THE CIVIC LANDSCAPE: Photographing the Urban Malaise

Dr Jamie Holcombe



In the early days of photography, particularly in Europe and Britain, landscape
photographs reflected a desire to provide a visual remedy to the new industrialisation
of the environment, by offering what theorist Liz Wells refers to as a “therapeutic
view of nature”.” By the early to mid 1800s, travel had become a greater reality to
more people. In 1853, Maxime du Camp, who was known as a journalist and a
photographer (interestingly, the term “photojournalist” had yet to be coined) set out to
compile a photographic catalogue of what he found in Egypt (Fig. 1). Historian Peter
Turner writes of Du Camp’s achievements as transcending the mere topographical,
suggesting that his photographs ‘“translated the wonders of the ancient world into

i

fine images of ruin”.

Fig. 1: Thebes, Tomb of Ozymandias, 1850, Maxime du Camp, Calotype Photograph.

Travellers like Du Camp set out to amass information, to observe and to catalogue
every outstanding aspect of nature to satisfy a Western appetite to document and
classify the world. Robert A. Sobieszek, in his essay in The Art of Fixing a Shadow
(1989), tells us that the camera had provided the traveller with, what Du Camp

called, “a unique modern advantage... by which the marvels of the material world



could be captured with unparalleled facticity”" Clearly for some, however, the
camera came with a supercilious advantage for the travelling photographer. It
rendered dominance over its subjects, as if it quite literally “captured” them. Turner
confirms this arrogance, writing that “photography and exploration seemed [like]
good partners, as did photography and the process of colonization”, however he
suggests that the photographers themselves were more interested in selling their

photographs to collectors than in colonial conquest.”

In contrast, if we are to learn from this, the travelling landscape photographer of
today needs to approach a subject with humility and respect. Rather than attempting
to conquer or possess the places visited, the modern photographer should perhaps
render landscapes with a respectful observance, mindful of those who have gone
before — not just those who have trodden in the same path as a passing traveller, but
those who spent their entire lives in these places, living as part of the landscape, not

just a spectator of it.

Even though serious landscape photographers would consider themselves more
than mere tourists, they are nonetheless travellers. They are itinerant to spaces in
the natural scenery from which they draw inspiration, seeking their inherent essence.
It could be said that these spaces, become places, once they have been given some
kind of human emotional attachment. Thus the early landscape photographers
transformed the spaces they travelled through into places when they started to

publish their images to a wider audience.

| too travel to take my photographs, with my recent exhibition in 2015 titled Civic
Malaise (Figs.2 & 3) incorporating locations across the entire bottom half of mainland
Australia. Contrary to the new discoveries of the early explorers, | found the same
thing wherever | went: not the same actual subjects, but the same sense of neglect
and apathy. It seemed that different places had lost their difference, redeveloped

with the sameness of other places.
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Fig. 2: Civic Malaise, Wagga Wagga Art Gallery, 2015, Installation Shot 1 (Photo Jamie Holcombe)

The bigger centres, with their growth derived not from prosperity, but migration from
those deserting the smaller towns and localities, featured the same chain stores and
shopping malls, the same forgotten town centres, and the same suburban sprawl on
the outskirts. | did not need to travel to photograph this, because it was everywhere,
however there are still subjects that are unique to a particular location, which better

confirm the endemic regional nature of our society’s malaise.

W e M

‘-‘.
58

M el

Fig. 3: Civic Malaise, Wagga Wagga Art Gallery, 2015, Installation Shot 2 (Photo Jamie Holcombe)

Perhaps the most apt example of this specific location that necessitated travel is my
image titled Nullarbor Whale (Fig. 4). This is because it is situated virtually in the
geographical centre of my travels, and equally in the symbolic heart of my rationale.

Halfway across Australia, in the middle of the Nullarbor Plain and overshadowed by



a giant petroleum company’s signpost, there sits an artificial whale. The replica
whale rather ironically sports a hand-painted warning to “keep off”, which is more
likely inspired by fear of litigation (should someone be injured climbing on the
structure) than any protestation about the ongoing human interference with real
whales in their own environment. It was a rare day when there had been a
downpour of rain, which filled the fenced-off recess beneath the elevated whale. It
struck me that the whale was held aloft above a meagre inland sea, conquered,

replicated, and owned, and could only watch as we mindlessly rush past.

Fig. 4: Nullarbor Whale, 2015, Jamie Holcombe, Digital Photographic Print, 100x150cms.

Whales aside, a discussion about landscape photography would not be complete
without mentioning the elephant in the room, caused by the popularity of the genre,
which generates a proliferation of derivative, cliché-ridden “pretty pictures” that rest
comfortably within a pictorial aesthetic, but struggle to make beautiful
representations of already beautiful subjects. Of course it is perfectly viable to make
an outstanding depiction of beautiful scenery, which can be a thoroughly successful
work of art, as is clearly proved by the likes of Ansel Adams, who is the repeatedly

acknowledged 20™ Century master of the traditional photographic landscape.



However, to achieve this, the work must offer something else besides the superficial.
It needs to offer an aesthetic experience that conveys a kind of spirit of place; not
just of natural beauty, but also of the presence or resonance of those who have been

there before.

The “pretty picture” landscape, on the other hand, can act just like a pop song. Its
appeal is usually immediate, but often short-lived, leaving a void to be filled by the
next one that comes along. Cliché subjects and overly saturated colours are like
saccharin sweet lyrics, wearing thin from over-use. In deliberate contrast to this, my
images, whilst aesthetically considered, need time to be appreciated. They do not
just need to be looked at, but also insist on contemplation, which requires an effort
from the viewer better facilitated by the gallery wall or the book than the postcard
calendar on the refrigerator door. My image titled Outdoor Australia (Fig. 5), framing
a decrepit billboard as one might compose a beautiful natural scene, elicits this
attention. The billboard, with its green coastal fringe and seemingly barren

neglected centre, seems specific to Australia as a whole.

Fig. 5: Outdoor Australia, 2015, Jamie Holcombe, Digital Photographic Print, 100x150cms.



We hear words like “evocative” and “sublime” thrown around with abandon by
patronising would-be critics, but these words on their own remain as superficial as
the paper on which the image is printed. Fine art landscape photographers usually
need to explain themselves in order to be heard above the clichés, which has

become an occupational hazard of working in a popular genre.

Australian born photographer Peter Lik’s image titled Phantom (Fig. 6) is
controversial because it fans this debate over the perceived artistic merit of
landscape photography. Lik claims to have sold the photograph to an undisclosed
buyer for US 6.5 million dollars, a record highest price ever paid for a photograph,
but there is no documentary evidence outside of Lik’s own press release that this is

true.

Fig. 6: Phantom, 2014, Peter Lik, large-scale Digital Photographic Print, (actual size undisclosed).

Jonathon Jones, writing for the Guardian in 2014, launched a scathing attack on the
Phantom, and Lik’s work in general, the critical acclaim for which seems mostly to
come from Lik himself. Jones argues that the image is no different from all the
others taken by tourists to the same site, namely an underground cavern in the

Antelope Canyon in Arizona USA. Many of these, such as Ancestors (Fig. 7) taken



by Gavin Hardcastle the year before, can be easily sourced with a simple Google
search. Jones claims that Lik’s Phantom ‘lazily emulates what others have done
before”, and adds, ‘it is a cliché: easy on the eye, easy on the brain, hackneyed and
third-hand”.”

Fig. 7: Anscestors, 2013, Gavin Hardcastle, Web Sourced Digital Image, (actual size undisclosed).

To put this in terminology expounded by the seminal semiologist Roland Barthes,
Jones is saying Lik’'s Phantom lacks a punctum, meaning it is without poignancy.
Barthes considered that images such as this “provoke only a general... polite
interest... invested with... unconcerned desire... and inconsequential taste”" Since
Barthes wrote this, there has arguably been a sharp proliferation of these
photographs, which are proportionally aligned to the increasing level of automation in
“quality” cameras. Ansel Adams was somewhat prophetic when he made the
statement, “The sheer ease with which we can produce a superficial image often
leads to creative disaster”."" Compounding Adams’ concerns, landscape can be less
esoteric than other photographic genres, and practitioners of any ilk can try their

hand at embellishment to make their image more “artistic’. We only need look at the



popularity of High Dynamic Range (HDR), which, when invariably taken too far,

makes the image less realistic, in favour of a more “painterly” effect.

Ultimately most people in the market for landscapes are predictably more interested
in beautiful photographs that don’t challenge them, or create any sense of unease.
People are less likely to want more confronting landscape images in their homes,
which are genuinely evocative, in that they stir poignant emotions about the state of
the environment. My image titled Wave Rock (Fig. 8), for example, fits this latter
concern. Also representing an expanse of natural rock, but depicting a substantially
more human and less divine intervention, its social commentary stands it in direct

contrast to Lik’s more commercially driven intentions.

Fig. 8: Wave Rock, 2015, Jamie Holcombe, Digital Photographic Print, 100x150cms.

Such images invariably cross over into the realm of social documentary, observing
the human condition and its impact on the landscape. These photographs can
perhaps be defined as what the International Centre of Photography once called,
‘pictures that say, ‘look at what has been done to this landscape’, rather than, ‘look

at what this landscape is”"" By recording the people in their circumstance, and the



happenings around them, social documentary photography ultimately archives a

social landscape of a culture and its environment.

An important document by a 20" century travelling photographer, and an exemplar
of social documentary, can be seen in Swiss-born Robert Frank’s The Americans,
published in 1958. The Americans, which depicts Frank’s famous ten thousand mile
road trip across America in the mid 1950s, is a photo-essay that revealed a clearly
personal, even idiosyncratic view of America. His photographs of alienated, lonely
Americans engaged in banal activities in the most ordinary public settings were
essentially glimpses of an American sadness and disenchantment. The renowned
curator of photography John Szarkowski once observed: “This book... was about

whole segments of life that nobody had thought [were] the proper concern of art”™

Many viewers did not like what they saw because they were reacting to Frank’s
essentially melancholic interpretation that simply cut too close to the bone, disclosing
what they had not wanted to see about themselves. Stripping away the gloss that
we tend to perhaps subconsciously apply to our environment can be challenging, as
we are exposed to the fine detail of our own space more as it is, than as we’d like it.
Frank was an unwelcome witness, and his book challenged the way Americans saw

themselves, and depicted a social landscape underpinned by sadness.

In his introduction to The Americans, writer Jack Kerouac clearly senses a
melancholic tone in the photographs, stating that Frank “sucked a sad poem right out
of America onto film”*, which Susan Sontag later described in her seminal text On
Photography (1977) as “a mournful vision of loss”* One of Frank’s images in The
Americans, titled Santa Fe, New Mexico (Fig. 9), speaks fluently to this “mournful
vision”. It depicts several petrol bowsers of an otherwise unseen service station,
with a view that spans across the road to the rural-like landscape beyond. The
looming “SAVE” sign is broadcast against the sky, and is far too considered an

element of the composition to suggest anything but an irony in Frank’s vision.



Fig. 9: Santa Fe, New Mexico, 1958, Robert Frank, Silver Gelatin Photograph.

My photograph, titled Beyond the Bowser (Fig. 10), presents a lone petrol bowser at
a recently defunct service station, which is flanked by an eclectic gathering of related
paraphernalia, all poised at the edge of abandonment. As in Frank’s Santa Fe, the
service station itself is not present in the photograph; instead the view looks away to
the countryside beyond, and is similarly filtered by man-made artifacts. The
presence of this debris of modern civilisation has much in common with writer
Jonathon Day’s observations of Frank’s Santa Fe, in that such objects are “the
detritus of civilization”* Day submits that such objects create a disharmony with the
environment, and may eventually take on a bizarre mystery as to their original

purpose, similar to prehistoric monuments like Stonehenge.



Fig. 10: Beyond the Bowser, 2015, Jamie Holcombe, Digital Photographic Print, 100x150cms.

These photographs combine social documentary with an account of the artefacts of
humankind, thus depicting the man-made environment within the natural
environment. They are ultimately urban landscapes, affected by our civic
intervention. (The term “civic” here is intended to imply a civilised collective, and
importantly, one that might be equally accountable for its failures as for its
successes). They also have no people in them, but they nonetheless primarily
allude to human presence, and their mark, as in their structures and remnants that
sit on, rather than in the landscape. Just as a traditional landscape often favours
beautiful or natural scenery, an urban landscape is inherently comprised of human
impact or intervention on the landscape and environment. Thus the urban
landscape, by concentrating on cultural events and human-made artefacts,

effectively becomes a virtual civic landscape.

The compulsion to “SAVE” in Frank’s Santa Fe is also present my Stop, Revive,
Survive (Fig. 11), which lifts its title from a sign crudely fastened to a desperate-
looking tree just outside the mining township of Iron Knob in South Australia. The

sign is recommending passing motorists take a break at the nearby roadhouse, but it



takes on additional meaning elucidated by the familiar catch phrase, which in this
context becomes an all but defeated plea. The irony here stems from the
background, which bears the panoramic scar of 135 years of mining, which reduced
the height of Iron Knob by more than 150 metres.*" With the human-made
decimation of the original landscape behind, the decrepit nature of the sign seems

appropriate and reflective of our impact.

Fig. 11: Stop, Revive, Survive, 2015, Jamie Holcombe, Digital Photographic Print, 100x150cms.

Many mines, including Iron Knob, also produce tailings, which are the leftover
materials once the ore has been extracted. Also known as mullock heaps, meaning
“worthless material”, these piles of tailings appear to symbolise a natural life-death-
life cycle that has been arrested. The cycle becomes a linear process, a life simply
brought to a finite conclusion by an interminable death. Even when we put the pros
and cons of the mining debate aside, there is something melancholic about a
mountain of worthless, dead dirt. This seems especially so when it overlooks an
inhabited environment, as is eloquently evidenced by Shaun O’Boyle’s photograph

titted Tailings Pile, Shamokin (Fig. 12), of a coal-mining town in Pennsylvania USA.



Fig. 12: Tailings Pile, Shamokin, PA, 2010, Shaun O’Boyle, Digital Photograph.

The alteration of any urban environment, be it by natural disaster or “progress”, or by
vast or relatively small changes, can have an emotional effect on its inhabitants.
This is because we develop an emotional attachment to our surroundings, which,
returning to the earlier discussion, transforms indifferent spaces into connected
places. Urban landscapes become a repository for our social memories, and as
Delores Hayden writes in The Power of Place (1997), “decades of ‘urban renewal’
and ‘redevelopment’ of a savage kind have taught many communities that when the

urban landscape is battered, important collective memories are obliterated” "

Australian academic Glenn Albrecht has developed his own phraseology to create a
language of comprehension for our emotional response to these effects on our
surrounding environments. His key term for the emotions people experience when
their environments are disrupted is solastalgia, which is based on the idea that we

lose “solace” in our home environments and subsequently suffer anguish through the
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‘trauma, distress, grief and melancholia connected to environmental change”.
Albrecht’s terminology applies to the effects on our own environments, the places we
call home, but could span well beyond our town or region, or even our country. In
the case of climate change, for example, or even the Global Financial Crisis, home is
the entire world; planet earth. Artist Laura Glusman has more wide-ranging
motivations, which explore our insistence on ignoring the forces of nature. She
writes, “the concept of landscape is not an isolated portion of land that exists only to
be contemplated, but [is] a being imprinted with the traces of culture, storms,
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commerce and climate change”.

My photograph titled Mandurama Storm (Fig. 13) is underpinned by a similar
sentiment. It depicts an anonymous building behind a non-descript fagade in the
main street of a small town. It is of unknown purpose, but appears to be a former
business. There are signs that it may now be inhabited as a residence, such as a
garden-style gate over the original front door, and a television antenna protruding
from atop the fibro structure behind. A single line still connects the building to the
grid via the adjacent power pole, which frames the space above with its web of
electrical cables. As a fierce storm approaches, a last shaft of sunlight casts an
ominous shadow of a cross, which is mimicked by designs in the fagade itself. But it
is not of any ethereal origin, and is instead caused by another man-made power
pole. This building, which suggests a battening down of the hatches, preparing for

the inevitable storm, could be anywhere, and is everywhere in regional Australia.



Fig. 13: Mandurama Storm, 2015, Jamie Holcombe, Digital Photographic Print, 100x150cms.

Such images perhaps imply our relative insignificance to our environment, as if to
remind us that man-made climate change will not destroy the planet, only our
chances of survival on it. However some of us are not seemingly affected by
Albrecht’s solastalgia on a holistic or global level, thus what happens in places other
than our own locality is distanced as other people’s environments. This is reflected
in the fact that, since Du Camp documented Egypt we have long been captivated by
images representing ruin and decay. Naomi Stead writes that this intrigue might be
due to the ambiguity of ruins, being part building and part nature, but also “their
unique value as physical manifestations of the destructive effects of time, and thus

as representations of history itself’>""

We live in a time of rapid change, which in turn manifests a new kind of ruin, one that
is not always easy to recognise. This fascination with the ruin now bears witness to
a relatively new phenomenon, commonly referred to as the modern ruin. Modern
ruins can be in a process of decay for numerous reasons, sometimes because
structures are built to a price point rather than built to last, sometimes because

technology has rendered a purpose-built building obsolete, and sometimes because



economic pressures have forced closure. Arguably the most substantial collection of
modern ruins can be found in the US city of Detroit. Indeed the city itself is
commonly referred to as a modern ruin, and has become a major attraction for
photographers. One of the most accomplished bodies of work depicting the city is
Detroit Disassembled (2009) by Andrew Moore. His interior photographs, such as
Ballroom, Lee Plaza Hotel (Fig. 14), are particularly powerful, and give the greatest

demonstration of the opulent height from which the city has fallen.

Fig. 14: Ballroom, Lee Plaza Hotel, 2009, Andrew Moore, Chromogenic Print, 150x120cms.

Other reasons for a location becoming a modern ruin can be due to cultural and
technological changes, as well as economic shifts in the way we access or consume

entertainment. The drive-in theatre for example, as seen in Dubbo Drive In (Fig. 15),



has become a highly visible modern ruin, which evidences a public display of a
culture all but lost within a generation. Huge cacti, now rampant, surround the
perimeter’s high and equally impenetrable barbed fence. Originally planted to
impede access to non-paying viewers, the cacti no longer have anyone to deter. But
this image is not simply a historical document, because if we look to other places in
the world, such as China, it becomes a glimpse of an equally sad future. Along with
the booming urbanisation of China and its sprawling American-style orientation
towards the automobile, the drive-in cinema has been resurrected, with the first
opening in Beijing in 1998.*" Numerous others have since opened in China, after

virtually the last of them have closed down in countries like Australia and America.
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Fig. 15: Dubbo Drive In, 2015, Jamie Holcombe, Digital Photographic Print, 100x150cms.

Thus a photograph of a drive-in theatre in China is, arguably, potentially a document
of a modern ruin in the making, one that is yet to happen. It seems that some
cultural cycles are destined to repeat themselves, with some communities yet to
encounter the lessons already learned by others, and to subsequently experience

their own solastalgia.



Albrecht’s terminology refers to the condition of feeling displaced in our own
environment, of feeling sad and powerless in the face of emotionally and physically
destructive forces. In essence, it gives a name to the problem, but perhaps more
importantly, he also has a word for the solution: soliphilia, which he defines as, “the
love of and responsibility for a place, bioregion, planet and the unity of interrelated

interests within it”*

In the end, Albrecht’s neologisms are only words, but they are intended to inspire
action, appealing us to work together to protect and maintain our home
environments, providing “a universal motivation to achieve sustainability”>* My
urban landscapes constitute my active contribution to this solution. They express my
concern that we live too much in the shadow of fear and helplessness, needing to
reclaim our relinquished responsibility for our own condition. Sometimes it takes a
moment of melancholy to bring this to the fore, and to realise we are heading
towards a demise of our own making. This is metaphorically depicted in Coffin Bay
(Fig. 16), which suggests that the highway of denial of our ancient rhythms, which
carves its way through nature’s own warnings, careers relentlessly towards the
inevitable edge. But it is ultimately a positive experience, which can help bring

balance to a disharmonious world.



Fig. 16: Coffin Bay, 2015, Jamie Holcombe, Digital Photographic Print, 100x150cms.
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Walking as bodily readying for engagement with natural
Environments

Dr Peter Simmons



Abstract

Trends to an increase in mediated experiences of nature will create greater distance
between humans and nature. This is likely to diminish human commitment to protect
natural environments, at a time when we should be improving protection.
Researchers increasingly emphasise the importance of finding new ways of
connecting with natural environments that may lead to better human stewardship
and protection behaviors. This paper explores underresearched relationships
between walking in natural environments and enhanced affiliation with and
commitment to protect natural environments. The paper draws on analyses from
several disciplines to speculate about this relationship. Among accounts of many
types of walking, the interactions between walking, walker and environment are most
directly described by Wunderlich’s (2008) concept of ‘discursive’ walking, and Lee
and Ingold’s (2006) ‘embodied experience’. These concepts focus on the bodily
experience of walking, where walker consciously and unconsciously engages and
interacts with discernible and indiscernible features of the places through which they
walk. The interaction is much more than contemplation led by the eyes. Multiple
senses are alert, and the feet play an important sensory role. Walking is described
as a co-creation, a discourse between internal bodily rhythms and the rhythms and
features of place. The paper suggests that in some circumstances walking may help
people develop affinity with place, and that in some circumstances people will be
acted on through walking and readied for personal change, which may be an
enhanced engagement with natural environments more generally. The issues are
sufficiently important, and the analysis sufficiently positive, to warrant further

exploration of links between walking and connection with nature.



Introduction

In a keynote presentation at the Land Dialogues conference in April 2015, the Senior
Curator of People and the Environment at the National Museum of Australia said that
his overarching aim for the museum is to advance people’s sense of oneness with
the environment (Oakman, 2016). Cooke et al (2016) describe a similar holism
associated with caring for the environment. This holistic connection requires a
breakdown of divisions, boundaries and barriers between humans and nature, and
draws attention to the role of the body in our practices and thinking (Cooke, West
and Boonstra, 2016).

‘This embodied connection positions people as tangible inhabitants of a biosphere
that they are actively co-producing as part of a multi-species assemblage’ (Cooke et
al., 2016, 3).

If our world is to remain habitable it needs larger numbers of humans to place the
protection of the environment as a higher priority in their voting and everyday
behaviours. Climate change science and social marketing techniques have raised
awareness of environmental problems, but resulting policy and behaviour changes
often lack the scale and commitment required (Kahan, 2013). Further, focus on
upscaling pro-environmental behavior has often relied on mental connections and
engagement (mind-shift) that may in fact perpetuate attitudinal separation of human
and ecological, where it is more important that they be reconnected (Cooke et al,
2016). It has been suggested that human knowledge and capacity to impact nature
has to date mostly given rise to unsustainable practices of impact, and that we
should consider new ways of connecting and knowing about nature if we are to ‘learn
and teach about sustainability’ (Cato & Myers, 2011, 56). But as activists and
authorities often struggle to engage populations with protection of the environment in
sustained ways, human activity is increasingly urban and estranged from natural

environments (Tyler, 2015).

This paper examines the potential for one way of knowing about the natural

environment that is social and bodily and available to most humans, walking. In



particular, this paper examines the notion that walking in natural environments can
influence a walker’s relationship with natural environments. It considers the bodily
and other processes that may be involved in such a change, and the nature of the

relationship with environment.

We need mental engagement with environment that delivers strategy and problem-
solving and global perspective, but sole focus on the mental and the global is not
enough. The desire to protect environments may come more readily with close
experience and attachment. Ingold (2000) said ‘the local is not a more limited or
narrowly focused apprehension than the global, it is one that rests on an altogether
different mode of apprehension — one based on an active, perceptual engagement
with components of the dwelt-in world, in the practical business of life, rather than on
the detached, disinterested observation of a world apart’ (Ingold, 2000, 40). Ingold
goes on to say that the global perspective is indifferent to place and context, while

the local experiential perspective is deeply engaged.

It is argued here that walking as bodily experience may enhance our engagement
with land, locale and nature in ways that lead to a greater desire to protect. In
particular it explores possible links between bodily experiences of walking and social
/ attitudinal connection with or sense of attachment to the environment. I’'m hoping
not to be overly positivist in hypothesising about what arises from walking, and
distance hiking in particular, but | suggest that under some circumstances the
influence may be profound, and that this deserves further exploration. A strong case
can be made for encouraging children to directly and physically experience natural
environments. This paper is intended for all, but is written in the main with adults in

mind.

The first section discusses concepts of walking, and poses questions about what
occurs unconsciously and bodily through walking to connect us — socially and
affectively - with the places in which we walk, and the notion that walking may
enhance readiness for what can be called stewardship of place (Cato & Myers,

2011). The next section questions the influence of mediated experiences of nature,



and focuses more directly on walking as an unmediated, physical experience of
environment. It presents Wunderlich’s (2008) account of walking and urban places,
and accounts of walking as multisensory interaction of internal and spatial rhythms. It
then presents 6 types of walking, focusing on two types, Wunderlich's (2008)
discursive walking, and Lee and Ingold’s (2006, 72) ‘embodied experience’, as

accounts for enhanced familiarity with and adaptation to the natural while walking.

Beyond destination - (Re)discovering walking

For most people, walking is an everyday act done largely unconsciously and very
much taken for granted. Some take an ‘aristocratic stroll’ (Solnit, 2001, 153) others
have no choice but to endure a pedestrian labour. Walking is a means of transport
and movement, a way to pass time, a mode of exercise, and for many a means to
emotional calming or psychological escape. Walking is often linked to the
environment and sustainability because it is a sustainable alternative to energy
intensive forms of transport (Afsar et al, 2015), however there is little research
connecting walking with environmentalism, or walking with acquiring greater
commitment to protecting natural environments. Artists, philosophers, and
researchers from anthropology, sociology, civic planning, public health, exercise and
natural sciences have carefully examined different dimensions, features, frequencies
and experiences of walking. This section reviews some of the ways that writers and

researchers have discussed waking.

Walking is generally considered very positively for its benefits to mental and
physical health and there has been considerable study of the features of urban
environments such as safety, aesthetics and access that encourage and deter
people from walking (Makki et al, 2012). Destination type, distance, population
density and route variables such as pavement length and block size have been
found to predict levels of urban walking (Lee & Moudon, 2006). Urban designers
have tended to focus on utilitarian concerns associated with walking such as size,
effort required, access, safety and directness of path. There has been much less
attention given to varying the experience of walking, or helping people to engage,

encounter and enjoy place (Wunderlich, 2008, 137). Some research suggests mental



health benefits of walking are pronounced in green spaces (Barton, Hine & Pretty,
2009) however there is little research on the impact of repeated exposure to the

natural environment (Brown et al, 2014).

Societies use and view walking differently at different times. Historical walks, art
walks and various tours today use walking to enable closer engagement with a
particular aspect of culture. Some walking has been conceptualised as performance,

a deliberate means to exploring self and using space/place to stimulate dialogue.

‘Walking offers the individual-who-walks the opportunity to exercise and develop a
number of skills, integrating the mind, the body and physical space (environment)
into a dynamic unit ... Rather than seeing walking as a spatial practice, | see it as a
subjective, environmental and unfolding practice or as a performance of self in

spatio-temporal terms’ (Sotelo, 2010, 61).

Sotelo (2010) organized a walk for a day where Ecuadoran Indigenous peoples in
the past had been forced to be slaves, as a way of starting cross cultural dialogue.
The unconscious was valued and acknowledged, and cultural and historic insights
were sought. For this walking the destination was irrelevant compared to the act of

the journey.

People in many western countries are finding new purposes and reasons for walking.
For example the Girltrek movement in the United States is using walking as a focus
to bring women together for a range of individual and collective benefits. Located in

17 states, Girltrek is aiming for a million members:

‘It’s more than a walk! It’s a health revival. A stress protest. A community
resurrection. An opportunity to meet a new friend, work up a sweat, and have

someone cheer you on. Come out to a trek near you!” (http://www.girltrek.org/).

Since the 1980s there has been a large increase in the number of people, mostly

from western countries, who choose a long and often arduous pilgrim walk known as



the Camino to the city of Santiago in Spain. Hundreds of thousands walk hundreds
of kilometres annually for a range of religious and cultural reasons (Pilgrim’s Office,
2016), although for many the reason is not religious at all (Egan 2010). In ‘Walking
back to happiness’, Egan (2010) explains the Camino as multisensory, experiential,
bodily, intrapersonal, and spiritual, but also profoundly shared and social. Largely
because of its trials, the Camino walk is understood as an experience leading to
insight and personal transformation. Most would agree that ‘the goal is the way
itself’, not reaching Santiago. According to Egan: 'In the past, people found God on
the route: these days they are more likely to find nature or themselves' (2010, 115).
After hiking more than 3200 kilometres on the Appalachian Trail in the USA Bahnson
(2015) wrote a thesis about personal learning and change among hikers. He
reported that long distance hikers commonly experienced enhanced feelings of
altruism, minimalism, patriotism and environmentalism. More research is needed to
assess feelings and changes that endure, and the features of nature hiking
experiences — the parsimony of rucksack life, immersion in less and untamed
environments, camaraderie or solitude, removal from the everyday, walking - that

may be most influential.

Walking as physical, unmediated experience of the environment

It is often lamented that experience of the natural world in childhood and beyond has
been diminished in modern times. Living in concrete cityscapes, our experiences of
natural environments are increasingly mediated in various ways. Cato and Meyers
(2010) regret that even environmental science curriculum relies overly on
understanding through mediated and other transmission of information and thinking,
underutilising understanding and ‘knowledge as a process acquired through practice
(experiential learning)’ (52). They ask ‘...how might knowledge conveyed through an
abstract system of writing differ from knowledge derived through a community of
song, as is the case with the Aboriginal songlines?’ (53). They suggest that
knowledge of the world acquired through writing may ‘have impaired our ability to
directly experience it, and hence to feel an affinity which may be the precursor to a
sustainable stewardship approach’ (Cato & Myers, 2011). Further, the quality of the

language we use has been diminished as a means to describing the natural



environment in detail. Tyler (2015) speculates that as we become less familiar with
natural environments we lose the need for precise vocabulary to describe and
explain complex ecosystems. When we use general terms such as ‘greenfield site’
and even ‘countryside’, the natural becomes estranged, more to be feared or
controlled than protected. ‘The more you simplify and homogenise the system the
more susceptible to attack it becomes’ (Tyler, 2015, 4). Experiences of nature are
increasingly mediated by language, and our language is becoming less oriented to

dealing with the complexity of environment.

‘Walking connects us to earth; walking is a persistent characteristic of the human’
(Jacks, 2002, 7). Across many generations walking has helped to connect humans
with nature, but how might this work? What occurs to, for, and within us in relation to
our surrounds when we walk? We know that walking is a practical and physical
activity in which heart rate quickens, body temperature rises and other bodily
changes occur (Sotelo, 2010).Yet there remain important and fundamental gaps
concerning what occurs in and from the act of walking in relation to where we walk.
For example, attempts at training navigation and orientation skills in laboratories
using virtual reality techniques show that when people walk physically in the world
they orient to their walking environment in ways that are superior to virtual training, in
bodily and sensory ways that they are not aware of, and are difficult to replicate
(Ruddle 2013). There is a gap between the skill acquired or knowledge that occurs
when we walk, and the learning that can be simulated with virtual training

technology. This gap is perhaps closely related to the concept focus of this paper.

Researchers who have explored bodily connection with place or environment have
described various concepts and different levels of consciousness and deliberation in
perception of, or interaction with, environment. The slow pace of walking or strolling
has been associated with greater opportunity to contemplate and focus on the detail
of countryside and nature, an experience which is often less available in modern
times of urban living and vehicular transport (Lee and Ingold, 2006). Think for a
moment about a tree flashing past as seen through a car window. Now consider a

tree growing ever taller and vivid as it is approached on foot, a complex of colour,



shade and branches viewed first from one side, then merging with an evolving view,

and yet another if one turns back to regard the tree just passed.

But this connection with place is more than deliberate contemplation of what we see,
walking itself helps us to experience and know most directly the environment we are
in. Step after step we push our feet out ahead, necessitating ‘contact with the ground
and, often, a state of being attuned to the environment’ (Lee and Ingold, 2006, 68).
We tend not to associate the foot with expression and perception, but non-western
societies commonly refer to ‘footfall as knowledge', an idea that knowledge comes
not just when walking, but through the act of walking, 'it is itself the means of
knowing' (Macfarlane, 2012, 27). Cato and Myers (2011) refer to slow, reciprocal
absorption of body and environment, with perceptions as part of experience
‘suggesting active engagement, creation and recreation (emergence) of self in
relation with others (objects and people) and our environment (our ‘situated’ and
‘social’ learning)’ (55). They give examples of a rural English town encouraging slow
meditative walk, or walking with eyes closed to deepen community bonds and ‘learn
a new reality in relationship with nature’, and Indigenous Australian performative
interpretation of surrounds through songs and symbols (63). There is a body of
research related to storing of knowledge in societies without contact with writing,
such as the role Aboriginal songlines have played in aiding memory of hundreds of
details about plants. Nungarrayi (in Kelly, 2015) explains walking and singing
through country as a mnemonic, ‘.. the country tells you and you tell the country.
Every rock and undulation and your position in space and time creates your part in
the story and your connection with the Dreaming’ (in Kelly, 2015, xv). These links
between the physical experience of walking and place and enduring connection or

‘knowledge’ are similar to the central concepts of interest to this paper.

Walking is an experience that stimulates multiple senses, as we walk we hear the
sound of birds or wind, smell the damp in a forest, see wide vistas and picturesque
hills, touch the cool air, and even taste fruits and nuts along our way. The senses
interact and complement (Rodaway, 2002) but the inter-relationship of the senses is

not well understood. Wunderlich (2008) examines various dimensions of the sense



of touch involved in walking — reaching, general sense of being, moving, imagined -
and collects associations and ideas that various scholars have used to help
articulate walking as experience. She connects the bodily with the social in several
ways. She says that constantly touching the ground we participate in our spatial
environment in a way that generates feelings of engagement and affinity, and refers
to Rodaway’s (1994) belonging. As we move we generate senses of perspective on
distance and size and direction. We emote as we walk, and develop attachments to

place and associations with emotions:

‘...perception through walking nurtures senses of place. Senses of place emerge
and are sustained by bodily sensual and socially meaningful experiences originating
from the perception of the environment whilst in motion... Through exercising global
and reach-touch, we enhance our haptic relationship to place, and enrich this
perception with multiple other sensual impressions... Sensual interaction and social
impressions generated by the experience of walking nurture emotional judgement
and thought for places.’ (Wunderlich, 2008, 130).

Many of Wunderlich’s city-focused assertions are pertinent to the discussion of more
natural environments in this paper because her central concern is for understanding
connections and interactions between walker, walking and space or place. The
connection between walker and environment is even more direct in the countryside
than in urban areas (Lee and Ingold, 2006). Footfall in the countryside leaves a print
or mark or some other dislocation that is a record of passing, and on paths has an
accretive effect that marks the way for others in the future. The sense of place
referred to by Wunderlich (2008) is an arising or becoming or oneness that occurs
through the experience of walking. The next section examines two different
approaches to categorizing walking articulated by urban planner Wunderlich (2008)
and ethnographers Lee and Ingold (2006). Each approach distinguishes 3
categories, and each identifies one category that emphasises the importance of
unconscious interaction (synchronization, co-production) between body and place,
and is suggestive of Egan’s (2010) notion of the body and mind being readied or

acted on by the experience of walking.



Six types of walking

Walking is not always the same, so how should the experience of walking be
dimensionalised? Egan (2010) referred to Camino pilgrims being acted on through
walking and readied for religion or some other personal change. Cato and Myers
(2010) emphasised strategies for unmediated connection with place. This section
considers different types of walking and interaction with the environment, with a
special interest in walking that is likely to enhance affinity with and respect for natural
environments. Wunderlich (2008) distinguishes three types of walking, ‘purposive’,
‘conceptual’, and the main focus for this paper on walking and affinity with place,
‘discursive walking’. Lee and Ingold (2006) described three modes of interaction with
the environment they gleaned from walkers — ‘looking outward’ ‘reflecting inward’,

and ‘embodied experience’.

We begin with Lee and Ingold (2006). They describe ‘looking around’ walking in
contrast to driving, where people are separated from the environment by a vehicle,
and focused on the road ahead. At slow walking speeds people perceive more detalil
in their surrounds and turn in all directions to enjoy a wider vista. This outward focus
is contrasted with an inward focus where walking is used as ‘time for thinking’, about
anything, from the spiritual to practical problem solving to idea generation or
‘emotional release’ (71). They describe a third mode as ‘embodied experience’,
connecting the body with place (72-73) and give two examples. The first example of
embodied walking emphasises the body perceiving - the wind, the scents, sounds
and ground underfoot. For this walker the eyes are secondary to feet, ears and skin
in terms of perceiving the environment. They describe the 'co-production of a walking
experience between environment and person, both of which are in flux' (72). 'The
boundaries between the body and the environment are blurred by the movements of
both' (72). The second example of embodied walking illustrates the importance of
place, differentiating the structured constraints on walking and movement that occur
inside a building, from the freedom of movement and walking outside, and ‘a feeling
of moving at an appropriate pace for the environment’ (73). Further, the weather and

other conditions act on the body to stimulate excitement, pleasure, fear or other



states. One of these three modes is likely to dominate but they can occur

simultaneously or separately in the course of a single walk.

‘Purposive’ walking is characterised by passing from A to B (Wunderlich, 2008). With
a purpose in reaching a destination people tend to maintain a steady and rapid pace
through their longing to arrive. People often disengage from the bodily automaticity
of the walking act by listening to music or talking on a phone. ‘Conceptual’ walking is
thoughtful and reflective. It intends interpretation and information seeking, in the
manner of thinking beforehand and planning to become acquainted with a place.
Conceptual walking might be done by an urban planner, artist or landscaper with a
view to gleaning insight, uncovering what often goes unnoticed (Wunderlich, 2008).
Walking is more ‘discursive’ when ‘the journey is more important than the
destination’ (Wunderlich, 2008, 132). Discursive walking is characterised by
participation through half-conscious exploration, sensorial experience and

engagement;

‘It is discursive because its pace and rhythm are synchronized with the walker’s own
internal bodily rhythms (biological and psychological) whilst experiencing and
swinging along with the place’s own moving rhythms, and being sensitive to external

paces and temporalities ...” (Wunderlich, 2008, 132).

The meeting and alignment of personal and spatial rhythms is central to the concept
of discursive walking. Walkers bring their own internal rhythms which interact
voluntarily or necessarily with the institutional and material rhythms of places
(Edensor, 2010). According to Wunderlich (2008) people not only adjust the speed
towards alignment with the speed of those walking around them, but also to ‘social,
spatial or natural character’ and rhythms of place (134). Purposive walking is more
habitual and disengaged, while conceptual walking is more consciously engaged
with place. This paper is more concerned with bodily/place affinity arising from
discursive walking, what occurs less consciously when we walk in a place, especially
a non-urban place, and the idea that people adapt to some extent to the place

through which they walk.



There are many ways to dimensionalise walking. This section has presented 6 types
from two sources, and found two that are similar. They suggest both conscious and
unconscious connection and co-creation arising from walker and place. The
destination is not important. The experience is bodily and multisensory, the body

acts and is acted upon through the journey.

Conclusion

The paper has drawn from analyses of walking across several disciplines to
articulate an original account of walking as a multisensory experience of immediate
locale, and a coproduction between body and place. The role of the foot as sensor
and perceiver has been emphasised, but so too have sensory interactions that occur
unconsciously, and possibly beyond our comprehension, to date without category or

label.

The context for this paper is a world where many are concerned that we need much
greater commitment by humans to protecting the natural environment, and that
protection may be enhanced by holistic sense of connection. This paper has
explored the idea that a more holistic connection to the natural environment may be
influenced by the experience of walking. The paper has associated notions of holistic
attachment to ecologies and natural environments with physical, bodily experiences,
as distinct from mediated experiences of nature through screen and word images.
Not everyone can walk, but most are able. The paper makes no claims to aiding
widespread uptake of walking, but provides a conceptual analysis suggesting that

such a goal is worthwhile.

The interactions that can occur between walking, walker and environment are best
captured by Wunderlich’s (2008) concept of discursive walking, and Lee and Ingold’s
(2006) ‘embodied experience’. These concepts focus on the body experience of
walking, where walker engages and interacts with discernible and indiscernible

features of the places through which we walk. It’'s much more than contemplation led



by the eyes, multiple senses are alert, and the feet play an important sensory role.
Walking is described as a co-creation, a discourse between internal bodily rhythms
(Wunderlich, 2008) and the rhythms of place.

The focus of this paper has been quite distinctly western, but significantly enriched
by the non-western notions of the foot as sensor and perceiver, and an introduction
to Aboriginal songlines. The Aboriginal experience of songlines, walking and singing
through country, co-creating memories of images and actions (not words), and a
detailed knowledge of the environment required for survival, is conceptually very
similar to the focus of this paper. As is so often is the case, the old Aboriginal ways
offer a profound and elegant insight into the needs of the day. Do people find
through walking what is needed in their lives? These notions of connection and

meaning may defy experimental methods but need to be explored.

Walking is necessarily local to the physical act. This paper suggests that the slow
pace of walking can facilitate engagement, absorption, an absent-minded immersion
in the natural environment. Walking on its own does not automatically stimulate any
particular response to the locale. But as Egan (2010) suggests, in some
circumstances and perhaps at some points in life, the experience of walking opens

people to being acted upon, and this may be by the places in which we walk.
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Communicating Fire: working with land and designing for country.

Dr Jacqueline Gothe



| acknowledge the Wiradjuri people as the traditional owners and custodians of the
lands on which this paper was first presented at Charles Sturt University in Wagga
Wagga NSW Australia on 14 April 2016. | pay my respect to their Elders both past
and present and to all Elders past and present that | have worked with since 1995. |
express my gratitude for the experiences | have had during my participation in
Indigenous led projects in Cobar, Cape York, Fregon in South Australia and Northern
NSW as a participant designer and design researcher. In particular | acknowledge Dr
Tommy George Senior KukuThaypan Elder from Cape York, and Victor Steffensen
with whom | have worked with since 2004, the Firesticks network and my

collaboration with Oliver Costello and Jason De Santolo.

Working in dialogue with land as a visual communication designer and researcher in
contemporary Australia is a project of recognition. A recognition of the lived
experiences, culture and knowledge of generations of Aboriginal people and the
recognition that representation of landscape is a collective act of will in which
practices of collaboration and co-creation are central to the materialisation of
transcultural and transdisciplinary knowledges. My research through information and
communication design projects is concerned with the maintenance of the health of
the land, the well being of the people and the process of representing an Indigenous-
led initiative. The discussion in this paper of the theoretical and the designerly
perspectives alongside the shared Indigenous understanding reveals new and
inventive ways to rethink the role of the designer in a contemporary context. | have
come to know that in these acts of designerly transrepresentation, matters of
relationship, responsibility, respect and recognition are disclosed in the decisions

and choices of the designer.

A transdisciplinary dialogue between designer and landscape is determined by three
interconnected elements: firstly, the affective dimension of the designer; secondly,
the urge to effect change in the social context; and thirdly, the experience of place
and the recognition of place as an active agent in the dialogue. Central to any

discussion of the transdisciplinary are the acknowledgement of the affective



dimension of the individual (Kagan 2011; Nicolescu 2008; Nicolescu et al1994) and
the influence of the affective or emotional dimensions of the individual designer in
the establishment of position and values. The affect of sharing experiences and
knowledge with Elders and community members in Indigenous-led projects in land
management contexts heightens the capacity for the designer to effect change in
attitudes and actions, bringing into visibility the agency of the designer as advocate
and participant rather than service provider. Finally, most importantly, the recognition
of the shared experience with people on country provides an opening to the third
element — the experience of place and the recognition of place as an active agent in

the dialogue.

Dialogue is a social practice concerned with relational understanding through and
across individual, social, disciplinary, material and cultural perspectives (Bohm
1996). In this paper | describe a designerly perspective on working with land and
designing for country through the dynamic experiences of designing a video and
poster for the Indigenous-led network Firesticks. My description of the designerly
process of representation and communication in the making of these two
communication designs is informed by a methodological critical reflexivity drawing on
anecdotalisation (Michael 2012), transdisciplinarity (Gothe 2016; Nicolescu 2008;
Kagan 2011), ecofeminism (Boehnert 2012; Spretnak 1993, 1997,1999) and the
project of decolonisation (Smith 1998), alongside literature and practitioner
awareness of designerly knowledge (Cross 2007), participatory design, co-creation
and collaboration (Sanders & Stappers 2014; Poggenpohl & Sato 2009; Bammer
2008 ).

As a designer working in Indigenous-led information and communication design
practice | find myself continually challenged by the taken-for-granted actions that
constitute design practice. These include the assumption that the designer directs
the process, understands what the outcome should be and determines when it will
be complete. This paper investigates how the imaginings of design, when

constructed in dialogue with land or place and, more specifically, country in an



Indigenous led project, provide a reframing of the approach of contemporary
designers to the processes of meaning making and visual structuring.

Key to the investigation in this research are my experiences in Indigenous-led
projects in which the qualities of listening and visual communication design practice
become inescapably linked. Graphic designer Sheila de Bretteville (1998) describes
a consciousness and a commitment to listening that she understands as an
openness through listening, rather than antagonism and argument. Fiumara (1990)
describes listening as nascent or an emerging skill and points to listening as the
antithesis of the dominant culture of saying and expression. For a visual
communication designer, although engaged in the production of a visual expression,
a specific quality of listening is required. | describe this quality of listening as visual
hearing. This listening materialises as a visual interpretation of the information or
knowledge that is co-created. This act of visual hearing is a performative and
relational process translated into a transcultural image as a transrepresentation. The
process and the materialising mediation disclose the possibilty of emergence
alongside unintended and unforeseen erasure. A loss of fidelity alongside invention
inheres in the process as a quality of the mediated representation that is connected

to what is represented yet separate - simultaneously similar and different.
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Research Approach — Critical reflexivity and anecdotalisation

Reflection and reflexivity are qualitative research approaches. In my research the
specificity and uniqueness of experience are examined with ‘an openness on the
part of the researcher in sharing this experience of practice and a recognition of
plurality, openness, complexity and uncertainty as a necessity’ (Hannula 2009, pp.4-
6). Critical reflexivity (Malpass 2014; Ledwith & Springett 2010; Bolton 2009; Steier
1991 ) is a reflective practice simultaneously turned inwards, towards self as the
recognition of the construction of identity, and outwards, as a keen critical
interrogation of the process and outcome. In order to focus the analysis in this paper
through a strategy of critical reflexivity | turn to description and reflections of
experience and the anecdote (Michael 2014). Michael describes the anecdote or
‘anecdotalising’ as bringing together ‘what might once have seemed distant and
disconnected: past episodes that are marginal and trivial illuminate contemporary

moments of critical reflection and reorientation’ (Michael 2012, p.33)

Working in contexts of complexity - the designer in cross cultural and
interdisciplinary contexts

Place | country

In my practice the complex of designerly translation and interpretation characteristic
of the interstitial space between design, science in natural resource management
contexts and Indigenous perspectives is focused through the recognition of the

importance and significance of land in Indigenous culture.

No English words are good enough to give a sense of the links between an
Aboriginal group and its homeland... A different tradition leaves us tongueless and
earless towards this world of meaning and significance.

(W.E.H. Stanner 1968)

For Aboriginal people connection to place and country is an issue of health and well
being not only for the land but also for the people. The recognition of this connection

to land not only brings responsibility for the land but also acknowledges that the



country needs the movement and sound of the stories, the songs, the dances and

the life of people in an interconnection that recognises the agency of place.

For a non-Indigenous visual designer, opening to the Indigenous perspective on the
primacy of place is challenging. My awakening to the yet to be disclosed significance
of place contributes to my comprehension of the power of the agency of place. In
opening to the power of place my commitment to attention, listening and advocacy is
central. Not only am | tongueless and earless, | am also sightless in the face of the
power of the specificity, complexity, diversity and sustainability of the interconnection
between the cultural practices of Indigenous people and their homelands for

thousands of years (Pascoe 2014; Gammage 2011).

The writing of philosopher Edward S. Casey (1997, 2002, 2008) reflects the
resurgence of interest in place in Western philosophy in the late twentieth century
and provides a bridge between my understandings of Indigenous and non-
Indigenous perspectives on place. Casey claims that place is much more than
locator; rather, ‘place belongs to the very concept of existence’ (Casey 1993, p.15).
Place, according to Casey, is somewhere. It is a particular part of space that also
holds what Casey refers to as the return to place, a philosophic conception of the
primacy of place. Place is brought into being through a physical and perceptive
apprehension and contains the functional, the visual and the symbolic (Scazzozi
2011). The European Landscape Convention (2000) refers to the physical and
material value of landscape and highlights the importance of perceptual
engagement, the visual and perceptive quality, cultural significance and the role of
landscape in the formation of local cultures and identity. Place quality is considered
to be the expression of the specificity of places, a factor in the identity of populations
and essential to individual and social well being (including in the physiological, the
psychological and the intellectual senses). A cultural dimension is attributed to the
entire

territory, which includes the social perception that people have of their living



places and historical and cultural perceptions. An important connection is made in
the Convention between the necessity for the maintenance of these characteristics

and individual and social enrichment.
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Figure 2. place | country.

| use the typographic glyph placelcountry in my discussion as a means of
recognising the First Australians’ connection to place and their use of the term
‘country’ to denote connections between people, language and spirit, alongside a

western perspective on place and landscape.



thinking country speaking

| am standing in the Boree Valley in 1980 in Yengo National Park, New South Wales,
with a baby on my hip. | am watching a bulldozer dig a large hole in the floor of the
valley for a dam. | can hear a scream. Is it my scream? | cannot hear it out loud but it
is in my mind. | am confused. This silent scream heard in my head as my own is
confused with the noise of the machine and the need of the baby. | turn to the men
around me. Speaking over the noise of the bulldozer and the screaming in my mind |
ask whether it is really necessary to dig up the floor of the valley? They reply with

certainty. It is a good thing. We will have water.

Is this experience a first sign of awakening to country speaking?

Since that moment, my recognition of the environment, and more specifically of
place or country as participant, with agency, has become strong. From an
Indigenous perspective the connection between place and people is very clear and |
am learning about the power of place through sharing in Indigenous—led projects. My
learning is supported by an emerging recognition of this perspective in non-
Indigenous Australia (Rose & et al 2002; Laudine, 2009; Suchet-Pearson et al 2011;
Suchet 2002; Gammage 2011). Christopher Tilley, a phenomenological
archaeologist working in Britain, also acknowledges the potential of a dialogic

relation between person and place:

Experiencing the landscape allows insights to be gained through the subject’s
immersion in that landscape. This is to claim that landscapes have agency in relation
to persons. They have a profound effect on our thoughts and interpretations because
of the manner in which they are perceived and sensed through our carnal bodies ...
This is to accept that there is a dialogic relationship between person and landscape.
(Tilley 2008, p.271)

This understanding is significant for me as a designer in the co-creation of a

transformed perspective on the representation of the environment. This sense of



connection between place and self has been heightened through experiences on
country with Traditional Owners.

One is water. One is the tree. A group of people is a people
mob. A group of trees is a tree mob. There is real kinship here
and deep identification. Here Bob is talking about a primary
conception of unity that is not familiar in non-Indigenous
Australia. It might be said that it indicates that all things are
primarily conceived of in terms of their unity (whilst difference
is fully acknowledged it is not emphasised) and that this
unitary association is understood to be very deep so that when
it is successfully internalised then the person’s self-image
incorporates a view of country as intimately linked with self.
(Laudine 2009, p.158, interpreting Bob Randall)

My perspective on the relationships between place and people is also informed by a
Western understanding of landscape as a complex dynamic artefact (Janz 2005;
Scazzozi 2011, p.10). Landscape is understood to hold cultural meaning that is
produced by the intersection of the experience of people and the knowledge of place
in place. However, the Indigenous view describes connectedness that does not
position the landscape outside self as artefact, but resonates with the emergence of
an understanding of connection between place and self. | have come to call this
conjunction of identity - emplacement. Emplacement provides a ground for the
designer to make decisions and take action. Central to this is the notion of the
‘ecological self ’ informed by the deep ecology movement and eco psychology:
[T]he ecological ego matures towards a sense of ethical responsibility toward the
planet that is vividly experienced as our ethical responsibility to other people.
(Spretnak 1997 p.76, quoting Roszak 1992, p.321)

To be emplaced as a designer initiates an orientation towards place and requires two
things. Firstly, it requires an understanding of the relational qualities of place as the
intersecting ecologies of the social, the biophysical and the artificial, understood as

people, knowledge and experience. Secondly, it requires the recognition of place as



an active participant with agency. These perceptions for the designer allow a turning
away from design and the designed object as central to the designer’s appreciation
of their role. Instead, the focus becomes an expanded framing of responsibility for
the designer, where place, as an entity, requires attention, listening, advocacy and
representation (Figure 3). This relational understanding of emplacement or
ecological embeddedness produces a:

profound reorientation of self in relation to the environment and

ecological identity emerges from a process of learning to perceive

connections and relations with natural processes.

(Boehnert 2012, p.124)
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Figure 3. The emplaced designer.



Experiencing communicating fire

My experience in dialogue with placelcountry is a line of exchange and collaboration
that demands consideration of responsibility. The cross cultural and interdisciplinary
contexts of the environmental communication design projects materialise as the
video (https://vimeo.com/61313379) and poster ‘Communicating Fire: Building
Relationships and Creating Change’ (Figure 1) in which Indigenous and scientific
perspectives turn together towards a recognition of the connection between health
and well being of land, people, and spirit. My knowledge and ways of understanding
place and country through experiences, people, stories and knowledge are
augmented through knowledge artefacts and mediated representations such as

books, documents, maps, reports, photographs, videos drawings and diagrams.

The video and poster discussed in this paper constitute a presentation that stands at
this intersection of science, design and Indigenous perspectives on ecological
knowledge, created through design in a collaboration concerned with making explicit
and advocating for Indigenous understandings of fire in a scientific context of
contemporary land management. As a critical designer and a participant in the
Indigenous led Firesticks network, the visual representation of the communication
design and the quality of the representation of the message are not the results of
individual action; rather, they are a collaborative participatory acts of co-creation. My
responsibility in this process of co-creation is to materialise the perspectives in an
artefact that gives voice to the values and knowledge of the participants and can

communicate to scientists and mainstream audiences.

The conventional and professional role of the visual communication designer is to
critically hear the project outline or brief and respond to a particular set of
circumstances in a visual form. In an Indigenous-led context | have learnt that the
relational certainty of conventional design practice is open to question. The
embedded taken-for-granted processes that | understand as professional design
practice, and which Tony Fry (2009) describes as ‘teleological’, ‘instrumental’ and
‘decision based’ practices, are complexified through my connection with Indigenous

perspectives and my lack of scientific knowledge. These two aspects of what is not



known to me contribute to a sense of awareness and openness to the emergent in
formation (Maze and Redstrom 2007). My attention to the openings between the
worldviews of design, science and the revitalisation of Indigenous cultural practices
is central to my experimental investigation of a speculative design practice that is
concerned with transformation through openings to multiple perspectives or
worldviews (Gothe 2016). My patrticipation in this project, as | have indicated, is not
singular; rather, the dialogue between my apprehension of Indigenous perspectives,
science and the languages of natural resource management is dependent on

guidance in my collaborations with participants in the Firesticks project.

In this personal and social transformation, the material outcome is not the primary
goal. Instead, alongside the consideration of visual communication design outcomes,
my focus has turned to the development of design practices that recognise a
complex of responsibility, authorship and reciprocity in the intercultural context that

are focused on social change as an affective experience and an effect of the work.

[T]ransformative action has to focus on changing us, especially
by transforming the worlds we make for ourselves as they
design our modes of being.

(Fry 2009 p.112)

This transformative action is concerned with the movement between and across
subjectivities, disciplines, cultures and languages from the perspective of a visual
communication designer. The consideration of movements through, between and
across internal and external realities experienced in practice brings attention to the
psychic dimension of experience. According to Jane Rendell, the ‘psychic dimension’
of the experience of working between and across materialises in the transdisciplinary
project, in part, in the relational and emotional aspects of research and practice
(Rendell 2013, p.128). Subjectivity is central to transdisciplinary practices through
the ‘recognition of the knower in the process of inquiry’ (Kagan 2011, p. 207). For the
visual communication designer this encounter with complexity requires paying

attention to her levels of perception of connection, relations and subjectivity
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