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EDITORIAL 
ANTENNAE ISSUE 39 

This is it—ten years exactly to the day—the first issue of Antennae was published on the 
21st of March 2007. This important anniversary is marked by the publication of the second 
installment of the interview issue featuring another impressive line-up of key artists 
and scholars who continue to make ground-breaking work posing important questions 
whilst mapping new multidisciplinary territories. 

As I write this editorial, I am compiling an edited collection of ‘Antennae highlights’ 
to be published in print this autumn. Having the opportunity to go over every issue for the 
purpose of selecting the best interviews, the most thought-provoking essays, and the 
indispensable artist’s portfolios has been an introspective process of sorts. At a glance, 
it appears clear that because of its publishing regularity and because of the wealth 
of authors and artists who have believed in this journal from day one, Antennae stands 
as a faithful record of the many debates, arguments, and cultural shifts that have 
characterized the cutting edge in recent human/non-human art and writing. So many 
voices, thoughts, connections, images, and ideas.  

When the first issue of Antennae was published, independent publishing was a bit 
of a dirty word. ‘Open Access’, the ubiquitous label of the new generation of 
independent presses was barely on the map. In 2007, trouble began to brew on 
the horizon of academic publishers thought they still dominated the market—an index 
of the future to come: the magazine industry was tanking fast. At the same time, 
the Internet was reconfiguring knowledge production and dissemination at 
unprecedented rates, forcing everyone including the film and music industries to rethink 
their strategies.  

Between 2007 and 2010 I had numerous meetings with prestigious presses who 
were all interested in picking up Antennae to give it an institutionalized base. Animal 
Studies had begun to skyrocket, so the journal seemed a good fit for many. Although I 
went to every meeting with the hope something interesting might happen, it soon became 
clear that the publishing freedom Antennae thrived upon—that which made it fresh, 
innovative, and original— under an academic publisher, would have been the first thing to 
go. Remaining independent, unfunded, advertising free, and complimentary to the public 
gave the journal the invaluable opportunity to be irreverent, experimental, and outrageous 
when and as needed. This was the trade- off: experimentation vs. institutionalization. 
It wasn’t easy to turn some publishers away since the pressure to be validated by one 
name or another was palpable—but resisting temptation paid off. Ten years later 
there’s still nothing like Antennae on the academic landscape.  

Whatever happens next, I am glad the journal had the chance to develop 
through this experimental journey. Antennae has provided an unequaled platform for 
academic and non-academic discussion. It has brought together diverse audiences, it has 
expanded its readership beyond academic boundaries, it has dealt with many 
controversial topics, and it has relentlessly fostered true multidisciplinarity at every 
opportunity. But above all, the first ten years of Antennae have been proudly marked accessibility. We wanted to be free in the economic sense and free in the conceptual too.
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by an innovative accessibility. We wanted to be free in the economic sense and free in 
the conceptual too. We have staunchly resisted the vacuous, imperscrutable, 
pretentious treatment of the non-human in which living beings are reduced to tokens performing intellectual 
acrobatics designed to impress a scholarly elite. The field of human-animal studies knows 
a thing or two about this counterproductive approach. It is one marked by a profound 
disconnect between the living and the ethical urgency that the living imposes upon those 
working/making/writing/thinking with it. Publishing interviews, artist portfolios, blog 
discussions, fiction, poetry, and essays, we have explored and confronted, never 
worrying about losing kudos. Contemporary art has the precious ability  to  complement, 
unhinge, problematize, and challenge philosophical concepts—the synergy between 
philosophy and art can constitute a powerful tool as long as it is put to work to achieve 
actual change. This was one of Antennae’s key proposals from the word go and it 
certainly has been a constant priority throughout these first ten years. Some might like it 
and some might not—there’s a major difference between dumbing down and 
accessibility, which unfortunately many academics have yet to discover. Despite it all, 
what matters to me are the appreciative emails reminding me of the difference this 
journal makes to the work of the many artists, students, scholars, curators and general 

readers who find in it valuable information, inspiration, and motivation for their practices. 
It’s with extreme gratitude that I thank Antennae’s Boards and all the fantastic 
contributors who have worked with me to make the journal the international reference 
point on nature in visual culture that it has become. 

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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“Artists are the

antennae of the

race but the bullet-
headed many will never

learn to trust their

great artists”.*

Ezra Pound: Instigations of Ezra Pound (1967) 

* This is the quote from which the name of this publication emerged ten years ago. The word
‘antennae’ seemed to capture important overlaps between animals, humans, and technology
within the context of artistic production as a deeply charged agential force in cultural discourses.
Most importantly, in the context of Ezra Pound’s text, it situated art and artists at the forefront of
sensitivity and at the edge of cultural urgency.
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n the introduction to our Routledge
Handbook of Human-Animal Studies, we 
suggest that human-animal studies (HAS) has 

come of age as not only a multi-disciplinary but 
also a meta-disciplinary field. Through research 
that integrates the arts and humanities with social 
and natural sciences, HAS opens perspectives on 
the production and authorization of knowledge 
itself as a more-than-human activity.  When we 
were asked to offer an interview for this special 
edition of Antennae, we opted for a more 
personal approach – a revisiting of 
conversations we have had, and questions we 
have asked each other, over the last 15 years as 
HAS scholars starting from very different 
places. What follows is not so much a transcript 
as a snapshot of those discussions, unfolding 
maps through which we orient each other to an 
understanding of the terrains that we have 
covered. 

Susan McHugh: Let’s start with the big 
elephant in our room: how can we even begin 
to talk about the fact that HAS has emerged 
as a distinct area of study in the past few  
decades? Because doing so puts people like us 

 
 
 
 
 

in the curious position of experts speaking for 
a field in which none of us could have trained.  
When we started our academic careers, there 
were precious few conferences and certainly 
no specialist journals like Antennae that would 
admit discussions of human-animal relations, 
let alone the degree programs, research 
centers, and fellowships that are now 
encouraging them.   

Garry Marvin: There are a number of ways to 
map the emergence and success of HAS, but can 
we think first about where it emerged from and 
why it emerged? Was it that individual, perhaps 
isolated texts -- such as Harriet Ritvo’s Animal
Estate, Keith Thomas’s Man and the Natural
World (to name just two that inspired me) -- were 
written out of individual scholars’ interests, and 
these texts inspired and allowed other scholars 
to get going? Or was there something in the 
intellectual air that inspired and promoted an 
interest in animals? Were scholars from the 
humanities and social sciences searching for a 
new subject? What made them look at animals? 

S.M.: We would be wrong not to recognize the

I 

INTERVIEWEE: GARRY MARVIN 
INTERVIEWER: SUSAN MCHUGH 

Social anthropologist Garry Marvin and literary theorist Susan McHugh are Human-Animal Studies 
veterans. Their respective as well as collaborative contribution to the field has laid solid foundations 
for the discussion of important and difficult paradigms such as hunting and domestication. In this 
interview they consider the practical and ethical challenges involved in pioneering original ideas 
amidst the rapid expansion of this innovative field of studies. 

Text and Questions by Susan McHugh 
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pioneers. Only giving credit where it is due in 
this case involves not just drawing an 
intellectual genealogy but also identifying 
adventurers who labored in hostile climates to 
break terrain that has become the fertile fields 
of HAS today.  That said, any list of influential 
individuals and texts will be unique to each 
HAS project, so I’m leery of saying that any 
one is responsible for making the decisive 
move.  So should we be asking when and how 
rather than where?  Merging yours with my 
own greatest-hits list -- which also includes 
Donna Haraway’s Primate Visions, Vicki 
Hearne’s Adam’s Task, Mary Midgley’s Animals 
and Why They Matter, and your Bullfight -- it 
looks like the late 1970s/ early 1980s marks a 
turning point across disciplines toward HAS, at 
least, in our US/ UK contexts. 

G.M.: We might be able to come to some
agreement on when and where it emerged.
More complex will be to think about why it
emerged.  What were the intellectual currents
that gave rise to this flow?

S.M.: Well, as someone who was there at the
beginning, perhaps you can walk us through
your initial map of the terrain.  What’s the
story of how you found yourself doing this
kind of work, and at the same time
contributing to the formation of HAS as a
collective project?

G.M.:  I am not sure I was really there at the
beginning in terms of a contributing to a HAS
project. In my early work on bullfighting,
cockfighting, and zoos, I was certainly not writing
in terms of key issues that later emerged in HAS.
I was not attempting to bring animals to the fore.
I was simply trying to understand human-animal
relations in particular social and cultural contexts
– in fact, that is pretty much all I attempt to do
now, although this is now shaped by, and, I hope,
responds to, what is written by HAS scholars. But
I did wander into this field, and, speaking from
the perspective of my own discipline, social
anthropology, I was somewhat surprised and
certainly  intrigued  by  what  I  discovered  in the

lateish 1990s. 

S.M.: Why then?

G.M.: It was not until the late 1990s because I
was out of the academic world between 1986
and 1996. There were two aspects to this, one
disciplinary and a second more personal one. In
terms of social anthropology, although it is
fundamentally concerned with exploring human
cultures and societies, animals figured
importantly from the beginnings of the discipline
because animals were important creatures in
many of the societies studied by anthropologists.
From the beginning anthropologists investigated
and wrote about the place of animals in
cosmologies and other belief systems. For
example, totemism, the ways in which humans
and animals are closely related in some societies,
was something that immediately fascinated early
anthropologists. How humans lived with and
from animals through hunting, fishing, herding,
pastoralism and agriculture has also been central
to much anthropological work. So, when I
discovered the early work of human-animal
studies, my initial thought was, “Many
generations of anthropologists have been doing
this for a long time. What is new here?”

S.M.: That’s intriguing because your work strikes 
me as so different from old-school anthropology’s 
condescending tone, where the point is to 
decode how the so-called primitive societies’ 
constructions of human-animal relations are 
really just all about people, even -- especially? -- 
when the people being studied insist that it 
doesn’t work that way for them.  More to the 
point, I’m used to thinking of you as the go-to 
anthropologist for frontline accounts of the 
difficult HAS research subjects, such as animal 
captivity and blood sports, which involve the 
most complex -- and perhaps complexly 
avoided? -- kinds of human-animal relations that 
persist within modern industrialized cultures.  
But is that what you set out to do?  

G.M.: No, far from it – although now my
anthropological   perspectives  are  developed  in
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such complexities and some of the perspectives 
of HAS. In 1977 I began doctoral research on the 
world of the bullfight in Andalusia, southern 
Spain. I chose the topic because I was interested 
in Spanish culture and the bullfight was a cultural 
event that had not been explored by 
anthropologists in any depth.  I did not think of it 
as a difficult research subject because it involved 
witnessing animals being killed – I wanted to 
understand why the performing with and killing 
bulls in public was such an important event in 
that culture.   

S.M.: So often (so urban?) popular opinions are 
disconnected from what is involved in animal 
killing that it must have been especially tricky for 
you to take on bullfighting as a research subject.  
I imagine your research subjects were instantly 
on the defensive, making anthropological 
analysis tricky.  

G.M.: What has made bullfighting and hunting
difficult research subjects is not the difficulty of
analysis or interpretation but the difficulties of
access as a researcher because of how those
involved in the events have been concerned
about the interests and agendas of outsiders.
Clearly, bullfighting was an event that had at its
heart a set of relationships between men and
bulls.  But I thought about my fieldwork with
matadors, aficionados, and bull breeders not as
something new but rather as generating a
standard, although hopefully interesting,  piece of
anthropological ethnographic work that
attempted to reveal the complexities of the
relationships in the event.  This I hoped would
make a contribution to anthropological studies of
Spain, and perhaps to the literature on ritual,
rather than contribute to understanding human-
animal relations per se.  My work on bullfighting,
in  a  rather  convoluted   way,  led to my work on

Garry Marvin and Susan McHugh 
Immaterialism, Polity, 2016 
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English foxhunting and it was then, in the late 
1990s, that I began to be aware of the first 
literature of what was to become HAS and it was 
exciting to discover scholars who thought of 
human-animal relations in terms of very different 
concerns. What intrigued me was what drew them 
to animals. Were they simply in search of new 
research subjects (a tricky topic that –animals as 
subjects of research)? Or was this new interest in 
animals generated because of, in response to, 
something in the intellectual air at the time that 
allowed animals to become significant?  

S.M.: As a researcher focused on narrative form, 
I can’t help but note how your story echoes 
those of Hearne, Haraway, and others in 
implicitly rejecting an obvious answer, that is, 
the notion that HAS ridden in on the coattails of 

the animal rights movement.  And with good 
reason. The more I think about it, it’s for activists 
that Peter Singer’s Animal Liberation works as a 
watershed moment precisely because it extends 
a tradition of analytical philosophy that remains 
deeply invested in a notion of rights grounded in 
individual (read: human) subjects, and that 
comes to a crisis by the end of the twentieth 
century.  For academics, however, much of the 
research responsible for changing institutional 
and intellectual climates today pursues the 
wildly different potentials opened up by 
poststructuralist theory, which posits a far more 
significant liberation of all from the foundational 
units of humanist thought. Posthuman, 
nonhuman, counter-linguistic – call it what you 
like — a major significance of this turn is that it 
enables discussions of animals as agents who are 

Corrida in Madrid, 2015, public domain image. 
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not just humanlike subjects or thing like objects, 
but actors of a different order, who appear at 
breath-taking moments (as you put it) 
“performing with” people.   

G.M.: Yes, and it is challenging for me to attempt
to understand and then write about animals as
agents. So, for example, to understand how a
matador will speak about, and act in terms of, the
bull as a creature with a particular spirit that
allows it, and drives it, to collaborate in a
performance is hugely complex. I need to take
this seriously. Not all performers find it easy to
find words that adequately describe such
situations . . .  and certainly not in terms that
outsiders find acceptable or even believable ...

S.M.:  . . . because it so profoundly challenges
humanist conventions? Reframing the terms
from human- to bio-politics, theorists are
uncovering alternate traditions -- whether in
philosophy or biology, through the work of
Jakob von Uexküll, Henri Bergson, and so many
others -- to claim legitimacy for HAS research
on these new terms.  At least, that’s the view
from where I embarked in 1997 on my thesis
that sought to theorize how animals come to
have stories in literary and cultural studies,
where and when very few people were
venturing, although that has changed abruptly
in the last decade.  But your much deeper
grounding in your discipline makes me pause.
Was that what drew you to interdisciplinary
work as well?

G.M.: In the late 1990s I had been to
anthropology conferences in which there were
panels on animals and human-animal relationships
but our discussions were about ethnographic
issues, the intricacies of local cultures and the
nature of interpretations. In short: anthropological
concerns. I then saw details of Erica Fudge’s 1999
Animals in History and Culture conference in Bath
– this I think was the first HAS conference – and I
realized that there was an entirely new field of
scholarship. I was unable to attend that
conference but I was able to attend Nigel
Rothfels’   and   Andrew  Isenberg’s  Representing

Animals conference in Milwaukee in 2000 and it 
was there that I really began to see new issues 
and concerns across a range of disciplines. There I 
met so many fine scholars and wonderful people 
… that’s when it really took off for me.  

S.M.: My sense is that the field emerged
through such events.  I attended Jo-Ann
Shelton’s wonderfully interdisciplinary animal
studies conference in Santa Barbara earlier in
the spring of 2000, but perhaps because of its
much larger scale Representing Animals proved
the decisive event for me, too.  From there, it
seems easy to trace the history of HAS –
through Nigel Rothfels’ subsequent edited
collection Representing Animals, Steve Baker’s
Society & Animals special issue The 
Representation of Animals, Jonathan Burt’s
Animal book series, Erica Fudge’s British 
Animal Studies Network, to name a few
examples that also show how you and I have
been in it together ever since – but not really
coherently before.

G.M.: I use the term HAS and we used it for the
Handbook – other people use other terms. How
do you understand or define HAS?

S.M.: HAS emerged as a community of scholars
who aren’t just positing the same sort of
questions from a whole bunch of different
directions, but also working hard to respond to
each other directly and responsibly, in a way
that works to continue the conversations that
ultimately build the field. It is not always or
equally working that way, and I can’t claim to
have seen it coming, though in retrospect the
project that I was working on at the time – and
that eventually became Animal Stories -- really
needed it to happen. Thinking back to 2000, I
was a new Ph.D., midway through a harrowing
search for a tenure-stream job in literary studies
deferred by the line that affect theorist Lauren
Berlant captures so brilliantly: "I love your
work, but I hate your archive." Small wonder
that with HAS folks I felt like a runaway from an
abusive home who miraculously finds shelter
with  fellow  travelers.   Maybe  my experiences
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reflect how much slower the humanities have 
been to embrace HAS? Or, to return to the 
question of formative moments, we could say 
that they might be better understood as 
indications of a broader struggle at the center 
of HAS to move toward studying animals in a 
new way? And one that is certainly not defined 
by method or even by subject-matter . . .  

G.M.: Animals have been unquestionably worthy
of academic study in sciences such as biology,
ecology, ethology, veterinary medicine, and
zoology, but thinking about animals in human
lives seems to me to be what is new about HAS.
Can we say more, though? Is there some way of
thinking about the time being right for this
interest? What might that be in intellectual terms?
What were the trickles that came together to
form  streams  and then to create a river? Did this

require new ways of thinking? 

S.M.: I’d go further and say that it is thinking
about animals as inseparable from human lives
that constitute a decisive break from animal
studies as originally defined by the natural
sciences. Even in the pioneering ethological
studies, say, by Jane Goodall, the animals’
stories complement but never intersect with
studies of human subjects.  If we take this as a
premise, then the most significant HAS work
both requires and prompts new ways of
thinking about the cross-species conditions of
all life. Such an approach explains how we can
continue to make headway where other
multidisciplinary areas like those oriented
around human identity politics remain severely
limited in range, if not entirely run aground.

G.M.: But it’s also what makes our work
vulnerable to accusations of triviality, particularly
when we are considering the most ordinary
human-animal relationships.

S.M.: For me, studying verbal and visual 
representations of the most celebrated and 
prolific cross-species relations like those of 
people and dogs has fueled an enormous 
appreciation for academic as well as creative 
people who challenge audiences to join them in 
taking the trivial seriously. Doing so requires 
developing new languages and forms that 
respond to the demands of lives shared across 
species lines, but also conditioned by others’ 
condescension or hostility toward the recognition 
that the human can never be the sole agent, let 
alone lay sole claim to the category of agency, in 
power relations.  Again I wonder how different 
this looks to someone trained as a social scientist 
as opposed to a humanist, for whom animals 
conventionally are seen (as psychoanalysts used 
to say) as bad object-choices. 

G.M.: For my part, I have always tried to think
hard about what sorts of studies we are pursuing
and presenting.  And I have real difficulties with
the idea that we are studying animals, or, rather,
how  we  in the humanities and social sciences can

Garry Marvin and Susan McHugh 
Routledge Handbook of Human-Animal Studies, 2014 
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study animals in any significant ways. This is why I 
have no sympathy with the use of the term 
“animal studies” for our field or any term that 
does not have “human” closely attached. 
Although I am with Haraway when she said that 
she sought to understand dogs.  

S.M.: Have you tried to understand dogs?

G.M.: Yes, I have tried to understand certain
kinds of animals – the hounds of foxhunting,
fighting bulls and even wild wolves, but there is a
caveat. I have learned that I can only have some
understanding of them in the context of the
cultural events that I have been interested in.
Perhaps that needs rephrasing. I am personally
interested in animals but that is not part of my
anthropological, academic project. My interest
there is in how those people who have
relationships with bulls, foxes, foxhounds, etc.
interact with, understand, experience, imagine
and represent those animals. These are animals
with humans and humans with animals in
relationships that are lived and enacted in specific
cultural contexts. So it’s always animals in relation
to and with humans. I am very wary about what I,
as an anthropologist can say about animals per se,
outside of how they figure and are configured in
the human imagination or in terms of human
relationships with them.

S.M.: What do you mean by that?

G.M.: For example, I do not think that we, in the
social sciences and humanities, can offer any great
insights into how spiders create webs, how tigers
select mates or the hunting tactics of wolves. For
this sort of understanding of animals, animals with
no humans present, I need to turn to colleagues
who actually get out there and study animals.

S.M.: You’re pointing to a huge problem for my
own work, and perhaps for all humanities
scholarship that attempts to move human-
animal relations away from the periphery and
toward the center of research.  To paraphrase
Erica Fudge, any historical perspective on
animals     remains    filtered    through    textual

representations, and by extension, all forms of 
representation insert a human filter that 
effectively creates distance from the very same 
human-animal relations that we purport to 
represent, let alone study.  That said, I don’t 
think I’m especially clever in observing that the 
same charge can be leveled against any of the 
thinking through which research and creative 
activity gets constituted, let alone represented. 

G.M.: Indeed, but as an anthropologist, I would
add to Erica Fudge's textual representations and
include lived relationships. Perhaps we would
agree that the natural sciences shouldn’t be
claiming any privileged ground?

S.M.: No field can. From this perspective, the 
question becomes: do natural sciences or any 
particular disciplines offer ways of transcending 
the very basic condition of cross-species 
entanglements in processes that include 
representation? Or is it more useful to take 
compromise as our starting point, refusing any 
claims of special access to understanding animals 
in order to develop the particular configurations 
of imaginations and materialities that converge in 
any given cross-species encounter?  At the risk of 
making an unfair comparison, I’ll add that HAS 
seems to offer the only way of accounting for 
what makes animal hoarders and laboratory 
researchers so distinct, not to mention so 
distinctly problematic for those who have not 
made such extreme commitments to living with 
members of other species.  For me, this is the 
move that enables HAS researchers to craft 
interdisciplinary insights into meta-disciplinary 
perspectives. 

G.M.: Your primary field is literature, although
your interests and thinking are far wider than
literature per se and embrace philosophy, history,
art, and science. But first: there are scholars like
you who write about animals in literature. Why
this turn in literature studies? This is something
you have done, as you say, against the tide
initially. What drew you to rethinking and
revealing in new ways the animals that had always
been    there   in   literature?   Were   they   always
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unacknowledged and did something happen, 
intellectually, to begin ways of acknowledging 
and revealing them? 

S.M.: As you say about anthropology,
theoretically literature always has been
available to literary as to human-animal studies.
What set me on a different track was that I
simply started from the assumption that
animals can be taken as serious subjects for
study in literature of all cultures and periods.
What I didn’t anticipate was the kind of virulent
opposition from colleagues that so many of us
faced in the early days of literary animal
studies.  Well-meaning mentors and colleagues
felt it was their duty to rebuke us for
challenging the faith that literature holds out
the hope of resolving the twentieth-century
philosophical crisis concerning what is human.
In one of our many wonderful conversations,
Marion Copeland recalled one asking her,
“Don’t you understand that you can’t say that
Moby Dick is about whales?”

G.M.: I see that animals have always been present
in literature.  Were their presences simply ignored
by literary scholars before HAS?

S.M.: It took me a long time to realize that it was 
a carefully crafted ignorance regarding animals 
as literary presences. A peculiar paradox 
characterizes the history of literary criticism: 
animals abound in literature across all ages and 
cultures, yet only recently became the focal 
point of systematic study as something other 
than metaphors, as more than just humans in 
animal suits.  Akin to anthropology’s reduction 
of animals to metaphors for intra-human 
relations, it has only been symbolic 
representations of human-animal relations that 
traditionally have been acceptable areas of 
literary studies. By trying to take writers who 
are doing other things with animals seriously, 
and on their own terms, some of us have found 
ourselves in a strange position within a discipline 
that arguably has been defined by its studied 
avoidance of this very subject.     

G.M.: It seems to me that there are many scholars
in literature who would like to capture (not their
term) or give voice to animals from their
perspectives, which entails some sort of profound
shift from an anthropocentric position with regard
to animals. I find this almost impossible to
understand as a project. Maybe it is a lack of
imagination but I fail to understand how it is to be
an animal can ever be revealed in other than
human ways in the most human of enterprises,
literature. How does one avoid anthropocentrism
when the only languages available to write about
animals are human languages? I cannot
understand how an animal’s subjectivity -- its
thoughts, emotions, etc. -- can be rendered by us
in any ways that escape human language and
representation. For example, I cannot think how I
could have access to how it is to be an elk
confronting a pack of wolves and then represent
that in elkish terms rather than human terms.
Even to say “the wolf howled” traps me in human
language, binds me, into an anthropocentricity.
But maybe I am being naïve.

S.M.: I don’t think you’re being naïve so much as 
honest about the ways in which HAS shakes our 
faith in subjectivity as the foundational unit of 
humanist discourse. The contradictions of voice in 
writing, embodiment in representation, strikes 
me as another dimension of the distancing 
problem, and one that applies to literary 
subjectivity as much as to all attempts to capture 
or, rather, create the illusion of an individual in 
any media form, whether visual, verbal or both.  
This is where ethologists’ separation of 
anthropomorphism from anthropocentrism 
proves especially helpful because it frees 
recognitions of similarities and differences from 
teleology.  This isn’t to say that language finally 
has been or can be tamed; when language bites, 
it bites hard.   

G.M.: Can you give me an example?

S.M.: My writing about the broad range of
bodily configurations contained in the terms
“animal” and “disabled” risks offense, but I saw



15	

no alternative to getting a handle on the 
representational histories of folks who had to 
fight hard on many fronts in order to secure 
their rights as citizens, literally by making their 
way to the polls to cast their votes 
independently only ever with the help of a dog, 
and in so doing trouble the terms of what it 
means to enter into a rights relationship with 
an animal.  Representation for them becomes 
inseparable from all of the problems of 
representation.  In other words, the intense, 
highly specialized, and quintessentially modern 
training relationship represented by guide dogs 
creates conditions in which the political viability 
of rights models extends beyond individual 
bodies, and the fraught representational 
history of the emergence of such relations 
among other things provides a glaring example 
of how many species are disserved by strict 
adherence to humanist tenets.  Working out 
how to represent in a way that is growing 
responsive to these situations is as important 
for people and animals as it is for communities 
and environments, policymakers and advocates, 
not to mention academics attempting 
empirically to ground and ethically to guide 
their work. 

G.M.: Erica Fudge suggests that you are
challenging us to rethink how we conceptualize
the very animals that are involved in human-
animal relations. For you, is this a rethinking of
animals per se, what they are and how they are as
living creatures, or is it a rethinking of how
relationships between humans and other animals
are or ought to be?

S.M.: What we think about what they are, seems 
very much in need of discussion.  On a grander 
scale, I have tried to show how the problems of 
representing animals force literary and cultural 
theory to address the limits of academic 
discourse by moving across disciplinary 
boundaries in purposeful ways.  So, for instance, 
in order to discuss particular forms of human-
animal intimacy, I’ve adapted terms and figures 
advanced by researchers in other disciplines. In 
the    first    half   of   Animal   Stories,   I   extend 

anthropologists’ formulations of “intersubjectivity” 
to designate the experience shared between 
people and animals as illustrated by the intense 
relations of those who become committed to 
high-level training situations like those of people 
working with guide dogs and jump-sport horses.  
Approaching the fraught narrative histories of 
such rarified human-animal intimacies in this way 
helps to explain both physiological observations 
that relevant neurons in both bodies at times 
fire simultaneously to generate a coordinated 
bodily activity, as well as the difficulties of 
communicating such an achievement to those 
who have not and likely never will have shared 
similar experiences.  The point is not to see them 
as multiply different and therefore special – as if 
multiplicity trumps difference – but rather to see 
how certain ideas like intersubjectivity evolve 
alongside   more   ordinary  experiences  of what 

Susan McHugh 
Animal Stories, 2011 
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cultural geographers call “intercorporeality,” the 
messier convergences of bodies that I pursue in 
the second half of that book through stories of 
breeding and meatmaking.  

G.M.: I know that you are deeply concerned with
ethical issues, but in your work there does not
seem to be overt advocacy.  Could you say
something about this aspect of your research, and
also give some thoughts about advocacy and
HAS?

S.M.:  I don't know what people mean by
scholarship in the service of advocacy unless it
involves working as a scholar to advocate for
under-represented fields of study like HAS.
Research requires a commitment to empiricism,
which in turn presupposes the kind of openness
to being surprised at the answers to your initial
questions that all too often advocates cannot
afford.  While I sympathize with efforts to ban
cruel practices, I also feel obliged to question
what that means in any given situation and to
think through the larger process whereby even
well-meaning practices become harmful.  So
that makes me the skunk at the picnic who
answers “Are you vegan?” with counter-
questions about when and how eating
refrigerated meat substitutes sourced in
monocropped, genetically modified soy and
packaged in non-recyclable or even re-usable
petroleum-based plastic constitutes an ethical
alternative to consuming animal products.   My
ethics are not smart in the sexy sense of having
sharp, fast answers; instead, all I can do is
painfully, plainly, earnestly try to move toward
what Marxist literary critic Raymond Williams
once termed “the long and difficult revolution
of the mind” to rethink the structures of power
and everyday life.

G.M.: Where does this lead you?

S.M.:  Scary and sad places. Seriously, my
current work gravitates towards stories of at-
risk or gone human-animal relations, often
incredible traditional cross-species achievements
erased  through  extinctions and genocides. It has

made me highly aware of something that you 
touched on earlier, namely, how the most 
vulnerable populations of humans and animals, 
who have the most to teach us researchers, yet 
are often also are those who have the most to 
lose by engaging with us.  But I guess I should 
back up and ask, what is your position on 
advocacy in HAS? 

G.M.: Of course this is immensely complex and I
cannot do justice to the literature of the field. So,
rather crudely -- and there might be other ways of
dividing it up -- I can think of two broad streams
of advocacy-driven research. One might be that
which focuses on welfare issues that can be
studied “scientifically,” for example, a researcher
being concerned whether animals in zoos suffer
physically, mentally, emotionally in such
conditions. In that kind of research, animals could
be examined in terms of bodily damage, stress
levels, and behavior, and all this could be
recorded numerically. Academic papers
presenting all these issues could then be used to
help zoo authorities to improve conditions in their
zoos, or, more generally, as part of a political
campaign to improve the welfare of animals or to
show that certain animals should never be
exhibited in zoos. All this seems fine and
commendable. In this sort of research, the focus is
on the animals concerned and certain things can
be demonstrated here.

S.M.: So there’s quantitative scholarship that
informs advocacy. And the other kind?

G.M.: Another form of advocacy-driven research
also has concerns about animals within the
research, but here the focus is a much more
critical one of the ways humans are involved with
the animals. It is this which clashes with my
anthropological approach because it often
involves meaning being imposed from outside
rather than understanding being drawn from
within. It is this which causes me concerns
because it is often so speculative, and yet
insistent, and so quick to fill in the blanks of broad
statements like “Meat eaters are X,” “Hunters are
Y,”  or  “Zoo  visitors  are  Z”,  without making the
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effort to understand what is going on. I totally 
understand why many people find bullfighting 
abhorrent but I do not believe that starting with 
abhorrence leads to understanding in the context 
of a research project.  I am sure that too much of 
the advocate-researcher’s self would be there and 
make them less open to the complexities of the 
relationships before them. 

S.M.: It’s a danger to all HAS research that
investigators taking the second approach might
be tempted to force their findings to support
their initial hypothesis, however ethically
motivated or politically correct it may be.  And,
while I see your point about outsiders being
easily led astray, I’ve actually struggled most
with this problem while attempting to write as
an insider.  Researching stories of girls and
women with horses, it was incredibly satisfying
to try to write back against what all of my
experiences confirmed as straightforward
stupidity, particularly when others’ symbolic
readings were also so clearly agenda-driven.
But I decided that I had to strike lines like
“horses are not substitutes for penises”
because they detracted from the more
compelling questions of why and how
sexualized violence has crept into girl-horse
stories in the past half-century.  In that instance,
archival research helped to leverage the
necessary critical distance from agendas,
including my own, but I know your approach
has to be different.

G.M.: The anthropology I practice requires what
one anthropologist termed “deep hanging out,” –
one has to find ways of immersing oneself, over a
long period (ethnographic research is slow
research), in the culture, the world, of the people
one hopes to understand. It is ”hanging out”
because I seek to join with them, I do not study
them, I study with them, I come to any
understanding I have only because of my
relationships with them.

S.M.: One of the things that I deeply admire is
your commitment up front to having no political
agenda in research.

G.M.: Ah! You have phrased that carefully -- a
commitment to something rather than a lack of
political commitment to something -- a slightly
different position.  I have personal views about
welfare issues and I have personal views about
rights and responsibilities towards animals.
However, I work very hard to make sure that my
personal concerns do not inform my work as an
anthropologist.

S.M.: I’m used to hearing that kind of
positioning from natural scientists, but how
does that work in the social sciences, especially
in scenarios involving death?

G.M.: For some strange reason I have chosen to
study events in which animals are killed –
originally bullfighting and now hunting – and I
have chosen to study them as a social
anthropologist. This brings with it certain
commitments. The research involves spending as
much time as possible conducting ethnographic
fieldwork – being there and being with the people
who participate in such events. My main
commitment, academically, is to give an account
of the events from their perspectives. Yes, it does
also involve spending time with the animals
involved but again, as an anthropologist, I offer
accounts of them from the perspectives of the
human performers.

S.M.: And you have done so in a period in
which it has become popular to think that
banning is more important than understanding
these particular activities.

G.M.: I can perfectly understand that many will
find such events as morally unacceptable and
seek to have them banned, as was the case with
foxhunting in England a few years ago and the
case of bullfighting in Cataluña recently. My issue
with advocacy-driven academic writing about such
events, and other troubling human-animal
relationships is that while reading criticisms of
such events tells me something interesting about
the concerns of the writers, it tells me little about
the events from the perspectives of those who
participate in them.   My  work, responsibility, and
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duty, as an anthropologist is to produce an 
account of such events that is as close as possible 
to the accounts that the participants offer and 
then to attempt an anthropological interpretation 
that is faithful to that which I have seen, 
experienced and been told about during my 
fieldwork.  

S.M.: It sounds like what you’re saying is that it
is not a question of choosing people over
animals or animals over people -- as my literary
colleagues still often quite casually, if
wrongfully, assume that I am doing -- but rather
of owning what is your entry point to the
discussion, which involves paying attention to
your proximities to and distances from the
constellations of human-animal relationships
that enter into your studies. Maybe that’s
another way of distinguishing the work of HAS
more broadly?

G.M.: There is a commitment in my work to the
people who have allowed me into their world. I
must treat their activities, experiences, and
explanations seriously because they certainly do.
This involves trust, respect, and responsibility. I
always tell those with whom I conduct my
research that I am seeking, initially, to understand
their worlds as they live them and then I go
beyond that to attempt an anthropological
interpretation. My job is not one of critique and I
am certainly not there as a journalist to expose
nor as a moralist to judge.  I am there as an
anthropologist to understand. I have been
privileged to have been welcomed into the worlds
of bullfighting and fox hunting. People have taken
time to explain process and practices, meanings
and significances, to share and to explain their
experiences. I have been permitted to know
them.

S.M.: Why is it important that you are
welcomed by them?

G.M.: Welcomed is an important term here. I
have been a guest, and I believe there are
requirements of a respectful guest towards their
hosts.   There   are   also  the  requirements  of  an

anthropologist to the discipline of anthropology 
and to its intellectual, academic, and ethical 
integrity. I have tried to be mindful of these 
requirements and responsibilities in my work. I 
never speak for the people who have allowed me 
to conduct my research, in the sense of 
supporting them politically or acting as an 
advocate for them. I simply speak about them. 

S.M.: And to what end?  What is the ultimate
aim of your own, if not all, HAS research?

G.M.: I hope that my accounts of these events
reveal some of the complexities of the
relationships out of which they are constructed,
and to which they give rise, and that the accounts
offer some understanding of what goes on in
these events and why. I do not have any great aim
beyond that. For me, that is hard enough.

S.M.: To back up a bit, you’ve hit on a very
current distinction, namely, that culture as
studied by anthropologists is intimate, local,
and lived, as opposed to culture as it is talked
about today in literature and other disciplines,
that is, culture as increasingly politicized,
globalized, and spectral. Yet you’re also making
me reflect on how my own very different
involvements in some of the activities that I
have studied have only strengthened my
commitment to your same goals.  Do you think
this is specific to anthropology? Or something
that comes to the fore through HAS?

G.M.: Animals have always been significant and
necessary (although perhaps unnoticed to those
outside them) in many human cultures and
societies, and HAS has brought this into the open
to a wider audience. Of course, they will have
always been noticed by those who live with them
or whose lives depend on them. One of my
concerns looking at HAS now is that I think,
although I might be being unfair here, that the
studies have an urban and perhaps ‘western’ bias
or focus.

S.M.: That’s what I’m trying to unpack in my
current research, which moves away from
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examining representations of human-animal 
relations specific to modern-industrial cultures 
and deeper into those that get disrupted, even 
obliterated in the processes of making modern 
worlds -- including, not coincidentally, those 
that are specific to traditional hunting and 
farming communities. Some do this by 
negotiating different communities within 
ecosystems, but the really interesting ones seem 
to be calling forth notions of cross-species 
community on the brink of destruction.  These 
kinds of representations make me wonder: 
have whole cultures and species died because 
they are simply unprofitable from a capitalist 
standpoint? Or more complexly unwanted by 
the ways in which first-world, urban-industrial-
enculturated folks want to force life to be in the 
twenty-first century? 

G.M.: For me, such questions are immensely
important in thinking about what I would like to
see more of in HAS and, personally, where I see
my work going. I am certainly not suggesting
anything like an agenda; we all develop what we
are interested in and for our own good academic
reasons. As we already agreed, we both believe
that HAS has come of age, and in the last twenty
years there has been fabulous work that has
brought humans and their animals (and I suppose
I should say animals and their humans, although I
am less sure of that) to center stage of scholarly
interest and concern. However, that stage is still, I
believe, a rather regional one.

S.M.: Yes, there is a live threat that HAS can
work to replicate the white, western,
patriarchal, heteronormative, ableist, and other
dominating notions that warp otherwise well-
intended scholarship in other areas as well as
activism.

G.M.: I am certainly interested in seeing more
studies from beyond North America, Western
Europe, and Australasia. I hope for a lot more
from Africa, the Middle East, South America, Asia,
Eastern Europe, the Arctic, the Balkans . . . so
many intriguing and complex cultures in which
human  and  animal  lives are intertwined, cultures

and regions alike that are rich in animals.  Of 
course, as an anthropologist, I would say that – 
more ethnographies, please!  

S.M.: Yes, although I fear I agree automatically
because, as a literary scholar, I learned to dance
to the tune of multiculturalism.  But, to
paraphrase Orwell, doesn’t the risk of some
animals being more equal than other animals
cut both ways?

G.M.: I take your point about cultures and species
dying out because of unprofitability or, I might
add because they are undervalued or unvalued in
terms other than economic. I also take your point
about human-cultures being complexly unwanted,
marked for prohibition and, I would add,
unrecognized, not understood or unacknowledged
by those outside the immediacy of these concerns;
we need to know so much more about human-animal
cultures and socialities and those who seek to,
need to, maintain them. Here again, I can see a
research task of bringing them center stage. So –
more multicultures and multispecies in HAS.

S.M.: Yes, and multiple naturecultures leading
to more multi-naturecultural understandings.

G.M.: What I am also hoping for is more ‘multi’ in
our HAS community, a bringing together of our
particular research and intellectual cultures to
produce more interdisciplinarity, although I know
that is so hard to achieve. I think Haraway has
written about a new zoographic – a new way of
researching and writing about animals. In terms of
my own research, I am excited about projects I
share with biological anthropologists/primatologists,
with zoöarcheologists, and with conservation
scientists– researchers from different disciplines
working jointly on projects. This, I am sure, is a
way of tackling the complexities of human-animal
relations. HAS has not simply arrived and done
good work, it has a future and it is going
somewhere. I look forward to sticking with it.

S.M.: Or, in Haraway’s terms, staying with the
trouble. That’s an exciting prospect, one that
will involve leveraging some big culture shifts in
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the funding and other structures of academics. 
But the growing pains will be all worthwhile if 
only because it helps us to continue to be in it 
together. 
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r. Siobhan O’Sullivan is a lecturer in social
policy at UNSW, Australia. After being
awarded her PhD by Sydney University

she worked at the University of Melbourne for 
seven years. Her research is focused on animal 
welfare laws with a focus on the way in which 
animal activists influence policy change. In 2011 
her book Animals, Equality and Democracy was 
published by Palgrave Macmillan. She produces a 
regular podcast entitled Knowing Animals which 
has gathered substantial public acclaim. O'Sullivan 
is a key figure in the "political turn" in animal 
ethics. In her Animals, Equality and Democracy, 
O'Sullivan explores the issue of the unequal 
treatment of members of different species in 
contemporary societies. 

Rod Bennison: Siobhan, you have been 
criticised for your political approach to 
animals as being good liberal politics, but 
bad for animal ethics.  Please explain! 

Siobhan O’Sullivan: One critic did make that 
observation. But it isn't clear to me that my 
approach is bad for animal ethics. That 
certainly is not my intention. In my book 
‘Animals,   Equality   and   Democracy'   I   have  

 

 

 

 

 

 

suggested that we might try to generate 
positive change for animals by asking of the 
community that they judge our treatment of 
nonhuman animals, not by the standards we 
apply to humans. But rather, we compare the 
treatment of nonhuman animals, against the 
treatment of other nonhuman animals. When 
we do so we quickly see that many nonhuman 
animals are treated very poorly compared to 
other animals. Just think about a rabbit kept as 
a pet compared to a rabbit in a scientific 
laboratory. I have called this ‘the internal 
inconsistency'. That is an inconsistency in the 
way we treat nonhuman animals. I argue that if 
we are consistent in our treatment of animals 
we could improve the lives of many animals 
and we may be able to do so in a way this is 
politically saleable to the community. 

R.B.: Tell us a little more about your politics
and political history.

S.O.: I have long been interested in politics. At
university, I undertook a very traditional
political science degree, while also working for
a minor political party. As soon as I started
writing longer pieces, for example, my honours

D 
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thesis, I started examining animal issues more 
closely. I was already very interested in animal 
rights in my private life and that began to 
inform my scholarship.  

R.B.: Do you think members of the academy
should be activist?

S.O.: I think that members of the academy
have a right to a private life and interests
outside of work. They may include a wide
range of activities, including activism. In terms
of whether academic publications should have
agenda change in mind, I think that is very
tricky to avoid in my field. I am a social
scientist. The work my colleagues and I
undertake is focused overwhelmingly on social
change and that includes seeking justice for
nonhuman animals.

R.B.: You have a long history of animal
activism in Australia. Can you tell us how that
has influenced your life?

S.O.: I have been actively involved in animal
groups in Australia in the past, although I am
not active at all these days. I think my
involvement in animal groups helped me frame
a series of research questions that I have been
examining ever since. In particular, I am
interested in the role animal advocates play in
letting the community know about how
nonhuman animals live and die in socially
invisible places (such as factory farms)

R.B.: How does your interest in animal
politics influence your own particular day-to-
day living?

S.O.: Well, I am vegan. I also try to be mindful
of the suffering of nonhuman animals when I
make a range of other decisions. For example,
I do not visit zoos, I would not take a ride in a
horse-drawn carriage and I do not go to the
races etc.

R.B.: Knowing Animals is becoming a well-
known podcast.  Tell us where that has taken
you.

S.O.: Knowing Animals is a really low-tech, no-
frills podcast. It is not expensive to produce
and it is just recorded in my house or anywhere
else that is suitable and quiet. We also have
loads of fabulous local animal studies talent in
Australia, so I don’t need to go too far to find
people to interview. But, while Knowing
Animals hasn’t literally taken me very far, it has
allowed me to make contact with, and
interview, loads of fascinating people.

Moreover, to prepare for the interview I 
have to read a piece of their work, which they 
nominate, which means that I am exposed to a 
lot of ideas that I might not have been exposed 
to otherwise. So far I have interviewed Erica 
Fudge, Peter Singer, Anat Pick, Lee Rhiannon, 
Alasdair Cochrane, Richard Twine and loads 
more. You can listen free here: 
http://knowinganimals.libsyn.com or via iTunes. 

Siobhan O’Sullivan 
Animals, Equality and Democracy, 2011 
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R.B.: How does your current position at the
University of NSW help you improve the
lives of animals?

S.O.: I feel really lucky to be at UNSW. It is a
progressive university committed to strong
social values. My position allows me to
undertaken research into pressing animal
issues. My teaching is also research lead
meaning that I can use/teach animal-related
case studies and topics in the classroom.
R.B.: What is your most memorable moment 
with an animal?

S.O.: I am not somebody who spends a lot of 
time in the company of nonhuman animals. I 
think that justice is owed animals, but I don’t 
feel they owe me anything, including 
companionship. However, I have had some very 
nice cat friends and I do I enjoy the company of 
cats a great deal. 

R.B.: What do you think about animals being
used in contemporary art works?

S.O.: So long as the art does not harm the
animal in any way, I think it is just fine.
Moreover, I think it can have a positive,
communicative impact. My friend Yvette Watt
from the University of Tasmania has done a
wonderful photographic series on factory
farms. It is very powerful and it is the type of
art that I think can change attitudes.

R.B.: Siobhan, where can readers of
Antennae contact you?

S.O.: You can find out more about my research
at my UNSW homepage:

https://socialsciences.arts.unsw.edu.au/about-
us/people/siobhan-osullivan/. That includes a 
link to my email address which is: 
Siobhan.osullivan@unsw.edu.au. I also try to 
make as much of my work available, for free, as 
possible, via academia.edu. My page can be 
foundxhere: 
https://unsw.academia.edu/SiobhanOSullivan. 

I also write opinion pieces, many of 
whichxcanxbexfoundxhere: 
https://theconversation.com/profiles/siobhan-
osullivan-1648. Finally, Knowing Animals is a 
good way to engage with my work. You can 
downloadxitxfreexhere: 
http://knowinganimals.libsyn.com.  

Siobhan O'Sullivan is an Australian political scientist and 
political theorist who is currently a senior lecturer in the 
School of Social Sciences, University of New South Wales 
(UNSW).  Siobhan is one of Australian's leading 
contemporary thinkers on human-animal relations, 
particularly the ‘political turn' in animal ethics.  She has 
proposed a new approach to animal advocacy, suggesting 
that advocates focus on the internal inconsistency rather 
than the external inconsistency.  This interview will explore 
Siobhan's approach to animal politics and how this may be 
applied to nature and even art. 

Rod Bennison has been involved in animal protection 
issues since the late 1970s, from the sidelines to being 
deeply immersed in animal rights activism.  He was a 
sessional academic for 13 years and now manages a 
dedicated and tight-knit team of environmental scientists in 
an engineering and environmental consulting firm based in 
the Hunter Valley on Australia’s eastern seaboard.  Rod 
has a strong interest in the intersection of animal and 
environmental protection, particularly the rationale of why 
some human animals view some nonhuman animals and 
plants as pests, feral, weeds or invasive, as being 
somehow ‘out of place’.  Rod has extensive, established 
networks and friendships with many academics in the field 
of Animal Studies, and with animal and environmental 
activists. Rod also helps steer Minding Animals 
International that he founded in 2010 after the first 
Newcastle conference.  Rod lives in the Hunter Valley with 
40 rescue animals.  

Rod Bennison 
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 worked with Max Streicher on a project for 
the Beijing Biennale and was captivated by 
the work and by his process. The piece we 

presented was a re-imagining of Picasso's 
Guernica as a 3m x 3m x3m inflatable 
sculpture. We had initially proposed 
remounting a version of the piece that had 
been installed in a hotel in Madrid but the 
curatorial committee was concerned that it was 
too tall for the museum. They asked instead if 
the piece could be mounted outside on the 
facade. Max declined, as he was concerned 
that the pollution in Beijing would damage the 
work. As a compromise, he remade a version 
of the work at a slightly reduced scale that was 
optimized for viewing head-on in the gallery 
rather than from below in the street. I brought 
the work over to China folded up in a suitcase 
(along with a timer and a fan). Installing it was a 
chore, as the museum wouldn't allow the 
technicians working on the biennale to put 
holes in the wall. No one tried to stop me from 
securing the piece to the wall but no one 
would help me either. It was an interesting 
example of working interculturally. However, 
once  the  work  was  attached  to  the wall and 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 

began to inflate and deflate, it created magic. 
The piece filled the room with its amalgam of 
human and animal bodies and exerted a 
presence throughout the exhibition. Despite 
the simplicity of the technology involved, the 
effects the work produced were complex and 
varied with each iteration of breath. It was this 
aspect of the work, the affective resonance of 
its cycles of breath, that made we want to 
interview him for this issue. Having seen a 
number of his pieces in different contexts, I 
wanted to inquire into his process and ask 
about the significance of the animal and nature 
themes in his work. 

Matthew Brower: You've been making 
inflatable works since the late 1980s and 
early 90s (the first one being Breathe in 
1989; then Boiler in 1991; with another early 
example being Pillars of Cloud in 1992) and 
have exhibited them throughout the world 
both in gallery exhibitions and as site 
interventions. What drew you to the form in 
the first place and has your relation to the 
medium evolved over time? 

I 

INTERVIEWEE: MAX STREICHER 
INTERVIEWER: MATTHEW BROWER 

Toronto based curator and scholar Matthew Brower has written extensively about animal representation 
in photography and other media. In this interview he explores the representational specificities at play in 
Max Streicher’s inflatable installation art. 

Questions by Matthew Brower 
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Max Streicher: What drew me to the medium 
originally was kind of an accident. I found a 
sewing machine and a vacuum cleaner and I 
had some material on hand from another 
projection project I'd been doing. I just had 
finished graduate school. Graduate school is 
kind of a challenging situation and I thought 
it's time to have some fun and make something 
that's just more of a lark. So I had this idea to 
make  an  inflatable.  It  seemed like something 

 

fun to do. Then I made it and it was shown in a 
group show called The Crossing because it was 
in a church. The work was presented in the 
foyer of this church and it was loud. It had the 
vacuum cleaner and when people would push a 
button this vacuum would roar up and the 
thing would start to rise.  Then the timer would 
turn the vacuum off and it would sink. It had a 
lot more motion and life than I expected an 
inflatable   to   have.   It   also   got  a  lot  more 

Max Streicher
Breathe, 1989, nylon, modified vacuum cleaner, 185 cm, The Crossing exhibition, Bloor St. United Church, coordinated by Mediums 
Art Centre, Toronto © Max Streicher 
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attention than I expected. It became the basis 
for a few other requests after that including 
NetherMind who came to me and said that 
that's the kind of work that fits with what we're 
doing: It's about body, it's about material, it's 
about sculpture. So that leads to my 
involvement with NetherMind. Even though I 
kept trying to go in other directions and work 
with other materials and things, I kept coming 
back to that. It was kind of my fall back plan for 
all kinds of situations where I was presented 
with a space and asked what would you like to 
do with it. There's something about the 
medium that's so convenient. If I worked in 
bronze I'd have much more storage and so on 
to deal with. It's been really a good medium 
for travelling with. It's been very helpful from a 
practical level. What I've learned about it was 
that the motion, the force of air, that sort of 
thing, within these different materials that I've 
use  reads  as  very  lifelike.  I  love playing with 

that sort of shock factor, or as somebody else 
has termed it kinesthesia. Where you're 
looking at an inert balloon but it comes to life 
when the pressure builds and an arm lifts or 
even when just a part of an abstract piece 
bulges out. It has this real sense of reflecting 
your own experience of breath, of breathing. I 
love the connection that happens there. 
Therefore, there's also a vulnerability in the 
medium. That it is very literally vulnerable, 
easily popped. That comes through when 
things inflate or deflate right to the ground. It 
creates a sense of disappearance. So I've been 
learning more and more about the medium 
over the many years I've been working and so 
my feelings about it have changed a lot. I still 
think there's more to be explore in it. Scale 
became an important factor at some point too. 
Quite early on I realized I could make really big 
things that really overwhelm gallery spaces. I 
could  make  works  that  were  basically  about  

Max Streicher
Dream of Guernica,  2015, Nylon sail cloth, electric fan, 3x3x3 meters,  National Art Museum of China, Beijing International Art Bienale, 
photo by Sara Angelucci © Max Streicher 
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overwhelming architecture or making architecture 
that is overwhelming and soft and baroque.  

M.B.: As you've mentioned, many of your
pieces actively inflate and deflate rather than
being statically blown up. Can you speak to
why this movement is important and how
you see it affecting viewers' responses?

M.S.: In most cases where I use the fan turning
off and on to achieve motion, usually they don't
totally deflate. That happens occasionally. It did
with Guernica (Dream of Guernica, 2015). We had
the fans turn off for quite a long period of time
which allowed … I don't remember now did it
actually cycle through a breathing motion or was it
deflate and then inflate? Kind of still wasn't it?

M.B.: It cycled off and deflated. It deflated
enough for the bull's head to touch the floor
and start to soften. And then it would go
back up.

M.S.: ok. I find that it's a very simple aspect of
the technology to turn the fan off, let the air
leak out, and have this deflation. I guess
because of the way I design the patterns, they
end up having more of a surprising lifelikeness
when they're in motion. You can probably say
that about any inflatable in a way. I think
because of the way I have designed the way an
elbow or a knee or foot moves, it just has this
naturalism that I like. I think that people really
respond to that too and feel it in a kind of
empathetic way. I know people often talk
about with my Giants that they want to lay
down with them and sleep there (Sleeping
Giants, 1998). They feel very calm and
comfortable around them. Other people are
afraid of them or find them creepy or
something. There are often these rather
extreme responses. I had a really interesting
response from Muki Baum. This was when I was
showing at the Koffler Centre. I see him now,
this is some 20 years later, at Manulife and he
has his own foundation. He has a condition
where he's in a wheelchair and can barely
move.   I   don't  know  what  it  is  but  he   has

motorized wheel chair. He has a sign that's out 
and he collects money for his foundation. So 
his movements, when he is able to move are 
very floppy. His arms just flop and he does 
move a lot. He loved my pieces on the floor 
cause they were flopping around. He actually 
wrote me a note, in a very childlike script, 
because he doesn't have very good control of 
course, and I still have this note where he 
mentions big happy moving men on the floor it 
feels like me. I thought that was a really 
beautiful reaction. I really think that people 
have a really visceral response to the work. 
They feel it in their gut, the way things move.  

M.B.: So this means that when you design
your pieces you're not just thinking about
the final form, you're thinking about them
inflating and deflating. The conception of
them includes this range of motion.

M.S.:  I do think abut how an arm will be
attached to the body or an elbow or something
and how it might have a natural range of
movement. But I also realize that because it's
an inflatable it will probably bend the wrong
way when the air gets to a certain point of
deflation. Which doesn't seem to bother
people too much. I look at them and go that's
sort of an unfortunate bend to that leg but
viewers tend not to comment about that. They
don't see it as a flaw apparently. Early on, my
first studies in art I did at the Art Students'
League in New York and we studied anatomy
in drawing and painting. Anatomy was a real
basic course we all had to take. I chose to take
figure drawing and anatomy. That's always
interested me. So when I am designing the
patterns I'm thinking always of the underlying
anatomy and what line in a pattern, what cut,
might make a very obvious connection to
where we're used to seeing that muscle
depicted in a drawing.

M.B.: Can you describe the process whereby
you conceive of your works? You've
described how you articulate the interior
components but I'm wondering how you
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come up with the larger concepts, for 
example, to say this will be four figures 
coming out of a box (Quartet in a Box, 1995). 

M.S.: My works often come about really kind
of spontaneously or at times accidently. Like
accidently, I started making these figures in
about 91 or 92. They were very first figures I
made and they were very awkward and not
very detailed. I didn't know really what to do
with them. Because figurative work was still
kind of taboo at that point in time. I mean
there were a few people working with the
figure like Louise Bourgeois and Leon Golub.
That was just about the time that those post-
modern  painters  were  coming  on  the scene.

Eric Fischl was working with the figure. So 
those people were around but they were kind 
of controversial or not very mainstream 
anyway. Louise Bourgeois, she had a following 
but it wasn't like... I don't know, I'm not sure 
what to say about Louse. A lot of us of in the 
sculpture department, anyway, were really 
fond of her work. There was a definite place 
that I felt comfortable too, that kind of 
treatment of the figure that she was doing. She 
also did a lot of sewing too that I have only 
become aware of lately, the stuffed things.  

I put the figures away for a while. This 
was my quartet piece, I made these 4 figures 
and I showed them to a friend and she said to 
me   'Oh,   you   can't  show  those  they're  too 

Max Streicher
Sleeping Giants, 1998, Tyvek, electric blowers, each figure: 7.5 meters tall 
© Max Streicher
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literal.' So, I put them away for a little bit. Then 
I had a chance to do a show out in Halifax and 
the idea came to me to have the figures 
shipped in a box, but that somehow, they just 
came out of the box. I had been working with 
this notion that making more than one figure 
was kind of about industrial production and 
making humans was a comment on the way 
humans are attached to machines in factories in 
that kind of assembly line production. I was 
now making people in the same way. 
Conceivably you could make them infinitely 
and have them an infinite number of these 
figures. Once I had 4 and didn't know what to 
do with them I stopped. Having them come out 
of this box made it seem like another aspect of 
this. Now it would even make more sense to 
have them shipped by Amazon and then you 
plug them into the wall and they come out of 
the box. That work came about as a way to 
deal with these figures and where are they 
going to fit into the art world where they don't 
really fit. The box gave them a kind of pedestal 
in a way, a reason for being, or a presentation 
device. Often my installations, are pretty 
instantaneous in their conception. For example, 
the cloud I did for the Art Gallery of Ontario, 
when they showed me the sculpture atrium, 
the first thing I really noticed was that the floor 
had a rather large grid pattern (Cloud, 2004). 
These were the seams in the cement. The 
pattern was large enough to transpose it to 
seeing the farm fields of Alberta or 
Saskatchewan from the air. I had been to 
Lethbridge and had to fly in a small plane from 
Calgary to Lethbridge and we were going 
through these huge, huge cumulus nimbus 
clouds. Then you would see down below, you 
were flying beside a cloud, and way down 
below is the shadow of the cloud on these 
sections of land. That was the impression I had, 
that I wanted to put a big cloud in the AGO 
Tannenbaum atrium. My first giants were 
instantaneous too, Gordon Hatt had invited me 
to do a show at Cambridge Gallery. He showed 
me this big gallery and said 'what do you want 
to do?' I almost instantly said fill it with giants. 
So  then  I  just had to figure out how many  will  

fit  and  how  big  should they be but I basically 
had a pretty exact picture in my mind right 
from the first moment of what it would be. It 
was the same with the cloud, it was almost 
exactly what I had envisioned as what I made.  

I was just writing lately, for another 
proposal, that I look for places that my 
inflatables misbehave. I started a long time 
project called balloon disasters. It's never really 
been formalized but I have enough of them 
myself of things that have been destroyed in 
the wind, blown over and so on, ripped apart. 
These include Macy's parade balloons that 
sometimes go out of control and crash into 
people and injure people, the Hindenburg 
blowing up, and things like that. I'm fascinated 
by balloons when they step out of their 
niceness and become menacing. They're not 
always menacing but like with the breathing 
again, they suddenly, when you respond to 
them empathetically, their breathing, they just 
go to another level of meaning where they 
become about other things like disappearance 
and destruction or death or birth. My 
installations that might not be kinetic, I'm also 
interested in how they might misbehave. Like 
the clown heads are stuck between two 
buildings. That's meant to look accidental; like 
they were just blown in there and got stuck 
(Endgame (Coulrophobia), 2010). My first 
horses that I did on a rooftop, was for KWAG 
(Kitchener Waterloo Art Gallery). They'd asked 
me to do a piece and I decided to do an 
equestrian quadriga (Four Horses, 2003). The 
way I designed it was really not very good. It 
turned out to be one of my balloon disasters. 
They were supposed to sit up, these horses, on 
the rooftop and look very grand and they 
wouldn't sit up on the system I had designed. 
So, I just let them fall over. They were toppled 
on the roof. One of them I sort of propped 
between a couple of others and it's standing 
but it really looked like a wagon wreck on the 
roof. They were huge. These were 30 foot long 
horses about 20 feet high and they're in this 
jumble on this tiny roof.  
The funny thing about that piece is that  
the  AGO  did  a  show on surrealism and  there 



30	

was a little drawing  by de  Chirico of a building 
with a jumble of classical horses on it. It was 
like they had all fallen over and were lying 
there and it looked just like my installation. 
That was a show that came from the V&A and 
I've been meaning to locate that image. I have 
another connection with de Chirico. One of the 
first horse works I ever did was an etching. It 
was an etching after a dream and in the dream, 
a horse got cut in half at the belly and its front 
half and back half are still running around. 
There's this big gash between because they've 
been severed. I depicted that in this etching. 
Last year I was in Rome and the hotel had a de 
Chirico etching or drawing where the horse 
wasn't cut in half but it had a red blanket over 
its midsection that looked exactly like it was 
cut in half where I had cut my horse in half. It's 
also running and it's very frontal in the image. I 
often  relate my  work to de Chirico through its 

 

sense of the metaphysical -- like his ruins in 
squares. I'm working on something like that for 
Sydney right now.  

M.B.: There seems to be separate strands of

Max Streicher
Horses (Installation), 2003, vinyl, electric fans, each horse 8 x 10 x 2 meters, Beaverbrook Art Gallery, Fredericton, N.B., 
© Max Streicher Below: Lamentation (Swan Song), 1996, Tyvek, electric fans, switches, 14' high, "Once Upon a Time," Southern
Alberta Art Gallery
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your practice between a group of sculptures 
that deploy human figures (such as Quartet 
in a Box or Sextet, 1996) and other works 
that focus on animals (Lamentation: Swan 
Song, 1996 or Four Horses) and natural 
forms (Cloud). Do you see these as separate 
aspects of your practice or are there 
underlying themes or connections for you 
between these bodies of work? 

M.S.: I think they're all kind of connected. I
think it is in the matter of a metaphysical or
surreal vision. The Clouds are Magritte, the
Horses  are  all  over de Chirico   and  Dali,  and

the figures really fit in with Dali, in a way; the 
machine figure. So, I think there are 
connections.   

M.B.: Do you see a difference in how
audiences respond to the different types of
works? Do they respond differently to the
giants than to the animals?

M.S.: I don't really think so. I mean some works
are more popular. I think the Horses tend to be
more popular. I donated a set of horses to the
Beaverbrook [Beaverbrook Art Gallery,
Fredericton,  New Brunswick]  a few years ago.

René Magritte 
The Heartstrings, 1960 
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M.B.: How do you see these works in
relation to the long history of equestrian
statuary? I think often they're responding or
referencing that history.

M.S.: Well there's been a bit of learning curve
to my use of horses. My first horse I did, I had
the false impression that equestrian
monuments were big in Venice. I guess
because there are a couple that are famous like
the ponies above San Marco and the statue of
Bartolomeo Colleoni. But, In getting to know
more about Venice I realized that that's not
really the case. There's a kind of grandiosity
about equestrian monuments that the
Venetians are really opposed to.  Which is why
Verrocchio's equestrian statue isn’t in the
square somewhere in San Marco where he had
willed it to be. Instead, it’s ended up in another
square. So when I went there to do an equestrian
monument it was with this false impression and
misunderstanding of their history. What fits is that
I   think  of  them  as  anti-monuments  because

Giorgio de Chirico 
Two Horses by a Lake 1950 
Max Streicher
Quadriga, 2006 vinyl, electric fans; each horse, 7 meters 
tall, Ludwig Forum for Contemporary Art, Aachen, 
Germany, 2006 © Max Streicher
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they are inflatable. They have this vulnerability. 
They're kind of silly as big inflatable horses so 
they're anti-monuments. That fits for Venice. I 
think that's the tension that I'm playing with in 
doing this quadriga. It's this sense of might and 
grandiosity, which is what a quadriga is kind of 
about normally, and mine which are inflatable 
and they're grand but they do blow over in the 
wind. My favorite picture of them is in 
Beaverbrook when we were installing and 
there's one of the workers lifting the horse into 
position and he's got the whole weight he's 
pushing up but it looks impossible (Horses
2003).  

M.B.: It seems to me that's one of the key
themes in your work this tension between
the monumental scale of many of the pieces
and their insubstantiality. Can you talk about
how you make use of that in the works? Is it
always an undermining or does it work in
other ways?

M.S.: I think it’s mostly an undermining of any

kind of association with representations of 
power. But also trying to make it more magical 
too, it's not just negative. The horses appear to 
buck and nuzzle when the wind hits them. This 
is a kind of naturalism that's not possible in 
bronze. You might get a moment but it's not 
like they're going to be different every time 
you look at them. There's something kind of 
magical about that. I think that's maybe more 
important than the undermining. It's kind of 
like bringing it to life. I've often felt that the 
medium, kind of tongue in cheek I'm talking 
here, is taking this ancient desire to bring 
marble to life – like really knowing how to do 
the skin so that it looks alive and the bone is 
pushing through underneath and the veins are 
pulsing – that sort of naturalism and lifelikeness 
I'm trying to take a step further by actually 
putting air into it and letting the air bring it to 
life.  

M.B.: It seems to me that in some of the
equestrian works there's a lifelikeness and an
anti-monumentality whereas with the clouds

Salvador Dali 
Anthropomorphic Chest of Drawers, 1936 
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the insubstantiality reads very differently. 
That it's connected to the evanescence of 
the underlying object. With some of the 
figures, in particular, the clown heads, the 
sagginess is less anti-monumental and more 
of the informe – a creepiness, that gets at 
the subconscious fear about the instability of 
things. It seems to me that in these works 
that same tension is given a different valence 
depending on the kind of work it is. 
Relatedly, there are works you do where the 
mechanics are really visible and up front. 
Some foreground the mechanics in the 
interaction, like the early pieces where 
you're pressing a button and that's what 
makes it go and others incorporate the 
mechanics into the form of the work, like the 
swan piece where the fan is the head of the 
bird (Lamentation). There is another set of 
your works where the mechanics are erased. 
Like with Cloud where  you just get the  form 

floating in space with no sense of how it 
happened. I'm curious about how you make 
those distinctions in terms of which works 
will foreground the apparatus and which 
works will obscure it.  

M.S.: I guess the works that foreground the
apparatus most are the figurative pieces. In the
swans the head is a powerful part of the
movement because of the fans when they
would turn on, they would torque and turn the
birds. There was this whine when they'd start
up and a twisting.  With the smaller figurative
pieces where they're actually connected to
machines, I'm making a comment on that
factory thing about mass production and
assembly lines. With the clouds and the giants,
I'm going for a sense of magic. With the clouds
the fans are simply there to fill them. There's
no motion except if the wind or a breeze hits
them. With the clouds especially I'm looking for
a sense that they're just floating in space. You
don't notice the cables that hold them up and
so the fans also aren't to be noticed.

M.B.: So it's connected to the kinds of
effects you're trying to evoke.

M.S.: Yeah.

M.B.: Some of your recent works have
responded to Picasso’s Guernica (Battle of 
Cannae, 2014 and Dream of Guernica), which
makes explicit a kind of political charge that
you've hinted at in terms of your comments
on industrialization with some of your other
work. Can you talk about what it means for
the work to make the politics more explicit?
Or do you see the Guernica reference as not
being explicitly political?

M.S.: I think I was actually more worried about
it being explicitly political. The first version I
did was for Madrid and I changed the name to
Cannae. I found this reference to an ancient
battle outside of Rome where a bull had
committed suicide because it couldn't deal
with  the  fact  that   Rome  was  no  longer  the

Andrea del Verrocchio 
Equestrian Statue of Bartolomeo Colleoni, 1483-88 
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Max Streicher
Cloud, 2004, Tyvek, vinyl, electric fans, 9.75 x 9.75 x 7.5 meters, Art Gallery of Ontario 
© Max Streicher
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great power they thought they were. They'd 
been defeated so badly by Hannibal that this 
bull committed suicide. So that became a 
reason to have a bull jumping out of a window 
in downtown Madrid. There's a big hand 
coming out of the one side of that work which 
is the most obvious reference to Guernica. I 
actually worried about the political implications 
of calling it Guernica. I didn't know if they were 
still angry about this situation. When I first saw 
Guernica at the Prado many years ago it was 
behind bullet proof glass.  

I think I was more interested in creating 
tableaux in the way that Picasso's painting of 
Guernica is a sculptural tableau with its 
monochromatic color scheme. I've been 
interested  Picasso's sculptures and particularly  
the paintings of what I think of as sculptures. 
They're paintings but these figures on a beach, 
some of them, I think they were really meant to 
be sculptures that he just never realized. Or 
didn't want to spend the money on realizing. I 
have this urge to make one or two of them just 
to see. Just as an homage to Picasso. To make 
one of his figures in real life or 3 dimensions. 
I'm not sure what to say about any kind of 
political statement that I think those works are 
making. The same as I've been using the 
quadriga form in the past, I think I'm interested 
in that kind of commemorative sculpture that 
you see on the sarcophagus of Alexander the 
Great, that sort of thing. That has battle 
scenes, a melee of figures and horses crashing 
together. So the painting becomes kind of an 
excuse to do a tight clustering of figures and 
beasts. 

M.B.: Where is your practice going now?
What kinds of themes are you taking on?

M.S.:  I'm trying to back away from super
detailed renderings of figures. I'm torn, that's
been one of my strengths and maybe I should
push that even further (and I probably will do
that at some point). The show I just did in India
was of older work where the forms were more
generalized and they were contrasting with
these paintings of another artist that were very
photographic  (Sleeping Giants).  It  was  a nice

contrast. I'm trying recapture some of the 
innocence of my earliest days in the struggle to 
define the forms so I'm putting things in my 
way. I'm trying to imagine what the pattern 
should be rather than actually literally making it 
in 3 dimensions. It's maybe having a couple of 
steps to getting to the final figure which will 
probably be much more like an antique toy 
figure or a doll than a roman sculpture. I'm 
trying to find the lifelikeness in those very 
generalized forms. I'm also working with the 
idea of inflatables as life rescue devices. 
They're often used for making triage hospitals 
in war zones, life rafts, life vests, and oil spill 
containing buoys. Inflatable technology is kind 
of everywhere trying to save the world. I'm 
playing with that. Maybe. This has now all 
gotten mixed up with the refugee crisis so it's 
kind of something I'm backing away from. I 
might do some big Ai Wei Wei's;  depictions of 
him as different things because he seems to 
like to do that. That might be the more political 
work to do. I think his statements are 
sometimes shots in the dark where he's not 
quite sure where it will land.  

M.B.: Is the move away from a specific
politics connected to your desire to get at a
more metaphysical content? Are you worried
that if you get too concrete that the work
won't get there?

M.S.: I'm not really good at responding to
themes. Especially I find the way that these
contemporary residencies and calls for
exhibitions will give you these themes that are
so obtuse. Is that the point that you can go
anywhere you want with this? Or am I really
supposed to understand what you're saying?
Themes I always have trouble responding to
and when I think I should make a political
artwork, it never gets anywhere. I just can't. I
don't know how. I just have decided that doing
what you do best is the most political thing you
can do.

I like making things that people really 
respond to and feel connected to and 
connected to others through. There's a social 
aspect  to the  practice. I do these nuit blanche 
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Max Streicher
Battle of Cannae, 2014, Nylon sail cloth, electric fan, 9 w x 4.5 h x 5.5 d meters, Radisson blu Hotel, Madrid Prado © Max Streicher 

Pablo Picasso 
Guernica, 1937 
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projects and you have all these people at the 
same time in the same place taking pictures of 
it and sending them all over on Instagram. 
There's something political about that even 
though it's not overt. It's more covert. I 
wouldn't say the work is non-political or anti-
political; it just that it's not issue oriented in 
any way. 

There's a history of inflatables being 
used in protest. There was an exhibition about 
that. [The Inflatable Moment, Urban Center, 
New York 1998]  In the 60s, Warhol was doing 
inflatable performance pieces and there were a 
lot of inflatables that would show up at protest 
rallies and would get a lot of attention. That's 
of interest to me to a degree. It has a little 
more to do with going back to the idea of 
balloon disasters. The idea that inflatables can 
have a little more punch than we normally give 
them credit for. 

M.B.: How do you see your work in relation
to the broader strands of the art world? Is
that something you're concerned with?

M.S.: Well, I have to think about it especially
when I go around to museums. I think Toronto
is kind of a good place to hide from the art
world. But when I'm traveling, when I'm in
other places, I find my work fits in just perfectly
with what they're showing. It was ahead of its
time in many ways. There's a kind of innocence
and playfulness about the work that's just now
being rediscovered in other artists and shows.
For example, at the Hayward Gallery, there
was an exhibition with inflatables and similar
kinds of works and technologies. The Venice
Biennale, not the last one but the one two
years before that, [in 2013] that had all of the
naïve art in it. People loved that show. I mean a
lot of people liked it. It was so full of quirky
ideas and accessible in a way that the last
Biennale wasn't. The last Biennale was more
about ideas. The gallery that I'm with in New
York, their specialty, apart from contemporary
art, their real specialty is folk art. I feel quite at
home with that. They use to have three
streams,  one  was photography, contemporary

art sculpture, and then the folk stuff. But I 
don't see too much of a division. I think there's 
a craft side to my work that crosses over. 
There's a conceptual and a craft side to the 
work that I try to keep in balance. I think it's 
hard to get people's attention when you're 
from Canada. Especially if you're in Canada 
trying to get someone's attention.  I mean 
they'd much rather have an artist from New 
York or London or Berlin.  

I feel the work is a little bit of an 
outsider.  But I think of outsider as a sort of in 
at the moment. I think there's an overemphasis 
on really overly intellectualized, conceptual 
process stuff. For a while, it was all about 
identity and politics. I'm not even sure where it 
is right now. It seems that most of the 
attention in Canada is intellectual. I guess it's 
because of the way our grant system works 
and the intense amount of writing that people 
have to do to get grants, and that we're all 
university trained (most artists have a masters), 
so there is this heavy kind of intellectual side to 
the Canadian art scene that I think my work is 
often left out of. That I have to fight for my 
place in it. But I think I've done ok; when it 
comes to applying for shows and grants and 
things I can justify that the work has some 
philosophical or theoretical underpinnings or 
contribution to make. It might not be changing 
the world in an overtly political way but it's 
operating at another level.  
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 discovered Doo-Sung Yoo’s work as I was 
continuing to develop my own ideas around 
the ever-present triangulation between 

humans, non-human animals, and technologies 
as understood through art and performance 
practices. Yoo’s work not only reaches across 
human, animal and technological divides, but 
also exists at an interdisciplinary crossroads 
between art, performance, and science. This 
work is challenging; neither fully utopic nor 
dystopic, it stretches and permeates borders 
asking viewers to question what human-animal-
techno futures might become. 

Yoo’s work immediately captivated me, 
first with his “Robotic Pig-Heart Jellyfish”, part 
of his Organ-Machine Hybrid series that is just 
that, a hybrid figure that seemed a perfect 
example of what I was theorizing as 
“becoming-animate” a mode of reanimating 
the non-human animal within its human-
technological  relationship.  In  the pages below 

 

 

 

 

 

 

he asks relevant questions for considering 
these interrelationships in this time called the 
Anthropocene: “Might it be possible to reassess 
traditional relationships and reinterpret animals 
in new relational stages alongside advanced 
technology? Could we create two-way 
communications rather than stubbornly holding 
on to one-way relationships with animals?” 

More recently I have been compelled by 
his piece “Lie,” a series of wagging robotic 
cow tongues, which has helped me form an 
argument for technologized animalities as 
having potential to stage a Rancierian “dissensus.” 
What I was manifesting theoretically, Yoo was 
manifesting practically. When I initially reached 
out to him to ask a clarifying question for a 
paper I was giving, his detailed and considered 
response made me want to understand the 
impetus behind his work even more. When 
posed with the opportunity to interview 
someone  for  this  special  issue  of   Antennae, 

I 

INTERVIEWEE: DOO-SUNG YOO 
INTERVIEWER: JENNIFER  

    PARKER-STARBUCK 

For a long while, Jennifer Parker-Starbuck has been one of the most interesting voices on the 
international scene of performance and Human Animal Studies. Never shying away from challenging 
subjects involving experimental approaches to representation, Parker-Starbuck has raised important 
questions about the role non-human actants play on stage.  In this interview she addresses some of these 
issues through an interview with Korean, new media artist Doo-Sung Yoo whose work prods the 
boundaries between nature and technology, science and art, human and non-human. 

Text and Questions by Jennifer Parker-Starbuck 



41	

there was no question that I wanted to delve 
further into his though processes. I have found 
that I have endless question for Yoo, and 
although his answers are detailed and precise, 
they lead me to even further conversations and 
questions. This interview has taken place over 
many months of email exchanges, and I feel it 
is only a beginning.   

Jennifer Parker-Starbuck: Although I am 
interested in your early experiments with 
media and human bodies, for this interview, I 
want to focus mainly on the work you’ve 
done with what I would consider ‘animality’, 
which I would describe as a consideration of 
animals for themselves, as they relate to 
humanity, and how they manifest as a 
condition in society. With this in mind, how 
and why did you become attracted to using 
animals in your work? 

Doo-Sung Yoo: Instead of using animals as 
mere objects in my art, I materialize animals as 
ontological equivalents with humans and 
machines – they all become materials that 
balance with each other.  Since I have been 
engrossed in calculating an equation of 
intersection between human body and 
technology in my early work, I have now added 
one more constant, ‘the animal’, to the 
equation.  For me, like mathematics sets (such 
as a sub set, complement set, and empty set), 
these three objects/subjects (human, machine, 
and animal) allow me to interpret their mutual 
relationship to my artistic practice to 
determine what artistic possibilities can be 
articulated or derived from these correlations.  

Human beings always discover benefits 
from animals and from nature. My Organ-

machine Hybrid series illustrates scientific 
trends, such as when medical science, for 
instance, utilizes pig bladders for regenerating 
human skin tissue or  develops xenotransplants  

from animal to human, or robotic organ 
transplantation as well.  I believe that the 
meaning of ‘animality’ has fluctuated in history 
and culture, and is subject to change when 
influenced by technological innovations. 
Involving animals in my artwork not only 
motivates me to reinterpret ‘animality and 
humanity' in the technological environment but 
also allows me to interweave and find 
harmonies between the three. Many questions 
are ongoing in my art: what is shared, and 
importantly, what traits or values are not 
shared, at the intersections between ‘human 
and animal’, ‘human and machine’, ‘machine 
and animal’, and the three sets, ‘human, 
machine, and animal’; how can we apply those 
constant values of the equations to artistic 
avenues and artistic interfaces. Respecting 
Donna Haraway’s sense that we can look 
ourselves in the ‘animal mirror’, I would like to 
find humanity in the animal and other living 
non-human organisms. Simultaneously, I like to 
probe how technology can be a bridge 
between animality and humanity.  

J.P.S.: I became interested in your work 
initially through the Organ-Machine Hybrid 
series, beginning with the Aqua001.c02: 
Robotic Pig Heart-Jellyfish and have since 
also been writing about the piece Lie: 
Robotic Cow Tongues. What intrigues me is 
the hybridization of the actual animal part 
and a technological component to create a 
new hybrid ‘species’.  In response to my own 
discussions of your work (at conferences, for 
example), the use of animal parts is 
sometimes critiqued. How might you 
respond to questions of the use of animals to 
facilitate new affiliations between animals-
humans-technologies? And to follow up, how 
important is the use of the actual animal in 
the work you develop?  



Doo-Sung Yoo
Pig Bladder-clouds in downtown Columbus, 2009, electronic devices, helium-filled plastic trash bags, and pig bladders. 
Photograph © 2009 Cameron Sharp
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D.S.Y.: Although I have used live animals, such as
fish and leeches, in some of my work, I have mainly
used parts of flesh and organs from edible and
discarded parts of domestic animal bodies (mostly
cows and hogs) that are easily purchased at
butcher shops, groceries, and slaughterhouses.
This application of ‘animal’ parts in my artwork
differs slightly from other artists who might use the
whole animal. The disembodied parts of animals--
the meat and organs--are also in the context of
food and the waste of animal industry.  I am not an
animal activist, but in comparing ‘art animals’ and
‘industry animals’, it is worth remembering that
numerous animals are killed and trashed on
machine belts, and the surplus from
slaughterhouses is used for processing food and
producing further commodities in clothing,
cosmetics, ointments, and so on. These are equally

 

disrespectable and disgusting practices behind the 
scenes of industries that most people are not 
aware of, or willing to pay attention to when 
thinking about food.  My works remind people that 
we use animals in our everyday life and position 
them in art where they can be hybridized with 
humans and machines for further artistic and 
scientific benefits, not just traditional nutritional or 
industrial ‘benefits’.  

Although I do not agree with, for 
example, Tinkebell’s self-justified killing of her 
cat to turn it into an art object in My Dearest

Cat Pinkeltje (2004), and I would not like to 
drink or eat the human breast milk and cheese 
from Jess Dobkin’s ‘The Lactation Station’ 
(2006) and Miriam Simun’s ‘The Lady Human 
Chees’ (2011), I applaud the artists’ challenges 
to  think  about  a  new  vision:  how  can we do 

Doo-Sung Yoo
Aqua001.cO2: Robotic Pig Heart-Jellyfish, 2009, robotic devices and pig hearts, Photograph © 2009 Cameron Sharp 
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away with stereotypes in order to better 
understand consumable animals? How can 
human bodily substances become items for 
human consumption beyond the baby-mom-
oligopoly or physical human-organ transplants? 
There are many things right in front of us that 
we do not notice, and we should rethink and 
reassess our understanding of these systems. 
Artists (including myself), scientists, engineers, 
and researchers are able to show these 
invisible opportunities and possibilities to ask: 
How can we view the increasingly multifaceted 
issues of using animals and then shift our 
relationships with them based on these new 
views? 

As for the strategy of using animal parts 
in my work, the actual flesh and viscera as 
materials are powerful attractors, and create a 
certain ‘shock value.’  Moreover, combining the 
animal pieces with mechanical devices in my 
hybrid series enables an uncanny reaction, a 
feeling of unfamiliarity when looking at lifelike 
appearances, following Japanese roboticist 
Masahiro Mori’s Uncanny Valley theory (1970). I 
use these aesthetic and scientific controversies 
as    leverage    to     attract   attention   to   my  

conceptual art creatures: human-animal-
machine hybrids. For me, using the actual 
animal alongside or attached to mechanical 
components is not only important for a work of 
art in terms of the aesthetic values of animals, 
object, and subject, but also is significant for 
articulating both repulsion and beauty within 
the scientific endeavors of new media art.  

J.P.S.: You describe your Organ-machine 
Hybrid series as a series of ‘characters’. Can 
you tell me a little more about these 
characters (and their titles) and why you 
consider them as such? (Is this a kind of 
personification and why is this important?)  

D.S.Y.: When I was naming my art hybrid
creatures, they seemed to be characters in
speculative fictions, such as technological
versions of legendary creatures born in science
labs and creatures of cryptozoology. The
names are similar to Shotaro Ishinomori’s nine
cyborg characters, ‘001’ through ‘009’, in a
manga series Cyborg 009 (1964), which was
one of my favourite TV cartoon animation
series in the early 1980s when I was in
elementary school in South Korea. I created
five different characters and nine different
versions in the Organ-machine hybrids series
(2007-2009) and the Vishtauroborg project
(2011-2012). Two characters have their own
names, while others were named after the
titles of topics and themes in the series.
Aqua001.c02: Robotic Pig Heart-jellyfish (2009)

is a jellyfish-robot that enables a pig heart to 
pump artificially and is submerged in a fish 
tank. The jellyfish-robot (c02 – child #2) is one 
of the ‘child’ robots from a sea anemone-robot 
(Aqua001) that I initially designed in preliminary 
sketches and drawings.  

Vishtauroborg001.OMH5 is a technically 
advanced   character   that   enables   two  cow 

Tinkebell 
My Dearest Cat Pinkeljet, 2004 
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tongues to generate computational 
sound/music, and mechanically collaborates 
with a human performer’s choreographic 
gestures in real-time reactions, as a part of the 
human performers’ robotic prosthetic arms. 
The compound name Vishtauroborg is formed 
from ‘Vish-’ (Vishnu), ‘-taur-’ (Minotaur), ‘-robo-’ 
(Robot), ‘-org’ (Organ), and ‘-borg’ (Cyborg). 
‘001.OMH5’ means the first human-animal-
machine hybrid and the fifth character in the 
Organ-machine Hybrids species.   

My art hybrids point out the 
possibilities that machines will eventually 
replicate and even replace human abilities and 
function, and might be more interlinked with 
the organic creatures in the future. I am 
interested in ecologist Kinji Imanishi’s notion of 
species-society in holistic systems and chemist 
James Lovelock’s Gaia  hypothesis,  in which all  

 

constituents in nature (even inorganic and 
chemical environments in Gaia) are 
interconnecting, interacting, and evolving 
through autonomous maintenance [1]  Based on 
those views, I imagine that we are connected 
with all other inorganic and organic components 
in a huge invisible system or matrix, but we 
cannot see all invisible connections because not 
all connections are understandable or visible 
within human cognition and parameters. 
Technology, as one of the entities in the system, 
further interconnects with the organic realms, 
whether through symbiosis or encroachment. My 
art hybrids illustrate this invisible system into 
demonstrably small examples of visible and 
physical phenomena. 

Personifications and anthropomorphic 
frames help us easily map the invisible systems or 
other    worlds,    and     engage    other   entities’  

Doo-Sung Yoo
Vishtauroborg Version 2.6, 2012, robotic devices and cow tongues, Photograph © 2012 Tony Shumski 
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existences through our own sense of the world. 
Anthropomorphism, however, can also obstruct 
our attempts to know inherent and indigenous 
traits of non-human animals and other creatures 
when we put human characteristics and 
convention into animal contexts. Concepts of 
personification can be key solutions for a hybrid-
friendly work, in which a viewer is shielded from 
the psychological and technological unfamiliarity 
of artificial living things (the uncanny valley). 
However, for artificial creatures in art, I believe 
that effective personification requires balancing 
the scientific plausibility of the hybrid's existence 
with viewers' suspension of disbelief and 
cognitive empathy.  My art hybrids explore 
conceptual and fictional narratives of 
personification and technical realism and convert 
the feelings of unfamiliarity from the hybrid 
characters into the positive feelings of curiosity 
for comprehending the human-animal-machine 
coevolution. 

J.P.S.: Are there limits to your work? Do you 
feel that it is important that the use of these 
animal parts in your artworks be considered 
‘respectful’ in any way? Why or why not? 
(Are there ethical questions around this use 
of animals?)  

D.S.Y.: When we collaborate with other artists
or other people, we try to be respectful and
accepting of co-workers’ differences in order
to forge successful relationships. I do likewise
when I use animals, even parts of dead animals
because they are my core collaborators in my
art. The limit here is that I do not harm or kill
them. For me, it would be an act of betrayal.
This is the reason why I prefer using animal
parts and edible flesh and organs that are
already contextualized as food, which does not
strain my guilt for using their bodies for my art.
Since I have started using animal parts in 2007,

and after witnessing hundreds of farm animals 
being butchered in slaughterhouses when I was 
collecting the discarded body parts, I have 
changed my diet to be a vegetarian. This 
choice is one of my personal deferential 
attitudes toward my art collaborators--the 
unknown dead livestock--who unintentionally 
participate in my work. 

J.P.S.: Animals are regularly ‘technologized’ 
in industrial nations and increasingly it feels 
as if most humans are further from any 
understanding of ‘nature’ or animal life and 
living conditions. Does your work attempt to 
address this condition? Your piece Pig-
bladder Clouds in Rainforest, in which a 
group of bare-footed dancers release 
bunches of pig-bladder balloons into the sky, 
seems intricately interwoven with narratives 
of environmental concern, nature and the 
natural (thinking about the history of modern 
dance and its attempt to be more ‘natural’), 
and also with organic rather than human-
made or synthetic materials. Do you hope to 
respond to what is being called the 
Anthropocene through your work?  

D.S.Y.: Technology dramatically increases the
productive value of animals as technologized
objects for human desire. Our increasing
knowledge about animals is actually helping us
further commodify them, which then empowers
anthropocentrism. This animal subjugation is
biased toward extorting resources and
enhances our disconnection from the natural
coexistences in the ecosystem.

Human feelings of superiority over 
other living creatures position the animal as 
having an inferior consciousness available to be 
exploited. Might it be possible to reassess 
traditional relationships and reinterpret animals 
in  new  relational  stages  alongside  advanced  
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technology? Could we create two-way 
communications rather than stubbornly holding 
on to one-way relationships with animals? We 
might think about how humans and animals 
have coexisted before humanity’s increasing 
dominance in nature, but it would be 
impossible to restore the animal condition in 
the primitive forest before the Neolithic Age, 
in which humans began managing animals and 
plants. How could we build different or new 
perspectives of the animal outside of the 
anthropocentric stance?  

My Pig-bladder Clouds in Rainforest 
(2010) is a sort of response to the 
Anthropocene. The project illustrates the post-
aboriginal rainforest beyond the animal 
dystopia. When I launched the project, 
involving dancing performers and flying hybrid 
characters, I was imaging the environmental 
atmosphere in a far-future rainforest, set post-
apocalypse, where genetically modified animals 
and the next human generation mingle with 
new animal-machine hybrid species. The 
inventor (me) and two other  visual  performers  

are engineers working on the assembly line to 
create organ-machine hybrid species alongside 
the celebrating ceremony performance of the 
six dancers, who represent the post-human 
generation. These epic scenes metaphorically 
portray a fantastical ideal that I use as a 
probing of a techno-utopia, in which humans, 
animals, and machines beneficially co-exist and 
hybridize. The dancing performance transmits 
technology that allows the perpetual life, 
reincarnation, and transmigration into artificial 
life from the metaphor of technologizing 
animals (death) and assembling hybrids 
(rebirth) performances. The performance’s 
narrative about the relationship between 
human, animals, and machine engages 
audiences to think about the companionship 
between them through alternative applications 
of technology. Technology is a good tool for 
forging optimistic approaches in which we 
support animals and other creatures’ 
sustainable improvements and comfort, rather 
than using our tools to dominate them. 

Doo-Sung Yoo
Pig Bladder-clouds in Rainforest, 2010, electronic devices, helium-filled plastic trash bags, and pig bladders, six dancers, 
Photograph © 2010 Cameron Sharp
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J.P.S.: Based on your explanation about Pig-
bladder Clouds in Rainforest, in the piece, if 
animals are hybridized and their body parts 
used and assembled as your performances 
imply, how is this beyond an animal 
dystopia? Is a techno-utopia one in which we 
hybridize animals, or is this actually a techno-
dystopia?  

D.S.Y.: Obviously, there is no such thing as a
true or perfect utopia and dystopia. These
notions are ideal states and cannot be
achieved in the real world. (Actually, the
etymology of utopia means “not” + “place”
and this can be interpreted as synonymous
with “fantasy” or “not real” which is how I use
“utopia” in my work.) We have seen so many
different attempts at utopia in our historical,
political, economic, cultural, ethical, and
religious circumstances that have caused much
suffering. The real problem is that once we
choose a system of thought for utopia, we act
towards   the   achievement   of   the  ideal and

forget about the consequences of our actions. 
We have a delusional, self-righteous confidence 
that we are right and that we are helping 
others. There are many instances how pursuing 
utopia has created a dystopia that coexisted in 
the cause and consequences. For example, 
John Gast’s painting American Progress (1872) 
illustrates the idea of Manifest Destiny, in 
which constructing an American utopia stands 
on the other side of exterminating American 
bison and destroying the Native Americans’ 
commissary and other life necessities, so as to 
provide food to construction workers on the 
Western railroad, and entertain hunting 
excursions.  

I am using utopia and dystopia as 
metaphors and tropes to signal certain ways of 
thinking about relationships between humans, 
animals, and technology. I allow these ideas to 
play and dance in my performances. Then, 
audiences can think about how animals relate 
to humans and technology in a utopian or 
dystopian  context.   Humans  and  animals,  for 

Doo-Sung Yoo
Vishtauroborg characters: version 1.2, version 2.0, version 2.6, version 3.1, 2012, robotic devices and cow tongues, Photographs 
©2012 Tony Shumski, Cameron Sharp, Justin Luna
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instance, can enhance each other through 
biological and genetic symbiosis, and machines 
can be powered by organic material and 
hybrids, such as biofuel (animal fats for 
biodiesel) and neurorobotics. We cannot fully 
escape our human condition to eat and use 
animals due to the human’s intrinsic instinct to 
feed and kill its prey as a natural predator. 
Accepting this fundamental human trait, we 
can acknowledge that the animal-utopia is not 
possible within the human world.  

Articulating my fantasy world is neither 
a true animal-utopia nor classical human-utopia, 
but it would be a sort of secular-driven 
proposition of utopia, an approximation or 
resemblance    of    a    utopia    in    which   the 

anthropocentric attitude for utilizing animals 
still inevitably exists at the level of survival and 
sustainability, but in a situation of minimized 
influence from humanity. My performances 
create a secular ritual mood, which tries not to 
disrespect animals, but rather to elevate them 
through the atmospherics of performance. This 
ritual does not need to be religious, but the 
devotional mood encourages respect in the 
audiences’ feeling for the sacrificed animals, 
such as edible animals and laboratory animals, 
which in my work are technologized and 
genetically reincarnated into an artificial life. 
This simultaneous existence of ideal (imaginary) 
and real states in my performing contexts is “a 
kind  of effectively  enacted utopia”[2] of Michel  

John Gast 
American Progress, 1872 
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Foucault’s notion of heterotopia, which is 
“simultaneously mythic and real”. [3] My techno-
utopia would not be on either side of the 
argument – for or against animals, instead, my 
emerging techno-utopia involves binary 
oppositions with ambiguous boundaries: where 
forms are mixed and interlinked without 
traditional norms (like in Foucault’s heterotopia); 
where whole things are interconnected and where 
we balance between nature and force as a 
perspective in Taoism; where we deconstruct 
classical utopian ideology of traditional humanism 
as a perspective of posthumanism.  My techno-
utopia stands on the point of ideal balance 
between utopias of anthropocentrism, 
ecocentrism, technocentrism, and others 
(heterotopia) rather than a single dominating 
utopia. All of those discourses question how 
“utopia” can be reinvented and reassessed 
without the binary opposition split. The 6th century 
philosopher and Zen master Seng-ts’an sums up 
my conceptual position, “If you want the truth to 
stand clear before you, never be for or against. 
The struggle between for and against is the 
mind’s worst disease”.[4] 

J.P.S.: How might a greater interspecies 
awareness impact the contemporary 
anthropocentric condition?  

D.S.Y.: I believe that the notion of interspecies
can shift the paradigm in our understanding of
animals away from anthropocentrism. Western
culture’s dichotomous way of thinking, such as
human and nonhuman animal, and high
consciousness and low consciousness, has
enabled the exploitation of animals and the
managing of nature as a mere resource of
industrialized human society. However, nature
has already given us some warning signals
before a future environmental catastrophe.
Abnormalities, malformation, and other
environmental      deterioration      by     human

pollutions and industrial damages are proof and 
phenomena of our damaging approach and 
thought, which is the price of human arrogance 
and will be more costly if not reversed. These 
problems can and will backfire on us over and 
over. 

The scientific trends of interspecies 
research, such as human-animal hybrid embryos, 
and the notion of transhumanism are good trials 
to deconstruct the binary logic and merge the 
dual identities into hybrids. However, 
anthropocentrism is still alive in the destructed 
boundaries where our industries only benefit 
human welfare.  For the mutual benefit of both 
species then, we should think about what ideal 
forms of interspecies relations might be, and how 
interspecies communication could be used to 
understand other species’ signals. We might also 
think about which interspecies forms might 
biologically and environmentally contribute to 
the health of the natural world.  Some criteria for 
ideal interspecies development include symbiotic 
mutual benefits that are sustainable for both 
species; understandable intercommunications 
between species (with technology); a 
preservation of both partner species rather than 
a reduction of either; the prevention of any 
biological and environmental deterioration; a 
contribution to the biodiversity value of nature. 

The first step of the interspecies process 
is that we respect other creatures and embrace 
them. Accepting animals, embracing animals, 
becoming animals (and becoming cyborgs) is 
based on the premise that we are willing to 
change our persevering anthropocentric 
certitude. I imagine that we can have a less 
anthropocentric attitude toward our world if we 
are integrated with different species through 
technological interfaces.  The notion of 
interspecies might enable us to realign our 
minds and everyday efforts to support 
interdependence in our coexistence. 
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J.P.S.: In your early interactive work you 
explored cyborgean concepts, for example, 
using the living performer to dance with an 
animated robotic heart in your 2002 
performance in Seoul, The Dynamic and Vital 
Media.  You describe this on your web site as 
illustrating ‘the expanding humanization of 
media’. Do you feel media has been 
increasingly humanized or has it done the 
opposite--mediatizing humans? How has this 
early fascination with the cyborg developed 
as you’ve incorporated animality into your 
work? 

D.S.Y.: Technology and humanity are like the
two sides of a Mobius strip: while they are
interconnected and actually part of the same
thing, they are still separate. We control and
are controlled by technology in a never-ending
loop. Media (technology) has been increasingly
humanized. The current Body Area Network
(BAN) and Internet of Things (IoT), such as
wearable and mobile technology on human
bodies, are good examples that show how
media has become an intimate interface for
human use. When we return to the starting
point on the strip, however, we are faced with
the other side in which we are subordinated by
technology. Technology is also a powerful
interface to mediatize humans in politic,
capitalistic, social, and cultural agendas.

I admire video artist Nam June Paik's 
standpoint toward humanizing technology, 
which suggests to us how we view 
technology's confrontation between ‘control' 
and ‘controlled'. In the globally broadcasted 
video, art via satellite, Good Morning, Mr.

Orwell (1984), Paik denied George Orwell’s 
dystopian vision that Big Brother’s (telescreens) 
omniscient power dominates and mediatizes 
every citizen in a novel Nineteen Eighty-Four 
(1949).   Rather,  Paik  celebrated  that  humans  

positively use media to interact with all global 
communities, which is now much more 
common in the current world of social media. 
Moreover, Paik has suggested we can 
intimately objectify media through humanistic 
approaches of using technology in his video 
sculpture series, including TV Bra (TV Bra for

Living Sculpture, 1969), TV Garden (1974-
2000), and TV Bed (1972-1991), which look like 
origins of current BAN and IoT. I agree with 
Paik’s vision that technology’s capability 
positively enables us to ‘liberate people from 
the tyranny of TV’ [5] [which I would broaden to 
include the categories of media, technology, 
and power], although are we still in the Mobius 
strip when encountering different 
controversies about capitalistic, political media 
tyranny, such as Apple’s iPhone Backdoor 
security and National Security Agency (NSA)’s 
global surveillance. Likewise, technology can 
be developed and applied for good or bad by 
humans’ desires and greed in the endless strip; 
the duality of the strip reflects the duality of 
humanity. 

Technology,  however,  can  embrace and 

Nam June Paik 
TV Bra for Living Sculpture, 1969 



Doo-Sung Yoo
Top: Vishtauroborg robotic devices – CAD, 3D modeling, fabrication, 2011, Auto CAD (2D), SolidWorks (3D), robotic devices, 
photograph ©2011 Bottom: Vishtauroborg Version 2.6’s motion & sound system, 2012, robotic devices and cow tongues, 
photograph and Image © 2012 Cameron Sharp and Doo-Sung Yoo 



53	

link to other interfaces with different living 
organisms. Based on these conceptual contexts, 
my art demonstrations have evolved into a 
cyborgian concept, which is where I imagine the 
next version of human-animal cohabitation within 
the progress of techno-civilization. My cyborg 
concept was also based on some technical 
hybridization hypotheses including zoomorphic 
forms, gestures, behavioural patterns, and 
motions of animals that would be applicable to 
the design of the cyborgs’ features, capabilities, 
and characteristics. Additionally, I worked on 
creating a programmed mechanical system that 
could cooperate with somewhat unpredictable 
animality (behaviours) in a relational algorithm. 
All of those correlations are mediated by 
technological systems. Balancing triangular 
relationships between humanity, animality, and 
machinery is essential to the design of my 
cyborgs. 

J.P.S.: There has been a lot of discussion and 
debate over the term ‘post-human’ from 
Katherine Hayles to Cary Wolfe to Rosi 
Braidotti, and each have their own ideas 
about what this term means and what its 
importance is.  What do you mean when you 
use this term?  What is its importance to 
you? 

D.S.Y.: The concepts of my bio-art and robotic
performance are mainly based on the notions
of posthumanism. When I launched the organ-
machine hybrids in 2007, my art concept began
with the notion of transhumanism, which
asserts that technology enables humans to
radically exceed their biological and physical
forms and capabilities beyond the conventional
limitations. My early hybrids are mainly focused
on visual metaphors of augmented bodies in
electronic sculpturing forms. However, in
adding more technical functions for human-
machine interactions in future hybrid characters

I needed to further research the philosophy of 
posthumanism to get out of my artistic rut, where 
I was stuck focusing on the prowess of technology 
and material forms. Through looking at the 
meaning of posthuman, I confronted the 
fundamental considerations and ontological 
questions of re-identifying new human roles and 
reassessing humanism alongside technology, 
beyond the mere physical transformation in 
nature, or as a posthuman being in the 
Anthropocene. Furthermore, as an artist, I have 
been considering what aesthetic points artists 
could derive from human evolution, such as 
becoming a posthuman entity and entering into 
new relationships with other species. 

I support the fundamental change of 
concepts about humanism within posthumanism, 
which have been celebrated in my art.  My human-
animal-machine hybrid, Vishtauroborg, is based on 
the destruction of traditional humanity by 
disintegrating the binary boundaries between 
human and animal, and human and machine. In 
the Vishtauroborg performance, the human 
performer is not a privileged being in the artistic 
collaboration with the organ-machine. Sometimes, 
the performer's improvisatory choreography was 
controlled by the organ machines reactions, and 
sometimes vice-versa, which created harmonized 
motions in real time. This equivalent relationship 
illustrates Katherine Hayles’ positive view of 
human’s high consciousness and intelligent 
machine’s partnership in our ongoing 
development of cognition environments. Cary 
Wolfe’s cynical views on human superiority and 
Rosi Braidotti’s feminist technological thinking 
alongside multiple-identities are also significant 
notions which I applied to Vishtauroborg’s visual 
metaphors in hybridizing human/animal-
parts/machine and human performers’ androgynous 
characteristics. Humans are no longer standing atop 
a hierarchy in the theatrical mise-en-scène in order 
to destabilize hierarchical relationships between 
human/robot, human/animal, and  male/female. 
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The notions of posthumanism will 
continually guide me in how I can view and 
understand humanity and humanism through the 
lens of technology. My artistic work will share 
Wolfe’s wariness of the ‘intensification of 
humanism’, in which technology can only be used 
for human being’s augmentation.[6] In my work, I 
use technology for new paradigms of humanism 
outside of the anthropocentric stance. Following 
those posthumanists’ concepts, I would like to 
continually probe what new human roles are, what 
new human responsibilities are, what new human 
life-forms are, and to discover new norms and 
standards in the coexistence of living entities and 
technology. 

J.P.S.: Much of your work, the Pig-Bladder 
Clouds, or the Vishtauroborg001.0MH5 for 
example, sits at a border between 
performance and installation art. How 
important is the human aspect of 
performance in your work?  

D.S.Y.: In my art, a performing human is a sort of
moving object in the installation aspect, and
moving objects (not just humans but other
objects) are also performers and actors in the
performative sense. For that assumption, I believe
that live animals, robots, and other artificial
motions as moving objects can be actors and they
can collaborate with a human performer beyond
being mere props and objectified elements. I
simultaneously consider the visual metaphors of
moving objects, their action roles, and their
interrelationships with counterparts.

For my performative contexts, I have been 
considering and probing that the ideal human-
performer would intervene as a leader, guider, 
mediator, trigger, and connector in art 
collaborations with nonhuman living things and 
intelligent machines. A human performer’s 
consciousness might moderate animal-
performers’      wild,     atypical,    and     instinctive  

behaviours or machine-performers’ mechanical 
patterns, foregone conclusions of arithmetic 
operation, and mechanical movement. A human 
performer’s intuition might prevent animal 
overreactions and machinic mechanical and 
computational errors and inconsistences.  A 
human performer is able to draw the reactions 
from the nonhuman counterparts in order to 
create relational roles in performance. A human 
performer might help the audience to interpret 
nonhuman performers, and above all, a human 
performer’s management is not dominant within 
my art, making it fundamentally differ from, for 
example, a circus with animals and props. 

However, advanced technologies with 
intelligent systems require new interrelations of 
human performers’ expressions, roles, 
management, and other capabilities, which are 
being probed in my ongoing project and will be 
investigated in my future work. Intelligent robots 
with machine learning systems could require more 
dexterity from human performers.  Also, the new 
programmable algorithms make approaches to 
intercommunications and interactions with 
nonhuman living things more possible in 
performance environments. For those new 
technological aspects in performance art, I utilize 
computational systems to explore new 
possibilities of enhancing human expression 
through digital means and extend to 
accommodate new surroundings with nonhuman 
animal counterparts.  Human performers in my art 
perform within those spectrums and will explore 
further aesthetic possibilities. 

J.P.S.: You originally studied in Seoul, South 
Korea before moving to the U.S., are there 
specific cultural influences upon your work?  

D.S.Y.: I imagine that some of my memories
and experiences relate to my artistic concepts
and ideas. Buddhism might influence my
childhood because my parents are Buddhists.
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(However, I am not a Buddhist, I am an atheist.) 
I have many good memories of my childhood 
with my parents who frequently brought me to 
Buddhist temples and worship. I still remember 
spectacles of some Buddhist religious events 
where people were releasing captive creatures, 
such as fish, turtles, and birds as an act of 
virtue. Buddhists believe that life release 
showing compassion to animals will benefit 
their current and afterlife. According to my 
mom’s traditional oral folk tale, once upon a 
time, a monk had rescued dying fish in a dry 
puddle and released them into a river. Then, 
the fish were able to be reborn as humans later 
on. The monk said that all living things used to 
be humans and they (and we) are 
transmigrating into other species so that we 
cannot   just   harm   and   kill  them. Although I 

 

don't believe Buddhism and Hinduism's Karma 
and Samsara, I am interested in the concept of 
transmigration and reincarnation, which is also 
similar to the ancient Greek's notion of 
Metempsychosis, which is being illustrated in 
current genetic engineering endeavours to 
realize rebirth cycles in genetic cloning 
research.   

One day, my mom told me that I was 
crying at one of the animal releasing 
ceremonies when I was at the preschool age 
(although I don’t remember this). According to 
my mom, I said, crying, ‘The animals will die 
without our care and food. Mom, don’t send 
them away. We have to take care of them…’ 
Animals are contextualized in anthropomorphic 
characters in most kids’ toys and cartoon 
animations,   so   I  guess  that  I referred to the 

Doo-Sung Yoo
Vishtauroborg Version 3.1, 2012, robotic devices and cow tongues, Photograph © 2012 Cameron Sharp 



56	

animals as weak beings like babies or pets that 
need human care. Actually, many released 
animals from human habitats are unable to 
survive in different environmental conditions 
and native animals also are exterminated by 
these invasive species. Religious activities of 
releasing animals don't impact on ecosystems. 
But this cause and effect dynamic represents 
how human beings disturb the natural world 
and negatively impact biodiversity.  Humans 
are always killing the goose that lays the 
golden eggs.   

I am already familiar with embracing 
animals and becoming aware of correlations 
with animals in life from these childhood 
memories with my Buddhist parents. 
Moreover, the views of Buddhism about the 
relationships between humans and animals 
(and nature) remind me that there is no human 
supremacy or subjugation of other living 
creatures in the living world because every soul 
is capable of moving to different bodies in the 
repeating cycle of birth, life, and death. This 
idea is partially related to posthumanism’s 
attempt to disintegrate and merge binary 
oppositions (between animal and human), and 
to the idea that human consciousness could 
transcend the physical boundaries and transfer 
to different entities, even into cyber circuits. 
Those Buddhist experiences may 
subconsciously influence my artistic concepts 
involving the coexistence of humans and 
animals. 

J.P.S.: You curated what sounded like a 
fascinating exhibition in Amy Youngs’ The 
Museum for Insects at the Peabody Essex 
Museum called the Telepresent Animal Hall 
of Fame in 2013-14. 

In your intro to this exhibit you 
ask several crucial questions to artists 
exploring animals, insects, and technology 

and I’d like to turn some of these back to 
you if I might: What form of embracing 
animality in new media art and performance 
(and in your work specifically) might work to 
create greater awareness about 
environmental damage, habitat, or the 
species themselves? How can artistic work 
be more proactive in this prevention (is it 
possible)?  In what ways does ‘redesigning’ 
animality help viewers to better understand 
the animality that exists?  

D.S.Y.: Yes, the Telepresent Animal Hall of Fame

was the cricket-size miniature exhibition in Amy
Youngs’ anthropomorphic art installation, The

Museum for Insects (2013-2014). The web and
mobile-based telecommunication system in the
cricket house made entertaining environments
where audiences not only could see the live
crickets and art exhibitions, but also operate the
camera’s angles, speakers, and lighting setup at
both the Peabody Essex Museum and online. As
the exhibition curator, I invited a number of
prominent artists whose works involve animals
and issues of bio-art and juried the selection of
students' art works that focused on
communicating and contributing to the crickets'
environments with artistic avenues. My curatorial
work focused on inviting and selecting artists
around specific sub-topics. For example, for the
topic of ‘Human-animal co-creation’, I was
interested in how artists involve animals as a
collaboration partner into art contexts that
create and symbolize political and social
metaphors. The invited artists’ works are printed
out on cricket-size images that exhibited inside
of the museum-inspired cricket house for visiting
audiences and online visitors to view.

To answer these questions myself I would 
say that my animal parts symbolize animality, but 
also serve as cultural symbols as objectified and 
technologized animals. Involving those contexts 
in   my art forms, I have articulated that we might  

http://hypernatural.com/museum/telepresentanimal.html
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use technology to reassess animals as ontological 
equals in our living world rather than subsumable 
(and consumable) entities.  

However, frankly, promoting public 
awareness of understanding of those conceptual 
agendas is not easy. So, my goal is to attract 
more public attention to these issues in my 
research. I believe that more participations and 
interactive activities for audiences could help 
remind them to think more about our potential 
issues with animals and environmental damages. 
Artists could suggest new ways of thinking, 
better and more ecological forms, prototypes, 
and interfaces with implementing technology 
that eventually enables people to reinterpret 
animality. Through those materializing 
technological interfaces, audiences would be 
aware that technology is not solely for expanding 
our realm and our territorial aggrandizement, but 
to mediate co-existence and symbiosis between 
animals and humans for mutual interdependence. 
So, general audiences could become more 
humble in their attitudes towards the use of 
technology towards animals, and embrace 
animality. 

We are always redesigning animality for 
human benefit. But we need paradigm shifts 
towards mutual benefits, symbiotic relationships, 
and interspecies existence. We might use 
technology that could attract animals’ expressive 
signals into the technological integration system, 
but the issue is how we do not damage the 
instincts of this animality. My designing of 
interspecies and technical hybridization 
hypothesizes that animals can become slightly 
more cultural and humans can become slightly 
more animal. For instance, the cooperation of the 
human performer and programed mechanical 
system could moderate, draw, and bridge 
animality into artistic contexts. 

Defining animality and humanity is still an 
ongoing process. A way of thinking about 
animality is how we think about ourselves. So, art  

could show more interconnected forms through 
interactivity with tools from science and 
technology. In the Anthropocene, we as 
posthumans need to learn about and involve 
animality to solve our environmental issues. As 
artists, our responsibility is to educate audiences 
about animality – and that is part of the process 
of ‘redesigning’ animality. 

J.P.S.: Finally, it would be great to hear a bit 
about what you are currently working on? 

D.S.Y.: My new project is a performance-based,
long-term series that involves leeches to
continually explore the confluence between
biological, technological, and artistic
collaborations between humans and nonhuman
animals. The new project features a three-
episode series that ultimately leads to the final
version which takes place during a performance
situated within a video game context.  In the first
episode, as a theatrical performance, I am
creating a cyborg that involves a robotic device
that is controlled by the live leeches’ behaviors
through machine detection. This robotic
prosthesis can deliver blood from on-board
storage to feed the leeches. In the second
episode, I am creating an experimental virtual
reality (VR) animation, in which virtual leeches
and humans have a symbiotic relationship and
help each other to survive in a post-apocalypse
scenario. Finally, the two episodes will interlink in
a narrative where the human performer and live
leeches connect to the avatars from the artificial
world.

The project pairs live leeches’ sense of 
augmented vision with the machine and 
computer vision system in the robotic and VR 
performance. Leeches have ocellus, simple eyes, 
which are not sensitive compared to the other 
sensory organs and chemical receptors on their 
bodies. However, the performer’s VR headset 
shows multiple sights  and images  from a leech’s  
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perspectives, which are created by the data from 
the computer vision system, the wearable 
machine’s mechanical motions, and the human 
performers’ reactions.  The VR  illustrates an ideal 

 
 

fantasy, where the human avatars co-exist as 
equals with the nonhuman animals’ avatars as 
interdependent companions. 

Leeches  are  very   beneficial  animals  for 

Doo-Sung Yoo
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medical purposes and were used by ancient 
physicians for bloodletting over 2500 years ago. 
Modern medical science and genetic engineering 
utilize the anticoagulant substance, hirudin, which 
is extracted from leeches’ saliva.  Hirudin is a 
more powerful anticoagulant than heparin, which 
is extracted from cow lungs and pig’s intestines 
and livers. Despite those medical benefits for 
human therapy, leeches are publicly considered 
one of the more disgusting animals, because 
they are bloodsuckers. My new project is going 
to remind people that leeches are beneficial 
animals, and will re-contextualize and convert the 
feeling of unfamiliarity into artistic beauty. 
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 was first introduced to Sean’s work as an 
undergraduate when I read Timeshift: On
Video Culture (1991), his first single-author 

book length publication. Timeshift was 
challenging and exciting in equal measure, a 
bubbling cauldron of ideas on every page that 
interrogated the possibilities enabled by 
technological change. Fast forward a few years 
and, as a postgraduate in the late 1990s, I was 
fortunate to have Sean as a supervisor for 
twelve months. During that time, I discovered 
that he was also a ‘dog person’. One especially 
memorable supervisory meeting was spent 
tramping over open ground with Sean and 
Zebedee, his beautiful black Labrador canine 
companion, discussing dogs, Deleuze and 
anthropocentrism. Sean left the UK in 2000 to 
live in New Zealand where he was Professor of 
Screen and Media Studies at the University of 
Waikato until 2006 when he moved to the 
University of Melbourne before returning to 
the UK in 2011. During an email conversation in 
2005 he mentioned to me, with great modesty, 
that his “little book” would soon be published. 
The   publication   he   was   referring   to    was 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

EcoMedia (2005), a book that has had a major 
influence on the development of ecocriticism in 
media and film studies. Since its publication, 
Sean has co-edited the field-defining volume, 
Ecocinema Theory and Practice (2013) and 
Ecomedia: Key Issues (2016), both with 
Stephen Rust and Salma Monani and written 
Finite Media: Environmental Implications of 
Digital Technologies (2016). These books 
reflect only one strand of a large and influential 
body of published work that includes a further 
twelve books and co-edited volumes and 
numerous book chapters and journal articles on 
a range of topics that the length of this 
introduction prevents me from listing. With his 
partner and co-author Alison Ripley Cubitt, 
Sean is also an accomplished fiction writer. It is 
a pleasure to have the opportunity to interview 
Sean, whose ideas, work, time and generosity I 
have benefitted from in my own academic 
career. 

Claire Parkinson: Much of your recent work 
engages with relationships between media, 
technology and the global environmental 

I 
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Claire (Molloy) Parkinson’s research has much contributed to the discussion of animal representation 
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crisis. What is the role of popular media in 
eco-politics? 

Sean Cubitt: This rather hinges on four key 
terms: popular, media, ecology and politics. In 
reverse order, politics is a name for both the 
administration of public affairs (elections, 
government, civil services etc) and for "the 
political", the debate over how we ought to 
live. Of the two, I tend to be more interested in 
how we are to live. That begs the question of 
who 'we' are (public administration tends to 
presume that 'we' means citizens, excluding 
migrants for example). Ecopolitics is the most 
radical way of asking this question. It goes 
beyond human rights - twice: by asking us to 
consider the rights of non-humans; and by 
asking whether a humanistic legalism like 
'rights' is applicable to the debate over what 
constitutes the good life for non-humans. In 
this conjuncture, we need media in order to 
discuss the relative weight of the good things 
we prize: can there be freedom without 
inequality, for example, or is justice more 
important than peace? If we are to open that 
debate to non-humans, then we need media to 
speak with them, just as much as we need 
them to speak to each other (there is no 
politics in the 21st century that is not media 
politics). Media studies has only begun its 
enquiry into possible media: animation, sonics, 
scientific instrumentation, workplace media, 
hardware and software, transmission media . . . 
and into the truly critical question: which of 
these media, under which circumstances, helps 
or hinders the construction of a space where 
human and non-human agents can debate their 
values. One significant criterion is then whether 
these media reach the constituents of the 
expanded eco-polity. In one of its primary 
meanings, 'popular' means 'belonging to the 
people'. In ecopolitics, that means belonging 
to the population we must now recognise that 
includes animals, trees, rivers, watersheds, 
ecosystems. We have then the ecopolitical task 
of building media that are of the extended 
population, that belong to this new 'us'. 

In its other, more everyday meaning, 
popular   means  "well  liked  by many people". 

Some media merely reach a lot of people: 
traffic lights, for example, but are not well liked 
by all of them, or even noticed. Other media 
are used constantly but even less liked - 
spreadsheets come top of my list. News media 
are often unlikeable even though they feel 
essential. News and current affairs are 
undoubtedly popular media for the 
communication of environmental issues, 
alongside TV documentaries and then - coming 
to the traditional domain of film and television 
studies, documentary film, and TV and film 
fictions. We ought to reserve a place for 
artworks (sculpture, for example, is a medium, 
and the brass and stone ornaments in the 
Henry Moore Sculpture Park do speak to many 
people, and deeply, about environmental 
concerns. But for the remainder of this 
interview, I'll presume - till you say different! - 
that we're talking reasonably mainstream film 
and TV. 

C.P.: Well, let’s take a detour via artworks
for a moment. You’ve used the interactive 
installation High Arctic (United Visual Artists, 
2011) as a jumping off point to talk about 
data visualization in mainstream film. Let me 
take that example somewhere different and 
ask about interactivity? When it comes to 
ecopolitics, do you think videogames and 
immersive technologies can do something 
that film and tv can’t? I’m thinking here 
particularly about the mobilization of affect, 
emotion, and passions. 

S.C.: Though we have been moving to the
convergence of these two since VR and CAVE 
experiments of the 1990s if not before, 
immersion and interactivity have somewhat 
different characteristics. In my experience at 
least, immersion is a weird combination of 
extreme self-consciousness (helmet, gloves, 
apparatus) and complete loss of self, at least 
when it really sweeps you up, like for example 
Char Davis' Ephémère. Interaction leads in an 
equal but opposite direction: extreme focus on 
the self (in the first-person shooter most of all) 
together with a sense that your choices have 
already   been   made   for   you,   in the form of a 
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series of branching options. Of course this is 
both wild generalisation, not giving anything like 
enough attention to the differences between 
different games and environments, and a personal 
account (which can be made respectable by calling 
it 'practical phenomenology', but which is still 
about one person only - although I defend to the 
death the significance of the unique experience 
as a core resource of humanities traditions). What 
might be interesting is the queerness of being 
myself-only-more-so, not myself, and myself-only-
less-so, all at the same time, but in different 
directions according to the relations with 
interactive or immersive media, and the further 
fluctuations introduced when the two converge.

So if there's something really new about 
digital media, then it's likely to be a matter of 
how we engage with them. Immersion is in some 
respects a cinematic virtue, which widescreen, 
IMAX, wrap-around, and dome cinemas have 
worked with right back to the Paris World's Fair 
of 1900, even if sporadically and experimentally. 
Interaction is more complicated. There are roots 
in 1960s New Tendencies kinetic art, for 
example, that don't really lead to the kinds of 
interaction we're used to today. The greatest 
potential for digital media is probably – since you 
raise data visualisation – in the area of real-time 
imaging (and sonifications); where interaction 
takes on a difficult ethical challenge. Interacting 
with finance software, for example, means taking 
responsibility for real changes in the world. To do 
that, you have to have either an ego the size of 
Donald Trump's, or to occupy this kind of 
fluctuating me/not-me hinterland where you are 
your own greedy self but also the agent of an 
economic system that operates you, rather than 
the other way round.   So if we think about real-
time immersive interaction in ecological terms, 
we have to consider how we become inhuman, 
either by excessive selfishness or by becoming 
the tool of an inhuman power. The problem that 
seems to afflict saints is knowing whether their 
inspiration is divine or satanic. I can see the same 
challenge in financial circles: is this the invisible 
hand of the market, or species suicide driven by 
a   systemic   demand  for  profit   over  any other 

human or natural good? 
So the challenge for emerging media is in 

the first instance ethical: in what sense could I 
take responsibility for the things I’m enjoying. 

C.M.: What do you regard as examples of
popular media successfully addressing, say, 
the issue of climate change? 

S.C.: This will get boring very quickly if I keep
trying to define terms, but first off, climate 
change is only one aspect of a much wider 
chain of issues (concentrating on it alone allows 
governments to administer protest out of 
court, for example by demonstrating that 
nuclear power is less carbon-heavy that coal 
and gas). Getting locked into single issues is a 
very un-ecological principle. Let's not quibble 
about 'success'. Let's instead look at the idea 
of address. The photo of the polar bear on an 
ice floe is successful in the sense that it 
provides a single clear image. It is a symptom. 
Technically it is metonymic, a part standing in 
for the whole; but it is also metaphoric, an 
emblem for all living things isolated and about to 
drown. Instantly recognisable, easy for anyone to 
use, and within reason unambiguous. It has been 
accused of sentimentality, and of exploiting an 
especially glamorous species, but these are 
relatively minor vices for an image that has 
done so much to raise awareness. That is a 
measure of success that even the 'hockey-stick' 
diagram of rising temperatures from the IPCC 
can't match.  But as a mode of address, the 
polar bear has its limits: it is successful to the 
degree that it ties human and bear into one 
linked system, but less so in that the way it 
addresses humans is less clear. Take an 
apparently opposite image: the Apple logo, 
with a bite taken out. This has no obvious 
ecopolitical content, but it does address 
humans, so successfully that it has become 
second nature, almost unseen. But only almost. 
Once we start to look carefully, the ironies start 
to multiply - unlike the simplicity of the polar bear 
image. This profoundly un-ecological laptop lays 
claim  to  a  natural   symbol  which, however, with 
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missing bite, cannot but evoke the Fall that 
expelled the human ancestors from the Garden 
of Eden which, for anyone in western 
ecopolitics, means the state of union with 
nature. In this sense, the Apple logo 
communicates to millions of users their loss of 
nature. 

Here there's an obvious problem: not 
that Apple don't intend to say this: as any HR 
rep will tell you, it isn't what you intend that's 
offensive, it's what you say. No: the problem is 
that not everyone reads the Apple logo that 
way. So the question about address is about 
who you are speaking to - and that in turn 
requires thinking about who is doing the 
speaking. An example would be those 
extraordinary, unmotivated shots of small 
insects and blades of grass that punctuate the 
killing in Terrence Malick's Thin Red Line. You 
might feel that the characters are seeing this, 
but there's no eyeline match to tell us so; you 
might say it's Malick as the author-director. But 
there is always the possibility that it is the 
patient work of nature going on all round the 
fallen humans who no longer pay attention, but 
to whom they constantly keep trying to  speak. 

A much shorter answer might be: Songs of the
Humpback Whale, which opened an immense 
corridor for listening to non-humans 

C.P.: Your EcoMedia book was hugely
influential in the development of ecocinema 
studies. How would you like to see this field 
progress? In other words, where do think 
the attentions of ecocinema scholars would 
be best focussed? 

S.C.: Kind of you to say so. The major
challenge is to create a mode of critical 
thinking that isn't restricted to commenting on 
films with manifest environmental themes. 
Every film is ecologically involved to the extent 
that it has to be made with tools made of 
metal and plastic, using energy to produce and 
transmit, and implicating its viewers in its use 
of all these materials and energy sources. 
Feminist criticism extended rapidly from 
portrayals    to    work   practices,   then   to 

Apple
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equipment design. It set up alternative ways of 
portraying, working and even making 
equipment. Ecopolitical cinema is already 
engaged in recycled equipment and poor 
cinemas, reusing waste film instead of shooting 
more, and lo-fi music. It has to embrace 
ephemerality because storage has huge energy 
and material costs. And it needs to create 
avenues that non-humans can use to 
communicate with us. But it also has to be - 
ecocriticism has to be – well-liked by many 
people, even if, like feminism, that means 
being not liked at all by a lot of other people 
on the way. For that to happen, we have a lot 
to learn from feminist film criticism - how it 
entered mainstream film reviewing through the 
long struggle of magazines like Spare Rib to 
transform women's magazines and then to get 
into the review columns of the dailies and the 
trades. That success also revolved around 
building new screening opportunities, new 
ways of socialising and politicising around 
screenings. Our condition is no longer that of 
the 1970s. Today it is arguable whether we 
have political debate online, or if instead what 
we have is clicks and rants and closed groups 
preaching to themselves (that same problem of 
address). For ecocriticism specifically, the task 
is building audiences for the media that will 
allow non-humans to communicate. That means 
not only analysing the content of human-to-
human communications and inventing new 
forms and content for it: it means becoming 
artists in the fields of organising, technology, 
software and non-human communication. 
Moving image and sound, audiovisual media, 
have a special place in this - by including time 
as raw material, they open up channels for 
mass dissemination on the scales and in the 
numbers that new communication will need, 
and have been a laboratory for new forms of 
ecological consciousness 

C.P.: In EcoMedia you write about image
making, specifically animation, as an act 
which enables humans to explore our 
relationships with nonhuman animals. You 
write in positive terms about Disney animals 

saying that they offer an opportunity for 
trans-species identification. Do you find 
anything problematic about the 
Disneyfication of animals? 

S.C.: Despite the neoteny, the articulation of
stereotypes, the sentimentalism and 
subordination, Disney has probably harmed far 
fewer animals than it has humans. A child who 
thinks they have encountered dogs in 101
Dalmatians will be perplexed at best with the 
actuality (I don't mean to be unkind to 
Dalmatians but they aren't the sharpest sticks 
in the bunch). To paraphrase Wittgenstein, if a 
lion could speak, he would be unlikely to 
sing Hakuna Matata. A drawn animal isn't an 
animal (is even less so than a photograph of an 
animal) but is a gestural inhabitation of being-
animal. Drawing is a way to feel your way into 
the skin, to walk a mile in the pelt, of the 
creature you draw. I think something of that 
comes across in the empathy and identification 
that Disney's animal cartoons evoke. I want to 
slink, bound, preen like the cats on the screen. 
Disney starts by making anthropomorphic 
animals but ends up making zoomorphic 
humans. If in the animation process the anima 
we ascribe is human, nonetheless the body that 
is so animated is unhuman, or if still human 
then human after another style or mode, at a 
border, where the possibility of being other 
than human, and therefore the possibility of 
other-than-human beings, becomes part of a 
child's (and an adult's) repertoire of ways of 
self-perception and expression. It isn't a 
solution but it might be part of the learning, a 
model for how we might begin to learn - like 
putting on a mask to become a tree, a river, a 
rock, or a monkey. In the age of superheroes, 
and perhaps even more so in the age of 
biopolitics with its reduction of life to the 
statistical management of health indicators, the 
commonest of all wish fulfilments is the dream 
of flying. But for millennia before, the greatest 
dream, and the greatest of the mysteries, from 
Orpheus to Assisi, was the ability to talk with 
the animals. From Lascaux to Kung Fu Panda, 
to converse and trade  with  the great spirits of 
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totemic   animals – to  cross   the   threshold  of 
human-being – has been integral to music, 
performance, poetry: no wonder it returns in 
the audiovisual media that includes them all.

Equally, it is no surprise that 
commodification and probabilistic management of 
perception and desire have impacted on the 
precise manner of depiction. But even they 
cannot extinguish the burning demand we feel 
to extend beyond the narrow definition of 
human we have come to interiorise so 
unhappily. 

C.P.: Can I take you back to what you've said
about sentimentality, Disney and the image 
of the polar bear for a moment. We do tend 
to think about sentimentality now in a 
pejorative sense. But is there a place for it? 

Can we reappropriate sentimentality for 
ecopolitics? 

S.C.: I've always liked Gorge Meredith's 
definition: the sentimentalist is he who would 
enjoy without incurring responsibility. The 
ecological principle – that everything mediates
everything else – has a number of corollaries. This 
mutual mediation is the grounds of time, 
ecologically considered, since every mediation 
takes time. It is also the basis of responsibility: 
since every mediation is linked to every other, the 
causal chains are themselves ecological, and 
responsibility doesn't reside in the one human 
individual. And yet that is the burden of the 
central tool of 21st-century society, politics and 
economics: debt. I, personally, am responsible for 
my  debts.  I  myself am responsible for my health, 

Char Davies
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my pension, etcetera. Not surprisingly our media, 
especially network media, are shaped by the 
contradiction between the real interconnectedness 
of everything and the imaginary isolation of each 
person. So the complicated question is whether 
an ecologically-formed person can ever take 
responsibility - and that, in Meredith's line, would 
be the same question as for whether every 
ecologically-formed person is necessarily 
sentimental. 

Under the burden of my isolation, I can 
pity myself for my unhappiness. That is one form 
of sentimentality, and the one that is perhaps the 
commonest in the 21st century, the condition of 
fatalism and depression that we discover 
everywhere, from the refugee camps to first world 
student counselling. It is about a system that 
makes it impossible for me or anyone to take 
responsibility for unhappiness because, in the end, 
there is nothing we can do, except maybe rip off 
someone else. And I'm not persuaded that - 
ecologically - it is possible for me to be happy in 
the midst of others' unhappiness, no matter how 
much bling I own. I don't even think it's possible 
for one species to be happy at the expense of its 
own environment. So, in the end, the depression 
and fatalism are technically sentimental, but not at 
all in the positive sense Meredith was thinking 
about when I can cheer myself up by reading 
Dickens' stories about dying tubercular slum-
dwellers. 

That kind of Dickensian sentimentality 
which we see in telethons, or that we enjoy in 
Disney animal films, rested a hundred and fifty 
years ago on God: Little Nell might be a victim of 
an unworthy and unnecessary system but she 
would always be safe in Abraham's bosom. We 
could have a similar recourse to Gaia, but it isn't 
all that common. Instead, we feel ourselves to be 
deprived of the capacity for action, while at the 
same time, through exactly the networks that 
simultaneously connect and disconnect us, we can 
sense the immense power that all-of-us has. 

To go back to the immersive interactive 
media and their flip-flopping subjectivities, the 
uncertain super-self, the great Ego that is also 
trenchantly aware of its non-existence, is on the 
cusp   of   discovering  that it is only a node, only a 

momentary concentration of all-of-us. At the 
moment of decision which always characterises a 
genuinely ethical act, that ego, fictive and 
imaginary though it may be, has to act as if it 
existed. When it is unable to act for real (when its 
decisions only affect the running of the game, not 
the economy) then that moment of concrete 
existence is denied. But – and there is always a 
but! – it is in that moment of frustration that the 
new sentimentalism appears. It is the moment 
when you become aware that "I" cannot take 
responsibility, not because I'm being blocked, but 
because the responsibility lies with "us" (and leads 
back the ecological principle, where all-of-us is no 
longer exclusively human). 

Debt is a madly complex issue. As a 
financial principle, I have sold my future in order to 
finance my present, but by the time it comes to 
paying back, that enjoyment is already past, and 
my present is trapped between past enjoyment I 
can get back and future earnings that will never 
be enough to free me. But there is another form 
of debt, far more ancient: the debt I owe to 
nature, to ancestors, and to the human and non-
human networks I live in. This human debt to the 
past and present I want to repay by living well, 
but fiscal debt means that I cannot, that I am 
forbidden to pay my real debt because the Law is 
on the side of the imaginary debt. That's why I 
wanted to stress the temporal issue in 
ecomediation: the structure of the self is the 
structure of its temporality, and that temporality is 
increasingly structured by the contradiction 
between these two forms of dept: ecosocial 
versus financial. 

The wonder of contemporary media – the 
core contradiction between militant individualism 
and profound connectionism – is that it produces 
a utopian sentimentalism: if "I" cannot take 
responsibility for the present, then "we" must 
take responsibility for the future. 

C.P.: Within eco-politics ‘nature’ becomes a
contested term. How do you think 
contemporary popular visualisations of the 
environmental crisis position the relationship 
between animals and nature? 
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S.C.: Some years ago I ventured a rash
generalisation: that editing, which we should 
understand as an intervention into the 
otherwise endless flow of recorded images and 
sounds, operates not only in the sequence of 
images but within the frame, most of all in the 
separation of figure from ground. What is so 
interesting about shots like those in Thin Red
Line is that in them the background - nature - 
turns up as foreground. More than that: 
instead of being spoken, in these shots, it's 
possible to intuit nature speaking. We refer to 
nature as environment because it environs: it is 
that excluded stuff that encircles us. Ecology 
tells us that there is no real exclusion, but 
politics, economics and most of all media and 
communications analysis shows us that 
nonetheless, we act as if there were. As 
externality, nature is left out of account, and 
out of our (cash) accounts too. 

The oddity about animals is that they 
are not so easily exiled into the background. 
The cut severs attention which otherwise 
would be mesmerised by the flicker of leaves, 
of light on water, of clouds drifting. One form 
of the cut is to have a figure move across a 
background, separating them. But what if a 
bird  flies  in from the  back of the frame to the 

foreground: is there a moment when it moves 
from ground to figure? Or is its vector a 
liberation from that binary split? Animals are 
neither inside the exclusive region of the 
human nor entirely excluded. A fly or beetle as 
much as the animals we invite into work or play 
with us travel between these worlds. In 
theology, angels can travel between the 
mutually exclusive worlds of heaven and earth; 
in folklore, ghosts do something similar 
between death and life. Both angels and 
ghosts are messengers. This is the vastly 
important role of animals in the new ecocritical 
project: they are privileged creatures who as 
well as their many other virtues are the 
unheard mediators between alienated 
humanity and alienated nature. 

C.P.: Social media is populated with
photographs and videos of cats. In 2015 cat-
related images and videos outnumbered 
selfies on social media. When Brussels was 
on terror alert, Belgian Twitter users posted 
cats pictures. Why cats? 

S.C.: Jody Berland has written brilliantly on this
topic – I won't try to give a resumé of her work 
('Cat and Mouse:  Iconographics  of Nature and 

Terrence Malick
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Desire'. Cultural Studies 22 (3-4), 2008). Among 
our favoured domestic animals, many like dogs 
and horses are pack animals like us. Today, we 
are still pack animals but our leaders no longer 
succeed by violence and generosity: their mark 
is their removal from the social - of their lives, 
and often enough of our money - while 
conspiring not to unify but to divide the pack. 
Reluctantly forced into individualism, 
competition and privacy, we seek our obverse: 
the cat, naturally a loner, reluctantly 
assimilated, partially, into the much reduced 
but still functional household pack. Mutually 
alienated from our species norms, we find a 
certain comradeship in being equally displaced, 
both finding ourselves in the private home as 
an equally estranging environment for both 
species, though for opposite reasons. Pictures 
of cats not being cats are jokes in the Freudian 
sense: they reveal more about the teller than 
the told. The invitation to laugh out loud at 
LOLcats is an invitation to laugh at our own 
captivity in an alien world, where we perform 
the rules of the self (acquisition and debt 
foremost among them) with as much lack of 
skill and grace as cats puzzling out human 
devices.   LOLcat   images   are  in  this  sense a 

genre of the selfie, where we perform to 
camera a self we do not actually possess. They 
are a reverse mirror of our own alienation. 
Circulating LOLcat pictures and videos is 
therapeutic. It is understandable then if they 
become ever more popular in times of crisis. 
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 first encountered the powerful art of Yvette 
Watt in 2007 while in Hobart, Tasmania, for 
the Considering Animals conference hosted 

by the Australian Animal Studies Group (now 
the Australasian Animal Studies Association). In 
addition to the usual presentations, conference 
goers were invited to attend the evening 
opening of an exhibition featuring new works 
by local artists depicting nonhuman animals 
and/or human-animal relations. Yvette’s 
provocative Offerings series was part of this 
exhibition: it comprised four portraits, each of 
an actual animal rescued from becoming 
someone’s meal, painted onto white linen tea-
towels in the artist’s own blood. Offerings 
struck me as beautifully subversive, not least 
for the fact that by painting portraits of a real-
life hen, cow, pig and sheep, naming them, and 
providing their personal histories, Yvette had 
reasserted each animal’s uniqueness and 
individuality (qualities that mass farming 
denies). Offerings – the very title suggesting 
sacrifice – directly challenged the hidden faces 
of the animals deemed most mundane and 
killable  in  Western  culture – those  farmed for 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

consumption; instead this series highlighted 
their existence as well as the extraordinary 
good fortune of the four whose larger-than-life 
portraits were possible as a result of their 
rescue by activists and rehoming at Australian 
animal sanctuaries. The significance of the 
bloody medium used by the artist was 
compelling, and Yvette’s choice to paint each 
portrait on linen tea-towels also raised an 
eyebrow or two. In my view, this was a 
courageous and profoundly moving tribute to 
those whose lives are taken so callously in their 
millions every hour by the meat, poultry, egg 
and dairy industries. And I suppose it is 
because I am such a staunch advocate for 
chickenkind that Sally the ex-battery hen’s 
portrait appealed to me the most: she now 
resides across the Tasman Sea in my house in 
the port town of Lyttelton, Aotearoa New 
Zealand, happily retaining the sepia colour of 
old blood on the crisp whiteness of the tea-
towel she was painted on. 

So for a decade I have been a devoted 
follower of Yvette’s art, her academic writing 
(some   of  which   has  previously  appeared  in  

I 
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English and cultural studies scholar Annie Potts and contemporary artist Yvette Watt share a sincere and 
dedicated professional interest in the role animals play in representation. Through a focus on activism 
they both pursue original and innovative strategies to make us look at animals from new perspectives in 
order to change power dynamics in human-animal relationships. 
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Antennae), and her activism on behalf of all 
species. Completing her doctorate in Fine Arts 
in 2009 (the thesis entitled ‘Animals, Art and 
Activism’), Yvette later accepted a tenured 
position at the Centre for the Arts, Tasmania 
University, where she has been lecturing in 
Painting and Drawing. In 2015 she was an 
invited keynote at the inaugural conference of 
the New Zealand Centre for Human-Animal 
Studies, where she spoke about the dilemmas 
and tensions – and pleasures – related to life as 
an artist, animal rights activist and academic. 
With reference to Yvette Watt’s politicized art 
projects over the years, the following interview 
focuses on the ways in which she juggles and 
sometimes reconciles those challenges she 
experiences as an activist artist employed in a 
conventional university setting.  

Annie Potts: I am delighted to have this 
opportunity to discuss your art with you, 
Yvette. What a treat and an honour! I’d like 
to begin by asking about the subject of your 
keynote speech at the Aotearoa New 
Zealand Human-Animal Studies Conference in 
November 2015. You discussed how (what 
you term) the four A’s – animals, art, activism 
and academia – came together for you. You 
mentioned that your engagement in animal 
activism and your career as an artist began 
around the same time in the mid-1980s, but 
it wasn’t until a decade or so later that you 
more closely connected the issues you’d 
been campaigning about as an activist with 
your actual artwork. What prompted this 
interweaving of your political perspective on 
human-animal relations with your creative  

Yvette Watt
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work as an artist? And what was your 
experience of bringing these central aspects 
of your life together? 

Yvette Watt: You know it took me a while to 
figure this out myself, and I have only been 
able to see in retrospect what I think was 
behind this shift in my artwork. Basically what 
happened is that, as I pulled away from grass 
roots campaigning – due to a combination of 
burnout and also a need to concentrate on 
completing a Masters in Fine Art – my work 
began to engage more and more with the 
socio-political matters surrounding human-
animal relations. Driven by a deep and abiding 
concern about the treatment of nonhuman 
animals by humans, the activist imperative was 
too fundamental to who I am, and so if it 
wasn’t being satisfied by grass roots activism 
then my artwork had to take on this role. 

When I look back on my work from this 
time I can see the shift. In the 1980s and 1990s, 
my art was based around generic, archetypal 
animals – cats, fish, crows/ravens, snakes and 
the like. It was using a visual language based 
around mythology. I used to rankle at 
interpretations that saw the animals as 
metaphors for the human condition (which 
happened regularly), though of course, I can 
see now why people might make that 
assumption. 

 

I started my MFA in mid-1999 with a 
project that was about visual representations 
of evil, as I was interested in finding alternative 
ways to represent evil visually that didn't use 
animal features. By the early 2000s, my work 
was beginning to engage with the issues that 
had driven me as an activist and ‘farm’ animals 
emerged as key subject matter. Then in 2003 I 
once again became involved in grass roots 
campaigning, founding Against Animal Cruelty 
Tasmania (now Animals Tasmania). And my 
work became less overt in its activist intentions 
as my energies went into campaigning in other 
ways. 

Eventually, after a busy few years that 
saw the group I founded grow exponentially, 
the demands of my Ph.D. meant that I had to 
step back from involvement with grass roots 
activism. Again, as I put less time and energy 
into organizational activism, my artwork 
became more overt in its political 
engagement.   

Since that time I have only taken a fairly 
passive role with organizational activism, and 
my artwork has continued to be driven by an 
activist imperative.  

A.P.:  As an artist/academic/activist what
theoretical approaches relating to art and
visual culture, human-animal relations, and
power and subjugation have been most
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influential to you? And why? 

Y.W.: I became a vegetarian and actively
involved with animal activism at the age of 
about 21 after visiting an Animal Liberation 
information stall, where I bought a copy of 
Peter Singer’s book Animal Liberation. I had 
always been an animal lover and was even 
given the nickname of ‘the naturalist’ in 
primary school, so there was a latent animal 
activist there already, and after reading 
Singer’s book I could no longer ignore the 
obvious connection between my diet and 
animal oppression and suffering. It really 
awakened the activist in me. I was profoundly 
affected by what I had read and felt compelled 
to do something to help affect change in the 
societal attitudes that allowed for such 
oppression. I had already been using animal 
imagery in my artwork for about a year, but 
reading Singer’s book really confirmed for me 
the importance of working with animals and 
human-animal relations as key subject matter. 

The other text that was extremely 
influential was Steve Baker’s The Postmodern
Animal, which I chanced across shortly after its 
publication thanks to a flier on Reaktion 
publications that I picked up from the staff 
room table. I immediately ordered a copy and 
also got hold of his previous book Picturing the
Beast. These two texts saw me radically rethink 
what I was doing with my work. In particular, I 
was forced to question the way my art relied 
on metaphor and symbolism. Baker showed me 
how this was problematic and resulted in the 
animals themselves becoming marginalised (as 
artist Sue Coe has also pointed out) and so my 
artwork changed in its approach quite 
dramatically. [1]

A.P.: What media have you chosen when
approaching different projects, and why?
What influences you to choose sculpture
versus painting versus photography when
focusing on specific issues or subjects?

Y.W.:  It’s actually quite hard to answer this
question, as  it  often doesn’t feel like there is a

conscious decision to be made – the idea (or 
ideas) driving the work and the medium or 
format it takes are so interconnected that they 
are in a sense one and the same thing. The 
shift that was made away from painting and 
printmaking to other modes of expression 
were part of an evolution in my art practice 
rather than a series of conscious decisions. I 
mean, for example, I had only ever imagined 
the Animal Factories series as documentary 
photographs, and the Offerings series had to 
be painted in my blood on tea-towels as the 
medium IS the message here (as Marshall 
McLuhan pointed out). 

A.P.: I really respect how your art disrupts
hegemonic meat culture and assumptions
about those species of animals farmed in
Western industrialized societies – why is this
important to you? (compared, for example,
with the myriad other forms of exploitation
nonhuman species endure at the hands of
humankind).

Y.W.: While I have taken on other subjects in
my work in regard to human-animal relations,
you’re right to observe that the animals we
exploit in agriculture are the most persistent
subjects for my art, and this has been the case
since part way through my MFA which I
completed in 2003. Essentially this is because I
believe that eating animals/animal products is
the basis of the human exceptionalism that
drives all animal exploitation. I find it
fascinating and exciting that the millennials and
Gen Z who are engaged with animal activism
are so cognizant of this and embrace veganism
as a given in this respect. I only wish older
generations could be so enlightened. For
example I’m amazed and frankly disappointed
at how many Animal Studies scholars can’t
bring themselves to go vegan or even
vegetarian and find all sorts of excuses not to. I
can’t imagine someone who is a gender studies
or post-colonial scholar excusing the
oppression of women or other races as OK in
some respects, and yet so many Animal Studies
scholars   engage   in   the   oppression   of  the
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subjects of their research. 

A.P.: I agree. This really puzzles me too. It
seems like an obvious inconsistency. Let’s
talk about a few of your projects in more
detail, particularly those that have focused
on so-called ‘farm’ or ‘food’ animals. As I
mentioned in the introduction to this
interview, I was so taken with ‘Sally’ from
your 2007 Offerings series that she came to
live in my home. I say ‘live in my home’,
rather than ‘hang on my wall’, because she is
so lifelike, so vivid, and has such character --
it is easy to tell this painting is a real life hen
(even before a viewer knows the story
behind this work). And the back story is what
makes this painting even more inspiring and
provocative.

Y.W.: I had been working for a while with
images of animals that I had photographed at
my friend Emma Haswell’s Tasmanian farm
sanctuary, “Brightside”, as it was important to
me that wherever possible I used animals as
subjects who I had met so that my work was
closely based on first-hand source material.
The direct and personal collecting of imagery
of individuals was vital as I saw these works as
portraits.

I had been considering for some time 
the blood that is left from animals’ bodies on 
the polystyrene meat trays that their flesh is 
packaged in for sale at supermarkets. I’d been 
thinking about how I could use this as an idea 
to paint their portraits in blood onto the trays, 
but there were a number of issues that made 
this difficult. One was a change from the use of 
white polystyrene trays to black – no doubt to 
hide the blood. The other issue was that the 
trays are non-absorbent so they are not good 
as a painting substrate. But the biggest issue 
was that I was not comfortable using the blood 
of these animals. In the end, I decided that it 
had to be my own blood, and tea-towels were 
an ideal painting substrate.  

As I had anticipated, the blood 
browned quite quickly, so that the paintings 
appear   to   be   sepia  toned,  monochromatic 

images that aren’t obviously painted using 
blood, which allows the initial engagement to 
be with the image itself rather than with the 
fact that it was painted in blood. My intention 
was that, on discovering the nature of the 
painting medium used, the viewer would be 
caused to consider the matter of these animals 
as flesh and blood – and hence as meat. As 
such it was essential that the blood used was 
my blood, as I see these works as gestures of 
solidarity with those animals that are killed in 
their billions for meat; as a kind of offering, a 
symbolic giving up of my blood, a recognition 
of the spilling of the blood of these animals for 
meat production and of the fact that their 
blood stains the kitchens of most Australian 
homes. I wanted to use crisp, white linen tea 
towels, as the linen makes a clear reference to 
the linen normally used by artists, while the use 
of the tea-towels also makes obvious and 
important references to the domestic kitchen 
setting, where these animals’ bodies are 
prepared for eating, and where a tea-towel 
might easily become stained with the blood of 
the meat being prepared. 

A.P.: In the Second Sight series (2007) you
were inspired by the physiognomic studies
of human and animal faces of the
seventeenth-century French painter Charles
Le Brun, who believed that facial
incongruities between human and nonhuman
animals were indicative of certain emotional
or behavioral types. You created paintings
and photographs in which your own face
appears, with your eyes replaced by those of
a farmed animal such as a chicken or pig. The
resulting hybrid images are really disruptive;
in particular, they perturb assumptions about
human-animal difference.

Y.W.:  These works came about while I was
playing with photographs of eyes of animals I
had taken for a series of paintings titled
Alternative Points of View (2007). While
digitally altering the image to crop and reverse
the animal eyes for the images in this series, I
noticed   something   strange:   when   the  two
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animal eyes were pushed together after one 
had been flipped, the resulting image was 
uncannily primate (and thus human) like. 
What’s more, when the resulting pairs of 
animals’ eyes were scaled correctly and placed 
over my eyes on a photograph of my face, 
there was a surprising and unanticipated 
congruity – a lining up of features – between 
the brow-line and nose, without any need for 
adjustment other than scale. This prompted 
the construction of the Second Sight series, 
which exploited this uncanny anatomical 
conformity. The first animal I did this with was a 
pig and I am still haunted by what I saw that 
day – it was like a human was looking back at 
me.  

My intention with these works was, on 
one hand, to try and imagine these animals' 
lives – their point of view – as well as to draw 
attention to the physical congruities between 
us humans and the animals many of us like to 
think of as mere commodities. 

A.P.: Another powerful and thought-
provoking exhibition of yours commenting
on intensive farming is Animal Factories,
images from which were also shown (and
discussed by you) at the Animal Death 
conference, hosted by Sydney University’s
Human Animal Research Network in 2013. I

 

was in the audience there, and it was an 
intense experience to see all those 
photographs of factory farms right across 
Australia, not an animal in sight and yet 
everyone knew who and what would be 
found inside such structures. I found this to 
be a most solemn and poignant work, 
profoundly effective in moving the audience 
to confront the truth about mass 
incarceration and killing of animals (despite 
not a single animal being evident!). How did 
the idea for this project manifest? And what 
was involved in developing this series?  

Y.W.: Some years back when I was still
involved with Against Animal Cruelty Tasmania
another activist and I made an illegal visit to a
large meat chicken farm just outside of Hobart.
It wasn’t the first time I’d been into a factory
farm, but I couldn’t help but be deeply
affected by the awfulness of this multisensory
experience: we saw a sea of the white
feathered bodies of the young birds, we could
feel the warmth given off by their bodies, there
was the smell of the ammonia and we could
hear the soft sounds the birds made. But on
leaving I was aware that from the outside there
was no evidence of there being any life in
those sheds – not so much as a feather.
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As we walked away and looked down at the 
rows of windowless sheds lit by spotlights I 
was struck by how much they reminded me of 
images I had seen of concentration camps. I 
vowed then to come back one day and 
photograph that view. 

This     became     possible    thanks    to 

receiving some research funding from my 
university, which allowed me to photograph 
not just this farm, but many others around 
Australia over a two-year period, though I only 
scratched the surface in terms of how many 
farms of this type there are in Australia alone. 
It  was  an  intense  experience.  Often we'd be  
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out for a full day trying to find farms with the 
help of Google Maps and Google Earth. For 
example, as I’ve written elsewhere, in one 13-
hour day-trip my companion and I travelled 
over 500 kilometres within a 120 kilometre 
radius of Adelaide, South Australia, and 
photographed 39 farms with a total of 328 
sheds – and yet there were many more in the 
vicinity that we missed, or ran out of time to 
visit. 

The image of the original farm outside 
of Hobart was seared into my imagination but 
interestingly when I went back to photograph 
this farm I couldn’t find it to begin with. I found 
a farm near where I thought this one had been 
located, but it looked wrong – the sheds were 
bright blue and I couldn’t see them all from the 
road. It took two more visits for the confusion 
to clear and for me to realise that I was looking 
at it from the wrong angle and that the reason 
I  hadn't  noticed  that  the  sheds were blue all  

 

those years ago was that at night under yellow 
spotlights they appeared more grayish brown. 

In fact, it took some time to rid myself 
of a preconceived ‘ideal’ about what the 
images I wanted for the project should look 
like, and to instead allow myself to respond to 
the experiences of the various locations as they 
presented themselves. Ultimately I was really 
happy with how the project evolved and was 
able to capture some powerful images of these 
industrialxfarms.  

One of my favourite photographs from 
this series is a large chicken farm outside of 
Melbourne. The farm is off in the distance and 
is framed by a low purple-grey cloud and an 
expanse of yellow grass in the foreground. The 
sheds sit to the left of the image and it was 
only as I was looking at it on the large 
computer monitor that I noticed that on the 
right side there was a flock of birds in flight. 
The  comparison  of  the  miserable  lives of the 
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birds trapped in those sheds against the 
freedom of the birds in flight made this moody 
image even more poignant.  

After I thought I was done with this 
series I ended up doing one more work. This 
artwork used 40 of the images I’d initially 
rejected due to the sheds on farms being 
obscured by trees and the like, or because they 
were too far away. I printed the 40 images out 
in black and white at A4 size then used 
florescent paint to highlight the locations of 
the partially hidden sheds as a way of making 
the concealed highly visible. These 40 images 
were presented together as a grid, highlighting 
the scale of industrial farming.  

A.P.: More and more, in animal activism on
all media platforms, we are seeing graphic
actual footage of the conditions animals
endure inside such intensive farming
operations.

 

There are many reasons why the live footage 
is used and deemed to be more effective in 
terms of raising public awareness and 
exposing what is carefully hidden by the 
agriculture sector. Why did you instead 
concentrate on photographs of factory farms 
from the outside? How does the tension 
between the visible and invisible, the 
exposed and concealed, influence your art 
here? 

Y.W.: In using photographs of the sheds from
the outside I am conscious of the fact that
these images are activated by the graphic
footage of what happens inside them as shown
to us in the imagery captured by activists. But I
am also aware of the fact that graphic
photographs and video footage can be so
upsetting and confronting that some people
cannot look at them and may choose not to
engage. Further, Animal Factories responds to
the  hidden  lives  of  the animals in the sheds –
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their invisibility. I wanted the viewer to be 
haunted by the industrial brutality of the 
architecture which houses and facilitates the 
industrial brutality of factory farming. 

A.P.: You regard this as a project that
highlights how the structure and purpose of
factory farms parallels the structure and
purpose of concentration camps. Such a
comparison remains controversial in Human-
Animal Studies; however, when I look at
photographs of the intensive farming
operations in your series alongside images of
Nazi concentration camps, they certainly
appear very similar from the outside or from
aerial views. Would you please comment in
more detail on your perspective on this
comparison; and how does it inform or
influence Animal Factories?

Y.W.:  As I said earlier, the visual congruities
between factory farms and concentration
camps was part of the impetus for this series
as it was such a powerful aspect of what I saw
as I walked away from the farm that started
this whole project off years ago. I am also well
aware of the sensitivities around making such
a comparison, but as I have written elsewhere I
believe the similarities go beyond a superficial
physical likeness. In both factory farms and
concentration camps the inhabitants are
captured and held against their will; they are
used and abused at the whim of their captors,
and they are at the mercy of the politics of the
governing power, which in both cases exempts
them from the normal moral and legal
protections that should be afforded them. I
would also add that I am far from alone in
observing such similarities – indeed each time I
exhibit or present these works someone
makes this observation.

There was one image in Animal
Factories that inadvertently referenced the 
Nazi regime in a more direct way, though I 
wasn’t aware of this until it was brought to my 
attention by a viewer when I exhibited this 
photograph. This person pointed out to me 
that   the  chickens  from  this  angle  appeared 

to be a giving a Nazi salute – an awkward, 
ironic and completely unintentional aspect of 
this image. 

Despite the fact that several Jewish 
and non-Jewish writers and thinkers [2] have 
made direct comparisons between Nazi 
concentration camps and factory farms, the 
association remains contentious, and I have 
read with interest several articles and 
Facebook posts taking this issue up from 
different angles. It is fair to say opinion from 
both the writers and those commenting is 
almost evenly divided. I am actually curious 
about the implied anthropocentrism that 
haunts the assertion that such a comparison 
should not be made.  

A.P.: Your latest project diverged quite
dramatically (literally!) from your previous
works. You have said that this project was
intended to blur the line between art and
activism. What’s the deal with Duck Lake?

Y.W.: Duck Lake is an art-meets-activism
project that I have been working on for the
past year, and it has just come to fruition on
March 5th, 2016. It responds to the annual
recreational duck shooting season in Tasmania,
one of only three Australian states that still
allows this abhorrent activity.

It really is a dramatic departure from my 
previous work in so many ways! Firstly, it 
differs in form and medium as it is a 
performance with activists in hot pink tutus 
dancing to music from Swan Lake on location 
at a major public wetland open to duck 
shooters. But it also differs markedly in format 
and method as it is a project that relies on the 
collaborative efforts of a large team of people.  

I have in fact been asked by the 
documentary film crew who have been 
following this project since June last year, what 
makes this art rather than just activism? I’m still 
not sure exactly how to respond to this except 
to say that obviously, I think it can be both and 
that Duck Lake involved the same essential 
process that all my recent artwork has. It 
begins  with  an  idea that responds to an issue 
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I have identified. The response is based on 
creative thinking and a visual outcome, plus the 
final outcome is uncertain and evolves over the 
production of the work. It was interesting 
reflecting on this and extending it to the 
Animal Factories series. In both cases, there 
was an idea which responded to a specific 
issue of animal suffering which I wanted to 
expose, and in both cases, I actually didn't 
know if what I was setting out to do was 
achievable. There was a lot of faith invested 
that it would all work out OK and also a 
willingness to be adaptable and find a balance 
between controlling the outcome and letting 
the project lead me.   

While the Duck Lake project culminated 
in the performance at Moulting Lagoon on the 
East Coast of Tasmania at dawn on March 5 at 
the  opening  of the recreational duck shooting 

season, it is so much more than just the 
performance. It engaged a large number of 
almost entirely volunteer participants, including 
the dancers, the team who made props and 
costumes, the choreographer, the stage maker, 
the caterers, the people documenting the 
event and the rescuers. Then there were the 
125 supporters who contributed over $10 000 
through the crowdfunding campaign, the 61 
artists who each made a duck artwork as a perk 
for the crowdfunding campaign, and the local 
pub that allowed us to use their room for the 
rehearsals at no cost. Overall there were some 
100 people involved in one way or another and 
a number of people fulfilled multiple roles. 
Each of these supporters engaged directly with 
the issue of duck shooting through their 
involvement, and there is not a doubt in my 
mind  that  the  project  took  hold  of people’s  
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imagination as I would hope an artwork would. 
In fact, a number of people have commented 
to me recently that they didn't know there was 
a duck shooting season in Tasmania until they 
became aware of this through the Duck Lake 
project.  

Duck Lake also grabbed the attention 
of the media, with a film crew from the national 
broadcaster, ABC TV, coming to the lagoon to 
film the performance. The other two local TV 
stations also covered the story with footage 
supplied by us, and it was reported locally and 
nationally through the press, with Newscorp
syndicating it across all their Australian 
newspapers. The media coverage was not only 
thorough, it was without exception positive 
and a colour image of the performance 
accompanied all the press reports. The event 
has also been shared widely and internationally 
via social media. 

But, importantly, not only did the Duck
Lake project engage people with the duck 
shooting issue, it actually saved ducks from 
being shot, as apart from the dancers in their 
hot pink costumes, we had some 25-30 
rescuers in hot pink outfits carrying hot pink 
and sparkly flags and windsocks making their 
way around the lagoon on foot and in kayaks, 
with the latter towing hot pink, sparkly 
‘decoys’. Ducks are highly sensitive to unusual 
movement and colour, especially on the red-
orange-yellow spectrum (hence the need for 
hides) so our strategy is simple but highly 
effective as the ducks tend to fly high to avoid 
the noise and movement - hopefully out of the 
range of the shotguns, which is only about 40 
metres. 

In some respects, my key role was as a 
project manager, but when you take into 
account that the whole shebang was my 
original idea I think that I can also claim a role 
as ‘artist'. I have been going up to the opening 
of the duck shooting season since 2003 and 
this project was my creative response to the 
need to draw attention to this issue and attract 
more rescuers. Last year there were only six 
rescuers. This year we set an all-time record for 
local  rescuers  present,  matched  only by 2008 

when both rescuers and shooters came to 
Tasmanian from other states in Australia due to 
their duck-shooting seasons being called off 
because of drought.  

A.P.: It wasn't all smooth sailing for you,
though, was it? There's been a response
from ‘the authorities’ …?

Y.W.: Yes, there’s a follow up to this as 10 days
after the event I received a call from Tasmanian
Parks and Wildlife to advise me that they
intend on charging me under the National
Parks And Reserved Land Regulations act for
not complying with the permit we were
granted. This has come about because the
stage was moved from the carpark where we
had been given permission to place it to the
lagoon itself. We had asked for permission to
set it up in the lagoon and it took 5 weeks for
them to reply to say we couldn't. The phone
call advising this was on the Tuesday lunchtime
prior to us heading to the lagoon on a Friday
morning, and their reasons for not allowing it
on the lagoon were spurious. Anyway, we set it
up in the car park but overnight someone
moved it onto the lagoon. The charge comes
with a mandatory court case (rather than an
infringement) so if they decide to pursue this
(my legal advice is that their case is weak and
they may just be winding me up) I will, of
course, be using it as a further opportunity to
draw attention to the duck shooting issue.
There's a good team of people ready and
willing to support me in whatever way I need,
and of course, the Duck Lake Dancers will
reunite for an encore performance on the court
steps!

A.P.: Yvette, the spectacle of Duck Lake 
leads me to consider another aspect of your
art which I admire very much. You
unapologetically employ humour and
anthropomorphism (as well as its opposite,
zoomorphism) when drawing attention to
our exploitative relationships with other
species.
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Y.W.: Humour has indeed been an important
part of my work, and I employ it to engage the
viewer/audience with what are often
confronting issues that can be emotionally
difficult to deal with. This is evident in works
such as the Domestic Animals series where I
show myself engaging in conversations with
various ‘farm’ animals.

But it is a key aspect of the Duck Lake
project. The idea of having performers in hot 
pink tutus, pink camo leggings and hot pink 
hardhats dancing on a stage to music from 
Swan Lake in the middle of a remote lagoon 
has an element of the absurd about it, without 
a doubt. One artist friend said he imagined it 
as a kind of Fitzcaraldo happening. I think of it 
more as Fitzcaraldo meets Priscilla, Queen of
the Desert. The humour was important to 
engage the media (it’s very difficult to get 
media up to the lagoon, or indeed to get them 
to cover the duck shooting issue at all), but it 
was   also   important   to  help  defuse  conflict  

 

between rescuers and shooters. It was only 
partly successful in the latter respect – one 
shooter came and watched but another made a 
special trip over to where we were to threaten 
us. 

What is vitally important here is that 
humour is employed not in a laugh out loud 
way, nor is it intended to in any way trivialise 
the subject matter. It operates more on a 
velvet glove premise. It was generally agreed 
that the absurdity of the performance on the 
lagoon was in fact rendered extremely 
poignant due to the sombreness of the music, 
the beauty of the location and the sound of 
gunshots. 

Another important aim of my work is 
that it should deal with issues surrounding 
human-animal relationships in a manner that is 
intelligible to a general audience, as well as 
being accepted as valid by a more specific 
contemporary art audience. Humour can be an 
extremely  useful  strategy in this respect, but I  
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do believe that art should ideally be multi-
layered so that while an artwork might be 
accessible to a general audience it does not 
necessarily need to be superficial or lacking 
complexity. 

A.P.: I’m sure readers are keen to learn
more about your next project, Yvette. I
realize Duck Lake culminated barely a year
ago, but do you already have another
artwork in mind or in progress?

Y.W.: I do have something in mind, though at
this stage it’s just a bunch of very loose
thoughts. I get a bit nervous talking about an
idea when it's in its infancy, as this one is – it
feels like I might either jinx it or else I HAVE to
do it because it’s been spoken of! But for you
Annie…! So, I’ve been thinking about a project
that will again blur the line between artist,
audience, and participant (as Duck Lake did for
the participants). It seems my art practice has
evolved unexpectedly into something that asks
for active rather than passive interaction with
the audience – I’m still digesting why this might
be. Actually, digesting is a good segue into the
project I’m thinking of as it may involve a
dinner. Maybe with a tablecloth painted in my
blood (something like a decorative, bucolic
pastoral scene), maybe some crockery
designed especially, and maybe with some of
the food prepared using my blood. Who knows
how that will all go down with the University
bureaucracy when it comes to ethics approvals
etc. I had to keep Duck Lake at a distance from
my University position as I very much doubt it
would ever have gone ahead otherwise.
Cooking food using my blood sounds pretty
mad to say out loud (though I won’t be the first
to do this). Mind you, if I hadn’t said out loud
at the opening of duck shooting season last
year that for the next year I was going to have
a floating stage with people in pink tutus
dancing to Swan Lake on it, Duck Lake would
never have happened! So, watch this space and
beware if you get invited to a dinner party by
me!

Notes 

[1] In his chapter in the volume Killing Animals, visual
culture theorist Steve Baker understands Sue Coe to
“object strongly to the idea of using animals as symbols,
because by using an animal (or its image) as a symbol of
or for something else, that animal is effectively robbed of
its identity, and its interests will thus almost inevitably be
overlooked” (p. 78)

[2] See, for example, Enemies, A Love Story and The
Penitent, by Isaac Bashevis Singer; Elizabeth Costello by
J.M. Coetzee, Edgar Kupfer-Koberwitz’s Animal
Brothers: Reflection on an Ethical Way of Life, and Une
Civilisation à Cloisons étanches by Marguerite Yourcenar.
Alex Hershaft, the founder of the Farm Animal Rights
Movement in 1976 is also a Holocaust survivor.
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t is no exaggeration to say that we have 
been aware of and followers of the work of 
Newton and Helen Mayer Harrison, both 

independently and in our own collaborative 
partnership for decades. Their focus and 
fortitude, dedication and tenacity are 
exemplary in respect of the ambition towards 
which artists can mobilise their endeavour and 
of their expectations regarding its production 
and the potentials of its effect.  

For 50 years they first pioneered and 
subsequently have spearheaded environmental 
arts practice on an international level, using 
research, fieldwork, models, maps, action, and 
intervention to bring clarity, purpose and 
practicality to issues that in the ’70s meant 
little to most, but now, (in no small way due to 
their own efforts) have dreadful and compelling 
traction in the imaginations of millions, (if not 
billions) of people all too conscious of and 
sometimes themselves hard hit by changing 
climatic conditions. 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

In their thinking and in their work, 
where ecologies are so central, Newton and 
Helen take a long-term and global view – but 
they have a keen eye for how responses to 
local situations can be used as spurs to action 
by powerful governmental and non-
governmental institutions and how these 
examples may serve as models for new 
behaviours in respect of the environment at 
large. 

Theirs is a special blend of ingenuity 
and positive pragmatism. As this interview 
demonstrates, a robust, infectious and utterly 
compelling consistency fuels their practice and 
we feel proud and privileged to have been able 
to discuss with them their work in this context. 

The questions we formulated were a 
response to points in a chapter Helen and 
Newton sent us from their latest book (The
Time of the Force Majeure: After 45 Years 
Counterforce is on the Horizon, Prestel.)  

I 

INTERVIEWEE: THE HARRISONS 
INTERVIEWER: SNÆBJÖRNSDÓTTIR/WILSON 

Bryndis Snæbjörnsdóttir and Mark Wilson conduct their collaborative practice from bases in the north of 
England and Reykjavík, Iceland. With a strong research grounding, their socially engaged projects 
explore contemporary relationships between human and non-human animals in the contexts of history, 
culture and the environment. In this exclusive interview, they discuss urgent issues of ecocriticism and the 
arts with leading pioneer of eco-art Newton Harrison speaking on behalf of the partnership.

Text and Questions by Snæbjörnsdóttir /Wilson 
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Capitalism values and rewards the exploitation of living systems through 
the unchecked growth of resource extraction, market production, and consumption, with 

concomitant concentrations of capital (Yes it is certainly true that nature can vigorously grow 
while not charging a profit). Democracy privileges people’s freedom to do whatever they 

choose (within a context of legal permissions that favor capitalism). Majority rule permits a 
citizenry who are not eco-literate to vote against environmental well-being. 

(The Harrisons, The Time of the Force Majeure: After 45 Years Counterforce is on the Horizon) 

FORCE MAJEURE and the ANTHROPOCENE: 

We see no alternative, whether forced or voluntary 
for civil societies but to recreate themselves 

and most of their social organizations 
to compensate for the stresses 

that they have forced on natural systems 

We see no alternative, then yield to nature’s agency 
accepting a new form of global governance that reflects 
surrendering the idea that humankind is a special case 

understanding that we are simply 
even humbly, a species among species 

(The Harrisons, The Time of the Force Majeure: After 45 Years Counterforce is on the Horizon) 
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Snæbjörnsdóttir /Wilson: Newton, would you 
please give us an introduction to the concept 
of Force Majeure? 

Newton Harrison:  So, Force Majeure – well 
here we are – it’s like 10 years ago. We are 
finishing a thing called Greenhouse Britain 
(2007-9). We are even winning a prize for 
educating the British public while at the same 
time democratising global warming 
information. We’ve done this by making a 24- 
foot model of the British Isles and projecting 
onto it rising waters, so everybody who has a 
house within 3 meters of the ocean can make a 
plan. They can see what will happen to them 
and they have an idea of how much time for 
ocean rise.   

So we are feeling pretty good about 
this – except we pose a question to ourselves.  

We ask ‘Supposing every single person 
on the Isle of Britain ‘got it’ and immediately 
re-elected their parliament to put a stop to war 
and to put all the money aside to [facilitate] the 
upward movement of people and …would that 
be enough? No. Why not?  

While we were making this plan and 
[evolving] these works and [projections] and for 
5 minutes, making heroes of ourselves in 
Britain, we noted that the developers were 
madly buying land with the intention of 
profiteering on ocean rise, as they normally do. 
Well then we posed a question – how come 
nature can grow plentifully and not charge a 
profit and how come we [continue] to grow in 
this ‘creaky’ manner while we massively charge 
a profit and in so doing, devalue all 
ecosystems: so there we were, in an end 
game/fail situation. So then we asked, what are 
we facing here? Well the tsunami had come 
and it became quite clear we were [generating] 
a giant force of our own invention and that by 
simply continuing our everyday processes of 
being, we were increasing the application of 
this force on a daily basis. So – then we said, 
well what about Marxist Socialism? We all love 
Marx and Socialism, particularly if we drop the 
class-struggle factor. Well now, that [too] was 
insufficient.   Upon  examination,  all  ‘isms’  are 

revealed as insufficient, because all begin with 
human-centred stock – taking from nature, to 
help people. Then social justice takes over with 
much of our public monies and what does 
social justice do? It spends the majority of its 
money helping people. So with this in mind, 
how do you think about this? How do you 
[frame] a thought that will get this said? We 
copped a legal term – re-formed a legal term a 
force majeure – ‘God-driven' to Force Majeure 
– ‘people driven’. So that’s how the Force
Majeure concept came about.

Then in all the later work – if you look at 
Greenhouse Britain, or if you look at Peninsula
Europe, (Part II) where the drought’s going to 
cover Europe and you have to deal with a 
million square kilometers and so on, you see 
that we are inventing forms at the scale of the 
issue. It is possible for a trillion dollars to 
reform a million square kilometers of Europe in 
such a way that waters would stay on the 
ground and a new kind of farming would 
happen and biodiversity would happen within it 
and civil society could continue and even be 
modified by what happens. However, even this 
it’s insufficient. So what is sufficient? Well, if we 
go back to what we call the life-web (we keep 
saying nature’ but all our radical friends keep 
saying ‘nature’s not possible, stop using that 
word’) so we really mean the ‘life-web’. 

S/W: …when you say ‘nature’s not possible’, 
is that because by implication the term 
separates humans from nature? 

N.H.:   That is one of a number of reasons, but
if you look at the little poem at the very end of
the chapter I sent you – it says we are a species
humbly among millions of species. That
understanding has to let us recreate our
governance in terms of a new kind of niche-
system and what does that mean? Well
supposing we are an exotic? Not supposing –
we are behaving like an exotic,  that invades
any system it wants, takes what it needs and
then comes back and takes the rest and returns
nothing. Well, that's beyond greed – that's
insanity.



87	

S/W: …ultimately self-destructive too 

N.H.: Yes, self-cancelling. But then we have to
go back to ‘nature’ – by which I mean in the 3
billion years of its becoming, the thing we now
know as the ‘life-web’ or the web of life – I
don’t know if you’ve read Capra’s work, the
Web of Life? (Capra, F. 1996) – you probably
have, but it is a kind of nice book. So how does
nature do this [grow without charging profit]?
Well nature has free energy and although there
are others, the two principle sources are the
sun and then the energy that all other systems
spit out as they process energy from the sun –
nature   works    by    exchange.   It   grows   by

exchange. So we have to reinvent a whole form 
of governance based upon free energy 
and exchange. You see – in the life-web, 
nothing exploits anything. The only things 
that [eco] systems do, is that they are 
opportunistic. What they do is they take 
energies that are around them. The prairie in 
the United States has a boundary. When it 
hits the Rockies, the mountains, that prairie 
doesn’t think it over [and then] jump over 
the Rockies, impact with California on the 
other side, jump over the ocean, hit Spain 
take over Spain and [so] profit from 
‘prairieness’… Nature has what they call, I am    
sure      you      know,     the     ecotone    which, 

Helen & Newton Harrison
Greenhouse Britain, installation shot, Ronald Feldman Fine Arts, 2009 
© Harrisons 
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invented over these billions of years, is a self-
limiting process.  

S/W: So this is the liminal zone between 
biomes…? 

N.H.: Yes exactly, where they occur at a
boundary and energies and/or an ecotone
happens which mixes the species of both
nearby biomes and biomes add some more to
it, but still they can’t cross over very easily into
each other.

S/W: Coming back to the Force Majeure 
specifically, we wanted to ask you about 
what you see as the relationship between 
Force Majeure and the Anthropocene? As far 
as we understood it you were talking about 
the Anthropocene as being somehow a trace 
or something that happens ’after the event’, 
whereas Force Majeure is something with 
which it is possible to work and for things to 
happen as consequence of that process.  

N.H.: That’s a very good interpretation – in
fact, what you just said, is actually part 2. Part 1
is that the [term] Anthropocene has about it an
inevitability. ‘…Nature has cycles – it gets
warmer and then it gets colder and this is just
an extreme form of it…’ ‘…well no, it’s not. We 

have tossed into the eco-system thousands of 
chemicals that no one knows how to deal with. 
We have messed with systems in too many 
ways’. They say ‘…well, this has happened
before…’ It has not. Therefore, we should 
reject the terms that suggest that that is true. 
As we say in the book, nature, or what I call the 
life-web will have to regenerate. It might take 
50 million years and from nature’s perspective, 
it might have another four or five goes at it 
before it is too late. You see, what I think is 
necessary for all of us to do in our future 
education is to be conceptual time-travellers 
and to do this with ease. So for instance, I can 
imagine in my own mind – a 50 million years 
reconstruction by the life-web and end up with 
something better than you and me – maybe – 
or have to do it over again – if I am looking at a 
3 billion-year life cycle and a 50 million-year 
interruption. Once we look at it that way, you 
can say well, there are some choices [and 
decisions] to be made here. We need to get 
outside of the comfort zone that the 
Anthropocene offers.  

In general terms, the Anthropocene is a 
way of describing the life webs response to 
what is happening to the energies available 
and the dramatic changes in the climate, but it 
does not account for the weakening of the life-
web [caused] by our processes of extraction.   

Helen & Newton Harrison
Greenhouse Britain, global warming triptych, 2005 
© Harrisons 
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The Anthropocene makes a holistic claim but 
tends to act on single cause-and-effect 
phenomena such as the CO2 effect. We think 
the Force Majeure is simply a more accurate 
way of describing what’s happening. 

S/W.: Except that the Anthropocene could 
also be seen as a conceptual instrument, like 
an alarm – an instrument to alert people to 
the threat, so that they will pay attention? 

N.H.: Certainly – it does that. I don’t say it is a
useless thing – but the Force Majeure is a more
accurate way to look at things,  and therefore a

more useful term overall. The Force Majeure 
doesn’t let anybody off the hook – the Force
Majeure does not permit ‘business as usual'. 
Anthropocene type thinkers say ‘…well, it is 
going to be ok if we stop the carbon…' Tell me 
– how are we going to de-acidify the ocean?’
to ask a trivial question so to speak. The
Anthropocene can’t stand up to that kind of
questioning. Force Majeure can.

ANTHROPOCENTRISM: 

S/W.: So thanks – that’s a great introduction 
to the Force Majeure and indeed, the  

Helen & Newton Harrison
‘The trajectory of Draught’, from the installation Peninsula Europe, 2006 
© Harrisons 
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concept of ecotones. Bearing in mind the 
implicit ecological bent of your approach, 
this begs the questions, how important is it 
or how strong is the imperative in your work 
to give emphasis to human impact in order 
to attract maximum attention? And at some 
point, must that transmute into the 
imperative for us to acknowledge and 
embrace a networked, ecological awareness 
indicative instead of human componency? 
How is that balance established and tipped 
accordingly over time, in such a way that the 
doubters (the essentially anthropocentric) 
are not left behind? 

N.H.: I don't know. However, everyday I work
in that direction. One way to look at all this is
from a biological standpoint. The human race
with its ability to invade and consume or
transform all systems in the life-web that it
wishes to, particularly for-profit,  behaves like a

global exotic.  At the end of our book, we 
suggest that a new form of governance needs 
to form that treats the human race as a biome 
with the work of governance itself being that 
of an ecotone.   

S/W.: In this paradigm, is the human biome 
configured as being distinct from nature and 
its laws – if so, isn’t this a repetition of the 
say, Cartesian distinctions that got us into 
trouble in the first place? 

N.H.: No, not at all. It says ‘lets find a niche
among all others so we may all continue
together’ – a biome doesn’t assume
separation.

S/W.: I see, so what you are saying is that we 
construct our own borders and limitations 
within this system? 

Helen & Newton Harrison
‘Breathing for the Save River, The Sava River through Ljubljana, 1989 
© Harrisons 
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N.H.: Yeah – I see the work of governance as
being enacting of the processes that are
embedded in ecotones so in the end – you
know, I tease you, I say well if you give me a
billion dollars I might be able to get something
done. Well, the truth is, that’s how I would
spend a billion dollars – if I could put together
a team I would begin constructing the building
blocks for a different form of governance that
treated the class struggle as a triviality in the
face of evolution.

\ 

S/W.: Right – given the circumstances, that 
makes sense. 

N.H.: Well if you are interested and you can
pull together a bunch of money, I think you are
from a country that can actually think this
through. In America, when I bring this up,
people look a little confused. Whereas I think
it’s as obvious as hell.

But I would like to answer this also, [in 
relation to] the Sava River work in Croatia. 

Helen & Newton Harrison
The Garden of Hot Winds and Warm Rains, drawing, 1996 
© Harrisons 
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(Breathing Space for the Sava River, 1989). You 
probably won’t know this, but people said – 
‘where are the people in this Sava River work?’ 
While we felt we were giving the River a voice. 
Why do we have to have a bunch of people in 
it? ‘You can’t leave people out…’ ‘Oh yes I can 
– see, there are no people in it’.

S/W: Who was it that asked that question 
‘…where are the people?’ 

N.H.: Ok the piece actually was put into the
Croatian water department plan and so one of
the administrators there said ‘…but you have
no people there, but I recognize every place
you have been because I’ve been there’. So I
said ‘why do we have to have a person there?’
He said ‘…you have to pay attention to
people.’ So I said ‘…no, I don't’.

The fact that it won an international 
prize and was translated into several languages 
was a big deal for a while… 

MODELS for the FUTURE: 

S/W: One of the crucial dynamics of your 
practice has been to propose models for 
repair – by focusing in detail on the 
development of models and their specific 
relation to place, a sense of urgency is 
implied which is in itself arresting and 
commanding of attention. ‘The Garden of 
Hot Winds and Warm Rains’ (1994-5) for 
instance, appears as a proposal – was it ever 
realized in actuality? If so, it would be 
interesting to hear your reasons for 
representing this and so much of your work 
in proposal form as opposed to the 
documentation of work on site?  

N.H.: What we wish to make evident is that the
artist acting as creative generalist and totally
unfearful of criticism, can take on these issues
and truly they are not difficult. Even though
actualization may look impossible or
improbable in the now.

Our work has often been so many years 
ahead of its time  that [at first], literally nobody 

would help us produce it or grant us monies to 
produce it. Although sufficient monies were
available to think it and propose it, so we did 
the best we could with the resources available.  
No, the Garden was not constructed. However 
now 20 years later funds for 3 future garden 
ensembles on 2 continents at three very 
different altitudes are being initiated and in 
part, funded. I infer from your question that 
you may be thinking in ‘art time’ or ‘museum 
time’, which is always a few months to a year. 
We, on the other hand, doubted very much 
that the Future Garden would be made, but 
also believed we had a viable model and simply 
had to be patient as well as had to continue 
living.  

ABSURDITY: 

S/W: Some things you propose are realizable 
and manageable as systemic models – others 
are speculative and in the scope of their 
ambition probably unrealizable – but there is 
an audacity implicit here – it’s hard to call it 
absurd because of the plausibility afforded 
by the consistency in applied logic. What is 
interesting is that you are using the sciences 
to inform yourselves in respect of your own 
research, which then takes a lateral approach 
in focusing on linkage and bridging the 
ecological gaps and needs we find in our 
environment. Nevertheless, I’m still tempted 
to ask what part does play have in the 
construction and presentation of your work? 

NH.: For me, this is the fun of it, the high 
excitement of it, the ability to play with 
improvisation and indeterminacy. [And] let me 
tell you something about play. I am watching a 
pride of lions with their little cubs, all stuffed 
with food sitting in the sun in Africa. Ok? So 
I'm watching them and the two cubs are 
playing with each other and they are whacking 
each other around and one cub – the mother 
twitches her tail for some reason – one cub 
takes a look at that tail and you can see a light 
flashing in that little cub's head. The cub runs 
over to the tail, opens it's mouth and chomps  
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down and bites the hell out of mum's tail. Mum 
leaps up and turns around to swat the cub – 
our cub has by this time figured out that mum's 
going to swat her (or him) so he watches for 
the swat and whichever way it is going he 
chooses the other direction and you can 
actually see him laughing. Or you could see the 
lion cub's amusement. Wherever I went I would 
see play, absurdity, and risk-taking, as part of 
everyday life. Now we take a look at what we 
want – we want sustainability. Sustainability is 
absurd – what you really need is continuity. 
One thing changes into another, you help it 
and are helped by it and you’re part of that 
exchange… 

AUDIENCE: 

S/W: In what contexts do you believe your 
work to resonate most effectively – say, in 
terms of actual effect or its potential for 
effecting change… in human behaviour? I 
suppose we’re asking here, who is your 
optimum audience? 

N.H.: Hmmm… I like audiences. I tend to joust 
with them. Mostly people will ask me, ‘well, 
why aren’t you doing “X”, like fixing India’. The 
truth is nobody asked me. The other thing I say 
is, ‘why aren’t you fixing India? You thought of 
it…” You want to get together and we’ll both 
fix India? And then there is deep silence. You 
see, because people like us – and also you 
probably experience this as well – are often are 
challenged to do something more than we can, 
as a form generated to defeat.

Let me say this - I have only once in my 
life addressed an audience or thought of ‘art 
and audience’. I don’t think of it. What we do 
is, we make a work. As that art goes out into 
the world it is a random moving force. Many of 
our earlier works are now being done by 
others…  

S/W: This is your ‘conversational drift…’ 

N.H.: Yes. But once, Helen and I broke this rule. 
We   were   in  Holland.   A  guy  from  the  Water

Department came up to me and says ‘you 
know we have this little problem – maybe you 
could do something about it. There is a place – 
about a 200sq km area of the Krimpenerwaard 
section  of the Green Heart  projecting out 
from the edge of Rotterdam and all these dairy 
farmers there they are demanding that we 
keep the water table low so they can get the 
best peat fertilizer for their cows grasses and 
we are sinking there more than a metre every 
hundred years. Now can you do a work of art 
for 12 people in our Water Department? [It’s] 
political but cannot look political – because if 
your work looks political they will throw it out. 
And can this work of art convince these 12 
people to set about convincing 300 farmers to 
go ‘bye-bye’ and then the land will stop 
sinking’. Well now, that’s a really interesting 
thing for someone to ask us to do. So we said 
YES. We invented a new Dutch landscape by 
telling them to stop pumping water – if you 
stop pumping, the water-level will rise, the 
peat would stay level and not sink and you will 
end up with a 30-40 square kilometres lake, 
then this place would become more productive 
than it is now and we showed how that would 
happen. Five years later we get a letter from 
them telling us that it worked.  

So you don’t have to make things – you 
know there is such a temptation in our field to 
make things – but what you have to do, is to 
make things happen  

The only artefact we made was a glass 
column – in it was water and above the water, 
we had a patch of peat and it showed what 
happened if you let the water rise. And a few 
years later it is still there and the peat has not 
sunk. Of course not – it can’t sink. So that 
would be addressing an audience.  

S/W: …and having discernible effect too… 

N.H.: The best audience we addressed was the 
Dutch Parliament. We were interviewed by 
parliamentarians and they said ‘well, what

makes you think you can save the Green Heart 
of Holland.’  Well we said look – you just gave 
us   ten   books  and  each  of  these  was  some  
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expert’s attempt to save this 8000 square 
kilometres of Green Heart and you failed in all 
cases and each one of these books must have 
cost you at least a few hundred thousand euros 
[or the equivalent – they weren’t using the euro 
at the time] – and they said ‘You will?’ And we 
said ‘yes, we will’. They said ‘will you sign a
contract?’ and we agreed. And the contract 
was this: if you like what we’re doing we will 
continue and if we like what we do we’ll 
continue and if you don’t like what we are 
doing and we don’t like what you are doing we 
will leave – and that is our contract. 

The issue here is to take all compulsion 
out of agreements – we will not compel you - 
you will not compel us. 

 

S/W: Right – it’s the basis of shared 
interests. 

N.H.: Yes.

ETHICS: 

S/W: Can you explain your approach to the 
ethics of ‘…human collaboration with 
nature…’ which I’m quoting from p.499 in 
the book, and the decision-making, which 
must be attendant on the human ‘editing' 
and management of eco-systems? This 
question is made of course in the light of 
extirpation measures regarding, for instance, 
some ‘introduced' species within specific 

Helen & Newton Harrison
Green Heart of Holland, Full installation shot, Jerusalem Chapel in Gouda, 1994 
© Harrisons 
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environments, a consciousness regarding 
endangered species and possible extinctions 
and ultimately, the degree to which human 
need is seen as underpinning or being a 
critical factor in such interventions and 
adjustments. In short we can’t help but make 
decisions which favour one species or one 
part of an ecosystem at the expense of 
another – but almost invariably, for reasons 
we discuss elsewhere here, we tend to 
underestimate the consequences of our 
actions in this respect because we are simply 
not capable of predicting those 
consequences as they play out in their 
networked intricacies…  

N.H.: Ok the first understanding is very simple.
For growing stuff and making decisions about
what to plan, there is something called the
‘feedback mechanism’. If you make a mistake
that which you grow drops dead. So you don’t
want that to happen. What I find is that applies
in all cases and forever. With every
intervention, you cannot have the power of
universal knowing. The only thing you can have
is trust in your own ethical sense. You enter
with no desire to hurt. The first few steps in –
you enter there the best you can and the only
thing that preserves you from doing damage is
feedback. You have to be very fleet of foot
when you do that because the minute there's a
hint of negative feedback you have to change
course. So that leaves you improvising along
with everything else and therefore you have
‘niched’ into the life process of your
improvisation – anything other than that, then
you’re trying to do what the insurance
companies do – to predict and gain some
certainty. I am no good at that.

S/W: No – historically, human beings don’t 
have a good record in that respect.  

N.H.: Does that give the answer? I think it
does.

CHOICES: 

S/W: For clarification, could you tell us a 
little more about the decision-making in 
testing – " the resilience ensemble" – in 
Sagehen? Which species did you select and 
why? 

N.H.: We are entering our 2nd season in
Sagehen. We will find out by species count
what our survival rates are, then we will know
how far we have gotten in determining the
biotic content of a resilience ensemble. 11
species were selected from the Sagehen
watershed. They were selected, not because
they were endangered or to protect them – so
much other work around sets out to protect
the status quo – rather, they were selected for
their potential to continue living at various
altitudes as the temperatures rises as much as
5 degrees centigrade. That is to say, we are
working with the idea of metaphorically driven
design. The metaphor driving this design is
Every place is the story of its own becoming.
So we assume in our Sagehen watershed that
the narrative or stories in its past will reveal
how it will survive when temperatures rise.
Perhaps in the Pliocene, similar species
survived when temperatures were higher. With
this thought in mind, we begin to propagate as
best we could, to assist the migration of
species simultaneously through time and
through space. In so doing we pose the
question, ‘…can we invent the framework for a
replacement ecosystem to move into the space
left by a retreating ecosystem (brought about)
as a consequence of environmental stress?’

The interesting thing about this for me, 
is that so much of the (conservation) research is 
about helping things continue in their present
state – they’re worrying about how species are 
dying off and how they can help and they’re 
worried about saving the weak – whereas what 
this approach does, it says, [ok] temperatures 
are going to rise by that much – who can live in 
it? And can we help species migrate through 
time and space? What are we doing? Again 
we’re   treating   the  whole  situation as plastic  
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and shapeable for the future, as opposed to 
something present that you respond to. 

POETICS: 

S/W: The poetic stanza form seems to us a 
really effective disruption of the more 
academic or even corporate prose-style-with-
image form. The effect is like introducing a 
drumbeat into a conversation – a 
concentrated ‘taking stock’ of the issues in 
hand. But at the same time, it demands a 
‘weighing-differently' of the words you use. 
It would be great to hear a little on how you 
see the use of this device and your 
estimation of its effects. 

N.H.: Long ago, as early as 1974, we
introduced this new form for a number of
reasons. Firstly, for those you already
discussed – the second is more practical.

Poetics     permit    the   easier   use    of 

 

metaphor and the poetics we use also are a 
linguistic strategy to compress information and 
make it available easily.  The principle we try to 
work with, we call prima facie – that which 
appears true on the face of it. If we are able to 
do this we don’t have to waste endless time 
and words defending an idea. 

As a young painter, as a young sculptor, 
I guess it was 65 years ago in the Academies, 
we all talked about plasticity, you know what I 
mean? Well, back in 1974 we thought, 
supposing we applied that to language? So we 
decided to use linguistics from the perspective 
of its plastic properties.  And that meant we 
didn’t have to follow any rules, except what 
was emergent before us in the linguistic 
terrain. So now if you have our book, when you 
read it, you will see we go from stories to 
anecdotes, to serious proposals, which start as 
a suggestion and end as a poem. So we easily 
move from one to another to another, as the 
situation   appears   to   require  it.  There  is no 

Helen & Newton Harrison
Sagehen, Mapping the experimental sites at the University of California's Berkeley Sagehen Creek Field Station, 2011 
© Harrisons 
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guarantee we are right, but I think we are more 
right than wrong. 

If you look at almost all language forms, 
[there are rules] let’s say it’s a proposal – 
there’s the way to make a proposal, things you 
got to check up or otherwise the scientists 
won’t approve of this or that – we ignore all 
that. 

S/W: yeah I suppose when you move into 
that mode it also privileges the relationship 
between things rather than just the things… 

N.H.: Exactly

S/W: …and I guess Ann Douglas and Chris 
Fremantle reference it in a way when they 
talk about that shift – towards the relational. 

N.H.: We have done a hell of a lot of work
together in this way since 1970. That is 46
years – this is the first discussion of our poetics
made in 46 years. The poetics embarrass
people a little – or they are unfamiliar…You
pop it into a map and then you write a little
story for the map, then there is a picture of us
after the map The real issue is, how to say
there’s a likelihood of war between China and
India because of the way the Chinese are
treating the waters up there, particularly at the
head waters of the seven great rivers that
nourish much of Asia To get this said
historically, would take a book. When it’s put it
in the poetic form, it takes forty-four lines. To
get it [actually] spoken, takes up a minute and
a half. We have a set of rules for ourselves. We
found out that if you have two and a half
minutes of writing with an image, people often
read for 30 seconds and leave.  If you have 50 -
90 seconds of reading and you invested the
viewer in the first 20 seconds they’d spend the
next minute reading. So, there is a rough and
ready theory of communication embedded in it
– which starts with, ‘how far can you get
someone to stand in front of your work and
think…?’ It’s about a minute and a half, two
minutes at best…

That’s another answer to your question 

about the audience, I think – but ‘audience' de-
personalizes people. The way we work is such 
that you can actually touch the map as you 
read – we could take fingerprints… 

TEACHING: 

S/W: Teaching has been part of our 
respective professional lives as artists. I 
know you have also both been involved in 
teaching. Reading your text here Reflecting 
on the Laws of the Conservation of Energy 
and Exploitation in Ecosystems we cannot 
help but think of this in relation to the roles 
of art in its societal context and how we as 
artist/teachers identify and draw on 
meaningful resources for the implementation 
of our thoughts. Do you consider that there 
is now an imperative for artist/teachers in 
contemporary society to push an 
ethical/environmental agenda? 

N.H.: I rebel against legislating any single thing
for all people. That said, for us personally,
there has been the imperative you mention in
our work and in our teaching for over 40 years.
We further think [though] that if this imperative
does not infect all disciplines in time to affect a
serious majority, there is no way at all for
society to continue, especially in the face of the
emerging sixth extinction.

When you asked this, I guess I 
subconsciously rebelled against the question. It 
was too narrow. Because this thing that we call 
the ecological imperative, really needs to show 
up relentlessly in all disciplines. I noticed when 
we talk about economics – it’s very hard to get 
anybody in economics to think about the 
ecological imperative except in fiscal terms. 
The point is that it cannot be taken on 
systemically like in a textbook where you check 
off the answers. The problem itself is plastic. It 
keeps changing and re-shaping itself mostly to 
our disadvantage, so I think the address 
educationally, in all disciplines has to be equally 
plastic. That means that all of us have to be as 
inventive as we can in our teaching. I am 
perfectly     comfortable   to    walk   into   your  
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classroom and not know what you are talking 
about, but be convinced that you’re right on 
the money. See what I’m saying? I might not 
understand the books you are talking about. I 
might not understand your reference structure. 
But I sure would pick up on the urgency of the 
moment.  

UNCERTAINTY: 

S/W: As humans, our capacities to predict 
accurately the nuanced nature of biological 
change, deviation and concomitant 
networked effects are always compromised 
by events, migrations and relational effects 
beyond what it is possible to calculate. In the 

 

construction of your proposals and in the 
modeling you undertake, we wonder, to 
what extent are you conscious of, or do you 
allow for error – to put it another way, to 
what extent is uncertainty in these respects 
potentially undermining of your art initiatives 
and for the benefit of the practice, how are 
such potential imponderables managed? 

N.H.: I believe that systems survival depends
on shifting from the 20th Century science model
of cause and effect into a much more chaotic
much more indeterminate complex systems
way of thinking. How about considering
uncertainty as a friend, one to collaborate with.
Especially one that should not be managed.

Helen & Newton Harrison
Sea Grant, the Second Lagoon from the Book of the Lagoons, 1981 (Scylla serrata project – Uppuveli in Sri Lanka) 
© Harrisons 
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Does one manage one’s, friends? 

S/W: Absolutely, but the work should be 
persuasive in some way and there’s a gap in 
there, in that whilst we may want to escape 
the 20th century science model of cause-and-
effect, our audience is not necessarily 
prepared to acknowledge, let alone embrace 
complexity and indeterminacy – in that sense 
perhaps there is something to be 
managed…? 

N.H.: Indeterminacy is at work in virtually all
interaction from the subatomic to a human love
relationship. Therefore at any moment for any
reason, the unexpected may happen. I don’t
expect to learn much from the expected. I
think the last thing that might be
transformative would be anything that has
formulaic properties. I suspect however that
somewhere in the great cascade of the
unexpected that is upon us, [and] often only
partially visible, responses will become [first]
apparent – then imperative.

The other option I think would be if 
somebody offered several billion dollars to the 
Force Majeure Center. Let us not forget the 
absurd of one generation becoming the norm 
of another.  

So, how do you manage people who 
disagree with you? Or [people] who don’t 
know what you’re talking about? It’s important 
that you keep going. The answer for us is, keep
making transformative models. That way – you 
know this – much of our discourse is between 
Helen and me. Why? [Because] that eliminates 
the problem of telling anybody what to do – 
we tell each other what to do. It goes in cycles 
– we bawl each other out (or Helen bawls me
out, more likely) but the thing is that when you
try to bring people along, maybe you can for a
bit – but the minute it is systematized, it stops
being what it was. What you really want to hear
is an improvisational resolution to issues  – a
solution you put on the table again and again
and again without telling anybody what to do.
We say what we think needs doing but we do
our  best  to  take  compulsion  out  of it. If you

attempt to ‘compel' people – well, compel 
away... You will not be successful – People will 
find so many ways to defeat you.   

S/W: It’s a great answer and ultimately it 
may be about semantics because yes, it will 
be about unlocking something – unlocking a 
different way of seeing something – and as 
you say you have to be persistent. 

N.H.: And can you live with it? I need another 5
or 6 years to bring forth the right thing, to be
comfortable. You are looking at the end game
of our career

S/W: Lets hope not. 

FALLIBILITY and PERSPECTIVE: 

S/W: We wondered, does the modelling you 
do, or in your presentations do you ever 
touch on possible projections of fluctuation 
in human behaviour? You may consider that 
this question is pushing too literal an 
approach, but looking back over human 
history on earth and with our exponential 
impact on the world – is it enough to give 
nature agency in order to "restore resilience 
to the global metabolism"? It is hard to 
imagine ensuring that newly found and/or 
imposed values are not, over time 
themselves corrupted, subverted or 
generally depleted? What could or would be 
needed to prevent man from unhitching and 
so once more abusing that relationship?  

N.H.: Yes, you may be depending too much on
the work of the mind and the work of the
intelligence. Let me pose a counter question to
you: Our crab, Scylla serrata produced an egg
mass of several million eggs which clung to her
underside as she swam the Lagoons at
Uppuveli in Sri Lanka she avoided the Japanese
fishing boats and in so doing some 30 or 40 of
the fertilized eggs went through 12 molts to
become actual juveniles. Several million eggs
were released and later consumed by micro-
organisms,    mostly    phytoplankton    in    this
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Lagoon at Uppuveli. Do you think our mother 
crab understood that the release of her eggs 
for other species to eat was a loving act taking 
the form of nursing the hungry in the system to 
which she had niched and lived and will mate 
again? You may be thinking too much, or I too 
little. Some things defy answers. 

UTOPIA: 

S/W: The sense is that technology has 
provided us with an overview – and (almost 
too late) we are now able to see the damage 
we’ve done and that we continue to wreak. 
This overview also provides us with 
capacities to imagine technological and 
ecological management strategies towards 
environmental and behavioural reparation. 
At the Art + Environment conference in 
Nevada, 2014, you were quick to dismiss the 
idea, from another Panel member, that the 
project you'd presented (which related to 
the distribution of water and its relation to 
human populations) was in any way a 
‘utopian' project. Importantly, your work is, 
first and fundamentally, an ‘art response' – 
how do we increase the gravity of art, its 
reception and effect so that the particular 
intelligence it offers impacts most 
profoundly? 

N.H.: Our own strategy has been as follows:
work endlessly, put new information on the
table, again and again, live long, be persistent,
improve your models, put them on the table
again and again, live longer and continue… In
the book, see Peninsula Europe, (the model for
transforming over 1 million square kilometres
of terrain) and let us know what you think. We
think that operating at this scale is one of the
few ways of beginning to mediate the
emerging sixth extinction. Imagine 10% of the
art community putting 50 years of their
working life into this kind of activity. There
would then be enough on the table, for the
world of culture to join the survival
conversation that will increase in volume as our
chances for continuing decrease.

S/W: …and the utopian charge? We thought 
that was an important moment… 

N.H.: Well we don't do utopian things. Why
would we do utopian things? Utopias don't
happen. That's why they are called utopias –
why would we spend a year of our lives making
something that won’t happen?

S/W: The project you were discussing was a 
very ambitious one, the one about moving 
populations across America to where the 
water was. 

N.H.: A lot of people got mad at me for that.
A Ph.D. student wrote a whole essay in one of
our classes about “Why didn’t you question the
Indians on this? “ Now there are 55 tribes and
about half a million Indians spread over a
million square miles and – can you imagine my
questioning half a million people in 55 tribes
perhaps a million square miles? You see – that
‘s where the defeat comes in, where you’re set
up – you are asked why you didn’t do
something nobody in the world could do? And
then you are criticized for not doing it. The
truth is, the whole idea that large parts of the
world should go under non-production to
recover is not so different than old fashioned
farming where areas are allowed to go fallow.
In the [history of the] human race, this is not an
unprecedented idea.

CONCLUSION: 

S/W: You state that you ‘…see no 
alternative, whether forced or voluntary…’ 
With the weight of experience, the clear 
thinking and the endorsement of 
climatologists and conservationists behind 
you, in your opinion, what is the most 
persuasive and effective mechanism of 
delivery that evades your practice, the 
provision of which would tip the balance in 
favour of being heard by those best placed 
to enact a reversal of values and the 
implementation of an adopted – or enforced 
– active environmentalism across the world?
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N.H.:  Well, this is the most difficult thing for
us to talk about because it is the newest
thinking and therefore although powerful, it is
unclear. And that is in this end-of-life work,
(which I am very comfortable with), we have to
put very early building blocks in place for a
new form of governance. Anything less is
insufficient.  So in a rough and ready sense, the
new form of governance has literally to be a
niche in a giant ecological system with millions
of other species and it has to help our species
give an advantage to other species as they
give an advantage to each other. And this form
of governance has to give up the idea of
charging a profit? However, in turn, we can
expect almost infinite free energy – if people
use their wits. In the process of doing this, our
invention has to lead us, I hope and we will try,
into a form of global interrelationship where
exploitation is very difficult, and [actually] not
profitable; where making a profit is possible by
taking local advantage, but where making a lot

 
 

of profit will do the reverse of advantaging the 
person who attempts it. The example I made 
one time is about, a bear. If the bear ate all the 
salmon in the rivers it would become as big as 
one of the United States of America and 
suppose you would then have several billion 
pounds of bear – so what? You see, a bear gets 
enough fat to live through winter to come out 
of its cave a little hungry and to find his 
girlfriends and the salmon all over again and 
life goes on. Of particular importance are the 
nourishing properties of the bear faeces to the 
forests’ well-being – a marvellous system of 
exchange. The urgency is to decouple greed 
from well-being. The governance I have in mind 
would not legislate, but would generate by 
virtue of its existence and processes, just the 
way nature does or rather the life-web does. 
But how to articulate that - how to make the 
building blocks is what we need the billion 
dollars, (give or take a couple of zeros) for – 
you know what I'm saying? We need or wish to  

Snæbjörnsdóttir/Wilson speaking in front of their work All the Recorded Species of the Grand Canyon, a component of their 
installation Trout Fishing in America and Other stories, ASU Museum of Art, Tempe, Arizona (2014) 
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put together, a series of teams of people to 
take this on, so we can get ourselves past 
class-struggle type ideas and profit and 
collection-of-capital type notions – and above 
all, drop the whole notion that a dialectic is 
what’s happening at all. The social justice 
people will now take issue with me. 

Notes 

* Pliocene: the epoch of geologic time, 5 million to 1.6 million
years ago, during which a hominid species Homo erectus first
appeared
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practice is research-based and socially-engaged, 
exploring issues of history, culture and environment in 
relation to both humans and non-human species. 
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