thinking during these activities.

In this Chapter knitting with couch grass not only guided me to adopt {mapact
methods but also prompted ethical questions and considerations about working with
plants.l have introduced methods and theoretical grourids developing a sympoietic

art practice with plants which prioritise ethical approaches of egalitarian, non
exploitative and ecologically situated practice. The attempt to workreatively with
plants has presented obstacles, surprises and challengehwipeatedly push in new
directions,activate imaginations and raise unforeseen ethical concerns. Sympoietic art
processes provide anchorage for wide ranging, speculative discussion icHapgers

in which 1 critically recount emergent discoveries afdllengesin the nextchapter,
entanglements of nature and cultur@me under scrutiny when | bury my arm in the

ground andformulate the concept of plant deoherence.
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CHAPTER

BRAVING THE CONCEPTUAL THICKET OF PACOHHBRENCE

Sympoieticpracticeasresearchhas exposed multiple sources afterference which
eclipsethe fundamentally symbiotic relationshipetween plants and humansVhen
enacting sympoietic practice, | have at times felt caught up in a mesh of contradictions
which already surround plantgn impenetrable thicketwhich impedes my human
understanding of their vegetal naturé thischapter, limpart some of thealarms and
uncertainies encountered as énter this conflictual zonas an artisto formulate the
hypothesis of ‘plant deoherence’ as a basis for exploring thgamicswhich conceal

and change plashuman relationalities The performative workPlanting my Arm
(Charlston, 2018jorcefully draws attention to cultural prdispositions which obscure

and deepen the impenetrability of plant subjectivity.
| buried myarm: the shocking enormity of an empathetic gesture

On a damp Octobeafternoon, £eking connectivity with my pear tree's rootedness
attempted to reduce my dominating role by buryingy arm in the soilTo lie down
among plants, renouncing movement altogether is a dramatic gesture of surrender.
Plants impinge, tower, ovehadow, block out, | am small. Trees have the power to bury
me in falling leaves, bombard me with falling fruit or sprinkle petals over me depending
on the season. If plants could move, being blind, they would surely trample me, as | with
full sight trampé them.| wantedii 2 FSSt Aya2 GKS LI IFyidQa
thinking of fingertips as sensitive root tipsachingdown into the soil. | wanted to 'think
beyond the human(Kohn, 2013:22) wanted to extend an empathetic gesture towards
the plants in my garden, richer and more profound than a retinal gaze. | wanted to meet

the plants in their own ground, literally, half in soil and half out in the open air.
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The soil was cold and damp tiautumnal smells when | made the first cut with a
spade Sones, twigs and wriggling creatures were unearthed. A few inches,dben

soil was hard and dry and then a large rock and roots of the pear tree stopped me
digging further. Over time, a plant wliisend threadlike filaments into cracks and
spacesbut this was as far as | could go. Rotting pears, beetles, ants, decomposing
leaves, worms, millipedes, leather jackets, woodlice, grubs, earwigs, slugs were
alarmingly close to my fac&neeling was nolow enough, | had to lie dowhMy

hand and arm gradually disappeared as | pushed soil over.Méth my arm locked

into the seething groundfelt more and more like a trapped human than an aspiring
plant.1 could not run awayl he buried arm was coldnhagined fingers turning white,

then blue. After avhile,the sensation changed, my hand was perhaps warm after all.

| remembered that my fingers were touching the pear tree root. The pear tree rustled
in the breeze. There was just a moment of connectiast, sensitivity, plant affinity,
coherencel felt rooted to the ground through my fingers and in touch with the earth.
Then a living thing moved against my fingertippanic,| wrenchedny armfree and

nursed the unfamiliar limb, ashamed of my ré.coi

Fragments from the protartist-book Planting my Arm (Charlston, 2018)

Figure2.1 Planting myArm Charlston2018)

Left: 'Alarmingly close to my face'. Right: 'The unfamiliar limb'

Later,imagesof the eventrevivedthe shocking closeness of soil and sl(fjgure
2.1).1 relived the visceral clawing at the earth by tearing holes inpthges of the
artist-book Planting My Arm(Figure 2.2). Therocess ofmakingthe book, co-

ordinating the fragments oiriting, photographs and memories of the experience
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revealed an unexpected slant to thearrative. | initially thought that
understanding the plant's world wouldtrengthen my connectivity and that
shared experiences would increase my empathy with plaatsvever the artist
book told a different story in which plants played a very small pérhen |
wrenched my arm away from the ground in alarm, | performed a violent cut away
from plants and ended a brief enactment of mycorrhizal connectivity in my-over
hasty retreat from the soil. The 'agential c(Barad, 2003:815nhade me into the
subject and the pear tree into an object agairhe humiliating experience was
about myself, my feelingsmy heightened awareness, which blocked out the

plants.

Figure2.2 Proto-artist-book Planting my Arm (Charlston, 2018)

Left: Front cover Right:Gentre-pagespread

My clumsyattempt atbeconing plant-like was part ofa wider search foeffectiveways

of reaching out to plantfor co-creative practiceThe opposite strategy of likeniqpdants

to humans is problematic for different reasonaurklanising statements, such as plants

Wil 1] (02%¥8$I10ES 2RKEIND >2 NJtéi@lcomé plaft®iNg akciBserLJQ |

kinship However, casual comparisons are unlikely to engender empathetic bonds which

34 hitps://www.theguardian.com/science/208/may/02/plantstalk-to-eachother-throughtheir-roots
(accessed 04.04.19).
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are beneficial to the plant. S dzy RSNX @Ay 3 YSaal3asS 27F Wi
keeps plants in their place as shoman?® Additionally plants may be rendered figures

of fun or an aggressive thre&tPlants are sensitive to stimuli and capable of adapting

to change over tim¢Mancuso and Viola, 2015:61, Kohn, 2013:82, Trewavas, 2015:117)
However, b liken this potential sentience to human papleasure or desire in the plants
shuts down a deeper conceptual reaching out to the plants' worMlhile
anthropomorphism may be unavoidable and even desirable as a step towards
recognising ourselves in plants and thereby empathising with t{i@emnett, 2010:99)

in its eceethical endeavour, sympoietic practice stands accountable for complicity with
distortions or denial of plant qualitiesYet againjmagination and fantasyan be
powerful catalysts for artistic research and communicatibhe Marsh Flower, a Sad
Human HeadOdilon Redon, 1885) is a surreal example, a mystical exploration distinct
from factual educationFigure 2.3) The image depictseither a plant with human
attributes nor a human with plant attributes (or both, a hybridhus combining

anthropomorphism and phymorphismeffectively.

Figure 23 The Marsh Flower, a Sad Human Héadilon Redon, 1885%

35 Arguments that our attitudes will inevitably be anthropocentric are linked to arguments in favour of
anthropomorphismin Soper(1995:13).
36 The science fiction nov@he Day ofhe Triffids(Wyndham, 1951) playsn our deep fear that plants
could become mobile and aggressive.
37 Opium in the poppyapaver somniferunand salicin in willow bark are two examples of painkillers
present in plants which, | suggest, could indicate flants feel pain.
38 Figure2.3 shows one of set ofsix lithographs by RedoRublic domain image:
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:The Marsh _Flower, a Sad, Human Head, Plate 2 from_H
omage to _Goya, by Odilon Redon, 1885, lithograph, only state

Montreal Museum_of Fine s - Montreal, Canada DSCO08902.jp@ccessed 16.07.19).
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The experience of planting my arm in the soil revealed some of the obstacles to forming
a warm, unproblematicfriendship with plants. Sendng a fundamental separation
between myself and the plant$ began togrow the concept of plant deoherenceto
provide a basis for interrogating perceived and underlying relationships with plants
mentioned in the introduction that both successes and failures have contributed to my
research. As a case in point, the concept of plantdeerence has taken shape from

setbacks tamy practice.
Plant de-coherence a quantum leap through the thicket

My deep engagement with plants has involved focussed attention andtalahay
physical and emotional closeness to plants, and yet plants remain mysterious and
elusive. When walkingvith-plants, | realised thamy aesthetic experiences are not
shared by the fants. At moments of mutual endeavowsiuch as growing pomegranate
seeds,the relevantlanguage and representational imagemere already engaged in
other cultural narratives about these plants which intruded on my caecreative
experience Taken together, ltese barriers to reaching plants constitute something
other than lack of attention. @ address my recurring suspicions that something more
complexthan blindness or attention deficit impedes nep-creativerelationship with

plants | developed the concept ofplant decoherencé

hyS SEA&GAY3I SELIX I ylLiA2y F2N deadSyYlaao
(Nealon, 2016:xi)and failure to notice plantsrecognise their importance or to
appreciate their aesthetic and unique featuréstermed 'plant blindnesgWandersee

and Schussler, 1999, 2001, Schussler, 20//@Andersee and Schussler conclude that
plants remain unnotied becauséhe homogeneous green leaves merge into a familiar,

sedentary backdrop so thalhey appear to be stationary, unresponsive and ubiquitous

[
E

CAdZNIKSNJ YIYyATFTSaaqraAazya 2F LXIyd of AYRySaaz

failure to recognis the difference in our time scale€oncerned about widespread
ignorance of basic plant science and lack of direct contact with plsvasidersee and
Schussleclaimthat people would make different decisions about conservation if they
realised that plard are essential to our lives. In order to impact on conservation, these
authors advocateeachingof basic plant science angroviding plant experiences to

encourage emotional connectivity and empathy with plants. At the outset of my
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research, | might haventhusiastically supported the proffered positive, educational

approach however,sympoietic practice hegiven me pause for thought on two fronts.

Firstly, plants do not necessarily benefit from being physically seen. Invisibility
sometimesadvantageus to plants. Going unnoticed could be counted as one of the
many evolutionary adaptations that have helped plants to survive for millions of years.
By blending together to form a scenic background, they are less likely to be vandalised,
dug up, removedeaten or coveted. Being inconspicuous could possibly be a defence
mechanism for plants as effective as spikes, thorns or stinging leahese is an
aggressivantipathy towards plants when theyimposetheir plant presencewithout
human permission 'Synanthropic’ plantswhich thrive near and with humanare
regarded asntrusiveweeds to be eradicated with herbicides, for examplacidleiaand
rosebay willow herlin urban settingsragwort in managed farmland andandelionsn
gardens. WHe the plants are clearly taking advantage of the living conditions created
by humans, it is possible to imagine that dandelions grow in gardens and roadsides to
be close to humans
SecondlyWS Y LI GKAAAYIQ gAGK LI I yiah degecialyNimo f SY
is facilitated by attempts to make plants seem more hunfaor. example, likening the
transpiration of water to tears engenders emotional empathy on false grothtiss
dza ST¥dzZA G2 G 1S Ayid2 F002dzyi tlrdz . f22YQa
reliable source of unbiased moral guidance than empathy, wiedhls to prioritise
lovable organisms (2016:3035)d . NI AR20G0GAQa L2 & 0 KdzY' | y
accountabilities provides a nuanced approach:
WxXx2yS ySSRa G tSIHad az2yYS adzomaSOod LRaAAGAZYY
anthropocentric, but it must be the site for political and ethical accountability, for
O2ft f SOGAGS AYF AAYI NBréidott,291R102) K NBR | & LJA NI (A 2
Unintentional misuse of anthropomorphism in pursuit of empathy serves as a warning
to the educational remit of plant blindness, to eaoctivists and tomy developing
sympoietic art practiceln line with posthumanism,ysnpoietic art practiceseeks to
broaden and refrara ethical horizonsand to embrace differences between species

rather than looking for human attributes as a normalising featiWkolfe, 2010)°

39 The example was found atww.bbc.co.uk/guides/zxjgwRiaccessed 01.049).
4OWolfe summarises his densely argued thesis in a short video available at:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5NN427KBZ&ccessed 16.07.19).
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Plant blindness has captured popular imagination and inspired articles and practical
activities which counter disregard of plarftslt has also been taken up by researchers

from a range of disciplines. A credisciplinary research projediinded by the Swedish
Research Countil included a collaborative artists' project,Searching for Stipa
(Snaebjornsdéttir andwilson, 2018)2 The work powerfully brings attention to the
structural complexity of a grass seedsualised by a scanning electron microscope and
brought to life in a fourteermetre tapestry suggesing that wellinformed artists may

inspire an interest in plants more redylthan factual education.

Regardless of knowledge about plantsy attempt to work with plants as coreative

partners has revealed multiple cultural norms which obstruct understanding and work
against the acceptance of plants astabitants,for examplejnadvertentaesthetic and
symbolic impositions. Further, it isgblematic to approach plants as-t@bitants when
AYadNdzySydrt dzasSa NS LINA2NAGAASR® tfly
AYyGaStfSOGdzr-t 2N YSGIFLKe@aAOFt FffSKBR G2
2040dz2NBR o0& Wl 1 2RYR 2 JHofd®ywd BN IaNts B & G NJ
eclipsed by the inferiority which has been imposed on th&mough patriarchal
hierarchies (Merchant, 2003:68p 2 S Yl & S@Sy FSSf NBE2SO
indF FSNBEY OSQ 27T ( K(Sealdf 2046:043As askintpoietiGttist) $nst
relationship with plants is ebedded in these concerns.

Diverging fronthe theory of plant blindnessargue that anon-exploitative relationship

with plants depends on more than simply seeing plants or not seeing theoggest

that, while knowing about plants and noticing thesncouragegreater appreciation of

plants and may lead to more responsible behaviour towards plants, a profound
conceptual shift is also called fofhe LINR LIRES2RK S NB y &Sy ISSFNEFSSONIE
NB f | Airethe deilg, Indabile interface with plantdhe exciting effects of plant de

coherence materialise irthis transitional high contrastspace where relational

41 A BBC article by Christine Ro, April 2019, links plamdness with nature deficit disordefvailable:
http://www.bbc.com/future/story/20190425plant-blindnesswhat-we-lose-with-nature-deficit-disorder
(accessed 29.06.19).

42Beyond Plant Blindness: Seeing the importance of plants for a sustainable2068@017 was co
ordinated by Dawn Sanders.

43The collaborative artists' project was presented at the Sympo@&eyond Plant Blindness: Where can
a single plant take youRovember 2018 at the University of Gothenburg. Available:
https://snaebjornsdottirwilson.com/category/projects/beyonglant-blindness/(accessed 23.06.19).

44 Quoted from the videddow to Breathe and Feel with Plajitéichael Marder, 2015Available:

https://m.youtube.com/watch?v=iSgepDOWw&gaccesse®3.04.19.

40


http://www.bbc.com/future/story/20190425-plant-blindness-what-we-lose-with-nature-deficit-disorder
https://snaebjornsdottirwilson.com/category/projects/beyond-plant-blindness/
https://m.youtube.com/watch?v=iSgepDOWw3g

exchanges are played alwhile this thesis develops and discusties effects ofplant
de-coherencein art, it is possible to imagine that form of decoherence could also

manifest in transitions between cultures, species, time frames, persons.

The term decoherence originates iiscientific quantum theory. | was excited by a
RSAONRLIIAZ2Y 27T Windehighihdavaverb&n@vioérSoRsBpfag Sud
Fd2YAO LI NIGAOfS&a adzOK Fa St SOGNRya NS f
world (AFKhalili and Mcfadden, 2015:164he activity of an electron within an atom is
aFAR (G2 KIFI@S Wljdz yidzy O2KSNBYyOSQ ¢KSy Al
HowWS SNE ¢6KSy |y SftSOUNRY AYyGSNI Ola o6AGK
0SKI @A2dz2N) OKI y3Sa®dze®BA 2N a@# fitAly 138 U5 | DB  F
RSO2KSNByOSQo

Al-Khalili and Mc Fadden use anaginativeanalogy of ripples on the surface of \eat

to describethe scientific theory ofqguantum decoherencel spent a day throwing

pebbles into a pond to help me understamdhat they could mean and hothis might

be relevant to plant deoherence(Figure 2.4)Then Ibegan to look beyond the surface

of the waterat the reflections of the treeslThe following text fragment from my notes

shows how these actiorsuggested a way of conceptualising plantabderence as a

distortion or interference with plant signals.

Figure 2.4 U e perfectreflections of trees began to dance and wohble'

45 Note there is no hyphen in the quantum phenomenon 'decoherence’. | have introduced the hyphen in
plant decoherence to distinguish bateen the two terms and for ease of reading comprehension.
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Metaphor for quantum decoherence:

Wt £ 2LIQd t SNFSOG O2yOSYGNRO NALILI S& NI RALFGS
gradually subsidelf | had thrown the pebble into turbulent water instead, ludbonot
have heard the plop of the pebble or seen the ripples. They would be lost in disturbances

from louder sounds and disorganised movement.
Metaphor for plant decoherence

Wt £ 2LIQd t SNFSOG O2yOSYGNRO NALILI S& NI RAIFGS
gradually subsidd.watchedas the perfect reflections of trees began to dance and wobble.

My view of the trees was distortday the surface ripples.

(Fragment, @arlston, 2017)

While explanationsof quantum decoherence tend to be heavy with mathematical
formulae, Schlosshauer's introduction is more discursive. He explains that quantum
decoherence takes place during transitions from the quantum world to the classical
(everyday) world Schlosshauer, 200#12). By analogy, | am suggesting that plant de
coherence takes place during transitions fréming plants to the human perception of
plants Just as quantum entanglements are broken in the transition from the hyper small
and fast quantum scale to the slower, more solid normal frai@herent plant
utterances are scattered by the clamour of human activity and become entangled with
cultural assciations. Thus, plant deoherence effects might account for distortion of
our understanding of plants and help to explain the seeming impossibility of
F LILINR2 F OKAY 3 |y WAYGNAYyaAOQ LA FyYyGo

Adapting termrsd dzOK -OHK YRBY OSQ FNR Y | dzltiddasiavound K S 2 N.
plant-people relationships is justifiable on several fror@glantumphysicgerminology

such as entanglement, diffractive reading and iraiionhave been applied effectively

to mobilisenew materialistheories in which the human subjeistless central and more
attentive to entanglements with the world(Barad, 2007f. Furthermore,

photosynthesis, a quintessential plant activity, is driven by quantum procéasKsalili

®Y| NBY . FN}XYRQa OFNBTFdA fe | NNB&IENRORAAYAZILKY 22 F QRS )
https://www.iep.utm.edu/spinozm/ (accessed 26.06.18nd supported by quantum physidgSoncepts

includeWl ISy GALf NBIFIfAAYQI WISAABKEWI2Y 238N 2 NORF Wy d NiNG
also lovino and OppermaR014:2835).
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and Mcfadden, 2015:18%) That life and matter are driven by quantum processes is a
material phenomenon fundamental to existence and relevant to everyone, not
exclusively scientists. But quantum behavioure(lfdant behaviour) does not match
everyday experience. It is countituitive*® and hard to think abotj offering
intellectually stimulating opportunities for creative speculatiartistic imaginatiorand
playful metaphorFigure 25 providesa furthervisual impression of deoherence when
plant-life is interrupted by cultural intrusion. The brambles are squeezed between
human detritus and metal fencing which holds back growth. Interference is accentuated
when the wire mesh mimics but brings orderlingssthe chaotic crossings of plant

stems.Sympoidic art practiceoffers glimpseshrough the thicketof de-coherence.

Figure 25 Brambles are squeezed between human detritus and metal fencing.

[P 2P L A A ~ L A

QELX 2NAY 3 (M8 KS WMBHFOBH | 2 MOFES LINdZyTHIE SWA Yy RA Y
0KS NG ¥aid NBY |idtdkaBtiyed fefobdtive artworkPlant Generator
(Charlston, 2019)participants create permutations of plant material or vegetable
peelings ly manuallyoperatingthe kaleidoscope structutewhich ismounted inside a

plinth. With patterns changing continually as the viewer tilts the eyepiece, repeated

reflections and patterns render the original plant arrangement almost indistinguishable

“"Thelj dzk Yy dzY y I idz2NB 2F LIK2G2aeéy B33 A& RMIzZOKE! SR A& Y
channelled towards economic gain, but is less often fully assimilated by cultural humanities.

48 For example quantum superposition, waparticle duality and particle entanglement effectich

operate across wide distances aret intuitive.
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from its fragmentedreflections (Figure2.6). While the artwork brings participants into
direct tactile and visual contact with plantg, is also a source of deoherence,
potentially changing the waylantsare represented angerceived When | look into the
kaleidoscope, | wondewhy these mediated images seem more fascinating than the
plants themselvesThe urge to be creativeseems toimpel meto interfere with the
plants nature In actively pursunga co-creativerelationshipl must be sensitive to these

possible sources of domation and decoherence in my intentions.

Figure2.6 Plant Generator (Charlston, 2019).

{@8YLRASGAO NI LINI OGA OB yng2 M aLXslAyiiKa LI fF N&il
08 DFRIAYdzZ tf& OKIy3aASRO2KSNMNBWIOGRWES OF 3/dzNEy
02 O 2sdmycésDNdeoherence which obscure ecological relationships with plants

or those which assert human dominance to the detriment of plantR RA G A 2 y I f f &
L2 a&dbwotkdi 261 NRa I Y2NB O2KSNByid NBfFGAZ2Y
Slj dzA G Kol foSA GO A2y | YR A d@nfngBniehts WES yNBE O2&8Ya
such as the astounding reciprocal processes of photosynthesis and respiration which
have maintaind levels of gases in the atmosphere such that life has flourished for

millions of years.
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The filmThe Martian(Scott, 2015portrays a developing relationship with a plant which
emphasises human dependence. A lone astronaut is stranded on Mars with little hope
of rescue. Forced to face his dependence on plants, he tries to extend his food supply
by working out how to grow some vacuupacked potatoes. When a potato plant
SPSyilGdz- fte& oNBlI1a GKNRdJIzZAKEI KS Aa &2 RSt A
there!" His recognition of the plant is echoed at the end of the film when, back on Earth,
hel2 1a R2g¢gy |YyR INBSGa y20KSNI LX Fyd Fa
working with the potatoes for mutual survival, watching for signs of stress, rejoicing in
signs of flourishing, changed his relationship with plants and created the lasting
ecosemiotic bonds which strengthen a coherent relationship. Sympoietic art practice
with plants undertakes to cultivate this kind of shared knowledge of mutual destinies,

which is perhaps the closest we can get to plant coherence.
Cocreativetransformations of nature and culture

Sources of plant deoherence in art practice, including representatiamd symbolism

are discussed in theemaining chapters in which four different manifestations of
sympoietic practice are analysed. At this pdinant tounpick and problematise current
affirmative attempts to resolve the discordant natucelture binary which continues to

drive the cycle of deoherence.Interpretations emphasising that human life is not
categorically distinct from other organisnwdfer a powerful alternative to the all
pervading influence of a narrowly humaentric worldview in which plants play an
inferior role. A 'natureculture continwm' is proposedwhereby diversity and
differences are accepted without hierarchical rankifMassumi, 2002:11, Braidotti,
2013:65) Buthow can we envisage this continuum? Massivib F SNE (12 GKS ¢
2T GKS @do2:idm4) dzdpyedhy that nature and culture exist as separate,
identifiable endpoints.What are the gradings of natureulture mixes in betweenf it

is like mixing tones, grading between black and white, what are the greys of nature and
culture? Does the continuum work as a smooth change? Do nature and culture remain
recognisat® when they merge? Massumi statéb I 4 dzZNB | y R Odz G dzNB
movement in and through each other. Their continuum is a dynamic unity of reciprocal
@1 NR k2002:21yB9 analogyl visualise people minglinéprming groups, separating

and regrouping in different combinations, but remaining recognisable as individuals. Yet

AL AYyS al daadzYA RSAONAOGSA Yyl GdzNB FyR Odzf G
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suggests directional shifts, perhaps across a poooursdistinct borderWendy Wheeler
proposes a model based on complex adaptive systems in which nature and culture are
'inextricably intertwined and caependent and cés @2 f @A0¢:AlDHumansare
natural, human cultureis natural. Wheeler's synthesis of nature and culture is
reminiscent ofl I NI 61 @ Q& Wy200BR)NGD Whitdh iodeN®ittof pure

nature and pure culture are implied.

These ideadlur sharp separationand remain alive with possible interpretatiorend
artistic speculations about plantdn the ephemeral workNature/Qulture imperfect
continuum(Charlston, 2019) placed the petals of a wilting rose one by one on a sheet
of paper. In doing so, | noticed a continuum of size. When revisiting photographs of the
transient event, less obvious continua became apparent. A continuum from outer to
inner petals, a colour comuum from light to darker and of shape from broad and
smooth to narrow and crumpled (Figure/2. My eye is drawn to the heart shapes and
smiley emojis hidden in the petals, signallmgspontaneousymbolicappropriation of

the rose.Each step | took aen artist added another cultural dimension to ro$&hile

the transitory character of thevork preventedlocking these valuesto an artefact,

subsequent representationgenerate further plant deeoherence.
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Figure 27 Nature/cultureimperfect continuum (Charlston, 2019).
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By contrast with relational and synthesising models of nature and culture, technology
and corporate appropriation can be seen as acting forcibly tetwine the co
emergence of nature and cultur&nvironmentalsceptics separate human life from
VI GdzZNE W2 S | NB vy Z(Thorrtoyi,-2G1dfNThdrrion iabNSpriviledds & Q
human freedom and moral duty to each other in opposition to the passive determinism
of nature. His views are, perhaps unintentionally, supported by Anthbrewvavasvho,
in spite of his detailed discussion of plant intelligenedtimately strengthens
hierarchical anthropocentrism
WXNB&LISOO aKzdzZ R 0SS aKzgy dog, bt tegiémberi®¥dlb S N&
0KS dAYSE WNBAaLISOO &2dNESEFT FANRGIQXa2YS YI
G2 2dzadAFe LIXIFOAYy3a LXIFyida a ySOSaairidl days:
(Trewavas, 2015:1)
Practical suggestions for improvitgiman relationships with nature range frofais
Brook's support for accessible, nearby natuas, it is, toGeoge Monbiots manifesto
for rewilding Monbiot proposes an end to farm subsidies, followed by radical action to
achieve a reversal to a more natural ecological state:
YWOODPNBAYINRRIzOAY I YAaairay3ad FyAYLfa FyR LY
RAGOKSas OdAftAy3a || T84 LI NLAOdA I NI & Aydl a
(Monbiot, 2013)°
Monbiot claimsti K+ & KS A& KSNBoe& WFHolyR2yAy3d GKS
thsAa 2yfte | LI NBy(d A Wievicioi reviilding laré divétselahdy R A y
controversiak! On the one hand, presentay habitats may be damaged and existing
connectivity devalued in the desire to return to an earlier unspoiled statggla,
2010:85) on the other hand, disconnection fromvild nature arguably lead to an
impoverished worldBrady, 2006, Sta, 2013:232, Klein, 2014:2)

49 Available ahttps://www.frontpagemag.com/fpm/218435/costenvironmentalismcult-bruce

thornton (accessed 05.05.19).

50 Availableat: www.monbiot.com/2013/05/27/amanifestofor-rewilding-the-world/ (Accessed 07.04
2019).

51TV presenter Chris Packham recently received death threats because of his move to protect birds
which feed on crops and smaller birds' e@if®s://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/politics/bird
shootingban-michaetgovenaturatenglandchrispackhama8899526.htm(accessed 05.05.19).
52Richard Louv coined the term 'nature deficit diger' to describe problems resulting from modern
lifestyles disconnected from nature in the bestsellast Child in the Wood2005).
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Layers of contradictory narratives are not problematic for sympoietic art practice.
Sympoiesis isollective andcadaptive allowing participants (human and nehuman) to
become immersed in complex, -©peative processes across time, which respaond
ongoing situations Processes of growingith-plants, walking in company, drawing,
writing and making artisbooks, have convinced me théere is no fixed or final
WL AAGA2Y Q Ay y-plantdaNaBobeadity. @ldaNdeaherends effedidiaked (
also mobile and unpredictablén the nextchapter, | encounter the effects of plant de
coherence as | trace changes in my practice rduthe process of adapting to the

requirements ofco-creativemaking togetheswith plants.
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CHAPTER

MAKINGWITHPLANTS

Feeling in touch

The book as an art form offers opportunities for multiple modes of embodied
communication which evolve over tim&/hen the haptie® and temporal aspects of an
artist-book areenactedalongside growing plants, a dynamic interplay between the
concepts of organism and artefact is activatédtivities of extracting seeds from dry
seedcasings, folding and unfolding damp tissue around them areharéhing them in

soil resonate withhandling and touchingrocesseof making artistbooks. Enfolding,
smoothing, placing, turning materials in thertth are sensitive touchings whether the
material is living or notiving. Tactile prompts afforded by turningages initiate a

journey ofexplorationand interpretationwhich reiterates the mutual touching between

plant and artist.Feeling edges, manipufaty 3 KAy 3Sa3X RANBOGAY 3T L

texture to the repertoire of indexicality.

The fiveminute videoGrow Make Read (Charlston, 20%6jevealspatterns which
connect processes of growirapd making through a series of impromptu clif$e
handling of plants and books in the video, gives voice to the handling of iz
2007:693) The video was made by propping the iPafoimus on my hands as | worked.

In the edited video, the haptic activity of making a prototype atisbk reenacts the
activity of handling and touching plants. Making books is portrayed as a growing of
materials and ideas analogous to growing seddsught sequences, sign recognition,
tactile responses and gestures blur the boundaries that distinguish growing from

making. In the video, the protartist-book Feeling in Touch (2018)turned in the hand

Be¢KS GSNY UKFLIWGAOAYU KIFa 060S02YS fyvy2ald aeyz2yevyz2dza
applying touch (tacti SO0 aSyal dAz2y FyR O2yiNRBf G2 AYyUGSNIOlAzy
'haptic’ applies to handling plants and book&ps://whatis.techtarget.com/definition/haptics

(accesse®4.03.19).

>4 Available ahttps://vimeo.com/21628903Faccessed 210.19).
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and read from different angles just apantwould be examined (Figurgl). Isolated
words evoke haptic actions and sourgisend, scrape, tear, feel. The slight rustle made

by a tissuepaper lining mimics the sounds of a drying seed case.

Figure3.1 Feeling in TougHhrom the videoGrow MakeRead (Charlston, 2016)

While the handheld book reducsthe gulf that exists between the viewer and purely
retinal art, the intimacy of physical engagement with the book is less helpful in-plant
human relationships if there is a lack of coritagth plants. The quest for sympoiesis
has led me to change my approach to bewks. My multidisciplinary conceptual
approach, informed by a background in science education, alrelityeda generous
licence to extend the form, but ecreativity with pants necessitates plant presence and
continual renewal of the conditions which allow the plant's voice to break throtighk.
artist-book has become an exploratory research method for me, whereby ideas and
speculations are develope#any of my books remainas 'proto-artist-books, that is,
unrefined stages in the arhaking procesan which plant experiences are fresh rather

than distanced by repeated processing.

Broadly speaking, while undertaking practagresearch, my aim has shifted frotine

final stages of production and editioningwards contingent books embedded in
participatory experiences, ongoing situations and changing relationships. | have become
more aware of how preexisting situations change during and after my artisitic
engagement with plantsThe intechangeof growing and making is constantly at play

when theartist-book is a performative practice of interrelations rather than an object
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of production. The next section traces changes to my baots practice in response to
the new context of sympoietic commitments. | map the metamorphosis of my practice
against the genealogy of the artisbok to show intersections with ecological art which
enhane@ the potential of the book form for sympoietic, collective, engagements with

plants.
The artistbook, autonomous or contingent?

Looking back, the MA Bodkrts Show at Camberwell College of Arts in 2000 included
installation, film, wall and floor text, stpture, textile books and audience generated
books as well as ten of my bookworks, which were not confingghtgeand print>® The

artisto 221 ¢l a O2yaiNHMzSR a | 02y OSLJidany WYS
surface served as a metaphorigalge®® The urge to question and communicate, was

the driving force, thus decoration and excessive crafting was considered gratbitou

We were encouraged to draw on the rich historyaoimmunication(Diringer, 1982)

scrolls, fans, tablets, notched sticksyeawalls, smoke signals and more were included

in the domain of book. Similarly, literary styles, worked togetteeexpand ideas and

tell inventive narratives.

The progressive approach at Camberwell nevertheless retained a portrayal of the artist
book, established in the 1960s, as a cheap and readily available 'democratic multiple'
(Phillpot, 2013 48)The artistbook was regarded as an 'autonomous artwadceived

by the artist as a bookwork rather than serving as a container for other artwork such as
photographs(MoeglinDelcroix, 206:41) Visual and conceptual wholeness was valued
over the book as an objecin the ‘whole book’, all the elements of the book work
together to articulate a concepBoth the 'autonomy' and 'wholeness' of an artwork
come under scrutiny in this thesigvhile | appreciate autonomy in aasfreedom of

expression and independence from market pressuresill argue that cadlependency

55 The considered minimalism of courd@ader Susan Johanknecht and the boundangaking,

experimental approach of tutor Lé&icknell provided creative momentum while critique from visiting
tutors Helen Douglas and Sharon Kivland centred on the visual and conceptual wholeness of the artist
book. Parameters of boelirt were articulated mainly by Clive Phillpot, Stephen Bury {ouiat the

Modern Special Collection at the British Library in 2000) and by purchasing policies of institutions such
as Tate Britain and The National Art Library at V&A.

56| visited a screening of Xu Bin@altural Anima(1994) at Ikon Gallery, Birmingimain 20004 striking
example in which bodies serve as pages. The illegibility of false Chinese characters painted on a manikin
and a live pig accentuated their inability to communicate by means of language.

5" The creative freedom and minimalism fosteradie Camberwell boefrts scene in 2000, resulted in

a (temporary) decline in traditional crafts of bookbinding and letterpress in 'fine press' publications.
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and coeoperation take precedence in sympoietic practitbusthe strictly autonomous
UgK2fS 06221Q Aa FtolyR2ySR Ay Tl @2dzNJ 2F |

appear at stages duringco-creative process.

There are two recognisable bodkNII (G NI} RA G A 2 y & ®pregs2bpaksS Y LI2 N
originated in the publisar-led deluxe tradition of A @NXB & oRtlel1800sA whiths a
promoted the work of famous artists and podtdogben, 1985:9%¢ 2 RI @ Prdss FTA Y S
books feature traditional letterpress printing, original prints on lush paper or illustrated
poetry®®. By contrastmany avantgarde artists in the early $0century selfpublished
unconventional manifestos and collaboratio(®rucker, 2004:85° characterised by
typographic innovatioft anti-aesthetic presentation, and resistance to high art,
consumerism and bourgeois sociefury, 2007) Russian Futurists Goncharova,
Malevich and others made rough, hamditten book$? in keeping with their marésto

A Slap in the Face of Public Tdste W¢ KA a 62NJ] NI RAOIffe& 02y
artistic form, not a publishing enterprise, not a fine press production, not a portfolio of
LINAYyGaz odzi | ySé Ko NBrickeF, 208450)6 A (i K 2 dzii  NXHz

The artistbook genre began with Pop Artists and Conceptual Artists of the26fid

century, seen in the work of Sol LeWitt, John Cage, Fluxus mail art, Dieter Roth and Ed
Ruscha(Drucker, 2004:75, Turner, 1993:8)live Phillpot h A £ SR WwiaOFK Q &
Gasoline Stationfl963)as germinal on two counts: the integrity of the whole book as
autonomous artwork (rather than a container for literary or visual expression), and the
OKSILI I gFEAfFroAfAGE @ROL3:9%)RAs diieBr@ ¥f2h© Motary 4tO Y d

58 JazA Matisse1947) is a late examplpublished by Tériade
Sourcehttp://museum.cornell.edu/exhibitions/matisse-jazz.html(accessed 04702019).

% Private presses in the finpress tradition were often established by artisgSircle Pres®kon Kig)
http://www.circlepress.com/history/index.htm(accessed 25.06.19

80 For example, boks were made by Marinetti, Apollinaire, Ernst and Isou

61 Ursonate(Schwitters 1922) ignored grammatical and typographical conventions to increase the
expressive poweof the written and spoken word. A recording bfsonatecan be heard at:
https://uk.video.search.yahoo.com/search/video?fr=mcafee&p=shwitters+ursonate#id=1&vid=c07bdbd
ca03a50b7bad6e3d224e52df7&action=clfakcessed 04.04.19).

62 See 'The Collaborative, Interactive Rofrt of the Russian Futurists' @itp:/blogs.getty.edul/iris/the-
collaborativeinteractive-book-art-of-the-russianfuturists/ (accessed 048)19).

83 Twentysix Gasoline Stations, 1963. First Edition of 400 sold originally for $3 a copy:
https://www.tate.org.uk/aboutus/projects/transformingartist-books/summaries/edwarguscha
twentysixgasolinestations-1963(accessed 05.04.19). Paradoxically. Photographs from the book are
now sold separatelyThe first edition sedifor up to £14, 000 athttps://www.abebooks.co.uk/book
search/title/twentysixgasolinestations/author/ruscha/firstedition/ (accessed 030d M cp0 ® t KA £ £ LI2 @
claims about Ruschatemocraticstatus were contested by Professor Anne Moeglin Delcroix at a
conferenceArtists Pullications and the Legacy of Sol LeW(@8.05.10)prganised by Sheffield Hallam
University in collaboration with Site GalleBheffield A podcast of the conference is available at:
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MoMA New York197%2010, Phillpot influenced the reception of artisboks by the art

world.®* His collected essays evidence his consistent confining of the genre to exclude:
WiKS KFEYRYIFIRS 02271 |a ONJI Fi-addofsaeasivdl KS
-ivNBE RQIFI NIA&GSE AYRSSR Y2ad 2F G0KS 62N
(2013:48) He dismissed finkINFaad f AYAGSR SRAGA2YA YR K
2 a0 Sy (2013 BezRHlpot promoted the work of a number of artists tbu
excluded others. B g NRB GS 2F (GKS wmpcna W5SaLIAidsS vye
62YSY FTNIAaAGaA 6K2aSeomeady)] FAGGSR Y& ONRGSH
While Lucy Lippard values the potential for hybrid narrativé& S & K NB& t KA f f
of the cheap, widely accessible democratic multiflléppard, 1993a:48% Lippard,
however, identifies tensions between popular commercialisation and artistic integrity,
noting that promoting the artisbook as a cheap commodity endangers critical edge
(1993b:50) Scrapgbooking and decorated books engender an amtellectual aura

I NBdzy R (KS F2NN¥ 3IAQGAYy3A adomadalyoS G2 [ AL
AyOtdzaAaz2y 2F WLzt A OF (A 2y &las weakerled/the@dsel Sy a
for bookart as a fine art practice in its own rigttin the attempt to preserve its
specialist status, the artidiook is in danger of being arrested as a historical genre of the
60s/70s PopArt era®” The, often essentialist, defining of the artisbok by what itis

rather than what it cardo overlooks the aspects | most value in bewk experimental
development,sequential, revelatory and haptic opportunitiésr communicationand

the capacity to Bare ambiguity, nuance and emotion in direct exchange with audiences

https://www.sitegallery.org/exhibition/sollewitt-5/#content (accessed 26.05.19).

64 Phillpot worked closely witRrinted Mattera nonprofit organization dedicated to the dissemination,
understanding and appreciation of artibboks through saleexhibitions and book fairs. Printed Matter
was established by feminist art historian and theorist Lucy Lippard with Sol LeWitt, in 1976.
http://printedmatter.org/what we do/history(accessed 023.19).

8 This visiorcontinuesin presentday policy atPrinted Mattel Wetare looking for artists' publications
that are democratically available, inexpensive and produced in large or open editions rather than limited
SRAGAZ2Yya 2 Ntmzywwly.drStedongitdrora/ervices/submityour-book (accessed

05.03.19).

56 At the Royal College of Art Show 2019, printmaking students condensed the concepts of their work
into small artistoooks.

57 The suspension of the MA Books Arts programme at Camberwell for 2019/20 supports these
misgivingshttps://www.arts.ac.uk/subjects/fineart/postgraduate/mavisuatarts-book-arts-camberwell
(accessed 077019).

53


https://www.sitegallery.org/exhibition/sol-lewitt-5/#content
http://printedmatter.org/what_we_do/history
https://www.printedmatter.org/services/submit-your-book
https://www.arts.ac.uk/subjects/fine-art/postgraduate/ma-visual-arts-book-arts-camberwell

Growing with the ecological book: participation and activism

My urgeto develop, makewith and growwith the conceptual book in my work with
plants, led me toprobe its capacitiesas a sympoietic art form and to look for
intersections with other approache3he theoretical bases and practices in ecological
art when combined with boofart, offered participatory ways forward for sympoietic
practice. My turn towards ecological art builds on intersections between {aobknd

ecological art which already existedmy practice and elsewhere.

| began to see the potential in a participatory approachbtwk-art practice when |
worked collaboratively with five artists on an ecological project in 2011. We were
responding to a crumbling peat bog in the Welsh Black hains®® already the site of
restorationist art®® The striking change from my usual approach was the sharing of
knowledge and the intensity of collective effort to understand the multiple processes at
work in the desolate place. My contributions to theopect resulted from four arduous
walks up the mountainside with other artists. My arti®bok Fragment by Fragment
(2011)°doesnot look substantially different frorprevious work However, theartistic
journey was moreengaged,ecologicallysituated and enriched by the collective

experience.

Ecological activist artist Basia Irlafighuts egalitarian art into practice her worldwide
serieslce Receding/Books Reseedivitgen she publicly places books carved from frozen
river water into fasflowing rivers The ice is embedded with local seeds whd@perse

to re-vegetate riverbanks as the ice melts. These participatagounters not only reach
out to communities in public projects but alsecessitate ecological situatedness and
ethical corsiderations. Community boe&rt projects are increasin§,however, these

lie uncomfortably with the artisbook as a genre. Ed Ruscha, pioneer of the antsik,

%8 The project was led by artist Pip Woatfd funded by Arts Council of Wales. The culminating
exhibition,Bog Mawnogwas shown at Brecknock Museum and Art Gallery (191.0u8ept 2011).

89 Availablehttps://woollenline.wordpress.confaccesse®7.07.19). Pip Woolf'$Voollen Linavas
shortlisted for the John Ruskin Prize 20A8ent of Changénttps://ruskinprize.co.uk/prizefinalists
2019?mc_cid=fe4i30eab&mc eid=73e82454accessed 07.07.19).

° Fragment by Fragmergedition of 50 copies) has be@urchased by eighteen public collections
including Tate Britain, Yale Center for British Art, UCLA Santa Barbafaamajie Mellon Universit
critique of Fragment by Fragmeitty Emily Tipps, Books Arts Program Manager at the University of
Utah, can be found dittps://www.collegebookart.org/bookarttheory/697691€faccessed 15.10.19).
"1 Basia Irland participateith screeningsat Whitworth Art Gallery, Manchestén November 2015.
2Discussed iReading Participatory Book Art: Establishing New Dialodrie3, thesis, (Gemma Meek,
2019).
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Of FAYa GKIFId KAa 62N)] KlFa Wb2 NBFf F3ISyRI
(Ruscha, 2013By contrastecological artists share a common agenda and are generally

well informed through online discussion groups and websites.

Having established thag¢mbracing participatory aspects of ecological anthances
opportunities for wide participation in boeért, freeingthe artistbookfrom its stance

of isolation envisaged by Phillpot's sense of the autonomous, conceptually whole book
it is useful to looloriefly at the sympoietic potential irdifferent forms of ecological art.
Landart (Alfrey et al., 2012, Weintraub, 2012:1%), a protoecological art form
originating in the 1960s works with and in the landscape, using but not exhausting,
natural materials. However, rather than celebrating landscape and natural materials,
sympoietic practice seeks to build-coeative relationships witlplants which can be
carried through to everyday situationghree phases of ecological thought have
influenced ecological afDemos, 2016:382). Fragile ecologiegCarson, 2000[1962],
Meadows et al., 2005[19]), systems ecolog{Bateson, 1972)and political ecology
(Latour, 2004Alaimo, 2016)*

The political message in ecological art is changing and gaining strength in light of recent
mass demonstrations and demands for urgent radical actidiressure for sustainable
practice has been a strong political message in the.aHswever, neoliberal
'greenwashing' in the name of sustainabilftpecessitates new, approach@raidotti,
2013:138, Alaimo, 2016:Loc 314The politicising of ecological astevidentin legacy
projectswhenoriginally restorationist work is renacted with a more glitical message.

I 3y Sa WheaffiSldc @ Confrontatior(1982) was a planting of two acres of wheat

in an urban landfill in Manhattan. Her restorationist message was further politicised in

3 For example, artist Avivi Rahmanifomnded EceArt Dialogone of many groups for sharing ideas,
resources and news to further the understanding of ecological art. Rahmani has undertaken ambitious
environmental restoration projects in collaboration wihkientists and planners.

74 Artists such as Michelle Stuart and 'The Harrisons', have responded to the natural environment over
several decades, making such distinctions irrelevant. However, it is possible to recognise the systems
approach and also the eamresthetic offragile ecologiesyhich is characterised by restorationist
interventions(Harrison and Harrison, 2016:22, 302)

>The pressure group Extinction Rebellion has widespread support in declaring a climate emergency
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/newsbeatt7570654(accessed 20.06.19). The UN Climate Action Summit
2019, Paris urges radical action to reduce carbon emissitps.//www.un.org/en/climatechange/un
climatesummit2019.shtmli(accessed 12.05.19).

76'Greenwashing' is exemplified by palm oil plantations certified as sustainable but nevertheless
sometimes more damaging than eveétips://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/asia/palroil-
sustainablecertified-plantationsorangutansindonesiasoutheastasiagreenwashinepurdue-
a8674681.htm(accessed 04.04.19).
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wheat in the business district of Mildd While the literature around fragile ecologies

and systems ecology is relevant to my research, sympoietic practice is more concerned
with contemporary political ecology which g® beyond restoration and sustainability

to examine underlying attitudes. Such attitudesluencefuture relationships with the

environment and therefore with plantgAlaimo, 2016, Latour, 2004)

Performativeeco-activistinterventions canreachout in severadirections to provoke
change In a merging ofbook-art and ecological art, placed atargeted sign
'WILDFLOWER ARE®h a roadside verge which is regularly cut or sprayedth
herbicidein spring(Figure3.2). This action of positive support for the plants confirmed
my connection with them.Additionally, members of theunseen, and largely
opportunistic audienceheeded the message ankft this small part of the verge
untouched. Emboldened by the success of éinevork, | contacted the local council to

negotiate other wildflower areas.

Figure3.2 Intervention, Wildflower Arex (Charlston2018).

"TUniversal Exp@015 Denes received the 2015 Guggenheim Fellowship in Fine Art for this and two
further works.
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Multimodal assemblage

The study ofnon-linguistic, natural signee ecosemiotics pages-200)helped me to
guestion plant relationships and understand plant signals whetkingwith-plants
Making artistbooksrequires a different, socially aligned, sometimes linguistic approach
to comnunication The sociakemiotic resources of multimodalifKress, 2010:5Hring

a repertoire of textal, linguistic, aural, spatial, poetic, visual and haptic resources into
practice.Kress seethesestrategiesas powerful modes of communication which can be
utilised consciously, for example, in advertisjigess, 2010:92)n the less manipulative
context of the artistbook, the interplay of multiple modesf communication maximises
creative opportunity for investigation as well as expression. All the elements of the book
are interpretive resources for the artistnd the reader.Even a blank book is never
neutral, the reader may recognise cultural valuexltsias gender associations and
aesthetics in the style (traditional, experimental), colour (pink, rainbow), materials (high
tech, biodegradable), construction (machine made, handstitched). Choreography of
these multiple modes is at the heart of boakt practice,reaching beyond the confines

of a recognisable boolKnowles, 1995:117Theartist-bookin its multimodal capacities

for nuanced communication with audiences well equipped to explore the cqrtex

slippages which occur in the transition between a living plant and its representations.

However, a single book constitutes a small part of the encounters, influences, struggles
and sensations that precede it and the events which follow. The dntiskis strengthed

by playing its part in the diverse interacting forms and processes, envisagseda
multimodal assemblageé multimodal assemblage may comprise performative actions,
events, interventions, conversations as well as things, people, plants and books, which
all contribute to the continuity of the artwork. Bennett describes assemblagésdshoc
groupings of diverse elements, of vibrant materials of all sgBshnett, 2010:23}8 |
imagire the multimodal assemblage existing across time and place, that is, not

necessarily an assemblage of artefacts or objects to be seen in a single viewing.

The artworkThirteen Seeds (Charlstd@2017)exemplifies the extended processes and
fluctuatiing alliancesencompassedy sympoietic book artl took a handful of seeds

from my box of mixed seeds, sorted them into thirteen different types and drew one

8 Bennett followsin this respecDeleuze and Guatta(R014[1987]).
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seed on eaclpageof a cutandfold book (Figure3.3). 'Planting’ single seeds on the

empty whiteness of the pages intensified their need for dark complex soil.

Figure3.3 Artist-book Thirteen Seeds (Charlston, 2017).

Four months later, | planted the seeds in individual pots with awareness adrtistic
connection. Up to this point | may have appeared to be working alone, but the seeds
were active ceworkers. In less than three weeks the cress was fully grown while the
lime tree will not be fully grown in my lifetime. However, the lime tree woltinue to
be part of the artwork as a guerrilla intervention. When it reaches a height of 30cm, |

will plant the sapling in a lime avenue where trees are dying (Figdje

Dispersal of the next generation of seeds perpetuates the artwork with the bklp
human participants. At a 'seedswap', two years after the original drawfhigdonated

a packet of seeds from the next generation of lere-mist, constructed as an artist
book. The recipient of the seeds contacted me to discuss the perpetuatioheof t
artwork, thus assisting the transition from a gardening enterprise to an artwork. Re
contextualising the new seeds as an artwork creates opportunities for discussion and
collaboration, thusntensifyingconnectivity between the book, the seeds, the artist and
the recipient. This alliance emerges from the unpredictable living assem(iiagmett,

2010:24)

¥ Seedswap at Ludlow Old Brewery, 13.03.109.
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Figure3.4 Continuation of the artworK hirteen Seed&€Charlston, 201-2019).

Left: Dying trees in the lime avenue Right: The lime tree seedling, 15cm

A singleartist-book is far from wholavhen temporatspatial relations with other work

are recognised. The boddecomes part of a larger, ecologically situated artw@ri
collective is created when livebpnnections between the artist, the plants the artwork
further participantsand audienceare nurtured Relationships of plant and human €o
creators take on new significance if tHeY I Yd®RNB I RSN ¥ &tkHcS | &
natureculture, ahybrid, composite organisrartefact, part human, part book and part

plant. The anabgy is apt in that living organisms invariably include-taimg elements

(hair, nails, bark Identity boundaries of organism and artefact (thus nature and culture)

are rendered indistinct by such -@perative relationshipsppening new ground for

sharedcreative thinking and dynamic interchange

While Thirteen Seeds a small scale, indeterminate assemblage, which develops with
the temporal pace of plants and responds to chance events, Katie Paterson's work

Future Library(20142114) is a monumental and carefully planned artwork which

80 Martin Erik Andersen, who works with plants, describes his exhibited art as merely temporary stops in
a continuing web of communicatiohttps://m.youtube.com/watch?v=Dv4w4QLD0%&rcessed 09.06

19).
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synchronises with the growth dfees. In Paterson'ssustained collective effortco
creativity is thoroughly controlledinvited guests will contributesecret texts overa
period ofone hundred yeardo be printed in 2114 on paper made from a forest specially
planted in 2014*

Drawing-with-plants: more than representation

Multimodal book assemblages are preceded by image making processes and poetic
writing in sympoietic practice. For the remainder of this chapter, | turn attention to co

creative activities and forms of representatiaith implications for plant deeoherence.

Making representationamagesof plantsis not intrusive andgeensto comply with the
non-exploitative motives of sympoietic art practice. Howevanptographs and hand
drawn images radically change plants into lines and sh&p@ngoing relationships,
living processes and temporal changes are frozen in time on aiffaice thus inevitably
creating layers of plant deoherence. For an artist, the intimacy of drawing platits,
slowpainstakingorocess of drawing seedlings from day to day as they gmavwchange,
activates asense of alliance in the growing process athenchantsthe artistplant
relationship. Nevertheless, | want to interrogate the extent to which the transition from

a real plant to its representation may be damaging for the plant.

Jai Redman'®Vinter Thymeis an inspiring example of noedestructive, co-creative
practice(Figure 3b). It was painted using the water of transpiration from the leaf of the
plant. The artist's sharing of this information with the audience preserves connections
with the life of the plant thus transforming the painting from a mere representation. The
information points to the dedication of the artist, collecting minute amounts of water
from the leaf surfaces. It also indicates that the plant was alive when it was painted,
taking in water through the roots. The water passed up the stems and into the leaves,
filling out the cells and keeping the plant upright. For me, knowing that the painting
includes water which has been part of the living plant connects me to the artist and
connects the painting to the plant. The information is accordingly integral to my

understarding of the work.

81 The details of Future Library can be viewedhiap://katiepaterson.org/portfolio/future-library/

(accessed 17.06.19).

82 Karen Barad sets out the philosophical discussion about whether, or in what sense, objects exist prior
to their representation (Barad,2003:8602).
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Figure3.5 Winter Thyme (Jai Redman, 20£8)

My experience of growinwith-plants as an artistwas intensified by the intimate
attention required for the process of drawing. | do not draw plants for a final effect or
representation, but rather for endorsement of our -existence through careful
attention, communing, effort, something revealed, sharing of continuing lifeThe
mismatch between the plant, the drawing process, the art output and the viewer's
reading ofi create a mesh of plant deoherence, whether or not the drawing is a lifelike

representation of the plant.

It is as though my concentration and effort substantiate our presence together in the
here and now as well as yesterday and tomorrow. There is a moment in the drawing
process when | am mentally touching the lines, shapes and details of the plant. Figure
3.6 shows the proximity of my hand and body to sprouting lemon pips aaw trem.

The drawing emerges on theage The hand and eye seem to take over and work
together with the plant, automatically forming the plans whentheir shape, texture

and charater seep into the drawings. Ingold considers that making becomes growing
GKSY | Odzf GdzNI £ I NISFIFOG ANRga AYyONBYSyil
procesgIngold, 2013:21)Diverging from this view imagine that my drawings take on

83 Winter Thyme (Redma016)was shown irthe exhibitionParadise LostManchester Art Gallery,
September 201&ctober 2017Photocredit: Jai Redman, includéa this thesidoy kind permission.
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life from the plant. Wien | 'plant’ plantsonto a page thectivelygrow into my head

asserting their plant agency.

Figure3.6 'Planting'lemon sprouts on thepage

In Chapterl, | noted that lasting images of graassert themselves) the imagination

long after knitting with grass. Subsequently, drawing strands of couch grass on a scroll
of brown paper became almost obsessive so that | added more and more paper in order
to continue drawing. After a while, | drew the grass automatically without collecting a
new sample to look at. The process became replication rather than representation as

each piece of grasurfacedon thepage each one different, all the same (Figua.@).

Figure3.7 Fivemetre scrollRhizomatic Couch Grass (Charlston, 2649)

84The initial activities with couch grass proliferated into an assemblage of interconnected artwork
includng: grass knitting, grass stitching aaglideo with readingswhen did grass become a green
square? (Figures 1.1 and 1.2). Aldbe five-metre scroll drawingRhizomatic Coud@rasgFigure3.7)
anddrawings with collaged texGrass Blind2018)
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The artistbook drawing together (Charlston, 201gjthers eight drawings of plants
grown from supermarket fruit into a temporary structunegiled by glassinédropdowns
While thefragile joiningsand graphite smudges signal nmgimate encounterswith the
plants,the drawingsare detached from their processual becomiagd do not convey

the full experience of the sympoietic process (Figai®. However while it is important

to emphasiseco-dependence of plants and people throughout tbecreative process

| am not attempting to represent sympoiesis, but to enact it. The aim is to develop co
creative, ethical, nomexploitative and, where possible, ecologically situated practices

with plants and concurrently to investigate my changingtiehship with the plants.

Figure3.8 Page from the protoeartist-bookdrawing together (Charlston, 2015).

Most plants are in a continual symbiotic relationship with underground mycorrhizal
fungal filaments which form communication arichnsport networks between plant
roots in exchange for sugars synthesised by the plants. A complex, adaptive social
network is createdunder the ground when interconnecting fungal threads form in
symbiosis with plant roots(Gorzelak et al.,, 2015:1)Drawing plant roots as a

performative act led me to think about mycorrhizal connectivity and the 4wain
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analog. To draw the roots is a sharing of existence with the dark, hidden parts of the
plants, a kind of onteepistemological being as knowiriBarad, 2003:829)As | gently

pulled each planfree from loosened earth, the roots were mute, no mandrake shrieks,

no chthonic dread. | imagined that we made the drawings together, in harmony and with
Ydzidzc £ O2y OSYUGNI GA2Y>S | &a@8YLRASGAO WYI 1A

exploitative.

The pencil tip meets the paper at a sensitive curve-wast along one of the

thousands otindifferentiablerootlets at the base of the Herb Robert plant.
| hesitate, the pencil tip yet poised, merely tickling the sensitive curve.

A movement of the pencil will draaut the root from the depths of thpage not

place it on the surface.

A tiny movement down thpagewill stroke into existence the evdecreasing root

strand to the infinitesimal tip where left and right become one.

A tiny movement up thepage will begin a trace towards the indeterminate

convergence of root with stem where dark meets light.

Fragment(Charlston, May 2017)

While | wishemphasise the sharing aspect of sympoiesist least make transparent

the processes rad intentions of collective making,and not forgetting Haraway's
‘worlding-with in company'(2016:58) the joy of drawing on my own with a plant has
personalsignificance that is difficult to share with otheFor me, drawing plants means
close attention, validation of our shared time satisfying experience, offering benefits

of exploration, speculation and imagination aroundaeative processes. Nevertlasis,

| sensed a transgressive element in this exposure of the secret parts of the plants. | am
forced to admit that for the plants, the shared experience of being drawn may have been
violation, a tearing away and exposure, or possibly nothing at all. Sgtpart practice

with plants remains lively, adaptive and collective by working and thinking with, and

within, the absurdities ofhesecontradictory positions
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Making-with -plants and sunlight

Our attention now turns from the darkeeking roots of thelant to the striking contrast

of the lightloving leafy plant. Some years ago, | visited an imgpiexhibition of
seaweed cyanotypes in BathThey were made by Anna Atkins between 1843 and
18508 Cyanotype is a photographic printing technique whereby gghtsitive liquid is

LI AYGSR 2yi2 | &adz2NFIFOS (2 LINERJzOSThi¥a dzy LI
cyanotype process, which simply responds to sunlight has a renewed significance for me

in the context of sympoietic art practice with plants because of the process of
photosynthesis in which plants use energy from sunlight when they make glucdise. In
ALIANRG 2F & eoVALI2KACES ALO d#yYRSNIy2R 1 || &aSNASa 2
co-operationwith living plants growing in my garden. Seventeen of these cyanotypes,
worked on fragile 30gsm Chinese Wenzhou paper made from mutbark; came
together as the artworkVhen plants are included as participants, the sun, the wind and

the rain join inat Grosvenor Gallery, Manchester in November 2017.

The images were formed in two stages to recreate the layered depth of being among
plants and to empasise the situated coreation with plants. In the dark shed, | mixed
eqgual quantities of potassium ferricyanide and ferric ammonium citrate and painted the
liquid over strips of paper masked by scattered leaves. The spreading was uneven and
left pools ofdense medium. After a short drying time, | took the strips one by one into
the garden for the second stage of the process. It was a day ofrfaging clouds. |
clamped living stems of trailing passionflower, clematis or runner beans over the coated
paperswhich were then exposed to widdlown showers and spells of variable sunshine.
The unpredictable conditions commonly experienced by plants were not ideal for
making perfectly defined cyanotypes. Then the washing stage, as gatlen gusts of
wind tore & the paper and flung corrosive drops of rain, pitting the colours and
dissolving molten leaf shapes into blue. The completed sunprints retain marks which
reveal the fragility, delicacy and ephemeral qualities of the plants and the

impermanence of the contlons: irregular shapes, damaged paper, watermarks, flecks

8 Exhibted at the Bath Royal Literary and Scientific Institution. | have not been able to verify the date. |
believe these were made by Anna Atkins herself, but they may have been derivative.

8l vyl 1TG1AYaQ LAZ2YSSNRARY3I Oe& ! yeérphoiGgiaphdly illuSratel S SR F ¢
book:Photographs of British Algae: Cyanotype Impresgib843).

87{ §S BldodQAsetiesofJ A Yy i SR LI I yi aAifK2dz8G3Sa NBaLRyRAy3
plants in the Horniman's Gardens and Historic CabbectEdward Chell, July 2015.
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of dust and soil, blurred edges where leaves came in contact with the still damp
chemicals. The image on the left (FigBt8) shows the paper pinned to a washing line
during the washing stage. Bag washing, any colour which has not been fixed by
sunlight is removed to reveal white plant shapes. Normally, the paper would be

submerged or washed under a running tap, but this paper was too fragile. Instead, a fine

spray of water was allowed to ruro@n both surfaces.

Figure3.9 Seventeen cyanotypewhenplants are included as participants, the sun, the

wind and the rain join in (Charlston, 2017).

Left: Paperwashing Right: Grosvenor Gallery, Manchestiioyember2017)

There are naturgpbigments in plants which respond to sunlight, however, the changes
in colour are not permanent. Chlorophyll is a green photosensitive pigment in plant
leaves which captures sunlight for photosynthé8iBearing in mind that green grass
quickly turns yellw if the light is blocked, for example when a box is left on the lawn, |
experimented directly with green leaves and sunlight in a process similar to that used in
cyanotype. Surplus runndrean leaves were placed in the full sun with smaller leaves
or a wire meshon top. A Perspex sheet held the arrangement flat. Viethamese artist

Binh Danh reproduces detailed photographs on leaves with this process and preserves

88 Photosynthesis iprocessn the cells of green leavesu@ars are made from carbon dioxide and water
vapourusing energy from sunshine.

66



them for exhibition8® By contrast, my leaf prints were unpredictable and transitory. The
leaves became so fragile when they dried that they began to fall apagtie 3.1D

While it would be possible to apply preservative techniques, the ephemeral nature of
theworksituates\ & Ay GKS Y2YSyid yR SELINBaasSa (K
allowing sympoiesis to take precedenceEhese spontaneous techniques create less

plant decoherence than heavily controlled attempts at representation.

Figure3.10 Contact sunprits on runnerbean leaves

De-coherence effects of representatiaraesthetics, symbolism, spectacle

To emphasise thde-coherence effects gflant representations, Wwill take the extreme
example of artificial plantsA toxic plant decoherence is created whedrtificial plants
represent plants andppropriate the aesthetic value of living plants, in many cases,
creaing plastic waste in place of the contribution which tigi plants make to
environmental stability. Living plantsyen those confined to pots, are an essential part
of the ecosystemthey photosynthesise, lock away carbon in biomass, trap pollutants
and provide habitats for other organism&s long ago as 198@e NASA Clean Air Study
identified plant species which remove indoor pollutants detrimental to he&tfiwo of

these, chrysanthemumand snake plantremove the indoor air pollutants benzene,

B9EI YL S& 2F . AYK 51yKQa tSI T LINAyia Oly 0SS OASs!
http://binhdanh.com/Projects/AncestralAltars/AncestralAltars.ht(accessed 17.06.19).

% Available atttps://ntrs.nasa.gov/archive/nasa/casi.ntrs.nasa.qov/19930073077(adéessed

07.05.19).
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formaldehyde, xylene, toluene and ammonia. Needless to say, fake plants do not offer

these benefits but signal plant presence by mimicking living plants.

The prosepoem Three Daffodils (Charlston, 201&iticulates the shifting terrain in
which living plats jostle with plant artefacts for attentionA plastic daffodil, a
supermarket daffodil and a daffodil picked from my garden exhibit aspects of both
organism and artefact, both nature and culturéhe three daffodilsoccupy mobile

positions in a natureulture continuum(see pages 2+46).

Three daffodils in a vas®ne of them is not a real plant.

The artificial daffodil lasts 400 years. It does not attract insects, there are no pollen
allergens, no spillage, no danger from eating the poisonous plant. But the sun will
fade the colours, there is no touch or smell of a living plant, no flow of wader,

exchange of carbon dioxide with oxygen.

The supermarket daffodivas force-grown in artificial light and heat, fed with
growth hormones and fertilizers and cleansed with pesticides. In a sense it has been
manufactured but it carries out the same lifeopesses as any plant. Cell division

and life processes are not controlled by human agency.

| turned the third daffodil bulb in my hand and felt its papery skin. | dug into the
earth, placed the bullpressed the soil down firmly with my hand to Badhe bulb.
Later, | saw the leaves poking through the earth and watched them grow. | saw the
flower stem emerging, the bud forming and the flower openingun shining
through the yellow. This daffodilésnnected to the changing seasons, sunlight, soil.
And it is part of me. | chose to wattie daffodil ¢ | touched it, picked it, held it to

my face, and marvelled at it.
This is perhaps of no importance to the daffodil, but it is important to me.

From te proto-artist-book Three Daffodils (Charlston, 2017)

Despite the obvious divergence in organic constitutibie, daffodilsshare a decorative,
culturalfunction. While the supermarket daffodil is a living plant, it has been produced
as a commodity for e marketplace, making it a hybrid organism/artefact or, by
analogy naturalcultural The plastic daffodil is placed the cultural end of the nature

culture spectrum while my gardegrown daffodil is more natural. The poem expresses
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a mental struggle owemy preference for the intimacy of my own shared creation.
Reluctantly, | am forced to acknowledge that by placing this flower in a vase with a fake
flower, | break ecological connections and create new culturatateerence effects in

my relationship wih the plant. All of these intricacies, including my concerns about plant
de-coherence, become less relevant if all three daffodils are seen as naturecultures.
While the blurring of distinctions between nature and culture serves to undermine
hierarchical tiinking, thus moving on from normative thinking, | suggest that giving

attention to multiple, even conflicting, models can usefully inforrcoeativity.

While artificial plants might be an appropriate choice, for example, in the case of pollen
allergy, eah time an artificial plant is chosen as an aesthetic replacement for living
plants, ecological relationships are marginalisé@the proto-artist-book Reading the
Palm (Charlston, 201®xpresses my shock discovering two artificial palm trees on
Platform 10 at Piccadilly Station in Manchest#ne artificial palm trees represent living
palm trees and, througlshared cultural understandingoint to holidays, leisure and
sunny beaches, thus creating furthéamyers of plant decoherence.In the book,
multimodal cuesof colour, text, formatting, image, structure, andmagery work
together to encourage the reader to speculate and expand idéhs. structure, text
lay-out and colour allude to palm trees withoulirect imagery. When extended, the
articulated paper fronds partially obscure the text while hindering the closing of the
book, thus calling attentioto the textand simultaneously making reading more difficult

(Figure3.11, lef).

Thebookwork began with a performative interventiowhen | placed a paper palm tree
at the base of one of the artificial palmalongsidean apple core and cigarette ends
(Figure3.11, righ}. This actioprompted the automatic writingn the book(reproduced
in full below), whichblurts outthe sense of intrusion evoked by the artificial palm trees.
Compiling theartist-book Reading the Palnfed to further investigatiors of the de
coherence effects of fake planits art.
CSSt (GKS o0IFN] AdGQa NBIFf o6IFN] FNRY GKS NBI f
hacked off a live tree rough on the hands cutting into the palms and the fingers
bruised flung in a heap somewhere till someone picks up the pieces to glue strong
wood due will stick the bits of palm bark onto a wooden pole perhaps some nails

too do they wear gloves do they wear masks or get glue on their hands solvents in

their lungs do they get ill working with the glue and the palm bark do they get good
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pay live wellor do they suffer misery so that we can have fake palm trees on
platform 10 Piccadilly Station getting dirty grimy greasy till they get chucked away
with all the glue the palm tree bark and the wooden pole and the counterfeit leaves
the desiccated deseciad coconut palm on the platform not pointing to the beach
sand blue water fronds swaying against blue sky in the warm breezy sun but still
and dead on the hard platform no pulse no stream from root to leaf no living green
no gas exchange no growing no dyimurry past chuck a secret fa&gd in the tub

an apple core tickets please lost property lost palms the spray of leaves mimic the
fine columns with green painted capitals green Corinthian acanthus foliage is this
after all a piece of wit a surrealistjoe@Sy 'y NI AadQa AyidSNBSyli
read with humour or only tears who chose itore a budget bought it a budget for
plants for decoration for fun a fun budget spent forame not even something for

the homeless to lean against to dream agsito be sick against a sordid fake

shameful palm tree pointing to nowhere telling the story of the lives we lead.

Extract fronthe proto-artist-book Reading the PalrtCharlston, 2015)

Figure3.11 Left  Proto-artist-bookReading the Pal{Charlston, 2015)

Right Performativeintervention at Piccadilly Station (2015)

v oW

In terms of norlinguistic symbols, & & Y 0 2 f Aindposéddrt redQoppiedwhen
GKS@ |NB | LIINRPLINAFGSR T2N (KSbechlser ®ego NI y
happened to grown the war zoneThecultural association suppresses plant attributes,

thereby creating plant deoherence Poppy symbolism intensifieduring the WW1
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centenaryin 2014 as exemplified by a dramatic installation8&f0,000 ceamic poppies

at the Tower of London (FiguBel?). Blood Swept Lands and Seas of @®adil Cummins
and Tom Piper2014) was a crowqbulling spectacle which has been repeated in
different form$* at nineteen sites across the UK in a fgear tour since & first
showing?? The redness of the poppies creates a visual metaphor of flowing blood and
the work is emotionally charged with symbolic remembrance of war and sacvifigks

simultaneously (if unintentionally) raising the status of artificial plants.

Figure3.12 Blood Swept Lands and Seas of Rzdi{ Cummins and Tom Pip2014)%

This artwork may bring to mind the sight of red poppies growing in a field but the
symbolic reference to war competes strongly with poppies as plamta blatant
distortion of plantlife!l O2 YLI NRA a2y O2dzZ R ®dhilowér Rebdss A (i K

in which a hundred million porcelain seeds were exhibited at large exhibition spaces in

91 Two parts of the installationVeeping WindovandWave(Figure3.12), were selected for the tau

92 https://www.theguardian.com/artanddesign/2018/sep/07/poppiesculpturesinstallediondon
manchesterarmistice(accessed 05.02019).

% Photo credit Linda Nevilhcluded here by kind permission.

9 QOriginally, the audience walked among the seeds on the floor of the Tate Modern Turbine Hall, but
barriers were installed because of the risks of breathing ceramic Ausilable at:
https://www.theguardian.com/artanddesign/2010/0ct/15/tatenodernsunflowerseedsban (accessed
04.04.19).
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twelve cities between 20690135, They embody more naturalcultral significancein

this case the artist stresses indexical signs which point directly to the role of sunflowers,
GSAGSNY O2yadzyYSNRAAY YR YIFaa LINRPRdAzOGAZ2Y |
its way, eventually®®

When artists talk or write aboutheir workwith plants they use language (a symbolic

form of communicationjor discussionThis linguisticnput has the potential to support
eco-ethical intentions orconverselyto intensify the de-coherenceeffects of visual
representations Damien Hirst'surrent cherry blossom paintings, for exampbege an
awe-inspiring and uplifting reminder of plant beautidowever,Hirst downplays the

plants themselves in favour of symbolic cultural references: 'l Just thought: Oh my God

L 62YRSNJ AT L O2dz R 2dzad R2 OKSNNER of 23a:
celebration, and also the negative, the death side of thifigjs'.

Colourful fowerstempt artists to createartefacts of spectacular excess, visual feasts, a
dazzlingsensuous experience for the viewerthe unmistakable result of painstaking
contrivance by the artistMediated experiences of sensationalism, spectacle and ego
centric expression compete with unpretentious plant encounters in ecological contexts
thus creaing plant decoherence. If such works dominate the art scene exclusively, they

may damage coherent communication with plants. However, as part of a balanced
variety of approaches, spectacular artworks can contribute to an acceptance of
difference and divesity by setting up new, sometimes exciting relationships and
stimulating appreciation of the complex ways in which plants are experiefibedartist

and the audiencemust decide for each individual work whether it is exploitative, a
gimmick,a damagingsource of plant decoherence a celebration of beauty or a bearer

2F &ALISOATAO aAadyad C2N SEFYLIXSE /[ FYAEL [/
(Eye, Heart, Spleen, 2014 O2dzf R 6S YSNBf & Fdzy 2N I &l
CK2YLA2YQa Y2NLIK23ISySaia G(KSZIBEL) 2F LI GGS

9P21AYy3 5S02NRQa Sl NYyAy3IY WeKS aLISOGl Of ¢
FGalFrAYySR GKS (20l f(Debddd)BiDI1967K]:22)theDdpandsd @A | f

% The exhibitions are listed attww.aiweiveiseeds.com/exhibitions/lisbf-exhibitions(accessed
03/04/19).

% Ai Wei Wei's statement is quoted at:
www.aiweiweiseeds.com/abotdi-weiweissunflowerseeds(accessed 04.04.20)L

97 Quoted fromhttps://news.artnet.com/artworld/damienrhirst-cherry-blossompaintings1532110
(accessed 06.05.19).
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collective teamLat$ produce spectacular digital light and sound installations and virtual
landscapes which respond to movementHioating Flower Gardef2015), viewers are
immersed in suspended living flowers, conkedl to move away as they approach
(Figure3.10 @ | 2 S@OSNE GSFY[ 6 FALANB (2 Y2NB
sensationrseeking audience®A person will become integrated with a flower when they

look at a flower and the flower looks at them; perhagighis time, that person will truly

see the flower for the first time®®

Figure3.13  Floating Flower GardefteamLab, 2015)%°

'‘Flowers and | are of the same root, the Garden and | are one

Aesthetic stances adopted by artists presentclaallenge for sympoietic practice
becauseas we have seelhey act as a source of plant-@eherence with both positive
and negative consequences for plantman relationships. While art can, and often

does, support positive plant relationshif§§ aesthdic values in art may distort plast

98 hitps://www.teamlab.art (accessed 05.09.2018) See especifllyating Flower Gardemokyo 2015,
The Botanical Garden and Animals of Flowers, Symbiotic Lividsva Plant Museum, 2018 aAdForest
where God Live&yushu, 2018 also thgermanent exhibition Borderless at the Digital Art Museum, Tokyo
in which digital immersive artworks move rooms and intermingle.

9 Quoted from:https://www.teamlab.art/w/ffgarden (accessed 05.09.19).

100 Interactive kinetic installatiorat the National Museum of Emerging Science and Innovation, Tokyo,
Nowv-May 2015 andVIAISON&OBJHaris,September 2015The imagds from 'images for the media’
https//www.dropbox.com/sh/hz4lel15u3bsm1f/AACIKc6cImSvBIUoCWZzC0OnPa?dl=0&preview=Floating
+Flower+Garden 12 high.jpayailableat the teamLab websitehttps://www.teamlab.art/w/ffgarden
available afaccessed 19.02.19).

101 See for example Basia Irland's work (page 54)\irder ThymeJae Redman (page 60 Figure)3.5
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detrimentally. When representations of plants are used metaphorically or allegorically

AY FTNIX GKS LIXFydaQ yINNIGAGS | 3Syoe A3
references which may obscure plant signdlgeating plants as objects of art removes
ecological contexts by allowing humanist values such as harmony, symmetry and
balance to mediate aesthetic judgemen{Ryan, 2011:225, Brady, 2006)
Representations of plants often depict detached plafitsr create a simple impression

of plants as pleasing artistic objects this way the emphasis of the aesthetic experience

is displaced from living plants to the portrayal of plan@®ntradictionsin my own

drawing experiences are discussed on pade6¥®

Ryan (2011:234) proposes an alternative, situated aesthetic modehwigcessitates
proximity to living plantsand foregrounds senses of taste, smell and touch within a
complex ecosystem of responsive conditions and participafisis embodied
interaction through multisensory appreciatidiiRyan, 2011:22226, Brady, 2006:285)
offers a starting point fo cultivating aesthetic values for sympoietic ageeking
opportunities for collective and personal aesthetic relationships to develop, in which
mutual exchanges open the way for shared plant experiences. Beth Dempster's original
use of the term sympoiesis describes behaviour in a ‘collectively produaddptive'
system(Dempster, 2000)Evidence of cproduction and adaptability might therefore

be sought in sympoietic art. More specific to sympoietic practice is awareness of plant
agency and egalitarian, negxploitative ethical priorities. Additionally, an appreciation

of the complexities of plant deoherence adds an exploratory, imaginative dimension

to the aesthetic.

Direct aesthetic appreciation of plants already exists for many walkers, gardeners and
artists. Artistsgo further to find creative ways of sharitge intimacy of solitary
aesthetic communion with plants through literature and &&. While such
representations replace firdtand experiences for the viewer, they also enable a wide
appreciationof nature without excessive intrusion. To discourage-toism (with its
attendant litter, pollution from vehicles and destruction of sensitive habit#tsyyild

places are often mediated by expert photographers and narrators, whose professional

102 Seehttps://www.botanicalartandartists.com/botanicadrtistsin-the-uk.html (accessed 19.02.19)
103 For example,amantic landscape patings accentuate wild nature (Caspar David Friedrich) or
personal love of countryside (John Constable).

104 Bluebell woods in Scotland are said to be suffering damage from excessit@igsm
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/ukscotland48278121(accessed 17.05.19).
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gasps ofvonder convey aesthetic intensity experienced on behalf of ofe(Soper,
1995:29) While there is a risk that such mediations claim aesthetic privilege over the
presenceof plants, there is also a measure of risk to plants if too many people are
encouraged to seek direct aesthetic experiences. This resgaopbct attempts to find
a balance between these extremes. Sympoietic art practice necessitates proximity to
living dants and encourages collective participation. However, the scale of intrusion is
kept in check by ecethical requirements of forming noeaxploitative, egalitarian

relationships.

In the nextChapter plants burst into the foreground as | meet them on their own terms
when growingwith-plants becomes co-creative practice. Theo-agentialinteractions
with plants necessitate a close scrutiny of the ethical principles ofengioitative,

egalitarian pactice with plants.

105 Nature programmes (as well as nature writing and art) often go beyond aesthetic enjoyment to
deliver a powerful ecological message. For example, David Attenborough'sRlares Eath 11 (BBC1,
2016) encourages ecological awareness while Chris Packham builds his narrative around symbiotic
relationships in the serieSecrets of our Living Plan@&BC 2, 2012).
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CHAPTER

GROWINGNITHPLANTS

| have grown plants all my life, plants to harvest, to share, to enjoy in gardens, tubs and
pots, but, until now | have not grown plants as part of a sympoietic art practice. This
chapter interrogates familiar growing processes from the point of view ofaatist
seeking to probe the relational changes brought about by attempting to work co
creatively with plants. Of all the sympoietic relationships with plantg fbrming,
breaking and remaking of connections with the vegeialing growing processas the

most intimate, the most ambiguous in terms of shifting roles and the most demanding

of commitment and ethical responsibility.
Growing supermarket fruit

An incident at the outset of this research prompted a ldagn co-creative growing

project with allkinds of supermarket produce. At a group session, researchers shared
their research interests by means of an object. The object | brought to the session was
apink INF LISTNHzZA G FNRBY {lAyaodz2NEQA & dzZLISNXN I N.
Manchester at the beginning of my reseaydhe first plants | encountered were
supermarket fruit, oranges, melons, bananas, grapefruit lined up in rows opposite the
ready meals. Organisms or artefacts? Autopoietic systems or commodity? Dead or alive,

or osmething else? The pink grapefruit felt cool and substantial in my hand.

Later, in the group session, the pink grapefruit on the taideswaxy yellow tinged with

pink from the juicy flesh inside. | could see the little dots on the skin that contain

essetial oils. When | pressed my nail into the surface, a fine spurt dampened my finger.
After amoment,the sharp citrus smell permeated the air. | realised that | had come to

believe, tacitly, that the fruit with its barcoded sticker was sterile, the vitaure bred

out of it. The clean, shiny, uniform supermarket produce had become, for me, an

imitation of the real thingFigure 4.1).
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Figure4.1 The Objecta supermarkeigrapefruit.

Today, | recognise this commodification of the plant as an example of plant de
coherence on the supermarket shelhe grapefruit was grown for size, colour, flavour,

eye appealWonderinghow fruit, which holds the essence of life, could have become so
objectified, | pose the eosemioticquestion What interrelations are signalledThe
supermarket shelf stocked with imported goods for sale, is an indexical sign for
commodity(indexical signs are described pagel00). Commercial messages alienate

the fruit from the living plant which produced ithe indexical sign¢ K S| f 1 K& T2 2R
YSQs woO2t 2dNF @St Ay WGKS # Nk S Eai2 @FZ @I A NJ Y)
WLIS & G A OA RS sudthe plirdikselfand thé Hadd Ye@chiogt to cupthe heavy

fruit, have been forgotten.

L FA1SR GKS 3INRPdzLY WLA& (GKA& 3INIFLISTFNHAG |-
commented that only humans can assign purpose. Are plants, then, purposeless and
without value, unless a human decgl give them purpose? Others said the pips inside

were alive and purposeful, in line with the idea that reproduction, the continuation of

the species, is a purpose common to all Bt predetermined purpose precludes

agency because there are no ches¢ no influence. An indeterminate world is a
necessary condition for agency to operéBarad, 2003:820My interest in active plant

agency and its place in sympoietic art practicgimiated in these discussions and my

subsequent attempts to grow plants from the supermarket fruit.
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Back in the studio, | took the grapefruit apart piece by piece, the peel, the pith the skin
around each segment and then | ate the hundreds of tiny sachdtsffpink juice My
FLILINR LINR F GA2Y 2F |y W202S00Q T2NJ RAA&Odz:
grapefruit, consequently wanted to find out if life lingered in this seemingly passive
grapefruitobject. The pips were slippery against my naillasarefully picked at the

pointed ends and peeled back a sliver of the outer skin. | wrapped the pips in wet tissue
and placed them in a sealed bag near the-haiter tankto keep them warm and
damp1% Three days later, folding back the layers of tissupgual was astonished by

the vigorous certainty of sprouting roots and shobigure4.2).

Figure4.2 Left: Sproutingink grapefruitseed Right: The seedling two months later

Direct contact with the sprouting seeds was a compelgmgounter withfruit quite

different from eating it Ceoperation with the plantsas they grewgave me a sense of
achievement that seemed to be shared with the planfbe intimacy of growinghe
grapefruit pipsWii 2 3SGKSND OKI y3ISR Y& LISNOSLIAZ2Y
202S00 WIKAY3IQI Rrghicdmmodity th clleggadhOfantsdieseA 2 y @
not passive recipient®f my agency, they were vibrant, aatly living, growing and
responding in a way that was beyond my contiidiis protracted recognition of vitality

in the plants placed me in a shared world in which the supermarket fruit became present

as plants and as agenfsigure4.3).

106 After consulting YouTube instructions for growing citrus fruits
https://m.youtube.com/watch?v=xBFMQxAFX{aecessed 22.03.19).
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Figure4.3 'supermarket fruit became present as plants and as agents'

To further investigate growingith-plants, | nurtured lemon pips, oranges, avocados,
pomegranates and melon seeds. | became more perceptive and responsive to plant
signals, WNB I RAYy3IQ RIAf& OKIy3ISa drgoping ledves] A y 3
discolouing, shape anomalies, differential growth. Could these indicate too much or too
little water, light, warmth, humidity?Growing plants was a collaborative making
process, a careativeproduction both transitive and intransitivdl I NiBB® L I NR &
plant, the plant grows; we do the growing togetheiGrowth was detectablen myself

as wellg growing awareness, growing sensitivity to plant signs, growing connectivity.
Organism or artefact?

When the processes of growing and making merge and interchange in art practice the
rigid distinction between organism and artefact falls away, bringing to mind the
discussion of natureculturesn pages %6-47. It is easy to envisage organism antefact

as 'reciprocal becoming®lassumi, 2002:1:A1) when an artwork grows organicglto

become a patrtially living organic assembldBeleuze and Guattari, 2014 [1987]:24)

Less savhen plants arecommodifiedfor marketing.The® SO2 YA y 3  Odz G dzNJ €

can be aronslaught of cutting, killing, controlling and exploitative growing. Where is the
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reciprocity in monoculture, genetic modification and commaodification? This rhetorical

j dzZSaGA2y | LIS NB G2 & dagiiddt Ndimani fgrénny Lot v G &
paradoxically, in doing so demotes plants as passive and unable to help themselves.
Michael Pollan's daring speculations reverse the ‘helpless plants' narrative by suggesting
that plants might play on our desires to ensure thairvival, just as they play on bees'
desires to ensure pollination. Pollan imagines that our most selfish and exploitative
actions may push plant evolution in a direction which safeguards their future survival in

urbanised, managed environmeniBollan, 2003:xxxiv)

There is a sense in white growingof plants from supermarket fruit enacts a dynamic
switching between organism and artefaciransformation ofsupermarketfruit into

living plantsreversescommaodificationof plants but also retains a sense of artefact in
the new plants. By caring for a plant, | diminish the independence of the-ptgainism,

which naturally grows by itselfmakingit partially ‘'my' plant, my artefactHowever,
growing plants and making things are rarely presented as dynamically linked processes.
This section teases out some threads from a cluster of ideas around growing organisms
and making artefacts, including the implications of making (and breaking) conceptual

links between them.

{GSLKIFYAS . dzyy SELX 2NBa 6KIG akKsS OFtta wi
willow baskets(Bunn, 2014:163)explaining how the willow influences the way her
oFalsSia aAINRgd .dzyyQa O2yySOlA2Yy 6AGK gAf
is vital and can form new roots after itaat and woven. But makers who work with their

hands will be familiar with the way smlled inert materials guide actions and influence

the forms they makeIngold, 2010:xi, Crawford, 2011:98h Making is Connecting
(2011:220) Gauntlett describes the benefits of everyday creativity and how connections

and relationships with the material and social world are formed during joyful making.

However, he does nqiortray the developing relationship as organic growing.

Here is a contradiction: while the sharp distinction between organisms (essentially alive)
and artefacts (made by humans) is one aspect of the wider, thorny, natutere

division, attempts to mergconcepts of organism and artefact could, in turn, reinforce

other divisive narrativesThe becoming cultural of naturé A 3K | aaAxad GKS
I NG AT OGO dzl f Haran@y, POR:29%) VURIZNB OF LA GF € AT F GA2Y

(Braidotti, 2013:61) which sit alongsel commodification and exploitationAnya
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Gallaccio's work'preserve beauty(Figure4.4) and preserve cheerfulne's€l991) make

a spectacle of thousands of living flowers which are left to deldayvever, the flowers
are not sacrificed thoughtlesslBy exposing decaying flowemshich have been mass
produced for the marketplageGallaccio invites reflection on wastad misusein
consumer society which is normally hidden from public Vi€Gallaccio describes the
plants in her installations as a kind of readymade, thus theyirdemtionally depicted

as artefactsThe works are powerful comments on commaodification which turns ljving

growingplants into artefacts.

Figure4.4 Anya Gallado, 'Preserve Beauty1991/2003, © Anya Gallacct®®

Sympoietic growingcaring or exploitative?

Turning plants into artefacts may be more or less exploitative. The sale of millions of red

NEasa 2y =ltSyiayS$Qsa 5resx F RAaAGAYyOd OF

capture of the Fibonacci series from plants to form cultural structures.|diter may
amount to artifactualism but is not exploitative of plants. What are the ethical
implications ofmy co-creative growing? Is this artistic endeavour rexploitative,

egalitarian, ecologically situated¥hen examined diffractively through the @ethical

107 Further information may be found afttps://www.tate.org.uk/art/artworks/gallacciepreserve
beautyt11829(accessed 02.05.19).
108 All Rights Reserved, DACS/Armitage 209 resolution image shown here with permission.
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values which shape sympoietic practice, growwith-plants presents avariegated
pattern of relationships that might be expected of a diffractive readugscribed on
page3l). The joys oh caring nonexploitative relationkip areshaded in part by doubts
and questions which constitute the real world in which the practice is situated. A
relationship with plants is never complete, the final pinning down is always just out of
reach.The most cynical appraisal sees me growing plam#sciologically disconnected,
unnatural conditions.Colleagues were quick to point out that plants grown from
supermarket fruit are unlikely to bear fruit, suggesting that fuisle to grow plants with

no yield, or perhaps that a plant is purposelegsen unable to reproduce. The latter
suggestion, that the purpose of life is to reproducenibne withAristotle who held that

life forms flourish only in as much as their capabilities are #f8ince plant capabilities
are said to be limited to 'low' activities of growing and reproduction, they remain
unfulfilled if they do not reproduceBy these interpretations, growing supermarket fruit

is exploitative and ecologically disruptive, consequeth unsound form of caring in
terms of sympoiesis. The plants are dominated like caged birds, pets pampered for my
satisfaction and researclBut what if plant capabilities were to include the capacity to
sharetheir growingor the capacity to be represéed? The assessmenf co-creativity
again switches in a positive directidlly growing projectan be understood as a form

of exchange, a symbiosis, perhaps a mutual agency whehesbgommodified fruit is
recontextualised to a less than perfect but alkss disconnected ecology where
continued life and growth is encouraged. | offered continuing life to these plants; the

plants gave me joy and changed my attitude towards supermarket fruit.

Intellectual understanding gained through the intimacy of artisenseexperience is
cumulative and capable of generating alternative viewpoints to normative rhetoric. |
was alarmed when the pomegranate plants began to wilt, and the leaves turned brown.
When the leaves dropped, the plants seemed to be dying. Howeeev,leaves began

to grow, signalling that pomegranates are decidudtis his is not new knowledge, but

it is understanding learned througkerformingthe mutual, lived experience of growing
together with the plants (Figure %. A Google search would have provided this

information, but it would not have had the same bearing on my relationship with plants.

109 professor Monte Johnson, UC San Diego explains the purpose of life according to Amistotle

lecture. Available atittps://m.youtube.com/watch?v=sQkedmQjE(accessed 29.04.19).

10 The'indexical'sign is physically connected or linked by association to its referent (e.g. a yellowing leaf
can be an indexical sign of autumn).
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| am suggesting that a special mutuality emerges from arnagired sympoietic
relationship, which is equipped to engage it G 2 R @ Qa SO02ft 23 A Ol

alarmist nor exploitative.

Figure 45 'When the leaves dropped, | thought the plants were dead'

A caring sympoietic relationship is characterised by exchange, give andrakiple
interpretations,losses and gains for all participantsie struggle to find sympoietic ways

of working with plants takes place in the light of these deeply ambiguous implications
of caring The sympoietic artiss required tothink again about bw to approach plants

and how to care for them and about them, and then to continue thinking beyond simple
solutions(Puig de la Bellacasa, 2017:Loc 3558)

Intuitively, | reach out to touch the new leaves of the fruit plaims gesture of caring
The mango leaves are stiff ancgxy, while the pomegranate leaves are a similar shape
but small, soft and flimsyl'ouch is unequivocally reciprocal, | touch the plant, the plant
also physically touches miét In spite of this | cannotknowif plants are aware of being
touched, talked to or thought about. My touch may be offensive to the plamd
intrusive on their silence Chamovitz concludes that plants do not like being touched
becauseexperiments reveal that touching the leaves has #itect of inhibiting growth
(Chamovitz, 2012:780). However the assmption that growth inhibition is bad for the

plant plays into the nedarwinian focus on competition ovep-operation'*? Touching

111But see Barad's discussion on the impossibility of touching (Barad 2013).
112 As an alternative to competition, Lynn Margutiroposed that caperation drives the process of
evolution. Availabléttps://www.pnas.org/content/109/4/1022(accessed 23.03.19).
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alsoprompts a tendril to coil and a root to grow around obstacles in the soil. Moreover,
the slowing of growtttouldbe a sign that plants cooperate over the occupation of space

rather than competing aggressively to grab the biggest share.

There is a sense which the mango leaves invite me to touch théRigure 46). In order

to work cocreatively with plants it is1ecessary to accept the possibility of agential
activity on the part of the plantt would be impossible to coreate equitably with plants
if, at the same time, | considered them passive amchpable of actively influencing my
actions.As a form of production, growing plants is undeniablycoeative, a joint
enterprise, with some of the work being done by the plant itself. Thus, growitig

plants strongly supports the possibility of agency and self on the part of plants.

Figure 46 'There is a sense in which the mango leaves invite me to touch.them

Plants as persons:gency and self of a plant

Coagential creativity that is, acceptance of plants as agential partners, requires
fundamental changes to cultural norms and presuppositidriee recognition of non
human agency is an essential turn from anthropocentrism towards a wider world view
whichweakens humarmxceptionalismAt this point it is helpful to stand back from the
intimacy of dayto-day caring for plants to interrogate the implicationsagfencyand

selfin their growing processes.
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Historically, only humans have been deemed capable of acting wéhtional agency.

Thus, if a nettle stings my hand, it must be that | touched it. The agency of my movement
takes priority over the agency of the sting, distorted by a human bias towards the value

of movement(Mancuso and Viola, 2015:149, Trewavas, 201583 Ky { { dz NJi
definition of nature marks this distinction in the conceptual separation of humans from
0KS NBalG 2 hatureKrBeans, hdlkverthing’whieldhappens, but only what
GF1S8a LI OS gAlK2dzi GKS | 3SyOez 2N gAGK2c
(Mill, 1904 (1874):9p ¢ KS [jdz2GS aAYLIX ATASaAa aAffQa LR
emphasis Mill places on the special human agyamhich separates humans from nature.
Furthermore, humanist theories and Marxist materialism perpetuate a huosriric

position which does not recognise material ageigyPickering, 2001:172)Nealon

reminds us that Heidegger also confines agency to a human capacity forfaorichg

while animals and plants instinctively or helplessly mgpto given conditiongNealon,

2016:42) These historically embeéed starting points, in which humans are seen to
dominate the world through exceptional agency, work against the possibility of plants

acting as agential partners in art practice.

In living organismsgrowth does not come about through conscioagency, even in
humans. In our bodies, cells increase incrementally by division and expand in size
without us knowing. The theory of autopoiesis proposes that the process of autonomous
WASET 2NBFYyAalF A2y Q X'aphgska syfefif aiit@poiétit, 5 A O
t A Q(Mafuia@ia and Varela, 1980 [1972]-8&2). While autopoiesis places all life on a

more equal footing, l agreewithHag I @ (G KIF G Wy 2(3dKAy3 YI{1Sa A
that all organisms (including humans) owe their existence to the ones that went before

and the ones that nurture them, it is evident that autopoiesis is only possible within the
context of wider sympoiesidNonethelessit is significant for the present research that
autopoietic WA-SNH I yAal GA2YyQ Sy dl At & G-&Sncylddil aA oA

relationality, at the heart of life processes.

113 Alfred Gell takes a humanist view of agency in art, proposingctodpatient analogy whereby the
FOGAGS 3Syd Aa GKS GSYLRNINE WR200G2ND | OGAy3 2y
O0DStfX Mppyv® 2KSYy FLIIXASR (2 LIlFydaxs DStfQa T2NJ
giventhe2 LILI2 Nlidzy A& G2 WIOG oF O1Q draays Al ak d2Fl yD S it FONTi
relevant to this research. Gell draws on the semiotics of C S Peirce, thus his terminology coincides with
ecosemiotics.
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The question of othethan-K dzY' I y W& St @S algect KflredentdaSchafionink S &
relation to animalgKohn, 2013:73,114, Abram, 2010, Haraway, 2008)vever, less
attention has been given to plant selvE4.Historically, plants have been considered
selflessi®®Yet, in his search for 'the minimal self', Rupert Glasgow is not alone in tacitly
LINBadzYAy3a LI Fyid &aStFK22RY esUfotdhs sakd S3ha OSH
collective self, i.e. for the wellbeing of the plant as a whole' (2017:266). Later he states
WX LXFyda KIFE@S |faz2 oSSy -sdfigcanynatio thetebyd S  LJ;
enabling self to avoid competing with self for scalkt® & 2 dZRID7S3E2dnGre 913)16

Glasgow is referring to the way plant roots proliferate in the presesfason-self roots

but proliferate less if they encounter their own roots. Whether or not the Darwinian
explanation involving competition for resources is accepted, there is a distinct indication

of choice (to grow or not to grow) which makes space for agen operate.

Making use of anthropomorphism speculativellge artwork Thoughts on the Self of a
Plant (Charlston, 201% @A G f AASa Dfl a326Ua BRNRAEZ
RAAONAYAYIFGAZ2Y Q> o6& | G0GNROdzi Ay 3four fadts | y (i K
grown from the seeds of supermarket fruit is accompanied by a short text which brings
attention to implications of ownership and claims of selfhood for the plants by posing
RAFFSNBY(d OASga (GKS LIIyd Ywe: KIFE@GS 2F Al

'SHE GREW ME | BELONG TO HER'

' GREW MYSELF; | BELONG TO MYSELF'

' GREW, | BELONG TOOQIIE'

' GREW MYSELF but THERE IS NO I

The plants are unremarkable in terms of aesthetic attraction. The downplaying of plant
appeal in the artwork concedes space floe short texts and thoughtfuhteraction with
the audience thus adding a readerly dimension to the wdgkkgure4.7). In thiswork, |

do not pursue the wellersed point that we should love plants because they are

114But seePlants as Persons: A PhilosophBotany(Hall, 2011).

115 A review of vegetable 'psukhe’ (soul) from early Greek thought, through to Heidegger and Derrida
can be found ifNealon (2016).

116 The page numbers refer to the PDF version available on Academia.
https://www.academia.edu/33618646/The Minimal Sédiccessed 05.05.19).

17Thoughts on the self of@ant (Charlston, 2017yas shown at the Grosvenor Gallery in Manchester,
November 201AndRighton Open Spac®MU from Dec 2017. A fifth plant was added in May 2018
with a caption that acknowledges our-coeative entanglement: WE DID THE GROWING TOGETHER.
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beautiful, rather that plants share the paradox of detachment and dependency with us

which places them beyond ownership.

Figured.7 Discussing houghts on thé&elf of a Plant (Charlston, 2017).

The temporary personification of these plants prompted further questions about
growing supermarket fruit. Does the dependence imposed on the plants cast doubt on
GKSANRAWEOU R 2 y-2NBIHWR & W& B2 ¥ eic grov@ngtagethér & Y LJ2
encroach on the 'self' of plants? These are not questions tarnmvered butposing

them brings attention to the complexity of the plaattist relationship.In forming ce

agential alliances when growirgith-plants, the emphasis cinges from setriven will

to live to collective desire for collective symbiosis. This adjustment allows me to imagine
briefly that collective desire to live may have prompted me to help the grapefruit grow.

Or that, in its desire to live, the grapefruiebame an agent of change capable of

influencing my actions.

The idea of individual plant selves is not new to artistdate 18' centuryWestern art

portraits and poems about individual trees were fashionabfSpecimen oak trees for

118 Christiana Payne's survey of prints and drawings of culturally celebrated trees in the King's
Topographical Collecticat the British Libraryhttps://www.bl.uk/picturing-places/articles/remarkable
trees?utm_source=newsletter&utm medium=email&utm term=blog 1 button&utm campaign=enews
letter+August+2018accessed 23.06.19)
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example were celebrated for their size, longevity, strength and beauty. They achieved

special cultural significance when these characteristics were anthropomorphised in art

YR fAGSNI GdzZNBE a y26tSs alF ONBR 2N Wyl (A:
WeKS hk§ REBNBRG Ay GKS Oflaa 2F RSOARdz2dza
no one who is a lover of his country, but in addition to the pleasure which he has in

contemplating this noble plant, must feel his heart glow on reflecting, that fropraduce

springs the British Navy..William Gilpin Remarks on Forest Scené¢ty91}!°

By contrast, contemporary photartist Frederik Busch brings attention to plesglves

by attributing names and thoughts to plants in his seridsotographs of German
Business Plantg® His captions expressing each plant's mood to match apparent
anthropomorphic gestures, for example, of surprise or timidity, are endearing and
humorous. While anthropomorphising plants may help me to identify with plants, it also
acts as a source of plamte-coherence. Anthropomorphism igroblematic for the
sympoietic artistgrower because it has the potential tdbscure plants' vegetal nature,
wider relationality, ecological situatedness and agential potential. However, as
discussedon pages 36-37, | am mt arguing against all anthropomorphism but
advocating that serious attention is given to the reasonsfuplyingit, and the possible

interpretationsin each case.

The new materialistinderstandingof agencyabandons the prevailing view that agency

is confined to human intentional acts imposed on matter, thueviding theoretical
foundationsfor endorsing plants as agentiathtive partners in art practicéCoole and
Frost, 2010:10)'Agential realisris described by Barad as mutual inietion, mutual
response Therefore agency is not a possession, but construed as a relational process,
an enactment rather than a work of human intentig@olphijn and van er Tuin,
2012:54, Barad, 2003:818) Distributive agency, in which a single subject is not
identified as the source of an effe¢Bennett, 2010:21, 28)provides a frame of

reference for mutual agency in plahuman relationality in sympoietic practice.

Seedlings seem to express an agential will to live when they sprout and grow. Figure 4.8

showsa series o$ketches of a sprouting avocado on four consecutive days after turning

119 Quoted byChristiana Payne. See footnotegL1

120 Featured in theBritish Journal of Photographjuly 2018.

1211n Barad's agential realist account of materiality, all matter is considered as actively agential in the
process of the world's becoming. This in&etivity is performative (Barad, 2003).
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the seed 90 degreem a quastscientificart invegigation. The stem growth changg
direction, vigorously and intentionally pursuitige lightdirectly aboveSuch teleonomy
or apparent purposefulness may be illusofhe theory of autopoiesidpr example,
RA&LISyaSa ¢A0K -dhdddeial éf BeQprosegsedintspdiesisr&erst
only to its own selorganisation without any motivating preconditisnor stimuli

(Maturana and Varela, 1980 [1972]:85)

<

Figured.8 Setches of a sprouting avocado on four consecutive days after turning the

seed 9degreesanticlockwise.

While it is a small step from autopoiesis to say that life is produced through its own
agency, some writers take the idea furthdhose quoted below inThe Final Breath
(Charlston, 2016have interpreted the apparent will to livé & WRS&AANBQZ
anthropomorphic, butmore empowering for plants and tolerant of intrinsic agential
capability. The sentiments in the poem signal a departure from theories of exceptional
human agency and propose 'agency by desire' as the sourceldéaNMoreover, the
proposition that a desire to live is capable of actively bringing life into being implies
internal desire and autonomous individual existentée poetic musings it KS CA y I f
NEIFNR &S FTNRY Y& y2iNRaARSySy® lyR oeNIIABRIF K
{ OKdzYF OKSNJ / 2f £ S3S Ay ! [LRWMeber emwstleExister@® 0 &

221 1 G KS NBa ARS yAIRAHAY SFphdahaEhSr Cije, Dartington 28¢29" April 20186,
Andreas Weber described his personal and poetic vision of interconnectedness through subjective
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of organisms as a visible realisation of the desire to(lWeber, 2016:28)implying that

a physical organism is produced by its own active desire.

Ly GKS Y2NYyAy3a ! yRNBlIa& 2S6SNJ alAR
W ff O0SAFIBSBKYNPILKSKAOK Aa GKSANI 60SO2YA
O02YS AyiG2 06SAy3I (GKNRdAAK | RSS&MI RSAANB F2NJ

L FNRBoYSR |yR R2dz (SR
odzi L (1SLIW GKS (K2dZAaAK{G®

Ly GKS I FiGSNyz22y YIFINBY .FNIR alAR

Ey?

Wal GGSN) TSAUAXISARYIRNSEEANB A 6SHNYya YR N
L 62yRSNBR
YR L (1SLI GKS (K2dAKGIH®

Ly GKS S@SyAy3a {lFGAaK YdzYl NJ al AR

WATS ONBIGKSad [APAYI GKAyIa &8SENYy F2NJ 21

197

L (K2dAKG +Fo2dzi Al®

S RSSL) yA3aKG atSSLIL alg otk O] O2Ff=Z
S NBFFIawtay 2 FSNya yR Y2aasa
YAftA2ya 2F &SI NA dzy RSNHNRdzyRX &SiG adAaft

SySNEeé 3IAgSy G2 GKS 021tz KSIGo

L FStdG GKS O21f fSIFLI 6A0K RSaANB F2NJ NBy S|
L &al¢g GKS o0dzZNAG 2F FtlFYSo
¢tKS FTAYLE ONBFIK®

C NEIRLONBt(INTOA23ATK S CAYyFf . NBFGK o/ KI N

TimIngold criticises the logic of causation implied if hunaation is seen to be directed

towards a passive recipiefingold, 2013:96)Howeverhe sees no reason for extending

experience. Weber was a student of Francisco Varela who, in 197@uieded the theory of
autopoiesis as a distinguishifactor of living systems.
B52f LIKA2Y | yRNABHY n RSNI ¢ dzA y
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agencybeyond the humarbut would rather deny agency to humans and reformulate

the terminologyp Ly d2f R LINRPLI2&aSa WO2NNBt I A2y Q |
word agency altogethe(lngold, 2013, 2010:8%42 KA f S Ly 32t RQa dza$s
WO2ZNNWNEBHIQ adz00SaaFdzZ fé& F@2ARAE GKS KAAG2NR
OFLff F2NJ SGKAOIFIf O2yaARSNIidGA2Yya Ay GKS &
model. The possibility of plant agency introduces multiple accountabilities totjme
asresearchL ¥ | LJX I yd A& RSSYSR (G2 KIFI @S 062NJ oS
rights of plants become more pressifidall, 2011, Marder, 2013%°

The concept of agency is the grit in the oyster, the irritant that keeps the discourse alive.
Each new way of expressing relationality adds complexity and enngiderstanding,
providing the conditions for emergent ideas. Sympoietic practice is committed to plant
agency in this careative interpretationgffectively deobjectifying plants, thus bringing
them into the frame for ethical consideratiofhe acceptancef mutual agency is a
starting point for dialogue regarding the position of plants in contemporary art practice,

particularly in its cecreative endeavours.

The artistbook Matters of Agency (Charlston, 201Tists ninety ways in which plants
might be cmsidered as agentially activé-igure4.9). In compiling this leporello of
spaced phrases | was aware of calling a halt to an indeterminate sequence of
possibilities. When displayed fully extended, the book may also convey immensity to the
reader who mustvalk six metres in order teeadthe complete listlt is not a question

of proving or falsifying plant agency, rathdyy entertaining the possibility of plant
agency, we acknowledge plants ashabitants and active members of our collective.

Including pants in the notion of 'we' is a step on the way to more symbiotic fufidfe

4 y32f R faz2z adza3sada wisSttQ Ay LXFOS 2F | NI A Od
interaction and 'material flow' in place of embodiment.

1251n April 2008 the EthicSommitteeon NonHuman Biotechnology (ECNH) in Switzerland discussed

the moral consideration of plants for their own sakips://www.ekah.admin.ch/inhalte/ekah
dateien/dokumentation/publikationen/eBroschureWurde-Pflanze2008.pdf(accessed 2%0.19).

128 |mplications of the term 'we' are discussed in the exhibition catalogue &dsayVe of 'We'":

Rethinking Back to th@arden(SNAEBJORNSDOTTIR, B. & WILSON, V.a2@dlbleat
https://snaebjornsdottirwilson.com/publications/writingby-the-artists/ (accessed 19.10.19)
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Figured.9 Artist-book, Matters of Agency (Charlston, 2017).

This section has moved from the plants on a window ledge to thinking about implications
of self, agency and ownership growing processes through poetry and making books.
Growingwith-plants as an enactment ofon-exploitative, sympoietic art practice
unearthed many unresolvable questions but also generated creative contexdsifirc
speculationWhen the intense planartist relationship of growingvith-plants begins to
give way to a plangardener relationship, sympoietiethical intentions can be carried
through to everyday experiences. In the nelxaipter, walkingwith-plantsactivatesnew
research questionthus extending sympoietiart practice as grovocativeinstrument

of enquiry.
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CHAPTER

WALKINGNITHPLANTS

To walk with plants is to live time differently, beyond cltigle. My sense of time

melts away and merges with platitne. The pace of time is in stepping, pausing, in

GKS L IFydaQ AyaONMzil ot S A ytBdetBeh flgagea 3= A Y
smudges of my presence in the place, a footprint, a fingerprint, marks, sounds. The

plants daub their residues onto me and grow into my headademtially,

sympoietically, we stretch moments, visit the past, contemplate boundlessness.

When moving through, alongside, between and towards plants for a sustained
length of time, the sounds, smells, shapes and colours settle into familiarity. The
subjectobject relationship is destabilised, the objectified plant disappears, and

thinking-with-plants begins to happen

Fragment (Charlston, 2017)

This chapter examines my connectivity with plants during performati/eacts of
walkingwith-plants, coupled with ecosemiotic questioning. Walkimigh-plants, in its
many different forms, favours ontepistemological beingsknowing?® My dérives,
gigong walking and pladed walks unfold as largely nantrusive, nonexploitative,
ecologically situated and ethically contemplated offerings to plants, which are
simultaneously nourishing, empathetic atfbught provoking. Walking can be a mutual
letting-be: '...letting other than humans be, a kind of conscious neglect, is also part of
the task of care(Puig de la Bellacasa, 2017:Loc 258he physical act of walking with
apparently static plants becomes hypnotic when breathatjusts to the sound and

rhythm of regular pacing. However, as | will show, walkuiitp-plants can also be a

127 n'posthuman performativity interactive events between humans, nbmmans and materials, are
considered to be cagential performative acts (Barad 2007:136).

128 Barad's termonto-epistemologyasserts the cexistence obeing and knowing. 'Ontepistemology
¢ the study of practices of knowing in being' (Barad, 2003-881).
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source of plant deoherence, particularly when cultural preconceptions interfere with

the reception of plant signals.
Walking art

Historically, walking art has been characterised by a solitary, sensory merging with
flyRaOILISd | SYNBSYyERANRS ladzAzd/ i SNRFHEQ Ay i SNE
almost obsessive adulation of wild nature. He starts his treatfs¢king

WL ¢ Apaak a Word for Nature, for absolute freedom and wildness, as contrasted with
freedom and culture merely civg to regard man as an inhabitant, or part and parcel of
bl GdzNB>X NI 0 KSNJ ( K(Thoreau, 1862:2)0 SNJ 2F &a20ASideQ

and later:

WXal dzy G SNAYy3 G(KNRdzZAK (KS 622Ra YR 20SNI (KS
Sy3r3asSySyidiaQ omMycHYcUL®
With these declarations, Thoreau makes a divisive split, cutting culture from nature to
keep nature pure and wild, for himself. This is an opportunity to stress that the
posthuman shift away from anthropocentrism does not deny or reject humans and
human culture as Thoreau seems to. The concept of a natultere continuum views
nature and culire as deeply entangled and intdependent and seeks
acknowledgement of this. My sympoietic practice with plants is not an escape from
LIS2LX S WFNBS FNRY [ttt g2NIRfe Sy3alIaASYSyi:

Solitary walking art has has oftezentred around the male eg? Rebecca Solnit
includes some women in her history of walkiffghut indicates that the walking art of

many women has been suppressed in the g&sitinit, 2001:245)n 2015, walking artists

Amy Sharrocks and Clare Qualmann were so incensed when a talk on walking art at the
V&A made no mention of female artist¥, that they initiated the Walking Women
project’®2Qu- f YI yyQa Lzt A0 gl f1az 6KAOK AydSNN

129 Kathleen Jamie captures the male eg@ihone Enraptured Malgondon Review of Books Vol. 30 No
5, 6 March 2008:227), her review of Wild Places by Robert Macfarlane (Granta, 2007)
https://www.Irb.co.uk/v30/n05/kathleenrjamie/alone-enrapturedmale (accessed 06.04.19).

130 For example Virginia Wodittps://www.bl.uk/collection-items/streethauntingan-essayoy-virginia
woolf (accessed 17.05.18).

131 The talk by Will Self and lain Sinclair, September Z8Xfiscusseadt: https://www.a-
n.co.uk/news/walkineprt-andwomerntits-infuriating-to-be-invisible/ (accessed 04.03.19)

132 A conversation thread in the Walking Artists Network features walking with nonhumans. While the
examples discussed are animals, similar techniques can be applied to pleaitsble at
http://www.walkingartistsnetwork.org/followinganimalsartistsand-research/(accessed 04.03.19).
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live art performances and starting points for further artwork such as the publication
Ways to Wander: 54 ways to take a wéhind and Qualmann, 2015pualmann joins

other women walking artists who have introduced new etants into walking art>?

The walking dérive is associated with city wallandrelated to privilege of movement.
Traditionally a masculine pursuit, it is tinged with the casual arrogance of the voyeuristic

WT f N Sedzbid his is why Qualmannidéhth S& KSNJ g RENK DSIQNTL 2
is keen to distance herself from these associatiBR8By contrast, | have selectively

embraced aspects of the dérive to explore the city environment.
Walking quests with plantsthe city dérive

For plantled walks in urban settings, | developed a walking methodology informed by

the dériveto discover how plants are experienced in everyday life in, tioeme,
unfamiliar city environment of Manchester was inspiredby the idea ofa dérive or
randomly motivated walk, which offered flexibility to respond to discoveri€sly

Debord placed the dérive within the methodology of psychogeography, conceived as a
senseof beinglrawnA y (2 RA&AO02OSNI Wdzy AGASEa 2F | YOA!
terraiy” & (Qebord, 1958§¢ 5 S0 2 NRQa Skl 8 &S NBESI aAy 3
psychogeographical findings. Although chance is important, a dérive stroll is not aimless,
rather a conscious opening up to attractions and meetings, a way of encouraging

dzy dza dzb £ 8 E LIS NAcBnst@ive behaizNI bt | & F dzt

The act of walking provided me with time and space to think, relinquish control and
allow random thoughts and speculations to spin off in new trajectories or clump
together to form loose structures of gathered clippings, scribblings, books, sound
recordings or other art outcomes. At times | was overwhelmed by uneasy doubts and
ontological uncertainty in the dystopic emptiness of the city while on other occasions |

was energised by the thrilling plant presence.

133 For example, Deirdre Heddon (group performance), Simone Kenyon (collaboration and dance) and
Janet Cardiff (audio walking).

1341n hisessayThe Painter of Modern Li{@¢863), Baudelaire introduced the flaneur as a man of leisure,
aconnoisseur of the street, an idle saunterer.

135 www.clarequalmann.co.uk/About.htnfaccessed 20.108).

136 Guy Debord (1931994), Marxist theorist and founding member of tBéuationist International
movement which played a role in the Paris uprising in 189&&ordwas influenced by Roland Barthes,

K2 O2AYSR (GKS LIKNI}I &S Wwaz0ASie 2F GKS aLISOoal Of SQ
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| undertook a series of plas#éd walkirg dérives in the streets of Manchester, allowing
time for plants to impinge and to influence the direction of walkighen my research

took a more personal, ethnographic turn, plants came into focus as individuals with their
own lively narrative agenc¥ach dérive had a distinctive flavour as | moved through the
plant-deficient space, and each one provoked creative responses and questions. As |
became more open to the attractions of plants, | set up playful instructions for the
dérives (Appendix 1). Fokample, Dérive 1in a walk from X to y take two turnings away
from the final destination. Continue to take turnings away from the final destination until
the sight of a plant makes you happyesponding to the dérive instructions was a

challenging experience, evoked in the adigtok A Turning Dériv@-igure5.1).

| left Piccadilly Station from the other entrance and took two turnings in the opposite
direction to my finaldestination. The first turning curved away from the

thoroughfare where occasional trees had given a sense of spring.

There were roadworks, barriers and cones. Two men were coming towards me. |
crossed over. A van was approaching from behind and slowiwg.dayuickened

my step. This was the hostile city | feared.

Another corner, another narrow road, plants growing in the cracks and corners,

green algae forming on the pavement

At the next turn, a giant mural of joyful plants and birds, and beneath libwel

flowering ragwort as if in response.
A comingtogether of nature and culture.

Extracts from the artisbook, A TurningDérive (Charlston, 2015)
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Figureb.1 Images from the artisbook, A Turning Dérive (Charlston, 2015).

Walking practice enriched both my receptivity to plaetated signs in the city and my
empathy for the urban environment. However, psychogeographic searchings of the
urban environment are particularly concerned with commodity and consumption.
During dérie walks | was bombarded with evidence of plant-abderence:
appropriation of plants for decoration, foodlothing, cosmetics, furniture, fuel and for
enjoyment and welbeing plants used as symbols of love, death or celebrafidrere

were also processkplants: coffee, wine, tedyreadingarishh R@S NI A ASYSy (i a o
gL NyAy3da |o02dzi GKS Oz2yadzyLliazy 27F walLlsSo
representations and distortions of planige with the attempt to articulate thoughtfully.

Martin HughesGames of the BBC Springwatch series voices his misgatogs virtual
experiences of naturé WX gS KI @S ONBIGSR | F2NX 2F S
F2N) O2yaSNBIGA2YyT | dzi2LALY 62 NYlenvisaged G 0 $
Debord nodling grimly from thepages of Society of the Spectacl010 [1967])

5502 NRQa ¢ Npohngdbaszbetviednedplaithition and global warming

(Klein, 2014:157, Demos, 2017:58lagging the serious consequences of plant

137 Quoted in a Guardian article (Howard, 2015) Available at:
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2015/oct/30/autumnwatcistyle-wildlife-programmes
dont-help-conservationsayspresenter(accessed 23.04.19).
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commodification.While commaodification of plants is a concern, collecting examples of
negative human impact skimmed the surface of a complex situation and prompted a
Y2NYf AdAy3 G2yS Ay Yeé NFB xRitalsidR0O08[1973]BH NR Q &
did not correspond fully with my broader investigation into multiple influences and the
relationships of plants and people. Positive encounters with plants were easily obscured,
and moments of wonder and surprise devalued. Malantist-books alerted me @ the
negativity of looking for signs of division. These books remained static while books
initiated by positive encounters grew over time and provoked wigleging responses.

The ethic of domination which allows exploitation of plants is ingrained inNestern

belief in exceptional human agency, but in order to move to a more affirmative position

it is necessary to shift human activities from centre stage and listen to other voices.

It is useful to turn to Jesper Hoffmeyamho draws on Gregory Bateson (1972) to
develop the idea that language is only one of many methods of communication.

| 2FFTYSeSNHa SYLKIara 2F waSYA2GA0 FTNBSR2
interpretatona | YR Ay Of dzRS&a Iy | OOSLIiI yOS 2F YA:
fAaGSY KIF@S RAFFAOdzZ (& A(offnieger, MR6AI0)THK I G
difficulty of hearing what plants have to say is intensified when walking in the city, which

| 2 FFYS@SNI OASsa | a Wl (1995448 A acichpatdh biAs@ns A O Y
characteristic of deoherence, is produced when humans respond to readings and
misreadings of their surroundings. Stumbling ofteappens when walking in the urban

environment.
Ecosemiotics in artistic fieldwork with plants

Although dérive methods allowed opended discoverieshe broadening of scope to
encompass complex plant relationality urban and rural contexts as well as domestic
and artistic scenariosequiredaresearch tool fointerpreting plant encounters situ.
Ecosemiotic enquiryMaran and Kull, 2014¥ provides interpretive flexibility for
understanding nodinguistic signs which surround plantsincluding cultural

associations

138 Ecosemiotics has been developed largely at the University of Tartu in Estonia since it was established
in 1998 by Winfried N6th and Kalevi Kull. The history and formal analytical capabilities of ecosemiotics
are described in Maran's overviedyvo Decades of Ecosemiotics in T§2018).
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While resisting a digression into semiotic theories, it is necessary to understand the basic
principles of ecosemiotics in order to apply them in practi€ght core principles of
SO02aSYA20A0a SYLKIaxrasS dASa 2F O02YYdzyA Ol i
all life (Maran and Kull, 2014:447). Non-linguidic 9gn recognitionacross species
evokes responses which continually feed back into the ecosysthos,the ecosystem

both forms and is formed by semiosic bontdsmagine semiosic feedback playing out
when animals smell a forest fire. Alarmed by the sign of fire, they all move away in the
same direction changng the environmentby trampling plantsdispersingseeds, and
alteringfeeding patternsHre changes the ecosystem but responses to the signs of fire
also change the ecosysteiumanactivitymay play a part in the forest fire scenario by
starting the fire or responidgto it by digging trenche or spraying waterthus shaping

the natural environment.The ecosemiotic principle of shared sign relations offers
significant additional support to thaseparability of culture and nature in binding ties

of interdependence and physical interaction.

J&ob von Uexkill's theory of meaning, in which he discuddeswelt or 'subjective
environment' (von Uexkill, 1982)was a seminal influence on the development of
ecosemiotics3® To exemplify hisdmwelt theory, Uexkill considers what a 'blooming
meadow flower’, signifies in th&mwelt of a girl, an ant, a cicadarva and a cow
(1982:29). It is plausible that, from their special perspectives, they will read signs
differently and attach different valuesotthe plant. However, through sympoiesis, |
explore possibilities for a less predictable, but more adaptive, collective worlding in
which individual responses are seen to relate to situations and contexts rather than pre

determined internal attributes.

Thee are intersections between ecosemiotics and new materialist discourse. Von
Uexkill's Umwelt could be understood in terms ofelational materialsemiotic
worlding' (Haraway, 2016:12°. Thomas{ S6S21 Q& &SYA24GAO0 GKS
composed entirely of signgPetrilli and Ponzio, 2001 D)y 68 O2 YLI NBR |
GKSaAad WYFGGSN | yR YSI (Bdrad,2007:NB)n bottrdadas,t { &
signals may be unconsciousdamay or may not result in communicatiomhe coe

existence of matter and meaning is fundamental to feminist new materialBanad,

139The cultural semiotics of Juri Lotman (1990) was also a strong influenecosemiotic theory.
140 Haraway's materiasemiotic worlding differs from Uexkiill's 'Umwelt' or 'subjective world' which
implies that similar creatures have predictably similar, limited world views.
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2003:152)'4! Narrative is entangled with matter, thusJt I yda | NB NBYyRS!
YIEGGSND (KNRdzZIK (0 Oppgentiani 201M282). (i tisS conted,S y O & ¢
ecosemiotics responds to the narrative agency of plaoffering a means of being

instructed by plants instead of constructing stories around them.

Mant scientist Anthony Trewavas recognises pfanplant and environmento-plant
communication(2015:74)when stimuli such asemperature, daylength and the angle

of sunlight inform plants of seasonal changes while persistant shadows and
underground chemicalflag the presence of other plants. Theants respord with
differential growth or changes in leaf activitiEcosemioticecognisesthat mutual
responses whemuman activities intersectemiosicallywith environmental conditions
change micro-situations as well aswider intraenvironmental and intespecies

relationships.

For the purposes of this project, three types of sign are recognised, which convey ideas
by setting up association®riginallyidentified byCharles SandeBeirce!*’ the three
forms of signalling assist in the differentiation of linguistic and-lprguistic signs
(Chandler, 2007:382). Symboli¢cindexicaland iconicsigns are characterised by the
particular relatiorship between the sign itself and what it stands &rthe moment of
interpretation. Symbolitsigns communicate by means of shared conventiSysibolic
references assigned to plants are usually unrelated to the life of the plant, for example,
a red rosesymbolises love in certain cultures but therens intrinsic connection
between red roses and loveSymbols are often culturally understood linguistic
messages. The plant nam&gget-me-not and daisyare symbols not inherent to the
plants themselvesindexical'signs point out connections through physical attributes
and may be entirely visugla yellowing leaf is an indexical sign of autumn. An indexical
sign may also work by associatiqra palm tree brings a tropical beach to mi(gke
Reading the Hen on pages69-70). 'Iconic'signs look like, sound like or feel like what

they stand forg artificial grass looks like real grass and thus refers iconically to grass.

141 Barad's term 'onteepistemology' also suggests thaeing and knowing are eexistent.

W2 KAES {lFdzaadz2NBEQa Y2RSt A YL dighiferand thesigyifed QharissS £ | G A 2
{IFYRSNIt SANDSQa R2OGNAYS 2F aAidya LINRPLRASR I Ydz i
influenced by context and the interpreter. Ecosemiotics is founded on these Peircean principles. Some
Peircean ideas have also been adopted by structuralist semioticians, through Jacobson and Umberto Eco
(Chandler, 2007).
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The examples given do not limit or fix implications to the signs. A red rose is not only a
symbol but can also beead as an indexical sign pointing to summer or to my

AN} YRY2G0KSNR& 3IFNRSYyd® LT | aAy3datS NBR NR:
would be an iconic sign. Thus, a sign may be read symbolically, indexically and iconically
at the same time oby different people at different times and in different circumstances.
Natural signs are often indexical because they indicate 4aim@ronmental connections

and point to actual situations or events. Plants also make iconic signals when they use

mimicry,for example, the bee orchid looks like a bee in order to attract bees.

Ecosemiotics providea conceptual tool to interpret plant relationality in ecological
contexts. How doeshe enquiry work inart practice, during plantérive? At first,
ecosemiotic theory seemed twie with the psychogeographic spirit of serendipidous
discovery.Trying to identify each sign aymbolic, iconior indexicalin Peircean terms

I initially recorded observations as tables of resulisis quasiscientificcategaisingas

a detached onlookerreferred back to the theory rather than deepening my
understanding of plant relationglowever, as | became sensitised to plegiated signs
and their communicative capability, | realised that each ecosemiotic interpretagion
unique to a situated personal response. | formulated a set of questions, prompted by
the ecosemiotic principlesyhich could be applied tsimple observations of plants in
situ: - How does the plant show signssituation,time and place? Is the plant thriving?
How did this plant get here? What do | feel about the plant? What 4&tietions are
signalled? Who or what benefits from this plartAese questions, directly targeting
plant signals, changed the emphasis from alaéon, analysis or even simply sensing,

to interpreting situations through artistic research.

An artinspired ecosemiotic reading brings tacit knowledge into conscious
consideration, thereby revealing a network of connections. My piantist-book Plant
Dérive:a catalogue of plant consumption (Charlston, 2613)pens out to form a hand
drawn map with pasted images of cottosshirts, cardboard cartons, bread, chocolate,

wood, rubber, plastid$* and advertisements of plant products: tea, sweets, coffee,

143plant Dérivea catalogue of plant consuption was made after completing dérive 2 and dérives8g(
Appendix 1).

144The crude oil and natural gas used to synthesise plastics contains plant cellulose and fossilised
phytoplankton https://www.plasticseurope.org/en/abouplastics/whatare-plastics(accessed
09.04.19).
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beer, wine, biscuits, smoothies, tobacco, and imported fruit, a catalogue of obvious

exploitation, genderising, andisregardof plants(Figure 5.2).

PICCADIL LY

Figureb.2 Imagedrom Plant Dérivea catalogue of plant consumption (Charlston, 2015).

Ecosemiotic questions work with the narrative agency of the plants to disclose their
stories. Questioning plant products took me through layers of plartateerence How

did this plant get here? am reninded that plant products are largely sourced from
distant places and so highly processed that connection with living plants is lost. Further
probing:who or what benefits from this planfPhe mesh of semiosic bonds extends to
rainforests, vineyards, plaations, money, exploitation, the pleasure of eating, waste,
shipping containers, fat cats, obesity, monoculture, starvation, celebration, complicity

of the consumer, landfill, packaging, and so on.

Continuing the ecosemiotic questioning reveals persoeahiesic connections more
specific to time and plac&Vhat interrelations are signalledPdiscovered resonances
with people and places in my own life. The sign for Bottled Ales and Stout connects with

my father who drank beer. He also grew the barley thmatde the malt that went into
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to division and exploitation. As theory recedes, plants themselves assume a more active
presence and further questions surface. Was tleeigion to grow tulips in this border
prompted by the plants? Where does the agency reside?

a® TFTANRG SO02aSYA20A0 WNBIFRAYy3IaandeéfScd Ay i
perceived plants as cramped, stunted or struggling to exist in the antlyemo urban

habitats. Thinking more closely with the plants, | saw they were not necessarily sick but
growing and adapting to thesituation. The Buddleia in my garden achieves at least

eight feet of growth every year. By judging this bush as more suctessetter than
aYlFrffSN) 0dz&aKSa L KIFIR 0SSy dzyO2yaoOAzdzaf @
YIENNI GABSP® ¢KS WalhdzyiSR WL yda FNBE Ff26¢
see the possibility of potential plants growing everywhereha city if they were not

continually kept in check

Out of the grimy ache of the city the potential plant emerges from the lack.
Green glows in desolate corners, tendrils coil around cold railings
Stems lean on concrete.

Fragment(Charlston, 2015)

Continuing this fantasy, the protartist-book Potential Plabh(Charlston, 2015§reates

the impression of leaflike growth in urban settings where there are no plants. Cut
through leaf shapes along the spine of the book allow light to shine onto green paper
beneath when thepages are turned (Figurb.3). The area featured in the book#isince

been occupied by shops, one of which sells plants. Plants are now present in this place,
not freely growing as | fantasised, but as a commaodity. This could be lamented as a sign
of our 'sick planet(Debord, 2008[1971]:81r conversely, seen as a positive example of
plants continuing to thrive in present circumstanc®ghile | have seen the plants as
silent witneses of their own enslavement and degradation durimgan dérives, as |

dug deeper, | discovered positive initiatives and people who are passionate about
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plants!4® | also felt the vigour, resilience and indestructability of plants in the tiniest

Wg S S Rlarhe lmgst humardominated amenities. The individual vulnerability of

L I yda aSSYSR G 2RRa ¢AGK LXIFydaqQ O2ff
Paradoxically, plants have survived changing conditions potentially more devastating
than the Anthrgocene in spite of the frailty of individual plants, so easy to damage or

destroy.

Figureb.3 Proto-artist-book, Potential Plant (Charlston, 2015).

There are very few examples of ecosemiotic methods in art practice. However, Timo
al NI Yy Q& R AedoCedaidtits\ i@ #is e2oEritical approach to nature writing is
relevant(Maran, 2010)For Maran, the environment is a communicative interface which
retains traces of semiosic activity, such as territorial markings and human interventions
GKAOK OFy 08§ (MaN® 12007:288) RorShis le®4$emitic reading, the
different relationships between writer, text, reader and natusee examined. By
analogy, | construe the initial process of communication as listening, seeing and reading
the ecosemiotic signaleffered through the narrative agency of every plant. During
walks, cecreativity with plants takes place at moments of indexical transfer which urge

the attitudes, listening, thinking, the struggles, commitments, sharings and ethical

145 For example, Hulme Community Garden Cerittgs://hulmegardencentre.org.ukCity of Trees
https://www.cityoftrees.org.uk(accessed 08.06.19).
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approachesto practicd actions These processeand performative exchangef

‘worlding-with' plants are the mattering of sympoietic practice.

Following a set of dérive instructio(sppendix 1, dérive 4stayed for five minutes with
plants which caught my attentigmprobing the narrative agency of the plants through
spontaneous writingThe open nature of the dérives combined with the interpretive
flexibility of ecosemiotics allowed me to welcome puzzling contradictions and
unexpected glinting€EEcosemiotic vocabulary added a new dimension to my research, a
friendly way of questioninglant situationsand wider interconnecting relationshipk

this way, | began to form a possible sequence of events leading up to the situation of
each plant. Figw5.4 depicts one of th@aturalculturalnarratives which intermingle in

the proto-artist-book Plant StoriegCharlston, 2016)his story formed around a single
barley plant which grew and ripened in a city car patke bird feeder/the flight/the
beak/the opportunity/'.

Figure5.4 Image fromthe proto-artist-book, Plant StoriegCharlston, 2017).

Thepoetics and production of thartist-book negotiates an intersemiotic switch from
non-linguisticplant-relatedsignalgevealed by ecosemiotide text-driven, multimodal,
social semiotics more readily accessible to humai$us, ecosemiotics and
multimodality form mutually supportive methods faympoieticprocessesA second

naturalcultural‘plant story' arose from floral tributes attached to railingRlant ce-
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coherencehappens when plants are used sgmbolise love or point indexically to the
brevity of life when the flowers fade and die (Figure 5.5). The inclusigslantsin
human culture could be $@&to elevate the status of the plant. Nealon notes that Greek
thought considersplants as 'improved by cultivation' (2016:3Q). Marder follows up
the same point: ‘woods await elevatioby humanswvhen they use wood for a 'higher
purpose' than the low uncontrolled growth suffered by plants (201333 In terms of
de-coherence, however, vegetal nature is distortedher than elevatedvhen plants
are appropriated for human communicatioA more equitableartistic naturalcultural
exchange sees both plants and humaffecting and being affected by each other to

form a sympoietic relationship.

e I8

Figure 5 Imagefrom the proto-artist-book, Plant Stories (Charlston, 2017)

'the knifing'the nightclub/thesacrificélife decayinggrief decaying .

Walking quests with plantsMoss Buzz

A small cushion of moss growing on a wall at the base of iron railings dazzled me with
its vivid colour and tiny green stars in the grey street. It became angtaentre of

attraction for me, taking on a personal significance as our stories intertwined (see
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Appendix 1, dérive 5). The moss conveyed ingenuity, endurance, tenacity, and told the

story of survival as well as vulnerabilit§f.

Throughout a year of whking, | furtively pointed my camera at the moss each time |
passed, as though stealing something precious. The visits were recorded in an expanding
concertina structure to which | added a photograph after each visit, marking my
presence and dedication, &nhding the same place over and over again. The extending
proto-book Resilience of Moss (Charlston, 20@Bjolds from a tiny object held in the

palm of one hand. The reader may open it tentatively or release it in a flowing gesture
of expansion, enjoyindhe freedom of movement, or alarmed by loss of control (Figure
5.6). However, the flowing sequence of the images did not match my disjointed
encounters with the moss. The changing conditions were better expressed by physically
turning pages. Theproto-book developed into the editioned artitook Moss Buzz: 22

walks to the same place (Charlston, 2016).

Figureb.6 Handling the proteartist-book, Resilience of Moss (Charlston, 2015).

Alarming loss of control or enjoyable freedom of movement

The book design dfloss Buzemanates a flavour of the surroundings. Green stitching
populates the area near the wire binding but does not venture far into the grey cover,

mimicking the way moss gathers near the iron railings. A Sol LaWite f S UFIK 2 (i 2 -

1481n hisobservations of moss, John Ruskin speculated about how the cushion shape is formed (Ruskin,
1888Chapter) available atwww.gutenberg.org/files/20421/2042-h/20421-h.htm (accessed

11.11.2019)

147The basic layout of Sol LeWitt's photogrids can be viewéxdkps://www.wallpaper.com/art/sok
lewitt-artists-books(accessed 05/11/19). Typically, 9 square imayesrranged on a square page with
white space surrounding each image
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with nine repeated images on eaglagecreates new patterns and tells of the camera
clicks which generated multiple views of the moss at each (fgjure 5.7)One image

is cut away to reveal the next, anticipated visit. The printed date on each image invokes
the presence of the photographer, the camera and the moss at that moment. The
irregularity of visits, the changing camera perspectives and variable yuzlithe
photographs are eloquent of the way light, shadows, air movement, sounds, smells,

mood and people combined to change the atmosphere around the moss as time passed.

Figureb.7 Moss Buzz: 22 walks to the same place (Charlston, 2Bd#&ion of50 copies.

| watched thdife cycleof the moss unfold. The moss flourished in November, bright and
fresh compared with the grimy streets, bore fruiting bodies in spring and gradually dried
out and disintegrated during the summer, changing from vivid gréz crumbling
brown. When other plants began to fade in autumn, the moss became fresh and green
again. Why are their cycles so different? Imagine the moss in its woodland niche, clinging
to low damp places. In summer, leaves block the rain and lightcdimplementary life
cycles indicate (indexically) a long relationship with trees. | noticed too that the dry moss
in late summer became a snare for seeds, a sign of another relationship between the
moss and surrounding plants. As time passed, situationsgdth Objects appeared and
disappeared, entering and leaving the story. A web of connections formed around the

moss through my attention, repeated visits, photographs, memories and through others
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who seemed to favour this place to leave their apple coeespty bottles and chewing
gum. My visits and photographs are mere fragments of a multiplicity of overlapping

narratives.

The moss story ends abruptly. Afieyear,the railings were boarded up by developers,
the moss swept awayGraffiti marked the placerhere the moss once grew (Figls8).

A telling caption, 'A place for people to achieve extraordinary things', inadvertently
gestured towards the empty space. Signs that the semiotic buzz-emgs buzz of

excitement, a signal to be interpretegart of the semiosic backdrop to the cit§®

Figureb.8 Left: Graffiti marks the place where the moss once grew

Right: A caption inadvertently gestures towards the empty space

Walking quests with plants in the countryside

Walkingart in the countryside has connections with boakt. Anne MoeglirFDelcroix

(2015) sees the 1960s emergence of the aitisbk, in its 'desertion of the studio’, as a

factor in the rise of walkingrt. She describes walking art as a turn away from
anthropocentric ladscape representation towardd Y2 NB | dzi KSy G A O N
Yyl G4dzZNBY |yR Ul RSftAOSNIGS g1 & @ESSSIAY I A
this case, is 'the world' a trampled world in which plants are entwined in everyday life,

or is it the precious, aestheticised natural world enjoyed by ThaPe&dome answers can

be found in the trajectory of Hamish Fulton's practice.

1481 July 2019 as | work @draft of this thesis, a thirtfour-storey towerblock is growing where the
cushion of moss once lived.
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Fulton is one of three walking artists who make books, discussed by Mdagtnoix.

He considers walking itself to be a form of @fulton, 2012:6)In order to promote the

status of walking to an artistic act, he shuns evocative representation, purposefully
aK26Ay3 | NIg2N)] ¢KAAQKKS & AHZERIMSEihdk NSy GDKCE
2015:1415), which contrasts with my attempt to reduce the gap between a lived
experience and representation of it. Fultchooses to leave no deliberate traces of his
solitary presence in the natural environment, unlike some walking artists who re
arrangenaturalma SNA I £ & G2 F2N¥ GSYLRZNI NE | NUg2N)
Fulton's earlysolitary and often arduousvalks in the 1970s and 80s are recorded in
artist-books with short sentences, single words and sometimes unexceptional images.
(2012:24,36)The sparse words migrated to the walls of exhibition spaces, and, more
recently to advertisements and video gameéte also designs and leads commununal

'slowalk$ which are conducted in silent8

Fulton's separation of ecologicatytuated walking from galleried artworks and artist
books is interesting for sympoietic walking practice with plants. On the one hands plan
are unspoiled and wexploited by the art processes, while on the other hand, the
distancing from messy entanglements between people and plants seems to work against
the formation of interactive, inclusive relationships. Nevertheless, Fulton's -dnoisk

Song of the Skylard982)remains one of my personal favourites. Measured text and
lack of imagery leave room for spacious breathing and expansive poetic atiagin

The lack of heavily evocative language and representational imagery allows me, as a
reader, to appreciate the flickering glimpses of each walk in my own way. While my
writing inclines towards narrative complexity and poetic outpourings, | can ajateec

the strength of simplicity in Fulton's work.

The artistbook CatWalking Through the Woods (Charlston, 20&f)art of my lived
experience of walking in woodland. Plants are said to be unaware of g@iramovitz,
2012:106) and yet the sounds of plants can be heard in the tranquil countryside away
from traffic and noise: rustle, snap, click, sough, scrape, tap, jostle, creak, flutter, thud,

echo all around me, joined by companion species thatkrduzz, chirp, warble, purr,

149 For example Richard Long, Andy Goldsworthy, David NaslamsHmetter described as
environmental or land artists because they walk partly in order to make their interventions.

150 For exampleSlowalk(2011), a very slogroup walk in the Turbine Hall of Tate Modern in support of
Ai Weiwei during his 81 days in custody (Fulton, 2012:24).
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yelp, laugh, shoutWhile sensory experiences provide an obvious means of developing

an appreciation of plantéRyan, 2012:Loc4142, 711d@)gong walking practice proffers

a meditative means of being with plants in which this human sensing is disengaged thus
possibly reducing the deoherence arisig from transitions across the sensory
mismatch. Qigonggatg I £ {1 Ay 3IQ Aa + fAIKGEZ FTARAY3I g4I
sharp visual details. Breathing is slow and rhythmic. Steps are small with legs slightly
bent, soft knees. Wrists are placedhily at the small of the back. Careful placing of the

foot, toe first completes the cdike movement.

On one occasion, as | ealked through the woods$! during a group residency at the
Sidney Nolan Trust in June 20%7 no longer alert to the rustle of every leaf, |
experienced a different kind of sensory involvement with the plants. The trees became
a blur of yellow lichen and green algae against a white sky (Fg@yel experienced a
trancelike impression of nomad branches gliding slowly past, as if they were on the
move, not me. Damp smelling ferns and mosses underfoot were barely distubed.
spontaneous pastel drawings, | relived these walking impressions while they were fresh
in my mind. | was surrounded/lgreens and yellows, which gradually covered my palms
from the coloured pastels. Thdigitisedimages appear in thpages of more than one

artist-book. On some of the pages | have added smudges of green pastel which will

transfer onto readers' hands.

Figureb.9 Artist-book, CatWalking Through the Woods (Charlston, 2017).

151See Appendix 1, dérive 6.
152 Artists' Camp Residency, The Sidney Nolan Trust, Paéysinel July 2017
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Being still with plants

In Chapter 2, | imparted some of my contradictory emotions when | attempted to
empathise with plants by burying my arm in the ground (Figures 2.1, Rrijrced
stillness interrupts the sense of mutuality with plantay attention turns towards
myself, | imagine ants crawling on skin, someone is behind me, hours have passed. | feel
flimsy and impulsive in my restlessness beside the inscrutable endurancarts.p
Pausing, by contrast, is a feature of any walkatural rhythmis set upwhenwalkingis
interspersed with interludes of restingelaxing into stillness during a walk, pausing to
rest, to listen, to touch, to breathe deeply and to draw, | anst@p with the plants
around me.Crab Apple Year (Charlston, 20&r8ps temporal changes in a young crab

apple tree with a series of sketcheser a period of one year (FiguselO0).
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Figure5.10 Images from thartist-book, Crab Apple Year (Charlston, 2€A@L9).
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Byregularlypausing and paying attention to this tres part of a walkl became acutely
aware of small temporal changes, thediing buds, the changing colours of the leaves,
blossoms, fruits and brancheshat is, changescross timerather than the spatial
patterns revealed whemoving pastplan®® t f I yda 2LISNIGS Ay |
different from humans that many dheir activities cannot be perceived at a human
pace. Responses of a plant, suchemslrilsreaching out for something to twine around,
leaves and flowers rotating to face the sandroots feeling their way undergroundye

not apparent as reaime movanents. Theapparent absence of directed movement in
plants has been misinterpreted as a lack of response. This denigrating cultural
interpretation creates a stronger deoherence effect than théemporal mismatch
itself. Crab Apple Yearan be compared tdloss BuzfPage 107-109), which features
photographs of a single cushion of moss over ayp&& span. In the case of Moss Buzz,
the incongruity of the grimy city environment was included in the badile poetry
marked my presence and feelings. Howevtke selected images froifGrab Apple Year
show no such awareness of the surroundin@be lack of attention tosurrounding
bushes could be attributed to plant blindness when | overlooked other gieto focus

on my chosen object of art.

Recentscientiic advances in the understanding of plant intelligen@é4ancuso and
Viola, 2015, Trewavas, 201Ghamovitz, 2012provokeartistic speculation about how
plants experience their world, particularly human presence in it. The subjective Umwelt
of a plant must be so different from mine that it can hardly be imagifexh Uexkdll,

1982) On one occasion, | stood near the pear tree wondering in what form, if at all, |
might be detectable to thetree. Could the tree become aware of my presence
eventually? Not as a visible body, the tree has no eyes. But plants can detect light and
shade. Perhaps, to the plant, | am a blur, a murmur, an aroma, a vibration a shape or an
aura. | may be concentratedto one spot or dispersed as a vague presence. Perhaps
thoughts are more perceptible to a plant than physical bodies? Am | to the plant another
intelligence, a process? Can | be detected by the plant as a shimmer, a shadow, a tingling
or a shudder, a mista flush of light or a glow of warmth? Perhaps there are no words
to describe what | am to the plant. | might be an indescribable colour, an impossible
delight or an unimaginable threat. The planti®rld and my presence in it might be
entirely beyond desription. Some of these speculations appear in the alimbkto this

rose | am a warm cloud (Charlston, 2Q3€hown in Figure 5.11.
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Figure5.11 Artist-book,to this rose | am a warm cloud (Charlston, 2019).

Speculating further, one blade of grasswabe unlikely to register my presence, even

if 1 could bemotionless for days. A woodland with mycorrhizal connectivity, however,
might constitute extensive brailike activity through which a moving presence could
reverberate. 1| am reminded of an empovieg collective experience entitled
Mycorrhizal Meditationperformed by Fiona Macdonald at a conferedégéWe, the
audience were invited to imagine our connectivity spreading through the room in the
way that mycorrhizal connections spread under the ground, linking plant roots into a

network. | was struck by the importance of being still for this kind of aggonito form.

When thinking orthe-move with plants, | have never imagoh¢hat | am a walking
plant> By adopting a meditative stance, however, with feet together, a straight spine
and eyes partially closed, it is possible to imagine being a planitivety, | envisage
toes growing down into the earth to mingle with plant roots, branching arms and leafy
hands reaching outwards, while my head is a flower. However, this metaphorical
mimicry creates plant deoherence by evoking a poeticised, stereotgpiolant statue.

Charles Darwin saw plants differently. He spent many hours in stillness observing the

153Seen at the 8 Annual Coference on the New MaterialismEnvironmental Humanities and New

Materialisms: The Ethics of Decolonizing Nature and Ciltura | A &2y RS  9QUnéd2017/ hz t |

Fiona MacDonald's practice can be viewedtép://www.feralpractice.com/(accessed 07.05.19).

BipSLf2y y20SayYy WLYRSSRX S@SNEB2yS Ay FYyAYFE &aiddzRA

WNI GA2YyLFE FYAYFEaQ o6dzi ¥FS¢ NBOFftf GKIG F2NJ ! NRAAG;
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slow movements of plants for his final bodke Power of Movement in Plar(ts380).
Darwin likened the roatip, not the flower, of a plant to a brain:
WXGKS GAL) 2F GKS NI RAOEf SXolFOila tA1S G4KS oN
seated within the anterior end of the body, receiving impressions from the sense organs,
YR RANBOGAY3I (K®ankirs BEONFII® Y2ISYSyiaoQ
5 NBAY QDN WHMRP KB LR GKSaAaAaAQ 61 a& NARAOdMzZ SR |
viewed as the most important part of the plant through its role ipneduction and

display. But recent research confirms his findings:

WY the root tip is even more advanced than Darwin imagined, able to detect numerous
LIKe@aA2OKSYAOI t LI NI Y@agwdandga, 063295y A NR Y Y S
My drawings, writings and stories generated furttegreculations about the roebrain
of the plant Inthe microinstallationRootBrain (Charlston, 201,/ cycad plant displays
its roots inside an inverted glass head in playful regp& (12 wdzR2t F { (SA
human comparisoi¥¢ KS NR2Ga | N®S GKS KSIRX yR GKS
0SAy3 Aa (KS LI | ySteinér,dr9ey & 906):dAAERo&kBrainRizes y Q

human is upside down while the plant remains upright (Figui2).

Figureb.12 Installation,RootBrain (Charlstor2017)1%6

155 http://darwin -online.org.uk/content/frameset?itemID=F1325&viewtype=text&pageseq=1
(accessed 25.02.19).
156 Exhibited at the Grosvenor Gallery Manchester, Noben2017.
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Walking quests with plantsn company

Thischapter concludes with two walks in the company of others. My preferred means
of reducing the gap between a lived experience of walking and representations of it, is
to share the experience with people as well as plait&lking is a thinkingeeling
artistic practice which stimulates emotions and imagination simultaneous$lyis is
especially the case when ongoing sensations and ideas can be shared. The sympoiesis of
walking among plants with others is flavoured with impressions, dialogue and shared
decisionmaking. Spontaneous conversations happen. People talk about the plants they
recognise or remember from childhood games. This naming is different from the
scientific classification often disparaged as cold and peddRticskin, 1888:Loc 99,
Marder, 2016:67)it is a naming of familiarity, friendshgnd memory, a kind of nen
covetous owning. People make gestures when they are near plants. Stopping to look,
they lean forward, look up, reach out, crouch down, point, cup the hand, or touch plants
gently. Others ignore plants, trample them, avoid thenmbogak off twigs as they pass.

In his description of 'gestural walking', Ryg&012:L.oc136-1399) foregrounds these
gestures of recognition which are characteristic of being with plantgalked with an

awareness of gesture to emphasise the intimacy of bodily and sense engagement.

| was invited to lead an autumn walktime Pendleton Wastelands, paying attention to
plants!®’ The Pendleton Wastelands in Salford cover a large area of derelict playing
fields, paths, parkland and empty or ruined buildings including the ‘footprint' of
demolished higkrise flats. The area is in a transition state between demolition and
urban regeneation and has been quickly occupied by an astonishing variety of plants.
Astonishing, because they seem to have arrived from nowhere. The roads, shops and
flats in the surrounding area appear to be devoid of plants. Walking in this dystopic place
surroundal by luxuriant plant growth | experienced a surgectdshingsentiments

expressed in the following extract&®

157The walk in Pendleton on Saturday 3 September 2016 was one of a series of walks instigated by John
van Aitken and Jane Brake, founders of the Institute of Urban Dreaming. The Arts Council funded project
culminated inW5 SY I y R aheki@hiiR2lyQ3 G GKS t S2LX S&aQ | Aad2NE adza
lectures, screenings and a free publicatilhMaterials of Valugn which my text appears

158 A longer version of theext appeared in the publicatioAll Materials of Value: responses to walking

in Salfordedited by Jane Brake, funded by Arts Council England.

116



11.40 As we walked a deserted pathway, wisps of dead grass made chequered
patterns through the bare paving. Looking closer, | saw lichignicking blotches of
flattened chewing gum. John was telling me about the history of the apewerty,
community, gentritation. Mosses and liverworts congregated around the charred

stumps of vandalised trees.

12.30 Deep in the Wastelands we walked defenceless, with dripping umbrellas, in
the footprint of demolished higtise flats. Notices spoke with abandoned authority
YWNEARSYGa 2yfeQs WNBLRNI (2 (KS 61 NRSyQs
sodden rubbish thousands of tree saplings were emerging, hundreds of plant species,
diverse, multicultural, rampant, resilient, obstinate, relentlessly twining up railing
sneaking through cracks, bursting through rubble, clinging to walls and clutching at
litter. Plants claimed the concrete and metal ruins as ecological territory. Here, in the
Pendleton Wastelands, plants created a-pwitical realm out of the cracksnd

fissures of human failure. John was crouching to photograph a purple vetch.

Names bobbedp from deep memory. Bedstraw, agrimony, campion, ranunculus,
trefoil, cranesbill, spurge, mugwort, coltsfoot and umbellgfstill flowering in the mild
SeptemberWhite melilot; yellow patches of wild mustard and ragwort; a last flush of
red clover, herb Robert, Michaelmas daisies and fumitory. Others were preparing for
YySEG &SFNR&E AINFYyR 3S&80dNBo .t O1 aLmhiSa
teasek; fluffy willow herb, groundsel, fluflyeaded thistles and dandelion clocks; wild
arum berries turning red. Apothecary delights of selfheal, woundwort, feverfew,

nightshade mingled with escaped domestic wheat and oilseed rape.

13.00 Rain and wind stirredip detritus, dead leaves and seeds which would

eventually settle. A few blousy white flowers remained on coiled stems of bindweed,

W

2 7

WD Nl-pgpoetof-6 SRHQ® WEyS fSIySR T2NBINR (2 (2dz

on, reminiscing about childhood plantglantain soldiers, dock juice smeared on nettle
atAy3azr RIYyRStA2y Oft2014a4x RIFIA&ae OKIAya:z
13.30 Now the rain is relentless. We reach a row of dripping, empty houses. They
are closely boarded up, and theyigardens have been taken over by clonal colonies

of equisetum, possibly giant horsetail. The gutters are sagging under tufts of grass. In

the final house of the row, a lone tenant lives on. As his home gives way to dereliction,

the paved forecourt is sldwbejewelled with squares of emerald moss and tiny plants.

Extracts fromimpressions from the Pendleton Wastelan@harlston, 2016)
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The second walk in the company of others prompted a similar mix of impressions
alarm, amazement, fascination. In Gorton, seven research students pursued their own
interests around the theme of ownership and walking. Although plants were not the
main focts for everyone, this walk differed from solitary pldatl walking on several
counts. The presence of others made this a shared experience, with opportunities for

pausingconversation and exchange of ideas (Figuds).

Figure5.13 Walking in compangt Gorton, March 2018.

Gorton, like Pendleton is in a state of transition, but here homes and industries continue
to operate between and around a derelict park, empty warehouses, a boarded up
primary school and littered pathways. At the time of the wallants were poised to end

their winter dormancy and to surge up from the decaying rubbish in abundant growth.

Our movement relative to the urban physcape obscures the movements around us.

Our rhythms are different, our worlds are different. Walking creates the illusion that we

are mobile and agile, while the plants are static and unresponsive, distinctly non
nomadic. But plants cross continents, fill new habitats and occupy new ecological niches.

¢2 AYKFEOAG ySg LIl OSaz Lilyida R2yQi ¢l ] 2

birds and cling to animals. Pollen flies with the bees.

Fragment fromBeing Nonad in Gorton (Charlston, 201'8Y

159 A longer version of the text appearsthe one-off online journal,Being Nomadédited by members
of the Nomadic Reading GroapPostgraduate Arts and Humanities Centre, MMWailable at
http://beingnomad.harts.onlingaccessed 173)20).
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My aim was to activate sympoietic overlappings and intertwinings with plants. However,
my feelings of being an intruder, cof-place, were heightened when others shared
memories of the place and spoke fondly of the ard@ich seemed so desolate to me.

At last, a spontaneous merging of nature and culture occurred whemasge chalk
markson the brick walls i performative response to plant growth agdaffiti already
there (Figureb.14).

Figureb.14 Aperformative response to plant growth and graffiti.

A striking feature of both the walks was the vigorous plant life growing in abandoned
places. Plants thrive when culture recedes. It would be possible to replenish the number
of trees by simply allowinthem to grow where there is space:

W[ SG I FA S fcRithin year i willb&igvgdSdby oaks springing up from acorns

dropped by passing jays, or by birches from wiholwn seed. In ten years it will be difficult

to reclaim; in thity yearsig A £ t K| @S (dzyof S(RackR@&ngy087i68 62 2 Rf |
A diffractive reading of the two walks through the concept of a natukure
continuum reveals plants in a deeply conflictual entanglement with social, political and
cultural interests. One of the priorities when renewal begins in Gorton and Pendleton
will be to destroy the plants. Plants are not classified as rubbish eds/by mistake or
because they are not seen but rather, their plant presence is altered by a cultural de

coherence effect so that they are framed as dispensable rubbish instead of living plants.
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Even as | imagine rampant multispecies growtnsforming this desolate anthropo
scenery into a phytdelic wilderness, all of this is already underway, in amongst the
detritus and crumbling paint. When they come with machines and plastic sacks for the
WINBF G Of Sk NR y shabitesI®iE be in&Enyldd @A gichg With distideded

syringes and soiled nappies.

Fragment fromBeing Nomad in Gorton (Charlston, 2018)

Summing up, walking and being still with plants in the role of an artist with sympoietic
intentions has demanded changes to my attitude towards myself as well as the plants.
If | am present to the plants around me at all, my culturally embedded, sociahsel
status, my identity, play no part in our relationship. This realisation has, paradoxically,
helped me to feel more real to the plants around me. The shift in perception, the
loosening of my selimage through art has allowed a speculative but possibl

connectivity with plants to form in the place of a rationalised but impossible one.

Participation and audienceénvigorate sympoietiqprocesgs with new questionsand
concernswvhichstretch itsadaptive capacitie®d encompass new understandings the
final chapter, | follow up the participatoryand performativeaspects of sympoietic

practice including the crucial role of audience.
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CHAPTER

PARTICIPATING WITH PLANNS PEOPLE

Making protoartist booksto interrogate my personalpractice with plants, (drawing,

weaving grass, solitamyalking,and growing supermarket fruitjot only prompted the

concept of plant decoherence, but also activatewider, collective, participatory co

creative encounters with plants and extended artwarl$is tapter expands the
experience of 'walking in companyg envisageplants, artists and other participants in

the art process as wider sympoieticpractice that is, a collectively produced, adaptive
practice CollectiveY' I { Ay 3 2 NJ I & [dingdAAIIKSE LAdy2GBIOOLI yuds
eloquently implies that we form an understanding of the world through mutual
exchanges, both contingent and contextual, intEapendent rather than autonomous.

Latour's collective

L 6148 SEOAGSR oé& . tNH2y®RS[& (o22ddxyisco@Ridudly G0 A2
NBI R2dzaia KASNI NOKA S dhunasparticipantg|zaidur, Y497 YO 2 |
87)10L y & dzOK |l pabtied, Hufab antl @efuinart, are aceptedas agentially

active,s K A pot&ntially allows space and time for plants to irgiwce decision making.

Ly AYALANI GA2Y L f | NI LR SolettiveR00d:BRwWag y [ |
developedand curated by Anke Haarmann and Harold Leik&heir collective is

profiled as an 'artistic and conceptual platform’ for activating community art and
reflective walking in and around Hamburg, in which all participants, including plants, are
regarded as agents. Their interventions provoke relationainges by exposing tacit

hierarchies and divisionglaarmann and Lemke, 2009:73)

WO | G2dzNRa 02ttt SOGABS OFy 06S 0O2Y luyAgdRen@2B09R0h C 2 dzO | dz
GSN¥Ya NBfFGS (2 ySis2N)la 2F KSGSNRISyS2dza O2y i NR
L2S6SNI YR 1y26f SRIS NBflIGA2ya 6KAES [ G2dNRa O2f
voice to norhuman elements in decisiamaking netvorks.

161 Haarmann and Lemke are Hamburg based curators and artists who share an inteesperation

process and urban culture.
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While Latour is concerned with democratising political decisi@aking about the
environment in the largescale politics of natureHaarmann and Lemke's creative
interpretation of Latour's collectiveffered an appropriate paradigm for smadicale
participative art practice in which the plants themselves play an active Sgi@poietic

practice starts from a willingness to cooperate with Ammmans on an equal footiné?

ForYSZ GKS AYLERNIFYyd O2NRtfIFNB 2F [ G2 d2NI:
play in plantartist relationships when dynamic associations of humans andmwmans

work together with a sense of mutual creativifBennett, 2010: xvii)Having trialled
sympoietic processes of growing andhkingwith-plants | wantedto establish a sense

of co-operationand mutual creativityn collective working with humans as welants

Ly GKS daNbly O2yGdSEG 2F |/ SnytheNadrrh of adrkg, OK S a
Aaz2ftFGSR GNBS&E |YyR dz2NDBlYy Wg $eBng dientsehd T S NE
boostingwell-being andplant appreciationBrook, 20103 Emily Brady reasons that if
experiences of nature can boost wbking, then lack of those experiences may be a
form of deprivation(Brady, 2006:286Here is a clear opening for sensitive participatory
engagement in art, especially since commercial vesgioffering these benefits in the

form of Japanese forest bathing, etiterapy and nature tourism are not always
welcomed A recent proposal for wooden chalets in Mortink@rest near my home,

which claimed to encourage appreciation of the forest, was @dradlown because of

vigorous opposition from local residents and environmental activists.

When nature is planned into the urban environment, essential considerations for safety,
tidiness and ease of access result in tamed nature in which aesthetic enjoyment may be
limited to sitting on carefully mown grass. However, there are patches of deoelim

the city which convey a flavour of the frepirited abandon of wild nature. | discovered

a neglected site in Whitworth Park which offered scope for a hamd<ollective

162 participatory Action Research (PAR) (Reason and Bradbury, 2008), encourabasarchical
communities of inquiry. In personal interview in July 2016, Professor Peter Reason, pioneer of PAR,
endorsed a participatory worldview directed towards the flourishing of humans, communities and wider
ecology, with equal emphasis. To this extent, PAR has influenced my approach.

163 Book identifies multiple benefits of community planting projects, which develop coordination,
planning, selfeliance and creativity and promote social cohesion, spiritual fulfilment and reduction of
pain and stress. One of Brook's sources is a DEFRAsitiscpapeton improving access to green spaces
(2011, now archived)Available at:

https://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/201110301341020e /http://www.defra.gov.uk/publication
s/2011/03/28/pb13428naturalenvironmentwhitepaper/ (accessed 27.02.19).
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approach(Figure 6.1)%4In November 2015, | negotiated the use of the ovewgn site

as a temporary exhibition space and platform for engaging people, plants and other non
human entities in participatory experiencelly idea for the site was to nurture an
SYONE2 WwWO2ftf SOGA O S-Herachical Sellect®g2004:3787R2 Idall &V +
examine this project in some detail tearn fromthe merits and struggles of working

collectively and sympoietically withoth plants and people.
Whitworth Park

Approval for temporary use of the site was delayed by the comlex g y S N& K A LIQ
Whitworth Park!%®> My research objectives for forming a collective of human and other

than human participants in Whitworth Park were challenged by conflicting priorities,
unforeseen rules and ongoing negotiations with individuals and grolmisrested

parties, such as Manchester City Council, Park Managers and Friends of Whitworth Park
dZNBESR YS (2 WiARE dzLJ 64KS aridsSQo

Figure6.1 Thei-treessite in Whitworth Park, August 2015.

164 Enquiries revealed that the 25m x 20m site was formerly usel!fbiNSeSp&ritnentsIn the original
i-treesproject, water runoff, temperature and air quality were compared in squares planted with a tree,

a patch of grass or covered with tarmat seweral sites in Manchester.

15¢ KS O2YLX SE W26ySNAKALIQ 2F 2KAGE2NIK tIN] AyOf dz
Art Gallery, Manchester University (owners since 1958), various grant donors, Park Managers and

Friends of Whitworth Park. An additial complication was management of the site itself by Red Rose

Forest (Now City of Trees) during thérdes' project which lapsed in 2013. All of these groups were

consulted, and permissions sought before | could proceed. Ethics permissions were soogkit\MU,

and risk assessments and insurance requirements were met.
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Manchester City Council required my interventions atahtings to be temporary, tidy
and weed free, followed by full restoration of the site to its original condition. My
intention wasnot a restorationist projectMy commitment to nonrhierarchical small
scale,collective decisiormakingmirrored the wider concerns ofegalitarianpolitical
ecology. However, the requirements of multiple officials demanded details of my
practical intentions in advancenflexible hierarchical assumptions made it difficult for
me to foster a participatory ethos, and to avoideggmpting propositions which might
emerge from the collectivelhese attitudeslid neverthelesgoint up the kind of shifts

to be considered when undertaking a sympoietic approach within group work.

During the course of 2016, severtyree people fromeight different institutions were
involved with the site in some way, through consultation, conversations or visits to the
site. Many of the human participants did not meet each other but were linked by their
common interest in the site. Thus, the emergeasdllective could be described as a
WRAALISNESR O2fftSO0ABSQ 2NJ ySig2N] Ay 6K
redistributed. Although this did not amount to a collective as envisaged by Latour, the
principles he described were inspirational. Informadetings with artists, students and
friends at the site sparked ephemeral interventions, imagined exhibitions, litter
clearance, plans to make soup with the nettles and ground elder, and discussions about
dereliction, allotments and flower gardens. On onecasion we wrote poems and
toured the perimeter of the site to identify sedeeded plants. At another meeting with
students, we counted 279 tree seedings, mostly cherry, ash and sycamore, indicating
the ease with which trees colonise an area if they lafeto grow. | will discuss two of

the planned participatory activities held at the site in greater detail, with particular

reference to plant agency, performativity and audience.
Collectiveengagement in Whitworth ParkWeaving the Plant Filigree

In the workshop Weaving the Plant Filigreat the Whitworth sitel®® | invited
participants to explore the sense of plant and human agency by noticing if the plants
affected their emotions or influenced their decisions. While some communed with the
plants through their senses, others created an impromptu exhibition of gkoht

artefacts which materialised from handling the plants. A rich variety of plant

166 \Weaving the Plant Filigre@as a fulday workshop at Whitworth Park and Gallgs{ July 2016in
collaboration with Valeria Vargas, Education for Sustainable Developmesrd®ator & MMU.
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connectivity emerged in the exhibits and in subsequent writing. There were elements of
ritual, pattern makingFigures 6.2 and 6.8 shelter, adornment, display, respecsre,
renewal, childhood memoriesF{gure 6.4) and wonder. The workshop finale was a
ALRYyGlyS2dza WKIFLIWSYAYy3IQd Ly LI I OS 2F |
verbal rhapsody of screeching sounds by blowing energetically across blades of grass.
Figure 6.2 shows members of the group thinking with their hands as they feel the shapes

and textures of the leaves and stalks.

Figure6.2 Handling plants at the workshdfyeaving the Plant Filigreduly 2016.
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