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ABSTRACT 

 

The aim of this thesis is primarily to consider what the value of looking at and being in place means, 

and how that value may be interpreted through a 21st century art context. 

The devised methodology called ‘productive contemplation’ was used as a way of considering how we 

perceive place and how to be in place, while acknowledging significant historic and contemporary 

influences in both landscape painting and nature writing.  The subsequent thesis includes 

observational writing, landscape photography and video making. 

The findings of the thesis clarified how the problematic dichotomy of being in / out of place is based 

on understanding the differences between its constructed and subjective view.  This was explored 

particularly through a contemplative and empathetic discipline (and arts practice), informed by the 

research to develop as a more exploratory / metaphysical approach to being in place. 

Conclusively, the contemplative interpretation included an awareness of biodiversity, which became 

more current or active when understood in an environmental ethical context.  Through an intimate 

portrayal of the two locations I was able to consider the value of being in place, in terms of how we 

are connected and simultaneously disconnected from it, and what the implications of that 

disconnection might mean, both in terms of how we inhabit place, and how we regard our ecological 

interdependence.  
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INTRODUCTION 

 

There is no human knowing that is not looking out from where we are. 

Holmes Rolston III, Nature for Real: Is Nature a Social Construct? 2007, p.40. 

 

It is not the individual in isolation nor the world apart from the individual with which he 

interacts, but both in serial dialogic transaction. The world contains me and I am the world 

containing it, and together each expands or constricts the other.   

Ciarán Benson, The Cultural Psychology of Place: Place, Morality and Art in Human Worlds, 2001, p.16. 

 

Productive Contemplation: Being In / Out of Place  

The question of why we should continue to look at place and nature is the premise for this thesis. 

Working from site-specific locations, the research is centred on the sites themselves and the self 

within them.  The place I refer to comprises two separate locations I call orchard and island.  

Theoretically I am exploring what it means to be in, perceive and represent place - not as a solitary 

investigation into identity, or into the specifics of the geographical, historical or ecological locations, 

but rather as an attempt to situate the self actively or consciously within place.   

To establish my methodology, which I’ve titled ‘productive contemplation’, I examine the self in place 

through four elemental components:  

 Observational writing which references the tradition of journal / nature writing (a selection is 

included at the end of this document)1 

 Visual note-taking in the form of photographic records (selected visual appendix attached 

here with journal)  

 Meditative video studies (included as primary exhibition content) 

 Digital landscapes (included as primary exhibition content). 

 

While I acknowledge the significance of particular 19th century artists and writers, this is not a 

research project centred on Romanticism, Pastoralism, landscape art history or 20th and 21st century 

examples of environmental art making.  That being said, in discussing the methods and outcomes of 

                                                           
1 From the outset I have considered the observational writing (the journal) as an intrinsic part of the studio 

practice, rather than a theoretical component.  It has been included in this submission to provide additional 

processing time for examination readers.  
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the research I am presenting in my visual exhibition, I will briefly review the historic and contemporary 

art informing it.  

Nature writing, and current ecocriticism has led me to question my own motivations and 

comprehension of the moral responsibilities of being in place.  Robert Root’s distinction of being in 

and out of place states the dichotomy of internal and external perceptions which is a common feature 

of nature writing.2  I have used this model to clarify my first-person perspective which is contrasted 

with an external or generalised attitude toward both nature and place, as I use these terms.  

Included in this document is a selection of artist statements3 about the final works which reference 

contemporary context and influence as well as the practical and conceptual processes undertaken.  

 

 

 

 

T. Forbes, Orchard / Log Field, digital print. Forbes, 2009 

 

 

                                                           
2 Robert Root (in his introduction to Landscapes with Figures: The Nonfiction of Place, 2007, 1-12) defines the 
position of the nature writer either being inside or outside place by categorising the insider (inhabitant) as an 
observational and contemplative narrative and the outsider (transient/traveller) as passing through place. 
3 This section is titled ‘Production’ and is taken from working notes about the art making processes. 
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PRODUCTIVE CONTEMPLATION 

 

In learning to pay respectful attention to one another and plants and animals we relearn the 

art of empathy, and thus humility and compassion – ways of proceeding that grow more and 

more necessary as the world crowds in. 

John A. Murray, American Nature Writing, 2003, p.3. 

 

Once you accept the fact that compassion is not something childish or sentimental and realize 

its deeper value…and once you encourage the thought of compassion in your mind, once that 

thought becomes active, then your attitude towards others changes automatically. 

The Dalai Lama in conversation with Howard C. Cutler, The Art of Happiness, 2009, p.69.  

 

Designing a methodology for being in place 

Initiating the methodology for being in place involved a disciplined practice of written and 

photographic observations.  A selection of both writing and photographic notes are included in the 

journal and image appendices (i) and (ii).  While recognising a distinction between theory and practice 

my aim is to enact an integrated process which requires conscious application of the methodology, 

not just a description of it.   

Productive contemplation is a practical application for working in place.  The term references 

processes associated with 18th century Enlightenment (referring to it in the written and illustrated 

observational practice during ‘new world’ explorations), 19th century Romanticism (the spiritual 

reconciliations between Man and Nature), Transcendentalism (through the work of Thoreau and 

Emerson) and aspects of phenomenology (specifically the branch of Genetic Phenomenology linking 

the origins of meaning to our own experiences).  

Production refers to the contemplative state in action.  It’s not a passive consideration but is applied to 

the subject through research and visual and written exposition.  The production is the visual thesis – 

the outcome of the methodology.   

Contemplation typically evokes the idea that we might look thoughtfully at something and consider it 

over time, and this fosters an empathetic approach to what we look at.  Discussing the purpose of 

meditation, C. J. Haimerl and E. R. Valentine suggest, “the cultivation of a nondualistic perception of 

existence is sought, transcending the experience of an independently existing self” and that the 
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benefits of doing this include an increased sensitivity and compassion beneficial to others.4   The 

value of compassion is also beneficial to ‘others’ in an ecological sense.   

Contemplative practice then, at least in an eastern context is understood to train the mind to reach 

‘different states of self-consciousness.’5   The practice requires a particular mindfulness that means 

something can simply be seen beyond how we initially see it.  While these examples illustrate a 

metaphysical approach to place, contemplative practice also features solitude as Ralph Waldo 

Emerson explains:  

To go into solitude, a man needs to retire as much from his chamber as from society.  I am 

not solitary while I read and write, yet nobody is with me.  But if a man be alone, let him look 

at the stars.6   

Emerson suggested that the act of looking at natural subjects wakes a certain reverence, provoking a 

kindred impression, when the mind is open to their influence.7  The point here is in the experience of 

looking - when the mind is open - requiring an active and undistracted consciousness. 

  

Considering contemplation in production: environmentalism and ethics 

Within the project, contemplation of place includes being aware of ecological sensitivities such as 

environmentalism and environmental ethics.  Holmes Rolston III explains ethics to be “about the sorts 

of things people value; and some, but not all, of these values are present in nonhumans, so we need 

to extend ethics there.”8  Therefore to understand the environmental ethic is to understand an ethical 

concern that expands beyond the human realm.9  My comprehension of being in place, has always 

connected to the idea that I am a part of the place itself, simply part of the biodiversity around me.   

On its basic level, environmentalism includes the broad sweep of environmental issues and 

protection, but environmental ethics begins when we consider, how we might live alongside and 

respect other life on earth.  In the context of moral psychology it is defined by what an individual 

considers right and wrong behaviour, and is implicitly linked to emotional reactions to the 

consequences of such behaviour.10  I have written and recorded my observations in weekly journal 

and photographic accounts and they are observations made from an inhabitant position in human 

                                                           
4 Charlotte. J Haimerl and Elizabeth. R Valentine, “The effect of contemplative practice of intrapersonal, 
interpersonal, and transpersonal dimensions of the self-concept.” The Journal of Transpersonal Psychology 33, 
no. 1 (2001): 37. Accessed February 15, 2014. http:www.atpweb.org/jtparchive/Haimerl_2001V33N1.pdf. 
5 Haimerl and Valentine, “The effect of contemplative practice of intrapersonal, interpersonal, and 
transpersonal dimensions of the self-concept.”, 37. 
6 Ralph W. Emerson, Nature, 1836, (London: Penguin Books, 2008), 3. 
7 Emerson, Nature, 3-4. 
8 Holmes Rolston III, A New Environmental Ethics: The Next Millennium for Life on Earth, (New York: Routledge, 
2008), 65. 
9 Rolston, A New Environmental Ethics: The Next Millennium for Life on Earth, 65. 
10 These definitions are based on ideas proposed by Rolston III, in A New Environmental Ethics: The Next 
Millennium for Life on Earth, 2012. 
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places where the value and use of the natural environment and the ecosystems represented within 

them, are affected.  From this position, those external human values impact on where I am and what 

I’m looking at, and whether right or wrong they are always in the view.  

The ecologist Aldo Leopold (1887-1948), understood that land is always constituted by the different 

biological communities that depend on it, and that this is the basic principle of ecology, proposing 

further “that land is to be loved and respected” which becomes an extension of ethics.11  According to 

Rolston III, Leopold’s work emphasised the need to evoke a practical application of the land ethic and 

a mainstream acceptance of the reality that humans co-inhabit the planet, and “depend on these 

surrounding biotic communities of life.”12  

This approach to environmental ethics also motivated the thinking of ecologist activists like John Muir 

(1838-1914), and Rachel Carson (1907-1964), who worked to instil environmental ethics in our 

consciousness.  They argued, as had Thoreau13 before them, that environmentalism should be 

thought in tandem with practices of sustainable living.  This included living more simply, ethically and 

empathetically within our natural environments.  Each of these people devoted their life’s work to 

expanding research on, and experience of, our relationship with nature, with an almost prophetic 

vision of the environmental issues ahead.  While environmentalism may seem intent on 

acknowledging the big issues (global warming for example), my own environmental ethic, resonates 

with an idea that first addresses the place I am occupying.  I am not diminishing the importance of 

environmentalism, rather I want to emphasise that the inhabitant position I assume begins where I 

live, and our collective value of place also begins at home.  

While considering place as habitat or home suggests an accessible type of environmentalism, I also 

identify with 19th century ideas about the value of beauty (in reference to natural subjects) as 

proposed by Burke, Kant, Rousseau, Schiller and Wordsworth.14  “To look on a thing that is beautiful 

is to value it for what it is,” reminds Roger Scruton, “not for what it does or for the purpose it serves.”15  

The emphasis here is not on beauty or Romanticism for its own sake, but on understanding its value 

within a contemporary environmental context.  Despite 21st century pragmatism, the continuation of 

national parks worldwide for example, demonstrates how our collective value of beauty, “has been a 

far stronger motive than any utilitarian or scientific interest, in preserving lands and landscape for 

future generations, and in protecting the habitats of other species.”16  Whether this value system is 

deemed aesthetic or for the good of other species occupying it, is not so much the point, as is the 

subjectivity of the value itself.   

                                                           
11 Aldo Leopold, A Sand Country Almanac, (New York, Oxford University Press, 1949/1968), 173, 224-225, vii-ix, 
as cited by H. Rolston III, A New Environmental Ethics, 2012,.21. 
12 Ibid., 21. 
13 Ibid., 20-24. 
14 Roger Scruton, Green Philosophy: How to Think Seriously about the Planet (London: Atlantic Books, 2011), 
254. 
15 Scruton, Green Philosophy: How to Think Seriously about the Planet,254. 
16 Ibid., 256. 
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T.Forbes, Bird Talk, video still, 2008 

 

BEING IN/OUT OF PLACE 

 

‘Self’ functions primarily as a locative system, a means of reference and orientation in worlds 

of space-time (perceptual worlds) and in worlds of meaning and place-time (cultural worlds). 

Ciarán Benson, The Cultural Psychology of Self; Place, Morality and Art in Human Worlds, 2001, p.4. 

 

The interior and exterior location/dislocation of self 

My reference to the words ‘self and being’ may be understood as indistinguishable – referring to the 

inner self or essential being, established in the first person position.  That said, my approach to being 

in place has been consistently dualistic, for example: inside/outside, here/there, 

historic/contemporary, placed/displaced, orchard/island etc.  This dualistic structure has been useful 

to help define a position within place, but the structure has required consideration of what these terms 

mean.   

In defining the position of the writer in the nonfiction of place, Robert Root states, “Writers approach 

place, generally speaking, from the perspective of either insider or outsider... The insider is an 
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inhabitant...a dweller; the outsider is a transient, a traveller.”17  This locates the physical and 

psychological position of the person considering place, and while I associate my position with that of 

the inhabitant self, there is another split within the self, or reflective subject.  In Landscape and 

Narrative, Barry Lopez explains this as two landscapes outside and within the self:  

The external landscape is the one we see – not only the line and colour of the land and its 

shading at different times of the day, but also its plants and animals in season... The second – 

the interior landscape is the personal or individual response to the exterior factors.18 

The project takes the position of the inhabitant self (insider) considering a predominantly internal 

landscape.  But within this internal location, is an awareness of the external forces threatening both 

the external landscape I am looking at, and my questionable personal response.  The result presents 

the conflict of the position, fraught with certain anxiety and profound dislocation, which may be 

associated to a broader time/place context.  Explaining this paradox of our dislocation from nature, 

Henry David Thoreau suggests,  

By a conscious effort of the mind we can stand aloof from actions and their consequences; 

and all things, good and bad, go by us like a torrent.  We are not wholly involved in Nature... I 

only know myself as a human entity; the scene, so to speak, of thoughts and affections; and 

am sensible of a certain doubleness by which I can stand as remote from myself as another.  

However intense my experience, I am conscious of the presence and criticism of a part of me, 

which, as it were, is not a part of me, but a spectator, sharing no experience, but taking note 

of it... 19   

This ‘doubleness’ as I understand it, expresses the sense the subject has of being both inside their 

own perceptions and of being in the world they observe, connected and disconnected both.  Taking a 

clear position becomes difficult, the inside and outside is fraught in its generalised perception (I am 

here looking at that) and the more complex influences inside each of those structures. The dichotomy 

of being in place is also a symbiotic relationship between the internal and external locations of self 

where one is unable to function without the other. 

That particular point, where the interior and exterior worlds collide, is where I position myself.  I am 

literally observing the exterior of my world from an interior perspective, spectator and participant both.  

That interior world is influenced, fed and constructed not only by what I see (the physical 

characteristics) but also by the outside forces shaping it.   

 

 

                                                           
17 Robert Root, Landscapes with Figures: The Nonfiction of Place (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 2007), 
3-4. 
18 Barry Lopez, “Landscape and Narrative,” in Crossing Open Ground (New York: Vintage Books, 1989), 64-65. 
19 Henry D. Thoreau, Walden and Other Writings, ed. Brooks Atkinson (Toronto: Random House, Modern 
Library ed. 1992), 127-128. 
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Being in/out of place can be broken down as follows:  

A. Being IN place (this is what I am in context)   

This is the space in which my subjective experience is integrated with the wider context, the 

supporting environmental field.  How I see and feel here is interdependent with where I am; my 

subjectivity is produced by an empathetic correlation between myself and all that is not me.  This is 

where self-reflection becomes consciousness of place; where I am deliberately or intuitively aware of 

the interdependence, the ‘strange co-existence’ that defines my subjectivity in place.  This is where ‘I’ 

am located in place. 

B. Being OUT of place (this is what I am when dislocated from context)  

 

This is me out of synch with the external, broader environmental context.  This is me as a singular 

self, displaced from understanding the interdependence between subject and place which sustains 

me and produces me.  This is when all my previous knowledge, my habits of perception travel with 

me from one place to another and prevent me from recognising this interdependence.  This is when I 

have to unlearn or put aside what I know so I can remember what I understand – what stands 

beneath me, which is the world guiding me. 

 

 

 

T. Forbes, Works in Progress series (Turoa), video still, 2013 
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NATURE 

 

 

 

T.Forbes Island / Potential (no spray version), digital print, 2013 

 

‘Nature’ is not so much anything out there as a category we have invented into which to put 

things; and we reinvent the category with our shifting models that describe this collection 

called ‘nature’, depending on the mindset of the beholder.  

Nature is what is not constructed by the human mind. 

Holmes Rolston III, Nature for Real: Is Nature a Social Construct? 1997, p.41-42. 

 

Which Nature? 

Within my use of place, it’s evident that nature and the issue of our human relationship with nature is 

key.  But what is ‘nature’ in the context of this thesis?  In this section I will expand on my use of the 

word and the ideas about nature imperative to the research. 

The first definition of nature I refer to is used to grandly title the biodiversity surrounding me.  As 

illustrated in the journal writing, it is not just the outdoor environment of flora and fauna, but also the 

life within the house.  ‘Nature’ as I use it, refers to the living subjects which are not human.  Rolston III 

suggests in the opening citation that ‘nature’ as a term, includes everything that we haven’t created, 
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or constructed, but ‘nature’ within that understanding also implies ambiguity.  In the writing and art 

making within the project, I attempt to translate some of that uncertainty through an often blatant 

sense of self-doubt and inexperience over the subjects I am observing.  I express this as a 

combination of ignorance and innocence, which may appear naïve but is an admission of my lack of 

understanding of what I see on one hand, and the necessity of seeing it openly, or without prejudice 

on the other.  

How we regard ourselves in relation to nature is also necessary to define.  In the 19th century Thoreau 

opened his essay Walking, by attempting to present a distinction between living in the city and living 

closer to nature, concluding that man should regard himself as “an inhabitant, or a part and parcel of 

Nature, rather than a member of society.”20  In The Culture of Nature, (1992) Alexander Wilson 

reiterates the point that “the whole idea of nature as something separate from human existence is a 

lie.  Humans and nature construct one another.”21  Holmes Rolston III added that intrinsically linked to 

our view of nature is the problem of where we position ourselves within/and outside of it because, “the 

self-image question is entwined with the image of nature.”22   

The challenge in my own work is to express something of the complexity of that subjective perception 

/ interdependence / interconnectedness in its contemporary setting.  Why? Because as I understand 

it, we are not outside of nature because nature is precisely the place we inhabit, and regardless of 

physical boundaries or constructs, there is no ‘us’ and ‘them’ or ‘nature’ and ‘culture’ because as 

Arnold Berleant states, “There is no outside world.  There is no outside.”23  If that is true, and nature 

and how we connect or react to it is just a state of mind,24 then how do we proceed?  “We need new 

social and aesthetic practices” said Félix Guattari in The Three Ecologies, we need “new practices of 

the Self in relation to the other, to the foreign, the strange.”25   Considering the problem of how we 

regard ourselves as something other than or outside nature is an idea that I have always found 

perplexing, and through nature writing particularly, I have been able to reconsider that who I am is 

intrinsically linked to the place I inhabit. 

 

 

 

                                                           
20 Thoreau, Walden and Other Writings, ed. Brooks Atkinson, 627. 
21 Alexander Wilson, The Culture of Nature: North American Landscape from Disney to the Exxon Valdez, 
(Cambridge, MA: Blackwell Publishers, 1992), 13. 
22 Holmes Rolston III, “Nature for real: Is Nature a Social Construct?” T.D.J Chappell, ed. The Philosophy of the 
Environment, University of Edinburgh Press (1997), 40, accessed April 8, 2013, http://lamar.colostate.edu/-
rolston/social-construct.pdf. 
23 Ibid.,39. Rolston III citing Arnold Berleant, The Aesthetics of Environment, (Philadelphia: Temple University 
Press, 1992), 3-4. 
24 Ibid., 39. Rolston III referring to Roderick Nash’s summary conclusion “Wilderness is all in your mind” in 
Backpacker 7, 1979, Issue 31, 39-41. 
25 Felix Guattari, The Three Ecologies, trans. Ian Pindar and Paul Sutton, (London: Continuum, 2008), 45. 
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Idealisation of place: Romanticism and Pastoralism 

 

        

 

Left: John Constable, Das Stour-Tal mit der kirche von Dedham, oil on canvas 1814-15             

 Right: T. Forbes, Orchard / Red Tractor, digital print., 2009 

 

Why, asks Petra Halkes, in Aspiring to the Landscape: On Painting and the Subject of Nature (2006), 

must the discourse on nature always “begin and end with Romanticism?”26  In the case of my 

aesthetic and historical leanings the influence of Romanticism and Pastoralism have to be 

acknowledged. Given that Romanticism included late 18th century and early 19th century artists such 

as Blake, JMW Turner, Constable, Goya, Friedrich, Gericault and Delacroix, David Pagel in his essay 

Romanticism’s Aftermath: No Illusions, A Little Desperation, Lots of Imagination, (2008) suggests that 

it was often a complicated and “contradictory movement that differed from country to country, decade 

to decade, art form to art form...”  By the mid-20th century writes Pagel, Romanticism was critically 

dismissed as being too “out of touch with reality, consumed by short-sighted self-involvement, and... 

lost in an idealised world of nostalgic fantasy.”27  While that may be true, contemporary romanticism is 

still, according to curator Terrie Sultan, a valid reaction to our world of “political instability, economic 

insecurity, and social isolation.”28  Sultan in the exhibition Damaged Romanticism: A Mirror of Modern 

Emotion (2008) attempted to turn the negative self-indulgence described by Pagel, back into a 

“reconciliation grounded in observation, a profound realism, and a belief in the potential of self-

empowerment.”29  Generalisation about the subject of nature in Romanticism, and for that matter 

Pastoralism (which is also obviously referenced in my digital landscape series), are problematic, but 

                                                           
26 Petra Halkes, Aspiring to the Landscape: On Painting and the Subject of Nature (Toronto: University of 
Toronto Press, 2006), 142. 
27 David Pagel, “Romanticism’s Aftermath: No Illusions, A Little Desperation, Lots of Imagination”, Damaged 
Romanticism: A Mirror of Modern Emotion, ed. Terri Sultan and Nick Flynn (Houston: Blaffer Gallery, Art 
Museum of University of Houston, 2008), 34.  
28 Terrie Sultan, ed, Damaged Romanticism: A Mirror of Modern Emotion, 11. 
29 Ibid. 
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may be simplified to key conceptual points.  Sultan claims that the motivation for Romantic artists is 

just as relevant in a contemporary context, who, “keenly feel the damage wrought by the forces of 

modernity and by our divorce from the natural world.”30  

 

 

 

T. Forbes, Orchard / Strawberry field, digital print, 2009 

 

Similarly references to Pastoralism need to be addressed in a contemporary context.  The intention of 

Pastoralism was based on Alexander Pope’s31 18th century idea that any representation of the 

pastoral landscape/scenario should be ‘delightful’ and focus on the ideals of the shepherd’s life rather 

than exposing his hardships and miseries.32  In Pastoral and Ideology (1987) Annabel Patterson 

presents a complex and historical analysis of the different and developing interpretations of the 

pastoral ideal, stating the discrepancies within the understanding of pastoral in relation to reality as 

opposed to the ideal.  The simplicity of nature and living and working within the field, is emphasised in 

the ideal and not the real.   In 1741, John Martyn proclaimed,  

                                                           
30 Terrie Sultan, discussing the exhibition in press release, 2008, accessed November 1, 2014. 
www.nyu.edu/greyart/exhibits/damagedromanticism/drpress.html 
31 Annabel Paterson, Pastoral and Ideology: Virgil to Valery (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1987), 
referring to Alexander Pope 1688-1744, Vol.1, Pastoral Poetry and an Essay on Criticism, ed. E. Audra and A. 
Williams, (London: Methuen,1961), 25-27. 
32 Paterson, Pastoral and Ideology: Virgil to Valery, 206. 



22 
 

We may therefore conclude, that though Nature is to be followed, yet we are not to represent 

everything that is natural, without distinction; but are to select such images only as are 

please, throwing a veil at the same time over those which would give offence.33  

 

Patterson determines that the metaphoric veil over the pastoral had shifted from allowing the reader 

to “penetrate the pastoral fiction and determine the higher meaning”34 to becoming a shield from 

reality, or as Patterson puts it, covering “our experience of the physical world, so that only those 

phenomena remain visible that are consistent with pleasure and decency.”35  

Within 21st century Romanticism and Pastoralism the representation of nature both in artistic and 

literary context is always about making these ‘distinctions’ between the complex human associations 

with nature (and often our spiritual connection and value of nature).  Nature writers, especially those 

writing from an ecological perspective, are more inclined to explore beyond the ideal and into the 

reality of the place itself.  Significantly, suggests Terrie Sultan, contemporary artists addressing 

Romanticism, are not without such distinctions, but include a pragmatic realism, because “their sense 

of disillusionment and loss never stops them from clinging to hope.”36  

 

Narrative of Place: Nature writing / the nonfiction of place37   

 

What is the nature of a successful individual life considered against the fate of the 

community? What are the boundaries of a moral contract with the world? The central theme in 

nature writing, I think, is a question: What are just relations?  What is a person’s just 

relationship with a place? What are just relations between a community and a place? 

Barry Lopez, Conversations with Barry Lopez: Walking the Path of the Imagination, William. E Tydeman, 2003, p.33. 

 

Exploring my affinity with ‘nature writing’, and my gravitation toward 19th century writers and artists 

has required a more current interpretation.  Robert Root’s book Landscapes with Figures: The 

Nonfiction of Place (2007), has been useful in placing the tradition of nature writing in a more 

contemporary context.  The earlier writers I have looked at (Emerson and Thoreau) focus on why we 

should look at nature, but the contemporary examples such as Barry Lopez, Wendell Berry, Barbara 

Hurd, Alison Hawthorne Deming and Kim Barnes, also consider how to be in place.   Kim Barnes 

                                                           
33 Cited by Patterson from John Martyn, The Bucolicks of Virgil, (3rd ed, London, 1749), vii-viii. 
34 Paterson, Pastoral and Ideology: Virgil to Valery, 238. 
35 Ibid. 
36 Terrie Sultan, Damaged Romanticism: A Mirror of Modern Emotion, 11. 
37 The Nonfiction of Place, is a term devised by Robert Root, ed., Landscape with Figures: The Nonfiction of 
Place (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 2007), 1-12. 
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refers to this as writing being “about something larger than itself…something greater than your 

experience.”38  The emphasis that Root places on the field is to do with defining a new contemporary 

terminology that encompasses the complexity beyond romantic idealism:  “In the nonfiction of place, 

setting, the landscape of the work, the backdrop against which events take place – is often 

foregrounded to such an extent that it is the primary focus of the work.”39  But it is also about where 

the self is placed in relation to place.  In Scott Slovic’s essay Annie Dillard’s Psychology (1992), he 

discusses the issue of consciousness within Dillard’s work and her intention to explore nature in an 

artistic and mystical context,40 proposing that “consciousness of the present self interferes with both 

mystical vision and artistic creation.”41     

Emerson’s essay Nature (1836), originally published anonymously, was considered by many to be a 

key text for the transcendentalist movement.  Simply put, the idea was concerned with literally 

transcending the established doctrines of the time in order to achieve a new philosophical and 

spiritual awareness.  In clarifying his use of the word nature, Emerson wrote:   

Philosophically considered, the universe is composed of Nature and the Soul.  Strictly 

speaking, therefore all that is separate from us, all which Philosophy distinguishes as the 

NOT ME, that is, both nature and art, all other men and my own body, must be ranked under 

this name, NATURE.42   

I do not make the same distinctions but rather consider myself in relation to nature and the physical 

and metaphysical worlds represented by that term.  That being said, the idea of transcending and 

considering dominating attitudes toward nature are not dissimilar from the 19th century 

transcendentalist ideals. 

Ecocritic Jaroslav Pelikan talks about Emerson’s use of Nature being linked to “the present day 

understanding of ‘Nature’ as cosmos or environment ”43 but in doing this he also applies the term 

generally to include human nature, natural history, the progress of science and the shift from a 

theological understanding of nature and creation.44  The idea of interconnectedness is an essential 

characteristic that runs throughout the text, combining the act of seeing with mindfulness that is both 

poetic and spiritual.  In regards to observing and understanding the lessons of nature, Emerson 

considers the details as part of the whole picture.  He says:  

                                                           
38 Kim Barnes, “On Place,” Landscape with Figures: The Nonfiction of Place, 2007), ed. Robert Root (Lincoln: 
University of Nebraska), 18. 
39 Root, Landscape with Figures: The Nonfiction of Place, 2007, 1. 
40 Scott Slovic, Seeking Awareness in American Nature Writing: Henry Thoreau, Annie Dillard, Edward Abbey, 
Wendell Berry, Barry Lopez (Salt Lake City: University of Utah Press, 1992), 63. 
41 Ibid. 
42 Emerson, Nature, (London: Penguin Books, 2008), 2. 
43 Javoslav Pelikans introduction to Emerson’s Nature, (Boston: Beacon Press, 1985), 2. 
44 Emerson, Nature, (London: Penguin Books, 2008), 2. 
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A leaf, a drop, a crystal, a moment of time, is related to the whole, and partakes of the 

perfection of the whole.  Each particle is a microcosm, and faithfully renders the likeness of 

the world.45   

This statement is concluded with the idea that “each creature is only a modification of the other; the 

likeness in them is more than the difference...”46   Within my own practice, I have consistently 

maintained emphasis on the value of our likeness to other aspects of the natural world (see the 

journal observations of insects and the video works of insect-like machinery working the land for 

example).  The parallels may seem uncanny, but similarities are also profoundly linked to my 

understanding of interconnectedness as previously discussed.   

Referring to Roots inhabitant position within nature writing, both Annie Dillard and Thoreau were 

based in a specific place, working from the this position, attempting to connect artistically, physically, 

psychologically and spiritually with nature and with the nature of their place and their position within it.  

Dillard, in Pilgrim at Tinker Creek and Thoreau in Walden and Journals, meander inside and outside 

of self, of nature and of their current cultural sociology, but this is not intangible.  For example, 

Thoreau’s perceptive appears to be shaped in contrast to his urban lifestyle whereas Dillard calls on 

many scientific and theological examples to broaden and inform the view before her.   

Dana Phillips’ eco-criticism (which I read more as eco-cynicism, given that her overall tone resonates 

with what she calls a necessary “sceptical approach”)47 considers the myths about nature and 

ecology, referencing the work of Emerson, Thoreau and Dillard.  She talks about the characteristics of 

the genre and its pitfalls stating that: 

Many thoughtful and sensitive people, including many American environmentalists and Deep 

Ecologists, as well as Greens in other countries, still cherish the ideas of balance, harmony, 

and interconnectedness, and believe that the science of ecology has verified that truth.48   

This view has helped me to consider what my exact pull toward ecology and nature writing is about.  

My understanding of interconnectedness (specifically between self and place) is subjectively tied to 

19th century and contemporary Romanticism demonstrated by processing experience through prose, 

historical aesthetics and contemporary art methodologies.  I understand that by practically and 

artistically making these connections I am in a sense, trying to reclaim some sense of self within the 

chaos of current popular culture in which I exist.  But unlike the idealism of the ecologists and nature 

writers Phillips refers to, the methodology of productive contemplation also reflects on the confusion, 

contradictions and chaos presented by thinking about and ‘being’ in nature in a present day context.   

I understand that the idealist notion that we might live in harmony with nature is problematic.  By this I 

suggest that the apparent ‘harmony’ is a projection and in being such, is usually removed from the 

                                                           
45 Emerson, Nature, 30. 
46 Ibid. 
47 Dana Phillips, The Truth of Ecology: Nature, Culture and Literature in America (Oxford, New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2003), p.viii. 
48 Ibid. 
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reality of the thing.  While Emerson’s view may be seen as overly poetic and romantic, I consider that 

both his, Thoreau’s and Dillard’s descriptions demonstrate the intent to look and experience life in a 

particularly ‘deliberate’ way.  For even Emerson concedes that the experience of ‘delight’ may be 

inspired by nature but it is still a constructed idea, meaning that the perception is not so much about 

the reality of what is being seen but how or what is being seen in it/through it.  Emerson says, “Yet it 

is certain that the power to produce this delight does not reside in nature, but in man, or in a harmony 

of both.”49  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
49 Emerson, Nature, 6. 
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PLACE 

 

Place links events and entities, writes Edward S. Casey, and allays the metaphysical 

anxiety of being adrift in changelessness.  Aristotle says that to be in place is like 

being in a vessel.  To be in place is to be held, contained, surrounded, by a defining 

presence.  Everything that is, is in a place. 

Place is a nest for contradiction to dwell. 

Alison Hawthorne Deming, Where Time and Place are Lost, 2007, p. 36 & 41. 

 

The disarray of place 

In discussing place in a contemporary art context, Tacita Dean and Jeremy Millar admit that “place 

can be difficult to locate.”50  The definition becomes subject to a myriad of historic and contemporary 

interpretations.  Despite the apparent ambivalence of the word itself, we are collectively persistent in 

our need to define it, because as Ciarán Benson explained, “we can’t imagine, being nowhere.”51 

Eco-critic Lawrence Buell makes a valuable distinction between place and environment.  He proposes 

that the term ‘environment’ should be used to refer to the world outside the observer regardless of 

how it is perceived, ‘place’ should be reserved for environment as subjectively located and defined.52  

Tacita Dean and Jeremey Millar make the differentiation in relation to the idea of landscape.  They 

suggest that landscape is a land transformed in some way “whether through the physical act of 

inhabitation or enclosure, clearance or cultivation, or through, human perception”53 whereas place is 

“more often sensed than understood, an indistinct region of awareness rather than something clearly 

defined.”54 

In this collection of terminology we can understand environment to signify the broader view, the world 

outside, and landscape to signify what is transformed and fixed, and place to be the world understood 

as a particular location, with its distinctive presence, whose significance is subjectively grasped.  For 

example, we know that the designation landscape typically implies that the world has been framed, 

has become a view; that an aesthetic or representational value has been added to a section of the 

world.  If I say ‘I’m looking at the landscape,’ then the field that I’m looking at literally becomes 

associated with a particular set of values as they are understood by the person I’m talking to.  If I say 

‘I’m looking at place,’ then it becomes a little more obscure.  Subjectively, my use of place is not a 

                                                           
50 Tacita Dean and Jeremy Millar, Place (London: Thames and Hudson, 2005), 11. 
51 Ciarán Benson, The Cultural Psychology of Self: Place, Morality and Art in Human Worlds, (London: 
Routledge, 2001), 3. 
52 Lawrence Buell, The Environmental Imagination: Thoreau, Nature Writing, and the Formation of American 
Culture (Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 1995), 508. 
53 Dean and Miller, Place, 13. 
54 Ibid., 14. 
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straight forward re-interpretation of pastoral and romantic landscapes; but it does include intimate 

observations of nature and acknowledges a history of attentions to place, landscape, and 

environment.   

To understand what it is, I need to see what it’s not.  While the actual physical places I inhabit: the 

orchard (in New Zealand) and the island (in the Pacific), are by definition: semi-rural landscapes, I am 

not attempting to add to the great discourse of New Zealand Landscape or the Pacific’s environmental 

or visual histories.  My places are intentionally not geographically located in my titles nor in my journal 

.i.e. ‘Orchard and Island’.  Within its representations, the viewer will make the distinctions themselves. 

Therefor the emphasis is not on individual locations (or the specific cultures and histories of those 

places) but on a more subjective connection (or attempted connection) with what I am 

seeing/experiencing.  Geoff Park in Theatre Country: Essays on Landscape and Whenua (2002), 

includes both the European perception (as constructed by early cultural influences) and later New 

Zealand history, embracing the concept of ‘whenua’ and the indigenous perspectives and 

developments in perceiving human/nature relationships. Unlike Park, this project considers place in its 

immediate uncertainty, making the position an attempt at awareness while simultaneously being self-

conscious.  Therefore, it’s more a phenomenological study of place than a culturally political one. 

 

Place, self, nature and post-photography: a contemporary framing 

In contemporary art, it has not been the examples of land art and environmental artists but more 

intimate considerations of place, self and nature that have been most influential to the project. 

Trying to see what is not easily seen is an aspiration that underlies Tacita Dean’s work over the last 

decade,  including the portrayal (or in some cases, attempted portrayal) of “the strange, anachronistic 

and often obsolete nature of her subjects.”55  Several years ago, when I had been making videos in 

the orchard and thinking about the parallels between the collection of words and images growing 

almost obsessively around me, I came across the story of the clover collection that Dean began as an 

eight year old.56  The story was about chance and fancy, and Dean thinking she had discovered her 

‘facility’ for good luck.57  There is something of that compulsion to collect and the fantasy of seeing 

something special that resonates for me in my connection/disconnection with place.  This is tied to a 

certain nostalgia for the freedom of thought and discovery we have as children.   

Annie Dillard too tells stories that portray something of that fantastic moment when the thing you 

happen upon seems nothing other a magical presentation just for you, despite knowing the contrary 

reality.  Dean commented, “The idea of chance has always interested me, but I think it depends as 

much on a facility to notice – being in a state of grace – as anything else, so that you are open to it.”58  

                                                           
55 Jean-Christophe Royoux,Tacita Dean, (London: Phaidon Press Inc., 2013) trans Charles Penwarden, 50. 
56 I first read Dean’s story Collections, in Book V.I, Selected Writings, Tacita Dean, from the Musée dárt 
Moderne de la ville de Paris, exhibition catalogue, 2003. 
57 Ibid, *these selected writings are not numbered. 
58 Interview with Marina Warner, Tacita Dean, (London: Phaidon Press Inc,), 13. 
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Other works of Deans including The Green Ray, (2001) film consider ideas about observation and 

documentation and the often illusive nature of trying to represent (a phenomenon or person for 

example) over time.  Dean’s work becomes about transience, but is also as Dean concludes at the 

end of The Green Ray, about “the act of looking itself, about faith and belief in what you see.”59   

Artist Roni Horn’s residencies in Iceland connect with my own experience of being in a place over 

time, (which is significantly different from passing through for example).  But it is also about her 

approach to being in that place, without distraction.  In her retrospective exhibition catalogue (1980-

1995), Horn wrote “I don’t want to do anything other than be here.  Doing something will take me 

away from being here.  I want to make being here enough.”60  Writing about Horn’s work, Tacita Dean 

and Jeremy Millar suggest that a significant feature of understanding place in contemporary art is 

having “a desire to re-enchant the land with meaning, or to examine that area of overlap and 

coincidence between inner and outer spaces.”61  This is particularly evident in Horn’s series, 

Becoming a Landscape (Book VIII, 2001), presented as paired photographic images of thermal 

scenes and portraits of a young androgynous person.  There is a certain ambivalence – a suspension 

of what we’re looking at despite the clarity of the images that resonates between face and landscape.  

It’s hard to tell if this effect is just because of the pairing or the repetition itself.  

Danish-Icelandic artist Olafur Eliasson also draws on his experience of being in place (particularly 

hiking around Iceland) to explore issues of perception, “reflection, and the fluid boundary between 

nature and culture, revealing the degree to which reality is constructed.”62  Eliasson critically 

examines perception, by creating immersive and interactive environments such as Beauty (1993), 

which combines light and water to create an enigmatic and interactive installation highlighting the 

strangeness of our phenomenological experience – through a contemporary reconstruction of 

something as simple as light on water. 

The photographs of Wayne Barrar Shifting Nature (2001), David.T.Hanson Wasteland (1997), and the 

video installation of Willie Doherty Ghost Story (2007), present empty places, loaded with conflict 

(environmental or political), emphasising the unseen.  The images become signposts for something 

else but retain something of their damaged and unsettling beauty. 

While the supporting discourse of my landscape photographs and videos is located in the 19th 

century, my application of digital technology allows me to construct a conversation between current 

print technologies and 19th century landscape aesthetics; the instability this creates is what interests 

me. 

                                                           
59 Ibid. 
60 Roni Horn, Making Being Here Enough, Installations, 1980-95, Kunsthalle Basel, Catalogue, Hanover, 1995, 
49. 
61 Dean and Millar, Place, 58. 
62 Roxana Marcoci and Klaus Biesenbach discussing Eliassons installation Take Your Time, MOMA, New York, 
2008, accessed November 16, 2014. 
http://www.moma.org/interactives/exhibitions/2008/olafureliasson/#/intro/ 
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Therefore the post-production process of my constructed and deconstructed landscapes becomes 

located in the past tense: - in the transcendence of the moment, and in its representational history.  

They are not true documents, they are reflections of places that don’t exist – visual testimonies to 

what I think I saw.  Robert Shore writing about post-photography practice suggests that in the wake of 

21st century digital technology the constant transgression of realism implies that seeing is no longer 

necessarily believing 63  and that post-photography is characterised by an almost anti-purist 

processing or ‘photographic intervention.’ 64  Artists such as Julie Cockburn, Charles Grogg and Aliki 

Braines present examples of appropriation and interference by physically manipulating the 

photographic surfaces (with paint, or thread or by cutting holes in them for example).   

The distortions in photographic processing that I am particularly interested in, include contemporary 

artists referencing 19th century subjects and photographic techniques.  New Zealand photographers 

Fiona Pardington (early gelatin silver prints), Ben Cauchi (wet plate collodion), and Joyce Campbell 

(ambrotypes & daguerreotypes) explore their subjects through a dislocation of process and image, 

furthering the ambivalent presence of the invisible in their representations.  Similarly, Dutch artist 

Marnix Goossens work tributes the Netherlandish tradition of genre painting.  In his series Regarding 

Nature (2001), the landscapes and natural references are often distorted, or obscured – appearing as 

imitations of both the history he references and the subject of nature. The visible/ invisible dynamic 

within these examples is explored fundamentally through process and subject.  We can locate what is 

there in the visible and obvious structure of the photograph but it is veiled beneath the processes 

themselves, which shift and distort a clear perception of what we’re looking at.  Seeing what isn’t 

there is a common thread to the contemporary examples I am referencing – traces of the material 

parts we recognise and fragments of what is missing/forgotten/lost – unknown.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
63 Robert Shore. “Post-Photography: The Unknown Image,” Elephant: The Art and Visual Culture Magazine, 
London, Issue 13 – Winter 2012/13 UK, 66-95. 
64 Shore, “Post-Photography: The Unknown Image,”88. 
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PRODUCTION 

 

Such awareness…is only the beginning of what might eventually become art.  The mind alert 

to rhythms and attentive to aesthetics is what tips the balance away from the adventure itself 

and toward exploration of it by means of language and form. 

Barbara Hurd, in Figures in the Landscape, 2007, p 110. 

 

About the works / artistic process  

In the apparent deluge of instant imaging and free processing applications available today, it is 

important to accurately situate the processes that I am working with.  In this section, I have included 

production notes taken from my journals (between 2009 -2011 and 2013 – 2014) discussing how I 

have come to process the photographic and video works during this project.   

 

        

 

Forbes family album, 1970’s. 

Colour 

December 2009  

There is a particular way that I saw the orchard before I began my digital photographs of landscapes.  

I’ve recently connected it with a memory of my earliest experiences of photography.  What I 

remember are glossy envelopes containing piles of almost square colour images from the 1970’s and 

early 1980’s when the paper stock was heavier, its surface matt and its corners rounded.  I remember 

that the photographs were mostly hopeless, artificially coloured with decapitated heads and blurred 

bodies.  Many of them never made it to the album.  Looking at my own historic photographs, there is 

an instant, almost phenomenological, effect.  Something like an atmosphere – a kind of reminiscence 
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(dictated by the technologies of the time) visible through distortion and discolouration.  But in those 

early colour images from my childhood I find a mix of absence, visibility and obscurity that now shape 

the lyrical and visual content of my own history.   

In the late 1980’s during my high school years, I studied art history from books and slides.  The 

reproductions themselves were already a world away from the originals in Europe and I was aware of 

them becoming transformed – not just physically separated from the source (the art galleries in which 

they were housed) but from their meaning.  They became an essence of the original, or a reference to 

it, but were never the real thing.  Standing in the orchard I was immediately effected by an awareness 

of another time and meaning, misplaced and distorted by the moment in which I was viewing it.  The 

altered colour was not something I looked for, it was actually how the view presented itself to me. 

Practically, I haven’t used camera filters but work through digital colour scales in each image to locate 

the colour I remember.   I am conscious of the artificial nature of the colour and the slight toxicity of 

the green and yellow particularly, highlighted by the digital processes and distortions I employ.   

 

Sameness   

I’ve been looking out there and I’ve been looking inside and it’s the same thing…  It frightened 

me – the thought that I could spend my time projecting what’s in here, out there.  That I could 

spend my time levelling the place I’m in, insinuating sameness everywhere. 

Roni Horn, Mirror, Desert and Mirror, from Making Being Here Enough,  

Exhibition, Kunsthalle Basel, Hanover. 1995, p.57. 

 

September 2013 

From a distance the digital landscape photographs lose their specific geographies provoking a 

sameness of place.  Realism and clear identification is washed out, as the colour is drained and 

replaced and the forms are either bought forward or lost in a blur.  I use this process throughout the 

different media in the project (video, photographs and writing) because for me it illustrates my 

methodology in practice; the implication is that the same thing is going on everywhere I look, because 

my way of seeing/ being/ processing these places is the same.  Conceptually, the idea of sameness is 

not only process-based, it also illustrates how environmental concerns are reflected in different 

places.   
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 T. Forbes, Orchard / Bonfire (Orchard), digital print, 2008 

 

Focus 

February 2010 

In the orchard I took images of local bonfires that became a wonderful spectacle drawing children and 

adults in like fiery sirens.  The scale of the three burning piles was fantastic and possibly because it 

was on someone’s private property, it appeared as a kind of permissible and sublime force of 

destruction.  I first made images of the entire scene then found myself pulling closer and closer to look 

at the outline of trees and apple crates burning black and gold against the dusk.  But in those images 

the people became small figurines; anonymous and inconsequential in the grandly sublime setting.  

Suddenly I began to find figures and objects in my landscapes, not portraits, and not objects outside 

of the scene, but firmly a part of it.  The image becoming a construct of the scene; the place – having 

the clarity of a dream or a memory selectively recalling itself, and at once forgotten. 

The weird sense of intimacy produced by narrowing the depth of field provided me with an answer to 

the distancing and alienation of the landscape as it first appeared to me.  I was able to concentrate 

my focus as I had done in the writing and video, while emphasising the strangeness of what I was 

seeing.  The tractors or diggers for example, became miniaturised as if they were insects or toys.  

Consequently the menacing nature of the land development (diggers and bulldozers) became 

reduced or contained.  The scale altering the threat, but not necessarily minimising what’s being 

looked at, whether it’s writing about ants dismantling a dead creature or a video of a tiny bulldozer 

dismantling an orchard. 
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T. Forbes, Orchard / First Warning, digital print, 2010 

 

Romantic Cancellation: the spray-painted landscapes 

April – July 2013 

The final photographic images in this project show a progression from settled to unsettled in the 

experience of place: the upheavals and removals of trees uprooted, topsoil hills scraped away, the 

burning and the piling-up, and the assault of earthworks machinery.  As environmentally situated/ 

aware documentation this imagery has an indirect relation to 20th century land art history – particularly 

performance and video art from the late 1960’s and 1970’s.  There is something performative in the 

way the diggers move across the screen as if they have been choreographed to do so.  The images 

are not neutral but they are not aggressive either.  There are signs in both places that mark the 
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transition of place from one form of use to another; in other words the signs mark the shift from use-

value to exchange value. 

After a year of documenting the orchard through its seasons, I came across the word ‘digger’ which 

had been spray painted by the orchardist onto the footpath.  It literally became the first warning to 

suggest the orchard as I had been experiencing (and documenting it) was under threat.  Later, living 

on the island I noticed that old coconut trees were marked with crosses or lines in fluorescent spray 

paint.  These marks instantly rendered the sites in-between, transitory, placeless. They became like 

crosses anticipating their own death.   

I began to experiment with mark-making over my landscape photographs – initially in spray paint and 

pen.  The physicality and haste of the lines across the images undid hours of careful and subtle post-

production work. The process felt like I was vandalising a freshly painted wall.   

The marks I had seen in the orchard and island were both warnings and signposts depending on your 

perspective.  ‘Progress’ as opposed to ‘destruction’ for example. This view, in every sense is 

reconstructed.  The reconstruction, whether cancelled or left whole in the frame, is still a landscape in 

transition from one meaning to another.  The connection is fractured, split and disabled – caught in an 

undefined place creating pause, doubt and reflection.   

 

 

 

T. Forbes, Island / New Road, digital print, 2013 
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Being still, Walking and Works in Progress: the video series 

Notes, July 2009 and November 2014 

While the digital landscape photographs explore the surface view as it is constructed and 

deconstructed, the process and post-production of the three separate video series are considered 

more intuitively, as I will explain further. 

The ‘Bird Box’ video works are made from the viewpoint of the camera at ground level looking into a 

field.  The aesthetic style of these two videos may be linked to early 19th century theatrical or even 

puppetry dioramas, with the birds appearing to walk on and off stage.  The frame itself was initially 

produced because the camera was placed in a wooden box with a hole cut into its side I had used to 

rehabilitate injured birds.  The works, like the landscape photographs, appeared immediately to me as 

historic documents pre-determining the post-production effects, specifically in the alteration of speed 

and reduction of colour.  The scale and intimacy of the birds and plants perceived at ground level 

capture something usually out of reach, reflecting on what I don’t or can’t see – what is beyond me 

and my physical presence, out there collecting observations.  The birds in both places can hear the 

camera, or perhaps sense it, resulting in an undeniable interaction between the birds and the box/ 

camera itself without me present.  For ‘Bird Talk’, the camera was taken out of the box but left to 

eavesdrop on a pair of chatting birds. 

 

 

 

T. Forbes, Orchard / Bird Box, video still.  Forbes, 2009 
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T. Forbes, Island / Bird Box, video still. Forbes, 2014 

 

The ‘Video Walks’ opposed to the ‘Bird Box’ works, emphasise the physicality of seeing.  They 

become messy allegories of the journal text – moving through place in the same way.  They are 

images contained in ‘the walk’ but made from a thousand fragments, all of which, unlike the ‘Bird Box’, 

are mainly side-stepped.  The act of walking outdoors, as mentioned by Thoreau, Muir, Wordsworth 

and many others including Annie Dillard and Peter Matthiessen inspire a particular introspective 

observation.  There is the view as it unfolds before them and the thoughts that the view provokes.  

The process is cathartic.  As a video translation, the flow of seeing is less considered, effected by the 

handheld camera and walk itself.  The view is not at my eye height but consciously held lower, to the 

height of a small childs eyesight.  I am not selecting the view, but letting the camera look for me, 

without the prejudice of my eye, but this time, not without my physical presence.  The camera plods 

through long grass and weeds and looks about.  Dissimilar to the other videos, these remain in the 

moment as raw documents of the walks themselves.  

The video series, ‘Works in Progress’ (2008-14), refer to a shift in the constructed and reconstructed 

view as it is defined by time and value.  Represented by the machinery clearing an orchard, an old 

pine being felled or the bulldozers shifting boulders, the machines, if they are there, move around like 

toys, cutting up/across the surface of a particular place.  In both locations I had heard the felling of 

large trees, but only on one occasion documented it (‘Falling for you’, 2009).  This work became 

symbolic of the old adage ‘if a tree falls and there is no one there to hear it…’    
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Later I found six panels of the 16th century Hasegawa Tohaku painting that to me, illustrated that 

transient moment of falling– the briefest movement leaving only a trace behind it.  Mure Dickie writing 

for the 400th Memorial retrospective of Tohaku in Kyoto, refers to the trees as partial, focusing instead 

on the spaces between, “paradoxically full of life and possibility,” concluding that “this is truly, as the 

Japanese say, “expressing without painting.”65  The landscape photographs refer to the parts we can’t 

see as much as what is left visible.  Similarly, ‘Works in Progress’ documents the peculiar suspension 

between what was and what is becoming.  It’s the aftermath; the tree stumps in the 19th century 

landscape paintings that marked progress.66  Only it isn’t.  ‘Progress’ is presented subjectively 

because there is no progress from an ecological view, only consequence and adaptation, looping over 

and over again.   

 

            

 

T. Forbes, Falling for you, video still, 2009                   Detail / Right hand screen of Hasegawa Tohaku’s, Pine Trees, (from pair   

         of six folded screens), ink on paper, 1593  

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
65 Mure Dickie reviewing the Hasegawa Tohaku 400th Retrospective at Kyoto National Museum, April 2010, 
accessed January 20, 2015. http://www.ft.com/intl/cms/s/2/4fe61682-48da-11df-8af4-00144feab49a.html 
66 Francis Pound, Frames on the Land: Early Landscape Painting in New Zealand, (Auckland: William Collins, 
1982).  I am referring specifically to Pounds discussion about the repeated image of the tree stump in C19th 
New Zealand landscape as a symbol of colonial progress. 
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SUMMARY 

 

In the midst of the creative process…there must come moments when concentration gets so 

focused it becomes diffused, and the consciousness evaporates.  We’re magicians stirring an 

inscrutable pot, and what happens next has little to do with our control. 

Barbara Hurd, Walking the Wrack Line, 2008, p.109 

 

In asking why we should continue to look at place and nature, it has been necessary to consider how 

it is perceived – not only how we see and represent it, but how we value its worth and what connects 

and disconnects us from it.  Our perceptions may seem largely pre-determined through the culture 

informing us, or more accurately, the meanings we have made ourselves67 according to the time and 

society in which we live in.  Therefore our position on place, as I’ve demonstrated, varies according to 

the ideas and value systems shifting around us.68  Creating the project methodology has required a 

flexibility of thought and practice to simultaneously acknowledge and expand on the limitations of 

established meanings.  To answer why we should continue to look at place and nature, I needed to 

address who we are in place, reiterating E.S Casey’s idea that our sense of being is fundamentally 

connected to the places we inhabit.69  Additionally, I wanted to ask how we inhabit place itself, which 

according to Geoff Park, “can be the most telling expression of how we sense its worth, our intention 

for it and our connection with it.”70    

In both locations I took the inhabitant position to consciously engage with the subject of place on a 

daily basis.  The temporality of the works and research informing it shifted my practice from 

observational chronicling, to a more eco-conscious approach to both my art and to how I was seeing 

nature and landscape through the histories informing it.  The perceptive shift came primarily from 

acknowledging the differences between the world as I saw it (from a human perspective) and the 

world as it was (from an ecological perspective).  This new sentience confirmed my belief that it is not 

just how we live here (or how I live here), but how we value and regard the biodiversity within it that 

position our interdependence.  

In a present day context, we are more familiar with some of the concepts I have mentioned as they 

enter mainstream thought (from eco-consciousness to mindful practice for example), but on the other 

                                                           
67 Benson, The Cultural Psychology of Self: Place, Morality and Art in Human Worlds, 239. 
68 Malcom Miles, Eco-Aesthetics: Art, Literature and Architecture in a Period of Climate Change (London, New 
York: Bloomsbury, 2014), 11. 
69 Edward S. Casey, Getting Back into Place: Toward a Renewed Understanding of the Place-World, 
(Bloomington, Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 1993), p.xiii. 
70 Geoff Park, Nga Uruora- The Groves of Life: Ecology and History in a New Zealand Landscape (Wellington, 
Victoria University Press, 2003), 21. 
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hand we are still appear to be disconnected and dislocated from the places we inhabit, focusing 

instead on limited individual human needs/values/worlds rather than acknowledging we are part of an 

interdependent bionetwork.  This is not an ecocentric conclusion, suggesting we should all be 

regarded equivalently, it is just to suggest that the condition of dislocation as I understand it, is in our 

refusal to see that the world we inhabit is not something other than us but is interdependently linked to 

us.  Thoreau stated that we are inhabitants of the world, not just members of society, and in a 21st 

century context, I believe this statement still needs to be declared.  I turned to 19th century examples 

in art and writing because the fundamental principles of those models still make sense to me.  While 

Romantic idealism may appear outdated (regarding the harmonious relationship between 

man/nature/God for example) contemporary nature writing supported my approach to ecology from an 

artistic viewpoint, by valuing observation outside the constructs of my human world.71  Accepting the 

limitations of my knowledge in the field, instilled a sense of humility and contemplative response (such 

as empathy and compassion) usually associated with meditative practice, consequently stimulating a 

deeper sense of self and connection with place.   

At the beginning of the project I had a very different expectation of the outcome of the artworks.  This 

was partly because of the complexity of establishing a position in relation to place – or specifically 

realizing that how to be in place had to be more than documenting or re-representing the reality as I 

saw/ experienced it.  I needed to find a way to express the complexity of known and unknown 

perceptions as they developed over the time spent there.  Consequently, the contemplative and visual 

practice changed as I began to understand more about perceptive difference (through historic and 

contemporary values).  Ironically, it was in the similarities within each physical location that I found 

new connections – by applying my methodology over different places and their aesthetics, ecology 

and environmental peril began to merge.   

I went to two very different locations (orchard & island) and saw them to be more-or-less one version 

of the other.  At first I assumed it was just about the view that I bought with me, but the more I settled 

in and took Root’s inhabitant position, the more I began to accept that it is not just our pre-constructed 

view of place, but the practice of those values that create the repetitiveness I have attempted to 

present.   

Significantly, the ensuing practice of landscape photography, video and writing has also been 

informed to include a current environmental ethic, which although not unusual in contemporary nature 

writing or eco-art, has ensured the visual practice is located in the here and now of being in and 

representing place, without denying the value of selective earlier ideals and modes of interpretation.  

It may be argued that being concerned with the well-being of the environment (in a creative sense) is 

not a new way of being in place.  Reflecting on the differences between older methods (and 

                                                           
71 Benson in The Cultural Psychology of Self: Place, Morality and Art in Human Worlds, uses the term ‘human 
world’ as a clear distinction of the world humans have created.  I use it contrasting Rolston III’s definition of 
nature, being everything not constructed by man. 
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aesthetics in nature writing and landscape painting for example) increase my awareness of the 

current environmental pressures effecting contemplative practice for its own sake.   

Productive contemplation has enabled an ongoing interpretation of observational writing and art 

making precisely because the historic references verify where we have been, and how we have come 

to perceive nature in the way that we do.  Guided by selected 19th century nature writing and 

landscape aesthetics, the methodology is a way of working in place, and a way to process and 

understand the discrepancies between being in/out of place in a current context.  The dualisms I have 

presented, in many respects appear to be confused and dislodged from taking a definitive position, 

but as Malcolm Miles writes in discussing eco-aesthetics, art may be incapable of saving the planet, 

but it  “interrupts and exposes contradictions; it intervenes to re-inflect the conditions by which it is 

conditioned.”72  It is precisely in those contradictions, between one meaning and the next that reflects 

how we are located and simultaneously dislocated from the places we inhabit.  Being productively 

conscious of where we are, may not prevent a global environmental crisis, but it inspires an 

empathetic state of being in place, making some sense of where we find ourselves in the world of the 

21st century. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
72 Miles, Eco-Aesthetics: Art, Literature and Architecture in a Period of Climate Change, 3. 
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ORCHARD  

 

Part 1 / Year 1: 

 

Our life is a faint tracing on the surface of mystery…we must somehow take a wider view, 

look at the whole landscape, really see it, and describe what’s going on here.                                                         

Annie Dillard, Pilgrim at Tinker Creek, 1975, p.16.   

 

Every natural fact is a symbol of some spiritual fact.  Every appearance in nature corresponds 

to some state of the mind, and that state of the mind can only be described by presenting the 

natural appearance as its picture.    

Ralph Waldo Emerson, Nature, 1836, p.17.  

                                                                                                                     

ARRIVAL 

In the orchard I first sit and look out the window.  For the moment, I own the view.  It’s an internal and 

conjectural ownership of the outside world.   But from behind the glass the introduction is tangible; 

held in a frame.  It’s a composing of self and of what I’m looking at.  The studio was once a grape 

pressing room.  The windows don’t close so the sensible bugs know to build inside instead.  It’s a 

shelter, a bird hut, a room for me to watch the outside when the weather has forced me indoors.  I sit 

and look at trees through rain.  Condensation already distort everything and run down the glass in 

little waterfalls.  Here in these acres beyond the frame is the full spectrum of European landscape: 

ideal, pastoral, picturesque and sublime, but never all at once and never to scale.  This is what I have 

come to see.  Over nearly two centuries these foothills have transformed from dense ancient forest, to 

sites of timber milling before being planted in fruit and grapes rain swept, sun soaked and worked into 

generations of blistered skin.  Always, it has taken the name of the place of persistent sun73.  Today, I 

met the old man who was born in the house and whose Dalmatian family still gives the land its title.  

He expressed a collective vision: to create a new life out of the land and to create a better life for his 

children.     

Arriving in a place must first be about locating what we recognise.  If we can’t see it, we’ll work 

through the wild or the rubble to replant it with what we know.  Swept up in the production and the 

progress we effectively remove one place to inspire the memory of another.    

                                                           
73 The New Zealand Maori name ‘Oratia’ is said to mean ‘the place of persistent sun’ as cited in the Waitakere 
City Councils local area plan, 2009.  
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This place, is significantly signed in its eastern European settlement – in grapes and fruit.  But at this 

moment, the orchard is beyond the production of fruit for money.  While the land is not being entirely 

neglected, there has been an adjournment.  Some label it a wasteland because the weeds are left to 

grow and the fruit is left to rot.  Wasteland is surely just a term for a place in transition between one 

classification and the next.                                                                                                                                                                           

I gaze out of the window and the view is completely warped by rain; already becoming something 

else.  For the moment though, I need to see it for what it is. 

 

WALKING  

My first walk takes me down a muddy overgrown lane close to the pressing room.  The colours of the 

winter trees fill my senses, extinguishing all detail – a physical manifestation of the vaporous view 

behind glass the day before.  The trees are covered in lichen hair, which is soft and pale and slightly 

suffocating. There is something that makes it draw attention to itself – away from the trees which 

appear scantily dressed.  I photograph parts of these textures, capturing something of the short 

sightedness of these preliminary walks.  I used to think that I enjoyed trekking and bush walking until I 

realised that when you walk you don’t actually look.  Once I went on a ‘trek’ into the hill tribe country 

of Northern Thailand.  We (the group of trekkers) walked for three days to stay in a rural village.  

When we arrived I noticed a man appeared to be laughing at us.  Apparently he thought it was 

hilarious that wealthy westerners would pay to walk for three days in the heat and sleep on their floor 

instead of a comfortable hotel somewhere in Bangkok.  He had a point.  It’s a little like paying to learn 

how to breathe.  After the first day I realised that the only time I really felt present to the environment 

was when the group stopped.  Otherwise it was mostly watching my feet or the backpack of the 

person in front of me.  Another time, I joined a small tourist group to visit the Doubtful sounds.  It’s 

always a curious exercise to be a tourist in your own country.  At one point the driver, who was deeply 

passionate about the region, stopped at a turquoise river so that we could stretch our legs.  We were 

instructed to walk a 20 minute return track across the river and into the forest.  Everyone did as they 

were told with an alarming blindness, following with their eyes in their feet, stopping only briefly at the 

end before plodding back.  I never made the end of the track; after stepping into the mouth of the 

forest I became completely mesmerised.  The forest was the oldest I’d ever seen; it pulsed with life 

and rich moist air that forced the breath out of me.  I rotated on a single spot with my video camera 

stuck to my face trying to capture the fleshy and monstrous beauty of it.  When the others returned 

they found me studying some minute crimson berries growing off an ancient moss beard.  “What was 

at the end of the track?” I asked.  “Another track” someone replied flatly.  There lay the distinction 

between journey and destination: Perception of place defined by purpose.  Walking within a set 

parameter is different again.  There is a strange comfort in the orchard’s boundaries as if they prevent 

me being overwhelmed by the limitless potential of place in detail.  I stretch out my arms and its big 

enough not to touch the sides, but not quite so big that I would be lost for too long. 
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I pass the orchardist on his tractor, “what is the fate of these trees?” I ask.  “Nothing for the moment,” 

he replies, “they’re happy just keeping the air clean.”  Reassured, I begin to walk with an approved 

vitality: to breathe, to see, to muse. 

 

SANCTUARY 

Moving into the orchard during this particularly harsh winter has meant home detention.  My studio 

has sprung leaks and there are rat sized holes in the windows and doors through which a number of 

unwelcome guests have come for shelter.  I figure it’s a small price to pay and as long as the 

creatures remain in their quarters, I don’t mind sharing.  I’m grateful now that spring is here.  I watch 

the daily growth of broad green Adam and Eve fig leaves outside the main windows that will provide a 

modest shade.  The new growth out of the dry stumps is highlighted by the northern sun which 

illuminates each leaf to create the effect of stained glass …little lights around the chapel.  It is a 

sanctuary within a sanctuary – outside my home and inside the orchard.   

Blurring the boundaries of in and out and in a wider sweep, between this horticultural belt, the foothills 

and the western suburbs, each sitting like neighbours who don’t talk to each other.                                                                                                            

 

DISMISSAL   

Weeds 

It seems that within every household there is a miniature invasion going on.  It becomes justified in 

our language of dismissal.  We move in, take over and remove anything getting in our way.  We hiss 

and scowl at their insistence to exist; their very cheek to appear in the places that we don’t want them.  

Recently I discovered that all of the flowering field plants in the orchard were categorised as ‘weed’s’ 

in the current pest-plant books from the council, I was interested to also find them in my 1970’s edition 

of ‘English Wildflowers’.  I find myself applying reason to an issue that current orthodoxy considers to 

be without.  The blanket disregard for such ‘undesirables’ as weeds and vermin has led us to the most 

brutal and scientific justifications of species control.  Bait stations line the shelves and just across the 

aisle you can buy a dozen forms of toxic potions to kill your unwanted plants.  On a greater scale, a 

rain of poisoned carrots may be seen falling from the sky, while underground and under microscope, 

biological control in the shape of specially manufactured diseases are created and trialled.   

Vermin 

I have recently had to deal with a young possum.  For as long as I’ve been in the studio I have had 

my suspicions that rather than rats my ceiling was tenanted by a possum, which shuffled and groaned 

heavily above me.  About eight months ago I noticed a change in the sounds above me, suggesting 

that the possum may not be alone and sure enough at dusk one evening I watched the mother 

possum with a youngster fixed to her back jump onto the carport roof, over to the wood shed then 

make the great leap to the Phoenix palm which it scaled in a matter of seconds.      
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+++++ 

After not being in the studio for over a month I opened the door and smelt death.  A few weeks later I 

came across the young possum making a hasty retreat into a messy pile of fig kindling in the corner of 

our open garage.  Its body and face seemed fine but its tail was scrawny and matted with either mud 

or excrement.  Without knowing the first thing about possums, I assumed that seeing a nocturnal 

animal out in the afternoon sun was probably not a good thing.  My immediate response was to 

protect it from the harassment of the cats.  My second, was to throw it a pear.  The local attitude to 

this animal is fairly unanimous: kill it yourself, trap it and let someone else kill it, poison it or run it 

over.  “The best possum is a dead possum,” being the popular view.  My lovely neighbour tells me 

about the possums she has trapped in her own roof cavity and how she feeds them to the harriers.  I 

try to find out information about the animal rather than the ‘pest’ on the internet but it’s difficult.  The 

animal itself is frequently depicted as more than a pest; it is an environmental enemy of the nation.  I 

find sites that tell you how to bait them with peanut butter and oranges and shoot and skin them 

yourself, where to get traps that snap their necks and most importantly, why you should view them in 

this way.  I cannot find anything interesting about it as an animal because it has been reduced to 

vermin status.  The creature before me is the same size as my cats.  While I don’t deny that it is 

destructive to our native environment, I despise the absolute disregard of life to the point where 

cruelly running over a creature stunned by your car headlights becomes a reasonable action to take.  

That various introduced animals and hundreds of pretty plants took to their new environments with 

gusto is entirely irrelevant.  Our eco-conscience does not seem to reach the reasonable outskirts of 

responsibility, or at least acknowledge the point where we made the introduction of non-native 

species to native.  No matter our momentary justification for extermination, in the end it’s the flora and 

fauna that gets it in the neck.  I don’t care about the entire population of possums and how I should 

act with ecological righteousness by ‘removing’ mine.  I am just a child who is seeing a living creature 

that I have never seen before.  I notice its large soft pink ears and nose, its bright dark eyes and its 

thick fur.  In particular I am fascinated by its hands – more hands than paws, with long monkey 

fingers.    

When I return the following day I notice the pear has been eaten and I hope the animal has moved to 

a safer hiding spot.  A day later and I find it in the same corner, its body exposed and only its face 

hidden by a large bark shell.  It looked like it had pushed its face right into the cavity of wood and 

resembled an ostrich with its head stuck in the sand, denying the light and reality of the world.  The 

cats prowl cautiously around the area without getting too close.  Something is going on and whatever 

it is, death doesn’t seem far away.  The cats know it and the blowflies circling like tiny vultures know it.  

It is still breathing and as we watch painful movements push through its body, its hands and feet 

opening and clenching.  But the animal doesn’t wake or try to run from us.  A while later I return to see 

if it’s still alive.  “They are known for playing dead,” I’ve heard, but I can’t see the ribs rising and falling 

to indicate even the smallest trace of life.  I return with my torch when the sun is down, half hoping 

that I had been tricked and that I had not watched it shudder with its own dying.  It was still, its face 

buried in the bark.                                                                     
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IGNORANCE / INNOCENCE 

Each week that I walk through the orchard I discover something I haven’t seen previously – I pounce 

on it, craving the changes in the environment however subtle or obvious.  Strips of onion weed have 

been mown, but randomly somehow.  Their weeping stench has passed and now browning stumps 

remain.  It’s ugly but helpful.  During each day here I find myself constantly humbled by my own 

ignorance.  It’s not about being self-conscious, it’s a feeling of being illiterate in the field, dancing 

hopefully on the fringe of knowing yet somehow, remaining obtuse.  Thoreau summed it up with a 

quote from Confucius: “To know that we know what we know, and that we do not know, what we do 

not know, that is true knowledge.”74  So I make lists of birds.  I read the botanical names of plants, 

study their intricacy, and forget the facts in a day.  Instead their features etch themselves into my 

memory in the same way a human face does; I just forget their name and where I’ve met them before.         

Annie Dillard speaks of the self-conscious state as being motivated by the city.75   I am certainly more 

aware of my short comings in the city.  The two situations in which I am not self-conscious are being 

alone in the studio and being alone in a natural setting.  It may be associated with the freedom to 

observe rather than to be observed or considered.  It’s a kind of permissive naivety.  Dillard suggests 

that “innocence is a better world76.”  I wonder if she also meant a better word.  It seems to me that 

being self-conscious in establishing the difference between innocence and ignorance is worth a try.  I 

lift up a large stone at the base of this idea and step back: it’s a precarious position, considering that a 

large creature of some kind, probably black and eight-legged may live under that rock.  Innocence is 

beautiful, ignorance typically, is not.  One is free and open – the other partial and contained.         

 

APPLE 

On viewing an apple orchard one might expect a certain uniformity from its mono-crop design and its 

particular colours of leaf, fruit and wood – but it’s a curiously eclectic congruency.  Walking through 

the orchard means following the small mown lanes which provide tractor access, and room for tree 

tending and fruit gathering.  At first glance the textures of the apples are more-or-less the same, but 

over the seasons of fruiting, weather and time, each variety earns its name.  The Granny Smith 

quarter seems to be the oldest (apart from the ancient pear corner) and is closest to my studio.  When 

I arrived I would gaze longingly at the fruit which looked perfect from a distance and occasionally 

make the mistake of plucking one to taste with its sourness filling the mouth.  The Granny Smith is the 

last to ripen but left alone without human interference it distorts in growth and decay but never so 

much so that we couldn’t enjoy them.  Its tough green skin ensures it can survive unsprayed, with only 

a few age spots and blemishes. Given enough time past its prime it will swell in size and change to a 

subtly sweet pea-green.  

                                                           
74 Thoreau, Walden, 11. 
75 Dillard, Pilgrim at Tinker Creek, 83. 
76 Ibid. 
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In the orchard I feel nostalgic for a pioneering and visionary history I have never known, mixed with 

my own memories of a childhood contentment I have never forgotten, only misplaced.   

Recently, some thirty five years later, I stayed at my grandparents’ house.  When their breakfast table 

was laid, I was shocked to find myself taken to the same moment as a child as if by magic – serving 

myself tablespoon after tablespoon of stewed fruit over cereal.  I knew then as I do now that my 

grandparents had together peeled and prepared the fruit, and cooked it in aluminium pots before 

ladling it into large warm glass jars.  I am back in the holiday caravan sitting around the breakfast 

table and loving the ritual shared with them.  So the green apples in front of my studio window are all 

of that, and always held closer than the others.                                              

Confident that the Granny Smith can look after herself, the orchardist had moved with the times and 

the demands of his buyers, changing the varieties to include: Red Delicious, Royal Gala, Pacific 

Rose, Braeburn, Pink Lady, Fuji and even Jazz™.  I sample each and learn their names, but none 

without chemical aid are as reliable as the great granny, and I take comfort in that as I walk and trial 

by bite.  Some days, when the cat walks with me, I bowl apples along the grass roads so that he can 

chase them.  Other days, alone with the birds and bugs, I deviate from the main path to collapse in a 

big pile of fragrant weeds, only leaving when I’m covered in bidibids or dandy-lion fluff.  I bite an apple 

and throw it away, relishing the decadence of it.  The fantails take advantage of the disturbance and 

pick up the small flying insects I scatter.  They dart and dip from the branches around me with powers 

of sight I can’t fathom, fanning their feathers behind themselves, spread like small sweeping hands.   

 

DEATH  

While the orchard is dominated by the pip fruit, there is also the celestial plum lane, a small orange 

block of persimmon, the leather pears and separate clusters of native plants as well as the solid 

hundred strong head of flax.  Every month of fruit and plant here shifts with its associated season, and 

the birds too, come into theirs; in spring it’s the fantail, summer the tui, winter the harrier and autumn 

the starling.  There are the regulars like the pukeko and sparrow and numerous small birds but on 

mass the birds alter not only the feathers amongst the leaves, but the soundtrack of place.  When the 

flax flowers explode, the tuis engage in a fierce, noisy feast.  They sing and click and yell at each 

other.  There is an exchange of bitter fighting between rivals, or an almost tender exchange of gossip 

or information.  A new freedom of flight fuelled by sugary nectar marks the passage from juvenile to 

young adult.  This transition is not always an easy one; on one walk I found a dead bird with a late 

adolescent white collar still around its neck, its beak and face covered in fine yellow pollen.  It seemed 

to have flown into something, crash landing like a jet fighter in the field.  Its body was so perfect that I 

wanted to place it in a treasure box to gaze on only when I’d forgotten what beauty was.  But its eyes 

were broken, removed quickly by ants.  There is no preservation of death.  The empty shell, is an 

empty shell.  The mummies and the stuffed animals in museums are horrific – bodies stitched and 

stuffed without their souls.  I could only hold the tui briefly, scattering the ants.  I imagined that in 

those moments I could see the transition into its absolute death when the brilliant purple and green 
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luminescence of its feathers faded into grey.  I tried taking pictures but its colour was already gone, so 

I left it there to its death and the bugs. Returning home I had a different view of the tuis black body 

with white tufts and sparkling eyes, because in the hand, it became something else entirely.  The 

orchard too is like this, holding many names, faces and voices in its flora and fauna, each side a new 

shade of light enrolling me in a new sketch of beauty or tragedy.  The experience of being in a place 

and giving it time without really asking for anything back, has something to do with learning these 

things.  Orchard is just one word; black another. 

 

AGE OF ENLIGHTENMENT 

I went to South Africa when I was 9 to meet my grandfather for the first (and last) time.  He handed 

me my first set of oil paints: a tube of white, yellow, blue and red adding, “this is all you will ever 

need.”  When I asked him about black he said simply, “All the shadows and darkness in nature are 

made of colour.”  And he would know; he painted butterflies and native plants for a living.  In his 

house was a large wall cabinet – a jewellery case of sparkling butterflies, beetles and stick insects.  I 

was particularly intrigued by the way in which he caught his butterflies.  After learning its preferred 

plant of choice, he would then grow it in his vast and wild garden.  Timing and patience were key.  It 

was only after both plant and butterfly were well established that he would set his nectar trap – 

providing some laced and lethal treat.  Afterward, he would gently gather up the butterfly and 

reconstruct a scene from which to paint: wings closed or spread on its plant alongside its mate.  Bird 

collection in the 18th century differed very little, although the birds were often shot, skinned, rebuilt 

with needle and thread and remounted into the life they represented.  This process has always 

amazed and disturbed me equally.  In biology class at high school I found again an attraction to the 

macabre juxtaposition of natural life and illustration.  In a white book was a line drawing of a bloodless 

frog with its neat body opened like a skin jacket, guts carefully numbered and labelled:  heart, lungs, 

liver, stomach, oesophagus, bladder…  Beside it, on a stinking silver tray was an actual pinned frog 

being passed from student to student.  The slimy realism of the thing and the pointlessness of the 

exercise put art and science on the same page for the first time.  I made an effort from then on to be 

absent from class on dissection days.  I had to avoid the doomed rats in cages, the frozen cows’ eyes 

staring from the freezer.  I preferred those beautiful drawings, the singular sacrifice and dedication in 

line.  

 

EXPIRATION  

Yesterday I went to the far corner of the orchard where I haven’t been for some time.  It’s the corner 

where something like a stream used to be – a dip with a makeshift bridge across it made from an old 

crate.  Near that corner is also the oldest part of the orchard which holds two lanes of pear trees.  The 

trees are thick and twisted and the fruit is small and leathery.  Inedible but ornate all the same.  Some 

of the trees have epiphytes of fern and hairy cabbage trees growing from their armpits.  I have walked 

that particular route many times now, but what had changed that day came across me as though I 
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had taken a wrong turn.  The neighbour’s paddock was rudely exposed and across its bare field of 

grass lay the weeping trunks of nearly a dozen old pine trees, a small hill of orange sawdust to one 

side.  The bleeding pines lay like carcasses.  Large limbs lying where they had fallen cut into pieces 

but still in the shape of trees.  This place is not mine.  I have been here less than a year; but it has left 

its mark and the scene of dead trees leaves a hole in me, nostalgia pours into it.  The atmosphere of 

the pear corner has changed.  The long dark shadows, the light and mystery have almost completely 

gone.  This happened in a day. 

I have always found the process of demolition interesting.  Destructive and fascinating.  This time I am 

filled with a quiet panic:  Knowing change is coming and not wanting it.  A threat to my sanctuary and 

all the life I’ve glimpsed within its bounds.  Something is on the move.  But I try to keep still because I 

like what I see, from where I’m standing, fixed to the spot.  It doesn’t matter what I know.  I know for 

example, that just over the dip diggers and tractors are cutting a road into the side of the hill.  They 

move back and forwards with loads of dirt and remind me of the ants I’ve watched dismantling a 

beetle.  I know that most of the apple trees in this orchard are past their prime and that those black 

pines are old and brittle and are on their way out anyway.  Gazing out at the horizon one evening, I 

watched one sway and fall unprovoked – there was no wind to help.  The sound of it rippled over the 

apple wood and under my feet.  I looked at the space nearly a kilometre away and wondered if I’d 

seen it at all.  It reminded me of that old adage:  

 If a tree falls in a forest and there’s no one there to hear it, does it still make a sound?  

I actually always thought it was “if a tree falls in a forest and there is no one there to see it, does it still 

fall?”  The idea as I have understood it was that if something – a phenomenon or experience is not 

perceived through sight or sound then it is merely conceptual and therefore less significant.  

Obviously, we can’t all go around with our eye-lids peeled back to see and experience everything.  

The constant bombardment of violent and graphic imagery in the media has certainly proved that 

excess and over-stimulation only produce desensitisation.  So what to do?  I have to side with Annie 

Dillard whose answer is that we have to be there to see it in the first place and if not, it will simply 

happen anyway.77  The literal translation of contemplation – of observation and introspection, 

manifests itself in being there.  I go into the apple wood empty and return a little more astute.  The 

education is poetic rather than scientific and curls into itself. The tree fell, and by chance I was there 

to see it.  Now as I look around I notice a small patch of apple wood that has completely gone.  

Twenty trees with their tiny sweet fruit and pink flesh have vanished and as I look at the empty space 

with no stumps there is no evidence – just as the pear corner with its new exposure to sunlight has no 

dank or mystery.  I can say I was there to see it, and for the moment that will have to be enough. 

 

 

                                                           
77 Dillard, Pilgrim at Tinker Creek, 15. 
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WALKING (II)  

The sky is aching with thunder.  Being outside is like moving beneath a colossal creature that is 

shifting its weight uncomfortably in the sky.  As if the weight of the very air is so much heavier than 

that of land or sea.  I leave the morning tasks to walk the orchard with my cameras.  The relief is 

immediate – all burdens lifting off me; it’s sensory, physical and psychological…watching the morning 

birds; noting the fallen fruit; the disappearance of my blood red apples and the fragrance of sweet rot.  

Thoreau declared the morning as the most inspirational time of the day, providing him with an 

opportunity to cast his own life in the simplicity and innocence of nature.78   In those morning 

moments, I find myself free of thought – entirely open and positive to the possibilities of the day 

ahead.  The place is absent of the interference of the white noise of our lives, where we work and live 

in semi consciousness. This ‘floating’ in an endless stream of selective sight and vision acts to 

disconnect us from our actual lives (of knowing, experiencing and understanding).  In the walk I drift in 

nature’s smoke and mirrors and beat a conscious retreat from everything else.   

 

In the woods, we return to reason and faith.  There I feel that nothing can befall me in life, - no 

disgrace, no calamity (leaving me my eyes), which nature cannot repair.  Standing on the 

bare ground, - my head bathed by the blithe air and uplifted into infinite space, - all mean 

egotism vanishes.  I become a transparent eyeball; I am nothing; I see all; the currents of the 

Universal Being circulate through me…        

R.W. Emerson, Nature, 1836 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
78 Thoreau, Walden, 84. 
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Part 2 / Year 2: 

 

Shams and delusions are esteemed for soundest truths, while reality is fabulous…When we 

are unhurried and wise, we perceive that only great and worthy things have any permanent 

and absolute existence that petty fears and petty pleasures are but shadows of the reality. 

This is always exhilarating and sublime.     

H.D. Thoreau, Walden, 1854 

 

WALKING (III) / WARNING  

Today, the opening and closing of the physical body to the orchard was highlighted perfectly by a 

walk with the cat.  Walking with the cat is not really that at all.  I walk and he walks, runs, leaps and 

stops, his eyes as wide as they can be.  His fur stands on end and stays like this for the entire 

duration of the walk.  He is not relaxed but acutely aware.  When I have walked ahead several 

metres, he sprints toward me kicking up the grass before spinning around to face me.  Then it starts 

all over again.  He’s out of his territory and possibly his depth but he is wired into it - as if electrically 

charged.  If only I could be so lucky.  When we’re at the sheds, he vanishes completely and for the 

first time in a year I find someone else walking in the orchard.  We introduce ourselves and talk about 

the changes ahead.  The wife of the orchardist draws a large shape in the air with her index finger to 

illustrate the section being developed after winter:  five acres to be replaced with a house on the hill.  I 

try not to take it personally but am with the birds and the cat.  Should I tell them?  Warn them that 

death is coming with their spring?  

 

CLEARANCE  

A neighbour rang me late last night to tell me that an orchard across the road from her was being 

cleared. “The trees are being piled up,” she paused before adding, “You might find it interesting.”  I 

arrive at the site and find the man driving the bulldozer.  “This used to be one of the most beautiful 

orchards on the street” he said.  I note the irony.  I still see the orchard as beautiful, but to the men 

connected to it over the years, it has gone to waste.  The fruit trees are diseased, there are piles of 

rubbish and a few cars on the property but, despite this, the lay of the land is stunningly ideal.  It 

curves with the small creek running through it, golden leaved trees highlighting the dips and peaks of 

its hills, each part consciously placed, creating simply, the pastoral ideal.  I follow a small bulldozer 

over the hills to the orchard.  The birds take flight but I can still hear them.  As the machine tramples 

the trees to the ground the sound is part ripping and part tearing.  I stand as still as I can. The old 

orchard becomes a mass of torn branches and roots.  I walk up to a stack which stands three times 

my height  and hope that I won’t see the fantail nests the trees are full of this time of year.  The only 

carnage is a tangle of wood, blackberry and mud.                                                                                                                                 
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Over the weekend on one side of the street, I watched the blackened pyres of apple wood 

smouldering on the torn and muddied ground.  Next door – in the property I had admired just last 

week for its picturesque beauty – the fat orange bulldozer lazily grazed its way over more trees.  The 

neighbouring land owner had evidently taken advantage of the diggers and labourers at hand.   My 

eyes streamed from the smoke.  I crossed the road to a neighbour’s annual spring celebration held 

underneath several dozen plum trees in full blossom.                         

Eric Matthews discusses Heidegger’s definition of phenomenology by referencing the two Greek 

words phainomenon (appearance or “that which shows itself”) and logos (study of or “making 

something manifest”).79  Matthews proposes that “the subject who engages in phenomenology is not 

a pure consciousness, contemplating that which “appears” to it, but a being who is actually part of the 

reality whose nature he or she seeks to grasp, a being who is “in the world”, an “existing” being.”80  It 

seems to me to be a combination of the two, one doesn’t exist without the other.  Seeing the 

demolition of the orchard reminds me of this fracture – how we are part of what we see. 

 

PASSING  

The place at hand is not always in sight.  Some days the experience of being here is led by smell or 

sound.  I don’t want the microscope but today I would like to push one of those tiny worm cameras 

they use for key-hole surgery into the body of the building.  I’d like to see into the cracks and shadows 

of the places that I know house lives other than mine.  There is a messy bumble bee hut under the 

floor boards near my feet.  I watch them come and go and consider how aptly named they are, for 

they do ‘bumble’ along.  I imagine the queen settled into her breeding life and the hundreds of 

servants fussing around her.  Yesterday I found a full grown bee that appeared to have died near his 

doorstep.  I learnt later that if he’d died in the nest, the others would’ve pushed him out the door.  

Generally I regard insects as absolutely alien to mammals, with their plastic exoskeletons and vertical 

mouths; but the bumble and honey bee are exceptions.  “Have you ever stroked a bumble bee?” I ask 

my husband later.  He simply cocked his eyebrow in reply as if this was the final piece of evidence 

needed to confirm my insanity.  But I had done exactly that when I found the bee, using my smallest 

finger to stroke what is surely the tiniest pelt of fur in existence.  There is something to be experienced 

in seeing flora and fauna in their different stages of life and death.  It’s a moment I can’t clearly 

articulate.  I know I have the same reaction when I see trees being cut down.  It is not just 

sentimentality – it’s more: there it is / there it was. 

 

 

 

                                                           
79 Cited by Eric Matthews in The Philosophy of Merleau-Ponty, (London: Acumen Publishing, 2002), 26-27. 
80 Ibid., 27. 
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EXTRAORDINARY / ORDINARY 

One day I had been in my studio listening to the mynas in the trees while painting a starling, when my 

son returned home from school with a starling in his hand.  He had found it under the power lines and 

its body was still warm but its eyes were empty.  The most curious thing about the bird was that each 

of its black feathers with their subtle gloss of purple and green appeared to be dipped in pure white.  

Curious, I consulted the books and there was a painting of my female starling in her fresh winter coat.  

I pictured the magical transition as a child might: that a secret place exists where the animals go to 

change their coats – the cats into something thick and glossy and in this case, the starling into 

something brushed with snow.  

I always think about what I see and what I don’t.  How I turn my eyes away when I cannot cope with 

the view, or when my own insular vision is too cluttered to take in anything more.  In the orchard the 

open view is still abridged, uncomplicated by thought and open only to the experience of being in that 

place at that moment.  

 

PROPHECY 

Last night I dreamt I had prised a small canary out of the jaws of my cat.  I knew that it was close to 

death.  In its pure buttery plumage was a single speck of deep crimson, under a wing.  The colour had 

bled into the surrounding feathers like a wash of pink watercolour fading from pigment to water, to 

nothing.  In my dream the bird did not die, nor did I release it fully recovered to fly away.  It just stayed 

and lived in my hand for the duration of the dream. 

 

BIRD IN THE HAND  

A few days later, I found the cat with a silvereye bird under its paw.  I assumed it was dead but found 

it very alive with its small chest pounding.  It seemed to have resigned itself to death as it wasn’t 

flapping around at all so I simply reached over and collected the bird in my hand.  It was a warm olive 

green with grey and white trim and some darker lines of green in its wings.  Its comical eyes opened 

and closed weakly inside their crisp white circles.  There was no obvious bleeding but the collar of 

feathers around the back of its neck had been cleanly pulled off and sat intact next to the cat like a 

discarded scarf.  The bird is warmed by my hand so I transfer it to a small box lined with a heated 

flannel, pull the lid so that it is almost closed and leave it, to either recover or die.  I return 30 minutes 

later and it is out of the box standing on the dining room table.  I carry it outside to a sheltered area 

near my studio and place it on a ledge.  It doesn’t flee when I offer it freedom but looks at me with one 

eye and possibly the orchard with the other.  I push it gently off but it stands there for a while.  A 

fantail dips in and out of the shed and the view is full of other birds.  I come back with my camera to 

find it jumping around in the same area I had left it.  
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An hour later, the same cat bought in another white eye.  I hoped it wasn’t the same bird.  I put it in a 

small ornamental cage, figuring I would manage/oversee its release more carefully this time.  In my 

imagination I saw the recovered bird in the little blue cage perched on the moss-covered apple twig. 

When I came back with a piece of apple to help it recover, the bird was on its feet.  Returning an hour 

later it was dead.  It had died, not from shock or injuries inflicted by the cat, but from trying to escape 

from the cage.  I remember reading accounts by both Karen Blixen and Peter Matthiessen of Masaai 

warriors dying after being incarcerated.  With no natural understanding of being out of their 

environment they simply died.  Now, as a winter storm batters the house, even pushing open a door, I 

look at the ornamental cage I had acquired to decorate my daughter’s room.  I put inside, what I 

should have put there in the first place, a blue tin bird with dyed purple chicken feathers for its tail that 

now sits noiselessly on its perch.  In this case, the illusion is far better than the reality. 

 

BIRD IN THE BOX 

The on-going story of rescuing small animals and large insects bought in by the cats does not end 

there.  A few days later I was presented with another live bird, this time a finch with brilliant markings 

of bright yellow and scarlet red on its head.  It’s trial and error this business of rescue, but in order to 

clear my conscience, I had to try something.  I placed the bird in a small felt lined wooden box – the 

one I have used to hide my camera in to film birds.  Partially covering it with a cloth I walked into the 

orchard, this time leaving the hole open, the main lid closed and the bird hopefully recovering inside.  I 

checked on it just twice over the hour and the third time found it had gone leaving only a single 

feather behind.                                                                                                             

Today I returned home to find another finch in the house.  It was nearly dead with a litter of its tiny 

feathers blowing about the carpet.  I didn’t hold much hope for it but followed the same pattern.  Four 

hours later and the bird was gone.  I set the oven timer to check it regularly and make sure I wasn’t 

followed by the cats who are banished to the bedroom.  The story is only worth sharing because on 

my way back to the house I had an unusual encounter.  As I was approaching the back garden I 

heard a loud chirping and so abruptly stopped, horrified that the bird may still be hiding in the box.  It 

wasn’t.  A finch (of the same species but surely not the same bird) flew down to the grass a metre 

from where I stood.  We appeared to just be looking at each other and all the while I was thinking how 

completely absurd it was – I had just finished chastising myself for killing the silvereye in the cage, 

having confused my own romantic ideals with its reality – and here I was again, half imagining that the 

bird, or a representative of its species was acknowledging me.   

Annie Dillard in Pilgrim at Tinker Creek spends a great deal of writing time considering that old 

conundrum ‘the mystery of life’.  Within the first pages she says, “We wake, if we wake at all, to 

mystery”81 and later says that, “cruelty is a mystery, and the waste of pain.  But if we describe a world 

to compass these things, a world that is a long, brute game, then we bump against another mystery: 

                                                           
81 Dillard, Pilgrim at Tinker Creek, 9. 
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the inrush of power and light, the canary that sings on the skull.”82  And indeed as I stand there next 

to the open bird box its lid having fallen open like my own gaping mouth, I feel something of that 

inrush; witnessing the finch singing on the skull, offering me the simplest reward possible.  Whether or 

not it was the same bird looking at me from the grass doesn’t matter.  Feeling responsible for the 

bird’s suffering at the claws of my cat, and taking action, does. I can’t stop the cats, just as I can’t stop 

myself from keeping them as pets.  There is nothing rational or logical about it.  The domestication of 

animals can only ever be another vain attempt to suppress the wild that their individual nature 

dictates.  The natural order and the chaos of life goes on in infinite measures making every aspect 

impossible to see and understand.  But where would we be without some mystery?  The mystery 

Dillard talks about is as intrinsically linked to our need to know, as it is to our curtailed, collective 

curiosity.                                                            

 

WARNING (II)  

There are different kinds of death.  On Saturday the orchardist tagged the sidewalk in fluorescent 

green with the word “DIGGER” and an arrow pointing to the long strip of land leading to the far corner 

of pines on the property.  On Sunday a yellow digger parked itself, as ordered, in front of the sign.  

We didn’t see it arrive, it was simply there; an absolute contrast to the calm of the orchard whose 

energies are currently focused on spring growth; golf-ball sized apples already on some trees.  I keep 

my eye on the digger throughout the day as if expecting it to come to life and start ripping at the 

ground like a Spanish bull before its charge. 

Before the end of school on Monday the digger had chewed through 500 meters of topsoil and piled it 

in a neat hill to one side of what is to be a large concrete driveway.  I explore only when the machine 

is asleep, climbing over the hills that look as if the digger has used the back hand of its great claw to 

pat the soil tightly in place.  I talk with the elderly parents of the orchardist who were standing in the 

fresh dirt gazing at the day’s work.  I wonder how that feels, to have grown, planted and picked a life 

out of this soil, and to watch it change in only 8 hours.  The mother repeats the same line to me “I 

can’t believe how far he got in one day”.  The father tells me about the rimu tree (Dacrydium 

cupressinum) on our property; he has told me about it before and just the other day his son 

mentioned the same tree.  I look out to the strip of dirt and think about the attachments we form with 

place, with particular features which hold significance for us.  These are romantic attachments, tied to 

memory and narrative.  The man’s mother had planted the tree 50-60 years ago.  By specimen 

standards the tree is neither grand nor particularly healthy.  The wisteria that holds up the storage 

shed has wrapped itself in a tight blanket at the tree’s base.  There are many large dead and spindly 

branches.  The man looks back at this single tree and wants it preserved.  I look back at the last few 

weeks: the orchardist pushed 50 or more apple trees over to clear a path for the digger; he piled them 

into leafy pyres and unceremoniously burned them.  I took photographs and a few budding branches 

home for the vase.  The rows of unruly apples were pruned back so that the mower could get through, 

                                                           
82 Ibid., 15. 
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giving the appearance of a more productive orchard.  Then came the spray painted warning 

“DIGGER” and the first few days of preparing for the road.  The road will be the tarmac skin over 

arteries of pipes and cables feeding the new bodies of homes that will eventually appear.  How 

quickly will these changes come? 

  

LAST WALK  

I have completed two perfect sets of seasons here and seen them perfectly divided, as if I had 

planned it myself.  The first year was all about place; its play unfolding with its seasonal characters 

entering and leaving every three months. Then I watched from the trees as the outside moved in to 

remodel the landscape in machinery and mud.  Fields once governed by predictable weather shifted 

in a day to something else.  Skeletal frames of houses were drawn in the clearing, foundations poured 

and arteries buried.  I still see these fields as they were.  At certain times huge expanses would be 

dominated by the yellow buttercup or snow onion weed.  The air would be visible in dandelion fluff 

and plantago seeds.  Wild carrot lined the ditches with lacy heads, delicate to the agapanthus’ purple 

roar.  Jasmine and wisteria battled it out over the orchard sheds, caught Laocoön-like in tangled 

vines.  Blackberry and gorse prickly sweet, soft pines needles and apple leaves each providing 

different ground covers.  So many birds, gluttony and abandon.                                                                                                             

Now cars drive over the new ribbon roads which all match and complement each other as the people 

living there do.  As we spread out and reduce the living quarters of so many other species to 

accommodate our own need for space and resources, we rarely remember anything before the 

present.  The bulldozer driver said “it used to be beautiful” and continued the job.  I squint into the 

fields and still see the lanes of trees with different coloured fruit and hear the birdsong and see the 

children hiding in the flax, but it is already fading into an imaginary place.  I arrived here thinking the 

view was stabilised, not by the language defining it (for it was already an uneasy synthesis between 

wasteland and refuge), but by the outside knowledge of aesthetics, ecology and history that I brought 

with me.  Within the seasons before the diggers, I was invited, not by the research, but by the 

experience of being there, to widen the relevant vocabulary.  

A cicada lands on my hand distressed, as it appears to have wrenched itself free from a spider web.  

Its body is sticky with silk which I carefully dislodge.  It waits impatiently walking up and down my 

hand flicking its wings until it is finally free to fly.  When I reach the pines and look back down across 

the soft sweep of the orchard I’m not sure I want to leave.  

I walk lighter, stumble less, with more spring in leg and lung, keeping my center of gravity deep in the 

belly, and letting that center ‘see’ said Matthiessen.83 

                                                           
83 Peter Matthiessen, The Snow Leopard, 1978 (London: Vintage Random House, 2010), 125. 
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I have already walked and this is my last chance to sit among the gathering of trees.  I look behind me at 

the perfect arch of unpruned apple wood.  I actually fall to the ground.  From that position, the view 

swings from arm’s length to being at hand.  My centre of gravity is acutely registered by the damp grass 

pushing into my back; the protesting small flying things and seeds I’ve scattered now land softly on my 

skin.  I look at the sky through leaf holes made by caterpillars and the strange etchings of insects I’ve 

never seen before.  I lie still to make sure that the imprint I leave is on me and not the orchard itself.  It 

seems easy to consider a place, or a person as an opportunity to imprint yourself on something.  But we 

should only leave faint traces. 

I already miss the orchard dearly.  It is the smallest of consolations that I will remember this as the 

place I used to drive through thinking how beautiful it was without stopping, never imagining I would 

live here.  Living in a place - making place your subject, shifts everything.  It becomes more than 

shelter.  It is an occupation. The truth of the place is as much located in my imagination as it is in what 

I saw.  I look out beyond the fig tree which is no longer there, and the old apple tree who faked its own 

death.  All is quiet in the ceiling where the outcasts lived and died.  The bumblebees still stumble 

beneath the floors boards and the spiders and weeds make their living in the in-between spaces.  We 

all move about, from one place to the next, being marked as much by what we leave as where we 

settle next.  At the time, there is nothing else but being there. 
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ISLAND  

Part 3 / Year 3: 

 

Every natural fact is a symbol of some spiritual fact.  Every appearance in nature corresponds 

to some state of the mind, and that state of the mind can only be described by presenting the 

natural appearance as its picture.    

Ralph Waldo Emerson, Nature, 1836, p.17.  

 

If the word ‘sublime’ is too archaic for modernists who visit the woods, perhaps we can get 

halfway to the sacred with the word ‘wonder’.  If we wonder at nature, do we not thereby 

consider nature a wonderland? 

Holmes Rolston III, Caring for Nature: From Fact to Value, from Respect to Reverence, 2004, p. 296. 

  

ARRIVAL (II) 

On the island, I first stand on the shore as if arriving by ship, and stare into the land, my back to the 

sea.  The new scene is set in its colours, contrasted with the delicate and organic hues of home.  I 

quickly lose the garish postcards and retreat to the history stamped in my minds-eye.  I begin to 

collect curiosities claiming it’s in my nature to do so.  Automatic not systematic response.  I start with 

what I know; through drawings and journals: botanical, zoological, topographical and cartographic – 

all laid out and lovingly dog-eared.  But the atmosphere of the new place is in its wordless subtly; the 

light silhouetting broad leaves and strange fruit, the fluorescent dashes of colour in the green and 

blue-wash. 

The view is a division of parts not yet mine.  Familiar tastes and textures are comforting but there are 

unexpected alien growths on the trees, in the sea and on skin.  The frame is too broad to disclose 

because it’s fantastic, sublime and immediately lonely.  This is one small island of fifteen floating 

invisible to one another in the great Pacific - spread like seeds in a current.  The familiarity of home 

currency and custom is present so it is not altogether foreign, but my eyes can’t stretch far enough.  

Travel and journey; arrival and departure; being here and being somewhere else: all composing the 

inside and outside of anxiety and infatuation.   

The flowers each so brilliant in colour and formed to nature’s strictest rules seem to live only for a 

single day.  The gnarled grey fingers of the frangipani tree (Plumeria) are deformed, with wooden 

bodies bent and twisted against heat, salt and cyclones.  Yet the tips are adorned fresh each morning 

with plastic-perfect flowers airbrushed in subtle shades through pink, white and yellow and dipped in a 

heady scent which I cannot get enough of, yet this time have no access to.  The new home is 

surrounded by another type of orchard but is empty of flowers.  Instead of apples, old browning 
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oranges hang from bearded trees.  The ship sinks into its horizon and leaves me here.  Away from the 

sea edge, in the field at my feet, I am home again in the ecological symmetry of one place and 

another. 

 

WALKING (III) 

I walk to the boundaries set by old trees as they were in the orchard.  They are defined by production 

and activity in the same way.  It is as if I am already home, swapping only the skin of flora and fauna 

and not place.  It is not a replica, only a mention that the view of the land – its manifestation in the 

fields around me, are defined by a familiar and unconscious pastoral charm.  I gather the familiar but 

look for what I don’t recognise. 

 

DISMISSAL (II) 

Creeper 

Looking around I see grazing animals, new birds in the sky, tropical fish in the lagoon and in between, 

all the creeping things84 sustaining them.  I have always found the notion of creeping things 

wonderful.  All that other life – the greater majority understood to be plants and invertebrates85 

creeps.  At my gardens edge a ditch is filled with overgrown, creeping banana trees.  They are 

dripping with a broadleaf vine that gives them other shapes.  Their new appearance resembles giant 

topiary beasts with green tails of banana leaf protruding out of their bodies at odd angles.  I’m 

reminded of Jeff Koons 43 ft. sculpture in the shape of a sitting puppy made entirely of flowers and 

shrubs.  But my slightly menacing and beautiful creatures are random heads and limbs suffocating 

trees and draping themselves over structures that are uninhabited or unused for too long.  From a 

distance I think the vines are all the same, but on closer inspection see different varieties and each is 

unique in leaf or flower.  But it’s a lethal beauty.  I have heard about another pacific island whose 

forest has been rebuilt in Morning Glory (Convolulus family), whose name-sake is its glorious purple 

or white bell flower ringing loud in its own invasive triumph.  Underneath a pretty cover are corpses of 

a million trees unable to see the sun; like a bejewelled cape over a skeleton whose bones eventually 

collapse.  Our own garden battles Mile-a-Minute (Mikania micrantha), a less beautiful heart shaped 

leaf that creeps and twirls around you if you stay still long enough.  I once read that some of these 

plants were introduced to the Pacific in the Second World War by troops keen to camouflage their 

precious materiel -– plants draped over planes and tanks.  Around the island there are old sheds and 

cars consumed in a similar fashion, and it is certainly prettier than any rubbish tip I have ever seen.  

The names of these plants are romantic, and as with most pests when categorised as ‘introduced or 

invasive’ in another place and time, their names mean something else.  The Balloon Vine 

                                                           
84 Genesis 1:24, (New Revised Standard Version). 
85 Holmes Rolston III, A New Environmental Ethics: The Next Millennium for Life on Earth, (New York: 
Routledge, 2012), 93. 
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(Cardiospermum grandiflorum) is one such example.  I found it affectionately described on a website 

as a ‘rare exotic’—love in a puff.  Both of these plants are problems here; there is nothing of value in 

their inclusion in creeping things…except their design.  From a delicate vine, its paper lanterns hang, 

and when opening, fall to the ground or water like floating fairy boats holding one perfect black-ball 

seed in each tiny canoe.  

Common animal 

Being in a new place can bring a profound sense of dislocation – especially if you have an idea of 

paradise in your mind.  It’s not about where we have come from, or what we have known, it’s a 

dislocation of expectation.    

On the island, the domestic fowl (Gallus gallus) governs, followed by the Common Myna 

(Acridotheres tristis) and in the air, are the stunning blue beaked, white terns, less frequent sea and 

tropic birds and occasional fruit-doves, pigeons and bats.  The native birds become lucky glimpses.  

The racket of common birds is both crude and comic.  On mass the sounds are multifaceted as if an 

enormous feathered choir sings the same desperate chorus over and over, growing in strength and 

number as it goes on for an hour or more.  The first time I came to the island alone, I was woken by 

roosters and assuming it was dawn, got up to make tea.  After half an hour and no change in the night 

sky, I reached for my watch to note it was just after midnight.  The peace and quiet of the small hours 

becomes an amphitheatre and resonates with such clarity that you can convince yourself there are 

hundreds of birds just outside your window.  Even the mynas are in on it as if their nights were so full 

of adventure that come first light, they couldn’t wait to tell everyone and anyone about it.  The next 

morning I didn’t hear a thing.  Now my love of bird watching is being appeased unexpectedly by the 

common bird.  The subject of observation begins with those dominating the view.   

In his essay, Why Look at Animals? (1980), John Berger suggested that the fracture between man 

and nature was sanctioned with 19th-century corporate capitalism86 and has continued to the present 

day.  I would add that in the 21st-century this rupture has manifested spectacularly in practices such 

as factory farming.  But Berger reminds us that “to suppose that animals first entered the human 

imagination as meat or leather or horn is to project a 19th-century attitude backwards across the 

millennia.  Animals first entered the imagination as messengers and promises.”87   I watch the 

chickens in my yard because they are there.  In my view, where I have no use for them, they are like 

trees and other lives I cannot see.  Lives fixed to the soil or moving through the frame that I inhabit.  

The big animals are domestic, both categorically and mostly in their accepted place here.  Wild 

chickens are picked for the pot as wild herbs might be; they are mainly not kept but are free-range, in 

the authentic definition of that description – ranging freely – as they were supposed to.  Away from 

mass processing and production outlets (abattoirs and supermarkets) living on the island is like living 

on a big farm.  Every part of the food cycle (animals and plants being used by humans) is visible.  Or 

                                                           
86 John Berger’s essay, Why Look at Animals? 1980, (London: Penguin Books, 2009), 12. 
87 Berger, Why Look at Animals? 12. 
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at least the progression from meat/vegetable to food on the table, is visible.  Whether this makes it 

easier to swallow is something else. 

Pest 

Most days, I’m compelled to consider other lives, however insignificant they may be.  In the shower, I 

notice a tiny wall spider running around and around in circles.  As I peer closer, my face nearly 

touching the wall, I see it wrapping up an equally tiny fly.  In the other corner a young huntsman 

spider feeds droplets of water into its mouth.  Later, when I go to fill the jug a few dozen ants are 

washed out of the tap.  Many of them swim to the side of the jug and climb out, some drown and need 

to be removed with a spoon.  Looking into the water, I found some bubbles attached to the side of the 

jug.  I touched one with my spoon and it rose to the surface and popped, revealing two live ants 

protected in a ball of oxygen.  Now of course, I always notice these small bubbles and fish them out 

along with the surface ants.  It is tedious and I could just empty the water out and start again, but 

even that process might just mean another jug filled with ants.   

Another day I found a big yellow paper wasp caught in the window overnight.  I’d seen a few that I 

thought were alive only to find them baked dead by the sun and suspended by their mandibles closed 

around a single fabric bar of the window net.  But this wasp was just drowsy.  I caught it in a cup and 

put it on the outdoor table.  An hour later my son noticed it was still by the cup.  I told him it was 

probably thirsty and tipped a drop of water from his drink bottle next to the wasp.  Within seconds the 

wasp crawled over and began to drink.  “No way” my son said. We sat and watched, it was large 

enough for us to see its mouth and front legs at work.  “Maybe it’s hungry as well?”  Suddenly we had 

a pet wasp, complete with name, now licking an offering of jam off a toothpick.    

When I told the story to a friend the other evening, he put his hand on my shoulder and said, “I think 

you have too much time on your hands”.  Whether the infinitesimal details of life around us matter is 

not so much the point; its more that it is around us and that even in moments of isolation from all living 

things, it’s still there getting on with it.  We don’t all go around saving ants and wasps – we have never 

worked like that as a species.  Our sight and consciousness might be an opportunity for compassion 

yet we systematically make the choice to view other-than-human-life according to values indexed to 

our own needs.  Is our immensely dismissive and constrained vision part of our confused and 

miserable charm? 

 

INTIMACY 

I work in a room with one wall open to the outdoors, where a skink with a blue tail, numerous house 

geckos, ants, roaches, wasps, bees and spiders pass around me.   I look onto a field and watch the 

chickens and mynas pass through their day – every day.  Some days bigger creatures come in and 

out of that frame (feral cats, dogs, goats, pigs and occasional birds like white terns and black 

seabirds).  Behind me a house is being built and I hear the noise of workmen and the sound of tools 

and music in constant commotion.  Beneath all of that crickets and bugs are trying to be heard.  I can 
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pull the frame of my attention as wide as I like – sometimes encompassing the broader fields down to 

the road and sea.  I can hear the sea if I want to, it’s always beneath everything.  But the observations 

through a day always include one moment, single and intimate, with what I see close to me.  

After talking about the struggle Western culture has with establishing intimate connections with 

people, ideas, and the world they live in, Barry Lopez concluded that ‘intimate experience hinges on a 

willingness to be vulnerable’ 88.  Intimacy and vulnerability are symbiotic and trust is part of this.  

Lopez follows with an experience he had walking through campus that very morning when he came 

across a dead beetle, 

“I squatted down to examine it and in my mind I asked, “Who were you?” and “What was the cause of 

this?” I tried to enter into a state in which the beetle was not an object.  To initiate some kind of 

relationship with what was left of the beetle is, for me, a kind of practice, an effort to stay in touch with 

the world.  To stay intimate.”89  

Students in my botanical art class always arrived wanting to paint roses.  I would begin instead by 

sending them outside to find a single fallen leaf and then for three hours they would attempt to draw it.  

The seemingly dull exercise made clear that the whole is made of parts – of details we have already 

overlooked.  The ordinary structure of the leaf became something else, and the following week 

without fail,  students would tell me about what they had found in their gardens or on their walks, what 

had always been, but never noticed.  This is intimacy for me – briefly held in the hand and considered.  

I know I can never do justice to what I pick up or scrutinise – but it’s always worth a look.  Lopez 

proposed that classroom education was of little benefit “unless you are able to enter into some sort of 

relationship with something as apparently innocuous as the dead beetle.”90  Hurrah, Hosanna and 

Amen!   

As a young child of about 6, I still vividly remember coming across a dying honey-bee and gently 

placing it on a leaf in my hand while whispering small prayers to it.  I was never afraid it would sting 

me, and knew for certain that it was dying.  Not long after, I buried it and placed a few flowers over its 

grave, feeling genuinely sad.  We are expected as adults to outgrow these sentiments because they 

are so relatively inconsequential.  Our ability to notice and acknowledge life is compartmentalised in 

terms of how we may benefit from another’s existence: this is a distortion of the value of other lives as 

well as our own.  Within the theatre of my mundane world I make a point of interacting with the 

characters, attempting to get beyond what I thought I knew about them.  As a child I thought they 

would be lions and elephants.  But like Lopez and the dead beetle, they are comparatively innocuous.  

The subjects are not classified according to any ranking system as in a hierarchical still life.  I know 

that I am mostly ignorant of what I see, and unwarranted to make observations in the theological, 

philosophical, literary and naturalist fields in which I find myself constantly trespassing.  But authority 

                                                           
88 William E. Tydeman. Conversations with Barry Lopez: Walking the Path of the Imagination, (Norman: 
University of Oklahoma Press, 2013), 130. Note: these are interviews and all quotes are from Barry Lopez. 
89 Lopez, Conversations with Barry Lopez: Walking the Path of the Imagination, 131. 
90 Ibid. 
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and education as Lopez suggests come from many different sources.  The real struggle is in 

maintaining enough faith in what you are seeing and how you are processing it, to continue.   

 

TRUE / FALSE 

The lagoon circling the island is like a force-field from a science fiction movie.  Back-lit in pale neon 

blue protecting the island from the Great Pacific Ocean.  I have always imagined the sea as an entity 

of some kind, like a child’s imaginary friend rather than an ‘enormous volume of salt water’.  I 

recognised at a very young age that it was not to be toyed with but always revered and respected – 

approached with caution.  Perhaps that is why my father had such a difficult time teaching me to 

swim.  Whatever the reason, I know I will never dive or spend great lengths of time on a boat.  I used 

to write poems in the sand and sit on a rock watching the waves crash over the words as if devouring 

and understanding my seven year old offerings.  I was asking for protection.  

The lagoon shelters me from the real sea.  That was until Monday when I was persuaded to confront 

my boundaries by snorkelling into a passage.  There are several around the island that open out from 

the lagoon to the sea like parting hands in the rock.  They bleed the lagoons water into the sea and 

back again with surprising strength.  At this particular passage there is a faded sign warning against 

swimming and in two areas spindly wooden crosses have been erected.  The passage is known as 

‘Dead Man’s Gulch’.  I was lured with stories of sea turtles and other magnificent creatures.  The 

passage, or abyss, drops off into the deep within in a very narrow space, yet the lagoon is still there at 

the edges, shallow and safe enough to stand in at low tide. 

Held by the current, I drifted into the deep.  The fish were bigger, and the blues beyond 

comprehension.  I looked down hoping to see a turtle and not the murky outline of a reef shark.  At 

one point I looked to the water’s surface and was shocked to see a great spotted eagle ray 

(Myliobatiadea) flying at eye level toward me.  Stunned and fascinated, I did some very inelegant 

backward swimming thinking ‘this is incredible but why is it so close?’  Imagine a large bird, the 

biggest you’ve ever seen flying past to you in silent slow motion before fading into dark cerulean 

oblivion.  Excited and terrified I climbed to the coral edge to catch my breath.  The coral teemed with 

life and I was suddenly filled with a new fear.  Large dark holes, big enough for territorial eels or 

stinging octopus lay around me.  My single thought was, this is their place, what am I doing sitting on 

it?   

A man reaches his hand into a mango tree where a wasp nest has been built and gets stung three 

times.  The man returns at dusk and builds a fire under the tree before knocking down the nest and 

burning it.  If a wasp can’t build its nest in a tree, where does it go?  So too with these rocks.  The 

rocks are mainly coral, not stone but living organisms.  The lagoon may be a barrier between the land 

and real sea, but it is first a nursery and in defence of odd stinging and biting occupants its protection 

seems fair.  I reluctantly got back into the deep water to swim across the current.  In another moment, 

I found myself swimming hard and not moving.  That’s when I thought ‘this is how people drown’.  So I 

grabbed the proffered hand of my guide and was safely pulled ashore.   
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On another section of the lagoon there are perfect tiny islands (motos) placed as if by hand on a 

surface of consistently azure blue – consistent because there are no big lumps of living or dead coral 

to blemish its watery skin.  But the water is not clean and the area is occasionally fouled by the stench 

or drift of bad waste management.  On the surface the water is clear and the lagoon with her islands 

is idyllic.  I sit and stare at the sand ground from dead white coral.  Ugly black sea slugs seem to be 

the only life around.  In the shallows a black shape swims into view.  About 800mm wide it could be a 

stingray.  Ankle deep and a few feet away I see that the creature – which is the exact shape and size 

of a large ray – is actually hundreds of one-inch-long black, purple and orange fish that I later find out 

are pre-juvenile Maito (Ctenochaetus striatus).  The fish move collectively as a stingray might and the 

illusion is convincing.  I match the fake-ray in my mind with the too-real eagle ray I’d seen the week 

before and think about the sea’s secrets. 

 

SECRETS 

The sea has been pulling me out of my dreams when the island sleeps and the sea can’t.  There are 

hours when only the roosters seem to know what’s really going on and one bird will call out, not 

because it’s dawn, but because something needs saying.  Word spreads across the island: “The sea! 

The sea! The sea!”  Then they fall quiet again.  A few hours later they’ll scream for the sun.  If I walk 

outside at night it’s like stepping into a dream where everything you know is altered by new light and 

sound.  

The other night was so bright I went out expecting to see the sun rising.  The children stirred and 

wanted to play but I hushed them back to sleep.  These nights don’t present a full spotlight searching 

with blinding black and white but a cloud shrouded moon spreads the light evenly in blue, silver and 

grey.  Black is behind the trees but there are no shadows over the sea.  The sea is an oil slick; a 

surface of seduction and glitter.  The waves are magnificent, they have pulled me out of sleep.  More 

menacing than I’ve ever seen before, they bite the reef’s edge, ready to consume the entire island.  In 

these contradictory encounters of quiet earth and ocean chaos, I glimpse a secret perhaps not 

intended for humans at all.  I feel as if I’m intruding. 

 

NIGHT SEA 

I wake up and the sea is over the road but on another side of the island, the same day, the wharf in 

town is calmer than I have ever seen it.  The sea contrasts itself so dramatically saying “you don’t 

know me.” I agree, I don’t.  I sit by the night sea and a few bar lights shine onto the shore where silver 

fish that could be mistaken for sea-snakes move in and out of the light.  They don’t slither like snakes 

but move awkwardly like sleek bands of precious metal not fully formed.  Moths of all sizes come out 

in the light and nearby children scream with delight at the ‘fireflies’.  I watch the moths glow dance as 

the faintest rain pushes them slowly into the sea where the silver fish finish them.  A moment later 

another light appears on stage: a moon so new that I want to leave my party and just stare at it.  For 
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one perfect moment, the entire moon appears one shade lighter than the night sky and underneath its 

circle is a curved line of pale white.  I have never seen it like this and the effect is almost partial 

eclipse.  Another moment and it’s under the clouds and drizzle, with every drop held in the fake lights 

of the bar.   

 

MYSTERY 

Within productive contemplation, as I call my attention to the world, compassion is an incantation that 

surfaces daily.  The mystery of what I don’t understand contrasts with the ordinariness of whatever I’m 

looking at.  This morning my son and I were discussing the new hen who has chosen to lay her clutch 

in a hand woven food basket (kai kete) that had fallen into our garden.  She settled herself over eight 

eggs hiding just an inch below the sunken shelter of the garden’s concrete edge.  During the months 

I’ve known these birds, this is the first to have acted sensibly.  She was protected by the elements, by 

us, and by the dog who sleeps nearby keeping away the feral cats.  I get involved with these 

creatures that pass through.  They have their own narratives during their time around us.  My 

husband tells me I am just making up stories, which is more-or-less true.  I have no secret insights, 

only observations I collect.  But where would we be without imagining what else might be going on?    

 

Part 4 / Year 4: 

 

How vast it seems, how short human life when we happen to think of it, and how little we may 

learn, however hard we try!  Yet why bewail our poor inevitable ignorance?  Some of the 

external beauty is always in sight… 

John Muir, My First Summer in the Sierra, 1869, p.56. 

 

IGNORANCE / INNOCENCE (II) 

Being in a place of such obvious aesthetic beauty shouldn’t be taken for granted.  Apathy descends in 

the transition from unknown to known. The antidote is to shift the margins – so we take our dinner by 

the sea.  The routine has a pleasant regularity: we eat and then go our separate ways.  One climbs 

the bent wood of the Au’ or beach hibiscus tree, another digs holes or collects hermit crabs, the other 

one disappears into the lagoon with fins and mask and I stand on the edge of the sea watching.  In 

one direction the sun is setting and when you see enough setting suns, you know that the light is 

never the same.  There’s a more-or-less sameness, but the palette varies in subtle and brilliant 

shades.  Sometimes it’s the colour reflected on everything else that takes centre stage.  There’s a 

particular orange light that is so transformative it seems we mortals have soaked our skin in the 

orange ink of the sun itself.  It’s flattering and bursting with energy.  Given our proximity to the sun, it 
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makes sense that we should bask in its glow, and know we’re not going to burn to a crisp.  That the 

sun is not any closer is a source of endless curiosity.   

One evening we were driving home at dusk when we came across the moon.  It was like walking 

around the corner and bumping into someone.  A small twist in the road, the precise curvature of the 

island and there it was.  A giant ball, looking as if another planet had appeared suddenly in our 

atmosphere.  We kept driving and watched it disappear then reappear on the other side of the road.  

“Why is it so big?” ask the children, and we all agree it does seem bigger than usual.  We debate 

what’s happening – each of us as ignorant as moths flying to a light bulb; each of our theories as 

preposterous as another.  That it’s a perspective thing, seen and illustrated as fact on the internet by 

people who do know what’s happening, doesn’t seem to help.  It makes logical sense to see that it 

really is no bigger at all, but makes no actual sense.  It’s completely unsatisfactory.  I prefer, like the 

moth, to burn the tips of my imagination with the idea that it is bigger, that it’s closer to us in such 

moments.  

Back on the beach the shifting light calms the sea like a nursery rhyme.  I stand between land and 

water, one foot dry and the other wet.  In the centre of the frame I create, is the ultimate tropical 

picture of golden sun-bathed sand, pink and orange coconut palms with neat shadows. The sea is 

liquid mercury – disarmingly pretty.  I keep still as a rock to try and trick the hiding fish into going 

about their business as usual.  A shoal of young goat fish return and skip out of the mercury; little 

darts of white barely cutting the surface of the water.  Around the rocks at the shore’s edge, tiny parrot 

fish and box fish, puffers and a dozen other minutiae, appear and disappear in a blink of the eye.  

Dillard talks about looking at nature, and what she hasn’t seen yet.  She refers to a S.E. White 

passage from The Mountains (1904) 91 about how to see deer.  White suggests that as soon as you 

forget the naturally obvious and construct an artificial obvious, you’ll be able to see.  To White, the 

naturally obvious, are the general landmarks that distinguish one thing from another: the mountain, 

the valley, the forest, the stream, a tree.  I wonder if not being able to see the ‘artificial obvious’ 

suggests it’s not normal for us to see deer – to locate them in the wild.  If we are animals, then given 

our super-carnivore status, we have both the talent of anticipation and perception that would allow us 

to be conscious of our surroundings should we depend upon it.  But we don’t.  The fact that most of 

the things we need are delivered to us on a plate, is just an evolutionary side-step.  It’s all still there, in 

the same place.  I understand seeing the obvious, and seeing what we expect to see, but crave to see 

what I don’t expect: the tiny flashes that only bother to reveal themselves to me because I bothered to 

look, standing still as a stone on the edge of the sea.   

We walk toward the sinking sun.  A friend riding past stops on her bicycle and yells, “are you waiting 

to see the green flash?”  “There’s a green flash just after the sun sets” she explains.  We keep looking 

more curious than before, but either miss it, or decide it’s a myth.  Another night we sit on the sand, a 

passing family sits with us.  I ask about the green flash.  “There is no green flash, it’s just that if you 

stare at the sun long enough your eyeballs burn out and distort the light.”  The answer made more 

                                                           
91 Dillard in Pilgrim at Tinker Creek, 24, cites Stewart Edward White’s book The Mountains, 1904. 
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sense, but was it as much fun?  Dillard makes an observation about how it is taboo to look at the sun, 

and we all walk about ‘averting our faces... lest our eyes be blasted forever.’92  It turns out that the 

green flash is as real as it is fantastic and anyone who has read Jules Verne’s The Green Ray (1882), 

would know it.  Apparently a form of atmospheric refraction, can cause a pure green flash (the green 

ray proper) or spot (the inferior mirage flash) to appear briefly at sea level just above the disappearing 

sun, in places with warm atmospheres.  A little truth to the fiction and once again the possibilities of 

the world open up.  

Later I watch a film made by Tacita Dean titled The Green Ray (2001) where she focusses her 

camera on the horizon line hoping to capture the ‘last ray of the dying sun’ in an attempt ‘to try and 

see, if not film, something that I could not imagine.’ 93  Dean talks about not only how elusive the 

phenomenon is, but also the difference between trying to capture it on film and recording it digitally. I 

watch the film and wait, drifting over her narration and into the light.  Dean claims to have caught the 

green ray ‘in the fleeting movement of film frames’94 and I watch the film over but still can’t see it.  I 

imagine Dean knows her film frame by frame, and in the intimacy of that process, it becomes another 

thing entirely; it’s like drawing a single leaf, really drawing it.  It is no longer a green oval with a line 

through the middle attached to a branch.  It is a complex form in itself.  In the field, my finest 

experiences have presented themselves by chance.  Despite this, every sunset I happen upon I wait 

just in case, staring unblinking into the sun’s falling face.   

 

HUNTING 

Lately, the evenings have included hunting – a necessary and desperate activity to make sure a 

threatening creature is removed from the house.  Last night we hunted a Giant South Pacific 

Centipede (Scolopendra subspinipes subspinepes).  They are difficult to catch and their poisonous 

creeping bodies haunt me for hours after they’ve gone.  Some collectors call them beautiful; I can’t 

see it.  I’ve been bitten by one as I slept and retain a sensory memory of prickly crawling under the 

sheets.  At night we have learnt to recognise the sound of its large clawed body scuttling across the 

kikau matt.  We catch them in the blender cup with the cardboard that waits by the back door.  The 

Huntsman Spiders (Sparassoidea) are fast and they can leap, so once the cup is over them, they will 

leap toward your hand.  Attracted to the lights, the dragonfly though is something else.  It is the 

largest that I have ever encountered up close.  Hummingbird-size and very loud in its distress.  

Determined not to leave it for the lizards I leap around jumping on chairs trying to predict its crazed 

flight path.  It’s probably comic, but I’m as focussed as I am with the spiders.  I pounce with the 

blender cup over it and the insect is suddenly still.  Legs folded underneath.  Is it dead? I move the 

card a little and peer in.  Still as a dead thing, I appear to have caught a tiny machine that’s switched 

                                                           
92 Dillard, Pilgrim at Tinker Creek, 29. 
93 From notes on The Green Ray, in Arc Collection (Book V.I Selected writings by Tacita Dean), published by 
Musee dárt Moderne de la ville de Paris, 2003.  These notes were read by Dean as a narration over the film. 
94 Dean The Green Ray, narration. 
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off.   Its wings are large and made of plastic, its heavy body made of dark blue steel and its eyes tiny 

hexagons of glass.  I walk outside, remove the cardboard and sure enough it whirs off.  

 

INTERSECTION 

The taro field has just been cleaned out.  Not of taro, just of the weeds that have been obscuring it for 

weeks.  The field just beyond the line of coconut palms has been mown and its edges poisoned.  All 

around the island the land is being tended.  The pawpaw are few, the bananas are taking longer than 

ever to ripen and so the taro, land and swamp varieties, get all the attention.  With familiarity comes a 

level of un-interest.  Knowing a little seems to replace the quest to know everything.  The obsession to 

note detail dulled by monotony.  

I walk around the periphery of the field in respect for the food plants.  There is a path worn by the 

chickens and pigs that I try to follow.  The other day I was tending my own garden and heard 

movement in the over-grown creek a few feet below me.  To my surprise a young pig of about 3 

months old and as big as a medium sized dog was busy in the swamp grass.  I crouched to watch 

him.  His face was hidden in a hole.  My daughter, a chicken and the neighbour’s dog all came up to 

see why I was sitting on the grass.  For a few brilliant seconds none of them was aware of the pig; 

and the pig was oblivious to us all. “Ohh look a black piggy!” my daughter yelped.  The pigs head shot 

up out of the mud and then the dog saw it.  There was a moment where everyone froze – the dog 

transformed into hunt-mode so I held onto his collar.  A split second later, the pig leapt high into the 

air, a foot above all the plants as if he were a kangaroo.  If I had not seen it, I wouldn’t have believed 

it.  

The following day, I was admiring a handsome rooster when a very large rat ran across his feet.  The 

rooster shrieked and, he too, leapt into the air landed in the same spot and carried on as if nothing at 

all had happened.  We all cross each other’s paths at some point.  Sometimes we are convinced the 

big spider in the bedroom is there just to scare us or walk across our faces as we sleep.  We 

constantly flatter ourselves with the idea that these interactions or interferences are personal.  There 

is not much of the personal in the nature that I can see.  The domestic animals and pets are fixed 

around our lives while the vast and mostly invisible order of life remains unfixed or unknown by us. 

 

CLEARANCE 

I am finally feeling the truth of the island location as a dot in the great Pacific Ocean feeling as 

turbulent as the sea around the island’s edges.  This time a year ago, I might have been sitting in my 

orchard studio, with clusters of apples changing with autumn and listening to the familiar sounds 

setting me on edge – machinery between birdsong.  I find myself sitting in a new place listening to the 

busy men and machines as they rip and clear a neighbouring section of old trees.  A large yellow 

orange digger easily pushing and pulling, smaller red and white machines beeping in reverse every 

few seconds and three chainsaws all screeching in unison, breaking only when the men tire or the 
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work is finished.  Busy men, busy machines.  I hear the sound of a large tree breaking.  I run outside 

like a cat with my head darting this way and that and I can’t find my cameras.  The old pistachio tree 

hesitates as if taking a final breath and collapses, the air coming out of it and the cheers coming from 

the men below.  I recognise this feeling of useless sentimentality while also understanding that my 

feeble lament is for the tree and for the place itself, which seems to pass in front of me.  My throat 

constricts; I can’t help it and my only ever recompense is being there to see it, as Annie Dillard said.95   

Like the studio in the orchard, this place has become a small sanctuary which I need to protect.  The 

space around the building and section is as much a part of that as the property itself.  Every side is 

empty of houses – always my preferred view.  Even with other houses tucked close and out of sight, I 

need the trees and plants and all the spaces in between to breath and see with any kind of clarity.  It’s 

not true of course; it’s an allegory I have come to create for myself, but whatever the actual, practical 

reality, I am content with less human business in front of me.  Reviewing the last few years’ work I 

realise the project of being in a place has become a normal state of being.  It’s not a cloak of thought I 

can remove and hang up or store away somewhere.  It’s imbedded in my skin like a plaster left on too 

long.   

Thoreau stayed at Walden Pond as Annie Dillard stayed at Tinker Creek, both within a set period of 

time to complete a specific task bound by the front and back cover of a book.  I stayed at the Orchard 

and now am on the Island.  In each place, the boundaries are marked by ownership understood 

through commercial or ecological viability.  In the orchard there wasn’t much in between.  Here there 

are more pockets of land, pegged but left as the field in front of me, whose grass grows and whose 

oranges rot, until someone turns up on a tractor and exposes its roots again.  This part of the island is 

more of a sub-village than a suburb; divided by two roads and a small section of beach.  We live at its 

edge and the sea is greater than anything on it.  This place wants to be consumed by its nature.  The 

history of development, of poison and waste and ‘industry’, of draining and burning is not old enough 

to have wrenched things in the way nature throws its weight around here.  The digger and machines 

nudging and then tipping over a great mango tree are only cutting away the island’s surface.  Given a 

few weeks peace and the vines, weeds and bugs will creep over everything left on the ground.  Dry 

sticks will be stuck in the dirt so new fences will grow; new boundaries laid in leaf and not stone.  The 

inside/outside relations I was aware of in the orchard studio, where grass pushed up through the 

floorboards and weeds pushed though thin plaster walls, are more obvious here.  The insect screens 

in each room act like force fields against it, and many people staying here – different from living here 

– busy themselves with fumigation to keep nature out.   Circle the island and you’ll often hear the 

sound of weed-eaters while children rake leaves onto small pyres of garden waste burning blue at 

every corner.   

 

 

                                                           
95 Dillard, Pilgrim at Tinker Creek, 15. 
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FISH IN THE HAND 

In the orchard I held several birds and a field mouse alive and dead in my hands.  On Sunday, on the 

island it was fish, freshly dead from the net and gifted to the children like lollipops by the fisherman 

trawling our long beach for juvenile goat fish.  One of the gifts was a pure silver damselfish still 

moving its gills in my hand and a friend told me how you can revive a fish by weaving it forward in the 

water to get its gills working again.  I sat on the edge of the lagoon with my scaly toy for ten minutes 

trying to resuscitate it.  Its gills flapped open and its mouth gasped weakly.  Another child came to 

show me her dead baby needlefish.  It sat like a surgical instrument in her hand and after a few bored 

seconds she snapped its needle in half which sounded like the tip of a glass vial being broken.  The 

spectacle of the fish-made-toys was nearly enough to spoil the day.  I’d rather float in the sea and 

watch their strange lives dart around me.   

Not everything in my accumulated observations is pleasant.  I walk around the waste that’s dropped 

around the base of the banana plantation for the pigs to graze over, with plastic hunks sticking out of 

the soil and bags floating like ghosts to the sea.  I haven’t mentioned the poisoned dog who 

shuddered and wailed on our doorstep, the sow with no foot and another with a rope grown painfully 

into her skin.  I have barely mentioned the hills being hacked into or the rubbish filled creeks leeching 

toxins into the water table.  The collection becomes like butterflies in a cabinet without their dull moth 

cousins and horned beetles.  I only think that I am open to all possibility, but in the end, it filters down 

to what I want to remember.   

 

COLLECTION 

The old man is working the field.  The soft red-brown dirt ploughed through the ancient machine 

leaves rusty finger tracks in the soil.  The field over, the one hidden from sight where the white 

haunted house of sticks still barely stands, looks as if someone has set fire to everything but the 

house.  The land bordered by the old breadfruit and strange flowering trees I don’t know the names 

for is burnt black and brown.  It’s an ugly sight but at least, for a while, it doesn’t have the tedious 

battle of containing the weeds that creep over and smother everything.  I’m just passing through, 

chucking my eyes round here and there.  I think of Emerson’s 1836 “Nature” essay, making the 

distinction between ways of seeing.  He says, “To speak truly, few adult persons can see nature.”  

The old man on the tractor and the younger man with his back-pack of poison sees something else 

entirely.  I can afford the time to luxuriate in the finer view in-between what is and what I think might 

be.  Emerson calls it the ‘poetical sense’.  “It is this which distinguishes the stick of timber of the 

wood-cutter from the tree of the poet.”(4)   

I walk and gather as much as I can in my arms before taking it home to throw on the floor and study 

like a child with a pocket full of broken shells.  Mostly the moments evaporate into nothing, already 

lost and forgotten by the time I get home.  I retrace my steps and consider how much I’ve left out.  

The highway of crab tracks in the sand I’d crossed and messed up that morning, the cloud that moved 

in front of the sun like an ancient temple and wouldn’t budge, carving up the entire atmosphere with 
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its multiple stories and right-angles of yellow.  Then, as if in protest, the sun laser cut an outline in 

blinding light which remained for the duration of its fall into the sea.    

Another day one child runs into the house declaring she has something amazing to show me, and I 

walk out, eyes closed to her trampoline which has a baby parrotfish on it.  We imagine how it might 

have got there, dropped by a bird or a cloud with its mouth full.  And the other child fumes at the 

cruelty and delight of his friends who fed a bucket of ghost crabs to their caged chickens crushing any 

underfoot that tried to escape.  Just yesterday I watched them dance side-step in and out of their 

holes. 

This morning I listen to a story of how my son and his friend had been fishing at the wharf the day 

before.  Hot and bored they were about to leap into the water when two giant moray eels swam out 

from the shadows.  In death their spots are grey and black, but in life I’m told the colour is a sparkling 

brown and rich red.  Strange leopard serpents in the sea.  One of the boys kicked a slab of tuna skin 

into the water and the eels tore greedily at the surface where the boys’ feet were dangling a moment 

before.  “What if we’d leapt in?” said one of the boys. 

I have become a collector of moments.  Right now, dusk belongs to me.  At around the same time 

each night I leave the house and wander the property.  The air is cooler than it will be for the next 10 

hours before the sun rises and warms everything up again.  The silence and the light falls soft and fills 

me with childish delight.  I walk around and pounce on the slightest thing: the large flash of a fruit bat 

cut black and brief across the sky; the spider bound to her egg sack painted in tiny white spots; moko 

lizard on the banana trunk rippled in the same swirling pattern thinking himself invisible.  It’s a collage 

I’m making; cutting and pasting as fast as I can.  Emerson’s “intercourse with heaven and earth” is 

becoming part of my daily bread.  This is his adjustment of being as “he whose inward and outward 

senses are still truly adjusted to each other; [having] retained the spirit of infancy even into the era of 

manhood.” 96  And here I am, a child in the field looking for trinkets in the weeds.  

“I used to be able to see flying insects in the air,”97 said Dillard.  I think I still do but as a child I thought 

they were fairies.  The innocence in seeing is just that, it’s not corrupted by purpose because there is 

none.  It’s an illusion to think that it’s a soft view; perhaps it is tender but it is also brutal and ugly. 

The old man is making his way out of the field.  All visible traces of life – the big mammals and birds 

around the place are heard but not seen.  I hide under my own cool shade and glue another piece of 

the collage down still thinking on Emerson:  The beauty of nature re-forms itself in the, mind, and not 

for barren contemplation, but for new creation. 98   

 

 

                                                           
96 Emerson, Nature, 1836 (London: Penguin Books, 2008), 4. 
97 Dillard, Pilgrim at Tinker Creek, 22. 
98 Emerson, Nature, 15. 
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SURRENDER 

For one living on a small island surrounded by a vast Pacific Ocean it may seem at odds to have the 

dominant subject of contemplation field-based.  But I feel safer on solid ground.  Different locations, 

same places afloat in the sea.  I watch the soil running through our lives being shaped into matter and 

value, burnt down and rebuilt.  This is landscape – the place I throw my eyes over and the place 

underfoot.   

The journey begins and ends with the sea.  A ship crossing the Indian Ocean to the Southern Pacific, 

from the ‘old world’ (Africa, where I was born) to a ‘new world’ (Pacific, where I grew).  The sea is the 

most personal element here.  It haunts me, nags at me and always has.  As a child I mistook the 

drone of the motorway in our back yard for the sound of the sea.  It entered my confused nightmares 

as a sea either trying to pull me back with its waves clutching at my chest as I held on to some flimsy 

broken rail, or it was the great tsunami and I was scrambling up a hillside on hands and knees to 

higher ground.  Either way, I would wake saturated and gasping for breath I could never catch.  The 

subconscious morphed an asthmatic condition into dreams of water filling my lungs. 

Even now I hear everything around the hymn of ocean.  It’s more than a moving tide – it’s a 

surrender.  I am rendered down in its terms and sit here as a fool rocking back and forth in its sway.  

From the edge of the island I watch a small kayak go out to the lagoon edge as if pulled on a string.  

The boat and the man slowly diminish becoming like ants.  I measure the waves against the size of 

the man’s head and the waves stand twelve heads above him.  I am the man in the kayak at the edge 

of the world and the sea is everything – simply in that force between one edge and another – the 

precipice of comprehension, over which, if I go any further, I might fall. 

I know something about falling.  Once I fell 60 feet off a cliff and briefly watched the spin of the world 

before darkness.  When I opened my eyes the first thing I saw was the pure blue of what I assumed to 

be Heaven.  I was in fact suspended between the top and bottom of that cliff by uncanny good 

fortune, having landing precisely on a fragile nest of grass and tree cuttings thrown over by local 

residents.  I couldn’t move and my breathing was tiny as if I were sitting on a bubble that could burst 

at any moment.  I waited and tried not to consider the view beneath me where the sea receded 

revealing the muddy skin and rocky muscle of the bay.  I looked out to sea instead; imagined I could 

hear it and steadied my breathing with it. 

+++++ 

Landscape is always about memory and loss as it is the body in which I live and have lived.  The sea 

is blood.  There is nothing obvious about this, yet it is utterly obvious to me.  Standing on the shore 

there is nothing known about what I’m looking at; in the seas inhospitable nature to us, it is not 

impervious, but still represents a certain freedom from us – as mountains do. 

Here there are two versions of the sea.  The difference between them is in the idyllic and the sublime, 

each separated by a band of waves.  Entirely different worlds with different watery landscapes 
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beneath which I have only ever glimpsed, floating uncomfortably on the surface before retreating 

confused.  So I leave it be.  Where others look in awe at mountains, I do the same with the sea.   

 

SIMPLY 

In the Himalayas Peter Matthiessen declared that, “The secret of the mountains is that the mountains 

simply exist, as I do myself:” before adding, “the mountains exist simply, which I do not.”99  

Matthiessen’s ‘eastern’ approach may be a beautiful conclusion.  For at the heart of place, and nature 

and our turmoil to make sense of what we see, is something fundamentally simple.  To see simply 

what we see.  The sea, the air – the orchard, the island and all the creeping things exist simply – 

which I do not.     

Finally, the night is clear after all the rain and both sea and sky appear washed new again.  Our eyes 

gradually adjust to the dark seeing the strangeness of the place at night.  Nothing makes sense in this 

light and I stare at the stars until my head hurts with the children’s unanswerable questions.  It’s not 

always enough not to know, to say what we’re looking at is simply a star.  The only consolation is to 

consider – to be lost for an instant to wondering. 

 

 

 

 

  

                                                           
99 Matthiessen, The Snow Leopard, 195. 
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