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EDITORIAL 
ANTENNAE ISSUE 31 

Antennae: the Journal of Nature in Visual Culture, has never solely relied upon animal studies lenses of enquiry but it has 
strived to incorporated many perspectives and approaches from multiple disciplines and philosophies. Since its inception, 
nine years ago, it was decided that its name should incorporate the strap ‘the journal of nature in visual culture’ in which the 
word nature is featured with all its contradictions, traditional, and new conceptions alike. As such the journal has maintained 
connections to the theories and approaches of animals studies whilst persistently aiming to reach audiences beyond 
academia for the purpose of generating true multidisciplinary discussions. Through different media platforms involving the 
printed-online format, and social media, the journal has thus far achieved just that; although much more work is needed. 
Staying faithful to its original aims and objectives, the ultimate ambition has been that of remaining at the intersection of 
different, new, and exciting ways of conceiving not only human-animal relations, but to also expand beyond these 
productivities and limitations in order to pose radical questions about ontology and most importantly ecology.  

The zoocentrism that has more recently characterized the rapid development of animal studies has in many ways 
been productive, but perhaps inadvertently, it has also replaced one centric system with another, substantially bypassing 
the scientific and philosophical theories that have marked the past fifteen years. As it can be clearly seen by casting an eye 
on Antennae’s past issues, many of our contributions have already posed questions related to plants, and bacteria, whilst 
some have nurtured a soft spot for those animals who cannot return the gaze, or that do not ontologically clearly fit any 
group or species. In brief, expanding our domain of enquiry has always been central to Antennae. It is from this perspective 
that with this issue, the journal embarks on a new and challenging year-long project focusing on the emerging theories of 
new materialism, multispecies ethnography, bioart, and environmental concern.  

           This project is titled Beyond Animal Studies and it begins with the publication of two installments dedicated to 
multispecies-Intra-action: new ways of thinking multispecies aesthetics through Karen Barad’s agential realism, co-edited 
with artist/curator Madeleine Boyd. This first offering will be followed by an issue edited by artists and theorists Suzanne Anker 
and Sabine Flach focusing on the proceedings of an exciting conference dedicated to bioart titled Naturally Hypernatural that 
took place in New York in November 2014. Whilst the last segment of this publishing project will comprise two issues on art 
and environment that will be made available in December 2015 and March 2016. 

An extended editorial ‘Animal studies: elephants in the room’ has been published separately from this issue for the 
purpose of clearly outlining some problematics in animal studies and art requiring urgent attention as they prevent key 
discussions from moving forward. Its main focus revolves around issues in the fields of representation and materiality, with 
specific reference to making art and thinking/writing about art. The essay is deliberately written in a clear and straightforward 
style in order to make arguments as accessible as possible to scholars who want to develop their knowledge of art, as well 
as artists, students and other readers who may be interested in joining the discussion from different disciplines and 
perspectives. Its content stems from a place of genuine dedication to the disciplines of history of art, visual cultures and 
animal studies and most important animals and the environment. The aim of the extended editorial and moreover so of the 
Beyond Animal Studies project is to advance productivity in a truly collaborative, respectful, and open-minded field of enquiry. 

Dr. Giovanni Aloi 
Editor in Chief of Antennae Project	  
Lecturer in Visual Culture: 
School of the Art Institute of Chicago 
Sotheby's Institute of Art 
Tate Galleries 
www.antennae.org.uk 
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MULTISPECIES BECOMINGS IN 
THE ANTHROPOCENE 

While working towards this collection of papers for publication in Antennae, I became aware that there is a 
spectrum of familiarity with the quantum physics theory behind Karen Barad’s concept of Intra-action 
amongst the contributors. Yet all of the artists who exhibited for the Intra-action exhibition and authors 
who have contributed to this collection have practices that can contribute significantly to thinking with 
multispecies aesthetics and Karen Barad’s Agential Realism. By way of explanation on how this group of 
likeminded humans came together, I offer here firstly a personal account of the trajectory of this 
investigation as a foreword to this collection. A more detailed theoretical introduction to the intra-action 
concept and the papers in this collection follows. Please note that the collection of relevant papers will 
appear across two issues of Antennae. 

Author: Madeleine Boyd 

Image 1: Intra-action exhibit ion flyer 	  	  
The hosting gallery was MOP Projects in Sydney Australia, and the supporting organizations are Australian Animal Studies Group, 
Human Animal Research Network at the University of Sydney and Environmental Humanities at the University of New South Wales. 
Image credit Madeleine Boyd.	  
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became involved with the Human Animal 
Research Network (HARN) at the University of 
Sydney in 2012, shortly after commencing my 

PhD studies at the Sydney College of the Arts. What 
eventuated was an extraordinary opportunity to 
curate an exhibition for the biannual international 
Australian Animal Studies Group (AASG) conference 
2013 (themed ‘Life in the Anthropocene’). With my 
own research focus being on the inter-subjective 
relationships between horses and humans, I set out 
to investigate artists with similar non-human animal 
interests. What concerned me most at that time was 
that the artwork be ‘with’ and ‘for’ non-human 
animals, rather than be ‘about’ or ‘of’ non-human 
animals. Through HARN, I fortuitously encountered 
Eben Kirksey’s work on multispecies ethnography 
along with the Agential Realism of Karen Barad. 
These encounters allowed me to move from the 
individualist concept of inter-subjective relations 
towards the more ontologically intimate collaborative 
possibilities of intra-action, a concept that at its core 
critically challenges the metaphysics of the 
individual. Embracing a multispecies intra-action 
conceptual framework enables significant advances 
in thinking with more-than-human agencies 
unfettered by long-standing anthropocentric or 
essentialist categories of animal/ human / nature/ 
culture/ science/ art and so on.  

Another significant shift in thinking that 
came about in adopting the multispecies intra-
action ethos was an expanded concept of what 
types of animals could be included in the exhibition. 
This thinking was further encouraged by the wide 
range of species and media that each of the invited 
artists collaborated with in their work. Slime molds, 
bees, genetic transposons and a robot joined 
horses, chickens and marsupials as collaborators in 
natural-cultural production. Once the entire 
collection had been installed, the gallery seemed to 
me a delightful entanglement of species, in which 
sometimes the human gaze could disappear in the 
shared possibilities enabled by these artworks. 

As a motivation behind this collection of 
papers, I considered contributions our project could 
make to artists and theorists who are extending 
concepts in multispecies, posthumanist and new 
materialist thinking and practice. There is certainly 
an ethical stance here, in that we share goals 
through art and theory to dissemble anthropocentric 
modes of performance and to provoke, through the 
evocative potential of art, changes in material-
cultural practices. While there exists in the literature 
significant contributions to posthumanist thinking in 
the works of, for example, Karen Barad, Donna 
Haraway, Rosi Braidotti, Cary Wolfe and Bruno 

Latour, the pages of Antennae make room more 
specifically for extending contributions on 
multispecies posthumanism in art practice and 
aesthetic theory. This is significant, as we often find 
ourselves as artists working in loose networks 
across departments and continents, drawing 
progressive inspiration from occasional encounters 
with artists and exhibitions, and often in cyber-
space. Karen Barad and Donna Haraway do offer 
some commentary on artworks. For example, both 
have been inspired to write about the work of 
Australian posthuman sculptor Patricia Piccinini, 
whose works reveal a desire to protect wild species, 
while gesturing at fears of a mutated transhumanist 
future disconnected from wild nature. Other insights 
are provided in the writings of Cary Wolfe, 
Rosemarie McGoldrick, Steve Baker, Giovanni Aloi 
and Ron Broglio. In these Antennae issues, artists 
and theorists offer up contributions in thought and 
practice as we also move towards posthuman and 
multispecies modes and wrangle with tenacious 
inquiries: How does performing with these 
intentions become revealed in art practice?; What 
spectrum of aesthetic appreciation can we apply to 
multispecies artwork?; How can multiple species 
become collaborators in the production of art?; 
What intra-actions occur between scientist and 
artist, human and non-human?; How do new 
insights from quantum physics and new materialism 
come to bear on multispecies theory?; and, How 
do artists create new agential cuts to unearth 
entanglements between species? (Image 2) 

Considering the two main thrusts of these 
two Antennae issues, new materialism and non-
human animals, it is worth considering the 
antecedents. New materialism is often attributed as 
arising out of third and fourth wave feminism, and 
certainly scholars in this field have long been 
concerned with the matter of sexed bodies, which 
has lead to waves of materialism. Karen Barad 
considers her work as entirely feminist. In her core 
projects she ontologically explores the matters of 
existence and the cultural embeddedness of 
scientific epistemology (Dolphijn and van der Tuin, 
2012). Likewise, Barad’s theoretical concerns with 
justice, perspectives of the marginalised other, the 
mutable qualities of entity categories (such as 
gender), and relational models of existence are all 
aligned with core concerns of feminist and queer 
theory. However, feminists are not as alone in their 
(new) materialism as they might once have been. 
The world context of natural environment 
destruction is also a motivation across many 
sectors for return to types of material-realism. Bruno 
Latour   talks   of a second nature that has emerged  

I  
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and switched places with first nature, in respect to 
the limited resources of planet Earth 
(Videnskabernes Selskab, 2014). First nature is that 
which refers to the limits and cycles of the biotic, 
atmospheric, oceanic and geological components 
of the planet, which ruled over early human cultural 
development. Second nature describes the set of 
economic cycles that have emerged from cultural 
innovations, and so seemed to free humanity from 
the hegemony of first nature. Yet in this current 
epoch, second nature, the cycles and growths of 
economy, drive much of human activity while 
denying and even altering the cycles and matters of 
first nature. Most probable projections suggest that 
first nature (the material exchanges that underpin 
life) may change inexorably, but also lead to the 
collapse of second nature, taking human civilization 
and wild nature along with it. Timothy Morton (2012), 
Object Orientated Ontology theorist, has developed 
a theory of ‘hyper objects’ to explain the workings of 
material processes which exceed the abilities of 
human minds to consider yet exert both material 
and conceptual pressure on human worlding. In 
particular, the processes of global warming are of 
interest to Morton. Another contemporary material-
realist theoretical approach is the concept of the 
Anthropocene,   which   is   advancing  as a globally 

 

accepted descriptor for the current time period in 
which human activities are exerting influence on 
material chemical conditions at planetary scales. 
These examples serve to demonstrate that the rise 
of new materialism is a confluence of shared 
concerns and inquiry in several congruent fields, not 
least of which is art practice. Artists engaging these 
various concerns about the material processes of 
worlding are considered here to be enacting new 
materialist theory through material practice. The 
introductory essay and collection of papers that 
follow this foreword are construed around a new 
materialism based in Karen Barad’s Agential 
Realism, but also informed by an acute awareness 
of anthropogenic impacts on non-human species 
via local and global activities.  

Regarding the specific interests of this text 
in non-human others, animal studies is a 
burgeoning field which intersects across many 
fields such as science, humanities and 
contemporary art. Animal studies are propelled also 
by the urgency many researchers feel towards such 
issues as species extinction, over-exploitation of 
wild populations and cruelty in industrial agriculture. 
This urgency has additionally brought together 
networks of people who have a genuine interest in 
the non-human other, who find deep philosophical 

Image 2: Karen Barad workshop at the gallery 
Thanks to Eben Kirksey (far right) and Environmental Humanities at the University of New South Wales, Karen Barad (at front) was able to 
visit the Intra-action exhibition for an intensive question and answer session on Agential Realism. Image credit Madeleine Boyd. 
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merit in exploring questions of sentience and 
interspecies communication, and who challenge 
established humanist thinking in continental and 
anglophile philosophy. René Descartes to Georg 
Hegel, and Plato to Friedrich Nieztsche, these 
philosophers have by far considered the human 
condition preferentially, whereas the non-human 
position has either been assumed non-relevant or 
developed with much less rigor. Yet by excluding 
the majority of the material and biotic world, what 
false assumptions have been perpetuated? Now 
leading philosophers must take seriously ‘hyper 
objects’ and the proven sentience of non-human 
animals, as well as intelligent technology and 
overwhelming amounts of information on the 
material processes of worlding provided by 
scientific inquiry in neuroscience, quantum physics 
and environmental studies.  Thus the tomes of 
myopic Judeo-Christian and speculative views set 
forth by our philosophical forebears regarding other 
species logically require challenge. 

The following introductory essay to this 
issue of Antennae takes up this task in more detail. 
Intra-action as a key mechanism of Agential 
Realism is introduced and relationships with art 
theory and multispecies studies are drawn. Each of 
the artist-contributed papers and exhibited artworks 
are introduced as they relate to the ‘Intra-action’ 
exhibition themes. I encourage you to think with 
each of the papers on multispecies intra-action 
using diffraction, which means reading through 
rather than against, so as to glean significant 
differences and resonances with your own practices 
in theory and art-making in collaboration with other 
species. The exhibition website is live and includes 
resources such as a video tour of the gallery, details 
of artworks, links to artist websites, academic 
papers, social media updates and more 
multispecies art.  
 
http://intraactionart.com 
 
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  

	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  

Madeleine Boyd is a multispecies artist and academic 
driven by a series of intense inquiries that involve 
thinking with non-human animals and the matter of 
existence. Currently engaged in a process of 
discovering what it is like to ‘intra-act with horses’, she 
presents her findings as a series of public videos, 
online blogs and paddock-based happenings. 
Madeleine is in the final stages of a PhD candidature in 
Sculpture, Performance and Installation at Sydney 
College of the Arts, University of Sydney, Australia. 
 
http://madeleineboyd.wordpress.com 
 
http://intraactionart.com 
 
madeleinejeanboyd@gmail.com 
	  



	   9	  

	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  

 
onsider a handful of soil, which in 
recognition of the heterogeneous content, 
we could name the Soilies. Like humans, 

the Soilies are made up from numerous living and 
non-living entities which are constantly in 
communication: microorganisms, slime molds, 
decaying matter, possibly something more complex 
like a worm or insect. The similarity between 
humans and this handful of the Soilies makes more 
sense if we consider that by number ninety percent 
of the cells in your body do not have human DNA. 
This kind of relationship is a multispecies 
entanglement of the intuitive kind: a system of 
relationships in which one entity depends on the 
others for survival, or an elaboration of the concept 
of symbiosis and cause and effect theories. 
However, the kind of multispecies entanglement 
that motivates this paper is a less intuitive concept. 
It refers to a new metaphysics for today’s post-
enlightenment, post-structural, nano-technological, 
post-post-modernism, post-human, new materialist 
reality. This metaphysics comes about through 
advanced knowledge derived through scientific 
method moving into the deliberations of continental 
and anglophile philosophy and the arts. This 
mingling   of    disciplines    across   science   to the 

	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  

	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  

	  
humanities is occurring more so now than has been 
experienced since the 18th century rise of science 
as a doctrine of truth displacing literature and 
religion. Karen Barad’s Agential Realism is a fecund 
example of the possibilities for diffracting scientific 
epistemology and cultural theory, and one in which 
multispecies entanglements come about through a 
process she has described as intra-action. 

Intra-action, very simply, can be understood 
as mutual emergence and transformation and the 
shifting of boundaries. The context in which this 
occurs is one in which matter matters, material 
entities are phenomena which do not exist a priori to 
intra-actions, and boundaries of material 
phenomena are constitutive. As an applied example 
of intra-action, the 2013 exhibition from which this 
Antennae collection originated - Intra-action: 
Multispecies becomings in the Anthropocene - has 
been a great success. The exhibition process 
included moving through scales, temporalities, 
species and geo-political localities as well as the 
agential forces of matter, the materiality of ideas and 
bodies merging and emerging in the ongoing 
process of becoming. The emergent experience of 
the installed exhibition was both a coalescence of 
material-discursive conversations and the mid-way	  

C 

  
TOWARDS A PERFORMATIVE 
MULTISPECIES AESTHETICS 
 

The full title of this essay is ‘Karen Barad’s Intra-active Agential Realism: Towards a Performative 
Multispecies Aesthetics’. Here Madeline Boyd introduces Barad’s main strands of argument and 
highlights some of the potentialities at stake in these perspectives with regards to art. 

Author: Madeleine Boyd 
 
 
Theorizing, a form of experimenting, is about being in touch. What keeps theories alive and lively is being 
responsible and responsive to the world’s patternings and murmurings. Doing theory requires being open 
to the world’s aliveness, allowing oneself to be lured by curiosity, surprise, and wonder. Theories are not 
mere metaphysical pronouncements on the world from some presumed position of exteriority. Theories are 
living and breathing reconfigurings of the world. (Barad, 2012b; 207) 
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point of an experiment. It provided a space in which 
intra-action as an idea had permeated through the 
boundaries of art practice. This collection of essays 
and thought experiments is a further coalescence of 
words and ideas. The materiality of the exhibition 
was dispersed with the de-install, and so images, 
memories and reverberations remain. These are 
worked back through and across a deepening 
engagement with the insights of physicist-
philosopher Karen Barad on the constitution of 
reality, foundations of justice, and the processes of 
becoming. Several of the artists who exhibited in 
Intra-action have contributed writing, allowing the 
reader to hear directly from the artist as all too 
infrequently occurs. These artist-philosophers have 
been joined by theorists and artists who answered 
the call for papers. The collection also includes 
transcripts from topical conversations with artists, as 
well as Eben Kirksey and Karen Barad. 

This introduction must necessarily start with 
acknowledgement of important contributions to 
mutual engagement and conceptual development 
by the project participants. Each of the artists 
brought with them a strong established working 
process, deep and enduring interests in biotic 
worlds, a willingness to contribute and to engage. 
The exhibition also builds on the longstanding work 
of the Australian Animal Studies Group (AASG) that 
has established an important network of interested 
professionals and students across disciplines, 
including a dedication to contributions by artists. 
Several waves of ideas diffract through the 
exhibition and this collection of papers, including 
multispecies art practice, multispecies aesthetics, 
the pressures of the Anthropocene, and the 
engagement of these ideas with Karen Barad’s 
Agential Realism. The challenge here is to introduce 
the complex underlying mechanisms, as well as to 
dwell on the relationships between the ideas. This 
worthy challenge is motivated by a firm belief that 
studies beyond human are shifting boundaries to 
make new cuts and to allow positive generative 
phenomena to emerge. These will become the 
fermentation in the context of eco-art. This ferment 
must continue until at each moment one can feel 
the fuzziness of boundaries, the potential for new 
cuts to be made and the potency of the void 
poised to emerge, and beyond this the connectivity 
that binds our material-reality. This need for careful 
study is partly due to Barad’s intentional re-
purposing of familiar language towards a 
descriptive paradigm for Agential Realism. Beyond 
seeds of a post-Anthropocene age, a vision not 
fertilised by destruction only.  

Karen   Barad’s  work  should not be rushed  
 

into, but should be allowed to steep and ferment 
through the material-imagination. Deanna Pindell’s 
paper  (this collection) describes the process of 
these technicalities we find in Barad’s work, 
profound ontological shifts that require space-time 
to settle into performative responses. Engaging the 
rift between scientific realism and social 
constructivism, Barad demonstrates the pre- 
eminence of matter-based processes as a starting 
point for all types of critical inquiry. Agential Realism 
addresses both the traditional feminist subject 
matter of authority and objectivity in science studies, 
and failed attempts to theorize the body (materiality) 
as a site of cultural production in post-structuralist 
and feminist studies. As these discussions relate to 
aesthetics and art practice, themes of 
representationalism, performativity and matter 
based mechanisms are relevant.  
 
Agential Realism 

 
 

Phenomena are constitutive of reality. 
Reality is composed not of things-in-
themselves or things-behind-phenomena 
but of things-in-phenomena. The world is 
a dynamic process of intra-activity and 
materialization in the enactment of 
determinate causal structure with 
determinate boundaries, properties, 
meanings, and patterns of marks on 
bodies. (Barad, 2007; 140) 

 
As we approach Karen Barad’s Agential Realism, it 
is important to recognise the relevant forces at play, 
lest we become muddled. Firstly, there is the main 
question of ontology. Barad brings to philosophy 
her understanding and interpretations of 
contemporary findings in quantum field theory 
(QFT). Working at the most fine readings of matter 
and energy, physics is clearly a fecund area of 
inquiry for those most interested in how the world 
comes to be. Close on the heels of her ontological 
theory is her conception of epistemology, which for 
Barad is so closely linked that she proposes that we 
discuss onto-epistem-ology. By this reckoning, how 
the world comes to be and how the world comes to 
be known are not separate but entangled 
processes. Working in these domains Barad 
develops descriptive and workable mechanisms 
out of raw observations in physics and the 
interpretive statements of key physicist Niels Bohr in 
his Copenhagen Interpretation of quantum physics. 
Barad does not work from the presumptively 
detached  position of empirical science. Instead the  
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perspectival placement of herself within her work is 
in recognition that she is in and of the world. With a 
background in feminist critical science studies, 
Barad’s foundational works have emerged out of 
this dialogue, giving shape to the reasons for 
‘wanting to know’. The linkages between ontology 
and justice are not obvious, but fraught. So the 
main work that Karen Barad offers is to carefully 
tease out these lines of flight, drawing insights into 
readings of the world to develop what she terms an 
ethico-onto-epistem-ology that can assist thinking 
with justice.  

Thinking with quantum physics moves us 
out of the human-centric domain of concerns and 
allows fresh possibilities for creative engagement to 
emerge. Critical animal studies often works from the 
humanist sphere of public theory through extension 
of principles of law and ethics to other species. For 
example, Sue Donaldson and Will Kimleyka’s (2001) 
influential Zoopolis model for extension of 
citizenship and sovereignty to non-human species. 
Starting with humanist theory may inherently cripple 
attempts to leave humanist philosophical tenets 
behind by remaining open to speciesism. Karen 
Barad alternatively presents a case for how matter 
comes to matter from a strong ontological 
perspective. The crux is a relational perspective, for 
which intra-action is a key mechanism. This 
relationalism is not similar to the actor network 
theory of Bruno Latour (although they share similar 
intentions) since a priori entities are not considered 
to relate to each other. Rather, entities 
fundamentally co-constitute each other through 
relational material processes (they intra-act). 
Consider that even neuroscience is ultimately 
based in material exchanges within and between 
bodies. Because matter and the world emerge 
intra-actively then Barad concludes that any 
performative engagement in the world entails 
intimate responsibility. This ethics is finely laced 
through the fabric of existence and is intrinsic to the 
processes of emergence. In this way ‘ethics’ can 
be read as ‘performative intention towards’. That is, 
an (ethical) intention (performative) of any kind 
embeds itself in the emerging world. Barad asserts 
that it is a given that the non-human (from electrons 
to granite boulders, slime molds to rhinos, or 
ecosystems to distant galaxies) exists without 
dependence on human awareness. It is also given 
that humans possess the cognitive abilities of 
intention towards the non-human on a planetary 
scale. Therefore our human responsibility towards 
the non-human is manifold. In other words, humans 
are amply informed of the implications of their 
intentions and ipso facto, any intention therefore 
can be labeled long- or short-term destructive or 

constructive, but never occurs without ethical 
content or without responsibility, and this applies on 
any scale. 

Karen Barad’s thoughts on justice follow in 
part those of Jacques Derrida, who preempted or 
co-discovered, along with quantum physics, the 
specters of past and future. According to these 
ideas, the ethical intentions caught up with 
emergence will continue to resonate far into the 
futurenow, just as the pastnow resonates into now. 
That is, quantum field theory demonstrates a non-
linear and non-point relationship between space, 
time and events that is just becoming understood in 
disciplines such as quantum cell biology. Image 1 
illustrates my own attempt to work with this notion in 
art practice after studying physics diagrams. The 
explosion from easily visualized three dimensional 
diagrams familiar to physics through to 
unimaginable drifts in the space-time relationship 
are indicated by watercolour soaking into cloth. The 
performative relationship of theory to my practice is 
emphasized by drawing onto a horse rug previously 
worn by my equine research collaborator Prince the 
Pony and sewing his horse hair into the diagram.  
Barad’s theories on justice are most closely a 
diffraction of the relational ethics of Emmanuel 
Levinas (progenitor of the concept of alterity), the 
spectral justice of Jacques Derrida, complexity and 
response-ability contributions from Donna Haraway, 
the materialist body-in-culture theories of Judith 
Butler and Michel Foucault and Niels Bohr’s 
interpretation of the entanglements of object, 
subject, and apparatus through observation of the 
variable performance of electrons as particles or 
waves. In Barad’s conception, matter inherently 
matters. In particular, she argues that this aspect of 
Agential Realism is able to move the case for 
posthumanism out of the gravity-field of 
anthropocentrism, where others such as Michel 
Foucault and Judith Butler have had to turn back 
due to lack of causal mechanisms linking right 
through to the ontological emergence of matter 
(Barad, 2007). 

Where Barad’s work intersects with the 
project of Antennae is that she has applied her 
thinking carefully beyond mathematical abstractions 
and outside of human–centered perspectives. Her 
work particularly addresses other-than-human 
questions. Barad finds much of the material for 
development of the mechanisms of Agential 
Realism in discoveries from physics and the 
biological sciences. In this way Barad considers 
that her work is posthumanist philosophy. Beyond 
the other-than-human animate world, Barad also 
presses for recognition of agencies in inanimate 
worlds where even the seemingly inanimate is in flux  
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and has a life cycle, according to quantum field 
theory (QFT). However for the purposes and 
interests of this journal issue, Barad’s discussions of 
the biological are most relevant (except see the 
conversation paper in this collection with Andre 
Brodyk on genetic material as painting medium). In 
her discussion of the posthuman, Barad adopts the 
Derridian language of spectral justice rather than 
ethics per se, and so avoids confrontation of 
humanist debates on welfare, rights and ethics, 
which can bog down discussions of multispecies 
art practices. Steve Baker’s (2013) recent text 
Artist/Animal provides insight into the applied ethical 
complexities confronting artists who employ other 
species in their work. Baker does this most 
eloquently in considering experimental projects 
such as artist Lucy Kimbell’s drawings with rats. 
Kimbell’s experience is reminiscent of production 
for the Intra-action exhibition in that the ethical 
concerns of engaging other species are always 
under question and pushed to the centre of the 
interspecies collaboration. That is, the autonomy 
and agency of the rats must always be maintained 
for the project to remain valid, even within the more 
human   project   of   aesthetic   performance. At the  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
same time Baker and Kimbell entertain the 
requirement of engaging humans in the 
interspecies aesthetic experimentation, so as to 
enact the possibilities of justice in the communities 
of concern. Kimbell does this by participating in rat 
fancier societies as the project emerges. Barad and 
Haraway encourage this kind of engagement with 
justice by embracing complexity in itself and urge 
recognition of situatedness of practice in existing 
interspecies nature-cultures.  A fresh language of 
responsibility and ‘response-ability’ (after Donna 
Haraway) for all species along with justice based 
motivations are aligned with works that could be 
considered ‘Baradian’ (Image 2). The intention here 
is not to write a manifesto however, and the 
membranes of justice are permeable. Certainly 
Barad acknowledges that power imbalances 
emerge in all processes: “..just because there’s 
relations doesn’t mean there aren’t asymmetries 
and unequal power relations…because things don’t 
co-emerge in equal ways,” (Karen Barad, San 
Francisco Transcript, this collection). We are now 
working with a QFT based ontology that informs a 
posthuman perspective motivated by dialogues in 
multispecies   justice.   Moving now into the heart of  

	  
Image 1: Installation detail from The Wash (2014), Madeleine Boyd 	  	  
Installed in a dark room with staged lighting, this installation detail shows quantum physics inspired drawings on horse rugs. Riffing on 
the idea of a non-linear relationship between space, time and events, the watercolour paint and sewn in horse hair move out of the 
usual graph format and into the material of the rug itself and the space around the drawing. 
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this issue, we can ask ‘how does this ontology 
relate to contemporary art practice and theory?’ A 
dialogue between philosophy and aesthetics is 
nothing new, but the new here is artists who adopt 
an interest in a philosophy of science that does not 
deal explicitly with aesthetics.[1]  The initial seeds for 
a Baradian influence on art practice may have been 
sewn in the creatively fertile grounds of San 
Francisco, near where Barad is based (University of 
California, Santa Cruz).  More broadly, connections 
are    drawn  in  the multi-disciplinary   field of animal	  	  

	  
	  
	  
	  
	  

studies, the rise of science-based practices in art, 
and inclusion of new materialism in aesthetic 
dialogues. [2] There is no need to dwell on the 
interest of artists in non-human species, as that is 
the focus of this Antennae project. More specific to 
this current issue is the need to deliberate on how 
we can engage multispecies perspectives in art, 
and how we can develop a multispecies aesthetics. 
There has been an academic interest in developing 
an aesthetic inclusive of animals at least since 
William   Wegman’s   performances  with weimarana 

Image 2: Marnia Johnston, TE+ND Rover prototype (2013) 3-D printed corn plastic components, living plants and 
mixed media; 500mm x 300mm x 300mm. TE+ND (Terrestrial Exploration + Nurture Designed) Rovers are an interactive art project 
that explore migratory ecology in an era of climate change. The rovers are robotic fostering environments that care for their own garden 
of native plants by interacting with participants and actively seeking out light and water. The design team consists of artist Marnia 
Johnston, project creator and materials specialist and Corey McGuire, hardware consultant and Linux development. Intra-action co-
curator Eben Kirksey put an additional twist into the installation of Rover by gathering weeds and fallen plants from liminal urban zones. 
The intention here is to provoke thought about justice for all species as we question whether a robot should save a plant that humans 
have labeled a weed. Image credit Susannah Wimberley.	  



	   14	  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Man Ray intersected with conceptual art of the 
1970s. However, it is contended here that the 
intention in this paper is to put forward an aesthetic 
that is both multispecies and Baradian. This project 
then stands alongside and diffracts through other 
non-human art theory contributions. One point of 
difference is that much of the work done by non-
human art theorists is in regard to animals. Yet a 
multispecies art is inclusive of all species, human, 
animal, fungal, virus, plant, microbe, weed, pest 
and so on. This multispecies thinking arises 
specifically out of the work on multispecies 
ethnography first described in by Stephen 
Helmreich and Eben Kirksey in their 2010 paper 
‘The emergence of multispecies ethnography’. 
When taken from this starting point, the term 
multispecies facilitates a non-dualist, specificist and 
non-human perspective beyond ‘animal’ to include 
the breadth of life, and even delve into the abiotic 
cusps of life where viruses and transposons exist.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Multispecies specificity avoids generalisations, 
where ‘animal’ is not longer an adequate descriptor, 
rather Matsutake mushroom (Image 3), or an equine 
named Prince grants specific entity-hood to the 
participants in emergent practices. Thus, this paper 
offers a particular view that can be diffracted 
through other non-human aesthetic projects. More 
detail on multispecies art and philosophy can be 
gleaned from Giovanni Aloi’s book review and 
interview with Eben Kirksey on his edited collection 
Multispecies Salon.	  	   
 
Baradian multispecies aesthetics 
 
Turning now to Baradian multispecies aesthetics, by 
engaging with the feminist and justice antecedents 
of Barad’s thinking there emerges a move away 
from Kantian and human centric concepts such as 
genius and the sublime, and more substantially a 
move   away  from representationalism. Considering  

	  
Image 3: Elaine Gan & Anna Tsing, Fungal Time In The Satoyama Forest (2013) 
Color inkjet print, two-channel video; duration 5 mins. How might we animate intra-action as a series of temporal patternings and 
multispecies attunements? This piece is a small fragment of an ongoing collaboration between an anthropologist, an artist, Matsutake 
mushrooms, and their pine forest hosts. The collaboration tinkers with a fungal clock, a playful figuration of species co-ordinations that 
unfold different senses of time and history, space and place. It is both hyper-empirical and hyper-speculative. Satoyama is the 
idealized peasant landscape of central Japan. The term refers to a living assemblage of forests, gardens, rice fields, water channels, 
and village paths. We consider the forest as a manifold of times, a patch that emerges from durational encounters with fungi. We invite 
viewers to notice the historically indeterminate patterns of growing mycelia, as these emerge in coordination with the actions of other 
species, including humans. Image credit Susannah Wimberley 
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Baradian notions of ethico-onto-epistem-ology and 
the performative basis of Agential Realism, 
traditional modes of representation and perception, 
such as painting, drawing and sculpture give way to 
new media, time-based and installation art, and 
possibly inter-species relational art (after Nicholas 
Bourriaud). Barad writes only tangentially about 
aesthetics, although in her dOCUMENTA(13) paper 
says:  
 

Representation has confessed its 
shortcomings      throughout      history:  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
unable to convey even the palest 
shadow of the Infinite, it has resigned 
itself to incompetence in dealing with 
the transcendent, cursing our finitude. 
But if we listen carefully, we can hear 
the whispered murmurings of infinity 
immanent in even the smallest details. 
Infinity is the ongoing material 
reconfiguring of nothingness; and finity 
is not its flattened and foreshortened 
projection on a cave wall, but an infinite 
richness. (Barad, 2012a; 16-17) 

	  
Image 4 Maria Fernanda Cardoso Installation of video work Stick Insects Most Intimate Moments’ and 
small sculptures on loan from the Museum of Copulatory Organs, MoCO (2008-2011) 	   Video credit Ross Rudesch 
Harley; One Channel HD Digital Video, colour, 37 min.  
MoCO’s collection consists of dozens of anatomically accurate models of what is dubbed by scientists as ‘genitalic extravagance’ among 
invertebrates. The video work is based on patient documentation and observations of the long and fascinating copulation process of a pair of 
Australian Goliath stick insects. Witness the most intimate moments between male and female stick insects. Recorded over a two-day period at the 
artists’ home-studio, the video documents the most intimate and domestic intercourse between human and insect worlds. Maria Fernanda Cardoso’s 
sculptural genitalia works explore the two main schools of thought concerning insect evolutionary theory, sexual conflict and cryptic female choice. The 
sculptural work shown is an example of the latter, from the fruit fly, the male of which has the longest sperm (relatively) on the planet, to adapt to the 
‘cryptic’ female anatomy. This example of a time-based observatory artwork emphasizes the emergent processes of existence and knowledge, rather 
than attempting to represent a well-worn perspective on non-human species. As an artist Maria Fernanda Cardoso brings her abilities of observation 
and patience for detail to this stick-insect project. Image credit Susannah Wimberley. 
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In art production, to collaborate with another 
species is surely to acknowledge the inadequacy 
of representing a performative entity ‘emerging 
with’ (Image 4). This is of tantamount importance, 
because to presume that a human artist can 
capture the image of another species, is to 
suggest that we have its measure, and have 
judged its worth. 
 
New materialism and vitalism: a quantum 
point of difference 
 
Due to the current rise of new materialism in the 
arts, it is worth noting here that new materialism has 
been linked to the philosophical tradition of vitalism 
(after 19th-20th century French philosopher Henri 
Bergson). This has been met variously with denial 
and a considered acceptance, depending on the 
ontological take applied by each theorist. The 
scientific affiliations of some new materialisms 
creates a distinct schism between those theories 
and the mystical qualities of Henri Bergson’s 
vitalism. That is, Bergson considered that all matter, 
organic and inorganic, is imbued with a vitality that 
derives from a mysterious, but present force. 
Continuing to ascribe to the vital or vibrant (after 
contemporary new materialist Jane Bennett) forces 
could be construed as ascribing to the belief in an 
unknowable force driving life, which in turn leads to 
thinking about a higher power. This line of thinking 
leads away from not towards a material-realism that 
could drive multispecies justice. This is because 
transcendence infers hierarchy in the order of the 
world and also detachment from the real. Giles 
Deleuze and Felix Guattari have also been targeted 
as mystical vitalists by Slavoj Žižek and Alain 
Badiou. However, Leslie Dema (2007) argues that 
Deleuze and Guattari are concerned with dynamics 
and forces  between aggregates of matter, rather 
than a mysterious force per se. That is to say, some 
new materialists acknowledge vitalism as energetic 
forces, but would merely state then that they do not 
know the source – a type of agnostic new 
materialism. Karen Barad’s work fits within new 
materialism primarily because of her focus on 
matter. However the way in which she deals with 
matter can set her theories apart from some more 
distinctly aesthetic forms of new materialism, which 
are either interested in materials, the stuff of which 
things are made (e.g. Barbara Bolt, 2013), or the 
vitalist forms of new materialism, concerned mostly 
with a given liveliness of matter. Barad’s work may 
seem to be of the latter type because of her 
insistence on the agential processes that cause 
matter to coagulate as phenomena, rather than the 
a priori existence of matter and subjects with 

agencies. However, her discussions do take very 
seriously scientific findings at the atomic level. In 
reading her material, the secret to which forces 
might lay at the core of Barad’s new materialism 
seem to lie in her discussion of protons and the 
void. In her dOCUMENTA(13) paper (2012a), she 
forwards discussion of the appearance of photons 
in and out of the void, as is currently understood 
within the study of quantum physics. She explains 
that the existence value of all matter is the sum of 
the infinities of non-existence plus the infinities of 
existence, when the sub-atomic level is taken into 
account. Thus the void is construed as the site at 
which this exchange might take place as matter 
comes into existence; lives and dies. Here, then, is 
a plausible force behind the vitality of matter that 
doe not require the theorist to appeal to mysticism 
or the existence of a higher power. A further note in 
the context of types of new materialism is that the 
attribution of vitality as animism to species and 
inorganic matter (either human crafted or 
independently extant), is an entirely other discussion 
in the context of belief systems. Asserting, for 
example, that a bird or stone has the same qualities 
and rights as say ancestors or living people is a 
powerful tradition in environmental sustainability. 
Most of these traditional belief systems were 
destroyed by the march of colonialism. This type of 
discussion is not ontological per se, unless the 
discussion considers that this type of spiritual vitality 
is real. Hence this type of new materialism also 
ascribes to the existence of mystical forces and 
supernatural beings in the universe, a position that 
is not relevant to the current discussion. 

In this paper, new materialism is dealt with 
in the same sense as the Baradian interpretation 
concerning the inherent value of matter, and so a 
non-mystical source of agential processes. It is still 
considered that vibrancy is enacted in the making 
of different agential cuts and specific intra-actions 
as we engage all types of matter. As Barad has 
stated, by engaging the material from the sub-
atomic level, her work has allowed the progression 
of thinking beyond early vitalism and has given 
substantiation to philosophical work by those who 
share an interest in performative materialism. For 
example, in 1972 Steps to an Ecology of Mind 
author, Gregory Bateson had already posited the 
importance of a materialist conception of the mind 
that is not the same as ‘the brain’; a position that he 
considered crucial to pushing back on the 
hegemony of scientific reductionism. 
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From representationalism to 
performativity  
 
In the debate about the types of art that best fit with 
posthumanism, Cary Wolfe (2009) makes a strong 
case against the visual, stating that the visual mode 
is strongly anthropocentric. It could also be 
contended that popular visual aesthetics of today 
are particularly associated with visual marketing, 
which has been on the rise since the 1950s. Here 
we can remark upon the influence of graphic 
design and photographic rendering in popular art. It 
follows then that some forms of visual media are 
also complicit with capitalist growth economy 
values, and so inherently undermine non-human 
species justice. Opportunities exist for subverting 
these values in underground, street and activist art 
by using anthropocentric and capitalist forms of 
expression to make points against 
anthropocentrism, but as a whole this reinforces 
those visual forms and does not address the matter 
of a multispecies aesthetic. Steve Baker contests 
Cary Wolfe’s position in Artist/Animal (2013) and 
questions the assertion that visual arts such as 
drawing and painting are inherently anthropocentric. 
Instead, Baker suggests that as long as the artist is 
engaging the materiality of the process and is 
adding to the relevant animal questions vis a vis 
their specific discipline in art, then their work is still 
relevant to posthumanism (or a multispecies 
aesthetic). While it is conceded here that the 
intentions of the artist do play a role in the reading of 
an artwork, more generally Wolfe’s position is 
supported. Certainly not because ‘painters are 
stupid’, as Baker (after Marcel Duchamp) contends 
Wolfe’s position must suggest (Baker 2013; p236), 
but rather in seeking a fresh start for an evolved 
modus operandi. An artwork that has an immediate 
reading within an established humanist framework 
probably will be received in that way. Subversion 
gestures within these modes will already have a 
classification of response as activist or alternative, 
rather than significant access to new thinking. New 
media, installation, performance and interactive 
works engaging humans and other species as well 
as, crucially, artworks produced with other species 
are considered more likely to enact a performative 
transformation towards other worlding as well as 
finding unique places to do the provocative work of 
art (Image 5).  
 A fundamental concept linking this 
conversation to Karen Barad is that of 
representationalism. This word has traditions of use 
in both art and philosophy of mind, and how this 
should be variously attributed is certainly important 
to development of a multispecies aesthetic. 

Representation in art is generally linked to (realist) 
renderings of subjects in painting and sculpture, 
and so the creation of finished objects tempered by 
the aesthetic tastes of the time of production and 
the artist’s own predilections. The Kantian-Cartesian 
mode of thinking gives precedence to the mind as 
the mediator of all relations with reality. Following the 
received wisdom of this thinking, reality is 
processed through the brain and so mediated, from 
which cultural activity such as painting and 
sculpture is then developed (Tarsh Bates, this 
collection, also gives a useful description of 
representational processes). Barad argues that this 
representationalism distances subject and object 
by assuming that individual subjects exist a priori 
rather than arising out of agential intra-action. The 
distancing effects of individualist 
representationalism support the view that what is 
perceived is not real, but a version of reality 
mediated by the subject. This is deeply 
anthropocentric as it implies that we humans 
mediate our reality. Instead, Agential Realism gives 
priority to material-discursive processes and being 
in the world. Thus much different approaches to 
thinking and acting with the world beyond the 
hegemony of the rational brain are required. 
Research into material-affective engagements is 
one strong area of inquiry in this regard. 

In contemporary philosophy, information 
from neuroscience is contributing to discussions of 
previously unanswerable mysteries about the 
workings of the brain, much as the two-slit 
experiment pushed forward debates in physics and 
became the basis of quantum physics. However, 
let us not forget that critical science studies has 
demonstrated the need to question authority of 
findings and the apparatus which have been 
applied. The area of neuroscience most relevant to 
this discussion is embodied cognition (EC). EC has 
bloomed since the discovery of mirror neurons, 
considered to be the evolutionary basis of empathy 
and mind reading (knowing what other intends).  So 
in theory, we could ask whether reality is mediated 
entirely by the brain and what role the body has in 
reality perception and response (in tandem with the 
brain). A discussion paper by Alvin I. Goldman 
(2013) compares current EC models. His 
conclusions are that the body does have a minor 
role in perception and response as its parts 
stimulate pre-motor regions of the cortex (this also 
applies to imagined actions of the body). Also, with 
relevance to aesthetics, that the mechanisms for 
mirroring and mind reading are built upon the 
evolutionarily primitive neural taste centres. 
However, the starting assumptions of this research 
reinforce  the  Cartesian conditions that the research  
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seeks to question, and must be tempered with a 
Baradian reading of the notion of response. The 
researchers firstly adopted the criteria that the 
results would concern activities within one individual 
only, not in relation to other. Also the very concept 
of studying EC from the perspective of neural 
activity as ‘mind’ denies thinking about neural 
activity itself as material processes, and the body as 
matter in its entirety rather than a system of 
machinic processes. So there is a level of thinking 
about matter, which is always already intra-acting, 
that is not addressed by this leading edge 
neuroscience. Goldman’s research is an example 
of uncritical scientific reductionism as it presumes 
that an individual body and individual parts of the 
body can be parsed and analysed in a machine-like 
way and that this would have something significant 
to say about the onto-epistem-ology of reality. 
Further support for this perspective are the 
problems now arising in calculations of energetic 
exchanges at the cellular level in quantum biology. 
An area of cognitive science that might have 
something further to   contribute  to  EC  inquiries is  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

radical enactivism,as explicated by Hutto and Myin 
(2013).[3] 

Where representationalism in art and 
philosophy cross over, we see the influence of 
Kantian aesthetics, which suggest that the artist 
through their genius perceptions of the world as we 
know it have rendered a reading of particular 
authority and worth. Also that beauty is a signifier of 
what is right in the world and that art provides the 
most apt method for rendering beauty. The artist in 
this reading sees, mediates and represents a 
version of reality with a beauty that allows the viewer 
to become entranced and to transcend their own 
mind and to contemplate the connections of the 
artwork to their own mediated perceptions of reality. 
Instead, harking back to Barad’s statement that 
‘Infinity is the ongoing material reconfiguring of 
nothingness; and finity is not its flattened and 
foreshortened projection on a cave wall, but an 
infinite richness’ (Barad, 2012b; 17), a materialist, 
Baradian and multi-body, multi-species aesthetic 
must engage the always already intra-acting 
qualities     of      the     matters    of     interest,   and  

	  
 
Image 5: Madeleine Boyd - Lady Godiva and Her Horse (2013)  
Character appearance at the Intra-action exhibition opening night. Drawing on the historically bound figures of Lady Godiva and her 
horse, and whilst thinking with feminist posthumanism, this lively character emerged to parade through the nearby streets and interrupt 
proceedings at the Intra-action exhibition opening event.  Image credit Jane Gunn.	  
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performatively engage present agencies. So there is 
no mind in control, but an intra-action of agencies. 
The artist responds together with the matters 
engaged and the species involved so as perform 
and perhaps render a resultant sedimentation, the 
artwork, which does do work. Certainly this is both 
the goal and the starting point of a multispecies 
aesthetics. Yet, considering that this process 
occurs in relation to the artist’s natural-cultural and 
temporal situatedness, it does help the practice of 
production to use established art apparatus such 
as video cameras, surfaces (a position resolved in 
Ron Broglio’s Surface Encounters, 2011), 
electronics, galleries, sound devices and so on to 
enact the performance in a culturally significant way. 
Representationalism, non-representationalism and 
even ‘more-than-representationalism’  (Hayden 
Lorimer, 2005) have entered into dialogues of 
contemporary research practice in the arts, new 
materialisms as well as human geographies. 
Considering two further readings of non-
representationalism will add further weight to the 
statements made here on non-representationalist, 
performative     multispecies    aesthetics.   Firstly,  a 

 
‘representation’ or image is inherently a form of 
judgment, both of the subject and the artist-
observer. Judgment is closely connected with 
forms of violence towards animals, and hierarchies 
of power. Breed classes at agricultural shows are 
highly competitive and based entirely on aesthetic 
judgments and trained performances.  
 Extreme practices of show preparation 
including extreme grooming, training with painful 
aides and the use of forceful techniques are 
complicit in this system of judgment. Likewise, the 
‘perfected’ animal is closely linked with hierarchies 
of wealth and power. Rebecca Cassidy (2007) 
suggests that displays of conspicuous 
consumption, such as thoroughbred racing, are 
powerful status symbols. Thoroughbred breeders 
often practice breeding by attrition. Equine art is a 
good example of how the observer judges the 
beauty of an animal, which has been created as 
such to become a status symbol. Historically, the 
paintings of George Stubbs (1724-1806) 
demonstrate the image of the horse as a status 
symbol in a hierarchical society. Even today, the 
horse is most often portrayed as a subject of 

	  
Image 6: Kathy High - Mr Fox (2012) 	  Digital print on ‘wallpaper’; 914 mm x 122 cm (3’ x 4’). Living in a rural area allows one to witness the 
seasonal road kills. This up close and personal image of a slain fox almost seems comically “alive” in its expression. The title conjures up Wes Anderson’s 
The Fantastic Mr. Fox movie with voice by George Clooney. As an import to Australia, the fox has been labeled ‘a pest’ with no recourse. Perhaps in the 
‘death stare’ of this individual, we reclaim the fox’s gaze; confronting us with the implications of the death sentence humans have passed upon our 
colonial cousins. This gruesome image also challenges the notion of beauty as the ideal of art. Also shown are works by Janet Laurence (right) and Tarsh 
Bates (left). Image credit Susannah Wimberley	  
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beauty. Yet the Mongolian horse, a co-
domesticated breed adapted to a specific eco-
social landscape (after Natasha Fijn, 2007) would 
not be considered beautiful in the same way that 
Thoroughbred or Arabian horses are by western 
artists and breed judges. So, it can be clearly stated 
that due to the long-standing precedent of 
anthropocentric vision as judgment, direct visual 
representations of species generally ascribe to a 
form of judgment about the species based on 
preconceived notions of beauty and value. The acts 
of painting and drawing are also closely linked to 
judgment processes directed at artist-observers. So 
the skilled artist, able to render an accurate rendition 
of the observed object, is acclaimed, once again 
tying the artwork to anthropocentric hierarchies of 
value and class. The multispecies artwork begs the 
question: ‘what is it?’; ‘is it art?’; and most 
importantly, ‘how should we encounter this?’. In 
these ways the strongly multispecies artwork begins 
to do work by disturbing anthropocentric value 
systems (Image 3). 

Within the field of human geography (a 
conflicted but resilient disciplinary title) a related 
discussion has been unfolding since the early 
2000s. The concept of representationalism is 
conceived here as a ‘fixed outcome’. Applied to 
ethnographic methodologies, a movement towards 
performative and open-ended research methods 
and presentation of ‘findings’ has been a growing 
trend. Relevant to an arts-based discussion, 
Hayden Lorimer (2005) writes that soundscapes 
and dance methods are used in enactments of this 
theory. Coming in tangentially across disciplinary 
conversations, these concepts have a familiar ring 
to that of a multispecies aesthetics, which does not 
aim to produce a final, representational ‘thing’, but 
opportunities for engaging inter-species moments, 
questions and the struggle to understand.  
 
Artist-philosopher 
 
In discussing ontology through considerations of 
particle physics, we are necessarily putting our 
interest in that of ‘matter’. This is a return to 
materialism, or the ‘new materialism’ of 
contemporary philosophy and art discussion. [4] The 
linkages to art are well worn here, as art is often a 
form of critical engagement with materials. So where 
ideas and wordplay might be the domain of 
‘Philosophers’ (capital P), materials, movement, 
sound, and action are the domain of artists, or even 
artist-philosophers. At this point, this discussion 
must take a brief turn around and start from the 
perspective of the artists, and the exhibition. Animal 
art theorist Ron Broglio in his very interesting 

discussion in Surface Encounters (2011) makes a 
distinction between artists and Philosophers. Yet 
here the case is made that while not all artists 
concern themselves with philosophy, just as not all 
wordsmiths are philosophers, art as material 
philosophy has a strong coherence with a 
multispecies and posthuman aesthetic 
philosophical investigation. Words are the most 
anthropocentric mode of expression and can sit 
uneasily with materialism (Bennet, 2011). 
Deconstruction and re-working of written language 
by Donna Haraway and Karen Barad aptly signals 
that for other worlding other language is required. 
Likewise, the project of animal studies and 
posthumanism, to become inclusive of the non-
human, surely indicates the necessity for 
engagement of materiality and non-human 
languages of expression. Barad considers that 
material-discursive processes bring about 
phenomena, and that discourse is not about 
language rather agential intra-actions: 
 

Discourse is not a synonym for language. 
Discourse does not refer to linguistic of 
signifying systems, grammars, speech 
acts or conversations. To think of 
discourse as mere spoken or written 
words forming descriptive statements is 
to enact the mistake of representationalist 
thinking. Discourse is not what is said; it is 
that which constrains and enables what 
can be said. (Barad, 2007; 146) 
 

It is boldly suggested here that the artists included 
in the ‘Intra-action’ exhibition have been selected as 
a group of artist-philosophers, whose work already 
says a lot about what we seek to know about 
multispecies aesthetics and philosophy. In writing 
for this issue of Antennae, the artists have variously 
found ways to re-process this enactment through 
the expression of written language. To properly 
understand the works then, we could apply the 
diffractive methodology of Barad and Haraway, 
checking for differences, similarities and 
reverberations across materiality, actions and 
words. In saying this also, we should note that 
some of the works in the Intra-action exhibition 
worked outward from a knowledge of Barad’s work, 
whilst others moved into confluence with Baradian 
thinking, yet others being a mixture of both; all 
phenomena of contemporary worlds emerging.  

Diffraction is a useful methodology moving 
forward, and a central mechanism of analysis in 
Agential Realism. Building on the familiar yet limited 
critical     thinking     optic    concept  of reflection, 
diffraction   embraces   the  model of more complex 
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 wave patterns, as in light particle/wave experiments 
(Image 7):  
 

Reverberating at different frequencies, 
these differing lines of thought can 
productively be read through one 
another for the patterns of resonance 
and dissonance that illuminate new 
possibilities for understanding and for 
being. (Barad, 2007; 141)  

 
 
Artists responding to Agential Realism 
 
 
Returning now to introducing the work of Karen 
Barad, this following section will move further into 
Agential Realism and the exhibition curatorial 
process. Just prior to the curatorial process for 
Intra-action the exhibition, a roundtable of the same 
name was held in San Francisco at the art gallery 
SOMarts, hosted by Eben Kirksey. Karen Barad and 
artist Karin Bolender also participated in the 
roundtable along with a small group of theorists. 
The sound recording of Barad’s contribution on the 
day was circulated to the artists invited to exhibit for 
Intra-action. Also circulated was a copy of Barad’s 
1996 paper ‘Meeting the Universe Halfway: Realism 
and Social Constructivism Without Contradiction’ in 
which the term intra-action was first introduced. In all 
honesty, these new ideas crashed over some of us 
like a wave. There is a profound and radical shift in 

thinking about scale, process, relationships, reality, 
matter and meaning. Whether we had previously 
been thinking along with feminism, ecology, 
constructivism, post-structuralism, posthumanities 
or contemporary art theory, Barad’s ideas required 
us to extend, mutate, adapt and revise. There is no 
shame in revealing the struggle to filter through 
these concepts towards workable knowledge and 
practice. So here we encounter both the struggle to 
reach out across species boundaries, and an 
entirely reconceived conception of reality to feel 
into. Some processing occurred on the way to the 
exhibition itself, and further ruminations have come 
about post-exhibition in the preparation of this 
journal issue. It is a timely undertaking to consider 
how artists can engage with science-based 
concepts, particularly when the explanatory 
language is dense and unfamiliar.  

There was a wide variance in the artists’ 
engagement with the language of philosophy of 
science per se, in particular that of quantum 
physics, although all were comfortable with the 
ecological or biological concepts grounding their 
work in multispecies studies. Questions that arise 
around art/science translations at this point include: 
What does a creative response entail, when the 
scientific words and theories are difficult to translate 
across disciplines? Do we allow the concepts to 
drift through us and layer into familiar processes? 
Can we identify and work from selected 
mechanisms-in-theory (such as intra-action)? Do 
we acquire and re-purpose measurement tools and 

	  Image 7: Thomas Young's sketch of two-slit diffraction of l ight 	  	  
Narrow slits at A and B act as sources, and waves interfering in various phases are shown at C, D, E, and F. Young 
presented the results of this experiment to the Royal Society in 1803. Image credit Wiki Commons. 
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measurements (or the Baradian notion of 
‘apparatus’)? A recent symposium on science and 
art at the University of Newcastle, Australia 
(December 2013), was titled ‘Models and 
Metaphors’, suggesting that models and 
metaphors provide conceptual sites at which both 
artists and scientists alike can find ways to 
communicate phenomena, possibilities and 
processes. In the same way, the mechanisms of 
the Agential Realism worlding model contain 
evocative statements. Barad’s writings and the San 
Francisco speech (this issue) also offer some 
evocative mechanisms that could be translatable to 
art practice, including cutting together/apart, intra-
action, constitutive outsiders, self-touching of 
electrons, entanglement and measurement as a 
form of being in touch.  

Somewhat in conflict with the ‘metaphors’ 
approach, Karen Barad eschews interdisciplinary 
methodologies based in analagous applications of 
processes; atoms are not like people. She instead 
suggests that mechanisms of becoming can be 
applied across scales. Her own approach to 
interdisciplinary work and reading of varying texts is 
her expanded notion of Haraway’s diffraction 
proposal. Towards developing a performative[5] 
multispecies aesthetic[6] within a Baradian 
conception of reality, this text will attempt to apply a 
diffractive introduction to the contributions within this 
journal. Artist and author Karin Bolender says this of 
her encounters with Barad, “Though much of the 
quantum theory that informs her work whizzes past 
my grasp like accelerated particles, I find bold 
possibilities for a poetics of an/other mother tongue 
in Karen Barad’s wranglings with language and 
matter.”  
 
Diffractive analysis of the collection  
 
By way of introducing the papers in this collection 
(across two issues of Antennae), a gesture towards 
a diffractive approach to the various contributions 
follows. This will consider how each of the artist-
authors and theorists weave their lines of flight 
amongst multispecies aesthetics, posthumanism, 
new materialism, and the work of Barad. Differences 
that matter to this discussion are: the types of 
artwork processes; the types of engagement with 
other species and biota in these processes; the 
engagement of materiality; interests in posthuman 
justice; adventures with onto-ethico-epistemologies; 
engagement with performativity; and how each 
converses directly with Barad. A way of embarking 
upon this process is to first consider the 
conundrums at stake, and the ways some 
contemporary thinkers have weighed in on the 

subject. This is not intended to be a thorough 
survey, but an indicative beginning. What each of 
the artists clearly brings to this process is a healthy 
curiosity about other species, and life processes in 
general. In some cases this is whole animals such 
as bees, equines, poultry, native Australian fauna, 
and for others is microorganisms, and fungi, and for 
yet others, it is the components of life, such as 
genetic material and symbiotic relationships. 

We can start with a reducing categorization, 
which was applied at the outset of convening the 
exhibition. That is, artist and artworks would not be 
included that: use animals as a metaphor for 
human conditions; are simple representational 
hybrids of human and animal; are paintings or 
photographs of animals based in representational 
aesthetic theory. Instead, this collection and 
discussion is about artworks that grapple with the 
conundrums of posthuman onto-ethico-
epistemologies. As well, selected artworks must 
demonstrate a deep attempt to move away from 
human-centered aesthetics towards embracing a 
multispecies aesthetic. In simple terms, this could 
be stated as art produced ‘with or for’ other 
species, rather than ‘of or about’ other species.  

These starting points along with the 
performative qualities of a Baradian Agential 
Realism explain the precedence of time-based, 
performance and installation works along with 
photography-as-activism compared with paintings 
or sculptures (as finished objects).  Iris van der Tuin 
(2011) writes of the tendency of materialist theories 
to move from insights in natural science towards 
cultural studies. Both Karen Barad and Jane 
Bennett agree that part of the process at stake here 
is to ‘make peace’ between scientific realism and 
cultural constructivism, or feminist materialism. As 
clarified above, Barad’s insights make incursions to 
cultural theory that finally make linkages between 
material and cultural generative processes, and cite 
the inherent meaning of matter. Likewise, the artists 
in this collection draw together epistemologies from 
diverse sources and across disciplines. For 
example, Deanna Pindell’s knowledge of soil and 
forest processes intra-acts with her personal ethics 
of care as well as her drive towards making and 
doing art, to produce aesthetic works that provoke, 
heal, and continue to live (Image 6). Trish Adams 
worked within a neuroscience lab engaging the 
inter-species phenomenon of ‘aggression’, to 
produce a ‘bee with human’ share-able experience. 
Her video art project moves from science 
epistemology through experimentation and 
collaboration with bees to intra-action between 
digital technology and humans in real-time 
locations. 
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Ron Broglio comes at the issues of human/non-
human animal relations in a process focused on 
workability for art practice and critique. In common 
with Karen Barad, his thesis begins with ontologies, 
atomistic theories and the longstanding 
immanence/transcendence debate. Not engaging 
entirely with materialist possibilities, Broglio 
suggests that surfaces are sites of productive 
engagement of humans with other species, 
particularly as artists have traditionally worked with 
surfaces. Presupposing that we can never get into 

another species skin, Broglio suggests the surface 
is the only site we can ever engage without 
question, by way of setting aside those eternally 
vexing philosophical questions. He also draws on 
the proto-phenomenological concepts of Jakob 
von Uexküll in suggesting that surfaces provide a 
region for world bubbles to intersect. From a 
practioner’s perspective Broglio’s methodologies 
provide a wonderful resting place; a place where 
artists, curators, the wider public can agree that 
marks on surfaces are a work of art. Haraway and 
Barad also speak of permanent marks on bodies. 
So concepts of mark making and familiar sites of 
engagement (like painted surfaces), are one 
workable way of recording the troubling and shifting 
of interspecies boundaries; of recording intra-
actions (Image 9). Yet consider that Barad’s 
materialist theories are aware of the atomistic 
theories that Broglio starts out upon, these ancient 
questions. Her suggestion is that quantum physics 
has now finally shed further light here, and that 
certain ‘thought experiments’ have been tested. 
‘Atom’ is not Democratis’ ‘uncuttable’,	   [7]  nor a set 
of permanent a priori units that coalesce to become 
objects in reality. Instead atoms live and die, 
electrons touch themselves, and everything exists 
mostly virtually in the void. 

The work of Jakob von Uexküll is 
considered here to still offer an important 
conceptual stepping stone out of anthropocentrism. 
However, moving deeper into multispecies thinking 
we now understand that entities do not exist in 
parallel world bubbles of perspectives but that 
everything, all matter, is always already intra-acting 
(Iris van der Tuin, 2011). What can be adopted now 
in place of surface encounters are notions of relata 
in phenomena, specific intra-actions and the 
ongoing agencies of constitutive outsiders.  Author-
artist Maximillian Haas has developed a human-
with-donkey theater project that intersects in the 
most lively of ways with such a performative 
conception of relations between entities. In the spirit 
of au hasard Balthazar (Robert Bresson’s 1966 film) 
Haas grants a particular donkey the center of stage 
quite literally, as the human actors must move and 
respond to the provocation of the donkey. This 
theatre experiment subverts the dominance role of 
human over donkey and assumes that a donkey 
perspective is valid and authoritative. This project 
benefits from the experience Haas and the team he 
works with bring to acting, which can be taken here 
as both the traditions in theatrical form, and 
awareness of the materiality of existence in respect 
to the intra-action of entities (or more simply 
awareness of mind/body/other).  
 

	  

Image 8 Deanna Pindell - American Wilderness 
Wax Museum (2013) 	  	  
Live performance and digital posters 43.18 cm x 
27.94cm.  (17″ x 11″ ). The American Wilderness Wax 
Museum is a fictive museum of the future that specialises in 
extinctions from the 20th and 21st centuries. “Experience the 
Lost Wilderness” is our motto, as we represent the legendary 
habitats and study the cultural questions of the Middle 
Anthropocene, circa 2012. The AWWM has sent Deanna 
Pindell to the AASG2013 conference as an ambassador from 
the future.  She will lead an interactive dialogue titled the 
Post-Humanist Conversation. With a menu of provocative 
questions, she will engage participants in empathetic 
examination of complex topics that have no correct answers. 
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drones? For Helyer this appears to be an ontology 
of material-semiotic engagement, but in which the 
humans make culture from intra-actions with wild 
nature. His work offers culture ‘back’ to bees in 
experimental processes. For Andre Brodyk, a 
painter, his interest is to mobilise inert media just as 
the brush mobilises the pigment and so imbues 
matter with the qualities of cultural liveliness. He 
applies the same enactments to the potential 
liveliness of inert elements of life (genetic 
transpons).   Brodyk’s   practice   has  generated an  

	  
Image 9: Madeleine Boyd & Prince the Pony - Moving Paint Together (2013) 	   50cm x 50 cm mixed media on 
canvas. Making marks on surfaces with other species becomes non-representational when the paint is treated as matter. The 
movement of (non-toxic) paint and other materials on the traditional art surface of a canvas reveals the performance, and even struggle, 
of inter-species intra-actions.	  
	  

Bringing more artists to this diffractive discussion, it 
could be said that often practice begets ontology, in 
the sense that the familiar processes and materials 
of an artist’s engagement lends a strong 
perspective to how they might engage another 
species. For example, Nigel Helyer, an artist with an 
architectural foundation, reveals structural, linguistic 
and behavioral interests in his engagement with 
bees. He asks how can bees build with humans?; 
and what are the historical precedents of bees as 
cultural   and    material    agents,   e.g. swarms and	  
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ontology of liveliness in materiality, and so gels with 
Baradian theories on ‘lively inanimate’. Karin 
Bolender’s practice has long been grounded in 
seemly disparate areas of wordplay (poetics) and 
material-enactments. For Bolender, Barad’s insights 
offer a frame of reference, and a solution to the 
problems of ‘the void’ in what she so aptly terms 
‘barnyard ontological choreography’. Bolender’s 
work perhaps most clearly demonstrates a non-
surface orientated material-engagement with 
another animal species, the American Spotted Ass. 
‘Raw Ass Milk Soap’ is thought and action 
becoming sense-able, material-semiotics ‘in hand’ 
(Image 10). Barad makes frequent reference to 
vibrations, as quantum activity, or as sound in the 
San Francisco commentary (this issue), as well as 
her dOCUMENTA (13) paper, suggesting that the 
vibrations of matter sensed as sound make a 
workable transition across scales, allowing human 
ears to sense inherently meaningful, vibrational 
mattering of the universe. This thinking is revealed in 
Bolender’s ‘Gut Sounds Lullaby’. Tarsh Bates in 
similarity with Karin Bolender had spent time thinking 
and  performing  with  the  work  of Karen Barad and  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
other critical science and feminist authors prior to 
the Intra-action exhibition. Her processes adopt the 
methods and apparatus of science laboratories 
while critically examining the agencies of live media 
in the laboratory. Slime molds are commonly used 
for laboratory experiments, but are rarely considered 
in terms of response-ability or natural-cultural 
situatedness. How could caring for a slime mold 
change the reading of laboratory results? Tarsh 
Bates invokes such questions with her installations 
and written contribution to this collection. 

Some of the artists and theorists in this 
collection bring theoretical discussion that runs 
tangentially to a Baradian analysis. For example, 
Giles Deleuze and Felix Guattari are popular 
philosophers discussed in contemporary art theory 
because of their deep engagement with the 
liveliness of materials. Their concept of ‘becoming 
animal’ is also widely referenced in art with animals 
(an exhibition of that title was held at the 
Massachusetts Museum of Contemporary Art in 
2005). Author Prudence Gibson and artist Janet 
Laurence weave this thinking into description of an 
art  practice  that  seeks  to bring ‘the wild’ back into  

	  
Image 10: Karin Bolender - Ass Milk Soap 	   The soap is an assemblage of milk from American Spotted Asses that Karin 
Bolender collaborates with and contains artefacts from the umvelt of their intra-action. In the gallery the soap was installed with a bowl of 
water so that visitors could engage with this lively embodied philosophy. Image credit Susannah Wimberly.	  
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human imagination, as ‘reappearance’. In her 
recent work, Barad has also begun to talk of the 
‘material-imagination’ as the human psyche, 
perhaps tentatively, but materially: the ‘thinking 
mind’[8] is material-enactment. Craig Campbell 
generally conducts his research through 
ethnographic methods, rather than art theory. He 
uses historical photographic images to inform 
inquiry into multispecies socio-politics, such as 
Reindeer farming and socialism in Siberia. To 
engage with the Intra-action exhibition Campbell 
launched a socio-spatial experiment that 
emphasized the dispersal of the artist- theorists 
across space-time. The Blackbox experiment is a 
collection of documents and recording devices 
sent via post to several of the artist theorists 
involved in the Intra-action exhibition. Each person 
responded  to  the previous entries by adding to the 
collection   and   then   sent Blackbox on to the next 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
person. Within the gallery, the collection continued 
to exude a sense of open-endedness, and 
revealed the very intimate material engagement of 
each artist with the process. Horsehair, images, 
cuts in paper, scrawled messages with diagrams 
and voice recordings had transformed the original 
entries and blank pages. Alyce Santoro came to this 
project through Deanna Pindell’s invitation. She 
worked as a biological scientist before seeking a 
more material-philosophical engagement with the 
subject matter through art practice. Santoro has 
recently published a work bringing together science 
theory and art practice. During the process of her 
writing for this issue we diffracted her art/science 
theories across Baradian thinking towards the 
published contribution.    
 The diffraction of theories continues with 
Susie Pratt’s encounter with Beatriz da Costa’s 
video triptych ‘Dying for the Other’. Pratt takes this 

	  
Image 11: Craig Campbell, Blackbox.	   	   The Blackbox experiment is a collection of documents and recording devices sent via 
post to several of the artist theorists involved in the Intra-action exhibition. Each person responded to the previous entries by adding to the 
collection and then sent Blackbox on to the next person. The collection of sounds, images, words and video was displayed on a stand 
up desk within the gallery. Visitors were invited to engage with the materials towards a deeper understanding of the concepts at work in 
the exhibition. Shown here is curator Madeleine Boyd in animated conversation about Blackbox with a gallery vistor. Image credit Andre 
Brodyk.	  
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opportunity to read the laboratory mouse as a 
Baradian ‘apparatus’: “In an agential realist account, 
apparatuses are specific material configurations or 
rather, dynamic (re)configurings of the world 
through which bodies are intra-actively materialized” 
(Barad, 2007; 169) Here Beatriz da Costa and Pratt 
as artist and theorist push the reader/observer into 
the center of complex matters of justice in 
multispecies encounters within the medical 
research lab. Beatriz da Costa, who sadly passed 
away recently as a result of the very disease she 
had investigated, was celebrated as a progenitor of 
‘Tactical Biopolitics’. Beatriz entered knowingly and 
responsibly into her project, committing her life and 
body, even more than she might have intended.  By 
elaborating on the mouse as apparatus, Pratt takes 
artist da Costa’s lead in decentering the human 
subject as the site of ethical enquiry. The vivid 
imagery, and the temporal challenges of the video 
work itself provides opportunity for meditation and a 
material encounter in the gallery with the matters-at-
play, which theory can move outward from. 
 Coming back to the ideas discussed 
around Ron Broglio’s ‘Surface Encounters’ thesis 
for multispecies art, more traditional art-forms and 
aesthetics are the starting point for some artists, as 
in the video-work of Hayden Fowler and the 
photographic tree veneration series by Louise 
Fowler-Smith. The conversation with these two 
included in this collection addresses the practice of 
these artists and art-lecturers whose work engages 
‘traditional’ art practice. Hayden Fowler works from 
an aesthetic ‘tableau’ of a constructed set, upon 
which to stage the enactment of other-species 
questions. The interspecies intra-actions occur in 
the iterative, ethological design and editing 
processes. For Louise Fowler-Smith, subject 
portraiture becomes photography-as-activism. By 
photographing trees venerated with lights, the intra-
action of the human material-imagination with the 
material presence of the tree’s form emphasizes the 
inherent meaning of matter, and particularly the 
importance of trees to material existence. By 
adopting a diffractive approach the aim here has 
not been to bend particular artist’s work to fit with a 
dominant theory, or theoretical flavour of the day. 
Instead by seeing where the contributions to this 
collection can intersect with a Baradian 
‘multispecies aesthetics’, we can perceive how 
artists are already engaging with such matters from 
practice-based ontologies and intra-action 
experiments, as well as how they might then strive 
to deliberately engage with Barad’s Agential 
Realism. This entire collection over two issues of 
Antennae is intended to work inspirationally and 
performatively across words and images so as to 

extend the enactment of multispecies aesthetics 
across space-time-mattering. 
 
Notes     
 

[1] A possible earlier case of this are painters Paul Cézanne 
and Pablo Picasso, along with the other cubists, who are 
speculated to have been painting in response to early findings 
in quantum physics regarding materiality and the non-linearity of 
space-time. 

[2] In 2014 a new materialism research cluster was established 
at the Sydney College of the Arts, Australia in response to 
international interest in the subject within arts academia. This 
cluster convened an exhibition and conference on New 
Materialism in art practice during September, 2014. 

[3] Radical enactivism is an approach to embodied cognition 
that has emerged from thinking with the work of Niels Bohr’s 
Copenhagen Interpretation of quantum physics. This project 
has occurred separately but in parallel with Karen Barad’s work, 
although Barad makes no reference to this project in her 
writing. 

[4] Theorists of new materialism include Jane Bennet, Iris van 
der Tuin and Barbara Bolt. 

[5] See also Deanna Pindell’s paper, this issue 

[6] A multispecies aesthetics does not hold beauty or perfect 
balance as the ultimate measures. Rather, these struggles to 
engage across species worlds, and across disciplines of 
meaning-making, are inherent and reveal themselves in 
materials: sometimes brutal, sometimes open ended, but 
always intriguing. 
 
[7] “Atoms aren’t what they use to be. They aren’t invisible, 
indivisible, immutable, impenetrable corpuscles running 
aimlessly in the void, constituting the sum total of existence; nor 
are they simply representative fictions, useful heuristics, or mere 
bookkeeping devices. Our evidence for the existence of atoms 
is multiple and robust, but it doesn’t vindicate Democritus (nor 
any of the atomists up through the nineteenth century). Neither 
Democritus’s atom nor his notion of realness, for that matter, 
survives today.“ (Barad, 2007; 353-354). 
 
[8] “Phenomena do not require cognising minds for their 
existence; on the contrary, “minds” are themselves material 
phenomena that emerge through specific intra-actions. 
Phenomena are real material beings.“ (Barad, 2007; 361) 
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ealing with themes that can be understood 
as posthuman intra-actions these artists 
can be considered relevant to the core 

concepts of Karen Barad’s Agential Realism. 
Hayden Fowler[1] and Louise Fowler-Smith[2] exhibit 
and teach within the broader contemporary art 
world, and so their insights on finding pathways in 
art that are both ‘multispecies’ and ‘contemporary’ 
are particularly thought provoking. 
  This discussion revolves around how each 
person works with, transforms and is transformed 
by art-making ‘specifically intra-acting’ with other 
species. We also consider what it is like to make 
posthuman art in an anthropocentric world, and the 
tricky dance of aesthetic and justice motivations. 
From the perspective of a curator and editor, it is 
important to hear the voice of the artist along side 
that of the theorist. 
  
Maddi:  I'd like to thank everyone for coming. Just 
by way of introduction I am the curator of this show. 
My name is Madeleine, and the reason that I 
wanted to curate the show is because I am 
particularly interested in art that challenges 
anthropocentric ideals and to find ways of bringing 
non-human agencies[3] into the work. 
  This exhibition was set up as part of the 
Australian Animal Studies Group Conference. So, it 
initially started as an 'animal art' exhibition. But we 
started to challenge that focus with influences from 
current theory, looking at the posthuman condition 
and advancements in multispecies thinking. Beyond 
animals we also have microbes and slime moulds 
and       insects,     so     we   are    generally    trying 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
to challenge dualistic categories in thinking around 
humans and our perceived position of controlling 
everything, and to embrace the realism of the rest 
of the inhabitants in this world. 
  I am very lucky to have exhibiting artists 
Hayden Fowler and Louise Fowler-Smith here today 
as well as Elizabeth Gervay as a representative of 
the Tree Veneration Society, which is a fabulous 
society that Louise kick-started and has some great 
artists as members now.  
  I'm going to 'rabbit on' a little bit longer, and 
then I'll open the floor to responses from Louise, 
Hayden and Elizabeth. 
  I was really happy for Hayden to be in the 
show, because I first saw his work down at Space 3 
[Sydney Artist Run Gallery, now closed]. When I first 
saw his work, I was really impressed with the 
aesthetic qualities as well as use of biotic elements. 
There was a clean-ness and minimalism, drawing in 
the interest to biotic elements. So when I started 
curating this show, I thought that I would definitely 
like to include Hayden's new work 'New World 
Order' (2013), which is fantastic[4]. 
  And Louise, I've only come to know 
recently, when my co-curator, Eben, from UNSW 
[University of New South Wales] invited me to an 
exhibition that had been produced by your students 
at Fowler's Gap Research Station. This is part of 
ILIRI (Imaging the Land International Research 
Initiative), a department based at COFA (College of 
Fine Arts),[5] which specifically looks at ways of 
unpacking our relationship to the land in art. And 
then Elizabeth and the Tree Veneration Society, 
which   I   understand   are   a group of independent  
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MULTISPECIES ART PRACTICE 
 

During the final days of the Intra-action exhibition, artists Hyden Fowler, Louise Fowler-Smith, and 
Elizabeth Gervay gathered together with an audience of keen gallery goers, to discuss the matters of 
‘multispecies art practice’ with Madeleine Boyd. These artists had been invited to exhibit in Intra-action: 
Multispecies Becomings in the Anthropocene because of their existing bodies of work around human 
relationships with other species.  
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artists who work with Louise on the idea of 
venerating trees - which is a kind of 'decorating' 
trees in the Indian Tradition, both to draw attention 
to them, and celebrate them, and in some cases, to 
protect them.  
  I want to start by asking you both about the 
motivations for the production of your work, 
particularly focusing on involvement of non-human 
species, be they animals or plants, in your work - so 
Hayden do you want to start by talking a little bit 
about your aesthetic motivations for producing this 
piece. 
  
Hayden: The main element was the forest. I've 
been working with the idea of the forest for a few 
years. The first thing I started with was creation of 
the forest, and I was particularly interested in 
something quite post-apocalyptic or something 
suggestive of 'lack of life': the idea of a post-
apocalyptic event, or a fire and desolation. I wanted 
to then populate the forest with a suggestion of 
'new life' and work it into the idea of nature coming 
back, and re-evolving in this damaged space. So 
that was the idea I was working with.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
Maddi:  A lot of people in the gallery have been 
fascinated by the creatures in your video work, and 
they want to know more about them. It sounds like 
you are interested in the viewer not necessarily 
seeing them as the fowl they are, rather standing in 
for this concept of ‘new life’.  
  
Hayden: My thought process went through 
several stages. Originally I was thinking about using 
a deer. Then I came to a New Zealand 
perspective,[6] because the forests in New Zealand 
were totally populated by birds before the arrival of 
humans;[7] it was a whole bird ecosystem. Some of 
the trees alive in New Zealand are older than the 
arrival date of the Maori people, so there is a 
connection there to pre-human nature, and it is 
totally primeval. Years later, most of the forest have 
disappeared and half the bird species have 
vanished or have been vastly reduced. I guess I 
have a bit of a bird fetish because of these histories. 
I imagined a 'bird world', so in the end the birds took 
over the art production process. 

I then became interested in using fancy 
bantams. I was looking at these poultry over a few  

	  
Hayden Fowler - Production Sti l l from New World Order (2013)  
HD digital video, colour, sound; 15:17 minute. Image provided by Hayden Fowler. 
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months, and looking for the ones that were…first 
choice was about aesthetics, and personality. Once 
I started working with them in the forest I was 
looking for individuals with quirky behaviors. I was 
really interested in each one representing a new 
species for a speculative evolution. So the forest 
setting took on autonomous qualities and became 
a place that is really lacking from the world now: a 
place where a person can go out to the wilderness 
and see something that is untouched, or at least 
untouched by human hands. That was the sense I 
was trying to create. So I hope that for people who 
watch the video there is a sense of discovery there; 
something that no one has seen before. 
  
Maddi:  Your comments give me a far deeper level 
of understanding about the work, and I do have a 
lot of questions. However, let’s bring Louise in now 
and open up the discussion a bit. Has everybody 
looked    at   Louise's   work   [on the gallery wall], in  
 

 
 
 
 
 
which she has venerated trees and images of Flying 
Foxes [bats] with light? 

In your work, Louise, you have obviously 
thought deeply about how you travel a 
social/environmental issue into a contemporary art 
world. I'd like to know, in the context of tree 
veneration: what kind of thinking goes into making 
that leap from land based issues that you notice; 
whether that process is driven by personal or 
intellectual motivations; and how that process is 
then manifest in what I see as very refined and 
beautiful contemporary art (which is a difficult 
outcome to achieve). Art is no stranger to politics, 
yet I think you are dealing with the art/politics 
process in a novel way.  
  
Louise: I've worked with land issues for decades. 
Probably because when I was a kid, I partly grew up 
on a farm. I was always drawn to trees. I remember 
climbing up, or just wanting  to  sit under a particular  

	  
Louise Fowler-Smith, Night-Pil lar (2009) 
Digital print on paper, 1150cm x 910cm framed. 
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huge gum tree [Eucalyptus sp.] by myself and that 
kind of thing. Then one day I was with my uncle, 
who was also a farmer, when we came up to a 
good clump of trees. He was a dairy farmer so of 
course he wanted to get rid of all the trees. He 
pointed this clump of trees and said, "Gotta get rid 
of that vermin" [ocker accent]; and I replied, "excuse 
me?" and he said "yeah vermin, I gotta get rid of that 
vermin". He was talking about trees.  
  That really interested me, and it is an 
experience that came back to me later in life. I was 
making work about trees for a long, long time, and it 
was really about trying to change perceptions of the 
tree. So a lot of the art works here are also about 
that. For example, whether you call it a tree or a 
bush, neither are particularly revered out in the 
desert - It's a scraggly bush. In the outback we 
have a lot of pastoralists who call a bush as 'woody 
weed', which assumes that this is a weed to be 
gotten rid of. So I started to think: why don't we try to 
change the way we think about trees. These 
bushes and trees are holding the soil together so 
they are really, really important. In fact that's why we 
have these terrible dust storms - If you can 
remember that one we had in Sydney.[8] These 
farmers and pastoralists think of trees as pests and 
that's how the degradation of lands has happened 
over the last couple of hundred years. 
  So, I started to venerate the trees with light. 
I'm actually trained as a painter and I teach painting, 
so It's like painting the light onto trees. Then, just 
quickly, to get to the Tree Veneration Society, 
someone said to me once – “you should go to 
India”. They actually decorate trees in India; they 
venerate trees in India. So I did, and I become 
obsessed, and I traveled through 10 different 
states in India and saw that when they venerate 
trees, and they do it in every single state, the tree is 
protected - in every instance. And when I ask them 
"when you look at that form" (pointing at the tree) 
"what do you see?” They wouldn't say tree, they 
would say, "that is my temple, or that is my 
God".  They would no longer receive it as a 
commodity, because a tree is a valuable 
commodity in a country like India, and no one 
would dare cut any of those trees down. Wouldn't 
dare!! There are instances, I have had people tell 
me, where the government would want to put 
through a road and they would have to re-route the 
road around the tree, because, they couldn't find a 
contractor who would cut it down.[9] 
  That got me thinking. It's all about 
perception. There's my uncle who said they’re just 
vermin, so it's easy for him to chop those trees 
down, and there's those people who see the trees 
like a temple, so they wouldn't chop it down. So, 

how are we trying to change people's perception, 
let's say in a country like Australia? I started the Tree 
Veneration Society, and I've been blessed because 
Elizabeth joined, and there are a number of other 
people who have joined, and they all come together 
under the umbrella of loving trees. 
  
E l izabeth: The Tree Veneration Society: basically 
we have become a community that venerates trees. 
It’s not so much about decorating them, more 
about honoring the fact that they are part of our 
community. Without trees we would be in big 
trouble. Trees house animals, including us, make 
shelter, and provide food. Trees provide an 
opportunity to sit under their branches. So the 
wonderful thing about the Tree Veneration Society is 
that it could happen anywhere, at any time, to 
anybody, who acknowledges a tree. Anyone can 
join.[10] 
   
Maddi:  Here I want to mention the theme of the 
show, which is Intra-action, and based in new 
observations in quantum theory, summarized as: 
Intra-action is a moving away from the metaphysics 
of individualism, and also talks to the mutual 
constitution of reality through shared agencies, so 
intra-action signals that by engaging with other 
factors…agencies, a process of mutual 
transformation happens. 
       Louise, when you encounter particular bushes 
I am interested to know, and also Hayden later - 
when you engage with a particular tree, do you feel 
that there is a mutual transformative process that 
can reverberate out? How do you experience, as an 
artist, engaging with trees, and how that is 
reverberated back into you? 
  
Louise: Well, with my artistic work it's always about 
me being alone, and those instances when I'm in 
the desert and I'm just walking. For me, they [the 
trees] take on a personality. Not like a person, but 
they take on a personality. So I'll look at it, and sort 
of (maybe this sounds a bit corny) connect with a 
particular form. Sometimes it's not, well very often 
it's not, the most beautiful of trees. I start to think: 
"That's a beautiful tree it doesn't need venerating. 
This one's been forgotten though, poor little thing" 
and so in some instances the tree or bush will take 
on a personality. In the way I use the light I try to 
focus on those qualities that I perceive. In one 
instance I had an image in which it looked like the 
tree was dancing (not in this exhibition). People 
said "show me that tree in real life", and I showed 
them and they replied, “but it doesn't look like it's 
dancing”. Yet, when I saw that tree, it looked like it 
was dancing. I drew out  that  aspect of the tree with  
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 Tree Veneration Society - Booby Tree (2014)  
Installed outside the AASG conference venue at the University of Sydney. The skin of crochet breasts a lively contrast to the sense of 
control instilled by the campus urban design. Image credit Madeleine Boyd. 
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the light. This process is very much about a one on 
one experience. I teach a course out at Fowler's 
gap[11] (no relation to me) and students have 
sometimes said, can I come with you on your 
private walk. Reluctantly, I sometimes agree, yet I 
can't focus as well if there are other people around. I 
have to be by myself, with the tree.  
  
Maddi:  Hayden, you have produced performance 
artworks which involve you with other species of 
animals. What happens in that space, when you 
are working with a particular animal? Do unexpected 
things happen and were those animals being there 
change the nature of the work for you?  
  
Hayden: Some things were unexpected. While I 
am designing the sets, I have some idea of how the 
animal is going to react. I studied animal behavior 
and evolutionary behavior. I'm quite interested in 
those research fields, so I have a basic 
understanding of the animal’s motivations. I 
designed the trees for the ‘New World Order’ set 
based on the way that the bantams naturally climb 
up. So, there is an element of design for behavior in 
my work. Yet, when I put the animals in the set for 
the first time, there are always unexpected things 
that happen. At this stage there is some kind of 
direction and control of the situation, but a lot of the 
process involves setting up the artwork so the 
animals are contained and act in the 
space.  Some animals have a particular personality 
or particular action that they keep doing all the time 
that is really individual, and I think that's really great, 
it works, and others don't do anything [smiles], or it 
doesn't look right, so they get edited out that way. I 
really do appreciate animals as individuals when I 
spend some time with them as part of this art 
process. 
  I grew up in a similar situation to Louise, half 
time on a farm, and I was always drawn to trees as 
well, but I was drawn to animals more, and 
particularly drawn to chickens actually, because 
they are such fascinating, humorous creatures. 
They have so many behaviors, and things that they 
do, and I believe they show humor. They certainly 
know who you are. There is definitely humor there 
and a trust that develops. I still have most of the 
bantams from the video. One is having chicks at the 
moment and the ones that I handled the most I can 
pick them up easily. It is now as if I am an equal part 
of their 'chook group' [laughs]. I find it interesting 
how people can become part of their group. The 
people that feed them, the people that look after 
them, talk to them, it's quite interesting… 
 
Maddi:  Does   that  make  you  feel  as if you have  

taken on the partial perspective[12] of bantams, 
being in their group as much as they are in your 
human group? 
  
Hayden: I guess …this is a weird conversation to 
be having… I guess so, because I was around 
poultry so much while growing up, I believe I know 
something about what they know. My grandfather 
bred fancy and rare chickens. Every day I would go 
out to the chook house for a couple of hours. Often 
there would be one that had some chicks, and I 
would sit there and play with them, interact with 
them, and teach them to eat out of my hand. One 
summer in particular this had disastrous results. It 
was summer so I was wearing thongs [sandals or 
flipflops] all the time. I'd drop food on my feet, and 
the chicks would learn to pick it off. I was there just 
for the holidays and then at the end of the summer I 
went away. Then what happened is that they all 
grew that big [indicates about a meter tall] because 
it was a really big breed. Unfortunately they all 
became a menace, because if they saw a person, 
they would all run as a group and just start picking 
at their feet [everyone laughs]. So that was an early 
lesson in how animal training can go wrong. These 
days I don’t train animals, rather try to work with their 
existing behaviours. 
  Intra-action is not a strange idea for me, 
because I've grown up around these situations, we 
know how to interact with animals, and animals 
know how to interact with us, because they are 
domesticated and we have formed a special kind of 
relationship. For example, new research on dogs is 
suggesting that canine behaviors have evolved so 
they now have instincts for dealing with humans, for 
intra-acting with us. Domestic dog breeds are born 
knowing how to act in the domestic eco-social 
environment…so it's quite fascinating. 
  
Maddi:  Ok that's really fantastic information from 
all of the artists, and I am also aware that you [the 
audience] are listening, and might have questions. 
  
Audience: Hayden did you make the sets, or did 
you select a spot in the forest. 
  
Hayden: No, it is all hand made. 
  
Audience: Because it is all sitting in such a 
narrow depth of field …the trees are very 
convincing; the trees in the foreground. 
  
Hayden: Yes, that is something that I consider in 
designing my sets as well - that they are just on that 
edge of being totally convincing, but as you start to 
look  at them, they begin to give themselves away. I  
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am working with the response people have to 
biophilia; being attracted to natural things. When I  
put in animals, or use forest or plants, it looks really 
good, really convincing, but the more you look at it, 
the illusion starts to erode. 
  
Audience: Uncanny. 
  
Hayden: Exactly, so this creates an uncanny 
effect. Hopefully people do feel something. I'm 
trying to toy with that sense that we have with nature 
at the moment, in which we want to believe in the 
thing, and the beauty, because we know about the 
destruction that is going on. I intend to bring out 
those feeling by contradicting the viewer with the 
underlying illusion. In ‘New World Order’ the trees 
might be dead, maybe its winter, or the scenario is 
post-apocalyptic.  
  
Maddi: I have also wanted to ask you about the 
backdrop, based on gallery visitor responses (and it 
has been a very popular work). I know in your work 
you have often dealt with backdrops, and thinking 
about   those    backdrops   themselves,   you have 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
variously used monochrome backgrounds or other 
constructed sets. So in your practice are you using 
the artifice of the backdrop as a communicative 
technique in art? 
  
Hayden: It is about creating environments, 
because I am really interested in the idea of the 
artifice of nature, or just artifice in general, and I 
don't want to make spaces that can be mistaken for 
the present, or now. I want them to be somehow 
futuristic or somehow be located on another parallel 
to reality, so I feel like I have to create that. It has to 
be artificial. I have to create these spaces that are 
somehow 'off' and that reference something 
unknown. Also because I am really hands-on 
manual, and I like to make things, it's not even a 
conscious choice. When I begin a work, that's the 
starting point - it's the set. I do a lot of problem 
solving on how to get this to work, I have ideas for 
how I am going to work with the set, but that comes 
later. So in these ways the set becomes the major 
focus of my work. 
 
Maddi: I find it really interesting that you both move  

	  
Louise Fowler-Smith, Night-Pil lar (2009) and Flying Foxes (2013) 
Digital prints on paper. Image credit Susannah Begg.  
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along pathways by which you start with a core 
technique in art – sets for Hayden, and veneration 
for Louise – around which you are able to wrap your 
theory, and which you alter in different ways to bring 
specific affective or political intentionality into your 
work using particular intra-actions – trees, bantams, 
land-use, apocalyptic fears and so on. 

There is one last area I would like to talk 
about, which is regarding how we multispecies 
artists are all working individually in various parts of 
the 'art galaxy', not always encountering 
understanding of our interests in other biotic worlds. 
Sometimes I find this to be personally discouraging 
- when people, art critics, colleagues, and so on 
question my practices based on traditional art 
theories which I consider to reinforce 
anthropocentrism - Wittgenstein, Hegel, Kant and 
so on. Theoretical developments in the 
posthumanities however, are allowing us to break 
down those anthropocentric towers of academy. In 
the context of this exhibition, from what you have 
been able to perceive, I'd be interested to know if 
you feel amongst like-minds or whether you feel 
contextually relevant in this forum. Do you believe 
this    kind   of    multispecies  focused   exhibition is 

 
 
 
 
 

supporting your practices, or do you still feel more 
connected to a broader contemporary art 
movement. This is also intended to be an exhibition 
representing shared ethical intentions, and I want to 
talk about being able to challenge the 
anthropocentric in the traditional art world. 
  
Hayden: I never kind of consciously make work to 
fit a brief. I guess what's going on in my work is 
about biocentrism and a non-dualistic relationship 
with nature and I guess in general this exhibition fits 
the way I'm working and the ideas I'm working 
with...so yes 
   
Maddi:  And do you encounter resistance in the 
broader art world, like with people at the art college 
where you lecture, who might be working to very 
different agendas? 
  
Hayden: No, I find people generally are motivated 
by what they are drawn to and so for Louise it was 
trees from when she was young. I'm really interested 
in that too, because I often teach first year students 
at the College of Fine Arts (COFA). I see students 
come through, and I am just waiting to see what 

	  
Hayden Fowler - New World Order (2013) 	  	  
Installation shot showing proximity relationship with other multispecies works in the Intra-action exhibition. Image credit Susannah Begg. 
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their motivation is; and every one has a motivation. 
There is something in the world that they think about 
and are driven by and everyone's ideas are totally 
different, coming from totally different perspectives, 
totally different thoughts and that's what being an 
artist is about…that diversity. Amongst artists, I 
guess the perspective is that people do pretty 
wacky stuff, [laughs] ..but yeah, people are living by 
their own minds I think. So to answer your question, 
I don't feel like I'm doing something that's outside of 
what people would expect 
  
Maddi:  How about you Louise? 
  
Louise: For a long time I did, I mean being 
older…I've worked in this way for about a decade, 
and it's only been in the last less than 10 years 
people have said 'oh'. I remember having an older 
artist saying to me once if I want to tell a story I 
should write a book. Of course this was in the times 
when everyone was doing abstract painting. I'm 
quite pleased to be part of this exhibition and I think 
there should be more of these kinds of 
exhibitions.  I actually got to a point and maybe, 
you'd agree with me, that artist's really do have a 
social responsibility which a lot of them are not 
willing to take on. 
  I also teach at COFA and have done for a 
long, long time, and I don't put these views 
particularly onto the young students, because they 
need to find their path…But, I believe we need to 
think about what kind of world we live in and how to 
make it better and I think we should all rise to that 
occasion. Not enough are doing it, in Australia at 
least. It's starting to happen more and more though, 
so that's good. When I do meet other artists who 
have some kind of social conscience and who 
make work that goes beyond something that just 
looks nice on the wall, I'm always honored to meet 
them.  
  
[A lively broader discussion on social/environmental 
concerns and responsibilities followed these 
comments] 
  
Maddi: Bringing this back into the art forum, since 
we are in an art gallery while touching on all these 
interesting topics, I am now thinking about Joseph 
Beuys and social engagement. In particular, his 
attempts to engage the social through the media of 
art. I noticed that towards the end of his career he 
actually gave up art, and became a senator. He 
actually joined politics because he felt he wasn't 
having enough impact. It’s interesting to realise that 
his ideas in art have actually endured much longer 
than his political career, and have inspired artists, 

and eco-social discussions. Like Karen Barad and 
the feminist theory that she works with suggest, it's 
about 'troubling complexity', which means working 
within complexity and being agential forces within 
complexity, because there are no solutions there 
are only opportunities to apply pressure in positive 
directions. 
  I think that it is a crucial part of this post-
humanist and post-dualist thinking to embrace 
complexity. We can become so overwhelmed by 
these discussions [of environmental concerns]. 
That's why we have to find our fora to speak and 
artists who either address direct remediation 
through their work, Like Deanna Pindell’s work, that 
has actual environmental remediation effects, or 
works that inspire people to emotionally or 
conceptually re-feel where they are. We are all 
situated in this complex environment and our 
identities are all tied to stories that we are living in 
this media-drive or technological world. So I think 
we should celebrate the opportunity for this kind of 
artwork and these art projects to bring another 
pressure into people's lives; a reconnection to 
otherness or a repair or for positively progressing 
worlds. I would like to finish on a celebratory note, 
because we are all living in these darker contexts. 
  
Louise: Hope. 
  
Maddi:  Yes, to focus on what Donna Haraway 
calls autremondialisation, or 'other-worlding' which is 
different to ‘globalisation’. 
  
Hayden: I think it is important to know too, 
Joseph Beuys is probably a good example, is that 
the most successful works relating to the 
environment or other species are the ones that are 
non-didactic. Like with the trees, you are actually 
working with emotions, you're working with, like 
Joseph Beuys did, this very joyful connection to 
materials. He actually had a whole separate political 
career, and art is kind of like a roundabout way of 
doing it, but it's a non direct one but one way where 
you can engage people more on the emotional and 
spiritual level. Art that has too much of an agenda in 
that way, they are too obvious, they don't 
work…because the message is like there (in your 
face). 
  
Maddi:  The turn off factor is immense [in didactic 
work], so we are always riding that balance. This 
brings me back to my original question, which is 
how we find ways in art to move forward in our 
engagement with these issues. Wanting in some 
way to say [gestures beating on the head] "Listen to 
me, stop hurting animals" but knowing that is not 
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going to work. Today we have been able to learn 
more about art processes, intra-actions with other 
species, and our desires to continue to work as 
intentional artists. 
  
Hayden: I think what is important as well, is 
people being artists and actually dedicating their life 
to making this stuff and to engaging with animals or 
trees, or whatever you are working with, is already 
setting an example and showing there are 
alternative ways of being. 
  
  
Notes     
 

[1] Hayden Fowler http://intraactionart.com/hayden-
fowler/ 

[2] Louise Fowler Smith http://intraactionart.com/louise-
fowler-smith/ 

[3] In Barad’s Agential Realism, agency “is not an 
attribute whatsoever. Agency is “doing” or  “being” in 
its intra-activity.” Barad (2007; 178). 

[4] At the time of writing, New World Order (2013) is 
currently exhibited at the Museum of Contemporary Art, 
Sydney. 

[5] Operating out of the school of art at the college of 
fine arts, UNSW (University of New South Wales), ILIRI 
aims to open a dialogue across a wide spectrum of 
contemporary approaches to imaging the land, from 
indigenous and non-indigenous, local and international 
perspectives and to promote new ways of perceiving the 
land in the 21st century. 
http://louisefowlersmith.com.au/iliri-index.htm (accessed 
Jan 29, 2013) 

[6] Hayden Fowler is originally from New Zealand, and 
now lives and works mostly in Sydney, Australia and 
Berlin, Germany. 

[7] The Maoris are considered to have come from East 
Polynesia and settled in New Zealand during the 
13th century (The Encyclopedia of New Zealand; 
www.teara.govt.nz; accessed July 15, 2014). 

[8] In September 2009 a red dust storm of immense 
magnitude enveloped Sydney, Australia. The cause was 
strong winds across drought affected inland areas 
(Ramachandran, 2009). 

[9] Fowler-Smith, Louise, 2009, Hindu Tree Veneration 
as a Mode of Environmental Encounter, Leonardo, 
February 2009, Vol. 42, No. 1: 43–51. 

[10] http://treevenerationsociety.com/ (accessed July 
15, 2014) 

[11] Fowler’s Gap Arid Zone Research Station is part of 
the University of New South Wales. 
http://www.fowlersgap.unsw.edu.au/ (accessed July 15, 
2014) 

[12] After Despret (2013) this refers to the partial 
perspective that can emerge between two species in 
under circumstances of study or being together with. 
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Elizabeth Garvey is a Sydney based sculpture and installation artist with 
an interest in natural histories and materials as well an active member of 
the Tree Veneration Society. TVS aims to re-contextualise the historical 
practice of the worship and veneration of trees across nearly all cultures 
into a progressive contemporary community art project. While being 
environmentally conscious of the value of trees, particularly in inner-city 
suburbs, they also hope to bring some sense of the ritual created in 
forming a cross-cultural celebration of nature. 
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http://elizabeth-garvey.com/ 
 
Hayden Fowler is a New Zealand born Artist, based in Sydney, Australia. 
He holds a Master of Fine Arts degree from the UNSW College of Fine 
Arts as well as an earlier degree in Biology. Fowler’s methodology 
involves the construction of elaborate sets in which he choreographs 
human or animal subjects, creating hyper-real video and photographic 
work from within these fictional spaces. Fowler has exhibited nationally 
and internationally and his work is held in a number of public and private 
collections. He is currently completing a new body of work, created in 
with the support of a New Work Grant from the Australia Council. 
 
Website: www.haydenfowler.net 
 
As director of the Imaging the Land International Research Institute (ILRI), 
UNSW, Louise Fowler-Smith is interested in promoting new ways of 
perceiving the land in the 21st century. She believes that how we 
perceive and contemplate the land affects how we treat the land, and 
ultimately how we live within it. Fowler-Smith’s multi disciplinary practice 
includes collaboration with Engineers and Architects.  At the UNSW 
Fowlers Gap Research Station, north of Broken Hill, she has established 
the ILIRI ‘Creative Laboratory’ – a large area of land that has been 
selected for exclusive use by artists and cross-disciplinary teams to 
explore their relationship with the environment and experiment with 
sustainable projects. 
 
Website: http://louisefowlersmith.com.au 
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n an age of ecological vulnerability, when climate 
change is a real threat to multiple species, a 
collective human hubris is unhelpful. It must be 

time to put away false pride and reconsider 
conventional views of the world. If human authority 
is toppled and replaced by ontological equality and 
multiple agencies, where might eco-art fit into this 
new model? Perhaps under the umbrella of an 
aesthetics of care,(1) which might help to slow down 
the disappearing act of non-human and human 
species. 

The question is not whether extinction is 
imminent but, instead, how our human to non-
human relationships are changed by that threat, 
and how we might make further changes towards 
universal sympathies. Are animal/plant politics and 
their agencies affected by the threat of an end? 
How do artists make art and writers write about 
aesthetics under these changed ontological 
conditions? In some respects, art made as an 
aesthetics of cautionary care is an extension of 
memento mori, an art historical term popular in 16th 
and 17th century European painting, which utilized 
imagery such as a half-burned candle or human 
skull, to remind viewers that mortal life will surely 
end.   However,   a   new  aesthetics of care aims to 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

move beyond the human-centred view and 
acknowledges all non-human species.  

This point of aesthetic care occurs where 
cross-species might meet and agency becomes 
an expanded enactment.(2) In Janet Laurence’s eco-
art installation Fugitive,(3) this is a reference to her 
simultaneous and proximate use of taxidermy 
animals, live footage from wildlife enclosures, 
animal foetuses in specimen jars and photographs 
taken from trap cameras in the wild. As artist Janet 
Laurence says, her work is based on a ‘place of 
healing, hope, breeding and care for our native 
animals. This ecological crisis demands us to shift 
our focus from a human-centred perspective to a 
broader multi-species, environmental approach, for 
how else are we to live ethically and find our place 
in this world.’(4) 
 Laurence’s Fugitive is a collection of 
human/non-human objects and life/non-life 
elements or actions. It is part museology, part 
ecology, part alchemical disappearing act. By 
gathering these multiple elements together, it 
participates in discourses of agency and realities 
outside a singular human experience by 
considering the point of view of animals, even in 
death.   Fugitive    shines   a    light   on problems of  

I  

  
JANET LAURENCE: 
AESTHETICS OF CARE 
 

If eco-ruination is imminent, then our human to non-human relationships are changed by that threat, affecting 
how we might adopt trans-species sympathies. In this paper we aim to present an after-finitude aesthetic, via 
an analysis of Janet Laurence’s eco-artwork Fugitive. We discuss care and caution as a purposeful 
abandonment of a human-centered view, in favor of a broader multi-species awareness. Artists and writers 
can adapt to changed ontological conditions by articulating a point of aesthetic care that occurs where many 
species meet and agency becomes an expanded and emerging enactment. This paper, informed by Karen 
Barad’s theories, places Laurence’s Fugitive within the critical framework of the ruination of nature and of the 
emergence of a queer performativity. 
	  
Authors: Prue Gibson, Janet Laurence 
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anthropocentric points-of-view, eco-politics, 
conceptual (and real) capture and systems of 
archiving nature in art. An eco-art aesthetics of care, 
realised in Fugitive, might reject judgement, in 
favour of a reappearance of life, through art. 
Laurence says, ‘The genesis for Fugitive 2013 
started with my Sherman Art Foundation project 
After Eden 2012. This was a type of Wunderkammer 
based on the idea of a natural history museum in 
our time of ecological crisis, paying particular 
attention to the plight of animals and their loss of 
habitat.’(5) 
 
Sounds of Silence 
 
Nowhere else is there such a cacophony of 
rowdiness as in the bush. Many people relish the 
idea of getting away from the noise and pollution of 
the city, and escaping to the peace and quiet of 
isolated nature. However, it’s a noisy racket out 
there: squawks and shrieks, mewing and bawling, 
clicking      and      thrashing.     All those sounds, of 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
supposed silence, are an important element of a 
human perception of nature. What is really meant, 
by a longing for the quiet of the bush (or forest or 
mountain), is the absence of human-made sound. 
 This yearning for noisy silence is two-fold. It 
establishes that human industry and 
commercialization are contrived sounds, even 
negative forces. It also establishes an implicit desire 
to hear the voices of others, of allowing space for 
the noises of different species. There has been 
recent interest in works of art that incorporate the 
sounds of animals, insects,(6) the wind,(7) plants,(8) 
manure,(9) birds(10) and geo-sounds. This is nature-
noise, as art aesthetic. Janet Laurence’s art work 
Fugitive is a participant in this growing movement of 
umvelt sounds; noises from the habitat. She has 
several video components in her large-scale 
multiple installation. One is a dingo howling in 
slowed time. The result is operatic: a lament. 
Laurence asks: how can we hear voices that are not 
human, and, what would sound be like when there 
is nothing and no one left to listen? (11) 

	  

 
Janet Laurence - Fugitive, (2013) 
Duraclear photograph, acrylic, mirror, video projection, resin, tule, scientific andhand blown glass, resin, pigment, crystals,
 taxiderm animals & plant specimens.Installation views, dimensions variable. 
Tarrawarra Museum of Art, Healesville, VIC, Australia, Photo by Mark Ashkanasy 
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These, then, are efforts to record the sounds of (not 
so quiet) silence, to give a voice to non-human 
species, some who thrive and others who are now 
endangered. This, too, falls under the category of 
an aesthetics of care. Laurence acknowledges the 
importance of nature’s sounds: ‘Nature itself is 
musical, composed of material notes. They play 
their melody augmented and transformed through 
the melodies of other living and non-living things. 
Music becomes a model by which nature can be 
understood by dynamic polyphony.’(12) 
Elusive allure and its disappearance. 
 Janet Laurence’s work incorporates 
environmental sound but is not exclusive to it. Her 
installation compilation is a gathering of objects, 
sourced from nature, from museums, her private 
collection and installed with the artist’s transparent 
imaged glass sheets and perceptual art-
documentation from her various field trips. 
Representation has conventionally been associated 
with a loss of the real. However, this paper is an 
argument    for    a    remediation  of the multiple real 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
(memory and experience, real objects and sensual 
objects,(13) emergent life forces), through the 
enactment of art. 
 The old chestnut, things are born and then 
die, has to be replaced with, things emerge and 
then disappear. This is not an occasion where two 
oppositional vectors collide in a correlational funk 
(human/world, good/bad, life/non-life). As Deleuze 
said, ‘Aesthetics suffers from an agonizing 
dualism.’(14) Instead it is an instance of cause and 
effect, where something must happen, before we 
become conscious of it. We are most aware of life, 
once it is taken away. This is not just an 
encouragement to be aware of ecological 
annihilation, but an awareness to think outside the 
normal bias of human being in the world, and to 
consider the multitude of earth’s inhabitants, as a 
plural conglomeration. 
 The ‘disappearing act’ elements of 
Laurence’s work refer to the mode of things 
appearing from the heart of any given object, rather 
than from its legacy, its relations or its progenitors. A  

	  
 
Janet Laurence - Fugitive, (2013) 
Duraclear photograph, acrylic, mirror, video projection, resin, tule, scientific andhand blown glass, resin, pigment, crystals,
 taxiderm animals & plant specimens.Installation views, dimensions variable. 
Tarrawarra Museum of Art, Healesville, VIC, Australia, Photo by Mark Ashkanasy 
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reappearance of a thing is a disruption in time (and 
a rejection of chronological time), a momentary 
lapse in consciousness, a sudden and unexpected 
vision of its real qualities.(15) Rather than a focus on 
presence, as posterior to absence, the 
reappearance is the act of transformation, from non-
consciousness to consciousness. This might be 
closer to Heidegger’s state of ‘finding,’ which he 
articulated in Being and Time,(16) rather than a 
recovery of presence as a truth, in Deleuze’s Plato 
and Simulacrum. Deleuze’s instinct is to differentiate 
the thing from its image, to remove the essence 
from the presence.(17) This paper is instead a focus 
on the essence of the performative act of 
reappearing.  
 In relation to Laurence’s Fugitive, it is 
important to stress the artist’s act of filming, 
photographing, recording, gathering and then 
bumping-in to the gallery, installing the elements 
and creating an exhibition experience as an act of 
reappearance. This particular kind of reappearance 
is an experience of a time lapse, where the 
audience becomes aware there are  ramifications in 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
the past (memory) and the future (imagination) 
simultaneously. The experience is one where we are 
conscious of loss and renewal at the same time, in 
the gallery space. 
 
Chasing the Fugitive 
 
Laurence’s Fugitive defies hegemonic values, and 
disrupts the hierarchies of knowledge by presenting 
different species, different media and different 
methodology as a unified whole. Hers is not a 
straightforward science nor straightforward 
museology. It is an artistic interpretation of both. It 
allows multiple equalized elements to act as one, 
but it is the yearning, at its heart, that creates the 
allure. Laurence says, ‘Within the gallery space I 
want to bring us into contact with the life-world. With 
a focus on the animals and their loss, I think about 
the loneliness of the last one of a species. What 
was their death? I wonder about the umvelt, the 
unique world in which each species lives.’(18) 
Fugitive works as a re-performance of original 
being,   a   conscious  and    tender  iteration  of the  

	  
 
Janet Laurence - Fugitive, (2013) 
Duraclear photograph, acrylic, mirror, video projection, resin, tule, scientific andhand blown glass, resin, pigment,  
crystals, taxiderm animals & plant specimens.Installation views, dimensions variable. 
Tarrawarra Museum of Art, Healesville, VIC, Australia, Photo by Mark Ashkanasy 
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fragility of primordial life, through a memorialization 
of non-life. It is a form of psychogeophysics in that it 
explores the effects of the geographical place on 
the individual and extends those physical properties 
to spectral ecologies.(19) The artist’s use of shadows 
and veils, which hang around smaller, enclosed 
sub-areas of the exhibition are a reminder of 
phenomenological perceptions of phantom or 
illusory appearances.(20) The actors (both human 
and non-human) generate a spectral trail, which is a 
deathly reminder of lives once lived.   
 If Laurence’s work addresses the fight or 
flight problematic of compromised ecologies, a 
collective grief related to environmental devastation 
since the genesis of the Anthropocene, and a 
longing to re-connect with extinct species and past 
utopias, then she renders us all fugitives. Through 
her gentle touch, her melancholic arrangement of 
things, projections of wildlife footage and animal 
imagery, we are all implicated in the earth’s decline 
and we all yearn to hide from the horror we have 
reaped. In this way, she joins Belgian philosopher 
Isabelle Stengers in her wish to give the world the 
power to ‘force’ our thinking.(21) 

 
 
 
 
 
Eluding the Subjective 
 
Cooling in the breeze of recent Speculative Realist 
and Object Oriented Ontology arguments, 
regarding post-finitude and the dualist separation of 
human from the world, thinkers such as feminist 
theorist Karen Barad are producing a non-Cartesian 
ontology, whereby the human/world relation is 
removed from its central position. This is beneficial 
to a discussion of Laurence’s work because 
nature/culture divides only serve to distance the two 
entities from one another and disallows a 
speculative view of being, from outside the 
anthropocentric. 
 If it is a mistake to see humans and the 
world as exclusive from one another, then it follows 
that it is a mistake to create distance between 
humans and non-humans too. This is philosophy at 
its best, when it helps us to overcome lazy habits of 
perception and experience, when it projects us out 
of our incessant human-centred behaviour and 
mortal moral chatter. Laurence’s multiple elements, 
such as live documentary footage, sometimes in 
negative   format,  and  camera trap photographs of  
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nocturnal animals, alongside emblems of past life 
such as museum-documented birds, create a 
merging of life and death. She says, ‘swollen, 
cellular forms which house various groups of 
objects and specimens including forensic glass 
lenses, images in transparent layers and films from 
both hidden cameras and from my research in 
wildlife sanctuaries. These film projections are 
altered and slowed and are juxtaposed with the 
lighting and shadows. I want to bring us into 
intimacy with these animals and to reveal our 
interconnection.’(22) 
 Yet, is this interpretation of her work a return 
to distancing dyads. Is it no more than a reversion 
to correlationism, which speculative philosopher 
and author of After Finitude (23)  Quentin Meillassoux 
warns us has become the dominant way of thinking 
since Kant? Well, Laurence avoids subjective 
authority or finitude, by creating a realm in between 
life and non-life, in between human and non-
human. The categories are blurred by the artist, 
making the distinctions difficult. Whilst blurring the 
classifications or species might not, in itself, be 
helpful to achieve philosophical solutions, it is 
helpful in disrupting our conventions of thought and 
raising new questions. (24) 
 A question that comes to mind when 
thinking about Fugitive is this: if we must try to 
escape subjective anthropocentrism, how can we 
approach aesthetics at all? Aesthetics, rising up 
from the physical world, has tended to be a human-
centred discipline, relying on perception to deliver 
normative or critical judgment on a given thing. 
However, art such as Laurence’s has the capacity 
to make a deep cut in the impossibility of non-
human aesthetics. She does this through a subtle 
shifting away from the limits of what we know (the 
agony of finite extinction), and by alluding to that 
which we can never understand. Her dead birds, 
skulls and taxidermy owls function as morbid and 
purgatorial reminders of finitude and afterwards. 
This is not just deathly finitude, but also the finite 
ability of humans to comprehend the world. 
 
Subjective Capture 
 
On this issue of evading subjectivism, Belgian 
philosopher of science, Isabelle Stengers warns 
against the ‘grand refrain’ of hailing scientific 
‘objectivity’ as though it were a general norm, rather 
than a variant of subjectivity. She writes of ‘those 
scientists who struggle against the undue authority 
of the objectivity argument but would not wish to 
become hostage of a debunking, ironist view that 
would demand that they (reflexively) accept that any 
scientific achievement is only a “human 

construction.”(25) So we can deduce that objectivity 
is compromised by the ‘human culture’ touch, and 
subjectivity is compromised by a need to consider 
the non-human view. What do we want? We want a 
view from outside the dyad. We want Laurence’s 
creative, perceptual view. 
 Another phrase Stengers uses is ‘resisting 
capture’.(26) Capture (27) refers to the capitalist hold or 
thrall of production over the populous. To speak of 
economic capture or capitalist exploitation as 
sorcery is a clever articulation by Stengers, as it 
suggests the force of production and its associated 
allure. However it also positions sorcery (as forces 
of technology that mimic ancient forms of magic) as 
a force to be resisted. While Stengers’ usage is as 
potential capitalist malevolence, there might be 
another outcome: by placing the sorcerers back in 
the realm of sorcery, we might be able to resist the 
‘capture’. A resistance to sorcery, of which capture 
would be a symptom, might mean a spell of 
protection, a hope for transformation. So this is not 
a rejection of the demonic qualities of sorcery, as a 
power to subvert goodness by urging us to buy, 
buy, buy. Instead Stengers is suggesting a re-
usage of sorcery, for the purpose of defying 
capitalist exploitations. 
 We might resist the allure of economic 
production, but can we resist the seduction of art? 
In the case of Laurence’s installation, a magical 
resistance could be a protective caution or warning 
against the thunderous claps of nature’s 
exploitation. A version of capitalist exploitation, the 
misuse of nature since the beginning of the 
Anthropocene (during the industrialist late 
nineteenth century), marks a profiteering at the 
expense of the environment. This might fit into 
Stengers’ model of capitalist woes. 
 Janet Laurence’s work extends the 
significance of the word ‘capture.’ As well as 
illuminating the exploitation of the environment (and 
associated capitalist causes, such as razing forests 
for palm oil and disrupting fragile animal habitats), 
capture also refers to the ambiguous role of wildlife 
sanctuaries, where Laurence takes much of her 
footage. Further to the irony of keeping endangered 
species in unnatural natural environments, in order 
to protect them, there are the equal efforts of artists 
to ‘capture’ these animals in their work. Capture is a 
term used by Deleuze and Guattari in A Thousand 
Plateaus and refers to the political state as having 
two poles: the magic-emperor and the jurist-priest-
king. Capture has three apparatus, under the 
Deleuze/Guattari model: rent, profit and taxation.(28) I 
imagine our misuse and appropriation of the land is 
an example of their view of capture. The violence 
and loss of species that has resulted from being 
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‘bad renters’ of the planet is inherent in Janet 
Laurence’s work.  
 Unlike the violence of Deleuze/Guattari’s 
state of capture or Stengers’ sorcery of capture, 
where capitalism is the threat, Laurence’s artistic 
capture is transformed into an enactment of retrieval 
and renewal. Hers is a sincere and tender 
absorption. She has visited wildlife sanctuaries and 
threatened habitats in Australia, Aceh, Sumatra, 
Chiapas in Mexico, the Kimberley, three sites in 
Tasmania and the Barrier Reef. If Stengers warns 
against a grand refrain, where science is held up in 
a lofty and objective position, then art could benefit 
from the same cautionary warning. In other words, 
where science makes claim for objectivity as a 
norm, art as aesthetic makes a claim for subjectivity 
as a norm. Both suffer the blows of being painfully 
and arrogantly anthropocentric. Both need to be 
avoided, however Stengers makes plain how 
difficult it is to disentangle productions of 
subjectivity and says, ‘If productions of subjectivity 
cannot be disentangled from their milieu, ecology 
proposes that we do not think in terms of 
determination but in terms of entangling speculative 
questions.’(29) 

 This of course is Janet Laurence’s process: 
to speculate upon, and question, the world, in a 
context of post-finitude. This is experienced through 
her reversed or ‘negative’ photographic footage, her 
method of re-creating and re-performing as legacy, 
rather than complaint, memorial rather than dogma. 
Her use of slowed video sound also works 
intuitively. Slowness of art experience might slow 
production and therefore might slow the decline of 
the ecology, the decay of the fragile ecosystems, 
the loss of the species. By creating margins of life, 
where species interact and engage in a flat 
ontology of being, she also counters our habits of 
happy ignorance. This is Laurence’s strength, her 
quiet spell. Her  incantatory  art is a hymn of despair  
and mourning. Stengers sees capitalism as a 
system of sorcery, without sorcerers. She iterates 
the associated problem of using loaded 
metaphorical words such as sorcery, magic and 
spells in a political context. Anything ‘other’ must be 
supernatural, and therefore unreasoned, female and 
deranged. However, she says, ‘we will affirm that 
our catch-all interpretations (symbolic effectiveness, 
suggestion, belief, metaphor and so on) are indeed 
capable of approaching the power and craft of 
thought and action at work in sorcery.’ (30) 

 
 
 
 
 

A Ruination 
 
Art, particularly an aesthetics of care, can be a 
remediation of the ruined: this is part of the 
reappearance enactment. Ruin is here meant as a 
reference to the physical decay of nature, the 
interruption to cycles wrought by the Anthropocene. 
Ruination also speculates upon abstract failures or 
defeats, such as the ability to create a new force or 
energetic creative object, out of the collapsed 
debris: ‘Human and non-human life also persists in 
active sites of ruination.’(31) Out of hopelessness 
comes hope, from the impossible emerges the 
possible. Still, the dogged question remains: how 
does Laurence create a restoration of life? At what 
time, at what place and how? What we mourn or 
what we nostalgically yearn for might not exist. 
Nevertheless we long for it, for that thing that has 
been lost.  
 Ecology and object oriented theorist 
Timothy Morton said, ‘Nature appears when we lose 
it, and it’s known as loss.’(32) We can only become 
conscious of a thing, once it is pushed away and 
then the distance is obliterated. In Being and Time, 
Heidegger wrote of “Ent-fernung” which is an 
increasing of spatial distance but also an elimination 
of it.(33) A cautionary point here is that, it is a mistake 
to use spatial distance to increase a gap between 
human and the world, as that only exacerbates the 
finitude or human/world split. Instead, the idea of an 
increased (but simultaneously eliminated) distance 
might be useful to see more clearly, like a long-
sighted myopic who needs to step back, in order 
for the object to shift into focus.  
 The idea of ruination and ecological loss 
relates to phenomenology philosopher Martin 
Heidegger’s tool analysis, which also bears 
relevance to Laurence’s work. Heidegger’s notion 
of ready-to-hand (34) refers to the utility and 
primordial purpose of a thing. In his tool analysis 
theory, it is only when something is broken, that it 
becomes present-at-hand (35) (perceived as it is; an 
observation of its facts). It is only when plants, 
species and habitats disappear, that we realise 
those things are worth remembering and coveting, 
even though it is too late. Humans are plagued by 
their fears of loss, finitude, death. We are comforted 
by reminders of lost things, aware that they might 
persevere, at least, in memory. In her shrouded 
medical tents, within her life-sized, light-cast 
specimen jars, Laurence places and projects 
animals and insects, skulls and fetuses, a litany of 
deathly life which emerge from our collective 
memories and appear as things which have new 
agential force and affect.  
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When force is enabled, new energy can sometimes 
emanate along tangential lines, even to spaces of 
narration. Janet Laurence’s studio, in Sydney, is 
light-washed, diffused by gauzy curtains, and 
crammed full of beakers, old taxidermy (mostly 
birds), test tubes, sheets of painted/printed glass, 
cabinets, plant specimens, perspex boxes with 
boiling flasks, medical apparatus and bowls full of 
tiny bottles. There are hundreds of glass vials and 
shelves full of medicine equipment and plants 
clippings. Parts of older works, such as a hospital 
for sick plants, still linger in corners or on tables.  
 This is the place where a crossing-over of 
human/non-human species takes place, added to 
by her fertile imagination and her action (enactment) 
of that creative spirit. The force of her actions starts 
in the studio but then take effect in the gallery 
space. By active force, I am not just talking about 
intent or purpose of art. I am also talking about the 
agential force unleashed by the thing made, 
activated by the other entities that become part of 
the aggregate, such as the white walls of the space, 
the sounds  from  the video  (and other works in the 
exhibition) and the visitors wandering here and 
there. 

 
 
 
 
Together/Apart 
 
The past emerges in the future. The idea of things 
coming together and apart, mentioned by Karen 
Barad in her essay on ‘Nature’s Queer 
Performativity’ (36) is connected to the way atoms are 
split but also it is connected to the way time plays 
perceptive tricks on us and the way we can 
become easily confused by events occurring at the 
same time. We are limited by our human inability to 
see multiple things at once. This marks an 
interesting change in a discussion of contemporary 
aesthetics because art has become multi-sensory, 
immersive and experiential. Gone are the days of 
standing in front of a framed painting and 
contemplating it in its entirety, in one gaze, using 
the sense of sight alone. Our perceptive 
experience, in that case, must be matched by an 
appropriate aesthetic response that takes into 
account these multiple elements. 
 The reason Karen Barad is so helpful in a 
discussion of Laurence’s artwork, that deals with 
human ruination of nature and re-performances that 
might create a new emergent force, is that she 
warns against simply inverting humanism, in order 

	   
Janet Laurence - Fugitive, (2013) 
Duraclear photograph, acrylic, mirror, video projection, resin, tule, scientific andhand blown glass, resin, pigment,  
crystals, taxiderm animals & plant specimens.Installation views, dimensions variable. 
Tarrawarra Museum of Art, Healesville, VIC, Australia, Photo by Mark Ashkanasy 
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to avoid anthropocentrism. She warns against 
blurring boundaries between human and non-
human in an effort to equalize ontology.(37) These 
cautions are also iterated by Donna Haraway’s 
discussions of leaky distinctions between human, 
animal and machine. Haraway says, ‘Movements 
for animal rights are not irrational denials of human 
uniqueness; they are clear-sighted recognition of 
connection across the discredited breach of nature 
and culture...the boundary between physical and 
non-physical is very imprecise for us.’(38) 
 What is it that Barad is speaking of, with 
these cuts or distinctions? It is the force created 
from a cutting of things together-apart.(39) This is 
Barad’s intra-action. This is matter, not just as 
outcome or effective product but as an agential 
factor.(40) The matter is there in the forceful 
enactment. The reason Barad’s concept of intra-
action is so exciting is because her quantum 
physics expertise develops into an exploratory 
elaboration of this idea into the realm of 
phenomenology. In other words, she sees 
phenomena as quantumly entangled, but this is not 
individual entities becoming entangled but where 
intra-acting components are inseparable or 
indivisible. Perhaps, the entities don’t come 
together and become entangled, they already were 
entangled primordially. 
 This pre-existence of the elements or 
phenomena which are cut together and apart is 
important when thinking of Laurence’s human and 
non-human relations, her ecologically sensitive 
approach to art, because she is creating artworks 
which have elements that already existed. By using 
objects that had a previous life, alongside footage 
of life occurring now, Laurence creates an intra-
action of forceful enactment. These concepts are 
linked by a paradoxical perception, whereby our 
comprehension of a temporal reality is dependent 
on spatiality. Peter Sloterdijk addresses the way 
Heidegger’s spatiality has been given only cursory 
attention and that it explains Dasein’s 
embeddedness in the world.(41) He uses the phrase 
‘making-room’ of space and this aids an 
interpretation of Laurence’s work because of the 
confined making-rooms she places within the 
gallery space.  All things are in flux, and states of 
change. We rely on Laurence’s creation of space 
for our temporal reality to be affected. 
 Through Laurence’s references to science 
history (old laboratory glassware such as beakers, 
petrie dishes and flasks) and museology (bone 
matter and labeled birds), she adheres to an art 
methodology of documentary memory and time’s 
in-between. Laurence works to create a tension 
between life and afterlife, being and non-being. Her 

shrouds or veils become the slender spaces 
between. She says, ‘These specimens exist 
somewhere between the living and the dead. They 
have this incredible presence and yet they are long 
past. I’m intrigued by the tiny space between life 
and death, when the concept is infinite.’(42) 

 
The Disappearing Act 
 
In David Abram’s book Becoming Animal, the 
author speaks of allowing perceptive 
phenomenological experience in nature, to facilitate 
a fully human mode of being.(43) He writes of 
humans as ‘becoming a two-legged animal, entirely 
a part of the animate world whose life swells within 
and unfolds all around us.’ This, he says, is 
‘interbeing.’ (44) The sincere approach of this writer, 
whose language is reminiscent of American 
transcendentalists Walt Whitman or Henry David 
Thoreau, emerges from a desire to re-connect with 
nature; he longs for meaningful encounters with 
other species as a means of becoming more real 
and to avoid the, ‘habitual tendency to view the 
sensuous earth as a subordinate space.’ (45)  
 The reason Abram is mentioned here is 
threefold. First, Janet Laurence has been affected 
by his writings. Secondly, Isabelle Stengers 
mentions him in her ‘Reclaiming Animism’ (46) paper. 
Thirdly, his thesis attests to a desire to be 
reabsorbed by the natural environment, to 
disappear into it. So, if things can only appear to us, 
once they have disappeared, then it follows that a 
performativity within nature might assist this ability to 
see.  
 Performativity is essential to art enactments. 
If we use the concept of disappearance as a way of 
reconciling nature’s fragile changes, then Janet 
Laurence’s response to life and death, by 
recording, memorializing and re-performing its 
elements in nature, are a participation in that 
process of disappearing and reappearing. Her life’s 
work has been a recreation of ecologies, with 
taxidermy, mazes for sick specimens, habitats for 
endangered species such as carnivorous quolls, or 
marsupial foetuses in specimen jars. 
 This disappearance marks loss, a memory 
that must be later recalled. Performance theorist 
Peggy Phelan, in her book Unmarked writes on the 
irreproducible nature of performance, and says, 
‘The document of a performance then is only a spur 
to memory, an encouragement of memory to 
become present.’(47) Is art (particularly that which 
comprises memorializations of life) no more and no 
less than a spur to memory? Or more likely, is art 
writing no more than its reminder? In the case of 
Laurence’s work, perhaps our linked aim is to 
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reproduce and re-record the habitats she recreates. 
Laurence documents nature’s loss and this paper is 
a documentation of her documentation. This series 
of memorializations removes us from nature, with 
each step, but calls forth a new force, a new 
energy. That new force is the memory, but it is no 
more than a sleight-of-hand, because the system of 
nostalgia is flawed, the system of exploitation is 
unavoidable. 
 How can we be saved from this accusation 
of recorders, memorializers and commentators? 
Laurence is acquitted from any blame, due to her 
creative ability to coax out the subtleties, the in-
between agency of things made. She doesn’t 
pretend to preserve or save, only to draw attention 
to the fragility of Dasein, its tragic inability to 
comprehend and to the heart-breaking act of 
watching the environment decline. As Phelan says, 
‘the act of writing towards disappearance, rather 
than the act of writing toward preservation, must 
remember that the after-effect of disappearance is 
the experience of objectivity itself.’ (48) 

 
Picnolepsy 
 
Cultural theorist Paul Virilio, who writes about the 
erasure of the holocaust and the philosophy of 
speed (dromology), also writes about picnolepsy,(49) 

which are moments of panicked lapses in 
consciousness. He questions the illusion of speed, 
within time, and discusses the production of time 
and technological production of appearance. 
Virilio’s ideas act as a caution to any slippage into 
describing ‘the disappearing act’ as a means of 
conjuring a false image, out of thin air. In other 
words, a discussion of Janet Laurence’s work as a 
reappearance is not meant as a slippery trick but as 
an awareness of disrupted time, as a 
consciousness of the selective way we perceive the 
world.  
 Virilio’s writings have been described as, 
‘the panic aesthetics of real time...Virilio foregrounds 
speed to extract the metaphoric potential of media 
technology, blurring materiality into engines of 
appearance and delirium.’(50) Delirium is an apt noun 
because there is a sense of histrionic urgency to 
Virilio’s writings. Time speeding up and time slowing 
down. Performance/dramaturgy theorist and 
Professor at UNSW Edward Scheer mentions Virilio 
when writing about artist Mike Parr’s work. Parr 
makes work that could be described as durational 
aesthetics, where exhibition spaces are inhabited 
for lengths of time and perforated with moments of 
violence or shock. Scheer explains that this 
manipulation of time is achieved through black-outs 
such as sleep, loss of consciousness and 

disappearance of the body.(51) This is the 
disappearance of modes of embodiment, which of 
course are dependent on memory and expectation.  
 In relation to Janet Laurence’s work, the 
systems of embodiment have shifted too. Plants 
and animal ecologies are broken or slowed down. 
We become conscious of time through her work’s 
ability to veil and simultaneously reveal. This is 
Merleau Ponty’s visible/invisible act.(52) Whilst an 
object-oriented theorist would seek to avoid these 
limiting dyads or oppositions, it makes sense to 
side-step these concepts as oppositional 
arguments and offer them back up as causational 
effects. For things to be visible, they must first be 
invisible, for things to make sense, we must first 
embrace nonsense (or fiction or madness).  
 
Human/animal Inter-changeability 
 
The idea of extinction leads to the paradoxical 
relations we have with animals. The hierarchy, 
whereby humanity sits at the apical centre of the life 
kingdom, has been criticized as dubious in post-
human circles. Philosophy has shifted towards a flat 
object-oriented ontology of equality, where all 
species might exist together. This is not an 
advocation    of    removing    difference   or blurring 
boundaries. It is merely a reminder that, as our 
ecologies and environments change at devastating 
rates, we take pause to wonder at our human-
centred hubris, our anthropocentric sense of self-
importance.  
 By incorporating animals into art, redressing 
the imbalance or inequality between humans and 
animals, the issue of duty of care becomes part of 
Laurence’s vision. This is not prescriptive 
preservation (although there is an inherent 
commentary on the idea of care) but, rather, there is 
an issue of interchangeability. Is it strange that we 
only see other beings as versions of humanity, 
through that inescapable anthropocentric lens? 
Karen Barad talks of the way we see ourselves not 
as part of nature but in nature. This, she says, is a 
claim to save ecologies and environments and 
animal agencies but might it be just another act of 
demonising and erasing? By seeing ourselves in 
nature, are we doing no more than 
anthropomorphizing animals and other wildlife? She 
explains how Heinrich Himmler,(53) Nazi SS officer, 
believed Jews to be lice, an infestation to be 
exterminated. When considering this attitude of 
erasure, Barad questions who has the power to 
erase? 
 Timothy Morton, an Object-Oriented 
Ontology philosopher and eco-theorist, writes of a 
way of being that might exist outside the 
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anthropcentric. He strives for more concreteness of 
being and says nature gets in the way of proper 
ecological forms of philosophy, culture and art. 
When he asserts a need for an ecology without 
nature, we should read a mode of being, without 
humans at its core. ‘Art is not so much a space of 
positive qualities (eros), but of negative ones 
because it stops us from destroying things, if only 
for a moment.’ (54) 

 
The Curtain Falls 
 
When a performance is over, the actor disappears, 
without a trace. This antagonism between the 
presence (energy, immanence, agency, autonomy, 
vitality) of the recreated ‘art thing’ and the 
disappearance of physical animals and material 
habitats is what creates the artistic tension and 
allure. There is a new force or power in the re-
enacted or reappearing act of the artwork that 
addresses lost life. However, if we see ‘life’ as a 
lively performance of being, does it lessen that life 
to try to record or reproduce it? Is the artwork a 
simulacrum or a copy and less important than the 
original? Or has the artist, acting as mediator, 
transformed the original entity into a spell-binding 
new magic act, a sorcerer’s conjuration? 
 This is a question of the ethics of 
documentation. If art functions as a documenting 
camera, how does the new form of art come alive? 
The arts have become increasingly drawn to 
performance, and this deepens our understanding 
of the problems of duration and disappearance. 
Rather than an ephemeral act, new media 
technologies such as iPhones and other recording 
devices relegate a new moving image life span for 
all forms of art. Janet Laurence uses camera traps 
for three to six months, where she buries the 
cameras and they take photos, based on sensory 
movement, into the night. In her Umvelt films, where 
certain video scenes are shot in negative format, 
there is a shift towards the slippery slope of the after 
life. These images become phantoms, spectral 
trails and they remind us of life, even if it is non-life, 
even if it is after-life or after-finitude. (55) 
 Rather than the performance or 
reappearance being inferior to the original, it is not 
difficult to argue that certain re-creations become so 
palpable they have a stronger relative force. 
 As animals disappear, they can be re-
enacted in a way that creates a new kind of vitality 
or immanence, this marks the trace of the 
disappearance. So, inherent in work such as 
Laurence’s is the cause and the effect 
simultaneously. This Janus-faced view 
complements   a   OOO   vision, where ancestral or  

ancient things might provide speculations for the 
future, as well as referring to life anterior to 
humanity.(56)                                             
 Perhaps an art reappearance is powerful because 
it is an ongoing act, escaping the death of normal 
performative, temporal structures. Sometimes we 
need a recreation, a re-enactment, so we can see 
the original. Disappearance becomes that re-
enactment. Where is the real point of 
disappearance or erasure? It exists in the world but 
is addressed by art. This becomes the energetic 
reappearance. The moment where past and future 
collide, where lost is reunited with found. This 
impact creates a colliding force. For Janet Laurence 
the colliding force is the wish to hear the voices of 
other animals. She named her installation for several 
reasons, one of which was the word fugitive’s 
etymology of colours fading. (57) If a colour is fugitive 
it will not last. Rather than being a word to summon 
an escape or running away, then, Fugitive is an 
acknowledgement of disappearance. The artist 
continuously mentions ‘hope’ because of her efforts 
to give succour, (58) to regenerate the lives of plants 
and animals in creative and real ways. By giving a 
place for life and non-life, for human and non-
human to exist side-by-side, Laurence provides an 
aesthetics of care. She may slow us down, at least 
for a short while, so that we can hear the voices of 
other species, trying to call out a warning. 
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he image above (Figure 1.) is a reproduction 
of a black and white archival photograph 
depicting a deer entangled in a loosely 

woven fish-net.  The image has been printed, re-
photographed, re-printed and photocopied.  As it 
marks distance from its original site of production it 
loses information and accumulates noise and dirt in 
its  travels,  though  it also has the potential to clarify 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
and to generate new connections. One of the 
locations it has found itself connected to is a bound 
folder, nested within something I call the Blackbox: 
an art-game tuned to collaborative ruminations on 
the contemporary geological moment, the 
Anthropocene.  The Blackbox has been examined 
and marked up by a handful of participants; it has 
been   sent    around   the United States, to Australia  
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BLACKBOX: INTRA-ACTIONS 
 

This paper reflects on a postal game/art project called Blackbox Intra-actions.  The project was designed 
as a conversation among people thinking through things we call animals and humans. 
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and back to North America again.  Others have 
seen the image and it has acquired anonymously 
authored marks from at least some of those 
encounters. The contents of the box itself have 
grown with new objects and new annotations.  One 
person’s marks commingle with those of another, 
so that--like in a graffiti bloom--signatures and 
identities become subordinate to a more general 
impression. 

Someone has modified the pages 
reproduced in Figure 2; it has been cut through so 
the following page is visible by flipping open a 
paper window like in a pop-up book.  This material 
intervention insists on a personal engagement and 
a sort of playful intimacy with the work.  Unlike the 
published word that travels more or less freely, this 
‘work of art’ in the Benjaminian sense produces a 
space of unique encounter. The modified page with 
its hinged paper window is best experienced in 
person (either it travels or you do).  It is thus 
structurally resistant to mass-reproduction. It is not 
like, in other words, a typical publication. On the 
verso of this modified page; on the opposite side 
from the image of the deer caught in the fish net is a 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
handwritten question in ink: “Can vulnerability be a 
site of resistance?” and “V is for Vulnerable,” among 
other things. 

“Can vulnerability be a site of resistance?” is 
the one anonymous line of writing in 
the Blackbox that really stands out to me. The 
physical location of the written question on 
vulnurability is significant; the immediate context for 
this question--its site or location--is in proximity to a 
photograph of the reindeer in the fish-net. The 
monochrome image shows a snowy scene in the 
Siberian boreal forest.  Among the trunks of 
scattered larch trees we see the stiffly frozen corpse 
of a wild migratory reindeer.  Its antlers are tangled 
in a net that extends out and beyond the purview of 
the photograph. I think briefly to myself: “How 
curious, the deer is caught in a fish-net.” But then 
the powerful forces of disenchantment lead me to 
shrug my shoulders: “I’ve seen stranger.” On 
reflection I believe that it is worth pausing on this 
moment.   This    photographed   arrangement   that  
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draws together a deer and a fish-net documents a 
broad indignity: the commingling of ecological 
orders, no less than ethical and economical 
regimes: the aquatic and the terrestrial. Aquatic and 
terrestrial worlds (each with their own rules and 
familiarities) coordinate humans and non-humans 
through repertoires of everyday execution.  I note 
this not to naturalize these worlds but rather to 
recognize different patterns and symbolic orders 
governing their sense-making structures. Deer, as 
far as I know, don’t belong in fish-nets. But then that 
is a question that needs to be explored in the 
context of the cultural contact zone or world of 
imaginaries defined by Russian and Evenki beliefs 
(no less than the passions and interests of reindeer 
or the inquisitive gaze of ethnographers). 

I don’t see the picture as a document of 
atrocity but rather a dispassionate rendering of an 
actuality;   a    visual    account   of  an industrialized 
northern landscape. Just as the original photograph 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

(remember: printed, re-photographed, re-printed, 
and copied . . .) cut a unique moment from a 
dynamic world, the re-photographed copy is 
removed from its comfortable location in a provincial 
archive that might give it more context.  The caption 
on the photograph dryly states “Photo. 4. Deer in 
corral net.” This image is one of a small set of 
photographs that document an experiment in 
harvesting wild migrating reindeer (Rangifer 
Tarandus) in the central Siberian north towards the 
end of the Soviet socialist era. This was a moment 
of high modernism when scientific agriculture was in 
ascendancy, economies were radically restructured, 
and skills (as well as technologies) were in a 
perpetual state of flux. 

Wild migratory reindeer caught in fish-nets 
or slaughtered with machine guns at river crossings 
find themselves encountering a system of 
debasement that accounts for them not as 
participants in a world but as the world’s 
furnishings.   Industrial   meat    reorients,     echoes,  
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reproduces, and reorganizes local food systems.  
Under the conditions of the Soviet-led 
industrialization of traditional reindeer-hunting 
economies, human and animal lives were split 
asunder by an economic regime organized around 
human labor. With Siberian indigenous beliefs and 
practices--once relatively autonomous from high 
modernism’s ecological/economical rationalizations—
human  and  non-human  worlds commingled in 
a‘sentient ecology.’  The anthropologist David G. 
Anderson describes this as a “set of solidarities and 
obligations between people and certain places and 
animals” (2000, 116). 

The industrial economies of soviet high 
modernism plunge local relations into a state of 
abjection. This by-product of industrialized meat 
has the effect of undermining the relational ontology 
identified as component to sentient ecologies.  The 
moral universe at play in Indigenous worlding 
ascribes personhood to reindeer (among other 
nonhuman things and places) and produces rules 
that     govern     the    act    of    killing but that must 

 
 
 
nonetheless contend with the realities of other belief 
systems.  Appreciating this worlding we see that 
“the result is a world in its own right, a system of 
partially actualized properties, saturated with 
meaning and replete with agency, but partially 
overlapping with other similar systems that have 
been differently actualized and instituted by different 
persons.” (Descola 2010, 339). I take the image of 
the deer in the fish-net to be emblematic of the 
attempted obliteration of sentient ecologies and a 
colonization of that space by soviet industrialized 
post-ecologies, of the Cold War’s signature high 
modernism.   

 
Meat.  
Modernity. 
Magic.  
 

Men might be the fourth word in this minor list.  They 
certainly were majorly present when they produced 
an industrial framework for harvesting wild reindeer, 
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which are called caribou in northern Canada and 
Alaska, and which have their own complicated 
history with harvest that is not dissimilar to that in 
Siberia. Russians call them Olen while Evenkis know 
them as Taba.  Some are domesticated and 
herded many more, countless numbers, wander in 
forests and across tundra following basic seasonal 
laws of freeze and thaw and all that comes with the 
annual pull towards the sun in the summer and 
earth’s surprising quick retreat to winter’s darkness. 

Harvest itself is a curious travelling word that 
thrusts the weight and history of the agricultural into 
the ontologically fraught category of ‘wilderness.’  
There is a banality to that slippage that eclipses its 
absurdity, that hides its lie. Hunting (or fishing for 
that matter) is different than agriculture, which even 
though it was more appropriately referred to by 
Russians as Economy of the Land can’t seem to 
shake its agrarian roots; ultimately failing to 
appreciate the nuanced human-animal relations 
appreciated by hunters and pastoralists. 
 The magic in this list refers to the place of 
reindeer in Evenki cosmologies. It ties divination to 
afterlife and a much deeper history of relations 
between human people and animal people.  If ‘V’ is 
for vulnerability then I declare that ‘M’ is for magic, 
which is also for modernity and the mystification of 
soviet industrial economies. The mysterious and 
mystifying practices of managerial systems 
designed to apprehend territorial remoteness and 
rural economies within an ideology of ecological 
indifference to industrial exploitation. At its worst 
socialist industry was a dispassionate reaping of 
so-called natural resources with only the barest nod 
to sustainability (though never the inhuman interests 
of the nonhuman masses). 
 Following a 2012 exhibition in San 
Francisco, titled Audible Observatories, which 
featured Karin Bolender’s Gut Sounds Lullaby, I 
developed the idea for the Blackbox game.  The 
exhibition was part of an ongoing series of shows 
orchestrated by the Ethnographic Terminalia 
collective; a group concerned with research, 
critique, and exhibition. At the Audible Observatories 
show we also hosted Eben Kirksey’s “Multispecies 
Intra-Actions” roundtable, an event that featured 
Karen Barad and Karin Bolender among others. [1] 

This fortuitous intersection of curators, artists, and 
intellectuals was fertile ground for a postal game I 

called “Blackbox Intra-actions.”  The Blackbox is a 
collaborative long-distance conversation.  It takes 
the Multispecies Intra-actions roundtable held at the 
Audible Observatories exhibition in SOMArts 
(ET2012, San Francisco) as a starting point for an 
extended conversation.  The conversation is 
structured around the old-timey constraint of the 
postal system.  Participants take turns adding to 
and modifying an archival-grade box  (the 
Blackbox) containing a journal, photographs, and 
audio recording before sending it off to the next 
participant.   

The premise for this postal game was 
inspired by one played in the early 20th Century by 
surrealist artists and writers.  They called their game 
exquisite corpse.  Initially it seems to have been a 
simple pastime (with much older roots) but later it 
emerged as an exercise that was used to short-
circuit the habits of mind that reproduced rules, 
order, and recognizable forms. 

The Blackbox was presented to the 
participants and players as a kind of Exquisite 
Corpse. “Surrealist poet Simone Kahn has 
described the products of Surrealism as ‘images 
unimaginable by one mind alone.” (Kochar-
Lindgren et al. 2009: 6) The Blackbox proper is a 
territory of intellectual foment as well as 
entertainment; A structure for collective thinking. The 
game Exquisite Corpse has the capacity to open 
not only uncharted or unexplored intellectual terrain 
but also phenomenological terrain. The capacity of 
the operation to re-configure perception is precisely 
what makes it most appealing to me. The 
composite figure, the finished product in any game 
of exquisite corpse, is its own black box.  This 
brings us to our second stop, the concept of black 
box.  This Blackbox obscures the networks like any 
other black box but, significantly, it highlights the 
operation.  The cultivation of techniques for 
randomizing and short-circuiting modes of 
perception stands apart from most black box 
mechanisms described in Science and Technology 
Studies literature.  The black box there, serves as a 
critical tool for identifying structural blindspots. The 
Exquisite Corpse, and its inheritor projects, fold 
together "technical rules with random, 
asynchronous, and contingent operations, in ever-
widening networks of cross-media creation" (ibid.: xix).  
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I believe that the game shares some oblique affinity 
to Barad’s anti-individualist intra-actionism. This 
collaborative game through intra-action's filter 
demands a repositioning of the disparity of 
elements and identities. As a collective or 
collaborative project exquisite corpse builds first on 
the coming together of individuals then upon the 
dissolution of identities and entities, providing a 
lesson in the dynamism of forms and perceptions 
as well as the contingency of unitary wholes. There 
is artefactual agency in both the exquisite corpse 
game and the Blackbox assemblage.  In the case 
of Blackbox Intra-actions the participants meet the 
growing and shifting box.  The kit as one leaves it 
ceases to be what it once was, it accrues new 
elements and in this accretion the presumed 
significance of the elements continues to shift.  The 
shifts are based on apprehension and 
misapprehensions; reading and misreadings; 
interventions, challenges, and other forms of 
engagement. It is misreading that I find most fruitful 
for the way it displaces the harmonious system of 
an individual’s genius and reductive thought.  

There is a paradoxical sensibility in bringing 
together the terms Blackbox and intra-action. Where 
the first is built on a presumption of the integrity and 
autonomy of things, the second seeks to deny the 
ground upon which the elemental thing is 
presumed to exist. When Karen Barad writes about 
the nature of intra-actions as a cleaving 
(together/apart) we are challenged to think the intra-
action before identity or at least as co-extensive with 
identity. “not only concepts but also boundaries 
and properties of objects become determinate, not 
forevermore, but rather, as an inseparable part of, 
what Bohr calls a phenomenon – the inseparability 
(differentiated indivisibility) of ‘object’ and ‘agencies 
of observation’.” (Barad 2010, 253). The Blackbox, 
conversely, is a rhetorical delimiting technology, a 
boundary-making object.  The inside of the 
Blackbox is the outside of the scope of 
inquiry.  The transparency of the Blackbox is its very 
recognition (as opposed to a blind spot, which isn't 
recognized at all). The opacity of the black box is 
the willful ignorance of operations deemed not 
relevant.  The editorial gaze marks its cut on what 
will matter. In a relational ontology, with intra-actions, 
such cuts are so much more important than in 
conventional critique because they ignore 

constitutive relational events (or phenomena). 
Rather than merely delimiting objects that are not 
relevant, they mark relationships that are not 
relevant. It functions as a materialized ellipsis. 

Consider  the following passage from 
Langdon Winner: "The term black box in both 
technical and social science parlance is a device or 
system that, for convenience, is described solely in 
terms of its inputs and outputs. One need not 
understand anything about what goes on inside 
such black boxes. One simply brackets them as 
instruments that perform certain valuable functions" 
(Winner 1993: 365). On a simplistic level the inputs 
of my Blackbox are the material additions to the box 
in the form of writing, collage, drawing, notes, 
observations, audio recordings, etc. To what 
degree does this Blackbox become an object of 
experimental analysis?  This is not the principal 
point of interest for me, though it is significant.  To 
shed some light on the Blackbox we might move 
into research on the ludic and back to the seriously 
playful games of the Surrealists.  But that would 
also take us off the course I’m plotting here. 

Blackbox intra-actions is constructed as a 
traveling conversation, relying on the now 
increasingly arcane postal service to transport the 
parcel.  As such we embrace a long and fractured 
collaboration where duration emerges as a defining 
characteristic. One of the core contents of the 
Blackbox is a notebook. As the package gets sent 
around from one player to the next, the notebook 
grows and changes. It travels, not simply to new 
places but also to new ideas (Taussig 2011). The 
collaborative notebook in the Blackbox amplifies 
this mobility to the point, at times, of incoherence.  
The ground and stability of a single authored work is 
put into tension and corroded.  Collaboration is at 
the heart of the Blackbox project. The mobility of the 
Blackbox and its contents is central to this playful 
exploration of the interiority/exteriority of an 
emergent conversation en route to new ideas and 
tied to the peculiar and ‘old world’ rhythms of the 
postal system.  Interiority/Exteriority is the 
conceptual infrastructure of the Blackbox as an 
idea. The Blackbox for me is more than a formal 
play on words, though. It highlights a point of 
anxiety about the work of intra-action thinking: what 
is at stake for coherence or things, which seem like 
they   might   be   in  jeopardy under intra-actionism?  
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V is for vulnerability 
	  
Is the idea of a Blackbox itself undermined by the 
sense of autonomy engendered by the very term? If 
the Blackbox builds within itself a scaffolding of 
independence from the world of things around it, 
perhaps intra-action thinking can enhance the 
theoretical capacity of the concept. In other words if 
we think Blackbox as an intra-action from the very 
beginning does it look like the same Blackbox that 
is mobilized in contemporary critical and historical 
writing? The box is a limit point that seeks its own 
unity, obscuring the relations that give it shape.  The 
black box appears when many elements are 
starting to work as one (Latour 1987: 131).  The 
‘elemental’ quality itself allows for reductions but 
has a collateral effect of producing the identity of 
the element. In comparison with the ‘network’ within 
the black box, the element seems all the more 
coherent, simple, and formed or established. 

 
 
 
On reflection it seems that the Blackbox has been a 
collaborative game of worlding.  It has been a 
technology mediating difference; not reducing 
difference but allowing it to proliferate within the 
realm of a thematic coherence.  Nonetheless, the 
Blackbox seems to be agnostic on the issue of 
intra-actionism.  On the one hand it has the 
capacity to confirm and solidify identities, on the 
other it foregrounds the situatedness of intra-
actions. This is a locality of encounter that has no 
necessary bearing on the regular (and regulated) 
production of individualism.  In other words the 
Blackbox has the capacity to generate a space that 
can either amplify or obliterate individualism. It is in 
the territory of indeterminacy that I wish to return to 
the notion of vulnerability; a word inscribed by an 
unnamed author.  Vulnerability is not a word I would 
have chosen to describe the image of the fish-net-
deer. It is a supplement and challenge to the 
autonomy and quietude of my ‘own’ thinking labour.  
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The Blackbox as an intra-active technology might 
be an outcome: the intermingling of ideas and the 
inundation of authorship (or the dissipation of the 
author function).  So vulnerability is not just or only 
the fish-net-deer but the voice of the individual and 
the elemental.  Vulnerability appears as part of the 
image ‘unimaginable by one mind alone.’ 
 
 
Notes     
 
Anderson, David G. Identity and Ecology in Arctic Siberia: 
The Number One Reindeer Brigade. English ed. Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2000. Print. 
 
Barad, Karen. “Nature’s Queer Performativity.” Qui Parle: 
Critical Humanities and Social Sciences 19.2 (2011): 
121–158. Print. 
 
Kochhar-Lindgren, Kanta, Davis Schneiderman, and Tom 
Denlinger. The Exquisite Corpse: Chance and 
Collaboration in Surrealism’s Parlor Game. U of Nebraska 
Press, 2009. Print. 
 
Latour, Bruno. Science in Action: How to Follow 
Scientists and Engineers through Society. Milton Keynes ; 
Philadelphia: Open University Press, 1987. Print. 
 
Taussig, Michael. Michael Taussig: Fieldwork 
Notebooks: 100 Notes, 100 Thoughts: Documenta 
Series 001. Bilingual edition. Ostfildern: Hatje Cantz, 
2011. Print. 
 
Winner, Langdon. “Upon Opening the Black Box and 
Finding It Empty: Social Constructivism and the 
Philosophy of Technology.” Science, Technology, & 
Human Values 18.3 (1993): 362–378. JSTOR. Web. 15 
July 2013. 

	  
	  
 
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  

	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  

Craig Campbell is Assistant Professor of Anthropology at 
the University of Texas, Austin. He is a founding member of the 
Ethnographic Terminalia curatorial collective 
(www.ethnographicterminalia.org).  Craig’s research is 
concerned with modes of description with a special focus on 
ethnographic and documentary images. In particular he has 
been exploring the possibility for ignored, overlooked, 
failed, defaced, degraded, manipulated, and damaged images 
to activate interpretive fields typically unacknowledged in 
conventional ethnographies and histories.  This intermedia and 
aesthetic approach pushes the sensuousness of the world 
back into an intellectual and scholarly understanding of it. 
  
Craig Campbell’s ethnographic, historical, and regional interests 
include:  Siberia, Central Siberia, Indigenous Siberians, Evenkiia, 
Reindeer hunting and herding, Travel and mobility, 
Socialist colonialism, early forms of Sovietization, and the 
circumpolar North. His book Agitating Images: Photography 
Against History in Indigenous Siberia was published by 
University of Minnesota Press in the fall of 2014. 
  
Personal website: www.metafactory.ca 

	  



	   61	  

	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  

	  
	  

	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  

	  
	  

  
 
BALTHAZAR 
 

Balthazar is a long-term artistic research project by David Weber-Krebs (director), Maximilian Haas 
(dramaturgy/theory) that explores our cultural relationship with animals using the means of theater. The 
project consists of a series of three performance productions and a book. Referring to the traditional 
division of the performing arts between theater, dance, and opera, each performance concentrates on a 
specific theatrical means: narration, choreography, and sound. And each of them has a different 
conceptual focus derived from the works of the three philosophers that shaped the contemporary 
reflection on the animal most prominently: Gilles Deleuze, Donna Haraway and Jacques Derrida. 
 
Author: Maximilian Haas 
 
 

	  
 
David Weber-Krebs and Maximilian Haas  
Balthazar, Performance Still, 2014 
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althazar is an artistic and scientific research 
project by David Weber-Krebs (director) and 
myself (dramaturgy/theory) which looks at 

animals and their position in western culture. So far 
three performances were produced in cooperation 
with theater and dance schools and staged in 
theaters in Brussels, Hamburg and Amsterdam in 
2013 and 2014. The three pieces were evolving in 
different branches/disciplines of the performing arts, 
namely theater, dance and music. All three had 
different conceptual focuses derived from the works 
of three philosophers that shaped the contemporary 
discourse around animals and animality most 
prominently: Gilles Deleuze, Donna Haraway and 
Jacques Derrida. In direct confrontation with their 
living object, their notions of the animal were tested, 
commented upon and criticized. The results of that 
study were collected in theoretical essays and 
published in different formats. Balthazar confronts 
one animal and a group of human performers on a 
stage. A donkey – Balthazar – is the protagonist, the 
centre of the action. The piece affirms the 
uncertainties that such a decision brings with it. 
Hence, the approach is contrary to the circus- 
paradigm where the animal performs perfection in 
professional skills. This brings about numerous 
practical and moral issues, which are incompatible 
with the regular theatre practice of studio rehearsal 
and performing/touring in theatres as 
interchangeable spaces. 

The Performance 

Balthazar is a piece for one animal performer and 
six human performers. The protagonist is a donkey 
named Balthazar who is central to every action that 
takes place on stage. The project was inspired by 
Robert Bresson’s film Au Hazard Balthasar (1966), 
which tells the eventful life story of a donkey: from 
his early adoption by a human family, through 
several changes of owners and tasks, until his 
lonely death; the animal spirals down towards its 
tragic destiny. The film enacts the dramaturgy of 
ancient tragedies (especially as understood by 
Walter Benjamin) and of the Christian passion. 
These two leading Western narratives concern the 
isolation of a single outstanding and exemplary 
person – who represents mankind as a whole – and 
the fulfilment of his destiny.  Bresson takes as his 
central figure who suffers a distressful fate an animal 
– that most indulgent of beasts, a donkey. By so 
doing, he brings animality into the very heart of 
Western tales that track the course of man into his 
own being. Unlike in the movie, the human actors in 
Balthazar have no names and no specified or stable 

characterization, and there is no plot. Instead, it is a 
loose collection of events that happen to or with the 
animal throughout the performance. The piece sets 
and modifies performative constellations involving 
the animal, the human performers and the 
audience, thereby developing theatrical 
experiments with notions of animality and the 
otherness of nature. Balthazar repeats on stage the 
artistic approach to the animal applied by Bresson 
on film: the donkey (representing nothing other than 
itself) is transferred into an alien artistic context 
designed for representing humankind – and this in 
turn impacts on the context in which it is placed.          
xxxxxxxBalthazar juxtaposes scenes in which the 
animal is involved in simple constellations and 
patterns of movement, with scenes in which the 
human performers influence the situation by 
superimposing fragments of narration onto it that 
present cultural projections about the animal and 
evoke these projections in the audience. The piece 
thus shifts back and forth from performance to 
theatre – where we define ‘performance’ as a live 
and active intercommunication between performer 
and audience (and among performers) that has an 
open outcome, and ‘theatre’ as a specific 
representation of an absent meaning. It oscillates 
between provoking a – paradoxical – face-to-face 
encounter between the animal and the spectators, 
on the one hand, and presenting the animal as an 
element in a framed image, on the other.      
xxxxxxBalthazar confronts the spectator with his 
narcissistic desire to identify with the animal, fully 
knowing that this projection – which is fundamental 
to conventional theatre – is inadequate for this 
situation. Looking at the animal, the spectator is 
tempted to assign a psychological significance to 
his behavior and an artistic or an anti-artistic 
purpose; he may assume that the donkey is 
complying with the performance, that the beast is 
understanding and approving of it, that he is 
participating in the piece and developing it further 
using artistic means. Inevitably we follow this 
reading of the animal, while being fully aware of its 
absurdity. Herein lies the performance’s humorous 
component. Neither theatre nor film can 
communicate an animal’s thoughts – or, arguably, 
their sentiments. In fact, the same applies to 
humans, but there are conventions and techniques 
in the media that allow us to forget that. On stage, 
however, we can bring to the fore 
anthropomorphization and other projections that the 
spectator applies to the animal, and reveal the limits 
of such identifications and projections. 

 
 

B 
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The Process 

In the vast majority of theatre performances, any 
animal on stage is a mere attribute of a human 
character – often a silent and loyal servant of a 
master. It is thus a stage prop rather than an actor. 
Balthazar creates a contrast to this archetype by 
assigning the donkey a protagonist’s role.              
xxxxxxxTo do this it was necessary to find a mode of 
presentation in which the animal and the human 
performers give each other enough space to 
develop their own complex presence on stage. 
Usually, animals are assigned a clearly defined 
position and significance, be it in highly 
choreographed theatre, in circuses or in magic 
shows: the horse is hot-blooded, a withheld force; 
the lion is ferocious, but nonetheless obedient to 
the tamer; and the rabbit from the hat is in fact no 
more than a living object. The donkey was our 
attempt to find and present the un-fixed animal  (a 
notion that Friedrich Nietzsche claimed for man), a 
potential for meaning that can develop in a wide 
range of directions. Our approach was aimed at 
ridding ourselves of cultural conceptions of the 
animal.                       
xxxxxxxWe originally planned to stage at least some 
tightly scripted and choreographed theatre scenes 
with the animal. We soon realised, however, that 
any action involving the  human  performers and the 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

donkey had to evolve from their respective attitudes. 
There were both aesthetic and practical reasons for 
this. It was clear that in the presence of the entirely 
non-theatrical element of the animal, any dramatic 
performance by the humans on stage would 
appear overdrawn, hysterical and exaggerated, and 
therefore not credible. Any prepared and specified 
action imposed from the outside by the author or 
director would have felt forced upon the stage or its 
elements. For this reason, we chose actions that 
produced certain atmospheric qualities and which 
presented specific pictorial elements and intended 
semantics. However, when placed in the context of 
communication with the animal these components 
produced a range of different results. In fact, every 
rehearsal and every presentation featured another 
expression and another course of action. It proved 
unfeasible to perform a wholly composed play with 
the donkey – who remained unpredictable and 
capricious throughout. We devised a number of 
scenic tools with which we were able to influence 
the behavior of the animal in one or the other way, 
and thereby implement our aesthetic concept. But 
there was always the risk that – for foreseeable or 
unforeseeable reasons – the donkey would be too 
anxious, tired, agitated or uninterested to ‘act’ in a 
way that was convenient for the performers on 
stage. We therefore dismissed the causal and 
consequential   approach.  We   disaggregated  the  
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material that we had assembled in rehearsal and 
drew up a list of actions which could happen to and 
with the animal. These actions were preset to occur 
at specific moments in the play but they could, in 
principle, be tried, interrupted or repeated at any 
moment, depending on the possibilities or needs of 
the situation on stage.                                             
xxxxxxxAn animal on stage compels improvisation – 
an open form. It cannot be known at any given 
moment of a piece created in this way whether an 
action relating to the donkey – developed with it and 
specified in rehearsal – can be initiated in the 
performance itself. The representation is at all times 
a decision ‘into the open’; it is a theatrical 
challenge, and an artistic evolution both imposed 
on the animal and developed with it. This model 
sees theatre emerging only at moments where a 
constellation of circumstances and events on stage 
meets the theatrical expectations of the audience, 
triggering a fictional interpretation – whether 
intended                                             
zxxxxxxThe donkey is the protagonist in Balthazar, 
its moving centre towards which all actions are 
orientated. He is the master of the stage. He 
appoints the performers; nothing can happen 
without   him.   He  is the cloudy centre of the  piece 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

where all narrative strands converge, become 
entangled and are lost. He is an insurmountable 
hurdle for the constitutive elements of the ‘stage’ as 
an artistic system:  intention, identification, 
representation, framing, shared experience, 
community of minds, and so on. It thereby 
questions that entire system. The presence of the 
donkey shows the obscene underside of action. All 
the guiding lines of the stage events are directed 
towards the protagonist who did not choose this 
role and who excels primarily in apathy. It makes no 
difference what happens – when the play begins, 
when it ends, whether the performance is a 
success or not, whether its artistic message is 
interesting, which notions of animality are 
addressed, or whether the public applauds – the 
donkey couldn’t care less!	   
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ut of the eater came forth meat and out of 
the strong came forth sweetness. [1] 
 

 
September 1st 2013:  As I write some over-
caffeinated almost-adult sits in a Texan bunker 
plotting the target coordinates for a series of drone 
strikes on Syrian military targets.    With some 
foresight they may avoid liquidating the Sarin gas 
stockpiles close by the Jordanian border, a 
collateral damage disaster utterly remote from the 
worldview and experience (and therefore 
judgement) of the juvenile games-jockeys who fly 
these virtual weapons.   Their puppet masters, the 
hive-mind of the Pentagon is abuzz with swarming 
algorithms developed for them by the Rand 
Corporation in a 125 page document espousing 
strategies based upon an almost total 
misunderstanding of the behaviour of bee swarms. 
 November 28th 2013: Looking back, a deal 
was struck, the world focussed upon the chemical 
warfare issue with a relatively fast and efficient 
outcome, that however provided a smokescreen for 
the regime to pursue its offensive against the civilian 
population unhindered. 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Swarming and the future of conflict 
 
Swarming is a powerful metaphor currently applied 
to contemporary military strategy.  The Rand 
Corporation’s report Swarming and the Future of 
Conflict commissioned by the US Department of 
Defence promotes the swarm metaphor, of 
semiautonomous, networked mobile units that 
continuously synchronise and adapt.   
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FLOAT LIKE A BUTTERFLY; 
STING LIKE A BEE 
 

Float Like a Butterfly: Sting Like a Bee charts the historically complex interspecies relationship developed over 
millennia between Human and Bee societies and traces the ever shifting metaphors of governance and social 
organisation that the Bee colony has provided. The paper examines the intertwined trajectories of the Bee and 
the Chemical industry in their parallel roles in Agriculture and Warfare and concludes with an illustration of the 
Author's personal engagement with the hive-mind in his efforts toward the co-creation of artworks. 
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Swarms are complex adaptive systems, but have 
no central planning, simple individual rules and non-
deterministic behaviours that evolve with the 
specific situation.   
 
Somehow the Rand Corporation have characterised 
bee swarms as malevolent and aggressive! [2] 
 
Chemistry 
 
The Assad regime has weaponised Sarin (Russian, 
Chinese or British?) and honey bees are plagued by 
Neonicotineoids, increasingly linked to Colony 
Collapse Disorder.  It is ironic that our agricultural 
output, our global food security rests upon a knife-
edge.  On the one hand we depend upon 
chemically ‘nurtured’ crops, pest and weed 
suppression, on the other hand, the same chemical 
armoury threatens the destruction of insect 
pollinators who are responsible for some 50% ~ 
80% of our crops. 

 
 
 
 
 
It is even more ironic that the chemist Fritz Haber, 
who received the Nobel prize in 1918 for his work in 
synthesising Ammonia, vital for the production of 
artificial agricultural fertilisers (upon which half the 
world relies for food production) is also notorious as 
the Grandfather of chemical warfare.  As patriotic 
German (albeit of Jewish descent) Haber, 
developed the methods for producing and 
delivering the Chlorine gas weapons so feared in 
World War One trench warfare.  This ethical non-
sequitur is perhaps put into context by recalling that 
Nobel himself was the inventor of Dynamite. 

 
We are currently witnessing the chemical and 
pharmaceutical giant Bayer challenging the 
European Union ban on the pesticides they 
manufacture which have been shown to cause 
massive bee die-off, imperilling the entire food-
chain. 
          Bayer`s corporate tagline is Science for a 
better life! But the company has a murky past being 
implicated in the development and production of 
poison gasses used in the  trenches of World War 
One, including chlorine and mustard gas.  As part 
of IG Farben, Bayer was subsequently engaged in 
the development of the next generation of chemical 
warfare weapons such as organophosphate 
compounds, again used as both pesticides and as 
Sarin and VX Nerve agent. 
 
Reframing the Bee, Sentience 
 
A spider conducts operations that resemble those 
of a weaver and a bee puts to shame many an 
architect in the construction of her cells. But what 
distinguishes the worst architect from the best of 
the bees is this, that the architect raises his structure 
in his imagination before he erects it in reality. [3] 
 
 
Can a bee dance about dancing?  
Or think about thinking?   
Are we perhaps trapped by our own  
mechanistic metaphors?  
Can we think about bees? 
 
 
From Fritz Haber we turn to another German Jewish 
scientist of a more pacifist disposition.  Karl von 
Frisch who make a comprehensive study of the 
language of bees.   So what of language, of 
negotiation, of discussion, where do bees fit? Karl 
von Frisch who decoded much of bee 
communication (and was awarded the Nobel prize 
in 1973) held a strong empathetic relationship with 
bees, characterised their communication as 
symbolic, as a language but never as speech, 
instead a precise and highly differentiated sign 
language.   
xxxxxxxxKarl von Frisch and his assistant Martin 
Lindauer conducted the bulk of their research on 
bee communication and behaviour during World 
War Two in a relatively peaceful rural setting. As part 
Jewish, Von Frisch was due to loose his professors 
post, it was only a plague of Nosema Apis that 
threatened the Nazi agricultural war effort that gave 
him a temporary reprieve.    
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It is hard to miss the irony that whilst the human 
world descended into chaos von Frisch quietly 
decoded the highly complex, cooperative 
organisational and behavioural structure of the hive 
and the role of individual bees within it.   
           Von Frisch and his hives outlived the Third 
Reich to give the world the dance of the bees. In his 
novel Austerlitz, W.G. Sebald wonders. 
 
There is no reason to suppose that lesser being are 
devoid of sentient life...Do Moths dream? Do they 
know they are lost when, misled by a flame, they 
enter a house to die? 
 
By what criteria can we judge the behaviour and the 
language of beings so ancient and so utterly alien 
to ourselves?  Such judgement is a paradox of our 
own language and forms a Procrustes Bed for our 
intellect and sensoria. 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Reframing the Bee 
 
The metaphor of conflict. The uncomfortable 
linkage between modern agriculture and modern 
warfare that shares its toxins with human and insect 
alike is paralleled by an ancient linkage between the 
bee and warfare.  For millennia colonial insects, 
ants, bees and termites have been employed as 
models of social hierarchy, especially noted for their 
prowess in conflict. 
            Bees have been at the forefront of 
entomological warfare from the outset ~ indeed the 
word Bombard is derived from Latin meaning 
buzzing or booming and is the Genus name for the 
bumble bee Bombus.  
            The role that bees have played in warfare 
since antiquity is well documented, a dramatic 
example being the decline in the honey bee 
populations during the late Roman era, principally 
caused by the use of hives as missiles, launched 
from catapults during sieges and in open field 
warfare. The practice of weaponised bees was 
widespread,   English      castles      had  Bee Boles  
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constructed along  the battlements, with hives ready 
to fall upon foolhardy invaders. 
         Even Richard the Lionheart employed so 
called Nest Bombs during the third crusade against 
his Moslem enemies. 
        In the Fifth Century BCE the army of Xenophon 
was bought to its knees (sic) due to his men 
bingeing upon Mad Honey, the product of bees 
foraging exclusively in Rhododendron groves.  The 
Romans later employed this toxic substance to 
good strategic effect.  Mad Honey eventually 
became a commodity, during the C18th up to 25 
tonnes of Turkish Deli Bal was shipped annually to 
Europe where, in mild doses, it was used as an 
intoxicant. 
 
Reframing the Bee, Political and Social 
metaphor 
 
That the bee, termite and ant as colonial insects 
with a strong social order should make a convenient 
metaphor for human social structures is both 
obvious and ancient.  These metaphors have 
however evolved with both the increase in 
knowledge of insect ecologies and as reflections of 
changes in human social mores. 
           The bee for instance has been (and remains) 
symbolic of good (hierarchical) government with a 
vast population of obedient workers ruled over by a 
Queen.  We still use the terms As busy as a bee 
and  A hive of industry as affirmative phrases.  As 
the reproductive cycle was, until quite recently, a 
mystery, the Queen was long regarded by the 
Christian Church as analogous to the Virgin Mary; 
until it was discovered that she made a single but  
prolonged nuptial flight mating with up to eighty 
males, retaining their sperm for the duration of her 
long productive life - not such a chaste Lady after 
all! 
 The workers who make up the vast majority of 
the hive population, have stood for loyalty, 
obedience, courage and selflessness ~ and much 
of their behaviour would seem to support these 
anthropomorphic metaphors we attach to them - 
perfect role models for Nineteenth Century industrial 
capital, which like the Monarchy is based upon an 
autocratic power pyramid. 
 However, turn this pyramid image upon its 
head and consider for a moment the still mysterious 
behaviour of bees in Swarming mode.  The hive has 
grown and the colony divides.  The outgoing group 
muster, hanging from a branch somewhere, 
considering a new location.  The swarm sends out 
a stream of scouts, often over a period of days, 
who  report  back, using methods similar to the bee 
 

dance to relay complex qualitative information.  
Somehow a collective process is engaged, the 
swarm considers this growing matrix of spatial data 
and eventually they fly to the most favoured location 
to begin a new colony.   
           This is not the work of an individual mind, it is 
a product of parallel processing, a natural neural 
network, if you like, that has evolved over a 100 
million years, the hive as super-organism. 
 
Reframing the Bee and the Post Human 
 
Perhaps our biggest mistake is the illusion of 
individuality, of considering our sentience to be set 
apart.  Individual consciousness set apart from our 
species and apart from the fabric of the planet.  
Viewed from a theological perspective the ontology 
of an individual being is a thorny issue, of the what 
next after death variety.  Viewed in the context of the 
flowing fabric of a species it is hardly worth a 
mention.  In the long-haul the collective model of 
the super-organism may serve us as species better 
than our obsession with individual consciousness. 
 The post of post-human has never resonated 
for me, suggesting a premature philosophical 
sleight of hand in which our species has skipped 
the most difficult and essential stage of its 
development.  Leap-frogging from the sub or pre-
human (perhaps via the in-human) to arrive at the 
posited post-human. [4]  
 As a species so obviously out of equilibrium 
with its environment and fellow travellers this short-
circuit eschews our organic being and becoming, 
increasingly placing us centre stage of an existence 
co-produced with informatics. 
 
Reframing the Bee, Morphology 
 
The gradual symbiotic transformation of the honey 
bee and its inclusion within the human orbit 
precedes the domestication of other species by 
millennia. Selective breeding and husbandry 
techniques have modified size, behaviour and 
productivity, but contemporary research interests 
seize upon other key bee features, such as sensory 
faculties and communication and navigation 
abilities, to recast the bee in the mould of 
informatics and robotics. 
 
The war on Terror requires new technologies of 
warfare but even more importantly new 
technologies of surveillance. [5] 
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Reframing the Bee, Instrumentalisation 
 
One might ask, why the sudden interest in bees?  Is 
it simply so that we can instrumentalise them as 
miniature flight navigators for smart weapons, as 
chemical sensor arrays, or is it the sombre 
realisation that without them we may be collectively 
resetting to zero; game-over for agriculture? 
          At the Stealthy Insect Sensor Project (Los 
Alamos Labs) bees are now deployed as 
BioSensors, undertaking work for eco-toxicologists, 
gathering data and mapping the distribution of 
chemical pollutants, land-mines and radionuclides. 
          Bees and the products they collect (and 
metabolically filter) are increasingly used for Bio-
monitoring toxic and trace elements. However 
unlike man’s best friend (the Bassett Hound) bees 
are not obedient to human demands or affections 
and have a tendency follow their own (non 
mammalian) agendas. 
 
My conversation 
 
My own experience has been a slow and subjective 
conversation, one at first full of apprehension  which 

 
 
 
 
 
has been slowly eroded by my curiosity.  My initial 
fears were a compound of a sense of alarm when 
opening a hive to experience the intense sonic 
blast, the hive body and hive mind at work, coupled 
with my mild claustrophobia bought about by the 
Bee-suit. 
 Suiting up in the Beekeepers outfit is for me 
identical to the constricting embrace of scuba gear, 
the mesh hood and the tightly fitting mask share the 
same restricted tunnel vision. The physical 
conditions invoke the same sense of immersion, of 
an environment that surrounds, be it suspended in 
water or surrounded by a swirling cloud of worker 
bees, the super organism spatialised. 

In the white hooded and visored bee suit, 
the white gum boots and the heavy arm length 
gloves - I am dressed like an emergency worker in 
the nuclear industry, approaching a rogue atomic 
core, the hive radiating a dense energy, apian 
atoms vibrating on waxy fuel-rods compressed into 
the containment vessel. 
 Increasingly I realise that we do not inhabit the 
same world, we live in different spectra, operate at 
difference frequencies with different clocks. By 
comparison   I  often feel clumsy and under-evolved  

!
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when I regard these creatures bristling with antenna, 
with resonant carapace, responsive to 
electromagnetic fields; to gravity; to vectors of 
sunlight; to magnetism; to tactile; chemical and 
vibratory sensations.  Creatures capable of making 
complex colony wide decisions that leave us 
baffled. 

Despite this we collaborate and cooperate, 
each party working in ignorance of the other, 
although it is sometimes difficult not to imagine a 
collusion, a thought transference. 

As an example, in the small sculptural work 
Float like a Butterfly; Sting like a Bee [6] I placed a 
small architectural model of the Brandenburger Tor 
(the Brandenburg Gate in Berlin) in the upper Super 
of a hive.  Ironically this coincided with a cessation 
in the honey season and the bees did not build any 
comb, they did however construct a wax column 
which appeared to me to resemble the 
Siegessäule (the Victory Column topped by a 
statue of the Goddess Nike) located in the 
Tiergarten close by the Brandenburger Tor.  From 
here the metaphors began to condense, thoughts 
of Fritz Haber and his antithesis Karl von Frisch, of 
chemicals and bees; of bees and warfare; of bees 
and the Vergeltungswaffe, the infamous V1 
BuzzBomb - its sonic signature not so far from that 
of the roar of an angry hive. 

Not unlike a Surrealist working with Automatic 
Poetry the bees have become my unconscious 
collaborators, working beyond my beck and call to 
deliver images that like Rorschach Tests inevitably 
acquire meaning in the pattern hungry human brain. 

End Note 

From their home they fly now here, now there, 
feeding on honeycomb and bringing all things to 
pass.  And when they are inspired through eating 
yellow honey, they are willing to speak truth; but if 
they be deprived of the gods’ sweet food, then they 
speak falsely, as they swarm in and out together. [7] 

And a final pause for thought, the next time you put 
a teaspoon of honey in your tea ~ reflect that this 
little drop of sweetness took twelve bee lifetimes to 
make, who traveled a collective flight distance of 
10,000 kms.[8] 

Notes  

[1] From the Riddle of Samson, Book of Judges, also used since 1904 
as the Logo of the Tate and Lyle Syrup Co.  In classical times insects 
were thought to arise from the miasma of Nile mud and rotting 
carcasses hence the association of Bees with the Cult of the Bull. 

[2] Rand Corporation Abstract for Swarming and the Future of Conflict: 
Swarming is a seemingly amorphous, but deliberately structured, 
coordinated, strategic way to perform military strikes from all directions. 
It employs a sustainable pulsing of force and/or fire that is directed 
from both close-in and stand-off positions. It will work best — perhaps 
it will only work — if it is designed mainly around the deployment of 
myriad, small, dispersed, networked manouver units. This calls for an 
organisational redesign — involving the creation of platoon-like pods 
joined in company like clusters — that would keep but retool the most 
basic military unit structures. It is similar to the corporate redesign 
principle of flattening, which often removes or redesigns middle layers 
of management. This has proven successful in the ongoing revolution 
in business affairs and may prove equally useful in the military realm. 
From command and control off-line units to logistics, profound shifts 
will have to occur to nurture this new way of war. This study examines 
the benefits — and also the costs and risks — of engaging in such 
serious doctrinal change. The emergence of a military doctrine based 
on swarming pods and clusters requires that defense policymakers 
develop new approaches to connectivity and control and achieve a 
new balance between the two. Far more than traditional approaches to 
battle, swarming clearly depends upon robust information flows. 
Securing these flows, therefore, can be seen as a necessary condition 
for successful swarming. 

[3] Karl Marx, Das Kapital. 

[4] This critique could apply equally to Donna Haraway’s ironic Cyborg 
version of the Post-Human, Hayle’s move from materiality to 
information or the futurism of the Trans-Humanists. 

[5] Donald Rumsfeld 

[6] In 1964 Cassius Clay (aka Mohammed Ali) was asked how he would 
deal with the presumed unbeatable champion Sonny Liston.  Clay 
pronounced he would “Float like a butterfly, sting like a bee. Your 
hands can’t hit what your eyes can’t see.” 

[7] Melissae, Bee and Honey Nymphs - Homeric Hymn 4 to Hermes 
550 (trans. Evelyn-White) (Greek epic C7th to 4th B.C.) 

[8] 1 kg of honey equals how many be lives, how many kilometres of 
flight. A Bee makes 0.4107ml honey in its lifetime, so it takes 2,400 
bees to make 1kg of honey and they will travel about 1,926600 kms to 
do this. 

Dr. Nigel Helyer (a.k.a. DrSonique) is an internationally 
prominent sculptor and sound artist based in Sydney, 
Australia, who’s interdisciplinary practice combines art and 
science to embrace our social, cultural and physical 
environments.   He brings these concerns together in poetic 
art projects that prompt the community to engage with their 
cultural histories, identity and sense of place; inviting us to 
examine the abstract conditions of our world and our complex 
relationships to it. 

Principal web archive - http://www.sonicobjects.com 
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ainter Andre Brodyk made his initial foray into 
the molecular zone in 2000 as Australia’s first 
artist to work with Genetically Modified 

Organisms (GMOs). Negotiating a potentially 
fraught ethical situatedness, his work has emerged 
as an art-philosophical engagement of painting and 
biological matter. The modes and means of his 
processes and artworks act as provocatorial 
meditations on the liveliness of supposedly 
inanimate matter, species intra-actions, and life 
processes across vast special scales. Andre 
considers himself to be a painter first, and as an 
artist he works within the usual domains of scientists 
while considering the expanded concept of 
painting, painterly-ness, and riffing on the concepts 
of Duchamp’s readymades. 
  Currently working alongside bio-scientists 
as Artist-In-Residence at Australia’s University of 
Newcastle, Andre has previously worked in labs 
such as Symbiotica, Western Australia, Trinity 
College in Dublin, and the University of 
Queensland. For the Intra-action exhibition, Andre 
created a piece entitled ‘The Transposon’, a 
painterly installation which was presented within a 
dark cubicle. A near UV light made visible molecular 
code on the wall and a live-electrophorescing 
portrait of Duchamp in a double-sealed Petri dish. 
The dish was firmly fixed to a tall metal filing cabinet,  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
the type often seen in early C 20th labs, which had 
been effected in a painterly manner with copper 
medium. The resulting changing greenish patina 
related to the green coloured portrait visible inside 
an eerie dark cubicle. The mysterious faintly glowing 
portrait and the biohazard signs worked to create a 
great deal of curiosity and wonderment amongst 
gallery goers. This in turn leads to conversations 
revealing the conceptual depth of the work. 
  On the final day of the Intra-action 
exhibition. Andre sat down with curator Maddi Boyd, 
along with an engaged audience, to explicate and 
converse on the details of the production and 
meaning of ‘The Transposon’.[1] 
  Relating to the philosophies and inquiries in 
physics of Karen Barad, Andre’s work has occurred 
in parallel time across the globe, each investigating 
the meaning of and applications for engaging 
shared interests such as the inanimate, the 
operations of life at the molecular level, 
engagements of cultural readings with biological 
processes, critical studies and art in science labs, 
and a creative fervour for their chosen field of 
inquiry. More specifically, Andre’s work can be read 
diffractively across that of Karen Barad’s, where 
some geometric rhythms can be drawn out in the 
light and dark wave-patterns across their findings, 
engagements  with  matter, ethical negotiations and  

P 

  
 
THE TRANSPOSON 
 

The idea explicated in and through practice suggests intra-action as a performative and mutable idea within a 
permutable frame of reference. This is instantiated as molecular painterly intra-actions via a Bioart tableau, The 
Transposon. This intra-action assumes a permutable form of materialism in line with Barad’s thinking it assumes 
relational, rather than absolutes in terms of agencies (as material idea) entanglements. Here, it engages non-
human agencies at both micro and molecular material levels as ready re-made biological paint media ostensibly 
portraying Duchamp.  The effect is a conceptual reorientation of ostensibly inert DNA materials becoming de-
stabled within a permutable genomic matrix, i.e. transposon and transposable painting. 
 
Author: Andre Brodyk 
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situatedness in laboratory nature-cultures. The 
discussion that follows is included in this collection 
as an illustration of a (bio) artist’s approach to 
working on similar scales and questions of inquiry to 
that of Karen Barad. 
  
Maddi:  When I put up my hand to curate this 
exhibition for the Human Animal Research Network 
(Sydney University), I started thinking about animals 
because that’s where my research is also 
centered. Then, in working with Eben Kirksey 
(University of New South Wales) and encountering 
the work of philosopher Karen Barad I started to 
learn more about multispecies thinking. My thinking 
began to move beyond dualistic idea of ‘human 
and animal’, to thinking for example of the body as 
a multispecies ecology and questions around 
animate and inanimate worlds, and certainly the 
importance of thinking with biological processes 
and organisms on various scales, from the atom to 
the whole animals, and everything in between; 
along with the vast complexity of intra-actions of 
matter that occur in these zones. As Karen Barad 
talked about in the workshop she held in this 
gallery, we can’t begin by treating the inanimate as 
a background, but just as lively a part of our world 
as what we usually consider ‘living’. So these 
encounters certainly broadened my concept of this 
show. One of the artists who has helped with 
theory and practice during the curatorial process is 
Andre Brodyk, and his work with genetic matter. I 
have had several conversations with Andre about 
his work, which give a good starting point for this 
conversation. 
  
Firstly I would like to ask Andre to explain how his 
works are produced, and then we will go on to 
discuss theory. 
  
Andre: So the main creative ingredient is some 
genetic script which is inside a living transgenic 
bacteria that is E.coli. That is something which 
resides inside all of us and lives in a symbiotic 
relationship. We can’t function without the bacteria 
which helps us break down all of the food stuffs in 
our large intestine and it can’t live without us.  So it 
has this bacteria which is a sort of ‘readymade‘ 
thing in its natural form in so far as it isn’t altered at 
the initial stage until it is genetically modified i.e. re-
made in a laboratory. 
  So I modify this bacteria in a laboratory in a 
couple of ways. First of all, and this is all part of the 
art process and because I am a painter, everything 
I do is painting. It is altered in a few routine ways, 
and firstly it is modified with a common and readily 
available molecular biology laboratory gene known 

simply as ‘GFP’.  This green fluorescent protein is 
responsible for it appearing green. It glows under 
the influence of UV or near UV light. It excites the 
bacteria through electromagnetic radiation and the 
bacteria emit a green glowing colour. So I modify 
this readymade unaltered material  which I could 
have taken out of my own body and modified it, 
engineered with GFP originally from a jellyfish or 
any other synthetic gene. This is transgenic 
material is cultivated in the lab and is used as novel 
paint medium. This represents an interaction of 
species, jellyfish bacteria human at one level. Since 
this entails a re-conceptualization of an 
art  readymade,  here adjusted as a semi 
readymade agency for expression, it is also 
operates on an aesthetic level of expanded 
painting and bioart   . 
  So in terms of other species this is a 
jellyfish (Aequorea victoria), a deep sea pacific 
ocean dwelling jellyfish. I've seen photographs of 
this jellyfish. They glow as a form of communication 
between one another. I thought that was really 
poetic and beautiful, and I thought well, instead of 
the jellyfish and the bacteria communicating 
between each other I started to think of the 
communication with a human observer and the 
jellyfish, when it's inserted into the bacteria. 
  So I modify the bacteria by putting in this 
green fluorescent protein. 'GFP'. There are others: 
'RFP' red fluorescent protein, which I've used, and 
this comes from a red sea coral and that also 
glows and fluoresces, but in this case RFP is red. I 
was quite amazed as well that something as 
diverse as coral can be so closely related to 
jellyfish, and that goes to show how inter-related 
we all are. So I engineered this GFP into E.coli, 
and used this precisely because it is such a stock, 
readymade material. Scientists use this on a routine 
basis, as a kind of marker to locate a gene of 
interest. If they want to see a gene or a particular 
sequence they can put this GFP in with the gene 
and find it. So that's the first modification, a visual 
one, from an artist painter as an aesthetic device. 
  The second modification is more 
interesting. This particular project uses a molecule 
which is called a transposon and that molecule has 
the capacity to move around the DNA, the 
genome. The transposon was first discovered in 
the 40s and 50s by Barbara McClintock who 
discovered them in corn. She observed the fact 
that there were genetic mobile elements inside 
corn, which are transposable elements. I like this 
transposable element, because that's how I very 
much think about painting as an instance of 
expanded painting and as a transgenic medium 
and transposable idea. 
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  The third thing about the transposon (in lay 
terms which really helps me because I'm a not a 
scientist, and I'm not a theoretician. I'm a practicing 
artist who also makes art that is theoretically 
endowed.) The transposon I used was a small 
synthetic molecule comprised of 200 DNA base 
pairs long, a molecular segment. You can actually 
insert different things within the transposon 
molecule, and what I did was to put a 200 base 
pair sequence, an artist's sequence, a creative 
sequence, which is actually displayed on the wall 
of the installation in vinyl text. It is intended not to 
be particularly perceptible; you don't notice it at 
first, you don't read it at all until your eyes adjust, 
reflecting upon the idea that you can't see that text 
inside us, you can't see the bacteria or DNA. We 
have really no idea what we're like entirely, we can 
only get a superficial reading of each other from 
interactions on the surface. 
  So this DNA script, on the wall represents a 
specifically ambulant script, in the expanded 
corpus that are living entities. This is one  which 
comes from a molecule to do with the red 
colouring and the moving and delivery of oxygen 
around in blood. It’s the beta-globin gene 
(HBB). HBB is a component of a larger protein 
called hemoglobin, which is located inside red 
blood cells. So I've taken the beta-globen gene 
and I've engineered that inside my transposon. The 
transposon molecule can be thought of as a 
mobile vehicle, a taxi, which roams around the 
complex of streets and is always composed of 
different people getting in and out of it. I used to be 
a taxi driver in Melbourne and Adelaide when I was 
a student and the composition of my taxi cabs 
were very different at any given time.  So now this 
work comprises of this transposon which I've 
literally modified with an ambulant HBB gene 
associated with the colour red and engineered this 
trans molecule inside GFP green coloured bacteria. 
Painting with the idea of a red colour as 
complimentary to green.  Why beta-globin? 
Because it's associated with ambulant red stuff 
that's moving around as we're thinking and sitting 
now… 
  But the most conceptually important 
aspect for me, which is also a difficult thing to 
express aesthetically, and it comes back to Karen 
Barad [discussion of the inanimate] is this thing 
that the particular part of the beta-globin gene I 
used, is actually a part of a script which is 
supposed to be non-coding script. I don't know if 
you realise it, but we are all made up of both 
coding DNA and non-coding DNA. The coding 
DNA are called exons and the noncoding 
DNA includes introns, micro-RNA and other non 

coding DNA. I've long been fascinated with introns 
and the idea of non-coding 'stuff'. Stuff that 
because of its ostensibly non-coding status 
supposedly is inanimate. 
  By encountering Karen Barad's work, and I 
haven't read much of it yet, but talking with her about 
the inanimate [during her visit to the gallery] it didn't 
actually influence my thinking, what it did was to 
confirm that I was actually making sense, which was 
reassuring. And so you can take the non-coding 
DNA, to this level of inanimate, and what I do, is 
effectively debunk that, by making it animated, and 
making it move around inside this, so it becomes 
part of a synthetic living system. It is also animated in 
so far it is part of my art concept of the semi-
readymade. 
  
Maddi:  I think that provides a really good 
introduction. It's fascinating. One thing I've been 
thinking about as I move further into the posthuman 
way of thinking along with thinking with Karen Barad 
and e.g. Rosi Braidotti[3], is about how theory 
should be dealing with what is happening, rather 
than what 'should be happening'. I think that 
posthumanism, including the existing work that is 
coming about in genetic labs, should be dealt with in 
theory since we now do live in a time of the 
posthuman / beyond humanism / decentering the 
human / rethinking what it is to be human. Reading 
about bio-art in particular, some artists focus on 
making critical ethical statements about biogenetics 
and questioning whether we should be doing it in 
evocative ways. I have come to understand that 
Andre actually works in a different way and mobilises 
factors engaging posthuman theory to actually start 
to play with the theoretical concepts that already 
exist. So one of the things I've been searching for 
here, is finding ways that artists transform 
'facts'  [disclosures or stabilized phenomena[3] into 
critical art inquiries; I now think that your work is not 
so much dealing with ethics, but links to the idea of 
the ready made - being that of existing factors-at-
play in our world – and genetic engineering is now 
extant as a factor-at-play. 
 
Andre: I would say that the overarching mandate of 
‘bio art’ is to bring up lots of topics and lots of issues 
and one of them is ethics. I'm not dealing with ethics, 
because so many people have and I'm not a bio-
ethicist. It is a really complex area to deal with, and 
there are plenty of people like Symbiotica’s Oron 
Catts and Ionat Zurr or the Critical Art Ensemble’s 
Steve Kurtz who do this effectively. They poignantly 
address questions like whether or not we should kill 
to live and whether or not we should be playing God 
as artists, and all of those associated things. My 
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interest in making art is not in that kind of 
sociological and political bioethics focus but rather in 
the creative and aesthetic philosophical aspects of 
bioart. I'm purely interested in that creativity although 
as I said it is something that audiences of bioart are 
drawn to by its unconventional and experimental 
nature. So while I'm not interested in the focus of 
ethics discourses through bioart, my own artist’s 
position is to operate ethically. 
  In terms of ethics, I probably wouldn't modify 
a horse, but bacteria is kind of ok since it is 
expended (destroyed), every day in natural bodily 
functions. But even then, one has to start to draw the 
line and it becomes a terribly complex quandary as 
to whether or not something becomes worthy of 
being modified. For example, when you put a couple 
of E.coli cells together, they multiply every 20 
minutes, so in 20 minutes time you've gone from one 
to two, and 20 mins after that you've got four, and so 
on multiplying every 20 minutes. And what they do, 
when they get enough cells together, what happens 
is, bacteria actually have this property called 'quorum 
sensing'.[4] So when there is enough critical mass of 
bacteria they will move, almost like a herding 
mentality together. So that is, to me, arguably a 
sentient creature. So if you shouldn't do something 
to a horse because it is a sentient animal, why, one 
could ask, should we do that ethically to bacteria? 
Because after all as quorum sensing suggests, they 
are sentient. But given that I think beyond that kind of 
level of the sentient, to include re-animated  
inanimates, I actually think that the entire planet 
inclusive of its inanimate material is in a 
continuous transposable state of animation. 
  When I did my PhD thesis I came up with a 
theory of proto-animation, which talks about this as a 
pending state, including the non-coding DNA. So 
there I came to the view that it's not just a question of 
whether you should modify something like a horse, 
or something like a mouse, or going down to a 
bacteria, maybe we shouldn't modify anything that 
could potentially become sentient i.e. plants. I have 
modified plants i.e. Mouse ear cress as well as a 
form of expanded painting idea when they're 
considered as just a kind of weed…is that ok? 
Beyond this then we can consider living things are 
also comprised of the inanimate, and when we think 
of all of us, we're comprised of inert inanimate stuff 
like calcium, carbon, hydrogen, phosphate etc., 
these chemical things are inanimate until they 
become part of our living matrix, and then they 
become animated. DNA for example  - one of the 
backbones of DNA is sugar; and so are we 
modifying sugar an inanimate compound, which 
becomes animated as part of living forms? So in 
looking into the level of the inanimate, we  may  need  

to  reposition  our  thinking of  levels  of  life relative to  
playing around with synthetic levels of existence. 
  So in terms of ethics, I modify these things, 
and I don't have any problems with this. My 
prerogative is the creative aspect; and my creative 
aspect is to turn something that is supposedly one 
living thing i.e. bacteria into painting medium another 
‘living’ thing. As an artist I've used all sorts of art 
materials. I've explored oils, acrylics, charcoals, 
encaustics, watercolours, all sorts of things, and I like 
the idea of materiality in art making, my art is very 
material. I decided that, I would make my own 
material, and my material is almost hand-made from 
scratch using bacteria and other components as 
part of this semi-readymade construct, physically, 
literally and conceptually. 
  
Maddi:  OK that’s great. I am interested, as an 
extension of that, which is central to this particular 
work, in the way that you are referencing some of 
those materials as readymades. This is bizarre if you 
haven't thought about it before: a piece of genetic 
matter as a readymade. In this world that you are 
almost creating by the production of art, it does now 
become a readymade 
  
Andre: Actually, I coined the term 'semi-
readymade' for these. Duchamp had four categories 
of readymade: a ‘readymade’, a ‘rectified 
readymade’ an ‘assisted readymade’ and a 
‘reciprocal readymade’. A readymade is a 
manufactured formerly non-art object i.e. ‘Bottle 
Rack’ (1914) now presented unaltered as an art 
piece. A reciprocal is about something that you've 
made conceptually essentially, the most famous 
work there, I think, is the 'The Green Box (1934)', 
which has got all these ideas and notes he wrote 
about the The Bride Stripped Bare by Her Bachelors, 
Even; so that's something that's not a made thing, 
but about the ideas behind it. There's the rectified 
ready made ‘L.H.O.O.Q’ (1919), which is a 
reproduction of the Mona Lisa with a moustache 
drawn on, and then there's the assisted readymade, 
like the ‘Bicycle Wheel’, (1913) where he put 
together two things which are ready made objects. 
But because mine entails biological as well as the 
inanimate, and because I consider what I am doing 
is actually comprised of those Duchamp categories 
together, I coined the term 'semi-readymade', and 
my friends liked it... I like it. It makes sense to me. If it 
was just readymade it would be just the bacteria, but 
it’s semi-readymade in being conceptually and 
literally altered in so far as it is modified genetically as 
art. None of Duchamp’s categories were alive or 
modified, and then modified again further and 
further. So it becomes something that really never 
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existed before, even though paradoxically it is 
comprised of things that were already there and 
were put together. 
  
Audience: Do you use your own E.coli? 
  
Andre: No, because this is beautiful readymade 
synthetic E.coli, and if I used my own 
readymade E.coli it wouldn't be extant modified 
material. Part of my 'hook' is beauty, partly because 
of my era where I grew up in that kind of aesthetics 
based tradition. I use it as a lure, like a fisherman 
might catch a fish. The actual lure of beauty isn't that 
interesting, but it attracts people. That (points to the 
installation) is a pretty enough thing, and the green of 
the bacteria is related to the acid in the copper tint I 
made and it is painterly. That's meant to be 
attractive, and I never use my own stuff because 
there's no need to - there's always stuff in the lab 
and it’s already kind of ready made or semi-ready 
made. But I could, and there are other artists around 
who have used some of their own faeces and 
extracted bacteria from it. So it has kind of been 
done anyway and obviates any sensationalism which 
can be associated. 

In terms of bioart, let me just quickly say that 
there are different levels of bioart. People call it 
bioart, which I really hate, it's like the term modernism 
- there are so many different 'isms'. Bioart is 
technically not really what this is – rather more 
accurately it is biotech art. Why? Because the 
technical intervention which is performed by different 
artists is critical to the conceptual and aesthetic 
outcomes, but it just gets called ‘bioart’, and it is 
ironic, because it's been labeled ‘Bio Art’ by one of 
the leading exponents of bioart - his name is 
Eduardo Kac. He is a professor at the School of the 
Art Institute Chicago and I think it was in 1997 when 
Eduardo coined the term, and anyway Eduardo, 
stuck a microchip in his heel...so he could be 
tracked around the world by satellite (Time 
Capsule 1997). He is also known for that (in)famous 
bioart piece the glowing rabbit (GFP Bunny 2000) , 
and that has the same green stuff [GFP] in it. It is 
infamous because of the controversy surrounding 
the transgenic animal being created by scientists in 
France not Kac himself. So although the artist didn't 
modify the albino rabbit which Eduardo called ‘Alba’-
scientists did this, I don't take that away from him, 
because it's more than a genetic modification as a 
bioart work idea which included other dimensions to 
it such as the ethical dialectics associated with its 
inception as art and its social integration. Kac could 
have done this engineering based on his knowledge 
of bio science, albeit as I have with assistance, so 
even if he didn't do it, it’s a moot point.  

  So there are different levels of bioart all of 
which entail interventions into living systems- there's 
bioart that entails the whole body …MRI scans of 
the body i.e. Justine Cooper (Rapt 1998); namely 
whole body bioart, including modifications 
embodying the whole person. Orlan's work with her 
cosmetic plastic surgery, and Stelarc’s robotic 
augmentations are other examples of this bioart 
level. Then there is the cellular level, which entails 
tissue culture based art. In Western Australia, 
Symbiotica’s The Tissue Culture and Art Project 
artists, Catts, Zurr and Ben-Ary are the pioneers and 
exemplars in this field, (The Semi-Living Worry 
Dolls 2000). So there's the cellular level, and then 
there's the micro level involving microorganisms 
such as nematode worms and bacteria and then the 
molecular level that I work at. So mostly I do 
molecular biology with microbiology and I've been 
doing this since 2001. I think about this as design, or 
like Karen Barad's thinking around bio-mimetic 
design. 
  As an artist, you don't really ‘design’ in a 
painting or a photograph, rather you compose. 
Design is not really the word. So I re-compose, and 
by re-composing you get different outcomes and 
that is part of the creative action. So it's at the 
molecular level; inanimate or synthetic and natural 
molecules are my compositional elements. And I 
also consider things like, this as encapsulated as a 
composite object…including all aspects such as the 
Perspex dome used aesthetically but also for safety. 
In order for me to get this work here there was three 
months of paperwork involved to get bio-safety 
approval, and I've had that OH&S approval over and 
over again for my projects. I've been showing bio-art 
work since the ‘Biofeel’ show as part of ‘BEAP 2002’ 
at PICA (DNArt) with gmo e.coli …but that was 
dead, I had to kill it in ethanol in order to get 
approval. It couldn't be shown live. So with my bioart, 
there are formal compositional elements behind it, I 
am very concerned with molecular and composite 
composition, with the painterliness, the sub-text and 
idea of bioart as transposable painting. 
  
Audience: So the biohazard is for real? 
  
Andre: Yeah the biohazard is real. I made that [the 
biohazard stickers] part of my aesthetic, I like the 
look of it and it’s part of the OH&S requirement. 
  
Audience: It's a little bit scary too, like - should 
I go over there or not? 
 
Andre: Yeah it is kind of meant to be, because even 
though I'm an advocate of this 'stuff', I'm cautiously 
optimistic - you   cannot   get   the genie back in the 
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bottle, so what we do as artists, we go where others 
fear to tread, and that is, we go into everywhere, and 
go into labs. Personally I wouldn't go somewhere 
like Fukushima because I don't trust that it would be 
safe, but I go into the labs because I know it is safe. 
To get this work in the show, (the Australian 
Government has the highest regulations on bio 
safety including gmo safety), I have to abide by 
these. Yet this correctly displayed work poses no 
harm. It's essentially harmless, do to the nature of the 
modifications but you have to do it, because it's part 
of the protocol we follow so we don't jeopardize the 
research done by scientists, or other artists. So that 
dome [over the Petri dish] is part of the aesthetic, but 
also part of the obligation for containment so it can't 
be tampered with and escape. So yeah it is a 
contained biohazard. 
  
Maddi:  I have noticed that the biohazard signs 
there helps gallery goers to jump into the theoretical 
space. People have various readings of that work, 
and they are curious about it, but knowing that it is a 
real biohazard…it puts them into a tentative space of 
questioning. So I agree that the biohazard signs are 
a necessary encounter beyond the pragmatic; they 
cause us to question the thinking embodied in 
artwork, and they pack an aesthetic ‘punch’. 
  There's another question that's been floating 
around, because in this show a lot of the artists are 
interloping with science such as yourself (Andre) and 
Maria Fernanda Cardoso and Elaine Gan, Erna Lilje, 
science presents a challenge to theory, because as 
scientific 'facts' (for want of a better word) become 
'known' theory has to adjust. In this context for 
example, evidence from neuroscience suggests that 
animals are sentient, experience pain, and 
observations from biology tell us that our body is a 
multispecies ecology. So it follows that cultural 
theory must now move out of anthropocentrism; a 
view based on knowledge systems suggesting 
humans are unique and separate from ‘other 
animals’. Andre, I’d like to know how you move 
between learning and knowing about scientific 'fact' 
and the narrative cultural spaces that are embodied 
by your artworks. 
  
Andre: I wrote a paper once called  ‘Genetic 
Interloper’, because when I go into the labs, it is a 
real privilege, and it is really hard to get a great 
scientist to work with you. I had Dr. Peter Lewis and 
Dr. Ryan Withers who assisted me some years ago. 
At ISEA[5] 2013 I currently have another genetic 
artwork which again is a non-coding DNA, in that 
case taken from the gene responsible 
for Alzheimer's. I have set a reconstruction of a 
schoolroom, which is from the 60s, well a sense of a 

classroom. The piece is about memory and 
Alzheimer's. 
  Scientists are fantastic people and I always 
feel like an interloper as an artist, and fortunately 
most people accommodate me, but I'm always really 
nervous because I can easily disrupt their research 
within seconds, or their equipment…and I love being 
an artist, I really do, but in some ways I wish I was a 
lot more clever, to be a bio-scientist, because what 
they do is really important, and also what they do is 
changing our world so rapidly and we don't even 
realize it's going on. For example, during the course 
of this conversation, there are more and more zeros 
behind the numeral one in terms of the massive 
number of clones being creating, there's just zillions. 
I'm really inspired by science and the idea of 
scientific fact is contestable as is any knowledge, so 
I see the science knowledge and processes I use 
not just residing as scientific knowledge and 
protocols, but interpreted as part of an art 
knowledge transposable system and protocol. So I 
don't see this as just scientific, I see those lab 
processes are artistic and bacteria for example is an 
art medium when conceived in this way and 
engaged with artistically as painting. 
  Another way of looking at how this and how 
these science medium bacteria become paint is that 
I grow them up by simply streaking them in agar gel. 
This is a bespoke nutrient agar jelly for that particular 
bacteria to grown best on, and I put it in the 
incubator which is the same temperature as our 
stomach, our bodies i.e. 37C. They grow up 
overnight, and I use this as my pallet, then I'll pick up 
some of these with a ‘00000’ sized paintbrush, a 
sable hair paintbrush, which is really tiny…so I'll pick 
some of these cells; dipping into my paint pallet, 
taking a little bit of this bacteria which has already 
been transformed with GFP, but I can’t actually see it 
is at this stage near invisible; if it isn't right it’s a yucky 
brown colour. So, I start to draw to paint a circle for 
example with it, with my paintbrush dipped into it and 
it's very hard to see.  I can't really see it; and I like that 
as well, because the artist's job is to make the 
invisible, visible….and in this case it's even more 
poignant because it's invisible inside us, so we can't 
see it with the unaided eye. I draw with this 
paintbrush and I feel like I'm painting. So I'm drawing 
a near invisible line, and hope that I get it right. I can 
see it faintly by moving it under the light in the lab, 
and I can see a dry line where the brush has been 
dragged across the gel. But there are no bacteria to 
see there yet, so I stick this in the incubator and then 
I can see the circle turns green overnight. 
  I want to pay credit to the bacteria; they don't 
get any credit, because the bacteria are actually 
doing my drawing/painting…in this case it is a 
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portrait of Duchamp, and they are actually multiplying 
and making him thicker in appearance as embossed 
green lines. So whereas this is inspired by science, it 
is transformed and transposed as art as far as I'm 
concerned. 
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