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ABSTRACT  

This thesis is concerned with how geographical research and artistic practice can be twined to 

story Anthropocene landscapes and environments. It follows research-creation through two sites – 

archive and island – to address the framing of more-than-human worlds through trans-scalar 

practices. First, it traces a mid-20th century Geohumanities ‘pre-history’ through the archive of 

Hungarian artist and educator György Kepes, mapping the emergence of two discourses of socio-

ecological concern and artistic practice, Landscape and Environment. Second, it diffracts insights 

from this period through contemporary research-creation on the former military Finnish 

Archipelago island of Örö to develop Geohumanities practices based on the interstices of site, skill 

and theory. In so doing, it addresses key contemporary debates over the forms and function of 

Geohumanities research and practice through the documentation of detailed and reflexive 

research-creation. 

The first half of this thesis offers a genealogy of the practices of interdisciplinary artist and 

educator György Kepes between the early 1950s and the mid 1970s. Placed as operating in the 

‘Great Acceleration’ of the Anthropocene, Kepes’ attempts to foster interdisciplinary creative 

practices for socio-ecological change are identified as a valuable, if largely overlooked, ‘pre-history’ 

to contemporary debates in the Geohumanities. Drawing methodologically from Andrew 

Patrizio’s ‘ecological eye’ approach to art history and Michel Foucault’s genealogy, this thesis 

develops modes of practicing the Kepes archive which seek to channel emergent geographical 

themes in his work. This process identifies two ‘keyword’ discourses, of Landscape and 

Environment, which are shown to be inflected by prevailing currents in artistic practices, systems 

theories, institutional priorities, imaging technologies, socio-ecological change, and environmental 

consciousness in East Coast America between the 1950s and 1970s. These inflections provide the 

basis for the genealogical identification of six variations on their theme: Landscape-as-Exploded-Scale; 

Landscape-as-Curated-Network; Environment-as-System; Environment-as-Interdisciplinarity; 

Environment-as-Dematerialisation; Environment-as-Issue. Accordingly, Landscape and Environment are 

both objects of concern and modes of practice in Kepes’ work: they form spatio-temporal 

expressions which blur page, place and exhibition space: means of fostering Kepes’ techno-pastoral 

utopian vision.  

The second half of the thesis diffracts insights from the Kepes archive through fieldwork on the 

Finnish Archipelago island of Örö, to develop research-creation methodologies emerging through 
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the intersections of site, skill and theory. The eight Örö ‘modes of practice’ provide an example of 

Geohumanities research-creation where the development of artistic skill is understood as a mode 

of attunement to the characteristics of a site, where contemporary theory can be activated and 

tested through the development of new practice methodologies. The outcome is a series of 

methodologies which draw interdisciplinary insights from film making, sound art, photography, 

installation art and experimental publishing practices to develop means of storying a patterned, 

transitionary island landscape. These are not methodologies which have been ‘shipped in’ from 

elsewhere: instead they are formed through slow, patient attentiveness to the island’s human and 

non-human lifeworlds, putting experimental artistic practices ‘to work’ as valuable modes of 

landscape enquiry. Throughout, the notion of the site-specific-non-specific is developed: a research-

creation orientation in which artistic production might attend to specific material and atmospheric 

histories and geographies of a site, whilst at the same time fostering modes of presentation which 

are charged with relational affective potentials. As a result, this study provides an example of sited 

Geohumanities methodological development for storying ‘blasted’ and transitional Anthropocene 

landscapes. This process takes place through a diffraction of site, skill and theory, resulting in 

modes of research-creation which are at once forms of documentary and abstraction. 

Work across the archive and island results in six thematic sets of questions for research-creation 

practitioners, supervisors, collaborators and institutions, intended to support the design and 

practice of future Geohumanities research-creation. Each of the six themes draw on specific issues 

and practices documented throughout the thesis, and act as forward-looking summaries to prompt 

new research-creation orientations. The questions act as a check-list or tool-kit for Geohumanities 

practitioners undertaking research and practice; a reflexive pause where conceptualisations of site, 

skill and theory can be explicitly considered and critiqued. In so doing, they also offer the potential 

to act as points of dialogue for theories, techniques and technologies used by practitioners across 

different disciplines, forming prompts for the development of new research-creation 

collaborations. Broadly, then, the thesis forms an invocation for future research-creation across the 

new landscape in art and geography.
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INTRODUCTION 

This thesis is concerned with how methodologies which fuse geographical research and artistic 

practice can be developed to story Anthropocene landscapes and environments. It follows 

research-creation through two sites – archive and island – to address the framing of more-than-

human worlds through trans-scalar practices. First, it traces a mid-20th century Geohumanities 

‘pre-history’ through the archive of Hungarian artist and educator György Kepes, mapping the 

emergence of two discourses of socio-ecological concern and artistic practice, Landscape and 

Environment. Second, it diffracts insights from this period through contemporary research-creation 

on the former military Finnish Archipelago island of Örö to develop Geohumanities practices 

based on the interstices of site, skill and theory. In so doing, it addresses key contemporary debates 

over the forms and function of Geohumanities research and practice through the documentation of 

detailed and reflexive research-creation.

1. GEOHUMANITIES FORMATIONS

In the last decade or so, disciplinary boundaries across geography, art and the humanities have 

become increasingly blurred and diffuse. The Geohumanities has emerged as a broad 

interdiscipline over this period, forming a proving ground for shared concerns over place, space, 

landscape and the environment. Two books, both published in 2011, act as place markers for this 

renewed interdisciplinary engagement. In GeoHumanities: Art, History, Text at the Edge of Place, 

editors Michael Dear, Jim Ketchum, Sarah Luria and Douglas Richardson offer an initial mapping 

of this interdisciplinary terrain, drawing contributions from a diverse array of scholars, architects, 

artists, activists, and scientists. They write, “Just as geography, with its focus on space and place, is 

now actively engaging with the humanities, so are the discourses of the humanities increasingly 

incorporating place and the spatial dimension… As geography and the humanities converge, new 

topics are being suggested that require a transdisciplinary perspective and a combination of 

methodologies. From such fusions, a kaleidoscope of intellectual and artistic outputs is currently 

emanating.” (Richardson et al, 2011, 3) Michael Dear identifies five key concerns for nascent 

Geohumanities formations – place, complexity, transdisciplinarity, knowledge and action, and 

practice – suggesting that, “those who would explore the geohumanities further are charged with 

inventing new vocabularies and attaining heightened levels of fluency across disciplinary 

boundaries.” (2011, 314) Whilst not framing itself as a Geohumanities text, Envisioning Landscapes, 

Making Worlds, assesses the emergence of similar disciplinary formations, drawing together a 
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collection of essays from scholars which historicise the blurred borders between geography and 

the humanities. Editors Stephen Daniels, Dydia DeLyser, J. Nicholas Entrikin and Douglas 

Richardson structure these genealogies across four themes – mapping, reflecting, representing and 

performing – highlighting the convergence of geographical and humanities approaches as valuable 

means of research, activism and practice across academia and art.

In 2015, the GeoHumanities journal published its inaugural issue. Co-editor Tim Cresswell suggests 

that 2,000 years of humanistic thought, “with spatial thinking at its heart… has found particularly 

fertile soil in which to flourish in the early decades of the twenty-first century.” (2015, 7) Cresswell 

outlines four priorities for Geohumanities practice. First, to remain attentive to the shared pre-

history genealogies that twine geography, arts and the humanities together, “the many traditions 

of predisciplinary, disciplinary, and interdisciplinary engagement with space, place, mobility, 

landscape, scale, and territory that have formed the foundation of our current interest in 

geohumanistic research and writing.” (2015, 7) Second, to experiment with new technologies to 

embrace the potentials of the, “dizzying array of technical abilities to record, interrogate, and 

represent the world as simultaneously spatial and temporal.” (2015, 7) Third, to develop practices 

which critically engage with, “the extraordinary flowering of spatial and platial thought and 

theory that has emerged in the last three decades or so under the remit of critical social and 

cultural theory as well as within our own discipline.” (2015, 7) Finally, to embrace transdisciplinary 

practices and collaborations in order to, “grasp the opportunity provided by the array of creative 

writers, artists, performers, and musicians who engage with geographical ideas in their 

work.” (2015, 7) At the time of writing, Cresswell and co-editor Deborah P. Dixon have overseen 

six years of Geohumanities publications, both as traditional academic articles, and shorter 

‘Practices and Curations’ creative pieces which document practices including artworks, creative 

writing and soundworks.1 The research-creation in this PhD thesis offers spaces through which 

these themes can be trialled and stress-tested through a close-grain, longitudinal period of thought 

and practice. Despite the ferment of interest, at present, many publications relate to the ‘promise’ 

of Geohumanities practices, rather than their in-depth practicalities, processes and productions. 

This thesis significantly contributes to this shortfall, tracing the sited emergence of Geohumanities 

research-creation through the archive and contemporary Anthropocene island.

Such diversity of Geohumanities output resonates with Harriet Hawkins’ identification of 

contemporary work across art and geography as a process of ‘dialogues and doings’: “‘dialogues’ 

 GeoHumanities (undated), “Aims and scope” [website], online at: 1

https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?show=aimsScope&journalCode=rgeo20 [accessed 11.06.21]
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whereby geographers interpret and analyse art works, and ‘doings’ in which geographers become 

exhibition curators, collaborate with artists and even become creative practitioners in their own 

right.” (2011, 464) In the UK, examples of such work are being fostered through the Royal 

Holloway Centre for the Geohumanities, Geography at the University of Exeter, and the University 

of Glasgow School of Geographical and Earth Sciences ‘Creative Geohumanities’ research group. It 

should be noted at this point that imperatives to experiment with method, practice, presentation 

form, materials and collaborative collectives across disciplinary lines to address contemporary 

conceptions of space, place, landscape and the environment are not unique to the Geohumanities. 

The new interdisciplinary landscape is thus something of an archipelago: with shared foundations 

of theoretical and material socio-ecological concern resulting in emerging practices across the 

environmental humanities (Bird Rose et al, 2012), experimental geography (Thompson, 2009), 

digital humanities (Berry, 2012) and cultural geography (Foster and Lorimer, H., 2007, Lorimer, H. 

and Winders J., 2018).

This thesis is undertaken from a Geohumanities perspective, experimenting with the theoretical, 

methodological and presentational plurality offered by the interdiscipline to critically engage with 

the formation of landscape and environment in the Anthropocene. It engages directly with each of 

Cresswell’s four invocations for Geohumanities practice. First, through research and practice in the 

archive of 20th century Hungarian artist and educator György Kepes it offers an otherwise 

overlooked ‘pre-history’ to contemporary Geohumanities practices and interdisciplinary 

formations. Through a genealogical archival practice, the first half of this thesis traces the 

emergence of two geographical ‘keywords’ – Landscape and Environment – in shaping Kepes’ 

practices between the early 1950s and mid 1970s. Key areas of focus include the publication of The 

New Landscape in Art and Science (1956) and Arts of the Environment (1972), and the establishment of 

the Center for Advanced Visual Studies, the first art-science interdisciplinary centre hosted by an 

academic institution, at MIT in 1967. Placed as operating in the ‘Great Acceleration’ of the 

Anthropocene, Kepes’ work demonstrates the potentials, pitfalls and tensions of fostering 

interdisciplinary practices as a means of addressing socio-ecological change. This process thus 

speaks to contemporary debates over the forms and functions of interdisciplinarity practices across 

academia (Moran, 2010, Born and Barry, 2013). Second, the thesis deploys the metaphor of 

diffraction to consider how insights from Kepes’ work might have contemporary resonances. This 

is undertaken through fieldwork practice on the former military island of Örö on the Finnish 

Archipelago, where legacies of disturbance have formed a patterned landscape characterised by 

rich, endemic biodiversity and crumbling, entropic military ruins. Research-creation 

methodologies for storying Örö’s transitionary landscape are conceptualised to emerge through 
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interactions of site, skill and theory, and are produced through a mix of old (cameraless 

photography) and new (sonification, 4k film-making, sound recording) artistic technologies. 

Research-creation is an orientation through which the practitioner forms critical and creative 

responses to research questions through artistic practice (Loveless, 2019, see Island). Third, the 

thesis is structured without defined ‘research questions’, ‘methods’ or ‘literature review’ chapters: 

instead these concerns are woven through explications of sited archival and island practice 

throughout. The two sites of concern in this thesis – archive and island – act as fertile proving 

grounds for activating and engaging with contemporary theoretical concerns across non-

representational geography, new materialism and post-humanism, as a means for better 

understanding our place within Anthropocene worlds. Finally, these theoretical currents are 

considered in correspondence with the characteristics of archival and island sites considered in this 

study, through an ongoing process of skilling in creative practices. Whilst this work has resulted in 

the traditional thesis document in your hands / on your screen, it is woven with references to an 

installation film, artists’ book, soundworks and other audio-visual works that have been co-

produced with it. These works can be accessed through the USB card in the back of the 

accompanying artists’ book, and through: www.robstjohn.co.uk/phd/ (password: oro).

2. GEOHUMANITIES THESIS FORMATS 

The practices that underpin this thesis are shaped by its interdisciplinary form. This 

Geohumanities thesis is centred on arts-based research, both into and through creative practice. It 

was funded by the Arts and Humanities Research Council (AHRC) Scottish Graduate School of 

Arts and Humanities (SGSAH), but undertaken through the School of Geographical and Earth 

Sciences within the University of Glasgow’s College of Science and Engineering. The College of 

Science and Engineering ‘Guidelines on Thesis Submission’ outline that, “a PhD thesis normally 

150-200 pages in length. The length of a thesis depends, however, on the topic, and candidates 

should follow the advice of their supervisors.”  The ‘Guidance Notes on University Regulations for 2

the Degree of Doctor of Philosophy (PhD) by Research’ state that, “The regulations specify a 

minimum and a maximum number of words in the thesis (70,000 and 100,000).”  Many practice-3

based PhD thesis are significantly shorter than this in terms of textual content, some as little as 

20,000 words, with creative production weighted as a legitimate replacement for written output 

 University of Glasgow, College of Science and Engineering (undated) “Guidelines on thesis submission” [website], 2

online at: https://www.gla.ac.uk/media/Media_167493_smxx.pdf [accessed 19.06.21]

 University of Glasgow (undated), “Guidance Notes on University Regulations for the Degree of Doctor of Philosophy 3

(PhD) by Research” [website], online at: https://www.gla.ac.uk/media/Media_205334_smxx.pdf [accessed 19.06.21]
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(Elkins 2009, Hawkins 2020). How, then, to work Geohumanities practice within the structure of a 

College of Science of Engineering thesis format?  

 

In a review of practice-based PhD research in Australian universities, Barbara H. Milech and Ann 

Schilo (2004) identify that such theses undertaken across art and research commonly contain 

creative work accompanied by a written ‘exegesis’ which outlines and contextualises the 

production of this work. They outline the characteristics of three ‘models’ that the exegesis 

commonly takes, each of which are shaped by the institutional and disciplinary contexts in which 

they are produced. First, the Context Model shapes, “a written document that rehearses the 

historical, social and/or disciplinary context(s) within which the student developed the creative or 

production component of her or his thesis.” (2004, 6) Milech and Schilo suggest that this approach 

to exegesis is common in practice-based PhD theses, as it aligns with academic norms on the 

nature of research and the production of knowledge by clearly placing thesis study in such 

contexts. However, they argue that this contextualising can cause the thesis to become disjointed, 

stating, “the Context Model does not address clearly or usefully for the research student the 

question of the nature of the relationship between the exegesis and the creative work or production 

piece.” (2004, 7) In other words, the exegesis may become an exercise in justifying the practice to 

existing institutional and disciplinary norms, and establishes a clear divide between theory and 

practice. The second model Milech and Schilo identify is the Commentary model, in which, “the 

exegesis is conceived as an explication of, or comment on, the creative production.” (2004, 7) They 

suggest that the Commentary model can have ‘weak’ or ‘strong’ forms. The ‘weak’ form of 

exegesis is described as an – often personal and embodied – explanatory ‘commentary’ or 

‘annotation’ to the creative work. The ’strong’ form, on the other hand, requires the artist/

researcher to demonstrate the ‘research nature’ of the work, by additionally placing it within 

disciplinary, intellectual and social contexts, as in the Context Model. However, like the Context 

Model, Milech and Schilo suggest that the creative practices and the academic writing are largely 

separate activities, and, “As a result, neither the creative work, nor the production piece, nor the 

exhibition stands independently as research. And so we again arrive at that moment when it 

becomes difficult to justify to research students the function of the exegesis as anything more than 

compliance with the requirements of contemporary academic structures.” (2004, 9) The deficiencies 

of the Context and Commentary models for presenting practice-based research lead Milech and 

Schilo to formulate a third model – the Research Question Model. In this model, the creative 

production and written exegesis are developed in tandem from an initial research question. They 

write, “The creative or production piece does not form an illustration of the written document; the 

exegesis does not form a commentary on the creative work or production piece.” (2004, 9) For 
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Milech and Schilo, there are two key benefits to such an approach. First, it encourages the creative 

production and written exegesis work to inform each other, and be co-produced, whilst remaining 

grounded in (and potentially reshaping) existing disciplinary practices. Second, it clearly positions 

the creative production element of PhD study as research – that is responding to an initial research 

question – which, “works be ‘read’ (by examiners) on those terms, and not as something which 

needs an explanatory gloss.” (2004, 10) 

Another study of Australian practice-based research by Jillian Hamilton and Luke Jaaniste (2010) 

adds further insights to this understanding of the form and function of the exegesis. They suggest 

that the exegesis, “cannot simply replicate the traditional thesis models of the sciences and 

humanities,” and instead, “initiates a new form of academic writing,” which allows the researcher 

to, “position their practice as a form of academic research and, at the same time, do justice to its 

invested poetics.” (2010, 32) In response, Hamilton and Jaaniste identify a Connective model of 

exegesis. Like Milech and Schilo’s Research Question Model, Hamilton and Jaaniste’s distinguish 

their Connective Model from the Context and Commentary Models. They suggest that this is an 

approach to practice-based thesis-creation that requires the researcher to adopt a ‘dual orientation’ 

which looks both ‘outward’ to the disciplinary and intellectual currents in which their work is cast; 

and ‘inward’ to the more personal and embodied narrations of the development of creative work. 

This has implications for the ‘new form’ of academic writing suggested by Hamilton and Jaaniste, 

requiring the researcher to, “contend with a hybrid of writing styles and genres (synthesizing 

theory, history, analysis and interpretation, with journaling, reflection and so on)… integrating a 

range of voices that these different forms of writing adopt (from the formal, critical and polemical 

third-person voice of the theorist and historian to the personal, explorative, questioning and 

sometimes emotive first-person voice of the diarist and reflective practitioner). That is, the dual 

orientation of the connective model requires the researcher to adopt a duality of subject positions 

and a polyvocality.” (2010, 40) The work of Milech and Schilo, and Hamilton and Jaaniste, is 

important because it demonstrates that by deploying forms of practice-based research, the 

researcher is required to think carefully about how the practices, processes and products of such 

work are written, assembled and communicated. As both studies demonstrate, the institutional 

and disciplinary contexts in which the thesis is produced can significantly affect its form. 

Similar debates around the artistic research PhD thesis are currently being played out in the 

Geohumanities. In a discussion of the forms of Geohumanities creative production, Harriet 

Hawkins (2020) cites the doctoral thesis as a, “key site for the evolution of relations between 

geographical research and art.” (2020, 142) Hawkins highlights a series of recent Geohumanities 
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PhDs undertaken at Royal Holloway Geography Department, which act as useful guides for 

mapping thesis/creative production relationships:

- “an artist’s book, documentation of other pieces [the artist] had created, and a written document 

of around fifty thousand words”;

- “a poetry collection… and an eighty thousand word written document”;

- “a forty thousand word written document and two feature-length films”;

- “paintings as well as films, and experimental text-based work and a forty thousand word 

document”;

- “several hundred photographs, variously presented in an exhibition… an artists’ book, and a 

compilation of the photographs submitted with the sixty thousand word written 

document.” (Hawkins, 2020, 140–142) 

 

Because of the relatively recent emergence of the Geohumanities thesis format, Hawkins 

identifies it as “a site of negotiation, a locus in which questions are raised about what 

supervision should be, how a thesis should look, what the role of writing is, and what is being 

judged.” (2020, 159) Central to this process of negotiation is the relationship between the written 

thesis and the creative products. Related to this is the question of how the creative products 

should be experienced in relation to the written thesis. My understanding of this question draws 

from Kepes’ mode of landscape-as-curated-network – to be discussed in the Landscape chapter – in 

which textual and audio-visual materials are assembled in an interwoven, inter-referenced 

manner in which the reader/viewer is encouraged to make new connections and relations 

between material. As a result, specific references to the creative productions will be made 

throughout this thesis, but the reader/viewer will not be asked to experience them in any 

specific order. References to pages in the artist book are notated as AB:, references to timestamps 

in the installation film are notated as F:, and references to additional audio-visual material 

contained on the USB card in the artist book are notated as USB:.  

 

This brief review helps shape the structure and focus of the thesis chapters and ‘modes of 

practice’ that follow. Adopting elements from the Research Question and Connective models 

detailed above, the written and audio-visual content in this thesis emerge together in an 

entwined and mutually reinforcing manner. As befitting two sites of interest – the archive and 

the island – characterised by a relational and polyvocal patterning, the emergence of written 

words and artistic productions are traced to an entwining of site, skill and theory. The next 

7



chapter lays the foundations for this process, by turning its attention to Geohumanities research 

and practice through the György Kepes Archive.
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ARCHIVE 

“Instead of the past being regarded as fixed, inert, given, unalterable, even if not knowable in its entirely, it 

must be regarded as inherently open to future rewritings… The past is never exhausted in its virtualities, 

insofar as it is always capable of giving rise to another reading, another context, another framework that will 

animate it different ways. The past, in other words, is always already contained in the present, not as its 

cause or its pattern, but as its latency, its virtuality, its potential for being otherwise.” Elizabeth Grosz 

(2004, 254)

György Kepes was a Hungarian artist and educator (1906–2001). The Kepes archive consulted in 

this thesis consists of four main sources. First, there are the ‘Gyorgy Kepes papers, 1909-2003, (bulk 

1935-1985)’ held on microfilm reels by the Smithsonian Archives of American Art (AAA). This is a 

collection of 20 microfilm reels (each 25.15 linear ft, and approximately 1000 documents, in length) 

which contain: transparencies of biographical material, correspondence, financial records, notes, 

writings, interview transcripts, exhibition files, a file for book Art on a Public Scale, a file for the 

Times Square Project, art work, printed material and photographs.  The material on the microfilm 1

reels was donated to the Archives of American Art by Kepes in instalments between 1974 and 1993. 

The microfilm archives were consulted over a number of months in early 2017 in the Glasgow 

University Library microfilm room.

Second, there is MIT's Center for Advanced Visual Studies (CAVS) Special Collection, a digitised, 

‘virtual museum’ of images, publications, posters, documents, portfolios and videos from CAVS’ 

history held online.  The site, “documents a nearly 45 year history of collaborative and time-based 2

productions generated by the tenure of over 200 internationally recognized artist-fellows,” and 

aims to present, “experimental ways in which to explore collection materials.”  In September 2015, 3

prior to the Special Collection being digitised and made available online, I made a fieldtrip to the 

MIT Center for Art, Culture and Technology (ACT), the department which was formed in 2009 by 

merging CAVS with the MIT Visual Arts Program. ACT holds a physical archive of Kepes papers – 

‘Vision and Value Papers’ – which document the creation of the Vision and Value series of books 

 Archives of American Art (undated) “Gyorgy Kepes papers, 1909-2003, bulk 1935-1985” [website], online at: https://1

www.aaa.si.edu/collections/gyorgy-kepes-papers-7252 [accessed 22.06.21]

 MIT Center for Advanced Visual Studies (undated) “Homepage” [website], online at: http://act.mit.edu/cavs 2

[accessed 08.06.21]

 ibid.3
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between 1965-1966.  I spent time in the archive working with the collection, and speaking with the 4

collection archivist Jeremy Grubman, about my research interests. Mr. Grubman subsequently sent 

a large ZIP file of scanned PDFs and TIFFs from the Vision and Value collection, with scans of 

items related to Kepes, interdisciplinarity and environmentalism. Almost none of this material is 

available online in the digitised CAVS Special Collection.

 

Third, the archive consists of a full set of Kepes’ book publications: The Language of Vision (1944), 

 MIT Art Culture Technology (undated) "György Kepes papers” [website], online at: http://act.mit.edu/collections/4

visionandvalue/ [accessed 08.06.21]

Figure 1: Clockwise from top left – MIT Building W11, formerly the site of the Center for Advanced Visual Studies in 
Cambridge, USA; György Kepes archive at the CAVS/ACT Archive; Microfilm reels of AAA György Kepes papers 
consulted in Glasgow University Library.

10

http://act.mit.edu/collections/visionandvalue/
http://act.mit.edu/collections/visionandvalue/


The New Landscape in Art and Science (1956), the six Vision and Value titles (1965–1966), and Arts of the 

Environment (1972). These titles were either bought second-hand or ordered through Glasgow 

University Library. In addition, other original printed material, including Works in Review (1973) 

and György Kepes (1992) exhibition catalogues and the AR: Artistic Research (2011) retrospective 

book were gifted by CAVS Special Collection. Fourth, Kepes’ work with urban planner Kevin 

Lynch on the ‘Perceptual Form of the City’ (PFotC) project between 1954–1959, which resulted in 

the 1960 book, The Image of the City, was consulted. The archive, hosted online, consists of around 

2,000 black and white photographs, shot by Nishan Bichajian, assistant to Kepes, and written 

records  (field notes, interview transcripts, collected data, correspondence regarding the progress 

of the project and hand drawn maps) documenting the planning, preparation, and progress of the 

project (1951-1956), and the research process and findings (1954-1959).  Another physical archive of 5

historical Kepes material is held by the Stanford University Library in California, USA. The archive 

consists of: 108 boxes, 68 flat boxes, 8 cartons, 4 card boxes, 3 half-boxes, 2 map-folders, 1 tube 

containing Kepes’ personal papers between 1918-2010 (1960-1990 bulk).  The collection has not 6

been digitised, and it was not financially and logistically possible to visit the archive in person, so 

it was not consulted.

This chapter explores contemporary methodological theory on environmental art history and 

geographical archival practice, punctuated with reflections on navigating and making sense of the 

Kepes archive. It moves through three methodological areas: an ‘ecological eye’ art history; a 

genealogical approach to discourse formation; and the practiced archive. In so doing, it forms both 

a methodological foundation for the analysis of archival material in the Landscape and Environment 

chapters, and a conceptual and creative catalyst for experimenting with methods of geographical 

research and practice, as outlined in the Island chapter and modes of practice. As such, the two 

sites of interest in this thesis – the archive and the island – are brought into correspondence, 

yielding new insights for Geohumanities practice and production.

 

1. AN ECOLOGICAL EYE ART HISTORY 

As outlined in the Introduction, this study is undertaken from a Geohumanities perspective (Dear et 

al, 2011, Cresswell et al, 2015), rather than the art and architectural history perspectives that have 

 MIT Libraries (undated) “Perceptual Form of the City” [website], online at: https://dome.mit.edu/handle/5

1721.3/33656 [accessed 08.06.21]

  Online Archive of California (undated) “Guide to the György Kepes papers M1796” [website], online at: http://6

www.oac.cdlib.org/findaid/ark:/13030/c80r9v19/entire_text/ [accessed 08.06.21]
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dominated the small (but growing) body of György Kepes research thus far (e.g. Blakinger, 2019, 

Halpern, 2014). As such, this thesis is primarily concerned with two themes: how the Kepes 

archive relates to contemporary socio-ecological environments; and how far it can form a ‘pre-

history’ of the present in historicising current Geohumanites debates and practices. As such, its 

archival methods are aligned with what Andrew Patrizio terms the ‘ecological eye’, in which, “art 

history (not just art alone) will need to learn from and contribute to the discussion in the 

humanities about human/other-than/human boundaries, cultural constructions of nature and 

biopolitics, and how environmental justice and activism affects political and cultural 

formations.” (2019, 16) This is an approach to art history that largely sets aside “skills, objects, 

achievements, vulnerabilities, life stories, egos and legacies,” (2019, 12) in favour of examining 

how issues such as environmental degradation and climate change are mobilised as sensory and 

perceptual events through artistic practices. As Davis and Turpin write in Art in the Anthropocene, 

contemporary environmental crises are, “primarily an aesthetic event. Our sensorial and 

perceptive systems are being refashioned at rates that we can barely keep up with.” (2015, 11) 

Their perspective resonates with Astrid Neimanis and colleagues’ vision for the environmental 

humanities, in which, “fundamental concerns in the humanities… can be brought to bear on 

questions of the environment through the deployment of humanities modes of enquiry.” (2015, 69) 

Patrizio’s ‘ecological eye’ is thus fundamentally interdisciplinary, integrating multiple perceptual 

registers to examine artists, “whose strategies aim to change the frames, speeds and scales 

according to which we perceive the visible… Such strategies… [work to] rupture given relations 

between things and meanings and, inversely, to invent novel relationships between things and 

meanings that were previously unrelated.” (2019, 126) Arguably, Kepes’ work is a key historical 

example of this matter of concern. 

Patrizio identifies Kepes’ work as a significant form of interdisciplinary practice across art history, 

visual culture and ecological thought, writing of The Nature and the Art of Motion, “certainly of its 

time yet also highly anticipatory of today’s revival in the ecological, [it] represents a snapshot of an 

interdisciplinary phase of art history and visual culture that came close to ecological concerns, 

without the pressing context of anthropogenic disaster at its heels (at least not acknowledged as 

such).” (2019, 36) Whilst Patrizio touches on a core thread of this thesis’ argument: that Kepes’ 

work in some ways anticipates contemporary art-ecological themes, it misses the sustained 

engagements with “ecological concerns” and “anthropogenic disaster” that this thesis traces. 

Methodologically, taking forward an ‘ecological eye’ approach to archival research means 

attending to “nonhierarchical and loosely bundled approaches to ecological thought” (Patrizio 

2019, 38) within histories of art. This in turn can have important political and ethical dimensions, 
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particularly in terms of exploring what Jacques Rancière terms, “a new landscape of the sensible,” 

a form of collective politics fostered through creative practices which, “reframes the given by 

inventing new ways of making sense of the sensible, new configurations between the visible and 

invisible, and between the audible and the inaudible, new distributions of space and time – in 

short, new bodily capacities.” (2008, 149, 139) It is with an ecological eye on this landscape of the 

sensible that we approach the Kepes archive.

2. A GENEALOGY OF LANDSCAPE AND ENVIRONMENT

Practicing the György Kepes archive traces the emergence of two terms – Landscape and 

Environment – which act as discursive keywords for artistic production, interdisciplinary 

collaboration, visual curation and socio-ecological concern in his work between the early 1950s and 

mid 1970s. As Stephen Daniels writes, “We are ever in need of words to describe the world and 

express our relations within it… Landscape and environment are connected to wider worlds of 

word making, other concepts like place, nature, site, scenery, and more specialist terms like living 

landscapes or environmental art.” (2011, 5) Tracing the emergence, formation and implications of 

landscape and environment in Kepes’ practice is thus a valuable means of attending to Patrizio’s 

call for an ‘ecological eye’ approach to art history. This pair of words was not defined in advance 

as a structural mode of analysis, but instead emerged through the research process. This 

methodological orientation is shaped by Michel Foucault’s notion of genealogy. Foucault’s 

genealogy is not a study of historical origins, but of the complex, emergent and ongoing processes 

of discourse formation. In Foucault’s thought, discourses are, “ways of constituting knowledge, 

together with the social practices, forms of subjectivity and power relations which inhere in such 

knowledges and relations between them. Discourses are more than ways of thinking and 

producing meaning. They constitute the 'nature' of the body, unconscious and conscious mind and 

emotional life of the subjects they seek to govern.” (Weedon, 1987, 108) Genealogy is a historical 

methodology which aims to illuminate the contingency and complexity of historical discourse 

(trans)formation. It is thus an ‘effective history’: “a form of history which can account for the 

constitution of knowledges, discourses, domains of objects etc., without having to make reference 

to a subject which is either transcendental in relation to a field of events or runs in its empty 

sameness throughout the course of history.” (Foucault, 1980, 117) 

Genealogy is a historical methodology which "refuses the certainty of absolutes" (Foucault, 1977, 

153), and "opposes itself to the search for 'origins'" (Foucault, 1977, 140) – instead emphasising 

contingency and the plurality of pasts which have led to the conditions of the present. Genealogy 
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is a methodology in which theory percolates through empirical and embodied practice, rather than 

framing a study in advance, in a manner similar to Strauss’ (1987) ’grounded theory’. For Strauss, 

grounded theory is an approach to research practice in which categories of analysis and 

representation are allowed to iteratively form through engagement with the world, and various 

forms of ‘data’ production. As Crang (2003) outlines, grounded theory is not the practice of 

attempting to hold a “mirror to a give a ‘true picture’ of reality, but a practical action of describing 

and relating things to answer specific needs and questions.” (2003, 133) Similarly, using 

genealogical methodologies means attending to the spatio-temporal processes and relationships of 

historical practices and events, rather than rigidly representing and situating them in historical and 

social contexts. Genealogy can be understood as a development of Foucault’s ‘archaeology’ 

approach to historical study, as outlined in The Archaeology of Knowledge (1972). Foucault’s 

archaeological method involves the excavation of impersonal structures of knowledge to chart and 

analyse the relations between the (un)sayable and the (in)visible at points in history, as created and 

conditioned by individuals and institutions. Foucault’s archaeology thus seeks to determine the 

boundaries and norms of thought and language use in a given period, and how such discursive 

formations emerge and transition through breaks and ruptures.

Figure 2: AAA microfilm reel title. 
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Genealogy is a development of archaeology (though the two are arguably complementary in many 

ways, see Philo 1992), as Foucault put it, “If we were to characterise it in two terms, then 

‘archaeology’ would be the appropriate methodology of this analysis of local discursivities, and 

‘genealogy’ would be the tactics whereby, on the basis of the descriptions of these local 

discursivities, the subjected knowledges which were thus released would be brought into 

play.” (1980, 85) In other words, genealogy can be understood as a means of putting archaeological 

enquiry ‘to work’, of linking historical enquiry to present concerns with a new emphasis on the 

power-laden and processual characteristics of discourses. Given the centrality of the terms 

landscape and environment to present day debates across the Anthropocene Geohumanities, 

genealogy thus offers a valuable lens through which to trace their emergence in historical 

interdisciplinary practices, such as those fostered by Kepes.

Colin Koopman offers a detailed, sustained engagement with genealogy in a 2013 book, Genealogy 

as Critique: Foucault and the Problems of Modernity. Koopman presents genealogy as a mode of 

critique which allows us to trace the formation of the conditions of the present, and thus 

potentially inform current discursive formations and practices. For Koopman, genealogy offers, “a 

new form of critical inquiry that brings objects into focus through a new analytical lens that opens 

up said objects in the complexity of their coproduction.” (2013, 35-36) Genealogical methodologies 

seek to engage with sources in ways that embrace temporal multiplicity – punctuated equilibriums 

of rupture and continuity in processes of historical change. This is achieved through an 

attentiveness to multiple practices of power and knowledge formation and exchange in historical 

enquiry. In other words, the researcher adopting genealogical methodologies looks for complexity, 

contingency and coproduction in historical trajectories, over neat and unified hierarchical lineages. 

Koopman foregrounds the role of problematisation in this approach. Problematisation is a form of 

critical enquiry that identifies contingency and complexity in historical events, interactions and 

rupture as a means of unsettling any ‘pre-given’ nature of contemporary society. In effect, this is 

the analysis of historical problems (‘why and how did xyz happen’) rather than historical periods 

(‘what happened when’). Koopman outlines the methodological value of problematisation as tracking 

the “complex histories of alliance, support, and reinforcement that facilitate the production of 

spaces of practical possibility. The point is not to discern how the intentions of those in the past 

effectively gave rise to the present, but rather to understand how various independently existing 

vectors of practice managed to contingently intersect in the past so as to give rise to the 

present.” (2013, 107) 

In short, problematisation frames historical practices as complex networks of interaction which can 
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be both acknowledged and critiqued or destabilised in tandem. In this way, old practices can be 

rendered ‘problematic’ at the same time as providing a (potentially partial) basis for the 

development of new practices. For Koopman, “Critique now becomes an inquiry into the 

conditions set by problematizations as they manifest in the contingent emergence of complex 

intersections of practices.” (2013, 48) By foregrounding the contingencies that lead to historical 

events and transitions, then, Foucault’s genealogy shapes archival practice, in two ways. First, it 

prompts the researcher to focus on processes of historical transformation and emergence at sites of 

intersection and tension between power and knowledge practices. This is a history of multiple, 

entangled and contingent spatio-temporalities. Second, it fosters emergence in archival practice, in 

terms of how new analyses and interpretations might be made of archival material through its 

(re)examination and through problematisation. Accordingly, the mapping of Landscape and 

Environment in the following chapters does not follow a neat or linear temporality, nor does it form 

a comprehensive biography, such as that published by Blakinger (2019).

The value of genealogy as a historical geography methodology has been highlighted by 

geographers Chris Philo and David Matless. In a 1992 paper ‘Foucault’s Geography’, Chris Philo 

uses Foucault’s genealogy as a means of foregrounding the roles of space, place and geography in 

producing particular, local and specific histories. Philo highlights Foucault’s notion of ’spaces of 

dispersion’ which imagine, “a hypothetical space or plane across which all of the events and 

phenomena relevant to a substantive study are dispersed,” so that, “the playful juxtaposing of 

different categories of thing; the mixing of tangible and intangible, of natural and human, of 

collective and individual, of ongoing and time-bound – must be emphasised, as it is a strategy that 

right from the outset is an attempt to challenge the a priori ordering tendencies that so readily 

totalise historical inquiry.” (1992, 149) In other words, this is a historical methodology charged 

with geographical concepts, which forms assemblages of research material in an effort to, 

“preserve and even to accent their details and the differences between them.” (1992, 149) However, 

the argument is not that Foucault wishes to arrange historical materials in a chaotic fashion, but 

instead to identify spatially and temporally specific ‘local and changeable’ relationships between 

them. In the same year, David Matless’s paper – ‘An Occasion for Geography…’ – used genealogy 

as a means of problematising the representation of landscape.  Matless proposes a genealogy of 7

geographical representation practices, writing, “Geography has, of course, figured its world 

through the styles and practices of the geographer: the geographer as expert, as pioneer, as critic, 

as planner, as navigator, as observer, as educator, as one who vitalises place—all roles carrying a 

 At a time when debates over landscape variously ‘as way of seeing’, ‘as text’, ‘as palimpsest’ etc. were in full flow in 7

cultural geography, see Wylie (2007).
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particular conduct for the figure of the geographer, and all of which might warrant a genealogy. 

And the geographer, of course, figures the world through specific methods and instruments. Again 

many of these may have become so taken for granted that we forget that through them we practice 

a particular way of engaging the world; that they are not a 'natural' way of doing things.” (1992, 

53) The value of such a genealogy is to figure landscape representations not as culturally 

constructed, but as continually produced, modified and mediated by multiple discourses and 

practices. 

Matless develops his use of genealogy in a 1995 paper – ‘Effects of History’, in which he describes 

Foucault’s dual ethical/aesthetic historical approach as part “meticulous endeavour” and part 

“concerted carnival” – to sketch an ‘effective’ history of geographical discourse and practice (1995, 

407). In language echoing Deleuze and Guattari’s rhizomic theory, Matless writes, “Held in 

productive tension, Foucault's two strategies give a sense of both tiptoeing through an historic 

palimpsest and parasitically inhabiting a theatre of material. Parasites are not, of course, 

necessarily destructive; a geographical genealogy emerges as an amplifying bug in the gut of the 

discipline, an amplifying bug to broadcast geography's history, in the sense both of making it 

resound and of scattering/sowing.” (1995, 407) Again, the focus is on disrupting neat and linear 

histories of ‘origin’, ‘influence’ and ‘inheritance’ in disciplinary formations. Matless’s third key use 

of genealogy shifts its focus from disciplinary histories to the co-constitution of landscape and 

identity in twentieth-century England. In Landscape and Englishness (1998), Matless engages with a 

diverse assemblage of historical landscape discourses and practices – topographical guides, health 

manuals, poetry, architectural writing, photography, nature guides and works of fiction –  to 

develop the argument that, “the question of what landscape ‘is’ or ‘means’ can always be 

subsumed in the question of how it works.” (1998, 12) As a result, for Matless it is crucial “to 

consider the production of the bodily subject through landscape, where that landscape is not 

simply a backdrop to action but a culturally charged object… Landscape becomes the subject of 

codes of conduct and aesthetics of existence.” (Matless, 2000, 142) In other words, Matless’s use of 

the genealogical method allows him to critically engage with wide-ranging historical material to 

highlight how the English landscape has been in a state of ongoing production through different 

(sometimes competing) ‘cultures of landscape’, which offer diverging discourses over its form and 

function.

Philo and Matless’s engagements with genealogical methodologies are valuable for this thesis in 

two key ways. First, they offer practical insights into the way historical research materials can be 

analysed through genealogical study – a dual approach of careful, close-read empiricism 
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(‘meticulous endeavour’) and imaginative engagement (‘concerted carnival’) of material 

assembled across a ‘space of dispersion’. Second, they offer examples of the focus of study –

 disciplinary histories and landscape representation – both of which are central themes to this 

thesis. Genealogy encourages us to think carefully and critically about (or, in Foucault’s terms 

‘problematise’) the role of spatially and temporally specific sites, objects and practices in 

contingently shaping both disciplinary and landscape discourses. As Foucault puts it, genealogy, 

“is not the erecting of foundations: on the contrary, it disturbs what was previously considered 

immobile; it fragments what was once thought unified; it shows the heterogeneity of what was 

imagined consistent with itself.” (1977, 147) And with this evocation of emergent, fragmented and 

heterogeneous historical assemblages we move into this chapter’s third and final section, on 

practicing the Kepes archive.

3. PRACTICING THE ARCHIVE

A small, windowless room, halfway up a tower block library building. A series of microfilm 

readers connected to desktop computer screens. A heavy cardboard box covered in customs 

declarations and airmail stickers which holds six microfilm reels, each fastened with a loop of 

string, and stored in neat, rectangular boxes. The act of attaching and unspooling the microfilm 

reels resonating with the artistic muscle memory of using reel-to-reel recorders and Super-8 

projectors. The image focused like a microscope and wound on – text and images flashing and 

blurring like head torches on moving water. The crinkle of the microfilm reel like the crunch of 

snow. Reading through the focus process; a pattern recognition. An anticipatory archive; 

something left to be found. The patch dynamics of a life.  

The three forms of archival source material consulted in this thesis – microfilm, digital, books –

 prompt different styles of engagement. The forms of material encounters for each are different 

spatially (a dedicated microfilm room, a laptop computer, anywhere); and sensorially (the tactile, 

physical touch and turn of the microfilm spool, the hi-res digital scroll and drag, the smell and feel 

of dog-eared 60 year-old hardback books). The spatial and sensory characteristics of each form of 

archival material thus holds the potential to influence how it is practiced and engaged with. 

Moving through the thousands of visual items in the archive is to enter into a dream state, lit by 

phosphene-free-association. Like navigating a physical landscape, practicing the archive is 

undertaken through processes of rhythm and repetition, a drift through epistolatory fragments. 

The sifting of significance through the dust and detritus of the everyday lives of others (Steedman, 

2002). Water marks billow across the page like clouds or plumes of fluvial sediment. The archive 
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becomes a good place to think through; to inform contemporary practice in the spaces between. 

Following cramped weeks spent in a dark library room moving through the archival material, this 

final Archive section explores how the experience of navigating an archive might influence how a 

researcher undertakes the process of historical analysis. Further, with an eye on the Island chapter 

and subsequent modes of practice, it will lay the groundwork for how this process might in turn 

shape contemporary forms of Geohumanities creative practice and research. 

In a study of the life of landscape photographer and perfumist W.A. Poucher, Hayden Lorimer 

writes that biography, “becomes a spatial formation emerging through the multifarious spaces and 

landscapes produced in a life.” (2015, 52) Lorimer’s study gives attention to an assemblage of 

historical sources and sites, objects and events that constitute the complex (and perhaps even at 

times, contradictory) trajectories and practices of Poucher’s life. Echoing Foucault’s genealogy, 

Lorimer refrains from presenting a neat or linear history of Poucher’s life, instead uses source 

Figure 3: The sifting of significance: erasure, mark-up and water plume patterns on draft notes for a 1971 lecture. 
Image: AAA archive, reel 5315.
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material to present a rich and messy narration of the interweaving events, practices and landscapes 

that punctuate it. This consciously fragmentary and allusive (or elusive, perhaps) approach to 

piecing together a life exhibits a similar style to Fraser Macdonald’s (2014) narrative ‘excavations’ 

of Scottish archaeologist Erskine Beveridge and his family on an island off North Uist in the Outer 

Hebrides. Like Lorimer, MacDonald stretches received forms of academic writing to develop a 

narrative style which can contend with the complexities and contradictions of his ‘improvised’ 

assemblages of source material. MacDonald describes Beveridge’s isolated ruined house, Taigh 

Mòr as, “itself an archive of sorts. Architecture is so often highly personal; form says something 

about function; elements of a story can be imagined and re-played.” (2014, 3) Here, the boundaries 

between sites of archive and fieldwork are blurred in MacDonald’s study: the archive-as-

landscape; the landscape-as-archive. 

In many ways, both writers address John Law’s (2004) provocation, “What difference would it 

make if we were to… apply the criteria we usually apply to novels… to academic writing?… if we 

were to write our academic pieces as if they were poems, as if every word counted, how would we 

write differently?” (2004, 12) The way in which archives are practiced is important. Hayden 

Lorimer’s ‘archival hermeneutics’ takes an explicitly experimental approach to archival conduct, 

intended to, “extend beyond print culture and the written word,” to, “include the context, 

encounters and events that constitute research practice.” (Lorimer H. 2010, 249) Similarly, in an 

account of archival research on mid-20th century geographical disciplinarity in America, Trevor 

Barnes writes, “There is nothing straightforward about either an archive or the practices of work 

within it. Both are fraught with political, social and cultural anxieties. These become evident when 

we start examining the archive not as a fixed passive object, and archive research not as a 

disembodied activity, but as a set of distinctly embodied geographical and historical processes. 

That’s why stories about these processes need to be told alongside stories derived from the 

materials held within the archives.” (2014, 224) An important lesson from these studies is that 

archival research can only offer partial and messy picturings of biography, and instead focus might 

profitably fall on the geographies, materialities, encounters, events and affects that form the 

characteristics of a person in place. And, as Barnes highlights, archival research is never a neutral, 

objective practice, instead an embodied, practiced activity, in which knowledge is produced 

through doing in a relational process with the material, the subject of study, ad the spaces in which 

research is carried out.

A key text in conceptualising this notion of the practiced archive is Gillian Rose’s (2000) reflection 

on working in the Print Room of the Victoria and Albert Museum, looking at photographs taken by 
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Lady Hawarden in the mid-19th century. Rose writes, “In the archive, the photographs threatened 

me and I them. There was a sort of struggle in the archive, a confrontation, that was not apparent 

in the study. In my study space, the photographs became part of my self. They mattered greatly to 

me, in ways I know I cannot fully explain; they gave shape to a desire I was struggling to write, a 

desire not entirely reducible to academic demands, a shape that actively helped me. And the form 

of that desire, its paradoxical shape, its dynamic excessive to disciplining demands, still lingered 

when I went to the archive.” (2000, 563-564) Rose identifies that the practices of working in the 

archive had complicated effects on both her interpretation of the photographs, and herself as 

researcher. First, Rose argues that the photographs themselves were ‘produced’ (as opposed to 

merely ‘preserved’ or ‘ordered’) by the archive, with their visual, tactile and material forms 

suggesting emergent interpretations in excess of their archival orderings. Second, for Rose, 

encounters with the archive have the potential to alter a researcher’s positionality and perspective. 

Rose describes her encounters with photographs in the Hawarden collection, writing, “what we 

did in that study, those photographs and I, produced a paradoxical space at once prescribed and 

enigmatic. I saw my self through them, I saw them through my self, and in both cases I saw 

something that wasn’t, strictly speaking, there.” (2000, 562) Rose typifies her experience of working 

in the archive as variously competitive, disciplined and desirous, in which her own sense of self 

seemed to slip between spaces of past and present, embodied in, and embodying, the photographs 

themselves. This process – perhaps typified as a form of affective creative tension – leads Rose to 

argue that, “Historical geographers should pay more attention than they have done to their own 

practice of interpretation and its effects on photographs, in order to avoid erasing their own 

specificities from their account… The researcher and the photographer may in all sorts of ways 

affect the way photographs look, but there is no simple or stable relationship between the 

researcher and the photograph.” (2000, 566) In other words, the archive can be a transformative 

space, both subverting and exceeding its classificatory order through practice.

Rose’s study shares commonalities in practice and insight with Alice Kaplan’s (1990) reflections on 

working in the Parisian archives of French novelist Louis-Ferdinand Celine. Like Rose, Kaplan 

describes an archival space in which new connections can arise through practical engagement with 

assemblages of material – an argument in opposition to the idea of archives as disciplining or 

ossifying historical meaning and memory. Instead, Kaplan foregrounds the role of accidental and 

chance events and actions in archival practice as generative, writing, “the archive is constituted by 

these errors, these pieces out of place, which are then reintegrated into a story of some kind… 

[these incidents] are fragile but necessary contingent ingredients to archival work.” (1990, 115) For 

Kaplan, archival research processes have the potential to join up diverse and divergent archival 
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material in new and surprising ways – a process which is neither entirely separate from the archive 

itself, nor entirely constrained by its classificatory structures. Similarly, in Along the Archival Grain: 

Epistemic Anxieties and Colonial Common Sense (2009), anthropologist Ann Laura Stoler encourages 

researchers to ‘read along the grain’ of archival collections, to explore alternative voicings and 

interpretations of their contents. Describing her work on the 19th century colonial Netherlands 

Indies, Stoler writes, “archives are not simply accounts of actions or records of what people 

thought happened. They are records of uncertainty and doubt in how people imagined they could 

and might make the rubrics of rule correspond to a changing imperial world” (2009, 4) In other 

words, the archive is not a neutral space containing ‘evidence’ waiting to be interpreted by the 

researcher – instead a record of both individual and collective recording and remembering. As a 

result, Stoler’s ‘reading along the grain’ approach encourages researchers to potentially challenge 

or subvert the uses and meanings of the archive that its creators and curators intended it to 

provide. Stoler’s work thus has commonalities with Foucault’s genealogical method, in that it 

reminds us that navigating and interpreting archival collections is a process of encountering (often 

subtle) assemblages of power and knowledge and orderings of pre-empted memory and 

commemoration. 

Further, Allan Sekula suggests that when a photographic image is archived into a ‘territory of 

images’, it loses the meaning invested in it by its creator, writing, “in an archive, the possibility of 

meaning is ‘liberated’ from the actual contingencies of use. But this liberation is also a loss, an 

abstraction from the complexity and richness of use, a loss of context,” which may establish, “a 

relation of abstract visual equivalence between pictures.” (1987, 116) Sekula’s position also 

prompts us to look closer at Kepes’ own archival processes: as we will see in the following 

chapters, The New Landscape in Art and Science (1956) is itself a book formed by a curatorial 

methodology centred on the allusive and affective possibilities of archival assemblage. So, in this 

thesis, these insights relate both to the object of study, and the methodological theory used to 

analyse it. As archival researcher, this contention poses the questions: how do we encounter and 

interpret images in the archive? Does such a ‘loss of context’ point to a diminished interpretative 

potential? Or, perhaps, can encountering images on such terms offer the potential of new 

assemblages and associations through the archive?

The insights of the literatures surveyed in this chapter are valuable for this thesis in that they 

highlight how material encountered in an archive can have the potential to exceed its own 

classificatory ordering, and in so doing shape orientations of practice and interpretation in the 

researcher. This thesis is structured broadly in two halves: an archival ‘pre-history of the 
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present’ (Archive, Mapping Kepes Geographies, Landscape, Environment); and a contemporary, 

practice-based exploration of landscape research-creation (Island, installation film, artist book, 

eight ‘modes of practice’). Whilst the first half of thesis will outline conceptual and socio-ecological 

areas of resonance and overlap between the mid-20th century and the present day, an important 

issue to address is the notion of creative ‘influence’ between Kepes and my own aesthetic practice. 

Creative influence, lineage and indebtedness are tricky things to map, especially from a position of 

self-reflexivity. This thesis instead draws on the interdisciplinary concept of diffraction, as explored 

in critical theory by Donna Haraway and Karen Barad, as a means of tracing patterns of trans-

period inspiration, without inferring straight creative influence or causality. Appropriately, given 

the nature of Kepes’ practice, diffraction borrows an optical concept based on how wave patterns 

(whether light or water) interact upon meeting. Imagine dropping a stone into a calm body of 

water, shortly followed by a second. The circular ripples of each event will interact with one 

another, forming a diffraction, or interference, pattern. Haraway draws on such diffractive 

phenomena as both a method and metaphor for knowledge production, stating, “diffraction 

patterns record the history of interaction, interference, reinforcement, difference. Diffraction is 

about heterogeneous history, not about originals. Unlike reflections, diffractions do not displace 

the same elsewhere, in more or less distorted form.” (1997, 273) 

For Barad (2007, 2012), this orientation can form the basis of a research methodology, developing, 

“a method of diffractively reading insights through one another, building new insights, and 

attentively and carefully reading for differences that matter in their fine details, together with the 

recognition that there intrinsic to this analysis is an ethics that is not predicated on externality but 

rather entanglement. Diffractive readings bring inventive provocations; they are good to think 

with.” (2012, 50) Haraway and Barad’s concept of diffraction shares a commonality with Foucault’s 

genealogy, in that it highlights the importance of knotty social, ecological and political formations 

of relation and difference in producing the world. However, resonating with the insights of Rose’s 

archival method, diffraction differs from genealogy in that it acknowledges that the researcher, 

research instruments and objects of research are active and entangled agents. We will return to the 

notion of diffraction as a methodological orientation shaping this thesis in the Island chapter and 

Diffraction mode of practice. For now, this first signpost to its use highlights how – building on the 

insights of the literature assessed in this chapter – the archive can be conceptualised as a space that 

can prompt conceptual and practical creative ripples across time that form interference patterns on 

the practices of the contemporary age.
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Kepes was very much a ‘pre-emptive’ archivist of his own work and legacy. He was a prolific letter 

writer and maker of sketches and plans, and he donated his papers to the Archives of American 

Art between 1974 and 1993.  This chapter has traced three methodological strands which support 8

the analysis of his substantial archive, and in so doing perhaps productively inform creative 

practice involving contemporary environmental and geographic issues. Drawing on the three 

entwined strands – an ‘ecological eye’ art history; a genealogical approach to discourse formation; 

a practiced archive – we can begin to develop questions to ask through archival practice. How did 

Kepes – when faced with analogous (if non-identical) environmental crises to the contemporary 

age – develop creative strategies to express (and even address) socio-ecological change? How and 

why did artistic engagements with geographical and ecological concerns become an issue, and 

focus of concern and practice in ‘Kepes-world’? What are the different actors, objects, places, and 

institutions enrolled in this discursive formation? Developing Stoler’s (2009) notion of ‘gaps and 

silences’ in the archival record, can we identify traces of institutional constraint, conceptual 

uncertainty, creative indecision and failure in these processes? To what extent can the archive help 

‘recoup failed visions’ of the artistic avant-garde, as Hal Foster (2004) puts it? 

Accordingly, to what extent can we frame this period and its practices as a Geohumanities ‘pre-

history of the present’, given debates over the Anthropocene, and the role of the artist in offering 

alternative conceptualisations, representations and problematisations of contemporary and future 

environmental issues? In terms of this thesis, what can the process of practicing the Kepes archive 

offer for the development of Geohumanities approaches to storying the transitional Finnish island 

of Örö? In the next methodological chapter, Island, many of the questions surrounding the 

navigation, ordering and narration of tangles of historical information will resonate through a 

discussion of methodologies for research design and practice at a site which, like the Kepes 

archive, is shaped by techno-pastoral visions, military structures and the promise of visionary 

artistic research. For now, in the next chapters these methodological orientations will be applied to 

the practicing of the Kepes archive to draw out how discourses of Landscape and Environment 

emerged from complicated aesthetic, social, political, ecological and institutional networks in the 

mid-20th century.

 Archives of American Art (undated) “Gyorgy Kepes papers, 1909-2003, bulk 1935-1985” [website], online at: https://8

www.aaa.si.edu/collections/gyorgy-kepes-papers-7252 [accessed 22.06.21]
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MAPPING KEPES GEOGRAPHIES 

“We make a map of our experience patterns, an inner model of the outer world, and we use this to organize 

our lives. Our natural ‘environment’— whatever impinges on us from the outside — becomes our human 

‘landscape’— a segment of nature fathomed by us and made our home.” György Kepes (1956, 18)

In the introduction to his 1976 book Keywords, Raymond Williams outlines his project as, “the 

record of an inquiry into a vocabulary: a shared body of words and meanings in our most general 

discussions, in English, of the practices and institutions which we group as culture and society. 

Every word which I have included has at some time, in the course of some argument, virtually 

forced itself on my attention because the problems of its meanings seemed to me inextricably 

bound up with the problems it was being used to discuss.” (1976, 15)  Following the earlier 

engagement with ‘ecological eye’ and genealogical methodologies, we can draw from Williams to 

identify ‘landscape’ and ‘environment’ as two discursive keywords which shape György Kepes’s 

research, practice and politics between the 1950s and 1970s. As for Williams, these terms offer 

metaphors to be problematised: encompassing both the focus of socio-ecological imaginations; and 

the modes of creative practice and collaboration which Kepes shapes in negotiation with them.

Figure 4: György Kepes at the Center for Advanced Visual Studies, 1967. Image: CAVS Archive.
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The following two chapters – mapped as Landscape and Environment – explore two key periods in 

Kepes’s work. Informed by genealogical thought, this is not an exercise in sketching linear 

temporalities of biography; instead in exploring how entwined and emergent notions of world and 

work are co-produced at particular sites. Broadly, however, the Landscape chapter discusses a 

period between the early 1950s and early 1960s, whilst the Environment chapter explores a period 

between the early 1960s and mid 1970s. Waymarkers central to the Landscape chapter are the 1951 

New Landscape exhibition at the Hayden Gallery, MIT, and the The New Landscape in Art and Science 

(1956) book. In the Environment chapter, the proposal and opening of Kepes’s Center for Advanced 

Visual Studies in 1967, and the publication of the Arts of the Environment (1972) book are central to 

tracing the shifting theoretical and practical currents in his work. 

Broadly, these chapters will illuminate a shift in Kepes’s outlook and practice from ‘landscape’ to 

‘environment’ between these two periods: from an ‘exploded scale’ visual landscape revealed by 

emerging imaging technologies, to a more collaborative, sited and multi-sensory mode of 

environmental curation and production. These shifts were influenced by wider currents in how 

both environmental issues and artistic practices were theorised and enacted between the 1950s and 

1970s, both in Kepes’s broad epistemic communities, and in wider scientific and artistic 

communities in the Western world. One major novel contribution this thesis makes is to ground 

Kepes’s work in prevailing discourses and imaginaries of environmental concern and crisis. Given 

the centrality of socio-ecological concern as a motivation for Kepes’s work, and the repeated use of 

geographical terminology to shape his activities, it is surprising that there has been no close, 

critical examination of his archive through a Geohumanities-sited lens. As this thesis’ ongoing 

literature review will show, the bulk of ‘Kepesian’ scholarship (which has largely been published 

in the last twenty years) explores themes around the Cold War university and cybernetic theory 

(e.g. Martin, 2005, Blakinger, 2019, Beck and Bishop, 2020), mid-century art-science milieus (e.g. 

Collins Goodyear 2004, Terranova, 2015), Bauhaus diaspora and modernist lineages (e.g. Vallye, 

2013), and theories of visual design (e.g. Vallye, 2011, Halpern, 2012). The lack of sustained and 

critical attention to the environmental themes and metaphors in Kepes’s work (even in the first 

monograph biography by Blakinger, 2019) thus represents a significant deficit in contemporary 

scholarship on his archive. This thesis is not merely an exercise in historiography, however. The 

earlier engagements with theoretical work on practiced archives have laid the foundations for the 

practices and problems of Kepes’s world to diffract over decades, to form what we might term a 

‘pre-history of the present’. This is not, it must be emphasised from the outset, an attempt to draw 

false or shallow equivalencies between very different socio-ecological and political worlds across 
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the mid-20th century and the early-21st. However, there is a significant contemporary ferment of 

experiments across art, geography and ecology, some of which are being brought under the 

umbrella terms of the environmental- and Geo- humanities (Hawkins, 2020). And, for all its spatial 

flattenings and social inequalities (Todd and Davis, 2017), the Anthropocene concept has become 

broadly adopted across academic, artistic and political communities as a means of articulating the 

complexities and uncertainties of contemporary environmental crisis (Tsing et al, 2017). 

The following Landscape and Environment chapters situate Kepes as operating in what is termed the 

‘Great Acceleration’ of the Anthropocene in the mid-20th century, in which rapidly increasing 

anthropogenic emissions and pollution – a common theme to Kepes’s research notes and writings 

– begin to significantly shape global environments. In turn, this geographical situation of Kepes’s 

practice offers the potential to illuminate and problematise contemporary Geohumanities 

practices, as articulated in the subsequent Island chapter and modes of practice on the Finnish 

island of Örö. This is not an exercise in charting trajectories of creative influence or artistic debt, 

but mapping diffraction patterns between one period of interdisciplinary artistic Anthropocene 

activity to another. As such, the following Landscape and Environment chapters have two goals. 

First, to critically attend to the Kepes’ ecological ethic as a means of trafficking as-yet-absent 

Geohumanities questions and debates into the small (but growing) art history literature on his 

work. In particular, to bring the histories of sustained geographical attention to the concepts of 

landscape and environment – whether regarded physically, experientially and/or conceptually –  

to the nascent body of Kepesian scholarship. Second, through this genealogical mode of archival 

analysis, Kepes’ work will be presented as a ‘pre-history’ of the Geohumanities present; concerning 

as it does issues of ecological crisis, interdisciplinarity, scale and environmental perception – all 

issues which remain of critical contemporary concern. In so doing, it attends to the calls of work 

such as Marston and Leeuw (2013) and Cresswell and colleagues (2015) to better historicise and 

contextualise present activity across art and geography. Reflecting on such activities, often taking 

place under the Geohumanities banner, Marston and Leeuw state, “as yet this contemporary 

‘creative shift’ is not being historicized, substantively conceptualized, or carefully and critically 

theorized.” (2013, vi) Further, as landscape and environment are both critical key terms of 

contemporary Anthropocene concern, taking this approach to research offers new perspectives on 

how they have been historically produced as interdisciplinary discourses. 

The chapters highlight the value of exploring the historical re-shaping of geographical metaphors 

and theoretical frameworks as modes of practice in other disciplines, particularly those centred on 

creative practices. This introductory chapter will lay the groundwork for mapping Landscape and 
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Environment. It moves through three brief sections, which, in turn: introduce key scholarship on 

Kepes; map relationships between Kepes’ work and geography as a discipline; and introduce core 

geographical theorisations of landscape and environment.

1. INTRODUCING KEPESIAN SCHOLARSHIP 

The body of scholarship on Kepes’ work has steadily grown since his death in 2001, and has 

largely been conducted through an art history lens. Whilst the insights arising from most of this 

literature will be woven through the following development of Landscape and Environment, it is 

worth briefly introducing a small number of key texts here as a foundation for discussion. 

Reinhold Martin (2005) places Kepes’ work squarely within the ‘organisational complex’ of post-

war American institutions, defined as the, “aesthetic and technological extension of what has been 

known since the early 1960s as the ‘military-industrial complex.’” (2005, 3) For Martin, Kepes’ 

‘pattern-seeing’ was based on a cybernetic logic of homeostatic feedback systems, and so was, 

“commensurate with the logic of the new machines and the corporations that managed 

them.” (2005, 79) Martin frames Kepes’ work as complicit with the ongoing maintenance of the 

institutional systems in which it was produced, describing an aesthetic practice based on the logic 

Figure 5: Mapping the erratic resonance: undated sketchbooks show the gridline sketches and abstract word pairings 
which recur throughout Kepes’ notes. Image: AAA archive, reel 5315.
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that, “science has unleashed technological, cognitive, and social processes that have spun out of 

control even as it has produced new images capable of regulating its own informatic degeneration; 

art will integrate these organisational patterns into a new vision, a ‘pattern-seeing’ that will set the 

guided missile of the organizational complex back on course.” (2005, 75) Similarly, Anna Vallye 

(2011, 2013) traces the institutional context at MIT within which Kepes operated. Vallye argues that 

the reorganisation of MIT towards a research-based science university with close links to the 

military-industrial complex meant that Kepes was, “directed toward inventing a discourse of the 

aesthetic image as both analog and catalyst for communities of knowledge – tentative, exploratory 

and allusive structures dedicated to the production of the ultimate postwar desideratum: social 

potential, aleatory and opportunistic.” (2013, 146)

In contrast, the first biographical monograph on Kepes, published in 2019 by John Blakinger 

advances two key arguments. The first is that Kepes represents a unique figure for aesthetic 

practice: the “artist as technocrat.” (2019, 11) Figured this way, the artist takes on the role as a 

public mediator for accelerating scientific and technological change. Importantly, given the 

argument of Martin (2005), Blakinger suggests that, “This technocratic figure was not entirely 

compromised by or fully complicit with the militaristic logic that governs this setting.” (2019, 11) In 

other words, for Blakinger, Kepes embodies the role of skilled interdisciplinary negotiator and 

collaborator within the highly-pressurised and instrumental institutional context in which he 

operates, rather than the bestower a humanistic or aesthetic ‘veneer’ to MIT, as suggested by 

Martin (2005). Instead, Blakinger argues that Kepes used images created in the military-industrial 

complex to explore new modes of seeing, suggesting, “Kepes provides a counter discourse, an 

alternative model of perception, one structured against the way of seeing and thinking that 

dominated MIT.” (2019, 97) Second, Blakinger situates Kepes as the foremost artistic actor within a 

mid-century network of scientists, academics and theorists, “an avant-garde artist who came of age 

after the avant-garde had disbanded; he was the last of the Bauhaus modernists, resigned to 

proselytizing the Bauhaus idea after the Bauhaus was no more. He was out of art-historical time, 

strangely belated.” (2019, 23) Blakinger thus frames Kepes’ work as a process of ‘undreaming’ 

Bauhaus principles: in other words, realising them in practice in mid-20th century America. 

Similarly, Orit Halpern (2012) traces how Kepes translates a Laszlo Moholy-Nagy influenced 

lineage of post-Bauhaus visual practice into the postwar American milieu. Halpern places Kepes’ 

work on a boundary between mid-20th century countercultural discourses around art and 

technology, and the return of conservative nostalgia, identity and nationhood in America. 

However, for Halpern, in Kepes’ work, “In place of these extremes, we find more subtle 

configurations and recombinations of past and future.” (2012, 140) This is a key historical tension 
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we will trace throughout the Landscape and Environment chapters: how Kepes outlines a form of 

‘techno-pastoral’ outlook, which increasingly embraces the artistic and socio-ecological promise of 

new technologies, whilst at the same time referring the ideal of restoring a “lost pageantry of 

nature” in which humans and non-humans exist in a balanced and sustainable relationship.  For 1

Halpern, revisiting Kepes’ work is a valuable contemporary activity, stating, “The critical work of 

scholarship now is to make this network between vision and cognition haunt our contemporary 

present. How do we activate the internal possibilities, collapses, and fissures.” (2012, 143)

A similar interest in contemporary resonances is found in Beck and Bishop’s (2020) assessment of 

Kepes’ work, undertaken through a wider examination of the recent revival in interest in 

interdisciplinary 1960s art-technology practices, including Experiments in Art and Technology, 

Black Mountain College and Los Angeles County Museum of Art, as well as Kepes’ Center for 

Advanced Visual Studies. Beck and Bishop trace the translation of European avant-garde traditions 

into mid-20th century American military-industrial institutions, arguing that, “the attraction of 

interdisciplinarity during the Cold War across a wide spectrum of fields was that it appeared to 

capture something of the spirit of what a properly functioning democracy might look like.” (2020, 

5) Beck and Bishop trace a pre-history of the present, suggesting that, “In recent years there has 

been revived interest in many of these 1960s projects as new technologies and new conceptions of 

art practice have sharpened a desire to locate, evaluate and emulate predecessors 

experiments.” (2020, 7) Beck and Bishop critically engage with the legacies of these projects. On 

one hand, they acknowledge Martin’s (2005) perspective that Kepes’ work must be critically 

understood as complicit with the power structures that produced it. On the other hand, they 

highlight, “the complex temporalities across, and through which, art, technology and politics are 

woven,” (2020, 186) which extend through to present day acts of retrieval and reanimation. Beck 

and Bishop apply Hal Foster’s (2004) notion of the avant-garde as an ongoing project to suggest 

that, “The ambitions of the 1960s projects, their desire to generate interdisciplinary, collaborative, 

creative research, is no longer perceived as a relic of the doomed utopianism of their historical 

moment but as a deferred dream the twenty-first century can finally deliver.” (2020, 170) 

As outlined in the first part of this introduction, if discussions across the broad Geohumanities 

community seek to find ‘pre-histories’ of the current ferment of activity across art and geography, 

then parallel discussions are also taking place across art, science and technology, focusing on the 

contemporary interdisciplinary resonances of projects such as Kepes’. Together, these contexts give 

 Kepes, G., (undated) “Gropius Lecture”, [lecture notes], AAA, 53131
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a strong justification for taking an ‘ecological eye’ of analysis on the Kepes archive, which will be 

mapped over the following pair of chapters: Landscape and Environment. 

2. KEPES AND GEOGRAPHY

There are few existing engagements with Kepes’ work in geography. Kepes is mentioned by two 

prominent humanist geographers in discussions of the landscape concept in Modernist thought 

and practice. First, Kenneth Olwig (2001) references Kepes’ notion of structure as a central model 

of understanding to 1960s visual theory in relation to a discussion of W.J.T. Mitchell’s theories 

around landscapes of modernity. Second, Denis Cosgrove relates Kepes’ (written as ‘Gregory 

Keypes’) notion of mapping, “inner models of the outer world,” (1956, 18) through patterns in 

nature to Patrick’s Geddes’ vision of, “natural form as the formation for social order,” (2008, 30), 

and further, that applied by Geddes’ pupil Patrick Abercrombie in his post-war city planning 

Figure 6: Pattern mapping: undated sketchbook page. Image: AAA Archive, reel 5315.
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design. Cosgrove highlights the keywords of ‘landscape’ and ‘environment’ in Kepes’ outlook, 

referencing the introduction to The New Landscape in Art and Science, where Kepes writes of 

perceptual mapping, “To convert this new environment into a human landscape, we need more 

than a rational grasp of nature. We need to map the world’s new configurations with our senses, 

dispose our own activities and movements in conformity with its rhythms and discover in it 

potentialities for a richer, more orderly and secure human life.” (1956, 19) For Cosgrove, landscape 

is an ideological concept, “It represents a way in which certain classes of people have signified 

themselves and their world through their imagined relationship with nature, and through which 

they have underlined and communicated their own social role and that of others with respect to 

external nature.” (1998, 15) As we will trace in this chapter, Kepes’ landscape, assembled through 

the page and exhibition space, is little different. Cosgrove places Kepes’ work within a longer 

genealogy, writing, “Thinkers, artists and engineers since Plato have seen in spatial form and 

motion a cosmic order which they have sought to extend through the scales of Creation to the 

natural world, to individual landscapes and to human bodies.” (2008, 31-32) For Cosgrove, this 

tradition of visual geographical imagination, and its search for universal order and pattern runs 

the risk of obscuring the sited diversity of human and non-human lives. However, despite such 

risks, for Cosgrove the, “desire to disclose graphic order across contingent, haphazard, terrestrial 

spaces, and to envision in that order a transcendent, teleological artistry, reminds us that it is in 

imagination – in visions of the world – that science, faith and humanity coincide.” (2008, 33) 

Further, and crucially for the argument of this thesis, Cosgrove states that, “By illuminating earth’s 

spatial and environmental dimensions, geographical visions can render their own service to the 

greater goal of the humanities: that of critically understanding ourselves and our participation in 

nature.” (2008, 33) This tension between exactitude and imagination is at the productive heart of 

my interest in the Kepes archive, and its relevance to contemporary Geohumanities debates, and 

will be explored throughout the following chapters of archival research and creative practice. A 

third Kepes citation by geographers is found in a 2012 paper by Jennifer Gabrys and Kathryn 

Yusoff which examines how forms of art-science practice might cohere around the need to embrace 

uncertainty, contingency and experimentation in climate change responses. Focusing on Kepes’ 

work in the early 1970s (to be explored in the Environment chapter), they cite his, “increasing 

realization that ‘the environment’ is a complex natural–cultural and political entity” (2012, 9), 

which might be productively explored through new interdisciplinary formations across arts and 

science. They cite Kepes’ introduction to Arts of the Environment (1972), in which he writes, “the 

environment in both its largest and its smallest realism cannot be considered an independent 

objective world anymore.” (1972, 7) Significantly, like Beck and Bishop, Gabrys and Yusoff suggest 
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that, “It may be possible to re-evaluate these less pronounced histories of arts and sciences, which 

lie at the intersections with environment and politics, in the present context.” (2012, 10) 

Given the contemporary ferment of interest surrounding interdisciplinary formations across art, 

geography and environment (e.g. Davis and Turpin, 2015), it is likely to be useful to examine such 

‘less pronounced’ histories as a means of informing and situating the ‘newness’ of the present 

moment. More specifically, such a task attends to Tim Cresswell’s invocation in the inaugural 

editorial of the Geohumanities journal for critical examination of, “the many traditions of 

predisciplinary, disciplinary, and interdisciplinary engagement with space, place, mobility, 

landscape, scale, and territory that have formed the foundation of our current interest in 

geohumanistic research and writing.” (2015, 7) This task of spatial or geo-reappraisal of lineages of 

practice through the archive is not a novel one. For example, in McLuhan in Space, Richard Cavell 

(2003) proposes a reading of Kepes’ regular correspondent and collaborator Marshall McLuhan as 

a spatial theorist, citing Kepes’ Language of Vision as a major source-text on McLuhan’s theories of 

visual space. Similarly, in an essay on Kepes-collaborator Robert Smithson, Sverker Sörlin (2015) 

places Smithson’s work as having important conceptual implications for environmental 

humanities debates over the Anthropocene. Sörlin suggests that Smithson’s 1968 essay ‘A 

Sedimentation of the Mind’ is a, “reading of the Anthropocene, a generation before it was 

reasonably articulated in its modern form… not only prophetic and loaded with foresight, it is 

also provocative and blasphemous.” (2015, 43) Like Kepes, Smithson identified that shifts in 

human disturbance patterns were altering settled conceptions of ‘landscape’ and ‘environment’, 

just as the nascent Western environmentalism movement was forming (see Environment). As such, 

it is valuable to study how such environmental imaginations arose from mid-20th century artistic 

gazes, and the diverse (certainly in the case of Kepes and Smithson) set of practices that were 

formed in response. In undertaking such a pre-history project, however, Sörlin cautions that, 

“When reflecting back in time, there is always a risk of transposing onto the past ideas that were 

not yet born.” (2015, 38)

It is also important to note wider currents in mid-20th century American geographical 

disciplinarity. Neil Smith (1987) offers a genealogy of the ‘Elimination of Geography at Harvard 

1947-1951’, in which the discipline – with its “essentially physical origins” – was removed from the 

Harvard curriculum in the mid-20th century, in part due to its “lack of a clear intellectual 

terrain.” (1987, 167) Smith writes that a 1949 University Committee was, “perplexed by its inability 

to extract a clear definition of the subject, to grasp the substance of geography, or to determine its 

boundaries with other disciplines. To the end the committee saw the field as hopelessly 
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amorphous.” (1987, 169) To an extent, this disciplinary-erasure of geography in mid-20th century 

America could account for the lack of geographers in Kepes’ correspondence network evident in 

the archive. For all of Kepes’ geographical interests – scale, space, landscape, imaging and 

mapping, ecological crisis, to name a few – there are only two instances of geographers in the AAA 

archive. First, a 1967 letter to BB Brook, a South African physical geographer, responding to a 

paper titled ‘A Fresh Look at Physical Geography with an Eye to Form’. Kepes replies suggesting 

that Brook reads D’Arcy Wentworth-Thompson as a means of developing his formal 

understandings of the landscape, describing Growth and Form as “a magnificent volume… it was an 

eye-opener for me.”  Second, an outline of an American Association for the Advancement of 2

Science (AAAS) Symposium on ‘Human Settlements and Environmental Design’; organised with 

geographer David Lowenthal, between 28-30 December 1969 in Boston . Kepes’ session ‘The 3

Artists in Environmental Participation’ is on the same programme as influential humanistic 

geographers Yi-Fu Tuan and J.B. Jackson. However, there is no other documentation or 

correspondence in the archive to offer an insight into the exchanges that may have taken place. 

Of course, a key methodological principle of archival interpretation is that the absence of evidence 

does not connote the evidence of absence. Instead, we might acknowledge that Kepes shared a 

parallel epistemic trajectory of interest – however un-entwined – with prominent humanistic 

geographers of the time. In particular, Lowenthal’s (1961) paper ‘Geography, Experience, and 

Imagination: Towards a Geographical Epistemology’ shares significant interests with Kepes’. 

Lowenthal writes, “We are all artists and landscape architects, creating order and organizing space, 

time, and causality in accordance with our apperceptions and predilections. The geography of the 

world is unified only by human logic and optics, by the light and color of artifice, by decorative 

arrangement, and by ideas of the good, the true, and the beautiful.” (1961, 260) Like Kepes, 

Lowenthal develops a mode of landscape enquiry which encompasses both the forms of 

experiential sensation, and the objects and forms that prompt them. However, where Kepes’ 

landscape was confined to the page and the exhibition space, Lowenthal regarded landscape in 

more traditional geographical senses. As Olwig (2003) outlines, Lowenthal was interested in both 

the material forms and objects constituted through everyday life and their abstracted visual 

representations formed through ephemeral experience, working on an epistemological boundary 

characterised by, “the relation between the world outside and the pictures in our heads.” (1961, 

 Kepes, G., (1967), “Letter to B.B. Brook” [letter], 25.09.67, AAA, 53052

 American Association for the Advancement of Science (1969) “Symposium on ‘Human Settlements and 3

Environmental Design” [schedule], 25.07.69, AAA, 5306
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241) And, as we will see through the Landscape chapter, this notion of landscape experience as a

subjective, sensory process resonates significantly with Kepes’ notions of visual education. 

Reflecting on Lowenthal’s paper in “The Problem of Geographical Description”, HC Darby (1962) 

states, in a manner akin to Kepes’ visual epistemology of seeing-as-thinking, “The simple fact is 

that we see only what we have learned to see.” (1962, 4) 

In their exploration of mid-century science, militarism and American Geography, Barnes and 

Farish (2006) do not cite Kepes directly, but offer insights into the relationship between the 

institutional milieus he inhabited and wider disciplinary currents in geography. Barnes and Farish 

deploy Pickering’s (1995) notion of the dynamic and transformative ‘mangle’ of military and 

science as a means of outlining how their intersections transformed geographical research in the 

era, particularly the notion of regional geography. Equally important to their argument is 

Haraway’s (1997) notion of ‘hailing’ new subjects – namely geography – into the Second World 

War and Cold War science assemblage (to which MIT was central in America). Barnes and Farish’s 

paper is valuable for our purposes as it offers a conceptual framework for potentially 

understanding how Kepes and his visual pedagogy and practice is enrolled into the ‘mangle’ of 

the military-industrial complex, and how, in turn, our discursive keywords of ‘landscape’ and 

‘environment’ are reimagined and deployed. Whilst Kepesian scholarship commonly frames his 

practices at the blurred edge of art and science, this thesis highlights the importance of geography 

in this mangle: both in conceptual themes guiding his work; and as modes of research and practice 

for contemporary archival recontextualisation.

3. MAPPING LANDSCAPE AND ENVIRONMENT

The landscape concept has a long and knotty etymology, the untangling of which is one of cultural 

geography’s key disciplinary contributions to interdisciplinary research. The term landscape has 

an early medieval provenance, referring originally to an area of land used by an agrarian 

community (Ingold, 2011). Kenneth Olwig (2008) writes that the etymology of ‘scape’ is from the 

Old English sceppan or skyppan, meaning ‘to shape’ – in other words the landscape as the ongoing 

shaping of land by human (and non-human, arguably) activities. The idea of the ‘cultural 

landscape’ was popularised by Carl Sauer, who in a book The Morphology of Landscape (1925) 

outlined the study of visible landscape forms shaped by nature-culture interactions, through a 

chorological method and the production of descriptive writing and cartography. Denis Cosgrove 

(1985) writes that landscape concept emerged as a ‘way of seeing’ the external world in the 15th 

and early-16th centuries. Landscape was a visual concept bound up in Enlightenment thought, in 
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which techniques of landscape representation – architecture, landscape survey and painting, map-

making and military science – were derived from the principle of linear perspective. For Cosgrove, 

this means that landscape representations were often orientated visually from the perspective of an 

individual detached observer, for whom principles of geometry were used to give a sense of 

formal order and unity. As a result, Cosgrove argues that landscape representations could have a 

distancing effect on the viewer from the ‘real world’, defining relations with space, nature and the 

environment. Implicit in the landscape idea, then, are visual ideologies which are frequently 

bound up in power relations over how the landscape should look and function, who had the rights 

to live and work in it, and who could decide all this. In other words, Cosgrove argues, the 

landscape concept is freighted with issues of power and politics in how it is put into perspective. 

Such issues need to be reflexively addressed when the landscape concept is put to contemporary 

use, he suggests. Cosgrove writes the landscape concept has a mutable nature which, “appears to 

Figure 7: The New Landscape as “a vital record of nature processes… not only serve the purpose of conveying a fact 
(a diagram of interacting forces) but also others which unite vital configurations (of) the beauty of the regular order 
of these processes.” Image: AAA Archive, reel 5315.
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point towards the experiential, creative and human aspects of our environmental relations, rather 

than to the objectified, manipulated and mechanical aspects of those relations.” (1985, 45)

In Social Formation and Symbolic Landscape (1984/1998), Cosgrove traces the historical emergence of 

the landscape concept, describing it as a particular visual and spatial arrangement that both 

produces the landscape seen by a viewer, but also the subjectivities of that viewer. For Cosgrove, 

the subjectivities of the viewer are deeply imbued in class relations over who can frame the 

landscape in particular ways (e.g. wealthy and powerful individuals constructing ‘empty’ 

depopulated landscapes), and how (e.g. landscape painting commissions). This argument was 

developed by Cosgrove in a 1988 book The Iconography of Landscape, edited with Stephen Daniels, 

where the authors advance a Marxist-informed historical-cultural geography of landscape. In an 

introductory essay, Cosgrove and Daniels outline the need for interpretive, art-history inflected, 

methods of landscape interpretation, stating, “A landscape is a cultural image, a pictorial way of 

representing, structuring or symbolising surroundings.” (1988, 1) Like Kepes, Cosgrove and 

Daniels frame landscape as a conceptual space for interdisciplinary exchange, stating their aim as 

to, “explicate more fully the status of landscape as image and symbol and in doing so establish 

common ground between practitioners from a variety of different disciplines concerned with 

landscape and culture.” (1988, 1) Specifically, Cosgrove and Daniels move from a Sauerian 

tradition of landscape depiction by expanding art historical frameworks to frame landscapes as 

‘authored’ texts which can be read and interpreted by different audiences, in so doing folding 

together notions of perception, culture and politics in landscape enquiry. 

In the same volume, art critic Peter Fuller’s essay ‘The Geography of Mother Nature’ shares a 

Kepesian aim to join the dots between John Ruskin and Gregory Bateson in fostering new 

environmental ethics through a consideration of landscape aesthetics. Fuller cautions that, 

“Aesthetic sensibility becomes a tepid and stunted – some might say decadent – faculty when it is 

severed from our evaluative responses to nature as a whole. Conversely, our response to nature is 

depleted and distorted when it is detached from aesthetic considerations.” (1988, 13) Fuller 

identifies the emergence of a ‘new aesthetic’ in 1980s landscape art – particularly in the work of 

Australian artists such as Fred Williams – which counters, “an aesthetic, or anaesthetic, 

environment, whose paradigm is, in a sense, the grey monochrome.” (1988, 24) In effect – and 

again, with Kepesian resonances – Fuller calls for new forms of ethical and political attention to 

environmental degradation and change, as mediated through landscape aesthetics sensitive to 

contemporary environmental issues. The landscape idea in cultural geography has shifted with 

non-representational, performative and post-human theoretical currents since Cosgrove and 
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Daniels’ publications (see, for example Wylie, 2007), many of which will be explored in the Island 

chapter and subsequent documentations of practice on Örö. However, their work remains useful 

for the framing of Kepes’ practice, as it provides an interpretative framework for landscape that 

blurs physical place and printed page. Thinking with Cosgrove and Daniels through the Kepes 

archive encourages a focus on the ways in which ‘landscapes’ are created through visual symbols, 

imaging practices, modes of assemblage and curation, and the relational interactions between 

image and viewer.

As this review has briefly sketched, the landscape concept has long been a site of dialogue and 

debate between geographical and artistic theory and practice. Writing now in 2021, contemporary 

discussions of environment are rarely without mention of the ‘Anthropocene’, a concept which 

offers new questions of how we might understand and represent Earth processes. The 

Anthropocene is a concept coined by two earth system scientists, Paul Crutzen and Eugene 

Stoermer in a 2000 paper proposing the designation of a new geological epoch which reflects 

significant human impact on the form and function of Earth’s geology and ecology. Debates over 

the Anthropocene are frequent, and frequently fierce, across academia. One key aspect is its 

temporal designation – if we accept that we live in the Anthropocene, then when did it begin? 

Suggestions range from 8,000 years ago with the development of early Holocene human farming 

cultures (Ruddiman, 2003), to the beginning of the industrial revolution in the 1700s in Europe 

(Crutzen, 2002, Lovelock, 2019), to the ‘Great Acceleration’ of industrial and agricultural 

production globally since 1950 (Lewis and Maslin, 2015). In 2016, the international Anthropocene 

Working Group (AWG) indicated that the ‘golden spike’ of signals of “plastic, aluminium and 

concrete particles, artificial radionuclides, changes to carbon and nitrogen isotope patterns, fly ash 

particles, and a variety of fossilizable biological remains”  in geological strata around the mid-20th 4

century indicate that this timeframe represents the likely beginning of an Anthropocene epoch. In 

2019, this recommendation was put to the International Union of Geological Sciences and the 

International Stratigraphy Commission for a vote on the designation of a new geological epoch.  5

Donna Haraway states that, “The Anthropocene is another instance of a kind of Earth that can only 

exist post-space race and post-Cold War. It is a particular model: a view from space of how the 

chemical cycles of the Earth are influenced in really profound ways by something called… Homo 

 AWG (2016), "Media note: Anthropocene Working Group” [press release],4

https://www2.le.ac.uk/offices/press/press-releases/2016/august/media-note-anthropocene-working-group-awg, 29.08.16, 
[accessed 01.06.21]

 AWG (2019), "Results of binding vote by AWG: Released 21st May 2019” [blog post]5

http://quaternary.stratigraphy.org/working-groups/anthropocene/ 21.05.19, [accessed 24.04.21]
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sapiens or anthropos.” (2015a, 5) We see in Haraway’s statement a common critical thread to Great 

Acceleration debates: the flattening of the ‘anthropos’ as the driver of environmental change, which 

in turn raises the spectre of debates over consumption and degradation common to 1970s 

discourse, for example the Club of Rome Limits to Growth (1971) report. Whilst AWG sampling and 

analysis is ongoing, ahead of a possible formal designation of a new geological epoch, we can 

reasonably state that this temporal scale means that Kepes was undertaking his 1950s and 60s 

work during the initial stages of the Anthropocene. 

As a result, the environmental changes he observed, and the interdisciplinary responses he 

proposed, may have a renewed relevance and value for contemporary dialogues and debates over 

Geohumanities theory and practice. An important aspect of the Anthropocene concept is its 

unsettling of spatial perspectives and scales. In the Anthropocene, landscapes are not only 

horizontal, stretching out before our eyes, but also vertical, variously accreting and eroding below 

Figure 8: “They are complementary activities of the human mind” – undated notes on art and science. Image: AAA 
Archive, reel 5315.
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our feet (Chakrabarty 2009). An increased awareness of the altered earth system processes and 

deposited traces of human activity at scales too big and too small to comprehend (what Timothy 

Morton (2013) terms ‘hyperobjects’), has led to Anthropocene art frequently seeking to represent 

the invisible, the unheard, the insensible (see discussion of Rancière’s distribution of the sensible 

(2004) in the Environment chapter). As a result, for all that the Anthropocene concept can be 

understood as operating only across vast scales of space and time, influenced by the flattened, 

undifferentiated figure of ‘anthropos’, Gan, Tsing, Swanson and Bubandt suggest that, “the Great 

Acceleration is best understood through immersion in many small and situated rhythms. Big 

stories take their form from seemingly minor contingencies, asymmetrical encounters, and 

moments of indeterminacy. Landscapes show us.” (2017, 5) As a result, they suggest, “to survive, 

we need to relearn multiple forms of curiosity. Curiosity is an attunement to multispecies 

entanglement, complexity, and the shimmer all around us.” (2017, 12) Following this thread, 

notions of attentiveness and curiosity to the small and situated, the complex and entangled, will 

guide understandings and practices of both ‘landscape’ and ‘environment’ in this thesis, across 

both archive and island. Like ‘landscape’, the Anthropocene concept has a mutable nature which 

has led to diverse applications and understandings across disciplines. Indeed, numerous theorists 

have proposed alternative terminologies, which variously account for the role of media 

technologies (Anthroboscene, Parikka, 2015), capitalism (Capitalocene, Moore, 2017), multi-species 

storytelling (Chthulucene, Haraway, 2015a), geoengineering (Good Anthropocene, Asafu-Adjaye et al, 

2015) and the extraction of non-human commodities (Plantationoscene, Haraway, 2015a) in shaping 

the present Earthly epoch. Across the arts and humanities, the Anthropocene concept (and its 

variants) has provided researchers and practitioners with new vocabularies to address the 

complexities of contemporary environmental issues (Davis and Turpin, 2015). 

Regardless of terminological inflection, perhaps it is the affirmation of the tangled presence of the 

‘cultural’ within the ‘natural’ (arguably similar ideas that geographers, anthropologists, 

archaeologists and sociologists have been variously advancing for decades) that has opened up 

conceptual spaces for arts and humanities to speak to contemporary environmental concerns. 

Regardless, there has been a recent blossoming of activity across exhibitions, commissions, writing, 

and academic collaborations centred on the Anthropocene (Howe and Pandian, 2020). Central to 

this, perhaps, is the actualisation of historical arguments proposed by Kepes, Fuller, and others, 

advocating for the role of creative practices and productions as valuable tools in examining and 

representing the complexities and contradictions of environmental issues. And, as Mary Louise 

Platt suggests, what is at stake in our storying of the contemporary world is, “not what the 

Anthropocene is but how it will be lived. Whether the stratigraphic authorities authorize the term 
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will make no difference.” (2017, 170) The specific AWG focus on seeking Anthropocene traces in 

the geological record are often supplanted by a broader focus on degraded, hybrid, blasted, weird 

and emergent forms and phenomena in both urban and rural landscapes (Tsing, 2015). As a result, 

Heather Davis (2018) suggests that being literate in the aesthetics of environmental change is a key 

element of public engagement with the divergent and discontinuous scales of Anthropocene 

politics. Davis thus describes artistic practice as a “polyarchic site of experimentation for living in a 

damaged world,” which, “can provide a space for dealing with the affective and emotional trauma 

of climate change, dams and environmental pollution as it can hold together 

contradictions.” (2018, 64–65) Similarly, recent work in cultural geography has sought to bring 

together older traditions of landscape enquiry and depiction with such newer forms of 

Anthropocene theory and practice.  In a study of Mullion Cove in Cornwall, Caitlin DeSilvey 

frames the landscape as a form of active archive to develop a concept of ‘anticipatory history’, 

which lies, “at the intersection of the imagined future and the imagined past. It attempts to 

unsettle the narrative foundations that stabilize landscape and block reflection on future 

change.” (2012, 35) In this work, and its conceptual kin (e.g. DeSilvey et al, 2011, DeSilvey 2017), 

DeSilvey develops a mode of landscape enquiry that is attentive to multiple, complex rhythms and 

temporalities across human and non-human lifeworlds, arguing that notions of stability and 

heritage in landscape must be infused with an understanding of ongoing flux. Similarly, in a 2017 

paper, David Matless coins the term ‘Anthroposcenic’, aiming to provide a conceptual framework 

which could emphasise, “the capacity of landscape to shuttle between different frames of 

reference; between solid grounds and imaginative subjects, entangling different registers and 

modes of value, and articulating plural voices.” (2017, 364) With this work in mind, this brief 

literature review suggests that critical interpretative lenses on the formation and practices of 

discourses of ‘landscape’ and ‘environment’ is a central contribution that cultural geography, and 

the wider Geohumanities, can bring to bear on historical examination of the Kepes archive. With 

these underlying concepts in mind, the next chapter begins the task of tracing the emergence of 

Landscape in György Kepes’ 1950s practices.
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LANDSCAPE 

“Kepes is a great inspiration. He had a holistic approach to knowledge, and the links he made between art, 

design and other disciplines, especially science, are so important now. Kepes said that he wanted to go beyond 

the fear of pooling knowledge, and he gave us models to make it work. ‘Vision and Value’ is an amazing 

toolbox for transdisciplinary curating.” Hans Ulrich Obrist (2010)  1

In 1956, György Kepes published a book titled The New Landscape in Art and Science. A hardback, 

coffee-table publication, the dust cover of the book features a radiograph image of a rose overlain 

with a pattern of dots from computer punch tape; the cloth hardcover is embossed with the silver 

swirl of a cathode ray screen spiral. The New Landscape in Art and Science has three main 

components: written chapters; collections of short quotations; and images. Kepes himself writes 

sixteen of the book’s thirty-four chapters – written and compiled between 1947–1952 – in parallel 

to the curation of the New Landscape exhibition at the Hayden Gallery, MIT in 1951. The other 

eighteen chapters are written by high-profile academics and artists drawn from Kepes’ epistemic 

community, including Walter Gropius (founder of the Bauhaus), semiotician Charles W. Morris, 

cybernetic mathematician Norbert Wiener, crystallographer Kathleen Lonsdale and John E. 

Burchard, the first Dean of MIT's School of Humanities and Social Science. The book is structured 

under ten headings: Art and Science; Image, Form, Symbol; The Industrial Landscape; The New 

Landscape; Thing, Structure, Pattern, Process; Transformation; Analogue, Metaphor; Morphology in Art 

and Science; Symmetry, Proportion, Module; Continuity, Discontinuity, Rhythm, Scale. The collections of 

short quotations – some occupying an entire page, others running along the edge of an essay or 

image spread – span grand expanses of thought between celestial and terrestrial modes of 

perceiving the world and humanity’s place in it. Here we find Plato on vision, William Blake on 

perception, John Ruskin on beauty, Walt Whitman on the poetry of science, James Clark Maxwell 

on symbols, John Dewey on aesthetics, Christopher and Jacquetta Hawkes on prehistoric 

archaeology, D’Arcy Wentworth Thompson on form, Leonardo da Vinci on love, Alexander von 

Humboldt on sense and nature, Sergei Eisenstein on the perspective effects of artificial light, 

Antoine de Saint Exupéry on aerial landscapes, and Hermann von Helmholtz on visual perception, 

amongst many others. The brevity of each quote, and their assemblage across the pages, resonates 

with the contents of Kepes’ own archive: a scrapbook of snippets on art, life and the environment 

from largely post-Enlightenment thinkers.

 Rawsthorn, A., (2010), “A Master of Image and Information”, The New York Times [website], online at: https://1

www.nytimes.com/2010/10/11/arts/11iht-design11.html, [accessed 01.06.21]
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If the chapters and quotes may seem familiar to readers of other mid-century interdisciplinarity-as-

unity publications (e.g. Aspects of Form, 1968), then it is The New Landscape in Art and Science’s array 

of images that are both unusual and thought-provoking. Kepes curates 453 largely black and white 

images across the book’s pages, many created using cutting-edge imaging technologies to image 

what Kepes terms an “exploded scale” of 1950s human/nature relationships. (1956, 19) Here 

human and non-human patterns and processes are drawn together from across micro- and macro- 

geographies and placed in visual relation: from nebulae to crystal micrographs; diffraction patterns 

of light and spectrographs of sound; ocean floors and microscopic diatoms; river meanders and 

radial sections of tree xylem. The New Landscape in Art and Science is thus a pattern book for an 

emerging mid-century visual imaging of the world; a largely un-referenced pre-echo of recent 

‘creative’ and non-representational geography work, perhaps most notably (at least in its 

terminology and intention) Patterned Ground: Entanglements of Nature and Culture (2004). This 

chapter will focus on the publication as a means of mapping the emergence of two related concepts 

of ‘landscape’ in Kepes’ work in the 1950s, which deploy aesthetic strategies to pattern together a 

Figure 9: The dust jacket cover of The New Landscape in Art and Science (1956)
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fragmented, fractured conception of socio-ecological landscapes. The first concept – landscape-as-

exploded-scale – explores Kepes’ adoption of trans-scalar visual images drawn from scientific and 

geographic imaging technologies as a means of fostering new creative practices inspired by their 

morphologies. The second – landscape-as-curated-network – outlines how these images, and 

accompanying texts, are assembled through the book, drawing on systems and image theories to 

explore the intended socio-ecological implications of Kepes aesthetic strategies. In so doing, this 

chapter will show how landscape is a mutable concept in Kepes’ eyes: at once an object of material 

enquiry, an aesthetic resource, a means of visual training, and an approach to image curation. And 

this mutability is the result of the ways in which Kepes’ landscape is produced by diverse artistic, 

ecological, technological and political contexts in which it is sited.

1. LANDSCAPE-AS-EXPLODED-SCALE

“Form, like nature, is one of the most complicated words in the English language. Form is about shape, 

number, figure, beauty, making, ritual, image, order, cause, relationship, kind, conduct and character.” 

Donna Haraway (1976, xvii) 

A key theme of Kepes’ work – from 1950s landscapes to 1970s environments – was an interest in 

the relationship between the individual and their surroundings, whether understood perceptually, 

socially, ecologically, or more often, a mesh of all these. For Kepes, the ‘landscape’ concept had a 

Figure 10: Photomicrograph of a cleared leaf and cracks in the Boreo Desert from The New Landscape in Art and 
Science.
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dual meaning. The first conception refers to the new visual representations of both earthly and 

cosmic patterns and processes being generated by new scientific imaging technologies in the 

mid-20th century. There is little evidence in the AAA archive to suggest that Kepes had any 

sustained engagement with geographers or ecologists ‘in the field’ in conceptualising and curating 

his ‘new landscape’. His predominant scientific focus was instead on biology and physics, likely as 

a result of his engagements with the Theoretical Biology Club in 1930s London, and the scientific 

milieu at MIT, respectively (Finch, 2005). As a result, Kepes’ landscapes are largely mapped 

through images generated through laboratory science and military remote sensing. In the 

introduction to The New Landscape in Art and Science, Kepes describes a new “exploded scale” (1956, 

16) of environmental perception made possible by new sensing technologies such as microscopes, 

x-rays and telescopes. For Kepes this new perceptual ‘landscape’ had the potential to disorientate, 

confuse and shock the perceiver, where “Rapid expansion of knowledge and technical 

development have swept us into a world beyond our grasp; and the face of nature is alien once 

again. Like the forest and mountains of medieval times, our new environment harbors strange 

menacing beasts: invisible viruses, atoms, mesons, protons, cosmic rays, supersonic waves.” (1956, 

19) Kepes saw interdisciplinary dialogue between environmentally-orientated artists and scientists 

as a means of sensing and ordering this ‘new landscape’, writing, “The new world has its own 

dimensions of light, color, space, forms, textures, rhythms of sound and movement – a wealth of 

qualities and sensations to be appreciated and experienced.” (1956, 19) In Kepes’s outlook, the 

‘new landscape’ provided common ground for art and science to (re)engage, arguing that, “Science 

has opened up new resources for new sights and sounds, new tastes and textures. If we are to 

understand the new landscape, we need to touch it with our senses and build the images that will 

make it ours. For this we must remake our vision.” (1956, 20) 

This process of mobilising scientific images for aesthetic ends resonates with Jonathan Crary’s 

argument in Techniques of the Observer: On Vision and Modernity in the Nineteenth Century (1990) that 

new photographic technologies developed in the early-19th century helped produce new forms of 

visual experience “abstracted from any founding site or referent,” and co-shaped by new cultural 

conventions and technologies (1990, 14). Crary thus traces the emergence of a new form of a 

“observer” who is, “both the historical product and the site of certain practices, techniques, 

institutions, and procedures of subjectification.” (1990, 5) Building on Crary’s work in a discussion 

of Patrick Geddes’ camera obscura in Edinburgh (a figure who Kepes quotes in The New Landscape 

in Art and Science), Fraser MacDonald suggests that this argument provides a significant 

methodological lesson for assessing visual histories. MacDonald suggests Geddes’ camera obscura 

fostered a mode of vision in which the viewer is implicated through multiple sensory stimuli, and 
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Figure 11: Photomicrograph of copper and calcium carbonate, redwood root cross section, mercury dimer of 
mercaptalbumin, high brass annealed structure from The New Landscape in Art and Science.

as a result, there is a need for visual historians to explore how, “particular branches of knowledge 

are distinctively correspondent to different configurations and imbrications of the senses, 

remembering too that such knowledge in turn re-writes our perceptive faculties.” (2011, 228) In 

other words, MacDonald suggests that the when seeking to understand relationships between 

visuality and geographical knowledge, there is the need to, “reach beyond the rhetoric of the 

visual to attend to the multisensory business of looking.”(2011, 228) This is an important 

conceptual and methodological point to carry throughout Kepes’ landscapes and environments. 

For Kepes, the act of seeing is never solely visual: his modes of unearthing and curating images are 

intended to spark emergent affective experiences, fostering new epistemological and ethical 

potentials. As this chapter, and the next, will trace, even when tangled in military-industrial mileus 

at MIT, the “business of looking” with Kepes is not a detached ‘view from nowhere’, instead a 

relational, multi-sensory collaborative endeavour, played out across page, place and installation 

space. Further, as will become particularly important in the Island chapter and modes of practice, 

MacDonald’s suggestion that adopting such an approach might in turn “re-write” out own 

perceptive faculties has the potential to influence how contemporary art-environment practices 

might be undertaken within the Geohumanities.
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Sticking with such spectral issues of visual perception and influence, Laszlo Moholy-Nagy is a key 

figure in both the conceptual underpinnings to Kepes’ elaboration of the landscape concept, and its 

translation from Central America to the Eastern Seaboard of the USA in the mid-20th century 

(Borchardt-Hume, 2006, Foster, 2006). Moholy-Nagy’s 1925 book Malerei Photographie Film outlined 

a vision of the artist as a visual engineer, and reorientated photography towards the experimental 

principles of science as a means of extending the capacities of human perception (Botar 2013). 

Indeed, the visual content and layout of Malerei Photographie Film is a pre-echo of that found in The 

New Landscape in Art and Science more than 30 years later: a microscopic image of the feather-like 

cirrus feet of a barnacle facing an enlarged photograph of a head louse (50-51); the smudge and 

swirl of star spectra photographed with a prismatic lens (62-63). Like Kepes three decades later, 

Moholy-Nagy was concerned with the opportunities for expanded forms of perception offered by 

the new scales of representation facilitated by advancements in photography. Photograms were 

one of Moholy-Nagy’s core practices, through which he experimented with making visible 

different relationships of space, form and light (Plummer, 2012). Writing in Vision in Motion in 1947, 

Moholy-Nagy’s description of the value of the photogram has a distinctly non-representational 

geography (sensu Thrift, 2008) character, “The photogram understood as a diagrammatic record of 

the motion of light translated into black and white and grey values can lead to a grasp of new 

types of spatial relationships and spatial rendering. The receding and advancing values of the 

graduations, which are projections of ‘light tracks’, can be used for space–that is space time-

articulation.” (1947, 190) For Moholy-Nagy, the photogram offered a topological space for 

experimentation with the productions of ‘diagram of forces’ (the title of a photogram (1938-1943), 

notated on the back as “A light-sensitive paper / was made wet, squashed / and exposed to 

light. / The result is a ‘diagram of forces’ projected on the flat sheet” ) which unsettled traditional 2

understandings of space and representation through the visual image. This approach resonates 

with wider non-representational currents in modernist artistic practice, which, “overcome 

representation in the name of something more direct, more immediate in its capacity to generate 

bodily or affective experience.” (Cronan 2013, 1)

This mutable understanding of the potential of the visual image underpinned Moholy-Nagy’s 

‘new vision’ for creative practice – not only photography, but also painting, sculpture, music, 

poetry and architecture – articulated in The New Vision (1928/1947), which was published as 

Moholy-Nagy attempted to translate Bauhaus pedagogy to Chicago through the New Bauhaus, 

and subsequently as the Institute of Design. In The New Vision, Moholy-Nagy applies the visual 

 Google Arts and Culture (undated) “Diagram of Forces” [website], online at: https://artsandculture.google.com/asset/2

diagram-of-forces-l%C3%A1szl%C3%B3-moholy-nagy/GgE36z_FI9wneg?hl=en [accessed 22.06.21]
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fundamentals of Bauhaus Vorkurs pedagogy through a sitedness in an increasingly urbanised East 

Coast USA urban geography typified by rapidly accelerating scales of social, political and 

economic change. As Hal Foster suggests, in The New Vision, “Moholy suggested a way to make 

modernism not only teachable but exploitable.” (2006, 96) This translation of Central European 

avant-garde artistic practices into instrumental, institutional USA contexts through the search for a 

‘new vision’ for apprehending and representing a rapidly changing world may seem increasingly 

familiar as we move through a discussion of Kepes’ ‘landscapes’. Indeed, the latent ripples of 

Moholy-Nagy’s practice were something Kepes struggled to shake off during his career. In a letter 

written in September 1948 to Sybyl Moholy-Nagy, Kepes outlines the creative influence of her late 

husband, “Every thought has a father and it is quite an assignment to trace back how much one 

has inherited and how much one has added to one’s inheritance. In Budapest I worked and 

cooperated on a pioneer magazine edited by Kassak who was a great innovator in this field, and to 

whose circle Moholy had belonged in his early days, and I consider this avant-garde movement as 

Figure 12: Diagram of Forces (1938–43), a photogram by Laszlo Moholy-Nagy. Image: Museum of Fine Arts, 
Houston.
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 Kepes, G., (1948) “Letter to Sybyl Moholy-Nagy” [letter], 08.09.48, AAA, 53033

Figure 13: Chick embryo and aerial photograph of Midwest USA cropfields from The New Landscape in Art and 
Science.

the ancestor of my present outlook.”3 A key aspect to Moholy-Nagy’s The New Vision is the idea of 

functionalism: that a more harmonious future could be fostered if design forms mirrored those 

produced through biological processes. This is an orientation which looks for prototypes in nature 

to determine functionality in design. Peder Anker (2010) locates a subtle Aldo Leopold-esq 

environmental ethic in Moholy-Nagy’s functionalist outlook, suggesting that, “a well-functioning 

biotic community was a precondition for a well-functioning human society.” (2010, 16) This notion 

of the rippling and resonance of non-human patterns across scales providing functional resources 

for design with socio-ecological function would similarly provide a keystone idea in Kepes’ 

practice.

The pair began working together in 1934 after Kepes wrote to Moholy-Nagy after reading his 

books, and Moholy-Nagy invited Kepes to join his design agency in Berlin (Blakinger, 2019). In 

1935 Kepes emigrated to England to join Moholy-Nagy and start a joint design business 

specialising in commercial graphic design. It was here that Kepes came into contact with the 

Theoretical Biology Club – whose scientific members included J.J. Crowther,  J.D. Bernal, Joseph 

Needham, Conrad Waddington and Julian Huxley – who were experimenting with forms of 
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visualising biological processes (Nicholson and Dupré, 2018, Daybelge and Englund, 2019). In 

Crystals, Fabrics and Fields, Donna Haraway describes the group’s development of organismic 

metaphors, suggesting, “All these gross analogies are out of organismic biases; they were attempts 

to visualise wholeness so the abstraction could be translated into common, scientific 

understanding.” (1976, 130) Focusing on the work of Joseph Needham, Haraway (1976) traces the 

organismic metaphor of biological form as emphasising the structural relationships an organism or 

cell exhibits in all directions, in so doing fostering a system of relational spatial transformations. 

The development of Needham’s organismic form was influenced by Alfred North Whitehead’s 

process philosophy, with Needham highlighting how, “all things in the world are to be conceived 

as modifications of conditions within time-space, extending through its whole range, but having a 

central focal region.” (in Haraway, 1976, 138) In Needham’s organismic metaphor we find a 

dynamic, relational and mutable notion of form, drawn from biological experiment, but adopted 

by Kepes and others in artistic practice. This is a notion of form that is always in relation with its 

environment, and that finds stable equilibriums through the patterns of prevailing earthly forces 

acting on it. 

Writing about the Theoretical Biology Club scientists, Haraway suggests, “Their attention to 

aesthetic standards and the problem of form was no accident… The structure-function and part-

whole relations, understood in a constant dialectic interplay, constitute the cornerstone of the 

developmental edifice.” (1976, 42) Whilst in London, Moholy-Nagy made a film bridging art and 

biology through a focus on form. The Life of a Lobster (1935) follows the life of a lobster from birth to 

death, highlighting the natural forms of its morphology. In addition to their interest in biological 

form, members of the Theoretical Biology Club married an interdisciplinary ethos with socialist 

politics, with J.D. Bernal in particular encouraging art-science interaction as a means of catalysing 

collective societal benefit, thus inscribing the artist with a significant civic responsibility to foster 

positive change (Roach, 2010). Concurrently, Mackenzie Wark (2017) locates a historical lineage of 

the social relations of science movement in the group, suggesting that contemporary STS has, 

“reinvented many of its themes.” (2017, 645) Whilst Kepes’ time in London was short, both these 

threads – the organismic metaphor for life and form; and the civic responsibility of the 

scientifically-engaged artist – would continually emerge as he developed both his ‘landscape’ and 

‘environment’ practices.

In 1937 Kepes moved to Chicago to take up a post at Moholy-Nagy’s New Bauhaus ‘light 

workshop’. The school was short-lived, and reopened as the School of Design in 1939, with other 

staff including philosopher and semiotician Charles W. Morris. Vallye (2011) highlights how these 
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institutes translated Bauhaus principles into an American context through an absorption of the 

integrative, progressive pedagogy developed by John Dewey in Art as Experience (1934/2005). 

Dewey outlines an aesthetic theory to which the experience of “heightened vitality” of the 

“complete interpenetration of self and the world of objects and events” is central (1934/2005, 18). 

For Dewey, the source of aesthetic experience is often found in, “life below the human scale,” 

which has affective resonances in, “the attentive eye and ear of man, arousing his interest and 

affording him enjoyment as he looks and listens.” (1934/2005, 18, 3) Framing aesthetic experience 

in this way, Dewey highlights the need to restore theories of art to the practices of everyday life. He 

writes, “The task is to restore continuity between the refined and intensified forms of experience 

that are works of art and the everyday events, doings, and sufferings that are universally 

recognised to constitute experience.” (1934/2005, 2) As Vallye (2011) highlights, this notion of the 

aesthetic was central to Dewey’s wider pedagogy as ‘methods of living’, which, “saw education as 

the ethical preparation for life in a democratic commonwealth, rather than as intellectual or 

occupational training.” (2011, 233) It is possible to trace contemporary lineages of Dewey’s 

experiential aesthetic in recent non-representational geographies (e.g. McCormack, 2014), and in 

Elizabeth Grosz’s (2008) explication of art practice as the sensory joining-with and framing-of 

chaotic forces of the world – both themes which will be returned to in the Island modes of practice. 

However, for now, Dewey’s work is important for tracing the formation of Kepes’ landscapes, 

Figure 14: Geographical aesthetics in Kepes’ 1940s graphic design for Task (1948, left) and MIT School of 
Architecture catalogue (1949, right). Image: Kepes (1973).
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because it provides a theoretical map for how avant-garde notions of art-as-experience might be 

translated into everyday ethico-political realms.

Kepes’ curriculum in Visual Fundamentals at the School of Design became the basis for his first 

book, Language of Vision, published in 1944. Language of Vision is a Gestalt-influenced (see Section 2:1) 

sourcebook of visual design, prompting the artist to, “learn and apply the laws of plastic 

organization” and “learn to utilise the representation of contemporary space-time events” in order 

to “develop a contemporary dynamic iconography.” (1944, 14) In Language of Vision, Kepes 

develops a humanist inflection of Gestalt theory, positing that the organisation of the visual relates 

to the organisation of the social and economic (Moszkowicz, 2011) – a theme which will be further 

developed to encompass the environmental over the next three decades. As Kepes writes in his 

1948 letter to Sybyl Moholy-Nagy, “the difference between my approach and that of the old 

Bauhaus lie in that the Bauhaus emphasised the exploration of new materials, techniques and 

sensory fields such as the tactile, which was mainly a process of opening up the horizon; whereas I 

was more interested in organizing these new findings, and put the emphasis, as in my book 

[Language of Vision], on the meaning of order in visual experience in its present social context.”4 

Language of Vision thus provides the foundations of visual methodology which The New Landscape in 

Art and Science will deploy a decade later through an exploration of emerging scientific imagery. In 

Kepes’ description of the dynamic equilibrium characteristics of the ‘plastic image’ early in 

Language of Vision, we find echoes of both Gestalt theory and the organismic biological metaphors 

of the Theoretical Biology Club: “The experience of a plastic image is a form evolved through a 

process of organization. The plastic image has all the characteristics of a living organism. It exists 

through forces in interaction which are acting in their respective fields, and are conditioned by 

these fields. It has an organic, spatial unity; that is, it is a whole the behaviour of which is not 

determined by that of its individual components, but where the parts are themselves determined 

by the intrinsic nature of the whole. It is, therefore, an enclosed system that reaches its dynamic 

unity by various levels of integration; by balance, rhythm and harmony.” (1944, 16)

This understanding of dynamic form in images – and their structural effects on the viewer – 

 remains a central concern to Kepes’ work over the following decades. Vision, for Kepes, is a multi-

sensual activity; a mode of thinking and knowing. In 1945 Kepes joined the MIT School of 

Architecture, teaching courses on Visual Fundamentals, Light and Colour, Graphic Presentation 

and Painting. In early 1951, he curated and designed the New Landscape exhibition at the Hayden 

 Kepes, G., (1948) “Letter to Sybyl Moholy-Nagy” [letter] 08.09.48, AAA, 53034
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 The New Landscape exhibition was re-staged by Tate Liverpool at the Exhibition Research Centre, Liverpool John 5

Moores University between 15 April–19 June 2015 – https://www.ljmu.ac.uk/about-us/news/gyorgy-kepes-exhibition-
tate [accessed 08.06.21]

Figure 15: The New Landscape exhibition at the Hayden Gallery, MIT, 1951 from The New Landscape in Art and 
Science.

Gallery, MIT, in which black-and-white images made with new scientific imaging technologies 

were hung within a thin white metal grid; seeming as if to float in mid-air.5 Kepes’ description of 

the exhibition has a contemporary resonance with Timothy Morton’s (2013) notion of the 

‘hyperobjects’ characteristic to contemporary Anthropocene environmental issues. In the New 

Landscape exhibition brochure, Kepes writes, “This rich new material of the world is often buried 

in the research laboratories of the different specialists and seen only with the specialist's eye. Here 

brought into common focus visual features which were formerly too fast or too slow, too large or 

two small, too dense, too scattered, otherwise concealed from our eyes, could evoke an awareness 

of the values inherent in the expanding world of knowledge and vision.” (in Martin, 2005, 67) The 

New Landscape exhibition took place in the same year as the Growth and Form exhibition curated by 
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Richard Hamilton at the ICA in London (which featured contributions from Kepes’ London 

colleagues Joseph Needham and Conrad Waddington), from which Lancelot Law Whyte’s book 

Aspects of Form (1968) was developed.  

Both exhibitions shared a focus on creating a space where images from art and science could be 

presented in relational arrangements, in so doing aiming to ground artistic practice in earthly 

forces, rather than high art formalism (Jolivette, 2017). Both curators drew on the work of Scottish 

biologist D’Arcy Wentworth Thompson’s studies of dynamic growth within natural forms, 

famously expressed in On Growth and Form (1917/1961). For Wentworth Thompson, “the form of 

an object is a ‘diagram of forces’, in this sense, at least, that from it we can judge of or deduce the 

forces that are acting or have acted upon it.” (1917/1961, 11) Form, in these terms, is an expression 

of the forces of a surrounding environment. Terranova (2016) highlights that whilst The New 

Landscape in Art and Science has distinct interdisciplinary forebears in its publication form –

 particularly Moholy-Nagy’s Malerei, Photographie, Film (1925), and the Circle: International Survey of 

Constructive Art (1937) book – it is a forerunner in curating scientific images in the context of 

artistic publication. Terranova suggests that their curation means Kepes’ books represent more-

than-texts, “they were images that implied a world of tactile experience. As vehicles of the haptic 

unconscious, they describe and enliven living, three-dimensional and four-dimensional senses of 

the art form.” (2016, l1771) It is likely that Kepes’ practical experience with making photograms 

influenced his visual interpretations of the scientific images he was compiling, both from the 

corridors of MIT, and through his wider correspondence. Reflecting on his 1930s photogram 

practice – or ‘photo-drawing’ or ‘photo-painting’ as he often termed it – in a 1983 interview, Kepes 

suggests, “When I did those photograms, I almost tried to imitate scientific data, or scientific 

images, without having a justification.”  Here we see a cyclical link in the interpretation of visual 6

forms between avant-garde artistic experimentation and the dynamic space-time geographies of 

the scalar images of his ‘new landscape’ made possible through advancements in scientific 

technologies. This is a theme running throughout Kepes’ work: the practice of making artworks 

becomes a proving ground for thinking through theoretical concepts in the interpretation and 

creative possibilities of images. As Kepes maintained: in his work, looking is indeed a mode of 

thinking. 

Joanna Zylinska’s (2016, 2017) notion of ‘the creative power of nonhuman photography’ is helpful 

in conceptualising such potentials of Kepes’ “exploded scale” of imagery. For Zylinska, 

 Morgan, R.C., (1983) “Sermon for Tranquility” [article], AfterImage 10(6), AAA, 53176
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photography is an inherently nonhuman act, as it is shaped by photographic apparatus which help 

us as humans sense across scales, placing us within what Tim Ingold terms, “a matrix of trails to be 

followed by observant eyes.” (Ingold, 2011, 197) Understood this way, the images in The New 

Landscape and Art and Science are reminders both of the matrixes of human and non-human life 

which are drawn together in their creation, and the imperceptibly large and small scales that their 

forms span. Drawing on Henri Bergson’s notion of duration – the ongoing dynamic relations 

between past and present, movement and stasis, form and flow – Zylinska describes the act of 

photographic imaging as a process of stabilising temporal flows of matter into visual forms. 

Thought this way, the images in The New Landscape and Art and Science are less abstract 

representations of space than ‘cuts’ in the flow of time, which retain an inherent liveliness. 

Accordingly, thinking with Tim Ingold, we might ask of them, “Could it be that images do not 

stand for things but rather help you find them?” (2011, 197)  

The multiplicity of what the images in Kepes ‘exploded scale’ curation could “stand for” is 

precisely what makes the process of navigating The New Landscape in Art and Science both an 

allusive and elusive path of multi-sensory seeing. Returning to Allan Sekula’s work on 

photographic archives from the Archive chapter, we are reminded that, “The only "objective" truth 

that photographs offer is the assertion that somebody or something…was somewhere and took a 

Figure 16: ‘Magnetic Field’ photogram (1938) in Works in Review catalogue (1973, left); and undated Photogram 
lecture notes outlining the “micro-macro cosmos affinity” of the technique for the MIT Visual Fundamentals course, 
from the AAA Archive, reel 5312 (right).
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picture. Everything else, everything beyond the imprinting of a trace, is up for grabs.” (1978, 863) 

Thinking again with Zylinska, the images the book collates are non-human in two key ways: on 

one hand they are sited and situated imaging of stilled earthy processes; on the other they are 

abstracted aesthetic patterns appropriated by Kepes to foster new forms of creative practice 

attuned to the ‘new landscape’. That this ‘new landscape’ is at once being irrevocably altered by 

human activity during the ‘Great Acceleration’ of the Anthropocene is twinned with significant 

advances in human ability to map and image it across vast and tiny new scales. As a result, we 

could reasonably claim The New Landscape in Art and Science as a proto-Anthropocene 

interdisciplinary pattern-book: itself a more-than-representational diagram of forces of mid-

century human abilities to sequentially mould and map the Earth. 

1:1. INTERTHINKING AND INTERSEEING: IMAGE AND SCALE 

“The perspective of the past will not help us to find our present place in the world. For this we need a new 

common measure, a contemporary sense of dynamic scale that will comprehend the world in its new 

relations. Today we are acutely scale conscious.” György Kepes (1956, 369) 

Scale is a key concept which ripples from Kepes’ world into contemporary Geohumanities debates. 

A disjunction between human scales of experience in space and time and those of ongoing 

environmental change is a central theme of research for many Anthropocene scholars (Tsing et al, 

2017). For example, Andrew Patrizio suggests that most Western humans, “organise their 

dominant imaginaries, practices and politics around a human-scaled existence.” (2019, 6) However, 

Timothy Clark states that the Anthropocene presents scalar challenges to such imaginaries and 

practices which, “resist representation at the kinds of scale on which most thinking, culture, art 

and politics operate.” (2015, x) This resonates with Timothy Morton’s notion of the hyperobject –

 things as varied as climate change (or ‘global warming’ as Morton doggedly sticks to) or plastic 

pollution – which are, “massively distributed in time and space relative to humans,” and, "genuine 

nonhuman objects that are not simply the products of a human gaze.” (2013, 1, 199) Similarly, for 

Bruno Latour, the contemporary environmental crisis is characterised by, “the total disconnect 

between the range, nature and scale of the phenomena and the set of emotions, habits of thoughts, 

and feelings that would be necessary to handle those crises.” (2011, 2, original emphasis) 

Scale has long been theorised and problematised by geographers (e.g. Marston et al 2005), and is 

thus arguably one of the most valuable disciplinary perspectives brought into the Geohumanities 

as a result. As Joanna Zylinska outlines, the word scale is derived from the Latin scala, meaning 
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‘ladder’, and provides, “a conceptual device that allows us to climb up and down various 

spatiotemporal dimensions in order to see things from different viewpoints.” (2014, 26) For 

Zylinska (2014), the ability to “make incisions” into a “universal scale” through imaging practices 

is a key element of world-making (2014, 26). For Zylinska, to speak of ‘the world’ is a, “temporary 

mental organization, undertaken by a spatially embedded and embodied human, of the various 

processes of which she is part. To say this is by no means to deny the existence of things beyond 

our representation or imagining of it; it is just to acknowledge the limitations of our cognition and 

language in grasping things as they (supposedly) are.” (2014, 77) We can thus align Kepes’ imaging 

practices with Heidegger’s notion of the ‘World Picture’, where, “The fundamental event of the 

modern age is the conquest of the world as picture,” which, “Does not mean a picture of the world 

but the world conceived and grasped as picture.” (1938/1977, 134, 129) Heidegger’s lecture on the 

subject is concerned with the effects of modernity on phenomenological experience, arguing that 

science and technology mediate and transform human experience of the sensed world. Kepes’ new 

landscape is thus a perceptual mapping of the mid-20th century world as picture, facilitated by 

new imaging technologies which transcend scalar perspectives. Further, Halpern suggests that 

Kepes’ cybernetics and Gestalt-infused treatment of scale is inherently topological, writing, “Scale 

is plastic because it is not stable, it is a matter of ongoing relations between technologies, objects, 

agents, subjects, and territories. Scale becomes about relationships between surfaces, topological 

strata that are not automatically commensurate.” (2015, 35)  

Figure 17: Aerial images of river meander and Alaskan coastline from The New Landscape in Art and Science.
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Martin argues that the ‘scalelessness’ of Kepes’ vision marks a complicity with the “open circuitry 

of control” of the ‘organisational complex’ (2005, 11). He writes, “Kepes’ project was always 

already exhausted by its own circularity, since to learn to see these patterns was to enter into an 

aesthetics in which everything is connected to everything else. Behind each pattern was only 

another pattern, and behind each network another network – all collapsed together in an infinitely 

extensive loop spiralling up and down in scale.” (Martin 2005, 79) Martin frames this ‘spiralling’ of 

scale as a failing in Kepes’ project – something which prompts a sense of exhaustion – but it is this 

very characteristic that seems to offer contemporary relevance for his work, particularly when 

related to Geohumanities concerns in Anthropocene landscapes. For example, we can relate Kepes’ 

landscape curative approach to Zylinska’s (2014) notion that, “Seeing things across different scales 

is more than an attempt to represent the universe: it actively produces entities and relations. It is in 

this sense that seeing is already a ‘doing’.” (2014, 32) Kepesian notions of ‘interthinking’ and 

‘interseeing’ – where curating images across scales, earthy origins, and modes of disciplinary 

production can produce valuable new forms of relationality – resonate with Zylinska’s framing of 

scale. For Zylinska, understanding the universe as inherently interconnected is not about 

visualising linkages between pre-existing nested scales, but instead about tracing the ‘agential’ 

unfolding of different scales through one another. This framing draws from Karen Barad’s (2007) 

theory of intra-action, in which the viewer and apparatus that makes the ‘incision’ in the flux of the 

world are both drawn into material production, not of previously stable entities, but of dynamic 

matter which is continually mutable in relation to the system of objects and processes in which it is 

situated.  

Zylinska’s Minimal Ethics for the Anthropocene (2014) suggests that there is a resulting ethical 

responsibility for us as humans to recognise that our representations of the world are the outcomes 

of such incisions, the process of, “how we make sense, cognitively and affectively, of the chaos of 

the world.” (2014, 39) Which, in both language and orientation, shares significant similarities with 

Kepes’ 1950s project to use multi-scalar imaging practices to make-sensible the chaotic ‘new 

landscape’ through art and science. This is not, however, to make overly-ambitious claims for the 

‘intra-active’ prescience of Kepes project. There is a lack of specificity over the sites of location and 

production of the forms depicted in the book, and the imaging technologies and scientific cultures 

used to visualise them. Scientific imaging here is tacitly framed as a value-free, objective practice, 

producing new scalar vistas of an increasingly mapped and mastered world. However, thinking 

with Zylinska and Barad, the reappraisal of The New Landscape in Art and Science in a contemporary 

age can be undertaken in such ‘intra-active’ terms. The forms depicted throughout the book are 

‘diagrams of forces’, not only of the environmental systems in which they are embedded and 
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incised from through imaging, but also of the wider systems of aesthetics, science, geography and 

interdisciplinarity in 1950s East Coast America. The New Landscape in Art and Science enfolds these 

diverse means of production through Kepes’ own aesthetic and curatorial viewpoint, and places 

the viewer at the heart of its own relational affective unfolding through the navigation of 

‘exploded scales’. Arguably, this is one key reason why the book still has contemporary resonance 

and value as a means of thinking-through-looking. When artists are increasingly collaborating 

with, and becoming, geographers (and vice versa) in search of appropriate means of documenting 

and representing Anthropocene worlds, The New Landscape in Art and Science has an (un)timeliness 

to speak to present concerns.  

 

Further, Andrew Fisher (2016) provides a valuable link between the scalar concerns of geography 

and the different forms of photographic abstraction. Fisher states that the scalar shifts inherent to 

Kepes’ work are a key aspect of non-pictorial imaging, writing, “divorced of their representational 

function, abstract photographs do nothing but scale, show that they have scaled and, importantly, 

that they remain open to further scaling in ways that undercut their apparent autonomy.” (2016, 

209) As such, teasing out the geographies of site, production and scaling is a valuable process in 

conceptualising abstracted images such as those found in The New Landscape in Art and Science. 

Accordingly, for Fisher, ‘scaling’ abstracted photographic images is a double-exposed process: first, 

visualising the micro- or macro- abstractions away from human modes of visual perception; 

second, mapping the relational networks of apparatus, production context, and networks of 

circulation and reception. As with Zylinska’s non-human photography, Fisher’s concept of scaling 

emphasises the role of the images in The New Landscape in Art and Science as relational traces of 

wider geographical, scientific and artistic networks, which have numerous potential ‘after-life’ 

trajectories to spark processes of association and affect on a contemporary reader.  

 

Recent debates in geography have discussed the potentials of rejecting the heuristic concept of 

scale in favour of a ‘flat ontology’. Sally Marston and colleagues (2005) suggest that in place of the 

“vertical semiotics of scale” (to be discussed through Haraway and Latour’s critiques in the next 

section), a flat ontology which emphasises “the dynamic properties of matter produce a 

multiplicity of complex relations and singularities that sometimes lead to the creation of new, 

unique events and entities” is the most valuable lens on which to understand Earth patterns and 

processes (2005, 423). Marston et al’s (2005) critique of scale is based on a “scaffold imaginary” of 

hierarchical agency which is determined by its own organisation (2005, 427). Drawing on the ‘onto-

genesis’ of self-organising systems outlined by Gilbert Simondon’s (1992) theory of individuation, 

Marston et al (2005) outline three key characteristics of a flat ontology. First, to develop “analytics 
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of composition and decomposition” that resist representing the world as only “a jumble of 

unfettered flows”; second, to call attention to the “differential relations” that drive the form of 

material composition; and third, to focus on how these relations emerge through sited events 

(2005, 423). This is a spatial imaginary which suggests that complex systems can generate both 

structured, systematic orderings of material and “open creative events”; a processual ontology 

which holds onto the particularity of how sites are produced through through human and non-

human relations (2005, 423). As Ash (2020) outlines, Marston et al’s flat ontology is an attempt to 

break down classificatory schema in human geography as a means of rejecting hierarchical or 

binary modes of thought and practice. Instead, Ash (2020) outlines, it asks the researcher to 

approach sites and situations with a focus on how objects and beings are composed in relational 

assemblages, and the resulting interactions, variations and re-articulations that result.  

With this in mind, we can frame Simondon’s notion of individuation as providing a conceptual 

extension to Kepes’ (D’Arcy Wentworth Thompson and Theoretical Biology Club derived) notion 

of biological form as a ‘diagram’ of prevailing environmental forces. Formed in part through a 

critique of the ‘homeostatic’ tendencies of cybernetic systems theories (De Boever et al, 2013) 

Simondon’s individuation posits that systems exist in metastable states through which potential 

energy forms individual beings through processes of productive tension and conflict which 

organise and distribute matter. Put more simply, for Simondon the notion of ‘form’ should be 

replaced by ‘information’. As Elizabeth Grosz (2013) outlines, “matter, the pre-individual in its 

non-oppositional states of differences or singularities, is always already formed, oriented, laden 

with its own forces of emergence, its own instabilities and potentialities which enable it to unfold 

and elaborate itself without external intervention.” (2013, 53) As a result, Tim Ingold (2000) 

describes Simondon’s individuation as a rejection of a ‘hylomorphic’ model which frames matter 

as a blank slate for the imposition of form, for example in the firing of bricks through the use of 

clay and moulds. Instead, Simondon’s postulate is that the form of individual beings should be 

understood as an ongoing, emergent product of relationships between material and environmental 

forces; always containing a latent potential to further alter in form. Arguably, Kepes’ 

understanding of the forms in The New Landscape in Art and Science has resonances with Marston et 

al’s (2005) flat ontology: his treatment of ‘exploded scale’ is less hierarchical and more 

discontinuous and disorientating; the book providing another form of “site” for the reader to make 

links between “differential relations” across visual images. Potentially, then, we might align the 

emergent affective experiences and conceptual resonances as a form of contemporary aesthetic 

individuation: the forms of the images and their environment actualising latent potentials to 

continue to morph in formal meaning. 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1:2. THE IMAGE OF THE CITY: PERCEPTUAL GEOGRAPHIES ACROSS PAGE AND PLACE

Kepes’ 1950s perceptual, trans-scalar landscapes were also developed in place, as well as on page. 

In December 1953 Kepes and urbanist Kevin Lynch drafted a proposal to the Rockefeller 

Foundation seeking funding for a project exploring, “the relation of the individual to the urban 

physical environment as directly perceived by the various senses.” (in Martin 2005, 138) The 

resulting ‘Perceptual Form of the City’ research project was carried out between 1954–59, and 

published under Lynch’s name alone as The Image of the City in 1960. Despite Kepes’ clear 

theoretical fingerprints throughout the study, his contribution is rarely discussed. Lynch writes of 

Kepes in the introduction, “I would be at a loss to disentangle my ideas from his.” (1960, vi) The 

book – which has become a widely-cited classic of urban geography and planning – considers the 

visual ‘imageability’ of three American cities – Boston, New Jersey and Los Angeles – through a 

Figure 18: Pattern vision across page and place: four images of the Boston Boylston Street sidewalk from the 
Perceptual Form of the City project (1954–59) taken by Kepes’ assistant Nishan Bichajian. Images were taken at 50ft 
intervals. Image: The Perceptual Form of the City archive.
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study of the mental mappings created by their citizens. Lynch defines imageability as, “that quality 

in a physical object which gives it a high probability of evoking a strong image in any given 

observer.” (1960, 9) This definition – closely allied to Gestalt and cybernetic systems theories –

 resonates with Kepes’ notion of pattern-seeing – a shift from visual perception of static, 

representative pictures to mutable and networked images and patterns – which structured his 

writing and practice from Language of Vision (1944) onwards. As Halpern writes, “Lynch, like his 

mentor Gyorgy Kepes, treated perception as a pattern or algorithm that could be made material, 

visible, and instrumental. And like Kepes, Lynch also participated in a pedagogical and 

epistemological effort to turn data flow and memory into a capacity for design and a tool for social 

improvement.” (2015, 121) This social-change driven experimental mapping thus shares a kinship 

with contemporary ‘experimental geography’ projects described and exhibited by Nato Thompson 

and Trevor Paglen (2009).

The ‘Perceptual Form of the City’ wasn’t Kepes’ first creative engagement with urban geography. 

In the early 1940s, he worked for the U.S. Department of Defense, taking night flights in aeroplanes 

above Chicago as a means of exploring new modes of camouflage design. In response, Kepes 

worked with Moholy-Nagy to propose, “a system of floating islands and a false shoreline,” to act 

as a landscape-scale light installation to help camouflage the city from enemy planes; a Deweyian 

experimental, geographic practicing of design theory.  Writing in 1942, Kepes advocates scale-7

shifting strategies for visual perception in a briefing for camouflage designers, writing, 

“Camouflage is the art of visual deception. And an understanding of the nature of visual deception 

demands an understanding of the fundamentals of visual perception… From the air, textures blend 

into tones.”  Understood this way, all landscapes can be abstracted into basic elements of visual 8

language. In 1959, this research would find expression in a light mural for KLM Royal Dutch 

Airlines, picturing the city as seen from the aerial, mobile eye as, “Points, lines, plane figures and 

volumes of light, steady and winking, moving and still, white and colored, from windows, signs, 

headlights, traffic lights, street lights, combined into a fluid luminous wonder – one of the great 

sights of this or any age.”  This statement – with its point-line-plane nod to the Kandinsky’s (1926) 9

Bauhaus book – hints at Kepes’ ongoing efforts to shape a visual language that is at once grounded 

in Bauhaus principles of seeing, whilst at the same time based on the perspective of the mobile 

observer surveying increasingly complex and dynamic environments. In this sense, Kepes shares 

 Kepes, G., (1942) Civilian Camouflage Goes Into Action, [article], AAA, 53167

 ibid.8

 KLM Royal Dutch Airways (1959) György Kepes Light Mural, [press release], 20.08.59, AAA, 53039
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an interest with his regular correspondent J.J. Gibson, who like Kepes, built on Gestalt theories 

(even whilst moving away from them) to develop an aerially-observed theory of space perception 

in The Perception of the Visual World (1950). For Halpern, Kepes’ night flights above Chicago, “marks 

a critical moment in the histories of visuality when perception gained autonomy as a material 

process and the image was no longer understood as representational (a language) but rather as a 

landscape or environment. Observation was re-conceived as a scaleable channel traversing the 

space between the isolated individual choosing a personal path through a rich data field and the 

vast territory of human knowledge.” (2012, 329) This shifting aerial aesthetic geography also 

shares a kinship with the spatial practices identified by Crouch and Toogood (1999) in the modes 

of knowing and representing place in the art of Cornish painter and glider Peter Lanyon. In all 

these examples, the aerial view offers the practitioner a new perspective on a landscape: a seeing-

at-a-distance which has the tensed twinned effect of simplifying the view into patterns, textures 

and tones; whilst, in different ways, remaining cognisant of its complexity and dynamism. 

Writing in the same period, in the Carl Sauer and (Kepes collaborator) Lewis Mumford co-edited 

volume Man's Role in Changing the Face of the Earth (1956), city planner E.A. Gutkind outlines the 

implications of aerial flight for the human-environment relationship, stating, “The conquest of the 

Figure 19: KLM Royal Dutch Airlines light mural (1959). Image: Kepes (1992).
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air enables mankind for the first time in its history to experience this interaction in all its 

innumerable ramifications. A new scale in time and space has been added to our mental and 

material equipment.” (1956, 1) It was these new geographic scales in time and space that 

influenced Kepes’ thinking, and found expression in his practice around this time. Gutkind’s 

article was the result of the first interdisciplinary academic conference (of the same name) on the 

environment, held in the USA in Princeton, New Jersey in June 1955. Williams (1987) highlights 

that only fifteen of the fifty-three contributors to the resulting volume were geographers, arguing 

that even until the 1970s, the discipline of geography (structured by debates over determinism, 

possibilism, and later positivism), “showed little awareness of ‘the environment’ and had to be 

informed in 1970 that it had arrived.” (1987, 230) Is it possible, then, to posit that The New Landscape 

in Art and Science offers an exploration of geographical themes concerning the environment, which 

would later become commonplace in the discipline, but were somewhat neglected at the time? 

Williams (1987) suggests that the volume – which echoes Kepes’ efforts in integrating multiple 

Figure 20: Clockwise from top left – aerial images of the Central Artery, traffic intersection, aeroplane image of 
Massachusetts Avenue and the Charles River, parking lot from the Perceptual Image of the City project (1954–59). 
Image: Perceptual Form of the City archive.
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voices through symposium and anthology forms – was important to the development of 

geography as a discipline, and moreover, “influential in global-scale integrative thinking.” (1987, 

218) In a statement echoing Kepes’ contemporary concerns in The New Landscape in Art and Science 

(published in the same year), Gutkind writes, “What is the correct assessment of scale and its 

gradually widening character? The answer can be given succinctly. Today we must reconcile two 

diametrically opposite aspects: the infinitely large and the infinitely small. This means, therefore, 

not merely an extension but, at the same time, also a limitation in space. The new scale is more 

than the expression of a transformed environment as such. It is an intellectual adventure into the 

totality of phenomena and conditions which surround us.” (1956, 39-40) Another resonance 

between Kepes and geography in this period can be traced through the Landscape magazine edited 

by J.B. Jackson between 1951 and 1968. This editorial period – encompassing shifts from 

modernism to post-modernism, urban decline and renewal, Cold War tensions, and the rise of the 

environmental movement – overlaps strongly with the historical frame of analysis on Kepes in this 

thesis. Blakenship (2018) locates Landscape magazine as a interdisciplinary ‘pre-history’ of the 

current Geohumanities, describing how its role as a gathering point for different disciplinary 

perspectives helped develop the nascent area of humanistic geography, and its links to 

environmental perception and phenomenology. This “midcentury geohumanities” (Blakenship 

2018, 41) is remarkably resonant with Kepes’ parallel projects from The New Landscape in Art and 

Science (1956) through the Vision and Value series (1965-66) to Arts of the Environment (1972). Kepes 

and Jackson’s published landscapes shared a number of contributors, including anthropologist 

Edward T. Hall, architecture historian Siegfried Giedion, social philosopher Lewis Mumford and 

Kevin Lynch. Despite not often forming collaborations with geographers, it is clear that Kepes was 

exploring shared themes and questions which are fundamental to the discipline through 

engagements with overlapping epistemic communities.

It is important, however, at this stage to consider what is being lost in this aerial view of the 

landscape, and the social and artistic imaginaries that it engenders. In a 1963 essay, ‘The Conquest 

of Space and the Stature of Man’, Hannah Arendt  cautions that the detached view from space 10

facilitated by scientific progress risks reducing everyday life into a, “meaningless formalism of 

mathematical signs.” (1963/2007, 54) Arendt’s point resonates with Donna Haraway’s notion of 

the ‘God trick’, in which advancing visualisation technologies facilitate, “seeing everything from 

nowhere.” (1988, 581) For Haraway – writing about, “scientific and technological, late-industrial, 

militarized, racist, and male-dominant societies… in the belly of the monster, in the United States 

 Who Kepes unsuccessfully invited to contribute to the Vision and Value series – Arendt H., (1961) “Letter from 10

Hannah Arendt” [letter], 20.11.61, AAA, 1211
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in the late 1980s” (1988, 581) – such a disembodied view is often advanced under the guise of 

objectivity or neutrality, but instead belies a specific male, white, human positionality. Vision is 

central to Haraway’s notion of situated knowledges, through which she asks, "How to see? Where 

to see from? What limits to vision? What to see for? Whom to see with? Who gets to have more 

than one point of view? Who gets blinded? Who wears blinders? Who interprets the visual field? 

What other sensory powers do we wish to cultivate besides vision?" (1988, 587) These are key 

questions to keep in mind whilst moving through the Kepes archive. For all that Kepes 

foregrounded the exploration of the sensory experiences and socio-ecological implications of the 

images produced through ‘God trick’ technologies, he does so from the position of white, male, 

wealthy and tenured MIT professor enmeshed in a privileged “web of intimate intellectual 

exchange” in Cambridge (Cohen-Cole 2014, 129). A resonant set of critiques of ‘God trick’ imaging 

techniques can be found in Bruno Latour’s (2016) assessment of the Eames Office’s 1977 film 

Powers of Ten, which was originally commissioned at MIT in the 1960s under a Kepesian 

institutional agenda to provide new scalar visual learning tools (Beck and Bishop, 2020). Powers of 

Figure 21: Title Screen from Powers of Ten (1977). Image: Eames Office.
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Ten, first released as a ‘sketch’ in 1968, and completed in 1977,  was adapted from the book Cosmic 11

View (1957) by Dutch educator Kees Boeke. It depicts the relative scale of the Universe through a 

series of visual shifts, each of an order of magnitude away from the last, shifting in steps from the 

overhead view of a lakeside picnic in Chicago out to the observable size of the Universe (1024 

metres) and then back again to the quarks in a proton of a carbon atom (10−16 metres). The film, 

which can be understood to articulate some of the trans-scalar concerns of The New Landscape in Art 

and Science in moving image, is critiqued by Latour as concealing the heterogeneity and 

discontinuities of materiality and scientific imaging practices that make its smooth movement 

through space and time possible. In a critique Latour writes, “Powers of Ten offers a totally idealistic 

view of what it means to be material. Spectators are asked to believe that matter in its essence is 

nothing but what traveling in space allows you to reach. What we know is supposed to be made in 

how we know it.” (2016, 18) A similar critique of ‘scalability’ is found in Anna Tsing’s (2012, 2015) 

work, which posits the ‘smooth scale’ spatial imaginary as complicit in the human “conquest of 

nature” (2012, 505) which overlooks the specific, the small, and the sited.  

In response, Latour imagines an alternative production of the film in which the viewer moves 

between different laboratories, institutions and apparatus in the same city, all of which contribute 

to its multi-scalar production, suggesting, “Discontinuities would show up everywhere. No one 

would imagine that everything is made of the same stuff, namely abstract space. The confusion 

over how we know and what we know would not be so easy to sustain. Materialities would be 

shown to be clearly different from matter.” (2016, 19) Latour (2014) calls the smooth traversing of 

scale a ‘zoom effect’, and states that its mode of travel limits our individual responses to 

environmental crisis because it engenders a false sense of authority to be able to talk about the 

interconnectedness of “everything” in the world, “without realizing that what they call 

‘everything’ generally tallies with some tiny model in a research bureau or lab.” (2014, 121) Latour 

thus calls on artistic activities (such as the Olafur Eliasson, Contact (2014) installation on which his 

essay focuses) which, “interrelate the scales of space and time, all the while managing to eschew 

the zoom effect” in order to adequately depict Anthropocene environments (2014, 124). This is 

arguably where the scalar imaginations of The New Landscape in Art and Science differ from Powers 

of Ten: whilst the two works share a siteless, multi-scalar mode of imaging the world; Kepes (in 

both the book and exhibition) intentionally fosters a sense of allusive disorientation in his curative 

approach. Where the viewer of Powers of Ten is taken on a frictionless journey from the cosmos to 

 Full titles are: A Rough Sketch for a Proposed Film Dealing with the Powers of Ten and the Relative Size of Things in 11

the Universe (1968), and Powers of Ten: A Film Dealing with the Relative Size of Things in the Universe and the Effect 
of Adding Another Zero (1977).
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the quark, Kepes’ reader is put to work to make sense of the scalar jumps, material origins, 

processual connections and formal resonances between the images shown in The New Landscape in 

Art and Science. This in turn tallies with Latour’s conclusion that in the Anthropocene, “it has 

become necessary to devise new methodological principles: connectivity, yes; scale, no. This is the 

lesson in orientation I draw from the course in disorientation, provided by Eliasson.” (2014, 124) 

The question of positionality and situatedness in how the world is visualised and understood, as 

channeled here through Haraway and Latour, remains of key contemporary relevance. Stacy 

Alaimo suggests that contemporary debates over the Anthropocene are envisioned through a 

universal, Harawayian “God’s-eye view” (2017, 90) which erases difference and diversity under 

the all-encompassing guide of the anthropos. This contemporary question of how to think and 

practice with ecological crisis at vast, and even insensible, scales, whilst still attending to the warp 

and weft of the local, the sited and the situated, will be explored with Kepes as interlocutor in the 

Island modes of practice.

The ‘image’ of the city is predominantly, but not entirely, visual in The Image of the City, with Lynch 

noting the influence of other sensory impulses in structuring the perception of the urban 

environment, particularly sound.  In December 1954, early in the ‘Perceptual Form of the City’ 12

project, Kepes and Lynch discuss their ongoing work with composer John Cage in a symposium at 

MIT.  The trio discuss the role of the urban soundscape in orientating citizens. In a pre-echo of the 13

emergent ‘environment’ discourse in his work, Kepes states: “The perception of a city is primarily 

a rhythmical experience. For example, the variety of tempos–walking fast in the early morning and 

walking more slowly later in the day. Perhaps sound wise each street has a characteristic 

experience: would it be possible to scaffold this experience to a rhythmic unity?” In a different 

section of the discussion, Kepes begins to develop his idea of structured ‘sounds in place’ as a 

means of designing the city soundscape, suggesting an: 

“Ordered pattern, not a fixed, fully controlled or rigid one but one partially defined, such as the 12 o’clock 

bell, in contrast to the chaotic flow of the random sounds, could help to structure our response.”

 An inventory of work for the ‘Morphological Aspect of the City’ suggests that Kepes and Lynch planned to take sound 12

recordings of “the sound texture heard at a variety of points” and “from a path of a moving pedestrian and a moving 
vehicle” – Kepes, G., and Lynch, K., (1956) “Morphological Aspect of the City” [report], 07.02.56, AAA, 5312. An 
early academic use of the term ‘soundscape’ is found in a paper ‘The Sonic Environment of Cities’ by Lynch’s MIT 
student Michael Southworth, who, through research for a 1967 Masters Thesis, pursued a sonic equivalent to The 
Perceptual Form of the City study in Boston, asking “What is the perceived variety and character of city sounds? How 
do sounds influence perception of the visible city?” (1969, 49)

 Cage, J., Kepes, G., and Lynch, K., (1954), “Urban Form Seminar” [transcript], 10.12.54, PFotC, https://13

dome.mit.edu/handle/1721.3/35673 [accessed 21.04.21]
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Cage replies, “Regularized events, such as the 12 o’clock bell, form a rhythmic situation, for the bells never 

completely coincide… I think it would be better to give up the idea of control and merely enjoy the absence of 

control.”

Lynch replies, “You believe, then, that the person should be trained to enjoy what is there, rather than 

attempt to control the environment?”

Cage, “What would be the intention of imposed order?”

Kepes, “Because the average sound environment is a random situation, small islands of ordered pattern 

within the randomness could help catalyse an overall ordered pattern… It is possible to conceive of such 

sound focuses of cityscapes to enrich the whole environment.”

Figure 22: Cambridge skyline and MIT looking over the Charles River c.1956. Image: The Perceptual Form of the 
City archive.
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Cage, “Could you instead awaken people to the possibilities of the random situation?”

Here we see a key tension at the heart of the work underpinning The Image of the City: the desire to 

map elements of structure and order in complex environments. Where Lynch and Kepes 

acknowledge the complexity and dynamism of the city environment, they are wedded to the idea 

of its ‘imageability’ bringing social and cultural benefits, whereas Cage suggests one should 

“merely enjoy the absence of control.”  As John Gold (2010) suggests, The Image of the City looks 14

beyond top-down post-war Modernist approaches to urban policy to emphasise the sociological 

“intricacies of the urban mosaic.” (2010, 295) However, as this exchange with Cage illustrates, there 

remains a tension in just how far Lynch and Kepes were willing to embrace chance happenings in 

their city mapping. In Kepes’ final response we also see the germ of the ideas for ‘Pocket Park’ 

sound installations that would find expression almost twenty years later in the (unrealised) Boston 

Harbor and Charles River projects conceived at the Center for Advanced Visual Studies (see 

Environment).  

The discussion also highlights the central role of ‘rhythm’ in influencing how both the urban 

environment and the ‘landscape’ of Kepes’ books might be perceived. Lynch argues that vision has 

musical qualities, suggesting that in the perception of the city, “nothing is experienced by itself, but 

always in relation to its surroundings, the sequence of events leading up to it, the memory of past 

experiences.” (1960, 1) In correspondence with Edward Hamilton, Art Director of TIME Magazine, 

Kepes describes his ‘counterpuntal’ approach to book design in similar terms, “it is rather 

important that the development of ideas be carefully supported by the right rhythmical and 

melodic sequences in the interplays between text and image.”  We will return to the theme of 15

book design in the second half of this chapter, to consider Kepes’ notion of landscape-as-curated-

network. A classification of five types of urban ‘elements’ as perceived by residents is developed in 

The Image of the City: paths, edges, districts, nodes and landmarks. The study aims to inform city 

planning, stating, “These elements are simply the raw material of the environmental image at the 

city scale. They must be patterned together to provide a satisfying form.” (1960, 83) Hashim Sarkis 

(2013) allies the Lynch/Kepes ‘element’ to psychologist and visual perception theorist J.J. Gibson’s 

notion of ‘affordances’. Sarkis writes, “Like Lynch’s elements, Gibson’s [affordances] do not 

constitutes all of our experience, and they do not serve as the structure of our visual process. They 

 ibid. 14

 Kepes, G., (1964) “Letter to Edward Hamilton” [letter], 22.01.64, AAA, 5304 15
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are elements that precede and support how we move about and give significance to things. This is 

a level that precedes perception and semantics but enables them. These affordances are not only 

visual but haptic. They are invariables of touch, smell, gravity and noise that get abstracted into a 

framework for cognition.” (2013, 417) The archive shows that Kepes and Gibson were 

correspondents,  even discussing an unrealised exhibition collaboration on “the structuring of 16

light by nature and by art” in 1966.17

Here too we begin to see elements of the genealogical shift from ‘landscape’ to ‘environment’ in 

  Gibson, J.J., (1966), “Letter to György Kepes” [letter], 17.10.66, AAA, 5304 – “The volume in your series on 16

structure seems to me the most interesting of all, and the demonstration that it underlies both art and science is your 
special contribution to knowledge, I think.” Kepes, G., (1966) “Letter to J.J. Gibson” [letter], 30.11.66, AAA, 5305 – 
“As always whatever you write becomes an important experience for me, and I can say without blushing that both of 
your books in a certain way have reformed my thinking about some aspects of my own attitude toward visual 
problems.”

 Gibson, J.J., (1966), “Letter to György Kepes” [letter], 09.12.66, AAA, 5305 17

Figure 23: The networked city: Kepes’ 1950 light mural for the Radio Shack shopfront photographed in the Perceptual 
Form of the City project. Image: The Perceptual Form of the City archive.
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Kepes’ imaging of the world, which developed over the following years. Lynch writes, “The 

observer himself should play an active role in perceiving the world and have a creative part in 

developing his image… An environment which is ordered in precise and final detail may inhibit 

new patterns of activity. A landscape whose every rock tells a story may make difficult the creation 

of fresh stories… what we seek is not a final but an open-ended order, capable of continuous 

further development.” (1960, 6) In The Image of the City’s short concluding chapter – titled ‘A New 

Scale’ – Lynch writes that an imageable city – “a complicated pattern, continuous and whole, yet 

intricate and mobile,” (1960, 119) – is vital to fostering a sense of place. For Lynch, “Such a sense of 

place in itself enhances every human activity that occurs there, and encourages the deposit of a 

memory trace.” (1960, 119) At its heart, then, The Image of the City shares a significant set of 

concerns with The New Landscape in Art and Science: where the latter asks the viewer to consider the 

visual qualities of a newly expanded ‘landscape’ revealed by science and technology, the former 

argues that, “we must learn to see the hidden forms in the vast sprawl of our cities.” (Lynch 1960, 

12) 

Is it possible to stake a claim, then, for The Image of the City as an expression of Kepes’ creative 

outlook deployed as geographic research methodology? To an extent, yes. Both projects are 

socially- and environmentally-minded experimental forms of perceptual mapping, whether 

through place or through page. Both are concerned with understanding the highly-complicated 

and situated ways in which changing environments are perceived and represented – in short, how 

environmental images shape spatial knowledge. As Halpern suggests, “Lynch, like Kepes, signals 

a transformed attitude to vision and images: perception collapsed with cognition and memory, and 

used as a conduit to scale between individual subjects and vast territories.” (2015, 82) However, 

both projects are often vague on the links between the imageability of a ‘landscape’ (whether a city, 

book or exhibition) and the possibility of social democracy and environmental well-being, despite 

their affirmative claims. Arguably, the roots of Kepes’ later shift to environmental art on a civic 

scale are evident in The Image of the City: the city is conceived of as a network of human and non-

human relations, which in turn carries an implicit ethico-political commitment to the collective 

stewardship of the local environment. In terms of the concerns of this thesis, what The Image of the 

City project suggests is that, whilst understood as products of their cultural, political and 

environmental contexts, Kepes’ modes of curating and drawing links between things encountered 

in ‘new landscapes’ might offer resources for contemporary landscape enquiry and practice. On a 

data-gathering level, the ‘Perceptual Form of the City’ research was carried out through mobile 

creative methodologies; a process of cognitive mapping largely carried out on foot and concerned 
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with forms of human wayfinding, resulting in nearly 2,000 photographs,  field notes and hand-18

drawn maps. Thus, for Halpern, The Image of the City offers, “a series of mobile methods that could 

still be reattached innovatively to history. These models work on multiple scales, both temporal 

and spatial; allowing planners to both consider global conditions, while creating subjective and 

contextualized understandings of the environment.” (2015, 142) 

For Terranova (2016), Kepes and Lynch’s notion of the city environment is inherently ecological: 

something “mutational and alive.” (2016, l2593) Terranova writes, “Lynch’s image of the city is 

part of an ecological ethos. The image of the city is distributed insomuch as it follows a pattern of 

careful thought: deliberation of a given urban context comes before action, and order is biological 

and emergent rather than linear, top-down or bottom-up. The image of the city emerges as part of 

a dynamic field of cause-and-effect and entropy followed by organization.” (2016, l2813) In What 

Time is This Place? (1972) Lynch develops these dynamic threads from The Image of the City to more 

fully address notions of flux and change. Cultural geographer Caitlin DeSilvey draws on Lynch to 

develop her influential notion of ‘anticipatory history’ (2012), writing that Lynch offers approaches 

to landscape enquiry that, “call attention to discontinuity as well as continuity, shifting perceptions 

 Shot by project assistant Nishan Bichajian (who later became photographer in residence at CAVS) – https://18

dome.mit.edu/handle/1721.3/33656 [accessed 24.04.21]

Figure 24: Fluid patterns and glass fractures from The New Landscape in Art and Science.
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and evolving uses. He highlighted the possibilities of temporal collage, juxtaposition and 

conjunction to draw out rhythms of change – gradual and abrupt, cultural and geological.” (2012, 

35) Whilst not fully ceding to the Cagean “absence of control”, this affirmation of the importance of

temporality in What Time is This Place? (published in the same year as Kepes’ Arts of the 

Environment, to which Lynch contribute a chapter), builds on the approaches of The Image of the City 

to offer approaches to landscape perception open to flux and change. As Sarkis writes, “Lynch’s 

project is not based on the ‘quest for certainty’. It is rather a search for means by which one can 

operate in a world of uncertainty.” (2013, 430) And this theme underpins Kepes’ second notion of 

landscape – as networked curation – explored in the next section of this chapter.

2. LANDSCAPE-AS-CURATED-NETWORK

“This book is meant to be looked at more than read. It is a picture book, arranged to bring attention to a 

newly emerged aspect of nature, hithero invisible, but now revealed by science and technology.” György 

Kepes (1956, 17)

The second concept of landscape for Kepes is one of networked curatorial practice – referring to 

the ways in which his landscape images were assembled and laid out across the pages of a book or 

through an exhibition space. This notion of landscape, whilst predominantly visual, is not a 

topographical vista, but more-than-human, topological network of objects and forms pictured in 

an ongoing process of interrelationship. If Kepes’ visual methodology of landscape-as-exploded scale 

involved a process of trans-scalar discovery, this second notion reflects his understanding of 

different systems theories – namely Gestalt aesthetics and cybernetics – as a means of tracing the 

relational affective possibilities of the morphological forms he collected and curated. And with 

these processes of archiving and arrangement through The New Landscape in Art and Science, 

Halpern describes, “the emergence of a new form of observer, one both radically individuated and 

simultaneously networked, and a novel form of knowledge production based on assumptions of 

informational infinitude.” (2012, 332) In short, whilst engaging with imaging approaches which 

might be critiqued as exhibiting a disembodied scalar ‘God’s Eye Trick’, Kepes’ approach to visual 

assemblage places the viewer in the thick of a more-than-human landscape, where seeing produces 

emergent and relational possibilities for knowing and doing.

In a 1973 catalogue essay, Rudolf Arnheim reflects on The New Landscape in Art and Science, writing, 
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“What mattered most was that the new worlds, revealed by powerful scientific instruments, looked 

qualitatively different from man’s familiar environment. The shapes were readable, incredibly rich and 

beautiful to the eyes — and they obviously had to do with tangible objects, organized by familiar 

principles of symmetry, consistency, hierarchy, arborization. But there was no way for the eyes to tell 

with any certainty to what kind of object they belonged. Were they organic or inorganic matter, wholes 

or parts, small like molecules or large like nebulae?… This ‘new landscape’ then, suggested not only a 

vastly extended continuum of nature, but also an intimate unity of representational and non-

representational form, and thereby an unsuspected affinity between shapes typically created by nature 

and shapes typically invented by man.”19

This curatorial approach is a development of Kepes’ first thesis on the nature of seeing and 

knowing in Language of Vision (1944). Drawing heavily on Gestalt theory, Kepes states that a 

coherent perceptual whole can be built from the assemblage of discrete visual components by the 

educated viewer. For Kepes, visual apprehension of spatial order was undertaken through a 

symbolic ‘language’ of vision. As Michael Golec describes, this approach was inherently relational, 

fostered by a “disembodied eye” and, “depended on an active relationship between disparate 

items that were reconciled in the mind as image, a physio-mental syntax of sorts.” (2002, 14) In a 

1971 article, ‘The Information Available in Pictures’, J.J. Gibson critiques Kepes’ Language of Vision, 

as a means of building the foundation of his own ecological theory of perception, which was fully 

expressed through the concept of affordances a few years later in The Ecological Approach to Visual 

Perception (1979). In contrast to Kepes, Gibson emphasises that pictorial quality is available to the 

viewer through lived experience, which is influenced by the materiality of an environmental 

‘optical array’. Gibson writes, “A picture is a surface so treated that a delimited optic array to a 

point of observation is made available that contains the same kind of information that is found in 

the ambient optic arrays of an ordinary environment.” (1971, 31) This is an important point 

bridging the two sites of concern in this thesis; Gibson’s ecological approach to visual perception is 

critiqued in turn by Tim Ingold (2015) as a means of developing a line-orientated more-than-

human theory of mobile perception of landscape, mobilised in the Island modes of practice. There 

is a subtle irony that by the time Gibson was writing (and the AAA archive shows he and Kepes 

were regular correspondents), Kepes’ practice had moved on to more fully consider the optical, 

sonic and tactile array of elements present in an environment through his installation proposals 

and projects at the Center for Advanced Visual Studies, to be considered in the Environment 

 Arnheim, R., (1973) “Untitled” [Catalogue Essay], 10.04.73, AAA, 530919
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chapter. For now, we turn to two systematic theories of holism – Gestalt aesthetics and cybernetics 

– which shaped the form of Kepes’ curated networks of images.

2:1. SYSTEMS OF SEEING 

In Art as Organism (2016), Charissa Terranova traces the influence of biology, General Systems 

Theory and cybernetics in shaping modernist art practices, to develop the notion of ‘haptic 

unconscious’ through the work of Kepes, Moholy-Nagy and Lynch amongst others. For Terranova, 

this term represents a, "monist means-to-art: art-knowing, art-feeling, art-thinking in which 

sensing, emotions, and ratiocination are united. Knowing comes from – is part of – emotional and 

sensual experiences in the world created and mediated by art.” (2016, l532) Further, for Terranova, 

this approach to artistic practice forms part of an ‘epigenetic’ interdisciplinary project, in which, 

“art and science together worked to shape living form in a Gestalt of relations – cultural and 

otherwise… art that is alive with modification, the definition of which is up for grabs and always 

affected by technological, scientific, and socio-political turns.” (2016, l1972) Terranova deploys the 

biological notion of epigenesis to evoke a sense of interdisciplinarity in which the relationship 

between art and science (and its products) undergoes a process of mutual transformation over 

time. Two broad systems theories recur in shaping Kepes’ approach to the development of his 

Figure 25: Diffraction patterns of light from the New Landscape in Art and Science.
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landscapes and environments: Gestalt aesthetics and cybernetic theory. Whilst a system might be 

defined as a spatially and temporally bound assemblage of interacting entities, systems theorist 

Donella Meadows states, “There are no separate systems. The world is a continuum. Where to 

draw a boundary around a system depends on the purpose of the discussion.” (2009, 97) Systems 

theory arose in diverse realms in the early-to-mid 20th century: in Ludwig von Bertalanffy’s 

General Systems Theory; in the Unity of Science movement; in Norbert Wiener’s cybernetics; and 

in the Odum brothers’ equilibrium-orientated ecological theory (M’Closkey and VanDerSys , 2017). 

Gestalt theory is based on the idea that human perception is structured by irreducible elemental 

forms which form the basic aesthetic units – such as points, lines and planes – with which we build 

our pictures of the world. Gestalt theory was an influence on the practices of many Bauhaus 

practitioners, including Paul Klee, Wassily Kandinsky, Josef Albers and Kepes collaborator Laszlo 

Moholy-Nagy (Vallye 2011). The fundamentals of Bauhaus pedagogy aim to simplify the 

complexities of design into a series of formal creative experiments, often guided by Gestalt 

principles (Singerman, 1999, Çelik Alexander, 2017). Gestalt, in its most literal German translation, 

means ‘shape’ or ‘form’, and the idea posits that the perceptual whole is greater than the sum of its 

parts. Writing in 1943, the art theorist (and regular Kepes correspondent) Rudolf Arnheim 

outlined, “Gestalt theory uses as its method… the description of the structural features… of those 

natural things or happenings in which the character and function of any part is determined by the 

total situation. The method, however, must be understood as deriving from a more basic attitude 

which… emphasizes the formative powers and, if I may say so, the ‘intelligence’ of the peripheral 

sensory processes, vision, hearing, touch, etc., which had been reduced by traditional theory to the 

task of carrying the bricks of experience to the architect in the inner sanctuary of the mind.” (1943, 

71) 

Writing a year later in Language of Vision, Kepes applies a similar understanding of looking at art as 

both a cognitive and aesthetic act, suggesting, “To perceive a visual image implies the beholder’s 

participation in a process of organization. The experience of an image is thus a creative act of 

integration.” (1944, 13) For Kepes, however, this Gestalt-influenced understanding of the 

patterning of perception would be gradually developed over the next three decades to gain 

explicitly ecological and social dimensions. This notion of vision as a central epistemological mode 

of knowing the world would underpin Kepes’ work for the rest of his career, indeed the preface of 

The New Landscape in Art and Science includes the mission statement, “vision is itself a mode of 

thinking.” (1956, 17) In a 1957 lecture at New York University, Kepes sets out his definition of a 

‘patterned vision’ artistic experience, “What is the nature of an artistic experience? First of all, it is 

77



an orderer. As common perception gathers a number of sense impressions into a Gestalt, a 

patterned vision, this heightened perception of artistic vision collates sense impressions into 

visions of high-patterning works of art with their harmony, balance, melodic sequence, rhythm.”20

Cybernetics is a systems theory developed by MIT scientist Norbert Wiener during World War II, 

as a means of seeking to improve defence artillery by drawing on the principles of functioning of 

the human nervous system (Terranova, 2016). The term ‘cybernetic’ comes from the Greek 

kybernetes, which translates as ‘steersman’ or ‘governor’, and the applications of cybernetic theory 

were developed at a series of Macy Conferences on Cybernetics held between 1943–1954. Wiener 

proposed an early form of algorithmic predictive systematics, in which a machine could predict the 

trajectory of a missile flight path, drawing on known relations between a pilot, plane and flight 

patterns. However, cybernetic self-regulating systems can be observed across human and non-

human realms: the living organism can be thought of as a complex cybernetic system; so can an 

ecosystem (Belgrad, 2019). Feedback loops of information between subject and environment are 

central to the ongoing self-regulation of a system in cybernetic theory, a theme that 1960s artists 

such as Roy Ascott and Les Levine explored in terms of the temporal unfolding of viewer 

 Kepes, G., (1957) “Lecture to Industrial Arts Conference” New York University, [transcript], 22.03.57, AAA, 530320

Figure 26: Moon and Earth from The New Landscape in Art and Science.
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experience of an artwork (Shanken, 2002). A major exhibition, Cybernetic Serendipity was held at the 

ICA in London in 1968 and subsequently in Washington DC and San Francisco between 1969–70. 

Cybernetics and Gestalt theories were brought together at MIT in Kepes’ work, sharing certain 

self-regulating characteristics, as Terranova outlines, “In Gestalt psychology, the aggregate is the 

human situated in a perceptual context in the process of experiencing and observing an image. In 

cybernetics, it is the paradigmatic role played by the biological nervous system, with 

cyberneticians in many ways building on the Gestalt, interpreting the holistic process itself in 

terms of the flows and feedback loops of the human nervous system. Here, thus, the Gestalt is a 

metabolizing circle of energies.” (Terranova 2016, l2147) 

Where the Gestalt places the human viewer at the heart of the system, cybernetics imagines a post-

human network of circulation which can operate independently of human perception or action. 

Importantly, the emphasis on control and communication in cybernetic theory placed it at the 

centre of post-war USA military-industrial complex logics, positing direct equivalencies between 

biological and technological regulation systems (Skrebowski, 2006). Further, N. Katherine Hayles 

(1999) traces a genealogy of post humanist theory to post-World War II cybernetics, describing a 

conceptual lineage in which there are, “no essential differences or absolute demarcations between 

bodily existence and computer simulation, cybernetic mechanism and biological organism, robot 

teleology and human goals.” (1999, 3) Importantly, Hayles highlights two prevailing inflections of 

cybernetic theory – ‘homeostasis’ to ‘reflexivity’ – which transition over the course of Kepes’ 

landscape to environment shift. In the 1950s, cybernetic theory emphasised homeostatic feedback 

loops, information as signal/noise and circular causality, whereas in the 1960s the focus shifted to a 

more reflexive language around autopoetic relationships which emphasised the relationships 

between subject, system and environment.

The New Landscape in Art and Science can thus be understood as an application of Gestalt-infused 

Bauhaus principles of visual literacy and education deployed in a cybernetic systems-era. Kepes 

repeatedly returns to the patterning of self-regulating systems, whether bodily, socially or 

environmentally through the book, writing, “Every pattern has its own extension and its wider 

context as well: it contains or is contained by another pattern; it follows or is followed by another 

pattern.” (1956, 367) Martin (2005) suggests that the flattening of ‘things’ to ‘patterns’ in Kepes’ 

‘landscapes’ allies the work to the logics of communications networks within the military-industry 

complex, in which everything-is-connected-to-everything in a series of cascading feedback loops. 

In Martin’s reading, the book is an aesthetic expression of the logics of the ‘organisational complex’ 

milieu in which Kepes operated. In this network, the process of looking is produced, in part, 
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Figure 27: Shark yolk sac embryo vascular system and mud flat braided delta patterns from The New Landscape in 
Art and Science.

through advancing sensing technologies. Halpern calls this process ‘communicative objectivity’, in 

which the aesthetic presentation of scientific imagery in a cybernetic milieu, “appeals to our senses 

and can be seen, felt, and touched with seemingly no relationship to its content.” (2015, 15) 

Drawing on Jonathan Crary’s (1990) notion of the ‘techniques of the observer’ in 19th century 

visual culture, Halpern reminds us that the processes of seeing and knowing are inherently 

entwined, in which vision, “operates metaphorically as a term organizing how we know about and 

represent the world; a metaphor for knowledge, and for the command over a world beyond or 

outside or subjective experience.” (2015, 23) Arguably, Martin (2005) underplays the dynamism of 

Kepes’ pattern-thinking: both in how the formal qualities of his images are formed; and the 

affective resonances they may spark on a reader. Take, for example, this foregrounding of time-in-

space in two quotes in The New Landscape in Art and Science (1956), “The path of a cosmic ray, the 

growth of a crystal, the stroboscopic record of a raindrop are meaningful only as interrelations. We 

are compelled to interpret them as intersections of events.” (1956, 206) Kepes at once references 

Moholy-Nagy’s ‘new vision’ whilst deviating from it, “Leading us away from the system of fixed 

things, and toward the system of spatio-temporal patterns, the newly revealed visible world brings 

us to the threshold of a new vision. We cannot relate its seen patterns to our familiar experiences of 

things that we know and touch and smell.” (1956, 206, original emphasis) 
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Halpern (2015) emphasises that – like Moholy-Nagy – Kepes seeks to develop a methodology for 

visual enquiry in The New Landscape in Art and Science, asking the reader to trace connections 

between forms, objects and mediums throughout the ‘experiment’ of a text. Kepes writes, “the 

method… has served as a kind of laboratory experiment – fuses visual images and verbal 

communication in a common structure. The visual images… are the content. The verbal 

statements… are illustrations. They do not constitute a connected systematic account. The 

quotations touch the subject from one angle, the comments from another, with the visual images 

forming the basis of the interrelated structure that alone tells a connected story.” (1956, 17) Halpern 

describes Kepes’ method of accumulation and archiving as a mode of “algorithmic seeing” in 

which visual material was placed in a relationship based on, “ecology, process and 

interactivity.” (2015, 93) Halpern argues that Kepes understood visual objectivity as the ability to 

produce different forms of subjectivities: an approach that allowed the most conditions of 

possibility to emerge from the recombinations of visual material. Halpern thus describes The New 

Landscape in Art and Science as an ‘autopoetic’ text – a system able to sustain and reproduce itself 

through processes of affective emergence. It’s here that we see a fascinating tension in Kepes 

notion of patterned landscapes, and one that, arguably gives its latent potentials for contemporary 

thought and practice. Arguably, then, for all that Kepes rehearses the Moholy-Nagy and Dewey-

influenced search for structure and equilibrium in both The New Landscape in Art and Science, and in 

his archival notes, his understanding of the process of image production, circulation and reception 

has an inherent autopoetic dynamism.

Kepes’ curatorial approach has historical forebears. One way of framing The New Landscape in Art 

and Science is as a curatorial ‘cabinet of curiosities’ for an age in which scientific discovery was 

undertaken through instruments of extended vision, rather than the geographical exploration of 

centuries past. Kepes states that his early days at MIT in the 1950s involved constant chivvying of 

scientists for visual imagery, recalling in a 1983 interview that, “I went like a bulldog who never 

gives up from one laboratory to the other. Sometimes I was almost thrown out by the scientists, 

because they thought I would distort the meaning of science by trying to use just the optical 

record.”  Through knocking on MIT laboratory doors and sending letters to far-flung research 21

facilities, Kepes participated in a form of artistic contextualising and reframing of newly-minted 

scientific discoveries of ‘new worlds’, in a manner akin to Enlightenment explorers such as 

Alexander von Humboldt (Buttimer, 2010). His processes of curation in both The New Landscape 

exhibition at MIT of 1951, and The New Landscape in Art and Science book bear commonalities with 

Barbara Maria Stafford’s (2001) description of cabinet of curiosity material assemblages in Visual 

 Morgan, R.C., (1983) “Sermon for Tranquility” [article], AfterImage 10(6), AAA, 531721
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Analogy: Consciousness as the Art of Connecting. In a statement akin to Kepes’ description of his own 

visual methodology, Stafford describes a curatorial process which, “simultaneously revealed and 

concealed the discontinuities that went into forming them. Collecting was synonymous with 

patterning. Not unlike the cosmos, artificial worlds required an individual hand to order them and 

an embodied eye to perceive them. Disparate objects, gathered in different places and at separate 

times, had to be ‘hyperlinked’ through the viewer’s insightful ‘jumps’. Simultaneously 

homogenous and heterogenous, the knowledge produced in this network of intersecting 

coordinates was synthetic.” (2001, 121–122) Further, Beck and Bishop suggest that through taking 

this approach, in The New Landscape in Art and Science, “The simplistic inversion of the standard 

power relationship between image and text in scientific publications belies the larger agenda of 

subverting science as a privileged site for knowledge production.” (2020, 57) Thinking with 

Halpern, Stafford, Beck and Bishop then, it is possible to understand The New Landscape in Art and 

Science as a kind of networked experimental space, structured by Kepes’ methodology for 

accumulative ‘pattern-seeing’ which asks the viewer to make “insightful ‘jumps’” across places, 

times and materials through the aesthetic recontextualisation of scientific imagery.

The most striking section of The New Landscape in Art and Science is its central collection of images 

gathered from scientific and remote sensing technologies: we see river meanders and valley 

Figure 28: Agitated sand patterns, animal spectograms and soundwave from The New Landscape in Art and Science.
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sections from the air; butterfly wings and cell structures under the microscope; frozen moments of 

crystallography and branching electrical fields laid out in correspondence. As in his 1951 

exhibition The New Landscape, Kepes’ unique contribution is in the curation of these images – this is 

as much a work of ‘experimental geography’ pushing at the outer scalar limits of the sensed world 

as it is an art book. The images are like topological nodes of a new world, offering potentially 

significant – if unpredictable – affective resonances for a reader moving through them. As Kepes 

writes, “This is meant to be looked at more than read.” (1956, 17) The two inflections of landscape 

in Kepes’ work are present in Rudolf Arnheim’s essay in the Works in Review (1973) catalogue, “The 

‘new landscape’ then, suggested not only a vastly extended continuum of nature, but also an 

intimate unity of representational and nonrepresentational form, and thereby an unsuspected 

affinity between shapes typically created by nature and shapes typically invented by man.” (1973, 

12) In this sense, landscape is both an exploded scale of sensory perception facilitated by

technological advancements, and the curated assemblages of resulting shapes and forms which 

flout categories across both art/science and human/non-human interfaces. As Terranova puts it, 

the book represents “an ecology of pictures wherein unity is distinctly a matter of difference, 

variation and individual bodies experiencing life in situ.” (Terranova 2016, l2233) 

Such a curative outlook – arranging non-human forms so as to prompt the viewer to think with 

ideas of casual processes of interdependence – resonates with a physical geography approach to 

visual arrangement. Patterns, in both practices, become the relational frameworks which 

simultaneously reveal earthly forces and structures, whilst at the same time structuring the 

frameworks we use to interpret and describe them. Patterns, in both cases, emerge from a tension 

between chaos and order in natural systems, they are, as Kepes puts it, “meeting-points of 

actions.” (1956, 206) And as a result, patterns have a rich imaginative potential: the deep time 

dreaming fostered by patterned rock strata; the shifting temporalities of memory across a braided 

river bed; the scalar overwhelm of a mountain range. Patterns, and their relation and resonance 

across landscapes, are good to think with, sitting somewhere between the interpretative and the 

imaginative; the material and the experiential; the vast and intimate; the stable and the shifting. 

Such an understanding echoes Gregory Bateson’s assertion of ecological consciousness, where it is 

“of prime importance to have a conceptual system which will force us to see the ‘message’ (e.g. the 

art object) as both itself internally patterned and itself a part of a larger patterned 

universe.” (1972/1999, 141) 

Kepes’ aim in The New Landscape in Art and Science was to direct the designer towards this 

expanded scale of earthly patterning, as Halpern puts it, “to produce these autopoetic structures, 
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to mime and perhaps materialize the process of seeing.” (2012, 336) The New Landscape in Art and 

Science is thus a project dedicated to the creation of new perceptual worlds through the assemblage 

of an emerging visual archive documenting earthly horizons. In the 1950s, the dominant American 

visual landscape imaginary centred on pastoralism and wilderness. In The Machine in the Garden 

(1964) Leo Marx (who would later contribute to Arts of the Environment in 1972) suggested that this 

prevailing notion of landscape, “gives rise to a symbolic motion away from centers of civilization 

toward their opposite, nature, away from sophistication toward simplicity, or to introduce the 

cardinal metaphor of the literary mode, away from the city towards the country. When this 

impulse is unchecked, the result is a simpleminded wishfulness, a romantic perversion of thought 

and feeling.” (1964/2000, 9) Kepes’ notion of landscape thus occupies a potentially contradictory, 

or at least tense, space between such pastoral nostalgia and a utopian faith in the possibility of 

harnessing the potential of emerging technologies for social and ecological benefit. As we will see 

in the Environment chapter, the rediscovery of a ‘lost pageantry of nature’ becomes an increasingly 

common goal of his later work at CAVS, perhaps counterintuitively seeking to use new 

technologies (such as light and sound installations) to dissolve human-nature divides through the 

reintegration of the artist into society. 

Figure 29: Crystal patterns of penicillin and explosive compound hexanittrodiphenylamine from The New Landscape 
in Art and Science.
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2:2. PATTERN VISION: GEOGRAPHIES OF RELATION, RESONANCE AND CIRCULATION 

The 453 largely black and white images in The New Landscape in Art and Science are mostly laid out 

following traditional art history formats of comparative analysis, where isomorphic affinities in 

visual patterns become meeting points for divergent material forms. Accompanied by minimal 

captions, visual resonance becomes the basis for expanded forms of seeing and imagining more-

than-human networks through the image assemblages. Kepes’ approach to ‘pattern-seeing’ also 

commonly finds expression in contemporary landscape geopoetics. Take for example Robert 

Macfarlane’s evocation of Rannoch Moor in The Wild Places, “the Moor seemed to reveal itself in 

odd forms, abstract shapes that recurred wherever I looked. The curve was one such shape: the 

little gold sand beaches that bracketed the loch’s bays; the arc of a dark hillside held against the 

snowy backdrop of a higher mountain; a bough of a birch tree glimpsed through the window of a 

ruined crofter’s cottage.”(2007, 80) Or, poet Thomas A. Clark’s description of the island of 

Colonsay, where, “The ripples on the beach and the veins in the rocks on the mountain show the 

same signature.” (1987, line 7–8) Deployed in this way, the accumulation of forms in a landscape 

becomes the basis for an attentive seeing akin to Anna Tsing’s (2015) ’arts of noticing’, in which 

landscape enquiry is aided by the imaginative search for affinities and interconnections between 

seemingly disparate human and non-human things. As John Wylie suggests, “landscape is 

tension” (2007, 1), and Kepes’ approach to his new landscape is little different: built on a relational 

tension between images which prompt the viewer to bridge the human and non-human, the 

animate and inanimate, the synthetic and organic, the tiny and vast.  

 

Writing in The New Landscape in Art and Science about the New Landscape exhibition at MIT in 1951 

that fostered the resulting book, Charles W. Morris writes approvingly of the space it fostered for 

visitors to, “move among and between diverse perspectives, cultural perspectives on the earthy, 

spatial and temporal perspectives in the cosmos.” (1956, 98)  But, of course, this approach is also 

fraught with pitfalls. Blakinger (2019) describes Kepes’ approach to visual assemblage as 

‘pseudomorphic’, a term developed by art historian Erwin Panofsky to describe accidental and 

meaningless formal similarities between artworks. In Tomb Sculpture, Panofsky describes 

pseudomorphism as, “The emergence of a form A, morphologically analogous to, or even identical 

with, a form B, yet entirely unrelated to it from a genetic point of view.” (1964/1992, 26-27) Earlier 

still, Walter Benjamin described a similar phenomenon of ‘mimetic faculty’ as a historical 

foundation of human curiosity about the world, suggesting, “Such reading is the most ancient: 

reading before all languages, from the entrails, the stars, or dances.” (1933, 722) In an essay titled 

‘On the Uses and Abuses of Lookalikes’ art historian Y.A. Bois (2015) builds on both Panofsky and 
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Benjamin’s insights to suggest that, “the capacity of perceiving resemblances, analogies, 

similarities is at the heart – at the aesthetic heart, one could even say – of human 

knowledge.” (2015, 130) So we see divergent perspectives on the value of pattern-seeing. On one 

hand, it could form the basis of a visual methodology for attentive seeing through landscapes on 

page (Kepes) and place (Macfarlane, Clark) which meshes the viewer in a vibrant, interconnected 

more-than-human network. On the other, it could be basis for a pseudomorphic collapse of sited 

and material specificities into a quasi-ecological ‘everything is connected’ mode of looking.

Barbara Maria Stafford’s theory of images is valuable in bridging this divergence. In Echo Objects 

(2007), Stafford rejects the notion that formalism akin to Kepes’ pattern-seeing, “revealing the 

significant morphological homologies and dissonances within and between ordered compositions” 

(2007, 10) is antithetical to affective embodiment. Stafford states that, “Images – whether the result 

of natural imprints or artificial impressions – lay down tracks that affectively activate our eyes and 

mind.” (2007, 11) Stafford continues, “It seems that Gyorgy Kepes was right. Structuring, or what 

he called the ‘discipline of forming’ is a fundamental part of perceiving because we forget to 

remember the passing show so quickly or the bits we do attend to, still must be actively accessed 

later through mnemonic reperformance.” (2007, 16) For Stafford, then, pattern-seeing is a process 

of affective archiving and reworking of memory, through which contrary visual structures, “force 

Figure 30: Death Valley and seabed contours from The New Landscape in Art and Science.
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the beholder to attend to the fact that he must simultaneously register two antithetical pieces of 

information: that of being rooted in the physical body and located in the material world while, 

simultaneously, being in the full presence of a richer elsewhere.” (2007, 127) Stafford’s theory of 

images thus infuses a Gestalt model of vision based on structuring the world through patterns, 

with an analogous more-than-representational materialism, in which, “the earthly or natural image 

establishes a temporary resemblance with a hidden mystery that one cannot otherwise see. All of 

analogy’s simile-generating figures are thus incarnational. They materialize, display and 

disseminate an enigma that escapes words.” (2007, 24) For Stafford, visual analogy is less about 

communicating what already exists, and more about creating the conditions for new and novel 

perspectives fostered by images and their interrelations. Stafford calls this process a “leap to 

understanding”, in which, “the seer is encouraged to raise her sights, not in order to reproduce an 

identical view valid for all, but to gain access over time to as many intertwined, coexistent and 

extensive partial aspects as possible.” (2007, 184) Arguably, it is such a ‘leap to understanding’ that 

Kepes asks of his readers in The New Landscape in Art and Science. Further, Stafford’s suggestion that 

such modes of visual arrangement might hold the potential to access and express the partiality and 

unknowability of more-than-human worlds that aligns Kepes’ practices with contemporary 

themes in Geohumanities landscape enquiry.

As a collection of written texts, The New Landscape in Art and Science is perhaps as undisciplined as 

it is interdisciplinary. Indeed, Kepes later stated that the book reflected less, “a well-defined theory, 

but a ‘conviction’.”  Some art magazines refused to review the book on its release, citing that art 22

and science were incommensurable in such a format (Collins Goodyear, 2004). And whilst a letter 

from the art critic Herbert Read to Kepes in March 1957 states that he is “lost in admiration” for the 

book, which prompts, “a collapse of the sense of opposition between organic and inorganic 

processes, and between the human and other-than-human phases of nature.” ; Bauhaus designer 23

Marcel Breuer writes to Kepes in March 1962, to say of the book that, “many of the thoughts I read 

are moody, confused or confusing. Some of the participants are just not writers or philosophers, 

and some of them are curiously outmoded.”  In a review of The New Landscape in Art and Science, 24

British artist Richard Hamilton highlights Kepes’ lack of engagement with contemporary art, but 

still states, “While being naive in the extreme in his understanding of contemporary art, his studies 

on the nature of vision abound with notions of great importance for the visual artist 

 Kepes, G., (undated) “Tulane Lecture” [transcript], AAA, 531222

 Read, H., (1957), “Letter to György Kepes” [letter], AAA, 121123

 Breuer, M., (1962) “Letter to György Kepes” [letter], 27.03.62, AAA, 121124
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today.” (Hamilton 1961, 91) Arguably, all three correspondents have a point. Whilst the texts 

remain of some historical interest – Norbert Wiener introducing his cybernetics thesis, for example 

– it is the images that persist, in their relational states, assembled across pages so as to variously

resonate and jar with one another, creating potentials to foster a sense of inquisitiveness and 

wonder. Kepes’ resulting notion of ‘pattern-seeing’ was designed to help the viewer “trace the 

interplay of processes in the world.” (1956, 19) Vallye (2011) thus describes The New Landscape in 

Art and Science as a “collage of instruments and agents, a subjects-objects collectivity within which 

‘pattern-seeing’ would spring forth from multiple sources.” (2011, 297) Kepes’ methods of 

arranging visual material encourage an affective and wonder-full engagement with non-human 

material across different geographies of space and time. However, his process of opening up 

possibilities of resonance, metaphor and dialectic between disparate forms, patterns and processes 

is rarely detailed in terms of the specific materialities and geographies of his subject materials. 

Reflecting on the nature of visual art-science practices, James Elkins (2008) suggests that, “the 

clearest, most fruitful response to the abyss between the humanities and the sciences is to set out 

the disciplines, in detail, side by side, and let them tell their stories in their own languages.” (2008, 

18) Elkins’ point is that the specificities and lineages of both scientific and humanities disciplines

should not be maligned in the mangle of interdisciplinary practices, instead placed in arrangement 

so to find points of resonance. To an extent, then, this mode of interdisciplinary visual curation is 

achieved by Kepes in The New Landscape in Art and Science – images from both artistic and scientific 

origins are reproduced with captions and attributions. However, even with additional information, 

Kepes encourages the images to be interpreted on a purely formal (or pattern-thinking) basis, 

asking the viewer to find points of visual resonance in a process of ‘interseeing’. As such, the 

geographies of production, use and reception are largely absent in the images; as are their specific 

human and non-human materialities, and the technologies used to visualise and image their forms. 

For Elkins, abstracted scientific images such as those found in The New Landscape in Art and Science 

are productions of the ‘end of representation’ in photographic imaging practices, as they “show us 

things we can’t possibly be seeing: things so far away, so faint, so large or soft or bright that they 

couldn’t possibly be contained in the rectangular frame of a picture–and yet they are. These are 

pictures of objects that literally don’t exist–that couldn’t exist as they are pictured – but somehow

do. They are abstractions of abstractions, feeble symbols for objects that have no reality of their 

own.” (2008, xv)

The New Landscape in Art and Science is framed by Kepes as a visual experiment: patterned ground 

through which the active participation of the viewer is sought to make sense of Elkins’ 
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“abstractions of abstractions.” We can thus consider the book as both a representation of existing 

landscapes; and of aesthetic landscapes-in-the-making created in correspondence with a viewer: 

interdisciplinary blueprints for socio-ecological change fostered through aesthetic experiment. In 

so doing, the book brings notions of landscape and printed page into correspondence, in so doing 

echoing 1990s debates in cultural geography over the interpretations of ‘landscape-as-text’ (e.g. 

Duncan and Duncan, 1988). John Wylie offers a set of questions and provocations regarding the 

interpretation of landscape-as-text:

“To liken landscape to a written text – to say that a landscape is like a book – is to open up a series of 

interpretative avenues. For example it invites questions regarding authorship and interpretation – 

writing and reading. Who is it that has written the landscape? Which individuals or groups are its 

principal authors? What is the narrative of the landscape, what story does it tell? Does the landscape 

have just one plot, or is it composed of many overlapping and even competing storylines? Equally, the 

landscape-text obviously requires a readership, an audience, in order to come alive. But how will the 

landscape be read? Is it written in a language that we understand? Or will we need to learn new 

languages and develop new techniques for reading and interpreting the landscape, if we wish to 

understand it more deeply?” (Wylie, 2007, 70–71) 

Figure 31: Haddock scale, strip crop agriculture, aboriginal shield, glacial valley and beech bark patterns from The 
New Landscape in Art and Science.
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Wylie’s questions echo those being posed in the sub-discipline of human geography concerned 

with ‘geographies of the book’ (Livingstone 2005, Ogborn and Withers 2010).  Writing in Nature of 

the Book (1998), Adrian Johns suggests that the essential elements of the printed book are 

contingent on the convergence of people, machines and materials, and their networked 

interactions.  Accordingly, Johns states that, “any printed book is… both the product of one 

complex set of social and technological processes and also the starting point for another.” (1998, 3) 

Just as critics of the landscape-as-text theorists (e.g. Thrift, 2008) suggest that we can’t assume a 

fixed, material landscape as a pre-existing palimpsest for analysis (Wylie, 2007), Johns suggests 

that critical geographies of the book must be attentive to the processes of conception, production, 

circulation and reception of a book. Johns writes, “the story of a book evidently does not end with 

its creation. How it is then put to use, by whom, in what circumstances, and to what effect are all 

equally complex issues. Each is worthy of attention in its own right. So a printed book can be seen 

as a nexus conjoining a wide range of worlds of work.” (1998, 3) The importance of (re)locating the 

production, circulation and ongoing reception of texts is a central concern of geographies of the 

book scholarship, as David Livingstone puts it, “Attending to the spaces of textual circulation has 

alerted us to the different sites at which scientific theories are encountered and their local 

meanings constituted. As theory travels it is transformed.” (2005, 399) 

Kepes’ curative spirit to book-as-landscape resonates with the editorial approach of geographers 

Harrison, Pile and Thrift’s Patterned Ground: Entanglements of Nature and Culture (2004), which 

states its intention as, “an attempt to look upon the world with eyes that are curious and attentive, 

but eyes that are not yet able to decipher the precise nature of the pattern before them… one that is 

prepared to imagine the world before its patterns became obvious… and were parcelled up into 

domains investigated and policed by academic disciplines.” (2004, 15) In this statement we see two 

key resonant themes with The New Landscape in Art and Science explored in this chapter, centred on 

the potential of landscape patterns to foster new spatio-temporal and aesthetic imaginaries, and 

transcend interdisciplinary boundaries of interpretation and reception. Specifically, the authors 

emphasise their desire for a “pre-disciplinary” text which provides a space for experiencing, “the 

entanglements between the patterns through which the world turns up.” (2004, 25, 33) Patterned 

Ground is edited by three eminent ‘non-representational’ geographers, at a time when the theory 

was at its zeitgeist (and controversial) disciplinary ‘moment’ (see, for example, Lorimer H., 2005). 

In a way, Patterned Ground is emblematic of the products of those debates: its introduction is 

ambitious and radical in tone, drawing from process philosophers and Bauhaus artists as a means 

of producing a printed space where through “encounters” between different texts and images the 

editors might, “creatively produce new kinds of organisation that are greater than the sum of their 
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parts.” (2004, 40) The reality is perhaps a little less radical or transformative, reading more like a 

jumbled contemporary geographical textbook where eminent academics synthesise written work 

fully articulated elsewhere (e.g. Tim Ingold on making; Beth Greenbrough on islands; Laura 

Cameron on ecosystems; Anssi Paasi on territory). This is not to be overly critical: Patterned Ground 

was produced by geographers, and is clearly edited with an eye to its disciplinary circulation and 

reception. Arguably, though, its inability to actualise its ambition reinforces the value of assessing 

texts such as The New Landscape in Art and Science as pre-histories to contemporary debates. The 

‘exploded scale’ images sourced by Kepes, and the networked, relational forms of visual curation 

explored in this chapter uncannily articulate the patterned, processual “alternative spatial 

calculations” posited by Harrison, Pile and Thrift (2004, 45). Engaging with The New Landscape in 

Art and Science using the insights of these theories on geographies of the book then, is one way of 

conceptualising its contemporary textual circulation and transformation within Geohumanities 

concerns.

There are resonances, too in The New Landscape in Art and Science’s texts with language used in 

current Geohumanities debates. In reflecting on the 1951 New Landscape exhibition at MIT, Charles 

Morris – a philosophy lecturer at the University of Chicago – suggests that the exhibition fostered 

an, “Imaginative person-controlled non-representational moulding of a medium and the most 

objectively-intended literal accurate mirroring of non-human processes,” and, “a collapse of the 

sense of opposition between organic and inorganic processes, and between the human and other-

than-human phases of nature.” (1956, 94) These statements could be viewed as precursors to a 

reading of the book as a hybrid, relational and ‘non-representational’ text-as-landscape which 

serves to dissolve structural binaries. Kepes himself goes some way to sketching the new 

landscape-as-dynamic-assemblage in stating, “The book is suggestive rather than definitive and 

tentative rather than conclusive… Scientific and artistic insight fuse, creating by their interplay a 

basic type of experience – neither science nor art – but a comprehension that has both the character 

of information and the quality of poetic vision.” (1956, 17) However, implicit in this typology is a 

visual topography ‘out there’ waiting to be discovered and ordered by those with the appropriate 

visual training, rather than a dynamic topology of relational human and non-human visual 

cultures. Through close reading of the text, an important tension can be identified at the heart of 

Kepes’ curatorial notion of landscape. On one hand, it might be approached as informed by 

contemporary debates over new materialism and post-humanism, as assembling a kind-of more-

than-human network of disparate objects with diverse materialities, where the human, non-human 

and technological are caught in ongoing processes of relation. Statements such as this, from an 

undated lecture to the University of Venice in Italy, support this interpretation, “For the more 
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powerful the devices developed by man through scientific technology, the more we are 

interconnected, interacting, interwoven with each other, with our machines, with our own 

capacities. Each new aid that science and technology prepare for us leads us to see nature and 

ourselves in an ever clearer interdependence.”  25

In this way, Kepes could be understood to be asking questions of a ‘Great Acceleration’ world that 

are pertinent to contemporary life: how to orientate creative practice and curation in an age of 

ecological crisis typified by rapidly expanding scales of environmental concern; how to produce 

representations of the invisible, the ephemeral and the insensible materialities through 

assemblages of technical sensing apparatus; and how to bring together interdisciplinary collectives 

focused on complicated and uncertain environmental issues and events. However, his conceptual 

tensions are evident in the same Venice lecture, in which Kepes states, “To be fully aware of the 

menace of the smog-draped sun, one needs to have experienced the joy of the light- and color-

giving sun. To know about the corrosive impacts of crowding, one needs to sense the freedom of 

space… To respond with the needed anger to the pollution of our lakes and rivers, one needs a 

memory or an imaginative experience of the purity of a mountain brook. To sense the harm of 

deadening urban noise, one needs the memory of the sound of a chime or of birdsong in the early 

morning.”  In one statement he accepts a new interdependent ‘techno-nature’, whilst a few 26

sentences on, he rehearses nature/culture binaries which explicitly reject the implications of 

technological progress and its impact on the environment. This tension frames Kepes (and his 

landscape) as caught between, and struggling to make sense of, shifting currents of thought and 

practice: late-modernism and post-modernism; imagined art-environmental utopia; and rapidly 

expanding and changing socio-ecological worlds. Romantic environmental imaginations were 

common to this inflection of what Robert Genter (2010) terms ‘late modernism’ in the 1960s, 

arguing practitioners (and we could locate Kepes here, too), “were returning to the moment in the 

late nineteenth century when Romanticism gave birth to modernism, that is the moment in which 

aesthetics began to incorporate the metaphysical claims once generated by religion.” (2010, 8) 

Again, Kepes’ landscape is defined by its internal relational tensions.

 Kepes, G., (1972) “Letter to Francesco Franceschini with undated lecture transcript”, [letter / transcript], 29.06.72, 25

AAA, 5308. The final word in the transcript excerpt is ‘independence’, but is very likely to mean ‘interdependence’. The 
lecture beings with an acknowledgement of the difficulty of a “Hungarian-American” lecturing in accented English to 
an Italian audience through a translator.

 ibid26
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In a 1983 interview Kepes reflects on his early photogram practice, which preceded The New 

Landscape in Art and Science, stating, “In some of the work there is a sense of inevitability. That’s 

what I like in some of the photographic work: its not really me who is doing it; I’m just the 

middleman.”  Kepes frames a more-than-human visual practice in which through photographic 27

paper, inks and glass plates he sought to channel and stabilise, “this beautiful hidden rhythm of 

the world,” but, “Without knowing too much about what it meant.”  Closing this Landscape 28

chapter, and bridging to the next Environment chapter, Kepes’ notion of the ‘middleman’ can be 

understood in four ways. First, practically, in remaining open to chance in the production of the 

photograms; setting up conditions for development based on materials and light, whilst remaining 

open to emergence in what results, in a manner akin to Elizabeth Grosz’s (2008) notion of art 

practice as a temporary intervention into the chaotic forces of the world. This understanding of 

 Morgan, R.C., (1983) “Sermon for Tranquility” [article], AfterImage 10(6), AAA, 531727

 ibid.28

Figure 32: “Just the middleman” – untitled photodrawing (1957). Image: Kepes (1973).
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skill in the creative process is akin to Ingold’s notion of making (developed, in part, through 

engagements with Simondon’s individuation outlined earlier in this chapter) as, “a process of 

correspondence: not the imposition of preconceived form on raw material substance, but the 

drawing out or bringing forth of potentials immanent in a world of becoming.” (2013, 31) Second, 

in interdisciplinary terms, in trafficking both visual materials and concepts between art and science 

– the “bulldog who never gives up” both in the corridors of MIT and through extensive

correspondence – seeking out contemporary scientific imagery as a means of prompting new 

artistic responses and contextualisations. 

Third, in curating ‘counterpuntal’ rhythmical relationship between images, text and viewer in the 

design and navigation of The New Landscape in Art and Science, as a means of attempting to foster 

socio-ecological change through visual experience. Fourth, in his own position on a ‘hinge’ 

between worlds of theory and practice, as outlined above. This metaphor of the middleman sums 

up Kepes’ position well: as an aesthetician seeking to guide perceptual systems towards moments 

of temporary equilibrium, harmony and insight; as a negotiator attempting to find resonances 

between seemingly disparate forms, materials and disciplinary practices. Across all four inflections 

of the term we find a modest, experimental commitment forged by socio-ecological ethics, as 

Kepes states in the 1983 interview,  “Most people are ashamed of having a sense of loyalty to the 

society, or a loyalty to nature. And one cannot singlehandedly create something that does the job. 

I’m just groping, and maybe that will be my end too, just groping and groping. But still, I feel I 

should not give up the sense of what I am doing.”  Kepes’ role as the ‘middleman’ continues 29

through the 1960s and early 1970s through the emergence of his ‘environment’ practice, 

particularly in the founding of the Center for Advanced Visual Studies at MIT in 1967. It is this 

development that the next chapter, Environment, will trace.

 ibid.29
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ENVIRONMENT 

“The Institut für Raumexperimente is in itself an experiment. To me, the experiment as a mode of inquiry is 

necessary if we are to insist on a constant, probing and generous interaction with reality. Or to put it 

differently: by engaging in experimentation, we can challenge the norms by which we live and thus produce 

reality. Within the history of spatial research, educational experimentation has occurred at, for instance, the 

Center for Advanced Visual Studies at MIT, founded by Gyorgy Kepes… I aim to recast their radical notions 

of learning in contemporary society.” Olafur Eliasson (2009)1

Even as the The New Landscape in Art and Science was published in 1956, György Kepes’ aesthetic 

geography metaphors were beginning to be remapped from ‘landscape’ to ’environment’. Finding 

particular expression between the early-mid 1960s (the proposal and opening of Center for 

Advanced Visual Studies) and the early-mid 1970s (the Boston Harbor and Charles River projects; 

the publication of Arts of the Environment), Kepes’ notion of environment is the product of four 

interwoven strands. First, his environment is the development of the pattern-thinking first 

developed in the ‘new landscapes’ of the early 1950s, which sought to find visual methodologies 

to, “overcome the alienation between observer and object.” (Martin 2005, 66) As the previous 

chapter outlined, this strand of thought and practice is infused with systems thinking of various 

strains, notably cybernetics and organismic biology, and guided by an underlying Gestalt aesthetic 

lineage. Second, Kepes’ environment refers to the new geographical spaces for art-science 

interdisciplinarity fostered by his projects. We will examine this strand in the following chapter 

section on the proposal, opening, and running of the Center for Advanced Visual Studies at MIT 

from 1967 onwards. Third, Kepes’ environment partially maps onto wider trends in late 1960s and 

early 70s art practice towards what Lucy Lippard terms the “dematerialisation of the art 

object.” (1973/1997, 3) Through an archival examination of the (unrealised) plans and proposals 

for the Boston Harbor and Charles River projects at CAVS, this section will trace how Kepes’ 

notion of environment was expressed through public, participatory and installation art. This 

section will examine the work of two CAVS fellows mentored by Kepes – Alan Sonfist and 

Maryanne Amacher – to trace how resonant principles found expression responding to currents in 

both contemporary art, and ecological awareness. 

Finally, building on this theme, the fourth understanding of environment in Kepes’ work at this 

point refers to the growing environmental movements of the period. Here we seek to understand 

 Eliasson, O., (2009), “Nothing is ever the same” [website], online at: https://raumexperimente.net/en/meta/nothing-1

is-ever-the-same/ [accessed 02.06.21]
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Kepes’ work in the context of prevailing discourses in human-nature relationships. Broadly, where 

Kepes’ ‘landscapes’ pictured a fragmented, fractured state of nature, which needed to be patterned 

back together using perceptual mapping of the new frontiers of scientific imagery, this notion of 

‘environment’ responds to emerging concepts of interconnectedness and dynamism in ecology and 

human-nature systems. A key argument in this section is that Kepes’ previous decades of work 

created an artistic methodology centred on interdisciplinary collaboration which prepared a fertile 

ground for addressing the concerns of the growing environmental movement. This chapter will 

finish with a short coda summarising what we might term a ‘Kepesian methodology’ for research 

and practice in the arts, which might, in turn have contemporary use and resonance in the present 

day. This is pertinent because as Busbea suggests, “In modes reminiscent of those of McLuhan and 

Kepes, implements, objects, extensions, tools, and, simply, things are once again being brought 

forth as indices of our relationship with the surrounding world.” (2020, 236)

Figure 33: Front cover dust jacket of Arts of the Environment (1972).
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1. SYSTEMS OF REFERENCE: LANDSCAPE TO ENVIRONMENT 

 

The use of ‘environment’ as a keyword in Kepes’ conceptual vocabulary overlaps significantly 

with his use of ‘landscape’, beginning in the 1940s. In a 1947 article titled, ‘The Creative Discipline 

of Our Visual Environment’, he writes that, “Without ordering of his physical environment, [man] 

cannot survive. His creative capacity to construct his environment in terms of his needs, that is, to 

work out a relative equilibrium, is the very foundation of his existence.” (1947, 18) Anna Vallye 

(2011) highlights how, at this juncture in the 1940s, this notion of environment owes as much to 

prevailing discourses on evolutionary biology (such as the Theoretical Biology Club discussed in 

the Landscape chapter) and behaviourist psychology, as it does to the idea of environment-as-

ecological-concern, which emerges much later in Kepes’ work. Vallye describes how Kepes was 

influenced by the evolutionary behaviourism of William James and John Dewey, which posited 

that humans undergo a constant set of perceptual ‘adjustments’ within a changing environment in 

search of the maintenance of ‘equilibrium’. For these thinkers, perceptual education was a route to 

fostering adaptive human behaviour. It is this first notion of perceptual ‘environment’ in Kepes’ 

vocabulary that we see translated into a ‘human landscape’ in The New Landscape in Art and Science, 

“To convert this new environment into a human landscape, we need… to map the world’s new 

configurations with our senses… Reoriented, we shall then be in a position to cope with the new 

world of forms.” (1956, 19) Whilst the early 1950s focus of Kepes’ perceptual mapping project was 

to convert a wider ‘environment’ into an ordered and relational ‘landscape’, the centrifugal 

trajectory of the next two decades would increasingly focus on the ‘environment’ as both topic of 

concern, and form of practice and enquiry. This trajectory is bookended (literally) by two volumes: 

from The New Landscape in Art and Science (1956) to Arts of the Environment (1972).

In the shift from landscape to environment, Kepes’ own ‘pattern-thinking’ underwent a 

transformation. In the landscape conception of the term, Kepes’ use of the term belies its Gestalt 

theory artistic, and D’Arcy Wentworth Thompson-influenced organismic biological, lineages. 

Pattern-thinking through Kepes’ landscape is a methodology for thinking across categories and 

scales: between humans and non-humans, the tiny and the vast, the fast and the slow. Like 

Wentworth Thompson, this conception of pattern-thinking is an effort to emphasise 

interconnectedness, even across disparate objects and organisms, all subject to the forces and fluxes 

of natural laws. As we’ve seen in Landscape, Kepes develops the basis of this theory to argue for the 

reinstatement of the artist into the process of mapping and contextualising these ‘new landscapes’ 

as a means of developing visual languages and creative approaches appropriate to the ‘exploded 

scale’ of imaging technologies. In so doing, equilibrium (however ‘dynamic’) might be restored in 
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socio-ecological systems. In the shift to environment, pattern becomes an ever more dynamic 

concept, providing the shifting, rhythmical link between an organism and its environment, in a 

manner akin to Gregory Bateson’s notion of the ‘pattern that connects’. Again indebted to 

Wentworth Thompson, in Mind and Nature: A Necessary Unity (1979), Bateson elaborates a theory of 

environment based on relational patternings, positing, “What pattern connects the crab to the 

lobster and the orchid to the primrose and all the four of them to me? And me to you? And all the 

six of us to the amoeba in one direction and to the backward schizophrenic in another?” (1979, 8) 

As Busbea (2020) suggests, this is a worldly epistemology in which static entities do not exist 

except to enter in a relational feedback loop with one another, and a perceiving, thinking subject. 

In the introduction to Arts of the Environment (1972), Kepes explores similar terrain, writing, “Every 

physical form, every living form, every pattern of feeling or thought has its own unique identity, 

its boundaries, its extension and its wider context; it contains or is contained by another pattern; it 

allows or is followed by another pattern.” (1972, 3) 

Kepes’ phrase ‘pattern of feeling’ has a similar inherent tension and slipperiness to Raymond 

Williams’ ‘structure of feeling’ – the term Williams coined to isolate and identify the "affective 

elements of consciousness and relationships,” (1972, 132) in historical research methodologies. Like 

Williams’ evocation of “a pattern of impulses, restraints, tones,” (1979, 159) Kepes’ environmental 

Figure 34: River estuary, Alaskan mountain range, desert formations, West Virginia and rice field patterns from Arts 
of the Environment.
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notion of pattern is an attempt to hold onto the lively and vibrant nature of the world, whilst 

retaining a sense of structure and order in its description. Arguably this tension – mapping 

‘diagrams of forces’ in Moholy-Nagy’s terms – was present since the earliest landscape days. 

However, by the early 1970s, Kepes’ environment was explicitly conceived as a “new, higher 

gestalt,” however one that, “is not made of discrete fixed entities. The boundaries that separate and 

connect them are fluid. The world’s infinitely complex fabric is in a process of never-ending 

transformation; biological forms, social groups, human feelings and understandings undergo 

continuous changes.” (1972, 3) Here a diverse, if even incommensurate, set of geographies are 

folded together in Kepes’ search for unified systems to explain the world, and guide how artistic 

interventions into their ongoing transformations might take shape. As Busbea (2020) highlights, 

the image on the dust jacket of Arts of the Environment (1972) – a blocky, interlocking simple spiral 

form – was initially deployed by Kepes in Language of Vision to illustrate the Gestalt relationship of 

the, “fluctuation of the figure and the background.” (1944, 31) This simple spiral (which, echoes the 

form of volume contributor Robert Smithson’s Spiral Jetty land artwork) hints at the dynamic 

equilibrium of forces between humans and their non-human environments envisaged by Kepes as 

being guided through appropriate aesthetic interventions. For Kepes, this increasingly relational 

and processual understanding of human-environment relationships is exemplified by his use of 

the ‘transaction’ metaphor and the socio-ecological ethics that should result, “An organic form 

lives and grows only through its intricate transactions with its environment… In the same way the 

physical, biological, or moral individuality of man is the function of his active relationship with the 

physical and social environment.” (1972, 3) This systems shift in Kepes’ thinking mirrors the 

conceptual transitions of the period highlighted by Clough where, “System self-reflexivity shifts 

from seeking homeostasis and equilibrium to seeking control and freedom in complexity in 

systems under far-from-equilibrium conditions.” (Clough 2007, 3)

Arts of the Environment shares a number of stylistic qualities with The New Landscape in Art and 

Science. It is a multi-author volume edited by Kepes, which brings together the written insights of a 

largely East Coast intellectual and artistic elite to advance a broad thesis: the need for the 

reintegration of the artist into everyday life in order “to provide a format for the emerging 

ecological consciousness.” (1972, 9) It features a small set of visual assemblages (significantly fewer 

than in The New Landscape in Art and Science) drawn from the imaging of organic morphologies and 

geographical formations, often placed in collaged arrangements across page spreads: the polygon 

shapes of sand dunes, mountain ranges and rice paddies (19); patchy data visualisations of rainfall 

patterns and lake temperature isochrones (29); the looping aerial trajectories of a tornado funnel 
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and the tracer trails of anti-aircraft fire (16–17). However, where The New Landscape in Art and 

Science provided a predominantly visual experimental-experiential ‘pattern-book’ seeking to 

cultivate forms of visual literacy attentive to the new ‘landscape’ of geographical imagery revealed 

by science, Arts of the Environment is in a sense a more ‘traditional’ publication. It is split into two 

parts, almost a geographical textbook in structure. The first part, ‘Toward a New Environment’ 

provides a survey of contemporary environmental issues, diagnosing, “A wildly proliferating 

man-made environment has shrunk living space, dimmed light, bleached colour, and relentlessly 

expanded noise, speed and complexity. We have contaminated our rivers and lakes through the 

unrestricted dumping of human and industrial waste, and poisoned our sky, sea and land with 

radioactive waste.” (1972, 1) The scalar-shock of socio-ecological change evident in The New 

Landscape in Art and Science shifts into a more ecologically-orientated and phenomenologically-felt 

form of expression. And, as with the Romantic environmental sensibility (Kepes extensively quotes 

William Morris and John Ruskin within the first few paragraphs of his introduction), for Kepes, 

ecological destruction not only presented an ethical imperative for conservation, but also a 

humanist dulling of the affective qualities of the world which, “constitutes the means of attaining a 

higher, richer sensing of life.” (1972, 1) 

Just as two decades earlier Kepes had looked to aesthetic sensibility and production as a means of 

mapping a disorientating new landscape, he now emphasises the role of the artist in making 

productive interventions into the weave of the world. The structural and scientific underpinnings 

of The New Landscape in Art and Science are replaced (at least partially) by processual, contingent 

and emergent understandings of the nature of the contemporary environment, and of scientific 

efforts to represent it. He writes, “When observed and measured with maximum precision, the 

environment in both its largest and its smallest realism cannot be considered an independent 

objective world anymore.” (1972, 7) But despite this increasing acceptance of the flux and 

contingency of the world, Kepes – as with many others in the 1970s environmental milieu – seeks 

to find techno-aesthetic solutions for environmental issues through artistic interventions. This is 

the topic of the second section of Arts of the Environment, ‘Environmental Potentials: Visionary and 

Real’. Kepes imagines three key roles for the artist with a newly-found ecological consciousness. 

First, he posits that as humanity finds itself, “at the threshold of a new scale consciousness, a 

complete reorientation,” there is the opportunity for the artist to, “contribute to the creative 

shaping of the earth’s surface on a grand scale.” (1972, 10). Whilst this statement was made during 

a significant moment in grand scale land artworks in remote and rural areas (see Boettger, 2002), 

Kepes’ geographical focus is typically urban-centred. Second, Kepes’ expanded visual sensing of 

1950s ‘new landscapes’ is given a multi-sensory reworking as he suggests that science’s, “extended 
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sensors have brought within arm’s reach patterns and processes both strange and familiar… 

Artists, instead of representing nature’s appearances, have explored ways to present nature’s 

processes in their phenomenological aspects.” (1972, 10) In a sense, this shift in representation of 

visual landscapes to the presentation of processional environments pre-echoes later debates in 

geography over the shift from representational to non-representational modes of researching and 

presenting the flux of the world.

Third, and similarly contemporarily, Kepes suggests that, “some artists, finding it hopeless to 

formulate their experiences of the expanding, new world in sensuous objects or images, have 

attempted to capture the expanding space-time parameters in conceptual presentations that catch 

these experiences only partially.” (1972, 11) However, as is often the case with Kepes, it would be 

inaccurate to foreground only the non-representational and emergent ecological elements of his 

notion of environment. In a second essay, ‘The Artist’s Role in Environmental Self-Regulation’, 

Kepes outlines four “fundamental goals” for the artist to help guide “ecological feedback systems” 

back towards a, “sense of ecological climax, of happy equilibrium between man and 

environment.” (1972, 167) The first goal sees Kepes-as-geographical-synthesist, calling for an, “all-

embracing investigation of all the causes – physical, social, economic and political” (1972, 167) of 

environmental degradation, as a means of guiding appropriate artistic interventions. Second, in a 

Club of Rome-like evocation of environment-as-cybernetic-system, Kepes calls for a 

comprehensive survey of new technologies in pollution abatement, the data from which can be, 

“accumulated and stored as an interdependent system.” (1972, 167) This approach – pre-echoing 

contemporary debates on the role and appropriateness of geo-engineering Anthropocene 

environmental issues such as carbon emissions (e.g. Baskin, 2019) – becomes the basis of many of 

the Boston Harbor Project proposals at CAVS, seeking to recast environmental monitoring systems 

as affective public art installations. Third, Kepes highlights the role of artistic interventions in 

mobilising civil awareness and action around the “social and physical causes” of environmental 

degradation, and “the technical possibilities of their abatement.” (1972, 167) This inflection of 

Kepes’ environment is aligned with the nascent environmentalism movement of the early 1970s, 

seeking to find modes of communication and engagement that would mobilise public and political 

action for conservation. Fourth, and furthermore, Kepes emphasises the role of the artist in this 

process, arguing that, “Genuine awareness of our ecological situation must be amplified by 

profound artistic experiences to convert shallow indignation into deeply held, persisting 

conviction.” (1972, 167)
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In Kepes’ two essays we see all four inflections of his notion of the environment: as modified 

systems theory; as interdisciplinarity; as mode of artistic practice; as environmentalism concern –

 meshed together in a quasi-utopian manifesto. Processional and emergent theories of art and life 

are brought – perhaps uneasily – into a framework where the environment is figured as a system 

which can be modelled and manipulated by human action. Through a better knowledge of the 

“facts” of environmental degradation can these new modes of interdisciplinary environmental art 

practices be facilitated, in order to make sensible processes of ecological pollution, and in so doing 

mobilise civic and political change. At the heart of this discourse is a mangling of the intrinsic and 

instrumental values and potentials of artistic practice and production. Art is figured both as a vital 

research and practice methodology for adequately contending with the complexity and dynamism 

of the world, and the mode of multi-sensory presentation capable of causing shifts in awareness 

and behaviours surrounding the environment. And if all this sounds resonant to our contemporary 

era, its because many of the core issues remain central to debates over art and geography, both in 

academic institutions, and more widely in charities, arts organisations and NGOs seeking to 

address environmental issues (Gabrys and Yusoff, 2012).

In this section of the book we find, amongst others, Jay W. Forrester (whose computer modelling 

work would underpin the Club of Rome Limits to Growth (1972) report) on complex systems, Kevin 

Figure 35: Radio telescope, cloud chamber patterns, computer-generated rainfall pattern grids, water temperature 
map of Lake Michigan from Arts of the Environment.
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Lynch writing on designing open space in urban environments, artist collective Pulsa on ‘The City 

as an Artwork’, and Robert Smithson on the planning and construction of the Spiral Jetty land 

artwork. Broadly, the chapters are all concerned with the dynamics and trajectories of human-

nature environments, but in typical Kepes fashion, there is a tension between complexity and 

control throughout. Forrester’s piece is founded in a cybernetic belief in the modelling, prediction 

and manipulation of complex and dynamic systems. The core of the piece draws ideas from his 

publications Urban Dynamics (1969) and the Club of Rome collaboration World Dynamics (1971): 

positing that even social systems driven by the interactions between economic growth, 

unemployment and housing factors can be confidently modelled and managed. Arguably it is a 

similar logic that Kepes expresses in his notion of environment-as-system, which can be made 

sensible and managed through environmental monitoring technologies refigured as public art 

installations (which we will encounter in Section 4: Environment-as-issue). Lynch’s piece builds on 

his collaborative work with Kepes in The Image of the City (1960) to outline an ‘environmental 

image’ of the city, in which designing open space in urban areas can provide the opportunity for 

the public to engage with different temporalities of change. This increased focus on time in Lynch’s 

visions for urban planning – as more fully expressed in What Time is this Place? (1972) – aims to 

foster space for the expression of multiple non-human temporalities in the city, writing, “Such 

open-space sequences should penetrate into working areas, pass along key geological features and 

come into contact with typical constellations of living things.” (1972, 119) Like Kepes, Lynch is 

seeking to reinstate human and environmental systems in the city through strategic planning; 

unlike Kepes he is less focused on the notion of guiding an urban system towards equilibrium or 

ecological climax, instead designing open spaces as proving grounds for multiple human and non-

human temporalities to emerge over time. Drawing on their range of collective projects, Pulsa 

outline the potential for large-scale urban environmental art installations which make-sensible the 

“various life-support systems” (1972, 212) networked through a city. In a departure from Kepes’ 

eco-aesthetic ethic, they describe the value of such activities in heightening public awareness of 

both technological and non-human systems which scaffold human lives in the city, to correct, “a 

basic human alienation from the systems which make life in a given environment possible.” (1972, 

212)  

In the only explicit engagement with non-urban landscapes in Arts of the Environment, Smithson’s 

notion of scale expressed in his piece on Spiral Jetty resonates with Kepes’ ‘new landscapes’ of the 

1950s. Smithson writes, “Size determines an object, but scale determines art… scale operates by 

uncertainty,” so inviting the viewer to think on a geological timescale through the, “reinforcement 

and prolongation of spirals that reverberates up and down space and time.” (1972, 225) However, 
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drawing on his theory of non-sites, Smithson’s piece departs from the Kepesian ideal of nudging a 

human-centred system back towards equilibrium through artistic intervention, instead 

highlighting the need to accept entropy and indeterminacy in the trajectories Spiral Jetty’s non-

human elements may take over time. As Sörlin (2015) argues, Smithson’s outlook is – like Kepes – 

environmentalist in tone. However, unlike Kepes he didn’t believe in the utopian promise of 

aesthetic interventions fostering socio-ecological progress. Arguably, we see all four inflections of 

Kepes’ environment discourse emerging through these pieces: Forrester explicitly rehearsing the 

notion of environment-as-system; Pulsa foregrounding the role of interdisciplinary collaborations 

in designing pollution-monitoring artworks; Smithson’s dialectic of site and non-site pushing at 

the boundaries of debates over the dematerialisation of the art object; Lynch drawing on the need 

to foster space for emergence over long time-scales, which would subsequently become a fixture of 

late-20th century non-equilibrium conservation and restoration practice.  

The sixteen-year period from The New Landscape in Art and Science (1956) to Arts of the Environment 

(1972) represents a development of the systems – namely Gestalt visual perception and cybernetic 

self-regulation – that underpinned much of Kepes’ career. This first inflection of ‘environment’, 

then, represents less of a break with ‘landscape’ than an expansion of its principles towards an 

increasingly civic-scale, practically and physically-minded mode of practice which is open to 

processes of chance and emergence. And one of the key aspects of this shift was an increasing 

focus on people: on creating spaces to foster interdisciplinary collaboration and production. It is to 

this inflection of Kepes’ environment that we turn next. 

2. INTERDISCIPLINARY ENVIRONMENTS 

From the late 1950s onwards, interdisciplinarity became an institutional imperative across many 

American universities (Singerman 1999). In some cases, such as at MIT, this was due to close links 

with the US military-industrial complex, where research academics and scientists would be asked 

to work across disciplines as a means of problem-solving for government defence engineering 

(Collins Goodyear, 2004, Martin, 2005) In others, Universities responded to the perceived need to 

bridge the gap between the ‘two cultures’ between the arts and humanities, and the sciences, as 

articulated by English novelist and chemist C.P. Snow in a 1959 lecture, subsequently published in 

1963. Arguably, in recruiting Kepes, the MIT administration drew together these two discourses of 

interdisciplinarity, in a process variously historicised as the avant-garde artist skilfully navigating 

institutional structures to produce new forms of interdisciplinary practice (Beck and Bishop, 2020, 

Blakinger, 2019); or the aesthetic glossing and legitimising of a Cold War University (Martin, 2005). 
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Another way of looking at the form of interdisciplinarity fostered by Kepes’ work at MIT is to 

draw on Susan Sontag’s appraisal of the ‘One Culture and the New Sensibility’ of the historical 

moment in 1965. Sontag names Kepes as a central figure in a ‘new sensibility’ of the arts which 

drew on science and technology, arguing that Snow’s conception of the ‘two cultures’, “rests on an 

uneducated, un-contemporary grasp of our present cultural situation,” overly grounded in a “form 

of narrow literary intellectualism.” (1966/2009, 299) Instead, Sontag pictures a situation in which 

perceived boundaries between art and science are blurred by a new form of aesthetic practitioner 

willing to work across disciplines, “continually challenging their means, their materials and 

methods.” (1966/2009, 296)  

Further, Anne Collins Goodyear (2004) argues that interdisciplinary forms in this period must be 

examined in the context of developments in science and technology. Collins Goodyear states that 

Kepes’ work at MIT in the 1960s occurs at a “cultural crossroads” between European philosophies 

Figure 36: Poster advertising courses at the Center for Advanced Visual Studies, 1974. Image: CAVS/ACT archive.
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of art making imported with the Bauhaus diaspora, “when scientific breakthroughs seemed to 

offer proof of the interrelatedness of all aspects of life and new modes of seeing, the understanding 

of which could avert future conflict,” shift to, “those forged in the aftermath of World War II, when 

the exploitation of new technologies appeared the key to economic and political triumph.” (Collins 

Goodyear 2004, 613–614) In 1956, Kepes began a series of interdisciplinary seminars at MIT, which 

brought together high-profile academics, scientists, artists and theorists to discuss key issues 

which bridged art and science. The results of these seminars were published as books almost a 

decade later, as the six-volume Vision and Value series (1965-66). The six volumes – Education of 

Vision, Structure in Art and Science, The Nature and Art of Motion, Module, Proportion, Symmetry, 

Rhythm, The Man-Made Object and Sign, Image and Symbol – move away from the ‘pattern-book’ 

visual design of The New Landscape in Art and Science towards a more conventional essay anthology 

format. This shift is likely to have been influenced by Kepes’ institutional context: at this point he 

was seeking approval and funding for a new interdisciplinary centre at MIT, the Center for 

Advanced Visual Studies (CAVS), opened in 1967 (Goldring and Sebring, 2019). 

During this period, in 1961, Kepes invited composer John Cage (with who, as we have seen, he had 

already undertaken discussions about urban geography soundscapes in the Landscape chapter), to 

contribute a piece to the Module, Proportion, Symmetry, Rhythm (1966) volume. Initially, Cage wrote 

back declining, saying, “I wasn’t interested in any of those things,” but Kepes persisted requesting 

he acted as “devil’s advocate” in the volume. (1967, 120) Whilst preparing the resulting ‘Rhythm 

Etc.’ article, Cage correctly surmised that Le Courbusier’s ‘Modulor’ anthropometric measuring 

device was a central conceptual theme to Kepes’ volume. In contrast to the Modulor’s use as an 

instrument of visual structure and harmony, Cage opposed the compositional use of harmonic 

proportion, preferring instead to explore notions of chance and uncertainty in a sound field he 

understood to be characterised by flux. As a result, Cage used his Cartridge Music technique to 

compose the article. This technique uses a series of transparent plastic sheets: one with points, 

another with small circles, a third with a meandering dotted line, and a fourth with the face of a 

chronometer; along with a series of non-transparent biomorphic shapes. The sheets were overlain 

with each other to produce a plan for writing, structured by the chance intersections of the forms 

they contained. Cage writes, “Points within shapes were ideas relevant to a particular subject, 

points outside were irrelevant ideas. The circles were stories, likewise relevant and irrelevant. The 

numbers on the chronometer were interpreted, not as seconds, but as lines in stenographic 

notebooks.” (1967, 120) The resulting article is a deconstruction of the four structuring terms of 

Kepes’ title, a collage of fractured texts which tell an epistolatory story starting with the allusive 

statement, “There’s virtually nothing to say about rhythm for there’s no time.” (1966, 194)  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This vignette demonstrates an important tension in Kepes’ practice at this point. On one hand, 

Cage’s approach is a very Kepesian move: recall his self-definition as the ‘middleman’ for 

channeling material and natural forces in his photogram practice, and later the emphasis on the 

“acceptance of randomness” and “creative invocation of chance elements” in his light 

installations.  On the other hand, the resulting article sits out-of-kilter with the rest of the 2

anthology, and the Vision and Value series in general, in which an orderly and structural account of 

art-science interdisciplinarity is advanced. Arguably, this is the result of Kepes’ role as an 

institutional interdisciplinarian. As with Blakinger (2019) I suggest that Kepes was a skilled 

negotiator of the military-institutional context he found himself at MIT, and the practices and 

products of this era are heavily influenced by the desire to legitimise art-science conversation and 

collaboration. Put simply: Kepes operated on a threshold between chance events and controlled 

orderings of the world. Throughout, he operated as a middleman. He accepted, even embraced, 

elements of flux and uncertainty in his own creative practice, and that which he supported at 

CAVS, but was frequently underpinned by a conceptual framework which sought to guide a 

system back towards equilibrium, and an institutional context which sought instrumental gains 

from interdisciplinary practices. Such prevailing attitudes were common in various inflections of 

systems theory in the 1950s and 60s: in cybernetics, in post-Clements ecological thought (see 

Section 4: Environment-as-issue), in the inheritances of Gestalt theory in the Central European 

diaspora of artists and thinkers operating in late modernist America. As philosopher Albert 

Hofstadter writes of Kepes’ Vision and Value series, “we find in their thinking the same basic 

preoccupation: the manage the interplay of the forces of structure and motion, order and novelty, 

discipline and play, conscious control and unconscious spontaneity, so that a living equilibrium 

dense with character is maintained in the flux of events and so that out of this equilibrium new life 

flows.”  3

Opened in 1967, the Center for Advanced Visual Studies represents a realisation of Kepes’ decades-

long interdisciplinary project, within the context of this 1960s conceptual and institutional climate. 

It provided a physical space in which collaborative tasks could be undertaken by artists with an 

eye on positive civic impacts on an ‘environmental scale’. Despite the Center’s title, the work 

supported at CAVS spanned multi-sensory forms of practice across film, installation, sound and 

 Kepes, G., (1967), “Kinetic Light as a Creative Medium”, Technology Review, 26 [article], AAA, 53162

 Hofstadter, A., (1966), “Education of Vision, The Nature and Art of Motion, Structure in Art and 3

Science” [unpublished review in New York Times typeset], 07.04.66, AAA, 5304
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light art, as well as sculpture and painting. Speaking to artist and critic Douglas Davis, Kepes 

outlines the relationship between the Bauhaus and CAVS, “My own interest is in continuing that 

strain of the Bauhaus which attempted to find agreement across a wide spectrum of disciplines – 

science, engineering, art... Our interest at the Center is not only in new materials or technical 

implements, but in new knowledge. Today the possibilities suggested by new materials are much 

broader than they were in the days of the Bauhaus. Neither electronics nor the computer existed 

then.” (Davis 1968, 40) As such, we can understand CAVS as a space where art practice is figured 

less as formal output, and more as a form of interdisciplinary knowledge production fostered 

through a Bauhaus-like mode of experiment. As Vallye (2011) highlights, at this stage in his career 

Kepes was interested less interested in bridging an art-science divide, than he was in reintegrating 

the figure of the artist into everyday life. This process of reintegration had a vital socio-ecological 

purpose in Kepes’ mind, offering a means of addressing the fragmentation of the contemporary 

world, as he states, “Artists are living seismographs, as it were, with a special and direct sensitivity 

to the human condition. Their immediate and direct response to the sensuous qualities of the 

world helps us to establish an entente with the living present.” (1965, 121) In the specific context of 

MIT, the artist was figured by Kepes as contributing aesthetic sensibilities to rapidly advancing 

forms of technological innovation. In 1967 Kepes writes that, “We have come to realize that even 

though our scientific and technological resources have proved adequate for a satisfactory existence 

Figure 37: Floorplan of MIT Building W11, Center for Advanced Visual Studies, 1968. Image: CAVS/ACT archive.
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in a physical sense we have not acquired the inner capacity, vision and sensibility to make the 

fullest and richest human use of our opportunities. There is a missing dimension. The scientific-

technical enterprise needs schooling by the artistic sensibilities. These can register for us the urgent 

and significant educational tasks in fleshing out of our atrophied sensibilities.”  In the same 4

statement, justifying the CAVS rationale to funders, Kepes outlines two key roles of the Center: to 

contribute to advancing the “single task” of interdisciplinarity; and to offer the MIT community of 

“scientists, engineers, psychologists and the like,” a “unique approach to artistic experiences.”  5

CAVS was the first art-science interdisciplinary centre hosted by an academic institution (Goldring 

and Sebring, 2019). Housed in MIT Building W11 on the corner of 40 Massachusetts Avenue and 

Amherst Street in Cambridge, CAVS provided studio, office and exhibition spaces for artistic 

fellows selected by Kepes. The initial fellows were established kinetic and light artists, selected on 

the basis of their engagements with science, technology and the environment: Jack Burnham, Ted 

Kraynik, Otto Piene, Vassilakis Takis, Tovish, Wen-Ying Tsai and Stan VanDerBeek (Goldring and 

Sebring, 2019). The first group project undertaken by CAVS fellows was the Boston Harbor Project, 

a proposed (but largely unrealised) series of public art installations on the city waterfront. In a 1968 

report to the MIT President, Kepes writes, “Its purpose is to provide the urban environment with a 

focal hearth, a monumental gateway matched to the age of flight… It will involve the solution of a 

sequence of demanding problems, for this intense animated light form has to be visually 

intelligible and effective from land, sea, and air, from varying distances, and in changing weather; 

it has to satisfy existing and potential needs of our urban life.” (1968, 47) Recall here, Kepes’ work 

in the 1940s and 50s with Moholy-Nagy and Kevin Lynch in mapping the perceptual form and 

‘imageability’ of urban geographies (and the resulting critical analysis). It is clear that CAVS gave 

Kepes the collaborative space to begin realising his decades-long patterns of thought “on a civic 

scale.”  The Boston Harbor Project was followed by the Charles River project, in which Kepes’ 6

attention turned specifically to urban environmental degradation and water pollution, figuring a 

series of fellows-led public art installations as aesthetic strategies for fostering socio-ecological 

change.  

The AAA archive contains a series of documents relating to unrealised proposals for CAVS public 
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artworks in the Charles River Project in the early 1970s. Kepes states three goals for the collected 

proposals: to bring back a “lost pageantry of nature”; to instil a sense of group landscape identity 

in the city; and to introduce a new aesthetic dimension to the urban landscape through public art.  7

In the introduction to Art on a Public Scale, the (unpublished) follow-on book to Arts of the 

Environment, Kepes writes that such artworks “on a civic scale” would seek to enrich, “the sensory 

experience of urban surroundings by offering new festive qualities as a common property of all 

citizens to compensate for the lost pageantry of nature.”  More specifically, in his 1971 report to the 8

MIT President, Kepes writes that the project’s purpose was, “to refocus civic awareness on the 

potentially immense role of a river in urban life in general, and the Charles River in the life of 

Boston and Cambridge in particular.” (1971, 33) Here, for the first time in his work, we see Kepes’ 

aesthetic strategies being applied to a specific sited set of environmental issues within a defined 

geographical place. The CAVS fellows proposals for the project will be used as examples in the 

next two sections. First, to explore the partial mapping of Kepes’ ‘environment’ onto broader 

trends towards processual and conceptual ‘dematerialised’ art practices in the late 1960s and early 

1970s. Second, to outline installations such as ‘data fountains’ as modes of making-sensible 

otherwise insensible more-than-human process of environmental change and pollution. For now, 

this section turns to CAVS’ complicated relationships with technology and politics. 

 

In November 1969, Kepes, along with CAVS fellows Ted Kaynick and Otto Piene began receiving 

correspondence from an individual named Sid Lewis on behalf of the ‘Council for Conscious 

Existence’. In a series of letters and cartoons, the documents critiqued the “cybernetic welfare 

state” approach to interdisciplinarity practiced at CAVS, stating that, “As artists throw up ever 

more monstrous representations of the society of emptiness, one point is unmistakable: the next 

revolution in art must be the art of revolution, the transformation of everyday life.”  Kepes replies, 9

“If you are sincerely interested in the problems of our time, and the artist’s role in the modern 

world, it may be profitable for both of us to have an exchange of ideas concerning these issues.”   10

As Collins Goodyear (2004) shows, such critiques were common to other contemporary art/

science/technology projects, including the Art and Technology Program at the Los Angeles County 

Museum of Art (LACMA) and the Experiments in Art and Technology (EAT) collective. Collins 
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Goodyear states that CAVS and related projects received a negative reception in some antiwar and 

student communities as a result of their associations with military-industrial science and 

technology, particularly in the context of the Vietnam War. Again, we see the underlying tensions 

of Kepes’ projects: in October 1969 (a month before the Council for Concious Existence letters), 

CAVS flew a series of inflatable sculptures designed by fellow Otto Piene, bearing the word 

‘PEACE’ whilst 100,000 antiwar protestors occupied Boston Common (Goldring and Sebring, 

2019). A number of archival statements and interviews (e.g an interview with Dorothy Seckler 

Figure 38: Cartoon depiction of Kepes along with CAVS fellows Ted Kraynick and Otto Piene in correspondence from 
the ‘Council for Conscious Existence’ . Image: AAA archive, reel 5306.
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1968 ) demonstrate Kepes’ pacifist and anti-war politics; yet his attempts to aesthetically re-11

contextualise and rework science and technologies formed within MIT military-industrial complex 

was understood by some to suggest a “complicity” with its logics and principles (Martin, 2005).  

Kepes’ relationship to politics would be further tested during the development of a CAVS group 

show titled Explorations, planned as the American contribution to the Sao Paolo Biennale in 1969. 

The proposal outlined an unlabelled, darkened room in which the viewer would experience 

biomorphic works of ‘living light’, a seemingly authorless space akin to a ‘natural’ environment 

(Ragain, 2012). However, nine artists – including Hans Haacke, Jack Burnham and Robert 

Smithson – withdrew from the show in a protest over Brazil’s military regime. Smithson in 

particular critiqued Kepes’ curatorial vision as so enamoured with collaboration that it was 

uncritical of the social and political implications of working with new technologies, and 

particularly their links to the military-industrial complex. In a July 1969 letter, Smithson writes, 

“Art aping science turns into cultural malaise… Technology promises a new kind of art, yet its 

very program excludes the artist from his own art… If technology is to have any chance at all, it 

must become more self-critical... A panel called ‘What’s wrong with Technological Art’ might 

help.” (Smithson, 1996, 369) 

Similarly, Jack Burnham – one of the early fellows at CAVS – and Kepes’ views on art and 

technology would rapidly diverge. In an interview, Burnham recounts, “After a few meetings I 

realised that the Centre existed to fulfil Kepes’s expressed ideas which to me represented a 

Bauhaus romanticization of technology.  Kepes’s darkroom and his worshipful eulogising of 

scientific photographs of molecular bonding and exploding galaxies as the imagery of the century 

were vapidly visionary.  Again it represented naive fetishism, a belief that such images depicted 

the ‘art of the future’.” (2015, 244) In a 1969 statement on the Sao Paolo Biennale withdrawal, 

Kepes rehearses a form of this aesthetic utopianism which had supported his work since the 

‘landscape’ period; repeating his faith in the reintegration of the artist into everyday life as a means 

of overcoming conflict, “We recognize interdependence as basic to liveable contemporary life. Thus 

we do not believe in divorcing art from life, nor do we see the artist’s activities as separate from the 

issues that trouble our contemporary society. Because of our belief in this interdependency, we 

contend that creative ideas in art play key roles in the shaping of our common life.”  12
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The show was eventually staged in a modified form at the Smithsonian Institution’s National 

Collection of Fine Arts in spring 1970, featuring contributions from almost all CAVS fellows, and 

Newton Harrison (but not Smithson). Kepes’ contribution was a piece titled Photo-Elastic Walk, 

which featured a darkened room in which illuminated screens and lights would play lit patterns in 

response to visitor movements. The closely-administered curation of Explorations is described by 

Ragain (2012) as a form of “forced collectivism”, and the show is described as being critically 

panned (Blakinger, 2019).  The Explorations show further demonstrates how Kepes’ focus on a 13

problem-solving form of creative interdisciplinarity created critical blindspots around the political 

and technological implications of the collaborations he encouraged. One factor at the root of this 

phenomenon is his position on the ‘hinge’ between past and present approaches to art practice, 

political engagement and technological perspective. Collins Goodyear (2004) traces these tensions 

over the social, political and environmental role of technologically-orientated art, writing, “The 

‘second machine age’ of the 1960s represented both a moment of culmination for visions dating 

 Although a letter from Susan Sollins, Chief of Museum Programs at the Smithsonian writes “Explorations has 13

proved to be such an extraordinary success” – Sollins, S., (1970) “Letter to György Kepes” [letter], 14.04.70, AAA, 
5306

Figure 39: Exhibition catalogue for Explorations show at the Smithsonian in Spring 1970. Image: AAA archive, reel 
5316.

113



back to the first part of the twentieth century, as well as the origin of new perspectives on the 

relationship of art to science and technology.” (2004, 631) As throughout this thesis, we find Kepes’ 

work on a hinge point: between past and future, the middleman negotiating the transition of 

tradition across art, science and technology.  

In a 1973 article on CAVS, critic Jonathan Benthall states, “The general environment at MIT is too 

narrow: it does not adequately encourage or sustain humane learning in the fullest sense of the 

term… In many ways MIT is a fragmented community… This is the environment in which Gyorgy 

Kepes has worked with both success and frustration for nearly thirty years… The Center has never 

been adequately funded, on account of the peculiar system at MIT whereby each department has 

to raise its own funds from outside sources.”  Benthall states that Kepes is “personally 14

disappointed” that the civic public art of his proposals is “so hard to realise.”  Benthall attributes 15

the difficulties of doing environmental art-science in the early 1970s to two issues. First, he 

highlights the difficulties of financing large-scale institutional projects during a period of economic 

recession in the USA. Second, he suggests that only a minority of “good artists” are interested in 

such projects, suggesting that many artists are keen to keep their independence from institutions 

such as MIT. Benthall concludes his piece by stating that Kepes is “out on a limb as far as the art-

world is concerned” and that critics of CAVS “are wedded to a very fastidious philosophical 

concept of art and are not prepared to make the compromises necessary to work in situations like 

MIT.”  Reflecting on the unrealised nature of many of the CAVS proposals, Blakinger (2019) 16

makes two retrospective critiques of its activity. First, he suggests that the trans-scalar ambitions of 

what I term Kepes’ Landscape period did not translate into actuality in the Environment period, 

highlighting a “drastic increase in scale” between the periods, “without a corresponding increase 

in the means with which to actually realise such interventions.” (2019, 377). Second, Blakinger 

outlines an ideological critique of the Center’s proposals which, “all affirm the mythical and 

redemptive purity of nature by simulating it, while also, simultaneously, affirming the mythical 

and redemptive power of science and technology.” (2019, 377) In these terms, the ‘techno-pastoral’ 

paradox of Kepes work that has threaded through these chapters prompts a significant ideological 

tension: ‘environmental’ art seeking forms of ecological conservation is enabled at CAVS by the 

technological advancements and capabilities allied to an extractive and polluting military-

 Benthall, J., (1973) “Article draft on CAVS for Art International” [letter / article], 28.10.73, AAA, 530914
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industrial complex. 

 

In accordance with MIT retirement policies, Kepes stepped down as CAVS director in 1974 after 

seven years at its head. Replaced by initial artist fellow Otto Piene, Kepes would continue to 

participate in Center collaborations as an artist, maintaining a creative practice through the 1970s 

and 80s, producing paintings, installations and a series of large-scale Polaroid images (Kepes, 1973, 

Hitchcock, 1988, Kepes, 1992). In 2009, the MIT Visual Arts Program and the Center for Advanced 

Visual Studies were merged in the creation of a new MIT Program in Art, Culture and Technology 

(ACT) which continues to explore the “capacity of art to enlist science and technology in cultural 

production, critique, and dissemination at the civic scale.”  As a 2011 MIT White Paper ‘Arts and 17

MIT’ suggests, “MIT pioneered collaborative relationships that are now considered normal.” (2011, 

10) As Blakinger suggests, such examples, “show how easy it is to embrace Kepes as hero, as 

solution to the crisis without fully interrogating the roles he actually played.” (2019, 411) This 

thesis’ approach – to offer a genealogy of how Geohumanities keywords variously structure, 

inflect and emerge from Kepes’ ongoing practice between the 1950s and 70s – thus adds to the 

growing body of critical historicisation of his interdisciplinary project. This is not to underplay the 

contemporary resonances of his projects identified in this thesis; instead to highlight the faultlines 

and failures inherent in historical interdisciplinary practice. Only then, can we critically follow 

through on the contemporary potentials and lessons (as also identified by Beck and Bishop, 2020) it 

might offer. For now, Kepes own installation practice, and the environmental and sound art 

practices he supported in CAVS fellows Alan Sonfist and Maryanne Amacher in the early-mid 

1970s is the focus of the next inflection of his use of the term ‘environment’: as dematerialisation.  

 

3. DEMATERIALISED ENVIRONMENTS

In 1973, the art critic and curator Lucy Lippard published Six Years: The Dematerialization of the Art 

Object, a ‘bibliography’ of visual and textual document of shifts in artistic production towards 

conceptual forms of “minimal, anti-form, systems, earth, or process art” between 1966 and 1972. 

(1973/1996, v) Such conceptual artworks are described by Lippard as work, “in which the idea is 

paramount and the material form is secondary.” (1973/1996, vii) In short, Lippard outlines how 

the historical primacy of the art object was ‘dematerialised’ across a loose constellation of practices 

in the late 1960s and early 1970s in the USA, UK, Australia and Asia. Whilst Kepes is not 

mentioned in the book, the work of a number of his CAVS collaborators frequently are: Robert 
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Smithson, Jack Burnham, Hans Haacke, Pulsa, Vassilakis Takis, and Otto Piene. Kepes’ absence in 

the book is perhaps symptomatic of a perception of his practice as situated more in older Bauhaus 

and Romantic traditions than emerging conceptual art currents. However, his late 1960s and 1970s 

writing and proposals on civic scale environmental art – much of which was written around the 

CAVS proposal and Boston Harbor Project (1968–70) and which shares themes with a number of 

the works mentioned in Lippard’s book – is absent. Perhaps tellingly, in a 1967 review of the Vision 

and Value series, Lippard and John Chandler lament the, “nearly total disregard for the art of the 

last 15 years,” despite the contemporary relevance of themes of “module, proportion, symmetry, 

and rhythm,” in conceptual and minimal art (Chandler and Lippard 1967, 28). Also absent from Six 

Years… are Kepes own installations, such as Photo-Elastic Walk (1970) from Explorations. All 

archives are partial, of course, but the omission of Kepes’ own work, whilst at the same time 

frequently featuring his collaborators, sheds light on the role of CAVS as a proving ground for 

conceptual and interdisciplinary forms of art practice. As Ann Rorimer states, this period is an 

important intellectual hinge point, “crossing the divide between the Modernist belief in the self-

contained object and Postmodernist attention to relational, non-autonomous, multifaceted open-

endedness.” (2001, 155) As a result we can frame CAVS as a space for a new vanguard of 

Figure 40: Photo-Elastic Walks, a responsive light environment installation at the Explorations exhibition (1970). 
Image: Kepes (1985).
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environmental systems artists who shared numerous conceptual commonalities with Kepes, but 

were more open to ceding to chance and emergence, and so more readily aligned to the emerging 

movement. 

The critic, art historian and initial CAVS fellow Jack Burnham (1968) described this late 1960s 

dematerialisation period in terms of ‘systems aesthetics’. Burnham advocated a shift from the 

prevailing tradition of artwork-as-object towards a systematic environment where affective 

responses in the viewer were prioritised over concerns over form or material (Skrebowski, 2006). 

Burnham highlights CAVS resident Hans Haacke’s systems art – including Rain Tree, a tree 

dripping patterns of water, and Sky Line, a nylon line kept aloft by helium filled weather balloons 

– as indicative of such systems-orientated dematerialisation of the art object. Burnham describes

such art as typically ambitious in its environmental scope, being, “focused on the creation of stable, 

on-going relationships between organic and non-organic systems, be these neighborhoods, 

industrial complexes, farms, transportation systems, information centers, recreation centers, or any 

of the other matrixes of human activity.“ (1968, 31) Similarly, Busbea (2020) traces how theories of 

‘environmental response’ took shape across multiple disciplines in the 1960s and early 70s, 

describing a host of “novel spatiotemporal interfaces that promised a new kind of relationship 

between humanity and its milieu.” (2020, xiii) In a manner reminiscent of Sontag’s (1965) evocation 

of the ‘new sensibility’ of interdisciplinary practitioners in the previous section, Busbea highlights 

the emergence of a new figure in these debates, often acting across art, science and technology, “a 

hybrid user/designer newly empowered to effect change in humanity’s surroundings, even while 

beginning to perceive the profound conditioning effects of those surroundings.” (2020, xiii) The 

resulting discourse of ‘environment’ encompasses activities that examine the role and subjectivity 

of the human in technologically-mediated systems, emphasising new forms of networked and 

interconnected behaviour. For Busbea, this discourse of ‘environment’ around 1970 is 

predominantly perceptual and aesthetic, and refers to practices of responsive and interactive 

design which often addressed emerging social and ecological dynamics. Across both Burnham’s 

and Lippard’s appraisals of the time, and Busbea’s retrospective genealogies, we see a trend in 

American art in the late 1960s drawing from systems theories – especially cybernetics – to figure 

the artwork as a flow of information, a series of messages, an immersive environment, over a 

discrete, beautiful object. As archived in Lippard’s book, this shift towards the environmental took 

numerous iterations, encompassing land art, light and sound installation, text works and other 

forms of ‘environments’ and ‘happenings’. 
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Across this diverse work we see three broad trends: first, the viewer drawn into the process of 

making sense of the work, even becoming a participant in the production of its meaning, in a 

proto-relational aesthetics. Second, the geographical shift away from the typical spaces of the art 

world, and with that its market logics of valuation. Third, the resulting focus on the characteristics 

of the situation of the artwork and the social, ecological and political networks with which it 

becomes meshed, and the increasingly interdisciplinary working of the artist as a result. As 

Lippard (1973/1996) states, these characteristics of dematerialised art practice brought it 

increasingly into correspondence with social and environmental politics and activism. It is in this 

context that we locate the third inflection of Kepes’ notion of environment: as dematerialised, civic 

artistic practice. Kepes himself would experiment with forms of this practice, for example with an 

Figure 41: Flame Orchard, a responsive light and sound installation undertaken in collaboration with composer Paul 
Earls. Image: Kepes (1985).
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installation titled Flame Orchard, carried out in collaboration with composer Paul Earls at the 

Vancouver Art Gallery in 1973. In the installation, vertical gas flames, “expand and shrink, vibrate 

and leap” in correspondence with Earl’s composition.  Curator John Grayson writes, “To watch 18

the Fire Orchard is like witnessing a ritual without people; it is like a garden and an altar. Watching 

it is like watching nature, clouds, fountains, the sea, and burning coal.”  Kepes and Earls would 19

further discuss an (unrealised) installation based on tape loops of bird calls triggered throughout a 

space through visitor movement and gestures.  Reflecting on this period of work in a 1971 lecture, 20

Kepes states a desire to foster work where he and other artists, “make their images environment 

and not representation of the environment… You cannot see nature, but nature is there.”  21

The work of two CAVS resident artists highlights the role Kepes played in fostering dematerialised 

art practices through the Center: Alan Sonfist and Maryanne Amacher. Environmental artist Sonfist 

became a fellow at CAVS in 1969, and remained affiliated to the Center until 1974. Prior to his 

arrival at CAVS, Sonfist had in 1965 proposed the Time Landscape installation in New York, which 

envisaged the planting of a pre-colonial 17th century floral assemblage on an empty urban lot in 

Greenwich Village. Finally planted in 1978, Time Landscape highlights the tension between the two 

underpinning logics which formed the 1970s environmental movement described in the next 

section. On one hand, it evokes a pre-disturbance ‘natural’ restoration baseline to guide planting; 

on the other it embraces ecological processes of dynamism and emergence in its subsequent 

development. Such an approach – setting the starting points for aesthetic-ecological emergence 

through arrangements of non-human things – resonates with Kepes’ own environmental thought 

of the period.  

In 1974 Sonfist sent a copy of his 1968 essay ‘Natural Phenomena as Public Monuments’ to Kepes 

for potential publication in the unrealised Art of a Public Scale volume, which along with two other 

titles Arts of Participation and The Light Book, were never published following Arts of the 

Environment (see Blakinger, 2019 for an in-depth discussion of these unrealised publications). Art 

on a Public Scale was planned to feature Sonfist alongside Margaret Mead, Allan Kaprow, Paul Earls 

and others to further explore the potential of participatory, public art to respond to the “challenges 
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of 20th C physical environment.”  In a letter accompanying his essay, Sonfist reflects on the 22

development of Time Landscape, stating, “It demonstrates an approach to the realization of this 

concept of public monument, developed through discussions with Kepes at the Center for 

Advanced Visual Studies, MIT. The Time Landscape is a contemporary re-creation of the natural 

phenomena that once existed at a particular site.”  Time Landscape can thus be understood in the 23

context of Kepes’ long-standing focus on expanded scales of more-than-human sensing, developed 

within the focus on ‘civic’ forms of environmental art prevailing at CAVS at the time. As Sonfist 

writes, “The concept of what is a public monument, than is subject to re-evaluation and 

redefinition in light of our greatly expanded perception of what constitutes the community.”  24

Around this time, Sonfist would also produce gallery work using self-regenerating cycles of crystal 

formation within a hollow glass sphere (Crystal Globe, 1971), iridescent cultures of microorganisms 

 Kepes, G., (undated) “Public Art — Synopsis by Gyorgy Kepes”, [draft article], AAA, 531322

 Sonfist, A., (1974), “Letter to György Kepes” [letter], 28.05.74, AAA, 531523
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Figure 42: Plan for Alan Sonfist’s Time Landscape. Image: CAVS/ACT archive.
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(Micro-organism, 1968), and colonies of army ants (Army Ants: Patterns and Structures, 1972) 

(Benthall, 1972). Across all this work was an inflection of environment which, as Benson (2014) 

suggests brought, “natural objects and forces into the gallery in order to call attention to the 

agency, complexity, and vulnerability of the nonhuman world… in order to call attention to the 

importance of the relationships between individuals and their surroundings.” (2014, 21)  

 

Sound artist Maryanne Amacher was a CAVS fellow between 1972–76. A former student of 

Karlheinz Stockhausen, and collaborator with John Cage, Amacher is regarded as a pioneer in site-

specific acoustic ecology and sound installation practice. One of her CAVS activities was a 

durational listening and recording project carried out on the Boston Harbor’s ‘Fish Pier’, where for 

fourteen hours each day, for four years, a live feed of the harbour soundscape would be 

transmitted via a Neumann microphone and telelink cable to her CAVS studio (Cimini, 2017). 

Amacher’s recordings – which she termed ‘long distance music’ – would contribute to a wider 

project documenting the soundscapes of USA cities between 1967–1980, in a series termed City-

Links. Cimini (2017) describes the experience of listening to one of the recordings, ‘Pier Six Edited 

Figure 43: Location for Alan Sonfist’s Time Landscape in New York City. Image: CAVS/ACT archive.
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1976’ as, “At once both transfixing and boring, drips, drops, exhalations and whirs gently 

punctuate its thirty-five minutes, though nearly half its duration offers little more than hiss-filled 

stasis – near silence – perhaps, ‘almost nothing’.” (2017, 93) Amacher writes that the work formed a 

durational aural link between the river soundscape and CAVS, a process of, “Hearing the distant 

space over an extended period of time, noticing changing subjective and environmental 

conditions, letting place sink in.” (1975, 73) In 1972, Amacher made a proposal draft for an 

environmental sound installation titled ‘Gardens of Stillness and Energy for the Charles River’ as 

part of the proposed (but unrealised) Charles River Project led by Kepes. The proposal describes 

two installation spaces on the river bank created through vegetation planting. The Garden of 

Energy is planted with thickets of bamboo and “gigantic sitka reeds” cut with patterned shapes 

which create sound with the movement of wind to foster a sonic “energy that is not tamed.”  The 25

Garden of Stillness is planted with trees to create an environment with a sonic “stillness where we 

are more able to sense the aliveness of everything about us.”  Amacher proposed recording 26

sounds of the city – traffic, planes, voices – and transforming them using tape manipulation and 

 Amacher M., (1972), “Gardens of Stillness and Energy for the Charles River” [proposal], AAA, 531525

 ibid.26

Figure 44: Maryanne Amacher listening at Boston Harbor, 1974. Image: CAVS/ACT.
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spatial reverbs alongside instruments such as gongs to be played back in the planted space. The 

result is that the sonic environment in the installation would modulate prevailing noise ‘pollution’ 

from the city soundscape, so that, “the distant traffic is softened by its more powerful slow 

counterpoint in the tree.”  In seeking to address the experiential affects of human modification of 27

the environment through aesthetic practice and public art installation, Amacher’s proposal is 

consistent with the civic environmental art project pursued by Kepes at the time. Moreover, it 

resonates with the more-than-human foundations of Kepes’ work from the 1950s landscape era 

onwards, namely that by blurring human and non-human traces in relational aesthetic spaces, new 

forms of perception and experience can be fostered. In 1974, Amacher co-hosted a course titled 

‘Live Space’ at CAVS, through which students could explore,“Composite mental images of 

immersion in space, as in stereo vision; direct physiological experience of an acoustic space, as 

distinguished from the perception of an acoustic space, aurally, as ‘image’ – patterns within air.”  28

 ibid. 27

 MIT Center for Advanced Visual Studies (1974), “Fall Semester 1974 Course Catalogue”, CAVS/ACT Archive, 28

online at: http://act.mit.edu/cavs/item/cavs_coursecat_F74?image=4bbb0097ac10, [accessed 21.04.21]

Figure 45: Man checking Maryanne Amacher’s microphones on Boston Pier 6, 1974. Image: CAVS/ACT archive.
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A Kepesian interest in the patterning of space, sense and experience is detectable in this statement: 

pattern-vision becoming pattern-hearing; an ‘image of the air’.

 

In neither case is it my intention to frame Kepes as the key influence on the resulting practices: 

both Sonfist and Amacher were acclaimed and highly-trained practitioners before they came to 

CAVS.  Instead, what I want to advance is the idea that CAVS provided a space for their 29

challenging, conceptual practices to develop. This is an uncontroversial claim, of course, after all 

this was a central aim for the Center’s functioning. More specifically, though, both Sonfist and 

Amacher acknowledge the role Kepes played in shaping and developing their practices, and as 

we’ve seen in these short vignettes there are significant traces of his conceptual concerns in their 

work of the time. As outlined in the Introduction to this pair of chapters, we can look again to the 

metaphor of diffraction as a means of conceptualising creative influence. In this conception, 

influence is understood as a meeting of ripple-effect patterns between two-or-more practitioners or 

groups, where interference between wave patterns interact in a process of mutual shaping and 

reinforcement (Haraway and Goodeve, 1999). Influence is not understood here as a straight linear 

process of translation from one point to another; as we have traced throughout this thesis so far, 

creative inheritances are tangled in networks of aesthetic, social, political and ecological practices 

which can escape and exceed any neat trajectories. Further, Kepes’ interactions with Sonfist and 

Amacher reinforces the placement of his environmental period on the ‘hinge’ between modernism 

and post-modernism outlined by Ann Rorimer (2001) earlier in this section; a techno-pastoral 

“paradox” figure as described by Katherine Kuh with both a foot in the future and a foot in the 

past.  Through CAVS, Kepes could foster and encourage conceptual, process-based art that he 30

himself would only dabble in making, and in so doing the theories he had been developing, from 

landscape to environment would find new inflections and potentials. This is not only the case in 

the form of artistic practices, but also their topics of interest, as we will see in this chapter’s final 

section on a key historical process in early 1970s America, the growth of the environmental 

movement.

 

 Although, for example: a 2010 MIT press release for a retrospective evening of Amacher’s work states, “CAVS 29

founder Gyorgy Kepes is credited as one of her primary influences.”, ACT (2010), “Sound Shapes and Ear Dances: 
Tribute to Maryanne Amacher” [press release], online at: http://act.mit.edu/news/2011/03/09/sound-shape/ [accessed 
25.04.21];  In an undated letter (probably between 23-26 Nov 73)  Kepes writes to Sonfist: “Just a note to encourage 
you.” Kepes, G., (1973), “Letter to Alan Sonfist” [letter] AAA, 5909

 Kuh, K., (undated), “Gyorgy Kepes” [magazine article], AAA, 531530
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4. ENVIRONMENT-AS-ISSUE 

An undated magazine article by curator and critic Katherine Kuh describes Kepes’ life at his 

Marcel Breuer-designed lake cabin in Wellfleet, Cape Cod: “he is that strange paradox – a man 

totally versed in twentieth century techniques and ideologies but yearning for a private world of 

greater simplicity. Witness the fact that he still refuses to own or drive a car because he feels he will 

see less if he moves too fast.”  Further, in a 2018 article, architect Eelco Hooftman reflects on a 31

short stay in the Kepes cabin, likening its position above Long Pond to Thoreau’s cabin on Walden 

Pond, suggesting its outlook encourages an experimental photographic landscape aesthetic, “The 

 ibid.31

Figure 46: Kepes-designed cover of The Atlantic, February 1961, illustrating an article on US National Parks. The 
pine trees and open water tinted green behind the red painted cross suggest that the image was taken around Kepes’ 
Wellfleet cabin/studio on Cape Cod. Image: Scan of original.
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liquid mirror radiating through the silhouette of trees – below, in front of meóregistered now a 

double exposure in space and time.” (2018, unpaginated) The geographies and mobilities of Kepes’ 

life and work are thus likely have influenced the development of his notions of landscape and 

environment. Writing in an introduction to a 1973 retrospective of Kepes’ work, Works in Review, 

Erik H. Eriksen writes, “I have watched him paint, in his shack by Long Pond in Cape Cod, and in 

his city studio overlooking a sunken super highway humming with streaking vehicles. He and his 

pictures, I have felt, belong to either place. On the Cape they seemed to underscore the elemental 

in nature, in the city to pulse with the furnaces of industry, and in both, to struggle for what he 

calls ‘missing qualities in our lives.’” (1973, 4) In the same volume, Otto Piene (who would succeed 

Kepes as director of CAVS in 1974) evokes the pastoral atmosphere of the Cape Cod cabin, “A man 

builds a house for himself and his family on Cape Cod in the woods by a lake near the sea, and 

everything in his house seems to be made of natural fiber, of wood, skin, hemp, fur; and the wind 

carries clean air and every sound is muted.” (1973, 19) The contrasting geographies of each site 

placed Kepes between the technological advances, urban change and environmental alteration of 

urban Boston and Cambridge, and the almost-pre-modern (although high-modernist designed) 

Figure 47: The Kepes cabin/studio in Wellfleet on Cape Cod. Image: Cape Cod Modern House Trust
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lakeside cabin in the Cape Cod woods (McMahon and Cipriani, 2014). Reflecting on the solitude of 

the cabins used by Henry David Thoreau, Martin Heidegger, Aldo Leopold, and Arne Næss to 

structure their experiences of nature, environmental architecture historian Peder Anker states, 

“The way these philosophers described nature was intrinsically linked to the architecture of their 

respective cabins. The manner of thinking about the household of nature reflects the house in 

which the philosopher of nature lived.” (2010, 24) It is likely that the Wellfleet house – in which 

Kepes lived and worked each summer amongst the pines and sand dunes – was similarly an 

influence on his conception of landscape and environment. Further, his geographical mobilities 

between Wellfleet and Boston / Cambridge underpin the many paradoxes of his techno-pastoral 

outlook.

This tension can also be traced temporally in Kepes’ life, as he outlines in his undated University 

of Venice lecture. Growing up in early-20th century Hungary, Kepes was influenced by the socialist 

poet-artist Lajos Kassak, and undertook a series of “wanderings” in rural parts of the country 

where he observed a “jubilant, joyous pageantry” relationship between rural communities and 

their dwelling places, where he “discovered again with joy and envy, that for them music poetry 

and the arts of the crafts, a normal function of the daily life.”32 However, by his environment 

period, Kepes acknowledges that this notion of a settled, harmonious form of human-environment 

relation is overly nostalgic, instead stating, “The boundary between the man and the outside world 

has become less defined, less fixed, than in the past. New circumstances have forced us to see that 

our environment can no longer be thought of as separate and independent from us.”33 As a result, 

Kepes’ embrace of technology in art is as a means of helping order and stabilise both 

environmental and social systems, suggesting, “The creative key to the resolution of our 

contemporary conflicts rests in achieving a harmoniously functioning human ecology… That 

reality can take on the aspect of an ‘ecological climax’… Everything seems in contact, interacting, 

interliving.”34 Moreover, the complexities and dynamism of emerging non-equilibrium ecological 

theory (discussed below) resonate in Kepes’ conceptions of creative practice and interdisciplinary 

collaboration. Kepes suggests, “Nature’s Workshop is an ecological community. Each form, each 

pattern is produced through the interaction of the whole community. Forms shape forms; events 

 Kepes, G,. (1972), “Letter to Francesco Franceschini, President, University of Venice with undated lecture 32

transcript” [letter], 29.06.72, AAA, 5308.

 ibid.33

 Kepes, G., (1965) “Columbia University Seminar on Technology and Social Change, ‘A Painter’s Response to the 34

Idiom of Science’” [transcript], 09.12.65, AAA, 5312.
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provoke events, defining one another’s contours, paths, rhythm and fate. To find the way to higher 

creative achievements, man has to accept and understand the ecological laws of his own creative 

life. For his abilities, his efforts, and his knowledge are, to a great extent, shaped by knowledge 

and insights of the total creative community.”  Where Kepes’ dynamic notions of biological form 35

in The New Landscape in Art and Science highlighted the relational interchange between organism 

and environment, in Arts of the Environment and the CAVS installations we see this relationality 

brought to the fore and broadened to a ‘civic’ environmental scale. Denis Cosgrove describes the 

environmental discourses of the early 1970s as a form of ‘Renaissance environmentalism’, in which 

the “fideistic and hermetic strain” of Renaissance worldview and the “empirical, rational and 

mechanical philosophy” of  modernity were blended. (1990, 346) In emphasising discourses of 

synthesis and unity as a means of restoring the ‘balance of nature’ in ecological systems, Cosgrove 

stresses the visuality of the ‘Renaissance environmentalism’ narrative, suggesting that the 

“experience of meaningful rhythms beyond the fragments," is, ”an experience realizable itself only 

 Kepes, G., (1967), “Kinetic Light as a Creative Medium” Technology Review, Dec 1967 [article], AAA, 531635

Figure 48: Landscape to environment: geometric patterning on ’Tree Shadows’, a 1952 photograph by Kepes, likely 
taken from the Wellfleet cabin/studio. Image: Kepes (1973).
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in images." (1990, 353–354) As such, Cosgrove suggests that early 1970s visions of the natural 

world became increasingly, “apprehended through creative acts of image and metaphor 

construction.” (1990, 354) Arguably, this is an environmentalist project that Kepes had been circling 

for nearly two decades, which would now find both fuller expression and new audiences of 

reception in a world increasingly attuned to environmental change and crisis. 

 

In Arts of the Environment we see an emerging interest in the notion of ‘pageantry’, which 

contributes to the formulation of the public art installations for the Charles River. In a 1970 letter to 

Russian painter Lev Nusberg, Kepes writes, “I have become interested in understanding the forms 

and meanings of environmental pageantry, that is, the visual aesthetic projections of what one 

might call new twentieth century rituals.”  As we’ve seen in previous sections in this chapter, 36

Kepes’ own politics are rarely explicit in his work: whilst documents from the archive show his 

associations with socialist workers movements in his youth, the driving impulse behind his 

environment work is more often framed in moral, humanist terms. However, we can understand 

his Charles River Projects through the lens of Rancière’s notion of the ‘distribution of the sensible’ 

in framing the relationships between aesthetics and politics. Rancière develops the concept of 

aesthetic practice as, “forms of visibility that disclose artistic practices, the place they occupy, what 

they ‘do’ or ‘make’ from the standpoint of what is common to the community.” (2004, 13) 

Understood this way the distribution of the sensible refers to the ways in which aesthetic practices 

can unsettle divisions between what is visible/invisible, perceptible/imperceptible, audible/

inaudible in an environment. For Rancière, these implicit divisions and conventions shape the 

dynamics of participation and exclusion in a particular community. In making-sensible invisible 

environmental processes such as water pollution, Kepes sought to extend the extent of the urban 

Boston community to include the more-than-human, and in so doing create an aesthetic mode of 

advocacy for ecological restoration. This took place through a series of proposals for public 

artworks which would combine “pollution-abatement technology and vital aesthetic experience” 

on the Charles River, to create, “a climactic, artistic focus of ecological processes, a play of 

conversion and recycling of matter, of legible traffic visual and acoustic between sense modalities 

could, if executed with corresponding imaginative power, become a powerful symbol of the 

interdependence of man and nature.”  37

 Kepes, G., (1970), “Letter to Lev Nusberg” [letter], 09.09.70, AAA, 530736

 Kepes, G,. (1972), “Letter to Francesco Franceschini, President, University of Venice with undated lecture 37

transcript” [letter], 29.06.72, AAA, 5308.
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For Kepes, such visual pollution “beacons” and “data fountains” along the river could foster 

engagements with urban restoration ecology amongst citizens, writing, “If it were well done, it 

could contribute to the development of the two most significant promises of twentieth century life: 

the basic new plasticity of the inner and outer environment and the de facto interdependence of 

our ecological world. A vital participatory process, on whatever minor scale it may begin, might 

bring the polis back to the metropolis.”  Here, too, Kepes returns to ideas on the city soundscape 38

evident in his 1954 discussion with John Cage and Kevin Lynch outlined in the Landscape chapter, 

to propose an acoustic ‘Pocket Park’ treated to modulate the sound of the surrounding city. He 

writes, “With knowledge and sensibility, we could orchestrate our cities in terms of their sound 

quality and pattern, so that we may have a new dimension of richness on a scale that man has 

never encountered previously.”  In these proposals we see the detail of Kepes’ ecological ethics 39

emerging. His notion of the degraded environment is predominantly the manifestation of 

environmental stressors – namely water, air and sound pollution – in an urban setting. Whilst he 

gestures towards an increased sense of civic participation in environmental politics and 

restoration, this notion is underpinned less by a sense of radical politics than a reinstatement of 

 Kepes, G., (1970), “A Proposal by Gyorgy Kepes” [proposal], 26.06.70, AAA, 5311.38

 Kepes, G,. (1972), “Letter to Francesco Franceschini, President, University of Venice with undated lecture 39

transcript” [letter], 29.06.72, AAA, 5308.

Figure 49: Sketchbook drawings for public art ‘beacons’ on the Charles River, 1973. Image: AAA archive, reel 5315
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humanist civility and aesthetic harmony. His geographical lens on the world at this stage is 

characterised by a significant blurring of nature and culture: an acceptance that ‘nature’ is a 

dynamic and mutable thing meshed with humans; but a twinned conviction that it can still be 

appropriately shaped and restored within aesthetic bounds. Here, the inflection of environment-as-

issue is meshed with environment-as-dematerialised-practice in emerging forms of environmental art 

in the late 1960s and early 1970s. The ‘environment’ variously provided a topic for ethical and 

political concern, a site for creating work outside of gallery spaces, and a series of new ecological 

concepts – forces, processes, phenomena – to guide practice (see also Matilsky, 1992, Boettger, 

2002).

The period between The New Landscape in Art and Science (1956) and Arts of the Environment (1972) 

encompassed significant political, social and ecological shifts, in particular the emergence of public 

environmentalism discourses. Whilst the green shoots of the popular environmental movement 

sprouted in the 1950s and 60s, they did not fully develop until the 1970s (Nash, 1967). As Seller 

(1999) states, “The roots of ‘environmentalism’ stretch back through the centuries, but our modern 

English term ‘environmentalist’ has a surprisingly recent provenance.” (1999, 31) Seller locates the 

period between the late 1950s and the mid 1960s as central to the emergence of the 

‘environmentalist’ discourse and political identity. Seller (1999) also highlights the human body as 

the site through which the experience of ecological change could circulate between local and global 

geographies in this emerging discourse. Through this imaginary, Seller argues that, “the grassroots 

political success of the movement was better served by a contrary imagining of the human body as 

itself environmentally threatened, alongside birds or other wildlife or forests or land.” (1999, 34) 

Arguably, by the early 1970s, Kepes had been pursuing an resonant aesthetic agenda emphasising 

the dulling of human experience as a result of ecological destruction for two decades already.  

 

The birth of growing environmental consciousness in America is often located around the 

publication of Rachel Carson’s 1962 book Silent Spring, which highlighted the adverse ecological 

effects of pesticides and other pollutants. Another important influence is often located in the birth 

of Earth imaging. Through the 1960s, NASA made and disseminated increasingly detailed and 

complete images of the Earth taken from space. In 1968, the Apollo 8 mission resulted in the first 

image of Earth from space taken by a human, and AS08-14-2383 (or ‘Earthrise’), the first image of 

the Earth made from the moon, taken by astronaut William Anders. Kenneth Olwig (2011) states 

that these images had a two-fold effect on public imaginations of the Earth: on one hand they 

emphasised an ‘all in one boat’ narrative of environmental independence; on the other they 

glossed over the heterogeneity of Earth environments and their local places, people and politics. 
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This perspective on the earth – termed ‘Apollo’s Eye’ by Denis Cosgrove (2001) – relates back to 

the discussion of scalar imaginations in the Landscape chapter. Where those discussions pivoted on 

the perception of an ‘exploded scale’ of Earth landscapes opened up by imaging technologies, the 

focus here becomes how the late 1960s NASA images of the Earth fostered a public and political 

imagination in which, “all sorts of environmental problems are connected in a unified 

environmental (or ecological) crisis is built upon a metaphysical belief that the human 

environment is a unified whole.” (Olwig 2011, 408) Anthropologist of science Joseph Masco (2010) 

links this imaging process to the “militarisation” of the global biosphere by the US military-

industrial complex: positioning the Earth as a, “comprehensive object of scientific research in the 

earth, atmospheric, and biological sciences.” (2010, 15) This imaginary would be produced, in part, 

by scientists such as Jay Forrester at MIT in formulating the Club of Rome Limits to Growth report 

(discussed below) in 1972. What is lost, however, in these global-scale systems imaginaries of 

holism and interconnectedness is specificity in understanding the local complexities and dynamics 

of people and places. As this thesis has shown, apart from the sited proposals for the Charles River 

Project, Kepes’ work frequently aligns with such siteless and systemic environmental imaginaries 

of holism and interconnection. However, as the discussions in the Landscape chapter have argued, 

his curatorial approach dispels the placement of his work squarely within a disembodied, ‘God’s 

Eye Trick’ frame of reference. This is the result of the relational affective experiences it is designed 

to foster across boundaries of human/non-human, art/science, static/fluid in perceiving and 

understanding Earth images. Arguably, it is this relational and mutable understanding of the Earth 

image that places Kepes’ work as a fertile proving ground for thinking with this emerging 

discourse of environment-as-issue in the early 1970s.

Reflecting on the nascent environmentalism movement in 1967 Ian McHarg  states, “Scientists had 40

not yet discovered the environment, the mandarins were molecular biologists and physicists 

concerned with subatomic particles. Prestigious colleges and universities disdained the subject. 

Silent Spring had been published and the environmental revolution had begun, but the flowering 

of Earth Days was still three years ahead.” (1992, l84) The first Earth Day was held in April 1970, 

aiming to shift public awareness from environmental issues associated with wilderness protection 

towards emerging issues of pollution and habitat degradation, which posed a public health risk. 

Later that year, the US Environmental Protection Agency was established, and a series of landmark 

environmental legislation was passed over the following decade, including the Clean Water Act 

(1972) and the Toxic Substances Control Act (1976). The period between Kepes’ landscapes of the 

 A former student of Bauhaus founder Walter Gropius at Harvard University. 40
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mid-1950s and environments of the early-1970s also encompasses a significant disciplinary trend in 

the academic natural sciences from biology to ecology, both in the systems of natural science 

underpinning his own aesthetic practice, and the wider systems underpinning the nascent 

environmental movement (Belgrad, 2019). The environmental movement of the late-1960s onwards 

drew together two forms of understanding the human-nature relationship, which echo those 

found in Kepes’ landscapes and environments (Nash, 1967, Seller, 1999, Martin, 2005, Benson, 

2014). The first is an older, Romantic idea of nature conservation – for example, in the writing of 

George Perkins Marsh, and the activities of the Sierra Club – in which an externalised, and often 

‘wild’ and ‘pristine’, nature is held up as an ethical barometer to which humans should aspire to 

protect. For all its vibrant more-than-human potentials discussed in the Landscape chapter, similar 

themes of balance and order are evident throughout The New Landscape in Art and Science. 

The second idea underpinning the environmental movement drew on the emerging discipline of 

ecology to increasingly blur this human-nature dichotomy, highlighting the interconnectivity of 

ecosystems, and the multi-trophic impacts of pollution and habitat destruction. The ecosystem 

concept (coined in the 1930s by British ecologist Arthur Tansley and later popularised in the USA 

by the Odum brothers) highlighted the interdependency of humans and non-humans (Leopold, 

1949), and provided a basis for the ethical and practical frameworks of the 1960s and 1970s 

environmental movement (Belgrad, 2019). Wu and Loucks (1995) trace the history of ecological 

thought in the 20th century, identifying a shift in the 1970s from a equilibrium and homeostasis-

based model (commonly associated with the work of Frederic Clements, 1916 and its legacy) to a 

non-equilibrium one variously based on notions of resilience (Holling, 1973) and dynamic 

equilibrium (Botkin and Sobel, 1975). In short, whilst the ‘balance of nature’ ecological paradigm 

(which itself maps onto the older model of Romantic wilderness conservation) still prevailed in 

this period (and still recurs now), ecological thought was embracing new and dynamic ideas on 

how ecosystems developed over time.  In turn, many of the key terms of this shift – metastability, 

patch dynamics, emergence – resonated with concepts in Kepes’ practice: the book as a dynamic 

patterned ecosystem; the installation as a metastable environment. 

Wu and Loucks (1995) describe a new non-equilibrium paradigm where, “Harmony is embedded 

in the patterns of fluctuation, and ecological persistence is ‘order within disorder’." (1995, 460) It is 

important to note the lack of archival evidence that Kepes was engaging with the work of non-

equilibrium ecologists. However, it can be highlighted that the discourse of the ‘environment’ was 

being shaped at this point by both new ecological and artistic theories and practices that 

emphasised flux, emergence and non-linearity. Both processual ecological and artistic thought are 
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in turn now key modes of practice for documenting and representing Anthropocene environments 

characterised by fragmentation, ecological degradation, and novel ecosystems (Tsing et al, 2017).  

 

In addition to ecological thought, the language of systems, already traced in the Landscape chapter, 

infused the US environmental movement, finding inflections through Stewart Brand’s  Whole 41

Earth Catalogue (published between 1968–1972), Buckminster Fuller’s notion of ‘Spaceship 

Earth’ (1969), and EF Schumacher’s Small is Beautiful (1972). Two reports on the sustainability of 

 Author of a history of art and technology at MIT’s Media Lab (1987), and now advocate for geoengineering 41

approaches to Anthropocene environmentalism in Whole Earth Discipline: An Ecopragmatist Manifesto (2009)

Figure 50: Image from 1985 ‘Art, Technology and Nature’ lecture of Cascades in Washington State where “between 
the pines there are power lines, working as friendly neighbours to the trees, the great potential art of the future will 
find counterpoint to nature forms with manmade forms that act as equals.” Image: Kepes (1985).
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global human-environment systems, released four years apart, were particularly influential in 

fostering public and political debate on environmentalism. The first, Paul Ehrlich’s The Population 

Bomb (1968) was written at the suggestion of David Brower, executive director of the Sierra Club, 

and takes a Malthusian approach to framing food security issues arising with growing global 

populations. The second, The Club of Rome’s Limits to Growth (1972) similarly links issues of 

population growth, economic systems and environmental degradation, stating that ongoing 

resource depletion sets finite limits to global economic growth. Kepes is listed as a member of the 

Club of Rome, although it is uncertain as to whether he attended any organisational meetings, or 

took part in the production of their reports.  The statistical population, economic and 42

environmental modelling work underpinning Limits to Growth was undertaken at MIT, and led by 

Arts of the Environment contributor Jay Forrester, and a number of the contributors (such as Denis 

Gabor and Asa Briggs) were regular Kepes correspondents. The insights of political ecology and 

critical geography scholars since the mid 1970s (e.g. Harvey, 1974) have widely critiqued the 

deterministic systems perspectives taken by Ehrlich, The Club of Rome, and others. Similarly, the 

wider notion circling this chapter that culture can function as a, “homeostatic or regulator with 

respect to environmental stability” has been called into question (Peet and Watts, 1996, 4–5) The 

translation of cybernetic principles to understanding and managing society was increasingly seen 

as problematic from the late 1970s, as Peet and Watts (1996, 5) outline, “Many societies studied 

were actually part of large, complex, open political economies and it was precisely this openness… 

which in many cases seemed to undermine, or be in contradiction with, the ideas of equilibrium 

and homeostasis on which geographers and anthropologists had drawn.” 

As a result, many political ecologists (e.g. Robbins, 2020) identify these systems-based Malthusian 

‘limits to growth’ attempts to model the entire World system as a technocratic ideology which has 

exclusionary “racist, classist and patriarchal underpinnings.” (Gomez-Baggethun 2020, 2) It is easy 

to see how Kepes’ collaborative, systems-inflected search for aesthetic and perceptual harmony, 

documented through both the Landscape and Environment chapters, could be overlain on the 

prevailing ‘limits to growth’ institutional milieu. If nothing else, as much of the statistical work 

underpinning its formation was occurring on the MIT campus. Whilst Kepes was part of the same 

networks of elite interdisciplinary institutional knowledge production, it is unclear from the 

archive whether his non-participation in the Club of Rome project is a practical or a political 

choice; most likely the former. There is a tension, therefore, in his deployment of the term 

‘environment’ at the time: on one hand it is increasingly diffracting processual and emergent forms 

 Peccei, A., (1970) “Letter to Gyorgy Kepes” [letter], 21.11.70, AAA, 531142
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of environmental and artistic thought and practice; on the other it is rooted in an epistemology 

where the environment can be fully mapped, modelled and managed by experts. Again, we find 

Kepes as the middleman, conceptually ‘groping’ between worlds; searching for an art-

environment utopia. 

 

CODA: A KEPESIAN GEOHUMANITIES PRACTICE 

 

What can we learn from this mapping of György Kepes’ interdisciplinary artistic, publishing and 

institutional practices between the 1950s and 1970s? First, that the methodological choice bringing 

together Foucault’s genealogical identification of discourse formation allied with Patrizio’s 

‘ecological eye’ approach to art history, and emerging through a conceptualisation of the practiced 

archive, has created the conceptual space to trace the emergence of two art-geographical 

discourses in his work: Landscape and Environment. Of course, both terms have historically been as 

central and mutable within art history as they have been in geographical disciplines (Cosgrove and 

Daniels, 1988). But what this methodological lens has offered this reassessment of the Kepes 

archive is the space to weave together different contextual concerns – not limited to art history and 

geographical disciplinarities, but wider social, political and environmental currents – in tracing 

how they both structured Kepes’ decades of work; and also worked to mould and produce it. 

In so-doing, this mode of analysis allows us to convincingly stake a claim for Kepes’ landscapes 

and environment practices as valuable forms of Geohumanities ‘pre-history’ practice. Simply put, 

the mapping of landscape and environment through this pair of chapters show that the present 

ferment of activity across art and geography, particularly that brought under the interdisciplinary 

Geohumanities banner, has significant historical forebears. This is not to pour cold water on the 

contemporary white heat of (inter)disciplinary excitement and activity, but instead to state that by 

turning our attention to work such as Kepes’ (and doubtless, numerous others), which resonates 

with geographical concerns of scale, space, relationality, visuality, public art, and creative practice 

as research and knowledge production, we can better situate and shape our current and future 

practices.  

 

In this spirit, the second half of this thesis turns its site of attention from the archive to the island. 

This chapter, and its precedents, have repeatedly returned to a diffractive (sensu Donna Haraway 

and Karen Barad) metaphor for mapping patterns of conceptual and creative influence. Rehearsed 

again: this is an understanding of influence that is not a straight linear process of translation from 

one point to another, instead a meeting of ripple-effect patterns between two-or-more practitioners 
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or groups, where interference between wave patterns interact in a process of mutual shaping and 

reinforcement (Haraway and Goodeve, 1999). Such an optical metaphor for latent creative 

influence seems highly suitable for thinking with the Kepes archive: given that diffraction patterns 

recur throughout his work, most notably in the pages of The New Landscape in Art and Science. How 

might the insights arising from the archival practice and contextualisation in these chapters diffract 

into present-day practice? The second half of this thesis moves from archive to island to diffract 

insights and practices from Kepes’ Landscape and Environment periods through research and 

practice in a contemporary Anthropocene landscape.
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ISLAND  

The first half of this thesis considered how a creative archive might be considered geographically, 

as a landscape or an environment. The second half of this thesis moves its focus from the mid-20th 

century to the contemporary present, flipping the research lens to consider how a landscape might 

be considered an active, ongoing archive of human and non-human activity and traces. Common 

to both halves of this thesis is how such a twinned art-geography focus within the Geohumanities 

might hold the potential to spark new forms of sited creative practice and production. As such, the 

second half of the thesis diffracts themes and insights gleaned from the Kepes archive through the 

development of creative practice methodologies on a contemporary island landscape typified by 

military disturbance, entropic ruin, ecological diversity, ecotonal patterning and geological 

emergence. Broadly, the ideas and practices in both halves of the thesis share a common interest in 

the relational experience of environmental perception, and how assemblages of image, film and 

sound can hold the potential to offer new storyings of landscape and environment. Specifically, 

this work shares a latent Kepesian interest in how we might conceptualise the visual and the aural 

as fluid, ongoing experiences; temporary moments of stilling or slowing the flux of the world. In so 

doing, it seeks to develop strategies that figure landscape depiction as charged with a metastable 

potential to take new trajectories, to story a contemporary landscape in transition. In this 

understanding, each image, each film, each sound recording can be understood as a diagram of 

environmental forces infused with a future potentiality; a mutability of meaning. In contrast to 

Kepes, this work is developed in a small, and particular, place, through a slow, fine-grained 

attention to its patterned lifeworlds. The development of this practice is documented in the eight 

short ‘modes of practice’ that follow this chapter, and the linked installation film, soundworks, 

artists’ book and visual materials that are threaded within them. This material can be accessed on 

the USB card in the artists’ book accompanying this thesis, and at:  

http://www.robstjohn.co.uk/phd/ (password: oro).

In order to lay the foundations for this explication of practice, this Island chapter moves through 

five related sections. The first section introduces the Finnish Archipelago island of Örö where 

fieldwork research and practice was carried out in 2016 and 2017. The island was chosen as a 

‘proving ground’ for developing practice for two reasons: first, its variously patterned, ruined and 

emergent socio-ecological systems are contemporaneous to other ‘blasted landscapes’ in the 

Anthropocene (Tsing, 2015); and second, an ongoing artistic residency programme offered logistic 

support for extended fieldwork stays. The second section considers the diverse histories of 

138

http://www.robstjohn.co.uk/phd/


geographical enquiry in island landscapes, outlining how islands have been variously figured as 

isolated laboratories and relational Anthropocene landscapes with unique cultural and biological 

formations. This section will outline how different notions of landscape and soundscape have 

arisen in specifically Finnish sites, and how these might in turn influence our methodological 

approaches. A consideration of the ‘Pure Geography’ practice of Finnish geographer JG Granö in 

this section on the inland island of Valosaari (or ‘isle of light’) provides both a pre-history of the 

perceptual Finnish island geographical mappings carried out here, and a resonant practice to 

Kepes’ fieldwork in ‘The Perceptual Form of the City’ with Kevin Lynch. The third section carries 

through insights from the prior sections to outline a site/skill/theory methodological orientation 

which shapes the approaches outlined in the following eight modes of practice. Specifically, this is 

an orientation which conceptualises creative geographical methodologies as arising from 

Figure 51: 1969 National Land Survey of Finland / Maanmittauslaitos map of 
Örö.
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diffractive interactions between the characteristics of a site, the ongoing skilling of the researcher-

practitioner, and the theoretical currents of concern at the time of fieldwork. This is not an 

orientation in which methodologies or theories are imported wholesale for application in a place, 

instead one in which they are variously sited, developed and orientated in relation with the 

landscape. Each of the three site/skill/theory keywords shaping this methodological orientation 

will be considered in turn, as a means for developing a framework for practice which will be 

activated in relation with the island landscape. The fourth section continues this thread to consider 

how the blurring of art and research are currently conceptualised, both in the Geohumanities and 

more widely, introducing the notion of research-creation. The fifth and final section acts as a coda 

to the chapter, outlining the creative products resulting from fieldwork research which are woven 

through the eight modes of practice which follow.

1. ÖRÖ 

Örö is a small island – 3.2 km long, 1.8km wide, and roughly 2 km2 – at the southern tip of the 

Finnish Archipelago in the Baltic Sea, located around 6km offshore from the port of Kasnäs on 

Kimitoön island in South-West Finland (AB: 4–5, 44–45, 82–83, 118–119). Formed from granite 

bedrock overlain by post-glacial deposits, the island has a lichen-like wishbone shape, with one 

northerly extension and two southerly ‘arms’ separated by a shallow bay. Its highest points are at 

the northern (c.12m asl) and south-west points (c.15m asl), each affording views over the 

Archipelago Sea National Park. In geological terms, it is a very ‘young’ island, which only began to 

emerge from the sea around 10,000 years ago. Örö is a compound word meaning ‘gravel’ (ör) 

‘island’ (ö): its name referring to its substrate, derived from the deposition of post-glacial moraine 

and esker (Tuovinen, 2014). As the glaciers melted at the end of the last ice age, till, sand, silt and 

clay were deposited at its snout as terminal moraine, forming a fluvioglacial esker. The island only 

coalesced into its present day shape in the 16th century: as recently (in geological time scales) as 

500AD the ‘island’ was an archipelago. Örö continues to be an emergent island – in more ways 

than one – slowly rising out of the sea at the rate of around 3–4 mm per year, or 30–40cm per 

century, as a result of post-glacial isostatic rebound (Lindgren, 2000). Geophysical data indicates 

that this isostatic rebound will  continue for several thousand years (Tikkanen and Oksanen, 2002). 

In some ways, its ecology is similar to many other islands on the Finnish archipelago: pine-birch 

woodland with pebble and sand beaches on its westerly (open sea-facing) shore, and small 

exposed cliffs and rocky promontories on its easterly (mainland facing) shore. But, unlike most 

other archipelago islands, Örö’s landscape is a patchy, patterned mosaic of biodiverse habitat 
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fragments including open meadow and heath, resulting from human activity, particularly the 

disturbance patterns of military activity.

The sole published history of Örö is by Johanna Pakola, published as Örön linnake (Örö fortress) in 

2015. The information in the brief history of the island that follows is largely gleaned from this 

publication and Metsähallitus (the Finnish state-owned ‘Administration of Forests’ that now 

manages the island landscape) reports on the cultural and built heritage of the island (Tuovinen, 

2014, Palviainen, 2014). Up until the early 1900s, Örö was used as a seasonal pasture for cattle. As 

shown in a 1900 government survey map in Tuovinen (2014), the island was divided into twenty 

sections of grazing land and fishing rights, the demarcations of which were marked in shoreline 

boundary stones. At this point in history, Finland was Russian territory. From 1912, in the lead up 

to the First World War, Russia began the construction of a series of military ‘fortresses’ along the 

shoreline of the Gulf of Finland, to protect against the easterly invasion of ships towards the 

Russian capital, Saint Petersburg. Örö was built as a defensive fortification: a landscape of 

deterrence. Russian forces constructed three artillery batteries on the island, their guns directed out 

to the open sea. In addition, ammunition storage facilities, artillery observation towers, barracks, 

residential buildings, canteens, food cellars, electricity centres, floodlight stations, animal shelters, 

wells, jetties, roads and a narrow-track railway were constructed (AB: 7). The cobbled road which 

runs north-south along the spine of the island is named ‘Pitkä ikävä’ (‘long and dreary’) and is 

attributed by Pakola to having been constructed by Asian prisoners of war. When Finland declared 

independence in 1917, Örö was handed over to the Finnish Defence Forces, and military training of 

both servicemen and conscripts continued through the 1920s. 

Construction and reinforcement of Örö’s military architecture intensified during the 1930s and 

around 500 troops served on the island around the outbreak of the Winter War in 1939. The island 

became more geographically important when the Hankoniemi peninsula was leased to the Soviet 

Union in 1940–1941 during the Continuation War, putting Örö on the leading edge of the ‘Hanko 

Front’. Whilst military combat never took place on Örö, artillery from the island was used to 

support Finnish troops in the Battle of Bengtskär against Soviet troops in 1941. The battle took 

place on the granite outcrop island of Bengtskär, located around 12km south-east of Örö, whose 

46m tall lighthouse (which Soviet troops attempted to destroy) can be seen on a clear day from the 

southern coast of Örö. Following the end of conflict, there were numerous post-war developments 

on Örö through the 1950s, including a development of modernist terraced housing, a heating 

plant, waterworks, and a connection to the national power grid from the mainland. Örö was a 

guard post through the 1960s and 70s, until the collapse of the Soviet Union in the 1980s, when 
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development and fortification of its military architecture began again. The island was used for 

military training activities until autumn 2004, when military personnel left the island. Between 

2004 and 2015, Örö was used periodically as a training site for the Finnish military – known as the 

Coastal Jaegers – who specialise in operating in the archipelago environment. 

In 2015, the island was transferred from the Finnish Defence Forces to Metsähallitus and became 

part of the Archipelago National Park. Established in 1983, the Archipelago National Park covers 

around 500km2 and is a UNESCO Biosphere Reserve. Örö supports a number of ecological habitats 

and species that are rare elsewhere in Finland.  48% of the island’s surface landscape is designated 1

under NATURA habitat protection (17 habitat types in total; 6 of these are classified as high 

priority). The rare pasque flower and small pasque flower can be found on the open heathland 

habitat on the former parade ground at the centre of the island (their location marked with small 

staked-out areas). These ‘scorched’ heathlands were kept open throughout the 20th century by the 

disturbance histories of military activities, clearance and artillery fire, which have now ceased 

following military occupation, leading to the potential of habitat and biodiversity change 

(Lindgren, 2015). Butterfly biodiversity is particularly high on Örö, partly as a result of the history 

of human intervention – live firing exercises, forest clearance and agricultural activity – has 

resulted in open meadow and heathland habitats that receive high rates of insolation. As a result, 

more than 1,500 species of butterfly have been recorded on the island, of which more than a 

hundred are designated as threatened or near threatened, including the Apollo butterfly. Similarly, 

the funnel-web spider (Agelena labyrinthica) which requires dry open heath and meadows, and 

weaves intricate funnel-shaped webs, is found in the same hot and dry open areas of the island 

landscape. Örö’s pine-birch forests alter in morphology depending on their position on the island, 

with those on the western edge facing most prevailing storms exhibiting smaller, gnarled forms. 

Dead wood and fallen trees throughout the forests create habitat for mushrooms, of which more 

than 160 different species have been recorded on the island. 

Despite the development of the tourist industry on Örö, its coastline remains an active training 

area for the Finnish Defence Forces, with a designated Örö Firing Area regularly used for artillery 

firing from military boats.  A 2014 Metsähallitus report highlights the role of military activities in 2

sustaining ecological and aesthetic values of Örö and other post-military national park landscapes 

 National Parks Finland (undated) “The Hidden Nature of the Örö Fortress Island” [website], online at https://1

www.nationalparks.fi/oro/nature [accessed 06.06.21]

 The Finnish Defence Forces (undated), “Firings and Noise” [website], http://puolustusvoimat.fi/en/current-issues/2

firings-and-noise/notice [accessed 13.05.21]
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in two main ways. First, they highlight that ecosystems closed off by military activities often 

remain in a ‘natural’ state untouched by commercial forestry interests – such as the ‘old growth’ 

pine forest in the centre of Örö. Second, they argue that live firing exercises can help promote 

biodiversity by creating disturbance patterns which impede ecological succession. As a result, 

pioneer plants – such as wild thyme, an important plant for butterfly habitat – can survive in areas 

kept open by disturbance events such as shelling. This second point is reinforced by government 

ecological surveys carried out between 2004–2012 on Örö, which suggest that military disturbance 

and animal grazing regimes are important for maintaining open meadow and grassland habitats 

on the island (Ryttäri and Tainio, 2015). In a way, the Metsähallitus argument framing of the island 

landscape calls on two different paradigms of conservation thought: older ‘preservationist’ and 

‘equilibrium’ orientated models; and newer ‘processual’ and dynamic equilibrium’ thought 

(Lorimer J., 2015). According to this argument, certain areas of the landscape have been kept 

largely away from human interference (appropriately known as ‘fortress conservation’, 

Brockington, 2002), which has allowed pine forest biodiversity to flourish; whilst others have been 

continually disturbed, which has allowed other scorched heathland biodiversity to flourish. The 

environmental impacts of military areas is a growing area of research across the world (e.g. Dudley 

2012). On Örö, the legacy of military ‘fortress conservation’ prompts the question: what next for 

Örö’s ecosystems – what trajectories will they (be allowed to) take after the military? In this way, 

current debates in conservation thought and management are being played out on Örö – what 

disturbance histories should be replicated now shelling has stopped? What areas should be kept 

open, and what should be allowed to develop ecologically? In other words, what is valuable 

ecologically on the island, and how might it be managed? In many ways, Örö is an Anthropocene 

landscape (Kirksey, 2015) because it exhibits rich biodiversity and endemism meshed within an 

altered cultural landscape. It is an island where human activities – particularly over the last 

century – are widely accepted to have created the conditions for its ecological health and status. 

Life flourishing in ruins and disturbance patterns.

If ecological management on Örö is about finding ways to maintain patterns of rich and rare 

biodiversity, the trajectories of its built heritage would appear more variable. On one hand, many 

of the military structures along the south and west coast of the island – concrete bunkers, trenches 

and cupolas – are lightly fenced off by Metsähallitus undergoing a process of ruination akin to 

what Caitlin DeSilvey (2014) calls ‘palliative curation’, in which the slow structural weathering and 

crumbling in response to environmental conditions is not being mended. In this sense, the 

structures can be thought of as the focus of a form of modern ruin tourism, in which the entropic 

decay of the recent-past – wild strawberries growing in circular gun placements, swallows nesting 
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in cliffside bunkers, concrete roofs cracking like dry mud flats – becomes a heritage attraction for 

visitors. On the other hand, some of the former military buildings – particularly those around the 

harbour on the south-east of the island, are being renovated and modernised variously as a hotel, 

restaurant, shop, visitor centre, and accommodation cabins. Whilst necessarily small-scale, this 

nascent tourism industry on Örö appears to be tailored to a wealthy clientele: renovations have 

been carried out to a high visual standard; the harbour area is modern and well-appointed. A 2014 

baseline survey of cultural heritage sites on Örö documented 65 sites of interest, including the 

ruins of an Iron Age burial site, possible Finnish war graves, and the remnants of small-scale 

fishing structures, alongside the military structures constructed from 1915 onwards (Tuovinen, 

2014). The architectural built heritage survey undertaken by Palvianinen (2014) identifies four 

‘temporal strata’ in the island’s buildings: Russian-era wooden buildings; 1940s Finnish buildings; 

1950s Finnish buildings; and ‘new buildings’ largely constructed in the 1980s and 90s. The wooden 

Russian buildings – barracks, houses, saunas and stores – are painted falu red (or punamulta, 

meaning ‘red earth’ in Finnish), a pigment derived from the waste products of copper ore mining, 

which forms an effective anti-weathering paint. 

There are thus numerous subtle tensions running across the island, arising from the question: what 

is this landscape, who is it for, and where is it going? Certain military buildings (namely those with 

accommodation potential) are renovated, whilst others (often more remote, inaccessible, or 

unsuited to comfortable human dwelling) are left to ruin. Some parts of the landscape are being 

managed intensively through disturbance regimes to promote biodiversity – burning vegetation at 

the north of the island, introducing highland cattle and sheep to graze vegetation and maintain 

open coastal meadows. Perhaps one key tension is that whilst the island has ‘opened’ to visitors, in 

many ways it has become increasingly enclosed: cattle fencing to constrain livestock; (easily 

ducked) visitor fencing to signal the potential dangers of ruined sites; a number of ‘off limits’ 

active military sites – most strikingly a radar station on the island’s west coast. In some ways, this 

is understandable – Örö’s history of human use has left behind a fragmented, mosaic landscape of 

ecosystems and buildings, which are being managed on an individual, sited scale – and visitors are 

able to access most of the island on foot, if desired. On the other hand, this new ‘enclosure’ of the 

island points to the challenges of managing a patchy and lively more-than-human landscape, in 

which assemblages of human and non-human processes are developing along different – if tangled 

up – spatio-temporal trajectories (AB: 36-37). A landscape is rarely one thing only. A key tension, 

then, is how the new management regime on Örö – undertaken by Metsähallitus, framed by 

remnant military presence, and increasingly viewed through a ‘tourism gaze’ (Urry, 1990) – deals 

with this assortment of becomings and disappearances. What elements of the island are attempted 
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to be held in relative-equilibrium, whilst which others are left to follow their own emergent 

trajectories? How do discourses of diverse, endemic and ‘preserved’ natures on the island interact 

with those of military ruins, remnants and restorations? In a way, Örö plays out an old idea of 

island exploration: the ruined structures of former civilisations, and the novel ecosystems unique 

to a far-away place. But instead of Easter Island ruins and Galapagos finches, what we find is 

somewhat more contemporary – an island laboratory for an Anthropocene age, perhaps – an 

experimental site, a proving ground. Something unfinished, always in the making. Walking 

through the island, it is easy to feel the tug of these subtly divergent currents. In terms of 

developing Geohumanities creative research practices on the island, the question is not how to 

represent its landscape and lifeworlds, but instead to find temporary interventions and joinings 

that somehow channel the island’s more-than-human histories, trajectories and possibilities.  There 

are two important themes here. First, how might creative fieldwork be shaped through 

geographical thought, in a way that is site-shaped? What might an ‘art-geography’ tool-kit look 

like, and how might it be put to work? Second, what might such a practice ‘do’, if not attempting 

an ‘authoritative’ document or representation of the island, as its style of place portraiture? What 

can an art-geography practice convey when its mode of research and production is one of 

suggestion, allusion, possibility and problematisation? And more broadly, how might the insights 

from Kepes’ Landscape and Environment practices be diffracted through a contemporary patterned-

ground island?

The fieldwork underpinning this thesis was undertaken over two trips to Örö in January 2016 and 

June 2017. Both stays were made possible by the Öres artist residency program.  Run by a 3

collective of Finnish artists, Öres hosts, “visual artists working in media, video and experimental 

fields of art, art-science collaborations and other interdisciplinary projects such as bio art and 

human geography. We also encourage researchers in humanistic and social sciences with an 

interdisciplinary approach to apply.”  Founded in December 2015, shortly after the military 4

transition, the organisation provides artists and researchers with accommodation in a converted 

military cabin for month-long residency periods. The Öres residency program has run in parallel 

with the re-opening of the island to the public, and has now collected over five years of monthly 

artistic exploration of a landscape in transition. The long-term aim of the program is to, “develop 

into a collaborative platform, emphasizing project-based approach and coordinating projects 

 Öres (undated), “Örö Island Residency Programme” [website], https://www.ores.fi/ [accessed 13.05.21]3

 ibid.4

145

https://www.ores.fi/


between multiple organizations in the fields of art and research.”5 The first group exhibition of 

work created on Örö – including the work in this thesis – is held on the island in Summer 2021.6 

How does being part of a residency program affect thesis fieldwork? Most importantly, Öres 

offered accommodation, logistic support, and local information about Örö. At the beginning of this 

thesis, I was looking for a site in which to develop my experiments in geographical practice, and 

the Öres programme was advertised in Autumn 2015. Whilst detailed information on the island 

was relatively scarce, its assemblage of human and non-human histories, traces and trajectories 

seemed to offer fertile ground in which to develop this work. The application process involved a 

short research proposal and CV. The only additional responsibilities asked by the residency was to 

be able to contribute work to the growing island ‘archive’ of residents' artistic practice on the 

island. The weather conditions during each stay were remarkably different. In January 2016 the air 

temperature was generally between -10 and -15 degrees C, with the occasional dip below -20 

degrees C. The weather was generally cloudy and windy with occasional snowfall. The sea was 

partially frozen, and the island covered in snow and ice. Daylight lasted a few hours between the 

mid morning and early afternoon. In June 2017, the temperature was between 15 and 20 degrees C, 

and the weather was generally sunny and windy. The hours of darkness were short, between 

midnight and four am. As a result, the atmospheric qualities of the island differed greatly between 

each stay – particularly in terms of available daylight and prevailing temperature – which 

variously became limiting or enabling factors in how fieldwork could be carried out in the island 

landscape. Örö thus offers a set of specific island geographies through which fieldwork took place. 

The next section will consider how such geographies can influence a variety of island imaginations 

and practices.

2. ISLAND GEOGRAPHIES AND FINLAND

Islands are characterised by the relationships between land and water: as Tim Robinson was told 

by a local resident when arriving on the Aran Islands, “The ocean goes all around the 

island.” (1996, 1) A set of particular geographical imaginations of islands thus set the backdrop to 

fieldwork practices on Örö. Islands have long figured as fieldwork sites, whether in 

biogeographies of species evolution (such as Darwin’s studies of finches on the Galapagos Islands 

in 1835, see Whittaker and Fernández-Palacios, 2007, and Hanski, 2016) or in social and 

anthropological geographies (such as Kepes collaborator Margaret Mead’s early-20th century work 

 ibid.5

 Öres (undated), “Öres 2021 Summer Exhibition” [website], online at: https://www.ores.fi/21/ [accessed 22.06.21]6
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in Samoan communities). Island studies has emerged in recent decades as a geographically-

orientated interdiscipline tasked with mapping island geographies, often centred on issues of 

relative boundedness (i.e. spatial limits of land and water); smallness (i.e. of population); land area, 

habitat extent and economies); remoteness (i.e. geographical separations from other land areas and 

centres of population); and littorality (i.e. the interactions and interchanges between land and 

water) (Baldacchino, 2005, Lowenthal, 2007, Grydehøj 2020). Islands have also long been sites of 

inspiration for geographically-inflected creative practice, such as Tim Robinson’s ‘deep mapping’ 

of the Aran Islands off the West Coast of Ireland (1986, 1995) or Paul Gauguin’s perceptual 

experiments with colour and landscape through painting on islands in French Polynesia. Two key 

contemporary conceptualisations of the island are relevant for the wider theoretical and 

methodological discussions in this chapter: the island laboratory, and the relational Anthropocene 

island. 

First, geographical imaginations of island remoteness and insulation, coupled with specific 

biological evolutionary process acting in isolation, have led to a common figuration of the island as 

a ‘natural laboratory’ space for the research of novel landscape formations. The idea of ‘voyage’ to 

Figure 52: Archipelago eyes: unedited cyanotype of island forms (Baltic oil spill and reindeer lichen).
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remote and inaccessible islands in the name of ‘discovery’ has legitimised centuries of 

geographical research in different forms. Beth Greenhough cautions that such imaginations of the 

island as a closed laboratory space risk framing the field site, “as already formed, defined and 

waiting. If instead we think of the field site… as something actively constructed through the 

practices and associations made through our own research… different senses of the field 

emerge.” (2006, 234) As a result, in common with the notion of site that will be developed later in 

this chapter, it is important to figure the island as a site of encounter, in which the practice of 

fieldwork is produced through the researcher becoming entangled in an island assemblage of 

human and non-human bodies, objects and traces. Accordingly, the notion of ‘natural laboratory’ 

can be modified to a space of open-ended experiment; a particular geographical location through 

which residency practices can co-produce new depictions of site and place. 

Second, continuing this thread, contemporary island research often centres on the island as a 

relational space, both heterogeneous and dynamic in its internal patterning, and connected with 

wider geographical networks which trouble the received notion of the ‘remote’ and 

‘isolated’ (Grydehøj 2020, Larjosto, 2020). Chandler and Pugh (2021) synthesise this research to 

develop a notion of ‘Anthropocene islands’ which posits that island geographies act as productive 

sites for Anthropocene thought and practice. Chandler and Pugh identify four characteristics of 

contemporary islands which resonate with broader Anthropocene debates. Resilience names the 

ways in which islands can act as self-regulating and adaptive systems shaped by relational 

entanglements of life and feedback effects to create dynamic socio-ecological systems (Chandler, 

2014, Pugh, 2014). Resonating with Kepes’ engagements with cybernetic and ecological systems in 

the patterning of his practices, the notion of resilience also aligns to contemporary debates over the 

capacities of island systems to respond to global-scale – but locally felt – environmental issues such 

as sea level rise as a result of climate change (Kelman, 2020). Patchwork ontologies place islands as 

key sites for practicing ‘flat ontologies’ which, “locate the human subject as inside relations of 

interactive becoming rather than as a scientific observer manipulating or directing processes from 

‘above’.” (Chandler and Pugh, 2021, 4) Resonating with concepts such as Anna Tsing’s ‘arts of 

noticing’ (2015) and Donna Haraway’s ‘staying with the trouble’ (2008), this is an orientation that 

frames islands as sites characterised by, “relational disturbances and emergent effects” (Chandler 

and Pugh, 2021, 4), always open to new trajectories of change. Correlation names the role of islands 

as, “vital interpretants in the Anthropocene for mapping and modelling indirectly, through the 

registration of effects, the impact of complex transformations in planetary conditions.” (Chandler 

and Pugh, 2021, 10) In this sense, islands act as geographical indicators of wider environmental 

issues such as climate change, sea level rise, climatic habitat niche shifts, eutrophication, ocean 
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acidification and plastic pollution, amongst others. Finally, Storiation posits that islands are spaces 

that, “speculatively bring to the forefront of thought intra-actions and effects (rather than inter-

relations) through their afterlives and their ongoing and transformative traces.” (Chandler and 

Pugh, 2021, 12) Understood this way, islands are proving grounds for environmental forces and 

fluxes, which have the potential to create strange new relational formations of organic and 

inorganic life. Together, these notions of the island laboratory and Anthropocence island prompt 

the formation of methodological orientations and styles able to attend to the complexity and 

dynamism of island landscapes. Turning specifically towards Örö, the next sub-section of this 

chapter briefly examines the development of the landscape concept in Finland, as a means of 

framing a discussion of the early-20th century island ‘Pure Geographies’ of Finnish geographer 

J.G. Granö.

2:1. FINNISH LANDSCAPES 

Finland is a relatively young nation-state – achieving independence from Russia in 1917 – and its 

‘landscape’ concept is a particularly diverse and mutable idea. In Finland, the landscape concept is 

expressed in differing ways by the words maisema and maakunta, which both derive from the 

Finnish root maa, meaning ‘land’ (Lehtinen, 2008). Maisema refers predominantly to the visual and 

aesthetic components of landscape, and like much Finnish geography (both historical and 

contemporary, see Mead, 2008) is concerned with the identification and delimitation of regions. 

Maisema came into use in the Finnish language in the 1830s to correspond with a variety of dialect 

words for soil, land, terrain, district, place, or locality (Paasi, 2008). For Lehtinen (2008), maisema 

serves as a spatial framework for the familiar and the homely in the landscape – an identification 

of aspects of the sensed environment (predominantly vision). Lehtinen claims that, “landscape was 

a framework for identity formation. Landscape is for the Finns a central medium from which to 

evaluate, orientate and even compete in the environing world.” (2008, 477) Aesthetics have played 

a key role in Finnish regional and national identity through processes of landscape representation 

in the 19th and 20th centuries. As Anssi Paasi outlines, in the 19th Century – soon after Finland 

became autonomous Grand Duchy of Russia – a variety of literary and artistic discourses emerged, 

each fostering regional and national identity through landscape aesthetics. Significantly, these 

diverse works – Sibelius’ symphonies, the Kalevela national epic poem, Johan Ludvig Runeberg’s 

poetry – predominantly represent Finland’s rural and ‘wild’ landscapes, the “wood, water, rock 

and swamp” described by Mead (2008, 422), and often depict human activity – farming, fishing, 

tourism, military activity – in the landscape. Mead (2008) describes that as early as 1888, the 

Finnish Tourist Board advocated what now might be termed ‘adventure tourism’ to the more 
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remote parts of the country. Mead argues that the notion of maisema-as-landscape in Finland is still 

developing in response to contemporary tourist gazes (Urry, 1990) on the landscape. 

The second Finnish conception of landscape is as maakunta, which encompasses the areal and 

administrative dimensions of landscape governance. The similar Swedish-derived notion of 

landscape-as-landskap – an administrative practice on a territorial unit – is only used on the Åland 

Islands in the Baltic, around 125 km west of Örö (Lehtinen, 2008). Paasi (2008) states that 

maisemamaakunta – a portmanteau of the two Finnish landscape concepts – is sometimes used to 

describe the academic or official spatial descriptions of nature and culture. For Paasi, the two 

divergent conceptions of landscape in Finland reveals the relational creation and maintenance of 

regional and national identities through diverse discursive practices – whether academic, artistic, 

administrative or pop culture. As a result, he argues that, the Finnish landscape concept, “implies a 

dialectic between closure and opening or between inclusion and exclusion, that is, certain natural, 

cultural and symbolic entities are understood as coming together in a ‘landscape’, making it 

different from other landscapes. The practice of distinction and classification is thus implied in this 

category, both in ordinary daily experience and academic studies.” (2008, 513-514) Crucially, Paasi 

highlights that such discursive formations of landscape and identity are contextual and contingent 

in time and space; making them dynamic and subject to change. 

Two important points for this thesis arise from this discussion. First, the Finnish landscape has 

long been subject to artistic representations, which have often been enrolled in processes of 

regional and national identity formation allied to the sense of maisema. Aesthetic regional 

geographies have a long history in Finland: thus, we might ask, how to story contemporary, or 

even future or imagined, Finnish landscapes, such as on Örö, in the light of contemporary socio-

ecological concerns? Second, as Anssi Paasi outlines in his discussion of landscape as discursive 

formation, and W.R. Mead in his noting of the influence of the ‘tourist gaze’ – Finnish landscapes 

(as, arguably any other), and the identities formed through contact with them, are in constant 

generative flux, and are open to change. This is particularly the case on Örö, where the island 

landscape’s management, or maakunta, has shifted from the military to a twinned focus on tourism 

and biodiversity conservation. How, then, can creative geographic practices somehow depict 

elements and traces of such landscape tensions and transitions? 

2:2. GRANÖ’S PURE GEOGRAPHY 

 

We can locate possibilities for answering this question in a final key inflection of (island-centred) 
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landscape in Finland, developed by early-20th century Finnish geographer J.G. Granö. In the 

1920s, Granö developed a notion of ‘pure geography’ which identified the object of geographical 

research as the environment as perceived by the human senses. This perception-based approach to 

landscape description formed the basis of Granö’s delimitation of regional geographies. Granö’s 

approach is outlined in his book, Pure Geography, published in German in 1929, Finnish in 1930, 

and finally given an English translation in 1997. He was the editor of the 1925 Atlas of Finland, 

produced eight years after the country obtained independence from Russia. Granö’s approach to 

landscape research is of interest for this study for a number of reasons. First, it provides an early – 

and often overlooked – methodology for multi-sensory geographic research, particularly in sonic 

geographies (Revill, 2016). Hannes Palang and colleagues write that Granö understood, “landscape 

as a phenomenon continuous both in space and time, consisting of permanent features as well as 

ephemera, perceived by vision as well as the other senses.” (2005, 165) Heikki Uimonen aligns 

Granö’s soundscape mapping approaches with those of R. Murray Schafer in The Soundscape 

(1977/1993), suggesting that – much like Kepes and Lynch in ‘The Perceptual Form of the City’ –

 “The focus of both books was to research the perceived environment systematically.” (Uimonen 

2008, 15) Second, it provides an account of the use of such methods to develop a thickly-described 

place portrait of a small Finnish island – Valosaari, or ‘island of light’ (Matless, 2005). Third, 

despite a progressive approach to some elements of perceptual geographic research, Granö is 

continually mindful of the disciplinary limits he identifies to geographical practice, and is careful 

not to stray into the terrains of other disciplines, or even embrace the possibility of 

interdisciplinarity. Granö’s vision of geographical theory and practice then is one of defining 

boundaries and territories – both in the world, and conceptually – but, seemingly celebrating (and 

classifying) the diversity and richness – whether in the landscape, or the discipline – of what is 

contained within. In Pure Geography, Granö outlines strategies for describing and categorising the 

qualities of place, perceived by the sensing human subject both as proximate environment (or 

proximity) and the distant environment (or landscape). For Granö, the proximate environment is, 

“that part of the environment that is perceivable with all the senses and is situated between the 

observer and the landscape.” (1929/1997, 108) Granö distinguishes this “close, intimate world, 

which we always inhabit,” with the distant environment, or landscape, which is, “nothing more 

than a field of vision more or less finger with blue by the it. We can see forms, light, shadows, and 

colors there in the distance, but we cannot hear, feel or smell anything from there, since we are 

inseparably here, in our proximity.” (1929/1997, 18) Granö identifies a ‘transitional’ zone between 

the proximate and distant view, which occurs between 20–100m in distance from the observer.

 

Granö also distinguishes between different types of ‘phenomena’ – topological (or ‘existent’) and 
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chronological (or ‘occurent’) – which could be perceived by the senses. Each category of 

phenomena is divided into qualitative and quantitative types. Topological phenomena includes 

visual, auditory, olfactory and tactile perceptions (qualitative); and distance, size and strength 

(quantitative). Chronological phenomena includes rhythm, movement and change (qualitative); 

and temporal interval, duration, and speed (quantitative). Phenomena are distinguished from 

objects: indeed phenomena emerged from the interplay of objects, which do not necessarily share a 

geographical site or spacing. Granö writes, ”the threads of activity end in phenomena, and our 

task is to investigate where these threads come from.” (1930, 10–11, translated in Uimonen, 2008, 

15) Whilst Granö’s focus on sensory perception as a means of apprehending landscape phenomena

can be viewed as a precursor to phenomenological and humanistic modes of geographical research 

in the second half of the 20th century (Buttimer 2010), Granö described this method as wholly 

quantitative and scientific. In the preface to Pure Geography he states, “The necessary data 

regarding this complex of phenomena that we perceive with our senses are provided by scientific 

description, which also forms the basis for its delimitation and definition.” (1929/1997, 1) Like 

Kepes, for Granö, the researcher is highly trained, rigorous and perceptive – there is no room in his 

fieldwork for limitations to sense or mobility. Unlike Kepes, though, for all that Granö’s writing 

emphasises the affectual richness of the environment, his is a world in which subject and object 

remain fundamentally separate. Granö’s ‘pure geography’ was thus an attempt at a sensory, but 

seemingly ‘objective’ mode of landscape enquiry.

Writing about Pure Geography in 1977, the geographer W.R. Mead states, “with its emphasis on 

direct sensory perceptions, he anticipated contemporary behavioural geography.” (1977, 370) Anne 

Buttimer describes Granö’s approach as geopoetic, in which the root word Poesis is outlined as 

meaning an “invitation to discovery.” (2010, 11) Buttimer (2010) highlights how Granö used 

sensory mapping, textual description and photography as such research ‘invitations’ to consider 

landscape patterns and processes across spatial and temporal scales, seasonalities and atmospheres 

through fieldwork depiction. Granö’s attention to fields of vision in landscape research involved 

extensive photography, which in Pure Geography documents his fieldwork in the Altai region of 

Central Asia, Siberia and Finland. However, much of the theoretical and methodological 

framework in the book is developed through study of Valosaari, a small island in Lake Saimaa, in 

the south-east of Finland, the largest lake in the country. Granö’s photographs are key modes of 

fieldwork documentary: visualising elements of his ‘pure geography’ methodologies. But, as a 

2005 publication of Granö’s landscape photographs from the Altai – taken between 1906-1916, 

alongside those of contemporary Finnish artists – shows, his technical skill (of setting exposures 

and depths of field), and his aesthetic ‘eye’ (to frame landscape elements, to capture mood), these 
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photographs are somehow ‘more-than-documentary’ alone. In the book, Boundary Crossings: 

Temporal Dialogues in Finnish Landscape Photography, geographer Michael Jones argues that Granö 

worked on, “the difficult borderline between phenomonology and objective existence. He was 

concerned with the interaction between object and observer, and distinguished between 

phenomenal space and objective location. He noted how perception of the landscape is dependent 

on both the position of the observer… This led him to map aspects of the visible environment that 

had barely been mapped earlier and have rarely been mapped since, such as colour and 

lighting.” (2005, 108-109)  

 

This brief appraisal of Granö’s perceptual mapping of Finnish island landscapes grounds the Örö 

fieldwork in longer geographical traditions, prompting an attentive eye and ear to fleeting island 

phenomena. This is particularly important given Örö’s location. Nils Storå (2008) writes that 

elements of land and sea are brought together in an archipelagic concept of skärgård – meaning 

‘skerry-guard’ or ‘archipelago’ – which denotes a cluster of islands or ‘skerries’. Örö is at the 

southern-edge of one of the largest archipelagos in the world, containing approximately 17,700 

islands over 0.5ha. Storå outlines the position of the Finnish Archipelago skerries as a transition 

zone between terrestrial and maritime environments, in which the character of island vegetation, 

soil, and weather patterns all shift along a transect from the mainland to the open sea. To borrow 

an ecological term, skerries are spaces interlaced by a meshwork of geographical, ecological and 

meteorological ‘edge effects’, in which the character of each individual island is influenced both by 

its isolation, and its topographical relations to bordering land and sea. Skerry geography can 

influence the sonic environment, as Birger Ohlson (1976) – drawing on both Granö’s sensory 

landscapes and MIT urban researcher Michael Southworth’s (1969) coinage of the 

‘soundscape’ (see the Landscape chapter) – investigated on the Finnish Archipelago. Ohlson found 

that the topographically-varied skerry environment could cause significant ‘deformations’ of 

sound waves, and identified the occurrence of archipelago ‘edge tones’ generated by “the unsteady 

air flow in the region of sharp edges,” causing the, “rustling of tree foliage, the rushing of waves 

from the sea, the surge of waves from the breaker zone and the swash against the shore,” and the, 

“whistling of wind round corners of buildings, flagpoles, wires and shops masts.” (1976, 38) In 

other words, the skerry environment can both cause sound emanating from the mainland and the 

sea to be transmitted and diffracted in unusual ways, whilst at the same time generating a range of 

characteristic sounds as a result of its individual topography. The skerry land- and soundscape, 

then, is not a neatly-bound, or even a predictable thing: instead a phenomena always coming into 

being relationally between the land, sea, vegetation, weather and micro-sited location of the 

listening ears or technologies. And as Granö writes, “no matter how mathematically accurate may 
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be the methods of or instruments we use in our work… ‘nature’ is nothing but the variegated, ever 

changing play of our perceptions.” (1929/1997, 33) How then might methodologies for such 

perceptual geographical mappings emerge on a contemporary Finnish island landscape? The next 

section of this chapter will sketch the diffractive relationship between site, skill and theory in 

creative methodology formation through fieldwork.

3. METHODOLOGICAL FORMATION: SITE/SKILL/THEORY

Methods structure how researchers and practitioners encounter the world. They provide a 

framework through which knowledge can be produced, ordered and reported through academic  

and artistic production. In most science and social science disciplines, reporting on method 

provides a ‘guarantee’ of reliability and replicability in how reported findings have been reached. 

Methods provide researchers with a series of technical, logistical, verbal and/or non-verbal 

instructions and cues through which knowledge might be produced about a site, event, process or 

encounter. Understood this way, methods can thus allow the researcher to ‘step back’ from their 

findings, as if their methodological choices present a reliable lens through which to report on a 

world of determinate and identifiable patterns and processes. Methodological choice thus becomes 

a matter of how to conduct a study ‘well’ or ‘rigorously’ – terms often defined within disciplinary 

norms and traditions. But, when engaging with theories (such as non-representational theory) that 

Figure 53: Site/skill/theory: diagramming Örö methodological formation.
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place the researcher ‘in the midst’ of ongoing encounters and events, and emphasise the promise of 

interdisciplinary practices, how do we design, or perhaps more accurately develop, methodologies 

that catch traces of the emergent flow and flux of the world in a valuable way? What ‘data’ might 

be generated, and how might it be arranged and presented? How can such sited and situated 

methodological experimentation and emergence be accounted for in a PhD thesis methodology 

section (much like this one…)? In this thesis, methodological formation is traced using the 

recurring metaphor of diffraction, positing that the actions, procedures and experiments one 

carries out in creative fieldwork are the result of relations between characteristics of site, ongoing 

processes of skilling, and prevailing theoretical orientations of interest. This is a methodological 

outlook in which methods and practices are not imported wholesale into a site as a means of 

providing reliable, replicable objective findings. Instead, that creative fieldwork practices emerge 

through the sited interactions of skill and theory, resulting in new (and potentially unexpected) 

understandings of site, developments of skill, and activations of theory (Figure 54). This chapter 

section will outline how each theme – site, skill and theory – is conceptualised, ahead of their 

methodological formation in the following modes of practice.

3:1. SITE 

The notion of site deployed in this thesis is derived from the work of Keith Woodward and 

colleagues (2010), who conceptualise sites not as fixed arrangements, but as ongoing, relational 

configurations of humans and non-humans that, “emphasises the immanent, material connection 

between bodies and unfolding, situated practices.” (2010, 73) This definition of site develops the 

‘flat ontology’ (Marston et al, 2005) used to discuss the trans-scalar forms of Kepes’ landscape 

sensing and curation techniques in the Landscape chapter, and resonates with Chandler and Pugh’s 

(2020) discussion of the characteristics of Anthropocene islands. For Woodward and colleagues, a 

site is composed through emergent, self-organising processes through, “collectivities of bodies or 

things, orders and events, and doings and sayings that hang together so as to lend material 

consistency to dynamic relations.” (2010, 274) This conceptualisation of site resists research 

imperatives to overlay fixed scalar or structural orderings, instead prompting attentiveness to 

ongoing processes of emergence in how worlds are constituted through relationships between 

even the most seemingly-mundane objects, bodies and things. For Woodward and colleagues, this 

site orientation poses significant methodological questions. They call for an approach which 

thinks, “methodologically from the inside, following the intensities that enroll events and objects 

as well as the researcher her/himself… experiment carefully with the distributions you encounter 

so as to find what pressures and affects are working within and constituting them,” to foster, “an 
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ongoing process whose results are never a matter of stable states, but rather commentaries on 

relationality, affects and conditions of dynamic relation.” (2010, 276) Such an approach to 

landscape research and practice thus has two key elements (Ash, 2020). First, to resist the 

classificatory schema – for example scale – used across the geographical humanities and social 

sciences to order the world in categories and hierarchies. Instead the impetus is to foreground the, 

“unfolding state of affairs whose varying and gathering situatednesses give rise to singularities in 

the form of increasingly self-conditioned sites – that is, as collectivities of bodies or things, orders 

and events, and doings and sayings that hang together so as to lend material consistency to 

dynamic relations.” (Marston et al., 2010, 274) Second, to highlight the importance of ongoing 

relations between human and non-human entities in the formation of site, as Jones and colleagues 

state, “the actuality of any site is always poised for compositional variation – subject to 

reorganizations and disorganizations.” (Jones et al., 2007, 265)

Jennifer Gabrys uses Woodward and collaborators’ work to develop a ‘sitework’ practice for 

researching moss (2012) and lichen (2018) communities and their role in forming more-than-

human worlds. Gabrys develops walking methodologies where, “sites emerge through the 

relations that walking sets in motion.” (2012, 2936) For Gabrys, taking a ‘moss-eye view’ fosters an 

attentive mode of seeing which encourages a focus on how even such-overlooked flora are meshed 

in the ongoing formation of urban ecologies. For Gabrys, “Viewing here is a composite practice, 

taking place across bodies, spaces, and technologies. No longer a matter of viewing from high or 

low, instead in the process of viewing mosses new practices of receptive and situated vision 

emerge.” (2012, 2929) Gabrys (2018) develops this approach to consider lichens as bioindicators 

which encourage researchers to engage with processes of “more-than-human sensing, listening 

and noticing” as political work (2018, 19). Gabrys highlights the ways in which lichens act as 

mediators of different geological, ecological and human elements of sites, advocating for a “lichen 

point of view” which would, “take seriously the ways in which this environmental subject is 

taking account of, and forming experiences of, its world.” (2018, 16) This point shares an 

orientation with Anna Tsing’s (2015) work on tracing the role of matusake mushrooms in the 

constitution of socio-ecological forest communities. For Gabrys, this orientation has the potential to 

help foster an environmental politics that can, “tune in to the world-making projects of other 

organisms,” and thus develop, “how we encounter ‘the ends of the world’ as an environmental 

event, as well as a remaking of the worlds that we might cultivate and care for.” (2018, 19, 16)

Such a sitework orientation thus offers significant methodological and conceptual possibilities for 

depicting how places are composed. If the site concept asks us to think about the relational and 
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ongoing assemblages of humans and non-humans in a landscape, the place concept prompts 

reflections on how these assemblages are framed and valued by humans. Place is a keyword of 

modern life, something which, as Nigel Thrift puts it, “is both so pivotal and so hard to 

grasp.” (1999, 317) As generations of geographers have variously teased out, places – however 

defined – are locations that we as humans somehow attach meaning to, dwell in, and actively 

shape. Lucy Lippard writes, “Place is latitudinal and longitudinal within the map of a person’s life. 

It is temporal and spatial, personal and political.” (1997, 7) Place, for Lippard, is a situated 

repository of human history and memory, which forms a proving ground for possible futures. For 

Edward S. Casey, place can be conceived as an eventful gathering of things, both human and non-

human, in ongoing space-time negotiations. Casey writes, “places gather things in their midst – 

where ‘things’ connote various animate and inanimate entities. Places also gather experiences and 

histories, even languages and thoughts… What else is capable of this massively diversified holding 

action?” (1996, 24) Casey’s conception of place shares relational and experiential themes with Nigel 

Thrift’s ‘ecology of place’, which involves, “conceiving of the world as associational, as an 

imbroglio of heterogeneous and more or less expansive hybrids performing ‘not one but many 

worlds’… and weaving all manner of spaces and times as they do so.” (1999, 316) As a result, for 

Thrift, “places must be seen as dynamic, as taking shape only in their passing… places can never 

be pre-ordained.” (1999, 310) Doreen Massey shares Casey and Thrift’s notion of place as a 

dynamic assemblage of human and non-human relations, but expands the scalar boundaries of its 

‘extroverted’ linkages with the wider world, writing, “What gives place its specificity is not some 

long internalized history but the fact that it is constructed out of a particular constellation of social 

relations meeting and weaving together at a particular locus.” (1991, 28) Approaching place with 

Casey, Thrift and Massey, then, encourages us to look for how different social, cultural, political, 

economic and environmental forces interact to produce a distinctive ‘sense’ of place, however 

fleeting, and individually experienced. A twinned focus on site and place on Örö thus encourages 

methodologies which are attentive to the ongoing composition of human and non-human worlds 

on the island, whist remain conscious of how they contribute to shifting narratives of place on an 

island in transition. To think about how to place oneself within these shifting worlds, we turn to 

conceptualisations of skill. 

3:2. SKILL 

This thesis engages with a notion of skill following Tim Ingold, who speaks of creative practice as, 

“a question not of imposing preconceived forms on inert matter but of intervening in the fields of 

force and currents of material wherein forms are generated. Practitioners, I contend, are 
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wanderers, wayfarers, whose skill lies in their ability to find the grain of the world’s becoming and 

to follow its course while bending it to their evolving purpose.” (2011, 211) Skill, for Ingold, is 

inherently a process of attunement between the practitioner, their materials and the environment: 

“Skill is about going along with things – about responding to things and being responded to. In a 

word, it is a practice of correspondence.” (2018, 162) As a result, the process of making is one in 

which the practitioner enters into relation with sited environmental and material forces and flows, 

which in turn shape the form of the creative product. Ingold writes, “Skill, in short, is a property 

not of the individual human body as a biophysical entity, a thing-in-itself, but of the total field of 

relations constituted by the presence of the organism-person, indissolubly body and mind, in a 

richly structured environment.” (2000, 353) This notion of skill resonates with Elizabeth Grosz’s 

(2008) concept of creative practice as an joining-with chaotic non-human forces, resulting in an 

ontology of art which is understood not a cultural accomplishment, but as a temporary 

stabilisation of more-than-human worlds. Ingold terms this sense of knowing-through-doing as 

“art as enquiry,” (2000, 6) which has kinship with Anna Tsing’s (2015) notion of attentive, fine-

grain landscape narration through an ‘arts of noticing’. This is an understanding of skill akin to 

Kepes’ ‘middleman’ identity, where, “through the coupling of perception and action, the artist is 

drawn into the world, even as he or she draws it out in the gestures of description and the traces 

they yield.” (Ingold, 2008, 87) Thinking with Ingold, Grosz and Tsing, then, skill as conceptualised 

in this thesis is the process by which creative practices are adopted, developed and applied in 

correspondence with the material and atmospheric environments encountered at a fieldwork site. 

This is not to discount the value of traditional notions of skill-as-mastery – the technological 

operation of a camera or recording device, say – in this thesis, but instead to emphasise the role of 

skill-as-attunement as articulated here. A key theme to be explored in the practice chapters is how 

far can this notion of skill help foster creative methodologies which result in outputs which are 

both aesthetically valuable and rich, detailed modes of sited depiction. Thinking about skill in this 

way encourages a form of Geohumanities experimentation based on diffraction: how can 

geographical theory help identify and develop creative techniques; how can the characteristics of 

site shape how methods are developed; how can creative practices apply, ground and extend 

theoretical concepts? 

Harriet Hawkins identifies skill as a central theme to contemporary Geohumanities practices, 

highlighting the common theme of geographers ‘skilling’ themselves in creative practices 

including drawing (Hawkins, 2015), painting (Wylie and Webster, 2019) dance (McCormack, 2014) 

and taxidermy (Patchett, 2017), amongst others, in recent years. Hawkins suggests that central to 

these debates are questions of, “Does it matter how skilled you are at a creative practice? How, in 
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turn, do we need to, or come to, appreciate the skilled practices of the geographer? Further, what 

does critique or, better, evaluation mean here, and what skills do we need, as a discipline, in order 

to conduct such evaluations?,” citing, “the need to respect skilled practice, but also to not assume 

that a lack of skill negates the value of practice.” (2020, 10) This is a knotty set of propositions to 

unpick. One one hand, if geographers truly are to engage with creative methods then the slow, 

circuitous route of skilling is perhaps a necessary step in order to create work of independent 

artistic value. The danger here, in justifying a lack of skill in geographer’s nascent artistic practices, 

is that a culture of artistic amateurism becomes legitimised by geographical disciplinary norms, 

frameworks and assessment criteria under an injunction to ‘become creative’ or ‘to experiment’. 

Put simply, artistic skilling, however imagined, is likely to take longer than the cycle of producing 

a book, thesis or journal article about the process of ‘becoming skilled’. On the other hand, 

thinking with Ingold’s notion of skill-as-attunement to offer a more affirmative critique, skill is not 

only about the creative products themselves, but about the attunements between a human body 

and the more-than-human world in which it is enmeshed. Understood this way, becoming-skilled 

is thus about finding creative strategies that are receptive to the warp and weft of a site, and using 

them to tease out new forms of connection and insight across human and non-human bodies and 

objects. As a result, the process of becoming-skilled is a bodily orientation and methodological 

formation in itself, as the strategies used to channel a site emerge in relation with an attentiveness 

to its patterns and processes.

In this thesis I seek to develop and deploy creative skills that address both elements of this 

proposition. On one hand, I am an artist – although originally trained in environmental 

geography – with a practice which has been shown/heard in major UK galleries and institutions. It 

is difficult to be adequately reflexive about one’s own ‘skillset’, but I bring a number of established 

practices – particularly filmmaking, sound recording, experimental film photography and 

installation creation – to this thesis process. On the other hand, the creative methodologies I am 

most interested in – and the skilling processes that go along with them – are the ones that emerge 

from slow, patient periods of becoming-attuned to a landscape, and in turn, altered by it. As a 

result, I am interested in the ways in which becoming-skilled in creative practices emerges in 

relation with the human and non-human natures of the site in which one is embedded. Skill, in this 

imagination, then, is not only about one’s own skilled practice, but how this practice is developed, 

shaped and challenged as it is deployed at a site. Further, skill, then is not only about carrying out 

creative practices as part of research fieldwork, but also choosing appropriate practices, and 

allowing space for them – and oneself – to be shaped in an ongoing sense of relation with site. Such 

an orientation resonates with Derek McCormack’s invocation for non-representational 
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methodologies which are based on, “turning things around: defamiliarizing them; placing them in 

generative juxtapositionings that allow thinking to grasp a sense of liveliness of the worlds of 

things anew, however modestly.” (2015, 92) Such approaches are less methodologies than styles or 

registers; experiential and experimental ways of being-in-the-world. It is to such non-

representational theories that the final part of this section turns.

3:3. THEORY 

Whilst ‘theory’ in the diffractive methodological formation of site/skill/theory draws on the 

cumulative literature reviewed so far, many of the theoretical orientations activated in this thesis 

can be allied to the broad field of non-representational theory. Hayden Lorimer describes ‘non-

representational’ (or, ‘more-than-representational’) theories and methodologies as responses to 

reckoning with, “our self-evidently more-than-human, more-than-textual, multisensual 

worlds.” (2005, 83) As a result, Philip Vannini (2015) states that non-representational theory 

represents a mosaic of theoretical perspectives – many already touched on in the Landscape and 

Environment chapters – including, “actor-network theory, biological philosophy, neomaterialism, 

process philosophy, speculative realism, social ecology, performance theory, poststructualist 

feminism, critical theory, post phenomenology, and pragmatism.” (2015, 3) Despite this 

multiplicity of perspective and approach, Nigel Thrift (2008) outlines seven core principles of non-

representational theory. First, the aim is to “capture the ‘onflow’… of everyday life” (2008, 5), 

foregrounding how human movement and action are both shaped by the world, and 

transformative of it. Second, the field is, “resolutely anti-biographical and preindividual,” (2008, 7) 

in its rejection of notions of unity and coherence in documenting identity. There is a tension here, 

in that in attempting to channel Thrift’s first principle, non-representational geography practice is 

often inflected by the autobiographical as a means of describing personal experience of being-in-

the-world. 

Third, non-representational theory is shaped by practices and performances, as opposed to the 

excavation of symbolic or textual meaning. As Hayden Lorimer writes, “The focus falls on how life 

takes shape and gains expression in shared experiences, everyday routines, fleeting encounters, 

embodied movements, precognitive triggers, practical skills, affective intensities, enduring urges, 

unexceptional interactions and sensuous dispositions… In short, so much ordinary action gives no 

advance notice of what it will become.” (2005, 84) Fourth, non-representational theory is concerned 

less with what materials are than what they might do, so forming relational assemblages with 

human and non-human bodies and things to form a “technological anticoncious.” (Thrift, 2008, 10) 
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The focus on dynamic relational assemblages of life in this inflection resonates with parallel work 

in more-than-human geographies, defined by Sarah Whatmore as, “modes of enquiry [that] neither 

presume that socio-material change is an exclusively human achievement nor exclude the ‘human’ 

from the stuff of fabrication [and] attend closely to the rich array of the senses, dispositions, 

capabilities and potentialities of all manner of social objects and forces assembled through, and 

involved in, the co-fabrication of socio-material worlds.” (2006, 604) Fifth, the notion of 

experimentation is central to non-representational theory, rejecting traditional empirical and 

positivist models of social science research in order to find research orientations – often drawing 

from the creative arts – that, “rupture, unsettle, animate, and reverberate rather than report and 

represent.” (Vannini, 2015, 5) Sixth, resonating with Kepes’ notion of the artist as a “living 

seismograph,” (1965, 121) the body is a key site for non-representational theory, particularly in 

terms of its affective capacities, the, “properties, competencies, modalities, energies, attunements, 

arrangements and intensities of differing texture, temporality, velocity and spatiality, that act on 

bodies, are produced through bodies and transmitted by bodies.” (Lorimer H., 2008, 552) Affect is 

an expression of the precognitive, “moods, passions, emotions, intensities and feelings” that 

transcend the human to emerge through more-than-human worlds, and often form elements of 

artistic experience (Vannini 2015, 5). Finally, Thrift outlines that non-representational theory works 

to create research orientations based on “boosting aliveness” (2008, 14) to move beyond humanist 

ethical frameworks to develop new ones based on the “intercedes of interactions” (2008, 15) in 

everyday life. 

Thrift’s tenets are ambitious, wide-ranging, and even impractical to practice, but they survey a 

field which – whilst its disciplinary ‘moment’ may be passing – conceptualises the world as 

inherently complex, dynamic, emergent and ongoing. As a result, through interactions with site 

and skill, non-representational theory has significant potential to shape artistic research 

methodologies in the Geohumanities. In the introduction to Non-Representational Methodologies 

(2015), Philip Vannini differentiates between research methods, strategies and methodologies. 

Research methods are procedures which enable the collection of empirical material, or data – 

interviews, ethnographies, focus groups, textual analysis, and so on. Research strategies are the 

procedures for collating, organising, analysing and presenting this material – ways of making 

sense of what the research methods have gathered. This dual process of what to investigate, and 

what to do with what is found involves multiple, ongoing choices on the part of the researcher – 

guided variously by disciplinary habits, training and epistemologies; interdisciplinary, 

experimental or creative aspirations for research; or emergent experiences from a site or situation. 
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This framework of choices made by the researcher to deploy (and possibly develop, even destroy) 

particular research methods and strategies are the overall research methodologies. 

Vannini (2015) highlights how non-representational methodologies need to contend with five key 

research themes. First, to depict the unfolding of events, in which sites, bodies and objects interact 

to produce an ongoing sense of worldly change and dynamic patterning. Örö can thus be 

understood as a landscape of ongoing event, with transitional ecologies, materialities and 

geologies entwining with shifting narratives of place as the island moves from military to tourism 

management. Second, to foreground the importance of human and non-human relations in 

constituting these shifts, “where many different forces, some of which we know about, some not, 

and some of which may just be on the edge of awareness.” (Anderson and Harrison, 2010, 10) This 

is a key element to many of the creative approaches (such as experimental audio-visual 

production) detailed in the modes of practice, developed as sensory modes of expanded listening 

to become-attuned to more-than-human worlds on such an “edge of awareness.” Third, to develop 

a focus on practice and performance as expressions of bodily potentials which can, “unlock and 

animate new (human and nonhuman) potentialities.” (Thrift and Dewsbury, 2000, 411) This is a 

theme which maps non-representational theory onto creative practices, for example, Derek 

McCormack’s (2014) explorations becoming-skilled in dance as a means of sketching new forms of 

body-space relations.  Fourth, to account for affect in research methodologies through, “a 

transpersonal capacity which a body has to be affected (through an affection) and to affect (as the 

result of modifications).” (Anderson, 2006, 735) This theme is played out in the diffraction of skill/

site/theory in this thesis research, where the assemblage of site has affectual potential to shape the 

formation of creative methods used, in turn, to depict it. 

Fifth, and extending this methodological point, Vannini (2015) highlights the focus on the 

‘backgrounds’ through which life takes place, and, “against which particular things show up and 

take on significance: a mobile but more or less stable ensemble of practices, involvements, 

relations, capacities, tendencies and affordances. A zone of stabilisation within the manifold of 

actions and interactions which has the form of a holding wave or recursive patterning.” (Anderson 

and Harrison, 2010, 8) Again one is reminded of Kepes’ notion of the ‘middleman’ in channeling 

non-human actions and interactions into temporarily stabilised patternings of lifeworlds through 

creative practice.  For Vannini (2015), then, what is formed is a particular style of non-7

representational research that aims, “to enliven rather than report, to render rather than represent, 

 Morgan, R.C., (1983) “Sermon for Tranquility” [article], AfterImage 10(6), AAA, 53177
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to resonate rather than validate, to rupture and reimagine rather than faithfully describe, to 

generate possibilities of encounter rather than construct representative ideal types.” (2015, 15)

Such methodological orientations thus offer rich interdisciplinary potential for folding together 

techniques of geographical and artistic enquiry and production (Dewsbury, 2010), to foster, as 

Vannini puts it, “a hybrid genre for a hybrid world.” (2015, 3) The modes of practice that follow 

highlight the potential of drawing from thick lineages of experimental creative practice to inform 

and extend contemporary geographical and socio-ecological debates, events and 

(non)representations. As McCormack writes, this involves, “taking a familiar technique from one 

context and showing how it can do a qualitatively different kind of work in another, and in a way 

that remakes that technique, or inventively inflects it, or transforms it such that both it and world 

in which it is situated are rendered strange.” (2015, 100) A common thread to all of the processes 

described here is the role of more-than-human assemblages of humans, non-humans, materials 

and technologies enrolled in the co-production of a site. For John Law, methods of investigating 

and knowing the world need to better deal with such fluidity. In After Method, he writes, “whilst 

standard methods are very good at what they do, they are badly adapted to the study of the 

ephemeral, the indefinite, and the irregular.” (2004, 4) As a result, our research methodologies 

should seek to, “find ways of knowing the indistinct or slippery without trying to grasp or hold 

them tight.” (2004, 3) Law’s position presents an epistemological challenge to more ‘traditional’ 

ways of conceptualising research, which tend to find methods of identifying, quantifying and/or 

representing processes and realities in the world – practices which tend towards drawing 

conclusions, definitions and boundaries between things. It rejects the claim that we can fully 

represent or account for inherently complex and emergent worlds, which in Law’s terms, “exceed 

our capacity to know them.” (2004, 6) For Law, like numerous other contemporary theorists 

(particularly feminist theorists, e.g. Haraway 1988) knowing is a process of situated enquiry. What 

this means is that we need to develop methodologies that approach, “the world as an unformed 

but generative flux of forces and relations that work to produce particular realities.” (2004, 7) Key 

to this, for Law, is the need to “unmake our desire and expectation for security” (2004, 7) in our 

methodological habits, and instead to think of new “slow and uncertain” approaches which, “take 

time and effort to make realities and hold them steady for a moment against a background of flux 

and indeterminacy.” (2004, 10) 

Law’s After Method is a rich and provocative text, which offers a number of signposts to aid the 

development of Örö methodologies through open, situated enquiry and practice. It emphasises the 

role of process: both in terms of apprehending the fleeting and ephemeral flow of the world; and in 
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reflexivity of one’s own situated practices as a researcher. As Law puts it, “our methods also craft 

realities.” (2004, 153, original emphasis) It presents the world-as-multiplicity – an imaginary of 

multiple realities, connected (often partially) by flows of matter, energy and information. It 

advocates for the crafting of research which is attentive to the local, the sited, and the specific –

 rather than making universal or generalised claims or conclusions. It is a methodological spirit 

which embraces mess, uncertainty, and even failure in research conduct. Above all, perhaps, it 

encourages what might be termed an ‘modest inquisitiveness’ – a call for methodologies that allow 

the researcher to say something about their object/site/process of interest, whilst remaining 

reflexive and mindful of the multiplicity and mutability of the world they seek to evoke. And the 

craft of reporting such research is another side of the same coin, with Law offering the provocation, 

“if we had to write our academic pieces as if they were poems, as if every word counted, how 

would we write differently? How much would we write at all?” (2004, 12) In this spirit, our 

discussion turns towards the contemporary blurring of art and research in University contexts.

4. MAPPING ART AND RESEARCH 

The twining of site, skill and theory on Örö results in a blurring of artistic and research fieldwork 

practices, as articulated in the following eight modes of practice. This final chapter section will 

Figure 54: Summoning/scattering: freeze-thaw 35mm film of island experiments.
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briefly consider how the relationship between art and research is currently conceptualised in 

academia. Interest in the relationship between art and research has grown significantly in recent 

decades, encompassing a multitude of terminologies, as Loveless (2019) identifies, including, 

“practice-based research, practice-led research, research-based practice, research-led practice, 

creative-praxis, arts-driven inquiry, arts-based research, and, increasingly, artistic research.” (2019, 

4) Finnish artist-researcher Mika Hannula and colleagues write that artist-researchers have three

linked tasks. First, they foreground the need to develop a “personal vocabulary” for speaking 

about the world through “their own artistic craft, creativity and conceptual thinking.” (2014, xi) 

Second, they highlight the institutional pressures for this work to contribute to University 

knowledge creation, for example through the production of theses. Third, they outline the role of 

such work in enrolling with public audiences in the communication and dissemination of research 

through exhibitions and publications. Resonating with Kepes’ practices at CAVS, a growing body 

of work critically engages with the role of artistic research within contemporary audit-led 

neoliberal higher education cultures (Frayling, 1993, Singerman, 1999, Elkins 2009, Cazeaux, 2017). 

Cazeaux identifies a set of fundamental questions at the root of these trends, asking, “How can art 

practice, which is ostensibly rooted in subjectivity, produce knowledge, i.e. offer something 

objective?… If the experience of art lies in the appreciation of its visual or sensory form, how can 

this be captured in writing without losing or distorting the essence of the experience? Furthermore, 

doesn’t the attempt to position an artwork as a contribution to knowledge have to overlook the 

physical particularity of the work in the interests of locating it within the verbal, theoretical 

generalities that define a research context?” (2017, 3) Cazeaux identifies three main orientations to 

University-affiliated artistic research: “(1) artistic research that benefits and extends art, but this 

has to contend with the problem of the definition of art; (2) artistic research that displays the poetic 

or performative nature of knowledge production; and (3) artistic research that addresses our 

handling of concepts, whether through interdisciplinary practice or through the production of 

work that challenges definition.” (2017, 38) Cazeaux thus arrives at a definition of institutional 

“artistic research” where, “creativity is not just the production of novelty but a matter of 

generating ideas that critique or destabilize established thinking (i.e. they are surprising) and 

change or add to established thinking in ways that are acknowledged to be informative or 

beneficial (i.e. they are valuable), where acknowledgment comes from the members of the 

appropriate subject or ‘idea’ community.” (2017, 43) 

In How to Make Art at the End of the World (2019), Natalie Loveless shares a similar interest in how 

research emerges through artistic practices in higher education settings, identifying the growth in 

doctoral degrees in the fine and visual arts in the UK from the 1990s onwards as a point of critical 
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focus on the status of “artist” as “academic researcher.” (2019, 6) Loveless develops the notion of 

research-creation as a, “category produced within, with, and for an ever-adapting university 

landscape” which is “driven by institutional desires to increase university funding profiles, it has, 

at the same time, everything to do with longer (interdisciplinary, feminist, and other social justice) 

shifts in how we do arts and humanities thinking, as well as with dialogic and pedagogical shifts 

in the world of artistic production and discourse.” (2019, 10) Loveless identifies a set of critical 

questions around how research-creation is produced in the modern University. Does the value of 

artistic production shift from skilled proficiency to theoretical framing within humanities and 

social science logics? To what extent does artistic production contribute to an institutional logic of 

making research ‘relatable’ or ‘engaging’, and what does this mean for its own criticality, value and 

assessment? And practically, within a PhD like this one, is there a risk in asking a creative 

practitioner, “not ‘What is my vision?’ but ‘How will this artistic output forward the research 

question at the heart of my thesis?’“ (2019, 11) In essence, key questions revolve around the types 

of knowledges and experiences that artistic practice can help create, and how these are variously 

shaped by the institutional disciplinary, funding and assessment frameworks in which they took 

place. Despite these institutional pitfalls, Loveless affirmatively identifies the role of research-

creation in mobilising, “experimental and dissonant forms of practice, research, and pedagogy” 

within the modern University, as a means of offering new, “modes of sensuous [and] aesthetic 

attunement… as a conduit to focus attention, elicit public discourse, and shape cultural 

imaginaries.” (2019, 8, 16) 

Loveless’ definition resonates with Derek McCormack’s non-representational theory inflected 

explorations of geographical spaces for experimental and affective research practices, where, 

“Research-creation is, of necessity, more-than-disciplinary.” (2008, 1) In Geography, Art, Research: 

Artistic Research in the GeoHumanities (2020), Harriet Hawkins surveys the field of such “more-than-

disciplinary” research-creation practices across the Geohumanities. Hawkins highlights that whilst 

cultural geographers have long taken the diverse creative practices of others as a subject of 

research, in recent years increasing numbers have turned to their own creative practice as a part of 

research methodologies. However, Hawkins states that the field risks becoming stuck in a “hiatus 

of criticality” in which the invocation to become-creative has “foreclosed more critical discussions” 

of the form and function of art-geography practices (2020, 2). In a manner akin to Cazeaux and 

Loveless, Hawkins flags the institutional constraints artistic practitioners often encounter in 

Geohumanities-orientated University contexts, suggesting there is often a, “lack of infrastructure 

(whether buildings and equipment, or social networks for support and critique), and institutional 

cultures and contexts (from funding mechanisms to the formats of conferences and modes of 
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evaluation) are too rigid.” (2020, 4) In this context, Hawkins highlights three interwoven 

trajectories for Geohumanities research-creation. First, to attend to the sites of geographical 

research and creative practice. Hawkins cites the field, studio, laboratory, community, residency, 

thesis, page, and exhibition – each with their own characteristics and possibilities – as eight core 

Geohumanities sites of production. Second, to trace how different formations of geographical 

research-creation emerge from the midst of these sites. Third, to consider how the sites of practice 

are themselves reimagined through the Geohumanities practices which take place within them. 

Through this discussion, Hawkins develops the notion of ‘research aesthetics’ to denote, “artistic 

practices which are conducted in the context of specific forms of research, and the ways these 

forms of research manifest within the works and exhibitions that are produced.” (2020, 13) Central 

to Hawkins’ concept of research and practice is a need to foreground long-term geographical 

concerns of the role of space and place in shaping creative practice, and to draw modes of 

assessment from humanities-based disciplinary norms which, “assert the individual and 

subjective, that recognise the liveliness and agency of materials, and that naturally valorise modes 

of the empirical other than the extractive.” (2020, 15)

As we see in Hawkins’ reflections on practice in the Geohumanities, interdisciplinary creative 

production undertaken in the modern University is riven with potential (inter)disciplinary 

faultlines and pitfalls. Loveless suggests that there is a balance between artistic experiment and 

disciplinary norms in the humanities and social sciences to be found for a practitioner, writing of 

the need to, “allow oneself to take on the risk of insufficiency without letting oneself off the hook 

for accountability.” (2019, 45) Surveying the contemporary Geohumanities landscape, we can think 

with Loveless and Hawkins to ask a series of questions of practice: is this artistic work valuable 

outside of its contribution to an (inter)disciplinary invocation to becoming creative and 

experimental? How best should its value be assessed? To what extent can we allow for the 

deficiency/development of skill in geographical academics attempting to ‘become creative’ as a 

means of making their research products more nuanced, and/or more publicly accountable and 

engaging? As geographer Divya Tolia Kelly cautions, “in an era where public impact and 

engagement are politically encouraged, there is a risk of collapsing the differences between visual 

culture as a discipline and the visual as an accessible mode of research communication.” (2012, 

135) What do research-creation methodologies do in a Geohumanities context, how are they 

developed, what products and ‘data’ do they create, and what work might this do in the world? 

How do creative methodologies emerge in relation with site, skill and theory? This final question, 

which underpins the following modes of practice, examines forms of creative practice less in terms 

of interdisciplinary boundary-marking, instead in terms of how knowledge practices emerge 
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through the sited specifities of individual projects and practices. In the context of these ongoing 

questions, Loveless’ model of research-creation offers rich resources for Geohumanities practice. 

Resonating with Cazeaux’s notion of ‘artistic research’ and Hawkins notion of ‘research aesthetics’, 

Loveless describes developing, “modes of temporal and material attunement within the academy 

that require slowing down in a way that does not fetishize the slow but in which slowness comes 

from the work of defamiliarization and the time it takes to ask questions differently… finding 

ways, through aesthetic encounters and events, to persuade us to care and to care 

differently.” (2019, 107) With this orientation in mind we turn to the final short section of this 

chapter, introducing island research-creation. 

5. CODA: MODES OF PRACTICE 

 

The eight short modes of practice that follow are both a record of the depiction of the Örö 

landscape; and of the methodologies that emerged from this process. Research and practice, in this 

understanding, are ongoing and entwined processes of becoming attuned to a landscape: one does 

not follow the other. The eight keywords structuring the chapters and the film similarly give an 

indication of the material and atmospheric landscape, and this process of attunement-through-

fieldwork: Exposing, Framing, Patterning, Surfacing, Weathering, Diffracting, (De)Composing, Emerging. 

What this cats-cradles structure seeks to foreground is that the process of landscape storying it 

facilitates is always partial, plural and ongoing; that the assemblages of visual and aural materials 

generated in fieldwork can always be drawn into new configurations to offer the potential of new 

connections and possibilities.  

 

A mode is a way of operating, living or behaving: a way in which the world is encountered and 

Figure 55: Exposing to Emerging: diagramming Örö research-creation.
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made sensible. In music, a mode describes scalar interactions of notes; in modular synthesis a 

series of modular sound generators are assembled in infinite combinations through interlinked 

series of connecting wires to create new and unexpected outcomes. A mode of practice is thus a 

means of drawing together site, skill and theory through Örö encounters; depicted in a way that 

draws multiple shared threads and trajectories with its assemblage. This approach to sited 

composition shares a commonality with Kepes’ notion of contrapuntal book design: the weaving of 

multiple interdependent melody lines through curation and design. In turn, this echoes Anna 

Tsing’s notion of landscape enquiry as a means of channeling the polyphonic “open-ended 

gatherings” of human and non-human actors, in which our task is to, “pick out separate, 

simultaneous melodies and to listen for the moments of harmony and dissonance they created 

together.” (2015, 27-8)

This is an approach which can be typified as site-specific-non-specific: to maintain a fine-grain 

attention to the specifics and sitedness of research materials; whilst drawing the creative products 

of this attention into constellations of artistic material which have the potential to spark new 

relational connections and possibilities. This explication of research and practice development is 

valuable, as it offers Geohumanities practitioners a detailed insight into how work is shaped 

through the diffraction of site, skill and theory, thus offering both an object of study and a prompt 

for further practice.  

 

The film contained on the accompanying USB card  – along with a series of sound works, artist 8

book and visual documents – can be played and looped alongside the reading of the chapters, as a 

means of grounding and placing their abstractions and experiments. A series of film stills are 

captioned in each chapter, providing specifics on the geography and history of their visual 

contents: acting as another form of archive, both landscape document and prompt for creative 

practice. Similarly, references to images, maps and diagrams in the accompanying artist book are 

woven through the chapters. This is an island pattern book: to be moved through at will rather 

than read cover to cover. 

The film and book are attempts to highlight the 'exploded scales' of an Anthropocene landscape. 

Every place is many places at once: every pattern is an ongoing diagram of forces and processes. 

The works are thus neither elegy nor exercise in ruin lust. Instead, they are attempts to find modes 

of attuning to an island on the turn: a landscape of endless tangles and trajectories. Each thesis 

 And at: http://www.robstjohn.co.uk/phd/ (password: oro)8
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chapter begins with a short description of the sound work heard in the corresponding section of 

film, outlining the more-than-human approaches to composition using experimental sound 

recording and production techniques detailed throughout. In each film section break, a hand-

coloured and environmentally-weathered Super 8 film nods to the continual reshuffling and 

deposition of traces of island life, whilst a sonic granulation of the previous sound piece plays, 

layered with recordings of electromagnetic fields and seismic activity, along with the free-tuning of 

a 1960s Finnish FM radio.  

 

The intention in making this work is that whilst it provides a high-resolution document of an 

island 'on the turn', its knotted spatialities and temporalities also provide an imaginative space for 

thinking with the complex tangles of human and non-human lives in our contemporary world. By 

suggesting visual and sonic resonances and dissonances across scales, materials and lifeworlds, the 

work might prompt new imaginaries of interconnection and interdependence, not only in this 

patterned ground landscape, cycling through ruin and regrowth, but also in its diverse links to the 

wider world. What future trajectories might this island assemblage take; how might we attentively 

and creatively document its potentials and transformations; and what are our roles in its ongoing 

care and stewardship? With these questions in mind, we turn to the eight modes of practice.
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EXPOSING

Nails in an empty, disused barracks, bowed with a violin bow, slowly arpeggiated and looped, and layered 

with the crunch of footprints in the snow, the slosh of hydrophones lowered under the sea ice, and the crackle 

of an ebbing ice sheet. (F: 0.32–2.07)

The first island residency period took place in January 2016. Öres residents stay in basically-

furnished former military houses; the residency format eliminating distance between the artist-

researcher and the island landscape: every moment of travel, every sensation, every vista is part of 

the lived experience of getting-to-know the place. Artistic residencies encourage such emplaced 

research: the Latin root of residency being ‘resīdere’ – to sit or settle in a place; and the 

administrative use of the term denoting someone who has the right to remain in a place, region or 

country. The residency format allows the artist-researcher a period of time to work with minimal 

distractions, away from the logistical distractions of everyday life. The daily routine on Örö could 

be as simple as: eat breakfast, pack lunch, decide what to do with the day, return to the cabin at 

some point later in the day, then work/make/read until sleep. This daily rhythm facilitates an 

attentive slowness in method: the time and space to ‘sit or settle in a place’ and attune to its 

properties. Under a layer of snow and ice, the midwinter island appeared cryptic: military 

Figure 56: Cannon firing turret on east coast rock outcrop; Icicles formed from the ebb-trails of sea water around 
western beach boulder. (F: 0.32–0.42)
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structures and vegetation patterning a landscape of cold grey and muted green; yellow lichen and 

red painted cabins the only bursts of colours. Pages of field notes reflect long evening hours 

researching Finnish words describing midwinter: Tykky (snow on a tree branch); Viti (fresh white 

snow); Tykkylumi (snow that builds a dense shell around a tree or object); Kuuraparta (frost beard); 

Ajolumi (thin powder snow that whirls around); Paukkuva (the popping cold). The routes taken on 

this first visit were short and circular: out and back in a couple of hours to sites, structures and 

landforms identified on maps; orientations ordered by the cold. In turn, this process of island 

exposure shaped initial methodological developments. Towards the northern tip of the island there 

is a stretch of land barely 100m wide. In the midwinter, the eastern coast of this ‘pinch point’ was 

frozen: the beach an expanse of patterned ground with interlocking geometric shapes formed by 

the sub-surface uplift of frozen ice lenses; the sea stilled and flat; the horizon dissolving into the 

mist. Everything was quiet; a camouflaged Lepidoptera trap swung slowly in a tree. The traps 

form part of a butterfly and moth monitoring program which has been running since the 1990s, 

through which entomologist Jaakko Kullberg has shown that in the summer months, Örö’s mosaic 

habitats support the most concentrated number of endangered Lepidoptera species in Finland.  1

The panopticon form and camouflage patterning of the trap echoes the military structures on the 

island: surveillance logics turning from conflict to conservation. Walking westward over low 

  Parkko, L., (2017) "Perhostutkimus ohjaa Örön saaren suojelua” [website], online at: https://1

vuokonluonnonsuojelusaatio.fi/projekti/perhostutkimus-ohjaa-oron-saaren-suojelua/ [accessed 31.05.21]

Figure 57: Stones from the island’s cobbled roads (‘Long and dreary’; ’short and nasty’) constructed in 1917 emerge 
from the ice; The concrete and steel arm of a tank trap on a west coast shingle beach. (F: 0.53–1.03)
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heathland pockmarked with military foxholes and tank defences (which look like pollen or 

diatoms under the microscope, blown up to sculptural scale), this stillness opens out into 

movement. The sea was unfrozen, but its fringes were thick and slushy, causing thousands of tiny 

stalactites to hang from the boulders where it lapped back and forth. The boulders appeared like 

frozen jellyfish rising from the sea: their tops covered in snow, their tails trailing between sea and 

air. These transitions prompted the questions: where do differences in material form, ecological 

growth and atmospheric conditions take place on Örö, and what might they tell us about the 

island, its histories and futures? What creative methodologies might engage with the latent 

potentials and processes in a seemingly-still place?

In Ingmar Bergman's Fårö Document (1970), a series of film ethnographies of local communities are 

interspersed with progressions of slow, still shots documenting the titular Baltic island's landscape. 

Across these still frames, we see weathering littoral rock outcrops, the ebb of sea ice, the wash-up 

of marine litter, tideline strandings of dead birds, aeolian flows of sand dunes, the ripple of the 

pine forest understory, the shuddering birth of a lamb. The assemblage of these island perspectives 

forms a mode of visual storying of Fårö just as detailed as the oral histories they punctuate. Island 

patterns accumulate across scales; stilled films frame the unfurling of landscape processes. 

Bergman’s still film intervals thus emphasise the gathering of Fårö as a place, akin to Doreen 

Massey’s framing, “not as points or areas on maps, but as integrations of space and time; as spatio-

temporal events.” (2005, 130) Linking back to the discussions of site and place in Island, such 

spatio-temporal cinematic depictions of landscape act to evoke Massey’s notion of places which, 

“implicate us, perforce, in the lives of human others, and in our relations with nonhumans they ask 

how we shall respond to our temporary meeting-up with these particular rocks and stones and 

trees. They require that, in one way or another, we confront the challenge of the negotiation of 

multiplicity.” (Massey, 2005, 141) 

In 2010, Robinson in Ruins, Massey’s geographical film collaboration with filmmaker Patrick Keiller 

was released. Through a series of similarly still shots, the film documents the making of a pastoral 

English landscape woven through with concerns of capitalist enclosure, military infrastructure and 

ecological collapse. In an essay accompanying the film, Massey suggests that the still landscape 

framings evoke the multiple more-than-human trajectories through which it is composed, writing, 

“It brings us the simultaneity of stories-so-far that really is that slice through time that is space. 

Not a stasis, but a dynamic simultaneity.” (2011, 22) In this sense, the sequences in Robinson in 

Ruins represent concentrations of ongoing spatio-temporal processes; nuances of landscape 

revealed through slow unfurling of attention. Such a stilling of seeing might offer new modes of 

173



landscape perception: as Massey states, the film’s absent protagonist, Robinson, “had once said he 

believed that, if he looked at the landscape hard enough, it would reveal to him the molecular 

basis of historical events, and in this way he hoped to see into the future.” (2011, 6) Accordingly, for 

Jeff Malpas and Keith Jacobs, Keiller’s filmmaking represents, “a form of slowing down or 

stretching out of time,” in which the viewer is, “forced to attend to the scene presented and the 

details contained within it, and to entertain the question as to just what elements in that scene are 

intended to be the focus of attention, or whether there is any such intended focus at all.” (2016, 3) 

Such a filmmaking orientation maps onto the ‘slow cinema’ movement, where in films such as 

Gideon Koppel’s Sleep Furiously (2007) and Ben Rivers’ Two Years at Sea (2011), extended landscape 

shots foster a sense of “temporal unfolding and an awareness of duration.” (de Luca and Jorge, 

2016, 4) For Stephanie Lam, slow cinema does not only foster such alternative forms of landscape 

perception, but also potential ethical orientations, writing, “Without the ability to experience 

environmental change as a temporal condition, and to recognise nature as concrete, present, and all 

around us, it will be difficult to find ways or reasons to step out of habitual modes of seeing the 

world at a remove.” (2016, 217)

Slow cinema approaches to filmmaking thus offer numerous potentials for attending to 

contemporary more-than-human landscapes and their “simultaneity of stories-so-far.” (Massey, 

2011, 22) In this first mode of practice, such a slow exposure of landscape forms the basis for a 

Figure 58: Camouflage butterfly and moth monitoring trap hung in frozen trees on the island’s northerly ‘pinch 
point’; Fault-line formations in sea ice. (F: 1.23–1.32)
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twinned process of bodily attunement and visual archiving through filmmaking. Exposure is a 

term which links the processes of attuning and archiving in an unfamiliar landscape: naming both 

the atmospheric exposures prevailing on one’s body, and the process of depicting a place though 

film, so adding a new perspective to the field of video and film geographies (Pink, 2007, Lorimer J., 

2010, Garrett, 2011). Kathleen Stewart defines ‘attunement’ in terms which resonate with Massey’s 

framing of Robinson in Ruins, describing, “An attention to the matterings, the complex emergent 

worlds, happening in everyday life. The rhythms of living that are addictive or shifting. The kinds 

of agency that might or might not add up to something with some kind of intensity or duration. 

The enigmas and oblique events and background noises that might be barely sensed and yet are 

compelling.” (2011, 445) Attunement, in these terms, represents both an affective responsiveness 

and skilled attentiveness to more-than-human worlds through the ongoing folding of self and site. 

However, Vickie Zhang (2020) highlights that a fieldwork orientation based on attunement to such 

‘worldings’ must be mindful of the ways in which the researcher may ‘fail’ to attune to processes 

and events of interest. Zhang works through a process of ‘amplifying’ affective signals from 

background ‘noise’ to suggest that instead, “Perhaps exposure, as an experiential opening up to 

the other, is all that we can guarantee.” (2020, 650) Zhang outlines a similarly doubled-meaning of 

the term ‘exposure’, defining both, “corporeal exposure, in the sense of being vulnerable to the 

vacillations of situations, and photographic exposure, in the sense of capturing and stabilising a 

Figure 59: Snow furrows in weathered granite bedrock; Western shore split rock separated by freeze-thaw expansion 
and contraction. (F: 1.41–1.55)
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scene of experience. Flitting between the two meanings, it asks, how are we exposed in the ‘field’? 

What strikes a chord, what resonates? What affects us, with what effects?” (2020, 648, original emphasis) 

In this sense, bodily exposures to the world offer potentially productive, if often-partial, modes of 

becoming-attuned to its processes. The process of exposing a visual scene as a film or photograph 

is thus inextricably linked to processes of bodily exposure. In a study of Antarctic expedition 

photograph archives, Kathryn Yusoff (2007) explores such a doubled-notion of exposure through a 

historical analysis which considers image-making as a folding of photographic technology and 

bodily experience of an extreme environment. This theme of how exposure to the material, 

atmospheric and affective character of a landscape influences human capacities to depict it 

resonates with Bruno Latour’s notion of ‘learning to be affected’. Developed with Vinciane 

Despret, Latour describes the human body as, “an interface that becomes more and more 

describable as it learns to be affected by more and more elements. The body is thus not a 

provisional residence of something superior – an immortal soul, the universal or thought – but 

what leaves a dynamic trajectory by which we learn to register and become sensitive to what the 

world is made of.” (2004, 206) This is an important methodological consideration, because, as 

Derek McCormack states, it highlights that, “we can never determine in advance the kinds of 

relational matrices of which bodies are capable of becoming involved.” (2008, 9) In turn, this 

orientation links to Donna Haraway’s ethico-political notion of ‘response-ability’ formed through 

more-than-human encounter: “the cultivation of the capacity of response in the context of living 

and dying in worlds for which one is for, with others.” (2015b, 257) With these theoretical concerns 

in mind, how do early Örö exposures shape methodological emergence through island practices?

Initial circlings of the frozen Örö landscape diffracted slow cinema practices through a twinned 

attuning-archiving theoretical notion of exposure to develop a ’stilled film’ methodology. The days 

were short and cold, with less than six hours of light, and temperatures dropping to -20 degrees 

celsius. Battery levels in the camera and field recorders fell like the mercury in a thermometer; 

standing still for any length of time became an act of tensed bodily performance in itself. Initial 

filming took place as a process of landscape documentary: at military and geological formations; 

on ecotonal transitions; towards tangles of human and non-human tracks and traces; with material 

cycles of decay; on midwinter patterned ground of ice and snow. The rationale for early island 

explorations was a diffuse process of ‘beating the bounds’; of pacing out the textures and tones of 

the place. At each filming site a 4K digital camera was set up on a tripod between chest and waist 

height. A wide frame 16:9 format was chosen, and filming was largely undertaken using a wide 

aperture, creating a shallow ‘depth of field’ in which objects in focus appear sharp and distinct 

compared to their background. Shots were framed and focused, and then left to run for between 1–
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5 minutes.   Dried bladderwrack gently flutters on coiled wire tangled on a lichen-spotted 2

bounder; tiny snowflakes settle on a tuft of sky blue wool caught on a green juniper bush. Looking 

out from the forest edge, mist washes out the sea horizon below the turning radar tower; reeds 

move in a slow, frozen dance on the shrinking Storviken inlet. Rabbit tracks in the snow echo the 

outlook eyes of a rusted firing cupola; loops of rusted barbed wire are propped on a forest boulder. 

Glacial striations criss-cross grey lichen archipelagoes on the granite sea cliffs; star-burst forms of 

metal coastal tank traps take on the form of modernist land art sculptures. The durational 

exposures of each clip thus represent both attunements to, and archivings of, the Örö landscape 

through practice. Each period of filming prompted a few moments of stillness; a slowing of bodily 

movement; an attentiveness to the sensory-worlds gusting across the island landscape.

At particularly exposed sites – on granite outcrops, on the western coast – the bitter cold prompted 

a bodily experience that was closer to Zhang’s ‘exposure’ than Stewart’s ‘attunement’. With frozen 

hands and fogged lenses, the filmic exposures themselves were sometimes misattuned: over-

exposed, badly-framed, poorly-focused. The process of attunement to the Örö was thus entwined 

 A wildlife camera trap set to record similarly short bursts of video in response to motion-sensors detecting non-human 2

presence on the island was deployed on both fieldwork visits, intended as a methodological means of thinking with forms 
of what Joanna Zylinska terms ‘photography after the human’ (2016). However, despite setting the camera’s focus on 
animal trails across the island, very little footage was recorded, bar the occasional movement of light and leaves, and an 
inquisitive midsummer woodcock.

Figure 60: Mist blurs the horizon from the whirring lookout radar tower on the western shore; Reeds colonising the 
Storviken inlet on the eastern shore as a result of isostatic uplift, shifting the site from sea to land. (F: 1.56–2.07)
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with the initial process of visual archiving its spatio-temporal rhythms through filmmaking. Some 

of the films had a pronounced and regular rhythm: the movement of waves; the turn of the 

Lepidoptera trap. Many others, however, were largely still, thus appearing more like ‘restless 

photographs’ than cinematic film. Through the development of ’stilled film’ practices, these clips 

became particular fertile thinking spaces: the visual tension between film and photograph 

highlighting the latent potential in island formations to take on new trajectories of form, patina 

and relationality. A mobile gun cover disintegrates into a carved out hollow in the bedrock. Ice 

accumulates in micro-faultlines; deer prints, boot prints and tyre tracks criss-cross in the snow. The 

slow unfurling of these shots resonates with Elizabeth Grosz’s suggestion that the phenomenon of 

waiting, “is the subjective experience that perhaps best exemplifies the coexistence of a multiplicity 

of durations, durations both my own and outside of me.” (2004, 197) Compared to the films made 

in the midsummer fieldwork, these clips are inherently exploratory, shaped by atmospheric 

exposures, ongoing skilling in camera exposure, and the cloak of snow and ice that lay over the 

island. They represent an initial process of ‘learning to be affected’ by the island; of tracing its 

various military, ecological, geological and cultural formations, through both bodily and image 

exposures. In so doing, they formed a sited methodology for Örö filmmaking which was 

subsequently developed in the midsummer fieldwork. Despite a significant ‘tool-kit’ of sound 

recording equipment being brought to the island (see Patterning, Surfacing, Weathering), very little 

sound was recorded in the midwinter. This is largely due to the atmospheric conditions: AA 

batteries in the field recorder would drain within an hour, inhibiting the possibility of durational 

recording. However, a few short atmospheric recordings were taken using binaural microphones, 

alongside brief recordings under the sea ice, using hydrophones (AB: 14–17, USB). Metal fence 

wires marking island enclosures were bowed with a violin bow, as were coat peg nails in an empty, 

disused barracks, which formed the basis for sonic compositions using arpeggiators and tape loops 

that accompany the Exposing and Framing sections of the installation film (F: 0.29–5.00). However, 

atmospheric island exposures inhibited the use of sound recording practices during the midwinter 

fieldwork period. The ‘stilled films’ resulting from island exposures thus begin the formation of a 

visual island archive, developing forms of research and practice which trace the island’s “spatio-

temporal events.” (Massey, 2005, 130) The next mode of practice, Framing, turns its attention 

towards exposures of more-than-human processes occurring beyond human perceptual registers, 

engaging with Elizabeth Grosz’s (2008) notion of the frame to develop cameraless photographic 

practices on Örö.
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FRAMING


Nails in an empty, disused barracks, plucked and bowed with a violin bow, arpeggiated and looped more 

quickly, and layered with the crunch of footprints in the snow, the clink of wave-formed icicles, a solitary 

raven croaking in the midnight forest, and the bowed parade ground fence wire. (F: 2.28–5.00; AB: 12–17)

 

As the midwinter residency wore on, research and practice focus began to shift from landscape 

attunement to framing. Where the initial circlings of the island were documented in short film and 

sound recordings, as outlined in Exposing, it appeared increasingly important to develop means of 

expressing the island’s transitional natures. Fragments of field notes smudged by the snow attempt 

to find the right words: an anticipatory island; a latent state; a muddled landscape; a slush-sea wake. 

Apart from the white-noise of the wind and waves there was little in the soundscape to guide 

orientations: the croak of a raven, the slump of snow and crackle of ice, the loping hum of the 

radar tower (AB: 12–17).  

 

On a forest trail in the centre of an island one day, a raccoon dog quickly crossed the path. A canid 

indigenous to East Asia, raccoon dogs were introduced across the Soviet Union in the early-20th 

century due to the value of their furs. It is likely that the species dispersed across the frozen 

Figure 61: Snow-obscured Metsähallitus sign board beside the Storviken inlet, transitioning from water to land due 
to glacial rebound; Bullet-hole rust on a firing range sign. (F: 2.34–2.42)
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Archipelago Sea from the Finnish mainland. Due to its predation of ground nesting birds, and the 

potential pathogen risk it poses, the raccoon dog is targeted each year on Örö by hunters from 

Metsähallitus. Bar this fleeting glimpse of a solitary ‘invasive’ species, the island’s birds and 

animals were absent; the landscape seemingly still. Örö is a patterned island: a mosaic of habitat 

patches, transitional material textures and atmospheric shifts. It is also an island of framed 

perspectives: the polygon outlooks from turrets, bunkers, cupolas and shooting range windows; 

the meshwork overlays of fence wires, camouflage netting and radar tower supports. The concept 

of framing the island thus became increasingly central as the midwinter month continued. 

Traditional representational modes of landscape art – the drawing, the painting, the photograph –

 frame and delimitate a portion of the world, a perspectival process that is often bound up in the 

cultural, political and aesthetic milieus that the artist occupies (Cosgrove and Daniels, 1988, 

Hawkins, 2015). In this stilled island landscape, how might Geohumanities practice develop 

alternative notions of the ‘frame’ which aim to channel more-than-human processes of transition, 

weathering and decay in their development? In a seemingly quiet landscape, how might we 

develop framing approaches that seek to tap into the largely invisible, inaudible earthly processes 

continuing beyond human sensory systems? Thinking with this situation, this mode of practice 

considers Elizabeth Grosz’s (2008) theory of the ‘frame’, and uses it to co-produce ‘freeze-thaw 

film’ and ‘durational polagram’ methodologies through an ongoing skilling in cameraless 

photography guided by the material and atmospheric characteristics of the island. 

 

Figure 62: Meshwork grille patterns on the firing range outlook; View ascending the western shore radar tower. (F: 
2.52–3.01)
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In Chaos, Territory, Art (2008), Elizabeth Grosz elaborates a non-aesthetic philosophy for art. For 

Grosz, art practice represents the possibility of composing and framing chaotic earthly forces, so 

intensifying and expressing the insensible qualities of matter on which it draws, and so producing 

new forms of sensation. For Grosz, chaos is understood, “not as absolute disorder but rather as a 

plethora of orders, forms, wills – forces that cannot be distinguished or differentiated from each 

other, both matter and its conditions for being otherwise.” (2008, 5) The creative process, for Grosz, 

is the act of framing chaos in order to extract and intensify sensation, writing, “Framing is how 

chaos becomes territory. Framing is the means by which objects are delimited, qualities unleashes 

and art made possible.” (2008, 17) This is a philosophy which frames artistic practice not as a 

cultural accomplishment, but a intuitive joining-with the “invisible, unheard, imperceptible forces 

of the earth, forces beyond the control of life that animate and extend life beyond itself… that 

traverse the body and make of the body a link with forces it cannot otherwise perceive or act 

upon.” (2008, 23) This notion of art as the elaboration of otherwise insensible earthly forces adds a 

more-than-human ethics to Rancière’s (2004) concept of the distribution of the sensible, outlined in 

the Environment chapter, and explored in Surfacing. This highlights an ethico-political element to 

Grosz’s philosophy of art, the making-sensible of more-than-human processes that might be 

otherwise hidden from public and political discourse. As a result, for Grosz, “Art unleashes, 

intensifies, and celebrates precisely the creative and destructive impact of vibratory force on 

bodies, on collectives, on the earth itself: it protects and enhances life that is and announces life to 

Figure 63: Western shore cannon over the archipelago skerry seascape; Mobile phone tower providing super-fast 4G 
reception. (F: 3.21–3.29)
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come.” (2008, 61) 

 

Thinking with Grosz on Örö, I began to experiment with cameraless photography using 35mm and 

120 film and photographic paper. In common with Kepes’ early photogram practices, detailed in 

the Landscape chapter, these experiments were less about attempting to capture a pictorial 

representation of the landscape, but instead to channel its more-than-human processes into sited 

image-making practices. One set of experiments used organic winter island materials – lichens, 

dried seed pods, bird feathers, reeds, sands and sediments, and so on – to create 35mm film 

photograms (AB: 19–20). In the dark of the cabin bathroom, film canisters were cracked and 

unfurled – like the unrolling of the ecologist’s transect line or the archivist’s microfilm reel – and 

weighted at each end with stones. Relying only on touch in the pitch black, the island materials 

were laid out on the film strip and exposed in a brief flash of head-torch light; a visual patterning 

akin to the experience of being in the forest at night. Later experiments encased the island 

materials in ice lenses made in the used metal containers of burnt-out tea lights. In both cases, 

when subsequently developed, the island objects became traced onto the film strips as abstracted 

forms; an archipelago archive (AB: 21–24, 31–32). Lichen forms echo the shape of the island itself; 

micro-ice formations mimic littoral patterned ground; seed pods become dormant expressions of 

microbial life: pre-echoes of the environmental unfurling of the midsummer island. Another set of 

cameraless practices used Polaroid film to lay long-term (literal) ‘frames’ onto the forest floor 

Figure 64: Frozen sea and fog on the east coast of the northerly ‘pinch point’; Remains of the 1920s narrow gauge 
railway terminal running into the harbour waters. (F: 3.32–3.37) 
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behind the residency cabin. Buried in the leaf litter of the understory of the pine forest, the film 

was subsequently left for eighteen months between midwinter 2016 and midsummer 2017 to 

‘develop’ through island exposures. As detailed in (De)composing, the resulting images represent 

frames onto temporal island processes of deposition, decay and exchange on the forest floor (AB: 

73). 

 

Another set of experiments combined these approaches to framing island forces with more 

traditional camera-orientated practices. A series of 35mm films were shot of island ecotones (see 

Patterning) and horizons (see Surfacing) and then subjected to the prevailing elements. One set of 

films was frozen into ice for the duration of the residency. Another set was left out in the snow 

each night and returned to the residency cabin radiator each morning, forming a temporal freeze-

thaw pattern of weathering akin to the forces acting on geological formations like the split rock on 

the west coast (AB: 104–105). The resulting images (AB: 25–31, 34–35) have an expanded sense of 

spatio-temporal depth traced by the exposures to cold, heat and moisture through the initial visual 

imprint of the landscape exposed by light onto the photographic film. The island as documented 

by the camera is rippled with seemingly micro-biological and cosmological traces: forms which 

evoke cellular mitochondria, sea-surface eutrophication, the shimmer of northern lights. Where the 

’stilled films’ methodologies developed in Exposing sought to trouble the boundaries between the 

still and moving image as a means of prompting visual attentiveness to ongoing island processes, 

Figure 65: Fractal pattern flaking pinewood bark in the western shore forest; Polygonal ice lens uplift of patterned 
ground on the southern shore sandy beach and shallow sea. (F: 4.49–4.46)
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these ‘freeze-thaw films’ provide a resonant means of developing notions of temporality within the 

spatial frame of the photograph. These are images exposed not only by the patterns of light 

entering the camera lens, but also by the exposures to island forces and processes: the “creation of 

zones of proximity between the human and those animal and microscopic/cosmic becomings the 

human can pass through.” (Grosz, 2008, 77) These sets of images thus represent diagrams of Örö 

forces: material, atmospheric, organic, inorganic. In Grosz’s terms, the processes behind them 

represent frames which facilitate the creation of visual artworks which, “do not signify or 

represent: they assemble, they make, they do, they produce.” (2008, 75) As such, they resonate with 

Latham and McCormack’s suggestion that, “the force of images is not just representational. Images 

are also blocks of sensation with an affective intensity: they make sense not just because we take 

time to figure out what they signify, but also because their pre-signifying affective materiality is 

felt in bodies.” (2009, 253) 

 

A series of observations about the twining of site, skill and theory can thus be drawn from their 

production. First, these images represent the intuitive and adaptive deployment of standard 

photographic materials in visual experiments emerging between the interstices of theory and site. 

In the creation of such new ‘methodologies’ for channeling island processes, new forms of skill are 

fostered in the practitioner: the assemblage of island material on the film strip, the length of head-

torch exposure, the duration of freeze-thaw weathering intervals. Each creative decision represents 

an increasing attunement to the island’s geographies; attempts to rework the possibilities of 

photographic technologies to depict more-than the standard image. This is a methodological 

orientation which has a kinship with Henri Bergson’s notion of ‘intuition’, outlined by Grosz as 

being where the researcher seeks to, “place him or herself in the midst of things in the world 

without preconceived patterns or expectations and, through this immersion, to discern, gradually 

and with effort, through learning, the natural articulations between things, the places in things and 

events where differences most directly emerge.” (2008, 85) A process of more-than-human 

exposure and development. Where the still films in Exposing used patterns of light as a means of 

attuning the viewer to island processes, the freeze-thaw films and durational polagrams actively 

incorporate these processes into their visual development. 

 

Second, in thinking with Grosz’s art theory, and activating it through sited practice, a series of new 

interdisciplinary perspectives on the Kepes archive can be advanced. Grosz suggests that both 

science and art share the notion of the ‘frame’ as a means of engaging with earthly forces. 

However, for Grosz, “Science like art, plunges itself into the materiality of the universe, thought 

with different aims in mind. Where science seeks the regularities, predictabilities and consistencies 
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– the patterns – of this chaos, art seeks its force, its impact.” (2008, 61) For Grosz, where science is 

the process of containment and slowing of earthly processes, artistic production represents their 

intensification and elaboration. This offers another perspective on the tensions at the heart of 

Kepes Landscape practices, where the visual patterns, regularities and consistencies Kepes 

identified in emerging scientific imaging practices were reworked in an effort to foster new forms 

of sensory force and impact. In so doing, the Kepes archive becomes re-activated as another form 

of site within the site/skill/theory methodological formation: practice diffracting archival findings 

as a means of speaking back to how the archive itself is understood. Third, and finally, this 

perspective can thus be used to help frame forms of Geohumanities interdisciplinarity which is 

both attentive to the material formations of a site and its ephemeral forces and ongoing processes: 

the concept of the site-specific-non-specific that is being developed in this thesis. Where Grosz 

references ‘science’, we might think about the landscape documentary practices of physical and 

environmental geography – visually referenced in the island transects (AB: SW/NE 47–66; SE/NW 

85–99; S/N 121–139). As a methodological orientation for Geohumanities practices, then, perhaps 

the need is for extended fieldwork periods (as facilitated here by the residency format) which 

allow the material and atmospheric specificities of a site to co-shape the use of the artistic 

technologies through an ongoing process of skilling-through-attunement. In so doing, creative 

processes might be fostered which ‘hang on’ to the specifies of sited patterns and processes, whilst 

also exposing, framing, weathering and decomposing them to foster new aesthetic and affectual 

possibilities. In this way, through practice, the Kepes archive and Grosz’s philosophy of art weave 

together in the development of framing island practice. The next mode of practice draws on 

material produced eighteen months later, in midsummer 2017, where methodologies are 

developed to attend to the island’s Patterning.
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PATTERNING 

Data from fluctuations in photosynthesis rates was gathered from a birch tree over twenty minutes one June 

evening using MIDI sprout sensors, which convert variations in electrical impulses through plant material 

into the MIDI musical language. This dataset was then sonified using plastic vibraphones, and layered with 

a recording of a cuckoo calling amidst the white-wash-noise of the radar tower, wind in the trees and waves 

on the shore, in the same location that the sonified birch tree is located. (F: 5.20–7.31; AB: 140–141)

 

The frozen, still landscape of midwinter had unfurled into midsummer bloom when I returned to 

Örö eighteen months on, in June 2017. Sat on the back of a quad buggy from the harbour to the 

new residency house on the south-west tip of the island, it was as if the colour, sound and scent of 

its landscape had been amplified and brought into focus. Pine and birch woods rippled with an 

understory sea of green bilberry bushes fringed by wild flowers: red campion, wild pansy, cotton 

grass. Where the midwinter island was typified by its white noise of wind, radar tower and sea, 

the midsummer landscape hummed with the chirrup-song of warblers, the morse code clack of 

woodpeckers and the loop of cuckoo calls. The air was thick with scent: the bloom of rowan; pine 

resin baking in the hot sun; luminous green pollen drifts from the overstory mingling with the 

kicked-up dry dust from the cobbled roads. Where the midwinter landscape appeared cold and 

Figure 66: Slugs on parasitic birch polypore fungus; Metal container on the island rubbish tip, which supports 
significant floral diversity. (F: 5.36–5.46)
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cryptic, the midsummer island upwelled with life. Without a curtain of snow and ice drawn across 

it, the material and atmospheric patterning of the island landscape became quickly apparent: 

meadow, wood, scrub, boulder-field, burnt heather, heath, beach, military building, rubbish dump, 

ruin, bog. The island’s visual and felt transitions often seemed to occur over tens of metres, 

punctuated by blurred ecotonal boundaries where one ecosystem type shifted into the next; 

pockmarked by ruined structures folding into the landscape through a patina of decay. Where the 

midwinter landscape encouraged brief exposures: short circlings of the residency house limited by 

light, temperature and battery life; the midsummer landscape prompted an expansiveness of 

thought and movement. With seemingly endless hours of daylight, the first methodological 

priority became to cover as much of the island on foot. This was both to document its ecological, 

cultural and archaeological heritage (working from the surveys in Ryttäri and Tainio, 2015, 

Palviainen, 2014, and Tuovinen, 2014 respectively); and to channel these findings as a prompt for 

creative practice to think with the island as a dynamic and interconnected more-than-human 

landscape. To attend to this patterned landscape, a transect walking methodology using sound 

recording practices was developed through engagements with the lineal theories of Tim Ingold 

and the ‘arts of noticing’ led mode of landscape research developed by Anna Tsing. 

 

Walking methods have proliferated in the social sciences and humanities in recent years, often 

framed as a means of gaining embodied and sensory experiences of the flows and fluxes of the 

world. For Ingold and Lee (2008), walking is a fundamental aspect of human lived experience, 

arguing that thinking and feeling is a process of movement through a world-in-formation, both 

sharing and deviating from paths with others. They state, “Walking is not just what a body does; it 

is what a body is.” (2008, 2, original emphasis) It is important to state that walking methodologies 

rely on able-bodied researchers to carry them out. Ways of walking are, of course, highly 

individual, both defined by bodily characteristics and life histories, and defined in the moment in 

relation to the terrain encountered. Criss-crossing even the relatively small island of Örö, upwards 

of 15 miles walking can be clocked in a day. On the two fieldwork stays on the island, walking 

methodologies were open to me as a fit and healthy (at least at the start of research) man in his 30s, 

where they might not be to others with health issues or disabilities. As a result, it is important to 

problematise any generalised notions of what walking methodologies do in practice, and what they 

might be used to say about the world. For Hannah Macpherson, “walking is not only a method to 

gain knowledge of landscape, but rather landscape (as an idea, a space, an experience) affects the 

walk and thus the methodology.” (Macpherson 2016, 427) Embarking from a set base location each 

day, walking became a primary element in how the island was experienced: the far away, the 

inaccessible and inadvisable locations became spaces experienced in variously tired, wind-chilled, 
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sun-stroked or snow-struck states. As Lorimer and Lund write, the performative act of walking 

through differential terrains can mediate how we understand a landscape, and thus, “‘facts’ can 

then be more accurately understood as incomplete abstractions, since each is mobilized by 

different pairs of hands and feet, situated in historical contexts, and embedded in certain 

landscapes. The personal paths that they follow reflect the interplay between technologies, human 

agency and spaces of practice.” (2003, 142) In other words, the way we know, or represent a 

landscape can be bound up in the ebbs and flows of walking its terrain. As Macpherson argues, 

though, this, “embodied quality to the landscape relationship raises methodological challenges for 

researchers. How can we attempt to document this often non-verbal, felt element of landscape 

experience and convey it to research audiences?” (2006, 429)  

 

A related perspective is developed by John Wylie through an account of walking the English South 

West Coast path, where, “Elemental encounters with land, sea and sky are less a distanced looking-

at and more a seeing-with.” (2005, 242, original emphasis) For Wylie, walking involves the constant 

folding and unfolding of self and world, through a landscape that, “is not a way of seeing the 

world. Nor is it something seen, an external, inert surface. Rather, the term ‘landscape’ names the 

materialities and sensibilities with which we see.” (2005, 243) This orientation challenges earlier 

conceptions of landscape/viewer relationships in 1980s and 90s cultural geographies which – in 

various ways – frame the landscape as an image or text to be deciphered and decoded by the 

Figure 67: Ferns and juniper grow in the hollow of an upturned metal firing cupola in the central island forest; The 
spine of an unknown animal – likely a sheep – rests against a pine tree trunk. (F: 5.46–5.58)

188



observer (Cosgrove and Daniels, 1988, Duncan and Duncan, 1988). A key issue at stake here is that 

these earlier cultural geography lineages of visuality and landscape provided valuable 

methodological tools for attending to power relations and inequalities in landscape 

representations. How might such non-representational takes on the ongoing stitching and 

unstitching of site and self allow for wider political, ecological or historical insights into a 

landscape and its possible trajectories to be drawn? My response is to continue the development of 

a site-specific-non-specific mode of landscape research: one that attempts to both document the sited 

material and atmospheric specifics of the island, whilst concurrently forming an emergent archive 

of audio-visual material that can be arranged in ways which might spark affective connections and 

resonances in a viewer. Thinking with the scholars cited above, such a mode of research and 

practice affirms that landscape is an assemblage of materialities and sensibilities with which we 

not only see, but also hear, touch and smell; and that the navigation of these non-verbal 

characteristics has the potential to alter our research-creation methodologies and outcomes. I 

develop a modest decentering of the self in this work – drawing elements from Kepes’ notion of 

the ‘middleman’ – in which my presence as the exposing, framing and patterning body is 

acknowledged but not foregrounded. Instead, drawing on Elizabeth Grosz’s (2008) notions of art 

practice as the temporary stilling of Earthly fluxes and forces (explored in Framing), my interest is 

in developing decentered methodologies which depict a landscape – however fleetingly – in a 

manner that attends to its excessive more-than-human natures. This outlook also raises the 

question of what counts as ‘data’ in non-representational theory-inflected research and practice? Is 

it possible to record and (re)present audio-visual traces of a landscape that adequately capture 

“incomplete abstractions” (Lorimer and Lund, 2003, 142) of its fleeting, affective trajectories? With 

these research and practice orientations in mind this mode of practice plots the development of a 

transect methodology. 

 

Walking through Örö’s landscape, the temptation is to stick to well-worn routes: the rough-edged 

lichen-loop of the coast; the three marked trails opening out along the routes worn by military 

boots. These routes trace the inverted Y shape of the island, tracking most of the military sites and 

structures on the island. But on an island of many transitions and tensions, emergences and 

disappearances, it seemed necessary to leave the ‘beaten paths’. In order to cover as much of the 

island’s area as possible on foot, to approach sites of interest from new and unexpected angles, and 

to bisect topographical transitions and ecotones, a transect ‘sampling’ style was developed as the 

basis for research and practice. Transects are cartographic slices of space and time; lines drawn on a 

map and followed on foot. Tim Ingold (2011) argues that both human and non-human lives are led 

along a “meshwork of entangled lines of life, growth and movement.” (2011, 63) Transects are a 
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technique used variously across academic and artistic disciplines to cut across, join with, and tease 

out such ‘life-lines’ in landscape survey and depiction. Transects cut across paths, ecotones, 

structures; they provide new routes, openings and perspectives. Three intersecting lines were 

drawn on a map of Örö, running north/south, north-east/south-west, and north-west/south-east 

(AB: 46). A methodology was developed in which the transect was followed via GPS, stopping 

every one hundred steps. One hundred steps is not the same in every terrain. Embodied 

engagement with the landscape alternates variously between expansion and contraction; speeding 

and slowing; slipping and tripping; climbing and sinking, as ecotones are crossed between 

meadow, bog, woodland, beach, cliff, outcrop, path, buildings, sea. Distance shrinks and stretches. 

The process of counting to one hundred lends a sense of slow, attentive ritual to the process: 

walking a GPS line.  

 

At each stop-point, a GPS reading was taken, plants in the local area were identified, built heritage 

was described, a single photograph was taken looking straight ahead, a two-minute sound 

recording was taken using binaural microphones (AB: 46). In this way, a seemingly-linear 

accumulation of sound and image begins to cross-cut the island landscape. Except, it is impossible 

to understand such fieldwork ‘data’ as anything other than brief ‘moments’ of more-than-human 

life on the island: multiple spatio-temporal trajectories briefly entwined and fleetly documented, 

unlikely to ever assemble in the exact configuration again. It is also important to note what areas 

transects don’t cross: they are quite literally straight lines which miss out the winding, ambling 

paths a researcher/practitioner might otherwise take through a landscape. But their use here has 

two valuable outcomes. First, they facilitate the navigation of unfamiliar or difficult terrain away 

from human (and even, sometimes, non-human) paths: on Örö they prompted wading through 

bogs, picking through the dense understory of old growth pine forest and descending steep granite 

cliffs, for example. The key value of this is in seeing a landscape-anew, to discover unexpected 

findings, and then to potentially return later to film, photograph, record sound or make sculptural 

interventions. Second, the standardised image/sound making approach leads to an accumulation 

of ‘mundane’ landscapes defined by an arbitrary methodology, which are at odds with a “tourist 

gaze” (sensu Urry, 1990) of the island’s visually striking ruins and natural habitats. In this way, 

transects are a way of forcing oneself to be surprised and challenged by the material, atmospheric 

and affective gradients of a landscape.

Transects are technique commonly used in landscape ecology in order to sample ecosystems shifts 

(usually in terms of flora) along a spatial gradient. Once a line is marked across the landscape, 

organic and inorganic features of interest are sampled using either belt or line techniques. Belt 
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transects involve the use of a quadrat – commonly a wooden or wire frame in a square or 

rectangular shape – which is laid on the ground at a series of points (either regular or random) 

along the transect, providing a small spatial area to be sampled. The line transect, on the other 

hand, requires the researcher to note all features of interest (e.g. flora) which touch the transect 

itself. Drawing straight transects across a landscape invariably involves crossing ecotonal 

transitions. Ecotones are spatial boundaries between different ecological assemblages: the abrupt 

transition from forest to beach, for example, or the gradual shift from felled woodland to 

regenerative scrubland. Moving across ecotones is a process of navigating patterned ground, in 

which the sonic, textural, visual and olfactory characteristics of a location can shift significantly 

over a matter of metres.  

In ecological theory, ecotones are often places of species dynamism, diversity and novelty, but also 

sites of ‘edge effects’ of ecological stress, particularly when caused by habitat degradation (Kark, 

2013). Donna Haraway thus figures the ecotone as a metaphor for “messy borderland” sites where, 

“all of the species are in a sense outside their comfort zone.” (2007, 32) For Haraway, such sites call 

attention to complex assemblages of human and non-human lives, where to adequately map their 

dynamics the researcher is, “required to be dead literal, you are required to be precise, analytically 

good, unforgivingly technically right, and flaming imaginative at the same time.” (2007, 34) This is 

important because, “If we appreciate the foolishness of human exceptionalism,” Haraway 

Figure 68: Human head-sized rounded stones from an Iron Age burial tomb repurposed in the construction of a 
military bunker; Rubble from the renovation of the military barracks on the island rubbish tip. (F: 5.58–6.08)
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suggests, “then we know that becoming is always becoming with – in a contact zone, where the 

outcome, where who is in the world, is at stake.” (2008, 244) Similarly, Astrida Neimanis traces the 

etymology of the word to eco/oikos “home” and tone/tonos “tension”, writing, “An ecotone is a 

sort of membrane, too: a pause, or even an increase in velocity, where/when/how matter comes to 

matter differently.” (2012, 106) Ecotones aren’t only spaces of multispecies tensions and turnover, 

they are also visual attractors for human attention, according to Barry Lopez, who writes, “The 

edges of any landscape – horizons, the lip of a valley, the bend of a river around a canyon wall –

 quicken an observer’s attention. That attraction to borders, to the earth’s twilit places, is part of 

the shape of human curiosity… where what is critical straddles a border between being a wave 

and being a particle, between being what it is and becoming something else, occupying an edge of 

time that defeats our geometries.” (1986, 123) In Arts of Living on a Damaged Planet, Andrew 

Matthews describes the experience of natural history research carried out along a forest transect, 

suggesting that crossing transitions, “requires constant attention to form, texture, and color, 

constant speculation as to pattern,” as a means of, “attending to the multiple forms that emerge 

from partial relations between different plants, animals, and people.” (2017, 163) Transects have 

long art-geographical lineages, used for example by Alexander von Humboldt (Buttimer, 2010), 

Patrick Geddes (1923), Ian McHarg (1992), Danny Dorling (2013) and Richard Long (Roelstraete, 

2010), as well as by Kepes and Lynch in their ‘The Perceptual Form of the City’ research and 

practice. For all these reasons, in a patterned landscape like Örö, ecotones are good spaces to think 

and make with, and the transect approach prompts the researcher to traverse them in new and 

unexpected ways, much like navigating the line of the microfilm archive. 

The transect walks were undertaken using binaural microphones as the central sound recording 

technology. Binaural microphones are small, earbud-like objects worn in each ear, which record a 

sound field around the recordist’s head. They are extremely portable and require minimal, light-

weight equipment to operate. Binaurals allow for highly mobile recording strategies – in this case 

largely on foot – where recording can begin as soon as it is sensed that something is happening. 

Binaurals make recordings that are seemingly spatially three-dimensional when heard back on 

headphones: the bodily experience of being in a place is at least partially replicated as sounds 

emerge and die away from all sides, above and behind. Binaural recordings can thus seem more 

immediately grounded in what the recording body hears and experiences of the world than those 

taken with more complicated, external microphone set-ups. Binaurals thus afford the recordist 

valuable resources to document the aural fluxes of a ‘soundwalk’ (Westerkamp, 2006). In this way, 

whether following paths, or traversing pre-defined transect lines, the recordist can, as Tim Ingold 

puts it, document how, “through walking… landscapes are woven into life, and lives are woven 
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into the landscape,” (2011, 47) at least for a fleeting moment. The process affirms a practice 

philosophy in which the recordist is part of the ongoing landscape being recorded, or as Ingold 

outlines, the process of, “immersion in, and commingling with, the world in which we find 

ourselves.” (2007, 11) This inherently immersive approach brings its own problems though, not 

least in trying to minimise loud swallowing, which records as a submerged ‘glug’: the body as 

another form of flow, of tide. But in this process of attempting to still the recording body for two 

minutes, as developed in the emerging transect methodology, a quiet form of attentiveness to the 

fleeting nature of the aural landscape was developed. This process of stilling prompted new visual 

documents of the landscape: photographic images taken looking straight ahead; a continuation of 

the ’stilled film’ approach outlined in Exposing, where fluctuations in light and shadow highlight 

subtle patternings of the field of vision (AB: 48–66, 86–99, 122–139). Stilling, in this sense, is a 

process of skilling.

Along with the hydrophone, contact microphone and sonification techniques outlined in the 

following modes of practice, this approach forms a process of ‘expanded listening’ (Gallagher et al, 

2017), in two ways. First, practically, in utilising sound recording techniques which stretch at the 

limits of normal human perception – documented throughout the modes of practice – to allow us 

to ‘hear’ multiple sonic traces, patterns and rhythms of a place; and second, geographically, in 

forming a site-specific archive of sound from which to compose a sonic tapestry which captures 

Figure 69: Pre-20th century marker stone on the east coast indicating shore and pasture boundaries; Iron firing 
cupola. (F: 6.08–6.18)
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something of the character of a place, however fleetingly. This approach to more-than-human 

composition takes inspiration from composer Pauline Oliveros’s notion of ‘Deep Listening’ – 

“learning to expand the perception of sounds to include the whole space/time continuum of 

sound,” (Oliveros 2005, xxiii) – and the Cagean ‘Reduced Listening’ of soundscape composer 

Hildegard Westerkamp, which involves, “listening for the purpose of focusing on the qualities of 

the sound itself (for example, pitch, timbre) independent of its source or meaning.” (in Chion, 1994, 

223) These approaches to listening thus complement what Anna Tsing (2015) terms the ‘arts of 

noticing’ – a heightened, patient attunement to the more-than-human patterns and processes of a 

landscape during fieldwork. Composers have long sought to channel elements of their 

surroundings into their work; and there has been growing academic interest in the 

interconnections of place, sound and music in recent decades, particularly in cultural geography 

and social anthropology (for example, Feld, 1996, Revill, 2014). The creative practice in this thesis is 

a work at the blurred edge of audio-visual musical and soundscape composition. The definitions 

and boundary-markings of what constitutes ‘music’ and ‘sound’ (and their differences) are as 

complex and contested as those around the notion of place (Licht, 2007; Kim-Cohen, 2009). As we 

saw in his 1954 exchange with György Kepes and Kevin Lynch in the Landscape chapter, for John 

Cage, the sounds of daily life – often rich in dynamic, pattern, timbre and pitch – can be 

understood to have an inherent, if chaotic and unpredictable, musicality. Famously, in his 1952 

piece ‘4’33”’, Cage scored a set period of silence (4 minutes and 33 seconds) as a musical 

composition, in which the incidental sounds of the concert hall space formed the emergent work, 

collapsing any neat distinction between ‘sound’ and ‘music’ (Licht, 2007). As Georgina Born writes, 

subsequent lineages in post-1950s sound and music practices, “where the ontological distinction 

between music and sound is disturbed,” have the potential to, “foreground the creative 

possibilities… of the mutable boundaries between music, sound and space.” (2013, 5) For Anna 

Tsing, Cage’s approach to listening in 4’33” provides signposts for multispecies landscape practices 

based on an embrace of indeterminacy, so foregrounding an “attention to the here and now of 

encounter, in all its contingencies and surprises.” (2015, 46)

 

Canadian composer R. Murray Schafer’s  work in the 1960s and 70s – itself influenced by Cage – 1

provides complementary resources for understanding how the boundaries between ‘sound’ and 

‘music’ are blurred in sited composition. In his 1977 book, The Soundscape: Our Sonic Environment 

and the Tuning of the World, Schafer outlined a ‘notation’ schema to ‘score’ the sonic character of 

 Schafer and Kepes were correspondents – Schafer (unsuccessfully) invited Kepes to take up the position of Visiting 1

Professor at the Communications Centre at Simon Fraser University in 1970 – Schafer, R.M., (1969), “Letter to 
Gyorgy Kepes” [letter], 22.10.69, AAA, 5306.
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different places. Schafer’s urban ‘acoustic ecology’ was based on three key terms: keynotes, sound 

signals and soundmarks. Keynote sounds reference a soundscape’s background tonality which 

shape the character of a place and those who live in it (for example, water, wind, birds and insects); 

whilst sound signals are those in the foreground, which are more infrequent, and carry various 

semiotic meanings (for instance, bells, horns, sirens). Soundmarks are akin to the visual notion of 

the landmark, denoting a place’s distinctive soundscape, which, “make the acoustic life of the 

community unique.” (1977/1994, 10). Schafer’s notion of soundscape has been repeatedly 

critiqued: as ignoring cultural and political complexities and dynamism of place (Thompson, 

2004); and as framing the sonic environment as something ‘out there’ waiting to be tuned into, 

rather than something inherently ongoing and experiential (Ingold, 2007). Ingold writes, “if sound 

is like the wind, then it will not stay put, nor does it put persons or things in their place… To 

follow sound, that is to listen, is to wander the same paths. Attentive listening as opposed to 

passive hearing, surely entails the very opposite of emplacement.” (2007, 2, original emphasis) 

However, Schafer, with collaborators including Hildegard Westerkamp and Barry Truax, 

subsequently developed forms of soundscape composition, a variant of musique concrète, in which 

recordings of both human and non-human things and activities are brought together in a process 

of ‘acoustic design’ (Licht, 2007; Truax, 2012). Truax describes soundscape composition as, “a form 

of electroacoustic music characterised by the presence of recognisable environmental sounds and 

contexts. Its purpose is to invoke the listener’s associations, memories, and imagination related to 

the soundscape.” (2013, unpaginated) In essence, the original documentary tenets of Schafer’s 

‘acoustic ecology’ became a framework for processes of ‘acoustic design’ championed by Truax 

and Westerkamp through the 1980s and 90s at the World Soundscape Project (Truax, 2012). In so 

doing, the composition of place-based sonic elements gained the potential to become increasingly 

experimental and recombinant – musical, even – as heard in Chris Watson’s sonic collage of a 

railway journey on El Tren Fantasma, where soundscape composition evokes a dynamic sense of 

place (Revill, 2014).

This brief engagement with compositional theory suggests that processes of sonic documentation 

and musical composition have the potential to significantly overlap and cross-pollinate. As in the 

Exposing and Framing sections of the film, the Patterning section is built on this approach to 

composition. In the Patterning section, field recordings of a thin strip of pine-birch woodland 

located between the western shoreline and the open ‘long and dreary’ cobbled road are mixed with 

the sonification of the biological fluctuations of a birch tree located close to the island’s radar tower 

where the recordings were made. Fluctuations in electrical impulses across the tree’s leaves – a 

proxy for photosynthesis dynamics – were converted into the MIDI musical language and sonified 
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using a plastic vibraphone in the Ableton Live/MAX MSP software (F: 5.20–7.31; AB: 140–141). 

Listening in the field to the resulting sound prompted an expanded sense of attunement to the 

island’s atmosphere: brief bursts of sunlight caused pulses in the tempo and dynamism of the 

tree’s biorhythms; whilst the gathering clouds of the evening skies cause a slowing and stilling of 

its musical patterning. As will be discussed in each of the following modes of practice, the 

sonification of otherwise-unheard more-than-human processes – once brought within audible 

bounds – can foster a strange, restless musicality; snatches of melodies that never quite resolve, 

rhythms that dissolve as soon as they have settled. When gathered in the landscape like this, such 

recordings remind us of the complex more-than-human worlds occurring at scales way above and 

below our human perceptual registers. As such, given the characteristics of site and place 

discussed in the Island chapter, I suggest that such a hybrid form of composition can productively 

engage with gatherings of human and non-human life that characterise contemporary landscapes. 

Sound – thus framed – can help us tease out the nuances and dynamics of a landscape, as David 

Matless suggests, “Sonic geographical understanding alerts us to the contested values, the 

precarious balances, the battles for beauty and peace and excitement, which make up a place. 

Sounds echo into social debate over what a place has been, is and might be.” (2005, 747) 

Similarly, for George Revill, sound can shape the bodily experience of landscape, “Sound is at once 

medium – the sensuous stuff through which the world is experienced; method – processes of 

Figure 70: Pre-20th century cairn on the west coast indicating shore and pasture boundaries; Arrow painted on the 
western shore granite cliff. (F: 6.59–7.10)
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resonance and the practices of embodied and reflexive engagement, hearing and listening which 

engage the world; and modality – the structure or sensory registers through which the world is 

engaged, connecting entities and animating experience in its meaningfulness.” (2016, 6) Thinking 

with Kepes, if landscape is a series of interlinked compositions of human and non-human life – 

some temporary, some seemingly permanent – then the musical composition approaches used to 

respond to a place might productively take on a similar form. Perhaps, instead of attempting to 

create music which somehow evokes or represents a particular place or landscape, we might 

instead attempt to channel what Anna Tsing (2015) calls the ‘polyphonic’ assemblage of landscape. 

Tsing uses the musical metaphor of polyphony to describe “open-ended gatherings” of humans 

and non-human things and practices (2015, 28). For Tsing, conceptualising the landscape in this 

way allows us, “to ask about communal effects without assuming them. They show us potential 

histories in the making,” and to, “pick out separate, simultaneous melodies and to listen for the 

moments of harmony and dissonance they created together.” (2015, 27–8) 

On Örö, the sonic and visual materials recorded in the transect methodology revealed such open-

ended gatherings across a patterned landscape, which were subsequently documented in the artist 

book (AB: SW/NE 47–66; SE/NW 85–99; S/N 121–139). At the beginning of each transect section, ink 

made from found island materials in three tones (blue-green – rusted copper oxidisation; green – 

birch leaf; red-pink – rowan berry) was painted in diamonds forms, referencing the blue, green and 

red Metsähallitus trail markers (AB: 47, 85, 121). A further purple-grey ink was made for the winter 

section of the book using bilberries. Next, the actual GPS locations of the ’straight’ transect line 

were plotted on a contour maps of the island using QGIS, showing the expansion and contraction 

of hundred step intervals across the island in relation to terrain (AB: 48, 86, 122). Then field notes 

from each transect point were written up in spiral patterns alongside a relief profile of the transect 

walk, plotted as a solitary black line in Google Earth: a line taken for a walk (AB: 49, 87, 123). Each 

transect point was documented on a single page, with a photograph – taken from chest height 

looking straight ahead – above a spectrogram of the frequency fluctuations of the two minute 

binaural sound recording taken at the location. 

The spectrogram – plotted with the Sonic Visualiser software – visualises the frequency dynamics 

(43–22,000 Hz on the Y-Axis) of a sound recording as a visual pattern. This process forms another 

type of perceptual island mapping: warbler song is traced as steep, thin peaks, the rumble of 

waves and aircraft sediments thickly at the bottom of the frequency strip, whilst the white noise of 

wind in the trees forms a mid-range granular scatter pattern. Laid together, these spectrograms 

echo the geologist’s cross-section or the ecologist’s test strip: thinking in Elizabeth Grosz’s (2008) 
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terms they provide another form of frame laid over the flux of the world; another patterning of this 

dynamic landscape. The time, date and GPS of each transect point ‘reading’ is also documented, a 

– slightly absurd – nod to the fact that these ‘experiments’ could be replicated in quantitative terms 

if desired. The green, blue and red colour layers on the photographs partly serves to give a unified 

tonal aesthetic for each transect, but also to nod to the palettes of aerographic and infrared films 

historically used in landscape documentation. Together the layout of the image and the 

spectrogram echo the form of the polaroid picture: a temporary exposure in time and space. The 

sound recordings were edited together to form three transect soundscapes (USB) which can be 

listened to whilst reading and looking: a weave of audio-visual material finding fleeting 

resonances and crossing points.

This mode of practice has described how the patterned landscape of Örö fostered a transect-based 

form of audio-visual recording, diffracting the insights of Anna Tsing and Tim Ingold alongside 

walking and sonic geography theories. The result, documented across the film, artist book and 

soundscapes, further develops this thesis’ notion of the site-specific-non-specific as a means of 

generating sited research entwined with experimental practice. The next mode of practice, 

Surfacing, will turn its attention from the land to the sea.
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SURFACING 

Four years of sea surface data (2016–2019) was gathered from an Archipelago Research Unit buoy located c.

50km north of Örö. Data from the buoy showing the dynamics of temperature and eutrophic algae blooms in 

the Archipelago Sea was converted into MIDI language and sonified using harp (water temperature), bells 

(blue-green algae levels) and tuned glass (chlorophyll levels). The sonification is accompanied by the seaward 

start of the SE/NW sound transect, with oystercatcher calls, gunboat fire, and the hydro-crackle of 

submerged hydrophones in clifftop pools and sphagnum bog. (F: 7.56–10.42; AB: 68–69)

In the middle of the midsummer month there were a series of hot, dry days. Island paths turned to 

dust, the forest understory lost its green-lustre, and masts of luminous pine pollen drifted from the 

inland canopy out onto the sea surface. The sea, too, responded to this atmospheric shift, 

upwelling in thick eutrophic blooms of blue-green algae. Together, the pollen and algae acted as 

biological indicators for warming temperatures, tracing island surfaces with layers of bright eco-

tonal colour: at once both revealing and concealing (Forsyth et al, 2013). Marine eutrophication is a 

Figure 71: The littoral remains of a 1920s narrow gauge steam locomotive railway at the military dock; Fault-lines in 
the uplifted granite cliffs collect rainwater and sea-spray to create pools in states of landward succession.  
(F: 9.19–9.28)
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significant ecological concern in the Baltic: occurring in at least 97% of its waters as a result of 

terrestrial nutrient pollution from urban and agricultural areas, which rose through the 20th 

century in the Gulf of Finland (HELCOM, 2018). High levels of nutrients foster the growth of 

phytoplankton, which lead to reductions in light percolating through the water column and 

depletions in dissolved oxygen levels, which can cause cascading ecological effects across food 

chains, and pose potential health risks to humans. Satellite pictures of the Baltic frequently depict 

blooms in spiral and mycorrhizal forms hundreds of miles across (AB: 155). 

Over a few days, the sea surrounding Örö shifted state from clear to a thick, eutrophic green; its 

water ebbing like spilled paint through the faultlines and inlets of the granite cliffs, depositing 

decomposing mats of organic matter on the tideline. This rapid eutrophication event added a new 

perspective to thinking with Örö’s transitional natures. It suggested that in addition to the slow 

processes of ecological emergence, material decay and microbiological decomposition and cycling 

traced elsewhere in these modes of practice, there was the potential for the island to undergo rapid 

state shifts. Moreover, it pointed to the idea that elements of the island’s systems existed in a state 

of metastability, with the latent potential to take on new trajectories given specific triggers. 

Metastability forms a key idea in contemporary ecological theories of ‘alternate stable 

states’ (Ingegnoli, 2013), in which ecosystems can shift states in form and function in response to 

Figure 72: Eastern pier boat tying post; The entropic bloom of late June seawater lapping against the northern shore 
granite shoreline. (F: 9.29–9.38)
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perturbations such as temperature change: whether temporarily (such as in the Örö eutrophication 

event), or permanently (as increasingly seen in lake ecosystems under climate change, e.g. 

Woolway et al, 2021). 

 

Metastability also forms a keystone to philosopher Gilbert Simondon’s theories of form and life. 

For Simondon, metastability denotes, “the notion of the potential energy residing in a given 

system, the notion of order and that of an increase in entropy.” (1992, 302) Simondon’s notion of 

individuation – the inventive and ongoing event of beings, objects or identities taking form (Grosz, 

2012) – thus occurs from metastable states, through, “a partial and relative resolution manifested in 

a system that contains latent potentials and harbours a certain incompatibility with itself, an 

incompatibility due at once to forces in tension as well as to the impossibility of interaction 

between terms of extremely disparate dimensions.” (1992, 300) As a result, as in contemporary 

ecology, Simondon’s metastability points to the disparate and latent energies present in seemingly-

stable systems, which thus contain the potential to foster new formations of life. As philosopher 

Brian Massumi writes of Simondon’s theory, “There is life when taking-form maintains itself at the 

brink. Life lives on a moving threshold of metastability, of fragile, provisional equilibrium that is 

subject to constant perturbation, from whose jaws it must repeatedly snatch its homeostasis. The 

living thing is an individuation that has no choice but to continue its invention, or face dissolution. 

Figure 73: Polystyrene fragments cling to the western shore shingle tideline; Cotton grass in a successional granite 
cliff pool increasingly filled in by organic deposition and decay. (F: 9.50–9.59)
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Its homeostatic equilibrium is not a simple self-maintenance, but an ever-renewed 

achievement.” (2013, 30, original emphasis)  The unfolding of such potential trajectories for life 1

occurs, for Simondon, over a series of transductions, which “denotes a process – be it physical, 

biological, mental or social – in which an activity gradually sets itself in motion, propagating 

within a given area, through a structuration of the different zones of the area over which it 

operates.” (1992, 313)  

 

As a result, philosopher Adrian Mackenzie suggests, “to think transductively is to mediate 

between different orders, to place heterogeneous realities in contact, and to become something 

different.” (2002, 18) Thinking with Simondon thus encourages a research orientation which 

understands socio-ecological systems as infused with a latent possibility to undergo inventive 

alterations and change. How, then, might Örö methodologies be developed to think across 

metastable systems to detect traces of the island’s potential transformations? In particular, how 

might methodologies extend human sensory systems to join-with submerged and subsurface 

more-than-human worlds to depict their ongoing tensions and trajectories? This mode of practice 

 This language of homeostatic equilibrium maintenance echoes Kepes’ cybernetics-inflected Landscape and 1

Environment practices; indeed Norbert Wiener developed his own inflection of metastability as a technologically-
achieved temporary stabilisation of entropy in cybernetic systems (Wiener, 1950).

Figure 74: Eastern pier boat tying post; Lichen-lit patterning and geometric pioneer rock pools on the western shore 
granite cliffs. (F: 10.12–10.21)
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channels Simondon’s theories of metastability through a discussion of Stefan Helmreich’s (2007, 

2011, 2015) notion of transduction. This results in forms of what Micheal Gallagher and colleagues 

(2017) term ‘expanded listening’ as geographical method across surfaces and states. In so doing, 

this mode of practice develops two transductive methods of listening to, and recording, otherwise-

insensible lifeworlds: hydrophone recording and sonification production. 

Anthropologist Stefan Helmreich states that human access to underwater sonic worlds is 

modulated by a variety of “apparatus,” including, “Bones, endolymph fluid, cilia, hydrophones, 

and sonar equipment.” (2011, 1) For Helmreich, this means that commonly-reproduced discourses 

of ‘immersion’ (Toop, 1995) in listening practices – particularly to fluid environments – should be 

problematised through the notion of transduction. In an essay ‘Against Soundscape’, Tim Ingold 

(2007) critiques the soundscape concept as one which frames environmental sound as something 

‘out there’, which can be ‘tuned into’ by humans. For Ingold, listening to sound is instead the 

process of, “immersion in, and commingling with, the world in which we find ourselves.” (2007, 

11) Helmreich reshapes this argument to foreground the processes of sonic transformation that 

make such ‘immersive’ orientations to listening possible. His notion of transduction names the 

networks of apparatus which – meshed with the researcher/recordist – facilitate the emergence of 

underwater sound, whether whale song, ship noise, shrimps crackling or ice shelves cracking. As a 

result, a transductive methodology fosters, “a mode of attention that asks how definitions of 

subjects, objects, and field emerge in material relations that cannot be modeled in advance… 

Transduction offers ways of thinking about scales of presence.” (2007, 631, 632) This is an 

orientation which encourages a sited attentiveness to the infrastructure and apparatus that allows 

sensory information to travel across surfaces and states and be brought into perceptual focus. 

Importantly, it places the researcher as part of the transduction network, prompting attention to 

the skilled deployment of technologies that help bring more-than-human worlds into human 

sensory registers. Again, this practical orientation brings to mind Kepes’ notion of the 

‘middleman’, finding modest creative strategies which facilitate the emergence of the “beautiful 

hidden rhythm of the world.”2

Hydrophones are underwater microphones that detect subsurface vibrations and sound waves. 

They allow the recordist to ‘hear’ underwater soundscapes that would otherwise be inaudible. 

Hydrophone technologies were developed through military use in the early-20th century, largely 

in a marine setting, used as a complement for sonar and in so doing facilitating early recordings of 

 Morgan, R.C., (1983) Sermon for Tranquility [article], AfterImage 10(6), AAA, 53172
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whale song (Helmreich 2015, Gallagher et al, 2017). This blurring of military and ecological 

surveillance technologies made hydrophones a conceptually-resonant approach to develop in Örö 

experiments. The insights hydrophones offer into both the sounds of underwater life and the sonic 

characteristics of water has informed the work of sound artists such as John Cage, Max Neuhaus, 

David Dunn, Peter Cusack and Jana Winderen. In particular, Dunn’s environmental art practice 

figures hydrophone listening as means of accessing hidden more-than-human lifeworlds, 

suggesting that such practices can, “facilitate an increase in our collective environmental 

sensitivity and discovery of unknown natural and human made phenomena.” (2016, 28) This 

statement echoes Donna Haraway’s suggestion that the contemporary ‘Anthropocene’ epoch 

might be more appropriately termed the ‘Chthuluscene’, which, “entangles myriad temporalities 

and spatialities and myriad intra-active entities-in-assemblages – including the more-than-human, 

other-than-human, inhuman, and human-as-humus.” (2015a, 160) For Haraway (2015a, 2016), 

ongoing socio-ecological concerns prompt us (as humans) to perceive, value and empathise with 

assemblages of life at all scales, a process of living together in in that we may, “live and die well as 

mortal critters.” (Haraway 2015a, 160) As Helmreich (2015) emphasises in his transductive 

methodologies, though, if we are to take seriously calls to attend to such more-than-human 

assemblages, we need to pay close and critical attention to the ways in which life is brought into 

human perceptual registers. 

There is often a palpable sense of dislocation when underwater listening through hydrophones. 

Some sounds – like photosynthesis, the crackling and fizzing of ice sheets, or the pop of shrimps 

and stridulating burrs of aquatic invertebrates in rock pools – are soon identifiable and strangely 

familiar, if rarely predictable. There are also sounds that are harder to pin down: rumbles, drones, 

scratches; periodical intensities and silences. Some are artefacts of the hydrophone’s movement on 

a waterbody’s bed transmitting a sonic reflection of its materiality: the scree-slip sharpness of a 

stone bed; the slow gloop of soft, stratified layers of silt. Others may be movements or sounds 

made by distant activity: a ship’s propeller whirr; a bombshell’s diffraction waves. Perhaps the 

upwelling of trapped air from bottom sediments – a brief pulse of anaerobic microbial memory. Or, 

like a twitch on a fisherman’s rod tip or float, the bow-waves of a passing shoal of fish. The only 

freshwater environments on Örö are the rockpools filled with rainwater and seaspray on the 

sloping granite cliffs on the west coast, and the cut-off sea inlet (named Storviken) on the east 

coast. Formed in fault lines in the granite, the rockpools take on geometric shapes, often long thin 

triangular shapes. Their successional state differs across a micro-transect of a few metres moving 

inland from the cliff edge. Those closest to the sea are generally seemingly empty; the taste of the 

water containing a trace of salt. The next stage of pools are thick with algae, pine pollen and 
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aquatic insects, like a polygonal primordial soup. Lowering hydrophones below the surface of 

these pools reveals a rich and dynamic sonic world, where invisible insects variously chirrup, buzz 

and scrape in processes of stridulation. Finally, the pools furthest inland are largely dry, and 

packed with angular patches of reeds, grasses, herbs and flowers growing in the rich deposited 

sediment; where sphagnum moss beds gently crackle with popping air bubbles. These geological 

patch dynamics take on an eco-modernist aesthetic: resembling the formal eruptions of plant 

growth in the concrete and metal forms of the military architecture on the island.

In the midwinter, hydrophones lowered beneath the sea ice detected a series of jarring tears, clinks, 

cracks and breaks; often accompanied by the shearing sound of digital hard-drive failure as the 

batteries in the field recorder quickly drained in the cold (F: 0.30–4.58). The sound of melting ice-

caps and calving glaciers is often figured as a contemporary ‘soundmark’ – analogous to a 

distinctive terrestrial ‘landmark’ in R. Murray Schafer’s (1977/1994) terms – of ongoing climate 

change; explored in sonic works including Chris Watson’s Weather Report (2004) and Katie 

Paterson’s Vatnajökull (2007). In the midsummer, the eutrophic sea sounded like a series of long, 

slow tidal breaths; a super-saturated gloop of state-shifted life. In this thesis, then, hydrophone 

listening and recording is valuable for research-creation in two twined ways. First, it offers 

transductive means of listening across island surfaces and states as a means of accessing the 

Figure 75: The daily tourist ferry from the mainland approaches the eastern shore harbour; a Finnish naval warship 
undertakes firing exercises off the western coast. (F: 10.33–10.42)
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soundings of more-than-human worlds beyond usual human sensory perception. It joins-with 

island processes, rhythms and patterns otherwise inaccessible to the human ear. This orientation 

thus contributes to the ‘expanded listening’ approaches sketched by Micheal Gallagher and 

colleagues (2017), which recognises that, “sound affects bodies, human and more-than-human, in 

ways that extend beyond human perception, cognition and knowledge,” facilitating new forms of 

sensory attunement that connect us to wider geographical lifeworlds (2017, 620).  Second, it fosters 

a series of distinctive, rhythmic and melodic sound recordings which then have the potential to be 

assembled in a process of sonic collage in the film installation work. This duality of site-specificity 

and sonic-possibility is also inherent in the second focus of this mode of practice: sonification. 

Whilst the hydrophone listening techniques offered a sonic transducer for listening to the fleeting 

more-than-human tracings of the midsummer eutrophication event, it seemed necessary to also 

depict the longer-term rhythms of their occurrences around the island. This led to the development 

of sonification techniques depicting the interactions of water temperature, chlorophyll and blue-

green algae levels in producing eutrophication events in the Finnish Archipelago over a multi-year 

period. Sonification is the process of making numeric datasets audible. As Palmer and Jones 

Figure 76: Max for Live software patch designed to translate a .csv numerical dataset (‘read’) into MIDI musical 
language (‘noteout’).
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outline, the process, “takes collected values from some process or other and, through various 

manipulations and recalibrations, creates an event that ‘represents’ some or other aspect of that 

process in ways amenable to immediate human perception.” (2014, 223) Sonification is an 

emerging practice, often based on the premise that the making-audible of datasets might produce 

new forms of sensory experience and comprehension that exceed the representative powers of 

visual techniques (Supper, 2012). As a result, like hydrophone listening, the process blurs 

disciplinary boundaries, as Alexandra Supper outlines, “Sonification is… sometimes positioned in 

conformity with scientific conventions such as objectivity and reliability; at other times, it is 

emphasized to be more cutting edge, avant-garde, and experimental than boring old disciplinary 

science – and often both at once.” (2012, 11) Palmer and Jones (2014) trace a similar boundary-line 

in their exploration of its geographical use, stating that sonification is a methodology equipped to 

deal with the huge volume of contemporary environmental datasets, offering potentials to, “retain 

the liveliness of an event” through rhythmic sonic outcomes which, “express ‘hidden’ systems, or 

‘hard-to-perceive’ processes.” (2014, 224, 225) In this sense, sonification forms another expression 

of the ‘expanded listening’ orientation outlined by Gallagher and colleagues (2017).  

The Finnish Marine Research Infrastructure (FINMARI) coordinate the operation of a sea surface 

Figure 77: Translation of Max for Live MIDI output into scaled patterns of sound using the Ableton Live software.
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monitoring buoy located in the Archipelago Sea roughly 50km north of Örö.  Monitoring of marine 3

parameters takes place between spring and autumn (when the sea is largely free of ice), from the 

sea surface down to 40m in depth. For the Örö sonification, three parameters which co-produce 

eutrophication events – water temperature, chlorophyll and blue-green algae levels – were chosen 

(AB: 79). Their daily datasets over four years (2016–2019) at 5m vertical depth were obtained and 

translated into MIDI data (a form of digital musical language) using the MAX for Live software 

(Figure 77). This allowed the data fluctuations to be plotted as notes on a musical scale using the 

Ableton Live software, with their values corresponding to pitch (Figure 78, AB: 68–69). The 

resulting data plots show broad bell-curve annual fluctuations in sea surface temperature 

corresponding to more variable and fleeting increases in both chlorophyll and blue-green algae 

levels. When sonified, these dynamics become audibly apparent in new ways: water temperature 

data is ‘played’ on a harp, exhibiting the annual patterns of low spring temperatures ascending in 

intricately rising patterns through to the summer, and descending again. Time periods when 

temperature rises rapidly are often accompanied by sharp bursts of the sound of tuned glass and 

bells, signifying increases in chlorophyll and blue-green algae levels, respectively. These sonic 

events, mediated by aesthetic decisions over musical scale and instrument choices, can be heard 

around 1.00 and 4.45 in the resulting sonification (USB). The midsummer 2017 event on Örö 

registers only as a minor bloom around the monitoring buoy, around 2.20 in the sonification. 

The process of developing Örö sonification methodologies in response to the eutrophication event 

thus has two key values for this thesis. First, it affirms Helmreich’s notion of transduction, 

showing that the ‘making audible’ of sub-surface marine worlds relies on multiple technologically-

mediated processes of translation. In developing another form of data-driven ‘expanded listening’, 

the process recalls Kepes’ proposals for pollution data beacon sculptures to be installed along the 

Charles River as a means of prompting public and political debate about aquatic pollution (see 

Environment). Does sonification hold the potential to express aspects of scientific datasets otherwise 

obscured by visualisation techniques, and so form the basis for such a ‘re-distribution of the 

sensible’ towards more-than-human lifeworlds? As Deborah Dixon suggests, “In taking objects out 

of their usual domains and into new venues… and placing them within new assemblages, art is 

able to comment upon the distribution of spaces and, moreover, to redescribe this 

distribution.” (2009, 412) On the evidence of these sonifications, it is difficult to be fully affirmative 

of such potentials: heard without accompanying context, these pieces have a strange, ambient 

musicality in their rhythms and structures, but little potential meaning shorn of the details of their 

 Saaristomeri (undated), “Automated monitoring of water quality” [website], online at: https://saaristomeri.utu.fi/3

odas_en/ [accessed 22.05.21]
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production. However, this question leads to their second value: their treatment of time. In making 

these sonifications, the recurring affective impact they imparted on me-as-producer was the brief 

‘bursts’ of chiming bells and glass, signifying eutrophication events. These upwellings of higher-

pitched sound illustrate the metastability of the Baltic Sea environment around Örö: the ways in 

which periods of sharp temperature increases (likely in synergistic relationship with nutrient 

levels, which weren’t monitored by the sea buoy) can ‘nudge’ its system towards another state, 

however briefly. Human perception of these dynamics is heightened by the temporality of these 

sonifications: the eutrophication events appear to upwell from seemingly steady systems, then 

ebbing away again in time. As a result, we can identify sonification as a geographical methodology 

which holds significant potential to depict complex and fleeting temporal environmental processes 

as a means of fostering affective possibilities through creative production. This represents an 

affirmation of Palmer and Jones’ suggestion that, “Our bodies live through rhythms; so do 

landscapes and other systems such as ecosystems. By listening [through sonification] to the 

refrains perhaps we can begin to hear the other voices, pulses, and life forces of the world. We can 

maybe even see life in different terms.” (2014, 237) 

This mode of practice has discussed how the experience of a rapid eutrophication event on Örö 

fostered the development of ‘expanded listening’ sonification methodologies through the 

application of theoretical framings of metastability and transduction. The next mode of practice, 

Weathering, follows a similar thread, turning back from the sea to the land to think with the 

atmospheric forcings shaping Örö’s built heritage.
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WEATHERING

A 1500 year sediment core dataset taken c.50km north of Örö shows increasing marine hypoxia as the result 

of more frequent algae blooms in the 20th century, which in turn alters how the geological record is formed. 

The 3.9m vertical core was sonified using a music box (Sedimentary molybdenum accumulation rate, a 

proxy for hypoxia), vibraphone (Nitrogen 15 concentrations), celesta (Phytoplankton carbon concentrations) 

and a sine wave (Caesium-137), whilst a brushed bell sound traces the 3cm ascending increments of data 

collection through the core. The appearance of Caesium-137 in the mid-20th century provides a radioactive 

proxy for the 'Great Acceleration' of the Anthropocene. The sediment series is played twice, and accompanied 

by the sound of piano wires stretched across an Örö bunker resonating in the wind and rain. (F: 11.09–

13.34, AB: 100–101, from Jokinen et al, 2018)

After a series of thick, eutrophic days a curtain of heavy weather draped across the midsummer 

island. Mist picked at the forest canopy and rainwater dripped across every island surface, 

scouring clean the residue of the dust clouds and pine pollen masts. The wind picked up, turning 

the sea from sunburnt green to churning grey. Where the experiments in Surfacing traced the 

Figure 78: Plastic foam, sack-cloth, wooden timbers, nails and stones on the western shore tideline; Béton brut 
wooden imprints of the forest on the concrete block-work lining the western shore bunkers. (F: 11.08–11.18)
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interactions of the weather and marine environments, it now seemed important to think with how 

atmospheric forcings shape Örö’s material environment. 

Weathering is a term that names elements of this relationship between the atmospheric and the 

physical: the ways in which weather percolates through bodies, built structures and geological 

formations. Indeed, the experience of weather is central to Tim Ingold’s concept of human life, 

where, “to inhabit the open is to dwell within a weather-world in which every being is destined to 

combine wind, rain, sunshine, and earth in the continuation of its own existence.” (2011, 115) 

Astrida Neimanis and Rachel Lorwen Walker (2014) problematise Ingold’s concept to develop 

means of thinking with climatic change which figures the human body as a ‘weather-body’ where, 

“weather and the climate are not phenomena ‘in’ which we live at all – where climate would be 

some natural backdrop to our separate human dramas – but are rather of us, in us, through 

us.” (2014, 559) Neimanis and Walker’s concept of the co-constitution of human bodies and 

weather forces forms the basis of their concept of ‘weathering’, “a mode of affecting and 

differentiating that brings humans into relation with more-than-human weather.” (2014, 560) For 

Neimanis and Walker, this orientation has the potential to foster new ethico-political imaginaries of 

climate change based on “mutual imbrication,” (2014, 572) which recognises the “connectivity of 

phenomena at different scales.” (Barad 2007, 246) What results is a scalar imaginary echoing the 

flat ontologies reviewed in Landscape and Island – and those in Kepes’ modes of curative practice – 

Figure 79: Foundations of the ruined 1915 120mm artillery battery provide a formal enclosure for the encroaching 
forest ecosystem; Metal sheet pockmarked with bullet holes rusting on the western shoreline. (F: 11.20–11.29)
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where the sited and locally-felt forms of weathering represent key modes of attunement to ongoing 

climate changes. This orientation resonates with Derek McCormack’s (2018) affirmation of the 

importance of thinking ‘atmospherically’. For McCormack, the process of ‘envelopment’ is the, 

“process through which atmospheric things emerge whose form, shape, and duration depends 

upon their capacity to sense and respond to the atmospheres in which they are immersed. It is the 

process by which entities emerge within a milieu from which they differ without becoming 

discontinuous.” (2018, 5) In this sense, an array of bodies and objects are shaped by ongoing 

relationships with the atmospheres in which they are enveloped. As a result, we can frame 

weathering as a means by which human and non-human bodies, and built and geological 

formations on Örö act as ‘diagrams of forces’ for prevailing atmospheric forcings. How might 

methodological experimentations channel these atmospheric joinings of weather, bodies and 

objects on the island? This mode of practice develops these theoretical orientations on weathering 

and atmosphere through a series of sculptural and sonic processes. 

Over a series of rainy, windy days, three transitional military structures – a Y-shaped clifftop 

bunker, a redundant gun mount, and a metallic dome-shaped turret – on the south-west spur of 

the island were ‘activated’ and ‘played’ sonically using lengths of piano wire. Wire of different 

thickness and length was attached to available fastenings on the structures – metal hoops to hold 

camouflage netting; large screws to steady mobile guns – in criss-cross configurations (AB: 144–

145). The length of the wires was determined by the architecture of the individual structure and 

their available fastenings: a sited mapping of military spaces mirroring the wider tangles of human 

and non-human lines that cross the island (Ingold, 2015). Sound installations such as Ellen 

Fullman’s Long String Instrument and Alvin Lucier’s Music On A Long Thin Wire (1977) have 

previously experimented with the compositional potential of similarly extended lengths of strung 

wire. In the midwinter fieldwork period, lengths of fence wire marking island enclosures were 

variously bowed and plucked to form soundings of the geography of Örö’s landscape mosaic (F: 

0.30–4.58). Brandon LaBelle writes, “Sound is intrinsically… relational,” and that a key 

characteristic of many sound art practices is the, “activation of the existing relation between sound 

and space… Sound and space converse by multiplying and expanding the point of attention, or the 

source of a sound: the materiality of a given room shapes the contours of sound, moulding it 

according to reflection and absorption, reverberation and diffraction.” (LaBelle 2006, ix, xi) 

As a result, LaBelle argues that sound art practices hold the potential to shift perceptual focus, 

“toward environments, from a single object of attention… toward a multiplicity of viewpoints, 

from the body toward others, [thus emulating] the very relational, spatial and temporal nature of 
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sound itself.” (LaBelle 2006, xii) Such a weathered “multiplicity of viewpoints” was channeled 

using contact microphones attached to the stretched strings, to create a series of ‘strung bunkers’ 

which made-audible the resonances of the surrounding space and its vibratory atmospheric flows. 

A raindrop pluck, a shower like a polyphonic shiver, the shudder of a gust of wind in the wires, 

the etch and scratch of a disturbed ant colony. Contact microphones (or piezos) sense audio 

vibrations through contact with solid objects: transducers of sound waves and physical 

movements mediated through material. They can be variously clipped (with woodworking 

clamps), stuck (with electrical tape), or wedged (into cracks in rock or bricks) into material. Contact 

microphones thus offer the practitioner the potential to access hidden rhythms of the world, means 

of channeling otherwise inaudible vibrations through all manner of surfaces. Jean-Luc Nancy’s 

(2007) distinction between the processes of ‘listening’ and ‘hearing’ is a useful means of 

conceptualising the use of contact microphones. For Nancy, to hear (entendre) is to understand and 

contextualise a broadly recognisable sound: he suggests “a siren, a bird, or a drum.” (2007, 6) On 

the other hand, to listen (écouter) is, “to be straining toward a possible meaning, and consequently 

one that is not immediately accessible” (2007, 7), whether an unfamiliar sound, piece of music or 

sound art, or ideas in speech. The listening process, for Nancy, is “one where sound and sense mix 

together and resonate in each other, or through each other,” and where, “to be listening is always 

to be on the edge of meaning… a resonant meaning, a meaning whose sense is supposed to be 

found in resonance, and only in resonance.” (2007, 7)

Figure 80: Dock leaves growing through the strap-lines of a metal rubbish tip container; Cellular-form tank traps line 
the western shore shingle beach amongst stands of sea kale and driftwood timbers. (F: 12.02–12.10)
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Listening and recording with contact microphones can detect otherwise inaccessible rhythms and 

resonances through material; in so doing, opening up spaces of encounter. Contact microphones 

thus offer a means of transducing (see Surfacing) vibratory forces into human perceptual registers, 

as Elizabeth Grosz suggests, “Sensation contracts the vibratory waves of matter, of the earth and 

ultimately of chaotic cosmic forces, into sensory forms that are capable of functioning as a stimulus 

to the nervous system.” (2008, 62) This co-emergence of affective and material resonances through 

contact microphone techniques allies with the emerging field of atmospheric aesthetics, which 

Gernot Böhme suggests is based on an “indeterminate spatially extended quality of feeling.” (1993, 

117–118) Such island vibrations, transduced from their source, and brought into sensory registers 

can generate a (sometimes tense) range of fleeting affective intensities for the listener somewhere 

between curiosity, imagination, confusion and frustration. Thinking with Nancy and Grosz, 

though, such ‘strained’ (écouter) listening to unheard resonances of the world has the potential to 

help trace our entanglements with more-than-human worlds, and the ongoing weathering 

processes that shape them. Contact microphones, in short, can help reveal the seemingly inert as 

inherently lively. The strung bunker interventions thus provide experimental sonic mappings of 

the three structures, which were subsequently documented in a research film, Strung Bunkers 

(USB), and mixed into the installation film (F: 11.09–13.34, AB: 144–145). In the field, however, they 

also offered temporary locations for the sited ‘activation’ of atmospheric and weathering theory, in 

Figure 81: Broken diamond-tread metal pieces on the western shore tideline; 1958 NATO model ‘townhouses’ on the 
southern inlet, where non-native roses and honeysuckle still climb the meshwork trellising. (F: 12.11–12.20)
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two ways. First, the taut strings acted as antennae for sensing otherwise unheard sounds and 

resonances of the surrounding environment. The everyday event of a rain shower is transformed 

into something unfamiliar and strange, as wind and rain ‘orchestrate’ modal notes and melodies 

through the strung spaces. The quiet liveliness of slow ruination on the island structures – in no 

small part due to various weathering processes, and slow humic accumulation in concrete cracks, 

sprouting space for tree saplings – is brought into focus by the strung bunker, which foregrounds 

the accumulative effects of atmospheric processes. A sounding of weathering ruin. Second, the 

criss-cross string formations plot a kind of micro-cartography, as determined by the physical 

layout of structures. Their orientations, overlaps and sympathetic resonances point conceptually at 

the understanding of Örö as an island of ongoing more-than-human trajectories, as crossings of 

lines and pathways both literal and metaphorical. Each line a different tension, weight, resonance: 

vibrating with atmospheric forcings.

Atmospheric processes also interact with material formations to trace vertical geological lines 

through the Archipelago Sea region. A 2018 study by biogeochemist Sami Jokinen and colleagues 

analysed a 3.9m deep sediment core taken from the Baltic seabed around 50km north of Örö to 

study the impacts of the interactions of climate change and nutrient pollution over the last 1500 

years. Jokinen and colleagues found that a warming climate prompted the gradual deoxygenation 

of the shallow Baltic Sea from the early 1900s onwards. Eutrophication events (as documented in 

Surfacing) also increased due to increasing nutrient pollution from terrestrial activities, causing 

increased hypoxia – or severe oxygen deficiency – in Baltic coastal waters from the 1950s onwards. 

In turn, these interactions between atmospheric and marine environments influence how the 

geological record around Örö is laid down and archived. Jokinen and colleagues found that Baltic 

Sea sediments shifted from a relatively homogenous ‘burrow mottling’ formation to a ‘sharply 

laminated’ set of micro-strata around 1900, as a result of the deoxygenation of the marine 

environment. In other words, as in Örö’s terrestrial environment, we see a patterned diagramming 

of ongoing relationships between the atmospheric, the human and the geological in the sea-bed 

sediment record. The sediment record also archives the ‘Great Acceleration’ Anthropocene world 

that Kepes inhabited and addressed in his Landscape and Environment practices. Traces of the 

radioactive isotope Caesium-137 appear in the sediment record from the mid-20th century 

onwards, as a result of the advent of global nuclear weapon use. Caesium-137 concentrations 
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‘spike’ in the record around 1986 following the radioactive fallout from the Chernobyl disaster.   1

The Jokinen et al (2018) sediment dataset was obtained and sonified using the same methodology 

developed in the Surfacing mode of practice using the Max for Live and Ableton Live software 

packages (AB: 100–101). The incremental 3cm vertical ascents in time through the core from AD 

509 to 2016 were marked by the increasing pitch of a brushed bell. Hypoxia – as indicated by proxy 

levels of Sedimentary molybdenum (MO) – is sonified using a music box, whilst nitrogen isotopes 

(N15) and marine plankton (Phytoplankton C) concentrations are sonified using a vibraphone and 

celesta, respectively. Caesium-137 levels are sonified with a synthetic sine wave. In the installation 

film, the sonified sediment sequence loops twice (F: 11.09–13.34). As in the Surfacing experiments, a 

key value of this sonification is its treatment of temporality. The gradually increasing pitch of the 

interwoven elements has the potential to foster a range of affective intensities in a listener, as one 

becomes attuned to a changing environment. Again, fleeting and highly-variable patternings are 

particularly affectively rich: as the synthetic tracings of radioactive elements crackle from the mix 

at the end of each sequence. Together with the ’strung bunkers’, the sonified sea sediment 

experiments activate contemporary thought on atmospherics through Örö’s environment, resulting 

in a series of creative productions which ally to Neimanis and Walker’s invocation of weathering 

 Human ingestion of Caesium-137 can be treated with Prussian Blue, the dark blue pigment which colours both 1

military blueprints and the cyanotypes produced in the Diffracting mode of practice. Ingestion of Prussian Blue reduces 
the biological half-life of Caesium-137 to around 30 days (Jang et al, 2014)

Figure 82: Swallow nest in an underground western shoreline observation post; Rusted metal pole in sandy inlet 
below the radar tower. (F: 12.48–13.00)
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where, “A climate change imaginary of ‘thick time’ pushes us to hold together the phenomena of a 

weather pattern, a heat-absorbent ocean, the pleasure of a late-fall swim, and the turn of a key in 

the ignition as the interconnected temporalities we call ‘climate change’. It is this recognition of 

mutual imbrication that can generate a relation of intensity toward climate change.” (2014, 572) 

Weathering is at once atmospheric, material and bodily: the two methodological experiments 

develop means of intervening in this weave to create a series of vibratory intensities and sonic 

tracings of ongoing island processes, from the here-and-now to the submerged and sedimented. 

Weathering thus folds the affective and the fleeting with the accretive and the slow.  

A third weathering experiment was developed using a hydrogen-filled weather balloon. The 

balloon is a central object of interest in Derek McCormack’s (2018) development of atmospheric 

methods, a figuration which helps rethink the atmosphere, “in a sense that is at once both affective 

and meteorological.” (Ingold, 2015, 80, original emphasis) McCormack writes, “the balloon remains 

an elemental figure, one that mixes and passes between atmosphere and entity. A figure that is 

never really an envelope closed in on itself but the sensed shape of elemental envelopment in 

process.” (2018, 217) On Örö, the weather balloon seemed a conceptually-resonant object with 

which to activate weathering and atmospheric theory, due to its twinned historical role in 

meteorological survey and military surveillance. Aesthetically, the matt-white form of the weather 

balloon offered numerous creative trajectories for experimenting with exposing light and 

projections onto a circular form which inverted the visual island framings offered by its military 

structures (F: 18.52–19.07). A draft methodology was developed in which the balloon would be 

filmed and photographed on island ecotones during the day, forming a ‘negative space’ to frame 

patterns of light and wind. The shots would then be replicated in the dark, at night, when a series 

of hand-coloured and environmentally-degraded Super 8 films would be digitally projected onto 

the balloon ’screen’ using a mobile projector.  As with the strung bunkers and sediment 2

sonification, the intention was to develop a concept of weathering which folded atmospheric, 

material and bodily processes. The experiment was a failure. Within an hour of its inflation, the 

balloon had developed a leak, and began to seep hydrogen gas and deflate. Along with co-resident 

Jared Margulies I documented this slow descent in a series of films and photographs, as the 

balloon variously half-floated, rolled and skittered in a deflation trail between structures on the 

south-west tip of the island (AB: 71–73). 

 The films were subsequently used as ‘section breaks’ in the installation film; bursts of weathered colours to evoke 2

movement through strata of time.
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The resulting film, To Float in Neutral Density (USB), is composed of a series of short and shakily-

shot sequences as we attempt to follow the balloon’s course over the island. Whilst not necessarily 

forming part of the final creative products in this thesis, it provides an important perspective 

behind their production. It has been an ongoing tonal decision to foreground the ways in which 

site, skill and theory diffract into one another on the island, but in a way that refrains from overly-

narrating the auto-biographical modes of their production. This is partly to avoid the risk of 

narrative solipsism; and partly to foreground the characteristics and qualities of the artistic works 

themselves as modes of fieldwork documentary (see Island: Theory). To Float in Neutral Density 

shows that the tightly-composed and framed modes of presentation in the installation film and 

artist book are the result of months of ongoing experimentation and failure. One question here is 

what counts as failure in such experimental methodological formations? In a way, Kepes’ 

‘middleman’ orientation, adopted to foster methodological situations which frame Örö processes, 

is one in which failure is potentially embraced as part of tracing island emergence and entropy 

(AB: 74–75). Perhaps then, To Float in Neutral Density represents a failure in the production of ‘art’ 

from research methodologies, but not in terms of its role in ‘art as a thinking process’: a proving 

ground for the sited testing and problematisation of concepts and skills. Finally, the film – along 

with the Strung Bunkers film – demonstrates the difficulties in documenting one’s own creative 

practice whilst also in the midst of doing it. Compared to the installation film, both are shakily-

shot and erratically-focused. This is a point to note when creative practice is folded into academic 

assessment frameworks – like this thesis – where the act of ‘showing your working’ is potentially 

inhibited by the act of ‘doing the working’, particularly when operating solo.

The next mode of practice develops the sited attentiveness to the co-constitution of island 

formations through a range of active agents outlined here, to consider how Diffracting forms a 

valuable framework for conceptualising the island-as-archive.
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DIFFRACTING 

Data from fluctuations in photosynthesis rates was gathered from a coastal birch tree over twenty minutes 

using MIDI sprout sensors, which convert variations in electrical impulses through plant material into the 

MIDI musical language. This dataset was then sonified using the Farfisa Syntorchestra synthesiser, and 

layered with the sound of overlapping waves on the open foxhole-strewn pine forest by the western shoreline, 

with pine cones dropping and a warship passing. (F: 14.01–16.04, AB: 140–141)

Örö is an island of light. In the midsummer, the light appeared endless and clear; gusting across 

the landscape, its arc illuminating island features in patterns of shadow. In the midwinter, the light 

barely arrived; each day lit by a murky grey sky, as if nudged alight by a faulty dimmer switch. 

Light diffracts through multiple island spaces: narrow slits of bunker windows, circular cannon 

barrels, skyward hatches and subterranean doors. Light is thus not only central to the 

apprehension of the Örö landscape, but also how it has been developed and used by the military. 

As Paul Virilio suggests, the form and function of military bunkers is defined by visual 

surveillance and concealment, “spun from a network under tension with the landscape, and 

through the landscape, with the region in its expanse.” (2017, 44) Light, and the geographies of 

Figure 83: Constellation patterns of light diffusing through the heavy tarpaulin of a mobile gun turret; View of the 
east coast skerry seascape seen through the barrel of a 120mm cannon. (F: 14.10–14.19)
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visuality, has thus shaped Örö’s built heritage, and continues to do so given the gridpoint optics of 

the growing tourism industry on the island, and their circulations online.  As Tim Edensor 1

outlines, research and practice concerned with light emphasises, “the temporality of vision and 

how we use the shifting availability of light to continuously become attuned to space, movement 

and colour.” (2017, 10) Such an orientation results in a conception of illuminated landscape which 

is always unfolding through a continuous twining of sited human and non-human bodies, where 

light and sound constitute “the materialities and sensibilities with which we see”: a process of 

seeing-with landscape (Rose and Wylie 2006, 478). Tracing patterns of light is thus central to 

apprehending such vitality in landscapes, as Edensor states, “The landscape contains innumerable 

material entities, and the vital dynamism that inheres in all space is always liable to break the 

distinctions between these apparently discrete things over multiple timescales. Rocks crumble to 

dust, water evaporates into air, and plants decay into the soil. Similarly, the effects of light on 

things can reconfigure their relationships so that they cast their colour and light across each other.” 

(2017, 13) For John Wylie, light activates such differentiations of depths and folds in a landscape, 

resulting in a, “mutually sustaining rhythm between immanent depths and emergent relations of 

seer and seen… it folds the material and the sensible, a process which creates and crystallises 

 The Visit Örö organisation now has a website and Instagram page gridded with a visual tourist gaze on the island: 1

https://www.visitoro.fi/en/ and https://www.instagram.com/visit_oro/ [accessed 25.05.21]

Figure 84: View from a firing cupola on the western shoreline towards the radar tower; Doorway of an underground 
bunker in the island’s ‘mortar hill’ central defensive area. (F: 14.20–14.27)
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particular points of view and visions: percepts.” (2006, 532) These perspectives affirm Donna 

Haraway’s notion of visuality of a process of “becoming-with or being-with.” (2015b, 232)

Understood this way, shifting patterns of light are a key element in how the ongoing emergence of 

more-than-human worlds – and our entanglement within them – is perceptually apprehended. 

Kepes’ Landscape practices can help illuminate this theme: providing a Geohumanities pre-history 

through which more-than-human ‘landscapes’ are created and curated through creative light 

practices. Diffraction has formed a key conceptual figuration throughout this thesis, providing 

both a metaphor for thinking through patterns of creative influence, and a framework for 

understanding methodological emergence through interactions between site, skill and theory. As 

Karen Barad outlines, diffraction is at once a material and semiotic figuration which, “involves 

reading insights through one another that help illuminate differences as they emerge.” (2007, 30) 

As a result, “A diffractive methodology provides a way of attending to entanglements in reading 

important insights and approaches through one another.” (2007, 30) For Iris van der Tuin, such an 

orientation, “enables showing difference differing in the material–semiotically entangled reality of 

the living present.” (2014, 236) Diffraction forms the central motif in this mode of practice, in two 

ways. Materially, diffractions of light and sound form the theoretical concerns interacting with site 

and skill to form emergent methodological practices across cameraless photography and sound 

production. Conceptually, diffraction forms a valuable framework for thinking about the 

Figure 85: Pieris rapae butterfly in the window of the ÖkMO harbour repair works; Ferns cover the doorway of a 
northern tip bunker hewn into the granite cliff. (F: 15.21–15.30)
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interactions of the two sites of concern in this thesis: archive and island. Through the following 

experiments, elements of Kepes and Maryanne Amacher’s visual and sonic practices traced 

through the archive are reshaped on Örö, as a means of attending to contemporary theories on 

light and landscape. This practicing of the Kepes’ archive contributes to an expanded conception of 

what Hayden Lorimer terms “archival life,” denoting a, “particular kind of place where complex 

subjectivities, and working relations, are created through the act of researching the past… to 

reconsider the limits and location of any set of materials determined as an ‘archive’.” (2010, 249)

Lumograms were made throughout the midsummer month, exposing island forms onto sheets of 

light-sensitive photographic paper and panchromatic plates on the meadow beside the residency 

house (AB: 108–109, 142–143). A blue plastic oil drum washed up in the tideline on the south of the 

island served as a makeshift developing tray. The base of the drum was sawed off, and the 

remnant black gloopy oil which had resisted the weathering of water and wind was scooped and 

scrubbed out. Into this drum-tray went a new chemical mixture – a photographic fixer – used to 

‘fix’ the formal qualities of the images. Made daily, the lumograms acted as ways of tracing the 

outlines of island objects with sunlight: a material and elemental island ‘archive’ of sorts. Morning 

and afternoon sunlight hit the objects at different angles, creating shadows which moved across 

the paper for the duration of each exposure: the intensity of prevailing light requiring daily 

temporal calibrations, somewhere between minutes and hours. The drum-tray of chemical fixer 

Figure 86: View of the east coast skerry seascape seen through the barrel of a 120mm cannon; Narrow slit window 
view out to the open Baltic sea from a western coast observation post. (F: 15.31–15.43)
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was changed every week, in between which it became a repository for the drift of airborne 

material: pine pollen and needles, birch leaves, flying insects, dust clouds, red flake paint, shards 

of microplastics. This process of micro-accumulation mirrored the slow sedimentation and decay 

of island materials: the lumograms acting as sampling frames for bringing their forms together in 

new relationships. A process of sited attunement for unexpected crossings and connections. A daily 

ritual of finding and framing island materials: fern leaf, swan feather, northern starflower, grass 

sward, birch leaf, bladderwrack, red campion flower. Small square glass slides were laid on top of 

the island material during lumogram exposure. This was partly practical: their weight held the 

material still. Additionally, though, their polygon frames resonated with many of the wider 

concerns of this work surrounding the framing and archiving of a landscape. Their overlapping 

geometric shapes echo the patches of habitat patterning Örö’s landscape, and the apparatus 

(sampling square, camera frame) used to document it. 

As in the archive, the framing of material invites intensified attention and scrutiny, a temporary 

stilling of the flux of the world. When related to the midwinter exposures, the images form contact 

sheets – in more ways than one – visual archives of material, light and atmosphere at the polar 

extremes of island seasons. First, in the traditional photographic sense, mirroring how film 

photographers would lay out their negatives in grids before choosing images to enlarge and print. 

Contact sheets can thus be thought of as archives of visual moments stilled along the transect of a 

film strip. Second, ‘contact’ refers to the material and chemical proximity and exchanges occurring 

between the light-sensitive films and papers, and the island objects and atmospheres. These 

contact sheets don’t only record landscape patterns, but also processes, often simultaneously, to the 

extent that one cannot be disentangled from the other. Similarly, eight solargraph pinhole cameras 

were set out in locations across the island for the entirety of the midsummer month. The cameras – 

a tin can with a piece of photographic paper curved around a pinhole inside – recorded the arc of 

the sun across the sky over this period; its trace warped by prevailing water seepage from 

humidity and rainfall and shadowed by shifting vegetation (AB: 36–37). Where the winter 

polagrams record a processual island duration of one and a half years; the solargraphs record one 

month; the lumograms record hours, minutes and seconds.

Whilst the sited nature of the lumogram and solargraph practices provided a visual space to 

develop island research in the midsummer, it also seemed necessary to trace imprints of wider 

perspectives on its landscape. Cyanotypes are images with a history which blurs architectural and 

ecological document with artistic experiment (Ware, 2020). Invented in 1842 by Sir John Herschel, 

the cyanotype process was popularised by botanist Anna Atkins through hundreds of visual 
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documents of the forms of British algae, subsequently published in a series of books (Hirsch, 2017). 

Atkins described her algae prints – negative organic forms in a sea of Prussian Blue pigment – as 

“stories”, writing, “The algae stories are wide-ranging: Some are like a flash of splintered lightning 

that has hit the ground. Some are stick drawing. Some are metal shrapnel. Some are a blown 

dandelion seed. One is my grandmother’s brooch. Some are clumps of bits of earth.” (1843, quoted 

in Mavor, 2019) As in Kepes’ Landscapes, specific organic morphologies become prompts for 

imaginative association and interconnection for Atkins, through processes of visual assemblage. 

The blue of cyanotypes intensifies this allusive aesthetic space: a seemingly deepened mapping of 

the colour of sea or sky. However, the Prussian Blue pigment is itself wholly synthetic, first 

synthesised in the 18th century (Ware, 2020). Cyanotypes have a history of use in more formal 

spatial mappings, too, including cartographer Henry P. Bosse’s 19th century photographic survey 

of the Mississippi River, and the widespread 20th century use of the process in architectural and 

military blueprint production (Ware, 2020). Through this blurring of environmental specificity and 

imaginative possibility, cyanotypes evoke Rebecca Solnit’s invocation of “the blue of distance”, 

twined through physical and emotional landscapes. Solnit writes, “The world is blue at its edges 

and in its depths. This blue is the light that got lost. Light at the blue end of the spectrum does not 

travel the whole distance from the sun to us. It disperses among the molecules of the air, it scatters 

in water… This light that does not touch us, does not travel the whole distance, the light that gets 

Figure 87: Broken glass and billowing plastic sheeting in a ruined ammunition store on the southern inlet; View to 
the open sky from an outcrop eastern coast gun turret. (F: 15.54–16.01)
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lost, gives us the beauty of the world, so much of which is in the color blue.” (2005, 26) 

Cyanotype production on Örö was used to depict the island – whether “at its edges and its 

depths,” or through its “depths and folds” – through the exposure of negative prints, which 

formed a series of Kepesian ‘exploded scale’ perspectives on the island. Back in the studio, archival 

images of sea ice floes, microplastics, pine stem vascular systems, Archipelago Sea oil spills, white 

reindeer lichen, pallet stacks, adder skin, Baltic granite cross-sections, blue-green algae, 

saprophytic fungi, diffraction patterns of light, pine pollen, fence mesh, borrelia bacteria, raccoon 

dog fur, cyanobacteria blooms, rifle shot discharge patterns, symbiotic lichen structures and Béton 

brut concrete boards were sourced and made into inverted negative prints. These images provided 

a variety of the textures of place integral to the storying of Örö advanced in this thesis and film, 

but unfeasible to make personally: whether technologically (satellite and microscope photographs) 

or logistically (due to time constraints). The negatives were exposed onto paper activated to light 

using a solution of Ferric ammonium citrate and Potassium ferricyanide applied with a 

paintbrush. The images were exposed to sun in Summer 2020 outside my Lancashire studio; where 

over ten minute exposures under heavy glass sheets, an Örö blueprint archive was formed. 

Additionally, an ‘island assemblage’ of forms redrawn from a satellite image of Örö was created. 

This formed an experiment in thinking with Kepes’ earliest work in Language of Vision, to attempt 

to draw a ‘visual language’ of Örö’s topographical formations. The resulting print (AB: 7) is based 

on forms of buildings, trenches, turrets, road and path networks drawn from a satellite image at 

84m elevation: an abstracted cartography of the island. 

Like the lumograms, the production of cyanotypes is an inherently slow and sited process, 

requiring an attentiveness to prevailing weathers to achieve suitable exposures. Chemical solution 

painted in the pitch dark; eutrophic green sheets quickly overlain with island forms, exposed and 

washed with water; a state-shift to the blues of distant archipelagoes. The arc of the sun in the sky 

leaves tiny smudged shadows at the edge of negative forms; a stray fingerprint whorl like a spiral 

algae bloom on the cyanotype sea; the mottle of watercolour paper like wave patterns. In a sense, 

the use of the abstracted archival images could fall into the trap of ‘God’s Eye Trick’ or ‘smooth 

scale’ critiques advanced by Donna Haraway and Bruno Latour (see Landscape): with their specifics 

of sitedness and modes of production obscured by “meaningless formalism.” (Arendt, 1963/2007, 

54) However, just as Kepes used the emerging imagery of mid-20th century scientific 

advancements as a means of attempting to foster new socio-ecological imaginaries in his Landscape 

period, the cyanoytypes offer new potentials for storying Örö. First, the production of the prints as 

cyanotypes infuses the images with a sitedness and specificity: archival forms re-contextualised 

225



through their elemental exposures. Second, accordingly, they form a key element of the diffraction 

of insights from the Kepes archive out into the Örö landscape. Where Kepes sought to foster new 

forms of affective resonance between organic and inorganic morphologies through interconnective 

modes of visual curation; the cyanotype prints form part of a networked assemblage of Örö forms 

in the artist book. Here, then, Kepes’ approaches to ‘exploded scale’ visual production and 

curation infuses an approach to mapping the more-than-human assemblages that pattern Örö’s 

landscape, and its linkages with the wider world. Accordingly, like the film and sonic 

methodologies developed in this thesis, these visual exposures affirm a notion of landscape which, 

“seethes with multiple rhythms and temporalities, as elements within it are continuously 

becoming, emerging, dying, and transforming.” (Edensor 2017, 11) The ways in which these 

landscape assemblages are composed in both the artist book and film will be explored in the final 

mode of practice – Emerging.

Through lumogram and cyanotype production, island spaces were developed and diffracted 

through wet and dry phases of process. A resonant form of diffractive methodology was also 

developed sonically on Örö through the use of convolution reverb techniques. Jonathan Sterne 

outlines that, "reverb refers to the sonic signature of a room or a simulation or reproduction 

thereof: a series of echoes so dense they meld together into a shared ambiance for listeners. 

Changes in reverberation transform both the timbre of a sound – the characteristics of the sound 

‘in itself’… and the range of possible spatial meanings or connotations attributed to the 

sound.” (2015, 112–113) Resonating with Helmreich’s notion of transduction, Sterne frames space 

as the “vibrant, variant, oscillating field” through which sound is mediated into human perceptual 

registers (2015, 114). The role of sited reverbs in transducing characteristics of space formed a 

central part of Maryanne Amacher’s Environment sound art practices at CAVS, specifically through 

the City-Links ‘long distance music’ telelink to the Boston Harbour Fish Pier. Convolution reverb 

techniques involves the sonic modelling of specific spaces as a means of applying their vibratory 

characteristics to other recordings. The technique is thus fundamentally geographical in scope: 

providing a means of diffracting sonic traces of human and non-human bodies, objects and spaces 

through one another in order to create new audible compositions of site. As Sterne states, 

convolution reverb thus, “at once represents space and constructs it.” (2015, 113) Convolution 

reverbs are created using an impulse response recording, where a short burst of sound – on Örö 

this was either a starting pistol gunshot recording, or the bursting of a balloon with a pin – is made 

and its reverberations are recorded within a space. A series of impulse responses were made across 

the island as an experimental form of sonic mapping: with four underground bunkers on the SN14 

and SWNE4 transect points and the south-west peninsula proving particularly useful (USB, AB: 
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18–19). The impulse responses represent another form of tracing decay in the island’s built 

heritage, a measure of how sound fades away to silence in its reverberant spaces. 

Convolution reverb thus represents a sited, if partial, means of dynamically mapping island 

spaces: the act of popping a balloon or pressing ‘play’ on an iPhone often creates an imperfect 

‘impulse’, particularly when crawling through dark and awkward underground structures. 

Indeed, this process of impulse creation prompts an attunement to the enclosed and cramped 

spaces that grid the subterranean island, and the claustrophobic affective atmospheres that they 

foster in the human body. Further, the resulting soundings represent only seconds-long moments 

in their representative function, as Sterne outlines, “the same space will reverberate differently 

from moment to moment because of the circulation of heat waves. A single impulse response no 

more captures the motion of sound in a room over time than a photograph of a person walking 

captures his or her route.” (2015, 125) But, like the fingerprint of the artist on the cyanotype prints, 

these idiosyncrasies contribute to the assertion that island research ‘products’ are all based on 

fleeting and sited joinings-with its ongoing natures: a process in which the researcher is inevitably 

meshed. Further, human actions aren’t the only sounds that can figure as impulse responses: the 

reverberations of oystercatcher calls and navy gunboat shellfire around Örö’s southern bay were 

also recorded (USB). The qualities of each sounding of the seascape – their rhythm, repetition, tone, 

pitch and decay – contribute unique, ‘collaborative’ forms of sonic mapping. The resulting archive 

of island reverbs were used to produce the soundworks embedded in the installation film. In this 

way, the island’s spaces become (re)produced in a process of sonic diffraction: sonifications and 

field recordings passed through both enclosed underground spaces and open skerry seascapes, 

composing a more-than-human polyphony transcending scales. The next mode of practice traces 

another form of island decay, shifting focus from the sonic to the material to consider processes of 

island assemblage created through (De)composing.
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(DE)COMPOSING 

The sediment core sonification in the Weathering section was modified using the process of granular 

synthesis, in which sound is eroded into tiny micro-second shards and recomposed. This recombinant mode 

of composition is akin to the formation of sedimentary rocks, in which larger fragments of sound are briefly 

perceptible or discordant, whilst other tiny grains appear smooth and unified. This granulated sediment core 

was layered with the stridulations of aquatic insects recorded using hydrophones in a rainwater pool in a 

north coast turret, and in sphagnum moss, and the crackle of drying mussels on the tideline under the west 

coast radar tower. (F: 16.30–18.24)


 

The western shoreline of Örö is particularly exposed to weather and tide: Metsähallitus 

information boards suggest that the fetch of a wave breaking on this shore may have travelled 

uninterrupted for hundreds of miles from the south-west Baltic Sea (F: 8.17–8.25; AB: 49). The 

shore is littered with littoral wash-up: pallets, telegraph poles, oil drums, fishing nets, polystyrene, 

plastic bottles and plastiglomerates (F: 8.48–8.58, 11.08–11.20). These traces of the wider world 

muddle on the tide-line with fragments of island life: shards of military-patterned iron, bullet-shot 

metal sheets, building rubble, popping bladderwrack, dead swans and eider ducks (F: 18.05–18.24). 

Figure 88: Empty ammunition storage boxes in a derelict southern inlet storeroom; Spider web ebbing amongst the 
lichen-flecked boulder stones on the western shore storm beach. (F: 16.30–16.40)
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Figure 89: Headless dead swan on the western shore tideline amongst sea kale and bladderwrack; Burnt wood, 
scorched earth and granite quartz gleam in the fire cleared northerly ‘pinch point’. (F: 16.41–16.52)

On this decompositional transition line – marked by the sharply-starred forms of tank traps – 

grows stands of nationally-scarce sea kale. Other lines trace this ecotone: an intrusion of microcline 

crystals runs through the rounded granite cliff under the radar tower; echoed by a low concrete 

ridge-line, most likely protecting the surfacing of a submerged cable (AB: 102–103, 105–106). In the 

low evening sun, the ascending microcline glimmers red and white; an extension of the horizon 

aurinkosilta – or sun-bridge – across the rippling sea.  

Granite faultlines are traced not only by geological intrusions, but also biological ones. Rainwater 

collects in the weathered granite faults, creating a series of polygonal pools which form a 

successional transect away from the shore, likely influenced by the isostatic uplift of the island 

gradually isolating them from the effects of saltwater spray. Where the sea-ward pools are clear 

and biodiversity poor (at least, as observed visually, and with hydrophone listening), the inland 

pools are thronged with reeds and cotton grass, and buzz with the humming stridulations of 

aquatic insects (F: 9.09–9.29; 9.51–10.00; AB: 49). Here, organic deposition and decay creates a rich 

sediment for plant and animal communities to thrive in patterned fragments: mirrors of the fractal 

shapes of trenches and bunkers on the clifftop above (AB: 6). Over this cliff, on the island ‘pinch 

point’, the juniper bush vegetation has been burnt, creating an open ‘blasted’ landscape of 

blackened, twisting branches, white glistening granite shards dabbed with grey lichens, and the 

green shoots of post-disturbance vegetation regrowth in the ashen soil (F: 16.40–16.49; AB: 137, 
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146–149). A few hundred metres south, the ruins of a 120mm artillery battery provide a series of 

square and rectangular ‘formal garden’ enclosures for the regrowth of the pine-birch forest (F: 

17.03–17.13, 17.25–17.31). Remnant rusted nuts and bolts still cling to the mossed-over bedrock like 

spore tendrils (F: 11.42–11.56; AB: 79). Back along the coast a partially-buried wooden storeroom 

decays into the large granite boulders that form its cliff-side enclosure. Stacks of ammunition boxes 

are damp and softened, the only blast shards are those caused by the weather on the broken 

windowpane (F: 15.54–16.04, 16.31–16.41, 17.13–17.23) Decay and decomposition thus form 

another set of processes driving Örö’s contemporary organic and inorganic transitions, whether 

conceptualised aesthetically, ecologically, or in terms of heritage preservation. Unmoored by 

management, what trajectories might this multispecies muddle of the ecological and built 

environment take on the island? This chapter works through this tangle of island lifeworlds, 

thinking with Caitlin DeSilvey’s notion of ‘curated decay’ to develop audio-visual 

decompositional techniques which catch traces of Örö’s multiple transitions. 

 

Across a rich body of work, Caitlin DeSilvey (2006, 2007, 2012, 2017) develops means of expressing 

how notions of transience, uncertainty, decay and decomposition might be incorporated into the 

framing and management of built heritage. A central thread to this work is an assessment of the 

possibilities that emerge when material change is accepted (rather than conserved) by heritage 

management. Understood this way, DeSilvey suggests that, “processes of decay and disintegration 

can be culturally (as well as ecologically) productive; and, in certain contexts, it is possible to look 

beyond loss to conceive other ways of understanding and acknowledging material change.” (2017, 

5) This notion of ‘curated decay’ prompts an openness to the agency of more-than-human 

networks of life in the ongoing (re)formation of built heritage, thinking not only architecturally, but 

at once ecologically, geologically, atmospherically and culturally. DeSilvey thus develops an 

“experimental heritage practice” which, “sees its objects of concern as temporary arrangements of 

matter that shuttle between durability and vulnerability in response to social and physical forces 

often outside our control.” (2017, 8) One key force identified by DeSilvey is entropy. Entropy is a 

concept which bridges the two sites of concern in this thesis. It denotes a measure of the number of 

potential configurations of a system, often described in terms of disorder or chaos. Don Lemons 

highlights its inherent tension: at once an expression of systemic disorder, and of possibility, 

“Entropy is an additive measure of the number of possibilities available to a system… As the 

constraints that inform a living organism dissolve, the entropy of the organism increases… Yet 

even in death, new possibilities are sown.” (Lemons, 2013, 160) Entropy is a defining feature of the 

cybernetic systems that informed Kepes’ Landscape and Environment practices (see, for example, 

Wiener, 1950). These practices exhibited a similar tension between Kepes’ desire to guide 
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seemingly-entropic socio-ecological systems towards equilibrium through aesthetic strategies; and 

his belief in the potential of constellations of interdisciplinary material holding the power to spark 

new sensory experiences. At once, then, Kepes’ systems sought to curate entropic networks of life, 

whilst also holding on to the possibility of fostering emergent and unpredictable aesthetic 

resonances and ethical potentials.  

 

This tension is most strikingly shown in Kepes’ interactions with Robert Smithson, detailed in the 

Environment chapter. In 1970, Smithson created two land art pieces that incorporated entropy as a 

guiding principle: Partially Buried Woodshed and Spiral Jetty. In the former, Smithson deposited 

20 truck loads of earth onto a woodshed in the grounds of Kent State University, Ohio. His 

intention was that the earthen assemblage would form an ongoing, entropic artwork developed 

over time by processes of weathering, decay and ecological growth. In the latter, detailed in Arts of 

the Environment (1972), Smithson constructed a 1500ft spiral earthwork using over 6000 tonnes of 

black basalt, similarly in a process of processual formation in response to more-than-human 

agencies (Yusoff and Gabrys, 2006, Housefield, 2007). For Smithson, designing for entropy allowed 

such artworks to account for the ongoing “rush of time.” (1996, 112) Also featured in Arts of the 

Environment, long-term Kepes collaborator Kevin Lynch is an important conceptual interlocutor in 

DeSilvey’s development of curated decay, infusing heritage planning debates with a future 

temporality. In What Time is this Place? (1972), Lynch writes, “We need not be so concerned about 

Figure 90: Rusting chimney, peeling wallpaper and metal debris in a derelict southern inlet storeroom; Archipelago 
patterning and bullet-hole decay of mature pine tree bark. (F: 17.15–17.23)
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perfect conformity to past form but ought rather to seek to use remains to enhance the complexity 

and significance of the present scene… The aesthetic aim is to heighten contrast and complexity, to 

make visible the process of change… We look for a setting that, rather than simply being a 

facsimile of the past, seems to open outward in time.” (1972, 57) There are thus two key aspects of 

DeSilvey’s theory that help develop Örö methodologies. First, thinking with curated decay fosters 

a research orientation in which the material form of built heritage is always mutable and ongoing, 

in a processes of reciprocal (inter)change with the ecological, geological, atmospheric and chemical 

cycles that percolate through it. To mould another concept from the Kepes archive (see Landscape), 

this is to understand built heritage as a ‘diagram of more-than-human forces’, which in turn, 

“involves a willingness to accept the unsettling of our selves as autonomous agents and to think 

instead about the work of assembling meaning as a collaboration with an array of other materials, 

forces and organisms.” (2017, 14) Second, this mode of seeing fosters a methodological style which 

frames the distributed agencies of such “materials, forces and organisms,” to, “draw on new ways 

of storying matter – surfacing meaning that extends beyond cultural frames of reference, and 

inviting in other agencies and other narrative forms.” (2017, 6) In the context of this thesis, this 

injunction has two elements: practice and curation. Practically, we can ally it with Ingold’s notion 

of skill and Grosz’s notion of the frame to develop approaches which join-with the island processes 

which shape its built remains. Curatorially, we can draw from DeSilvey’s modes of “associative 

links” (2007, 404) through “montage and nonlinear narration” (2012, 36) as a means of storying the 

entanglements of ‘natural’ and ‘cultural’ in the ongoing formation of Örö’s landscape. The first 

element is developed in this chapter through ‘decompositional’ experiments, whilst the second 

runs into the next, Emerging, to discuss how island material is brought together in an installation 

film, artist book and other audio-visual material (USB). 

 

The durational polagrams tucked into the frozen forest understory in the midwinter (see Framing) 

were retrieved during midsummer fieldwork. Scattered amongst the pine needle litter and bilberry 

bushes, all of the eight frames – mini forest floor quadrats – had undergone temporal visual 

transformations: new colours, forms and textures emerging on their emulsion layers (AB: 74). The 

frames lay among hollows in the forest floor, which initially appear to be the voids left by the 

decomposed root balls of windblown pine trees. The hollows are actually military foxholes, scaled 

instead to the human body, and similarly secreted into the understory, weathering the elements. As 

the midsummer month advanced, warm weather caused eutrophic blooms of algae in the sea 

along the west coast (see Surfacing). Another set of durational polagrams were buried into the 

sediment of a series of cliffside polygon pools to experiment with the visual effects of the warm 

water algal communities on the Polaroid film (AB: 75). Polaroid film contains three light-sensitised 
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layers of silver bromide crystals in a photographic emulsion, with an opposite-coloured dye held 

underneath each layer. Conventionally used, dyes from unexposed layers pass through to the 

image layer and combine at the surface. At the point of exposure, the film is ejected from the 

camera and passed through a set of rollers which spread developing chemicals, including 

potassium hydroxide and potassium thiosulfate, across the image surface. The effect of light is 

almost-certainly negligible on the form of the durational Örö polagram images; the instant the film 

is opened into light it forms a blank, exposed image. However, the light-sensitive emulsion layer 

remains a key element in their durational exposure. When exposed to moisture, pressure and heat, 

the emulsion layer becomes mobile and mutable, a gossamer membrane which faults, branches 

and bunches. In the eutrophic sea images this membrane is fully eroded in parts, leaving only 

vegetative wisps trailing around negative space. Used this way, the durational polagrams share a 

kinship with Jean Baudrillard’s description of the Polaroid process as, “a dream. It is the optical 

materialisation of a magical process. The Polaroid photo is a sort of ecstatic membrane that has 

come away from the real object.” (1984, 37)   1

 

Slow chemical reactions cause blooms of colour through the membrane patterning of the flat, 

brown exposed image: a mapping of micro-habitat forces. Both the forest floor and eutrophic sea 

polagrams show evidence of upwellings of developer from the image bottom, suggesting the seep 

of the long-out-of-date developing chemicals. Two images, each made from a trio of Polaroids, one 

exposed for eighteen months on a forest floor; another for a week in metastable, eutrophic sea 

water, visually channeling the forces and agencies that act on Örö’s built heritage (AB: 74–75). The 

gradual upwelling of developing chemicals lends a geological patterning to the forest floor images: 

whether framed as a mountain range or sea floor; muted greens, reds and blues flecked with silver. 

The immersion in warm, algae-rich water has more radically altered the eutrophic images: the 

emulsion membrane braiding, bunching and washing-out; the colours blooming. In conventional 

photographic practice, these images could be termed a failure; damaged and degraded; non-

representative of their visual environment. However, in this work, they form thinking spaces, or 

records of events, between the two fieldwork sessions, between frozen forest and eutrophic bloom.  

 

 In the early 1980s, Kepes was invited by the Polaroid Foundation to make images using a large-format 20x24” 1

Polaroid camera – International Center of Photography (1984), “Lightgraphics Exhibition Catalogue, 1984” [exhibition 
catalogue], AAA, 5317. The resulting images, exhibited in Lightgraphics at the International Center of Photography in 
New York City in summer 1984, have carefully-staged topographies consisting of prisms, graphic paper, slide-rule and 
braille paper (see Hitchcock, 1988). The durational polagram images also share a kinship with Kepes’ early experiments 
with ‘photo-drawing’ production in the 1930s and 40s, acting as a self-described ‘middleman’ for channeling more-
than-human forces visually – Morgan, R.C., (1983) “Sermon for Tranquility” [article], AfterImage 10(6), AAA, 5317
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The durational polagrams do not represent reality in any conventional visual sense, but they are a 

very real diagramming of the prevailing environmental forces on their material state. The images 

that form are not of the landscape, but from and with it. They thus act both as abstract photographic 

art: sited frames which – thinking with Grosz – have the potential to prompt new sensory 

resonances in a viewer; and, as creative representations of environmental ‘data’, prompting a 

viewer to think with the processes and timescales of their exposure, and its relation to wider island 

trajectories of change. A pre-history to such approaches can be found in auto-destructive art. 

Writing in 1960, Gustav Metzger, a chief architect of the movement, states, “Auto-destructive art 

demonstrates man’s power to accelerate disintegrative processes of nature and to order them.” (in 

Stiles and Selz 2012, 470) Through the use of acid paints, smashing glass and entropic sculptures, 

1960s artists like Metzger and Jean Tinguely pointed to how destructive and decompositional 

artistic processes could inform new modes of creative practice and production, closely engaged 

with socio-political and ecological concerns. More recently, the artist-academic Daro Montag (2001) 

created a series of ‘bioglyphs’ using photographic negatives and paper: artefacts traced by the 

activities of micro-organic life, created by burying films in earth or placing organic matter such as 

decaying fruit upon their surface. Similarly, the artist and musician Richard Skelton created a series 

of recordings (e.g. Landings, 2009) based around a series of instruments buried on the West Pennine 

Moors, then exhumed and played. 

 

Fig 91: Fading red diamond trail marker on central island pine tree bark; Plastiglomerate formation amongst pine 
needles and mosses on the lip of a western coast mobile gun turret cover. (F: 17.57–18.05)
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Accordingly, how might sonic production techniques in this thesis work echo the visual 

experiments detailed so far in incorporating processes of entropy, decay and decomposition? 

Granular synthesis – also known as atomic decomposition – is a production process which builds up 

sonic events through the recomposition of thousands of tiny sonic grains, each lasting anywhere 

between 1–100ms. The theory of granular synthesis was originally proposed by physicist Denis 

Gabor in the 1940s and developed by cybernetician Norbert Wiener in the 1960s (both, as the 

Landscape chapter shows, were long-term Kepes collaborators), and pioneered for use in 

composition by Iannis Xenakis (1971) (Roads, 1988, Truax, 1988). Granular synthesis was 

undertaken in this thesis using the Max MSP software to ‘decompose’ the Baltic sea-bed core 

sonification (heard in Weathering) into thousands of tiny grains of sound, which were subsequently 

recombined in new arrangements in playback. Small particle sizes create a smooth, almost liquid 

character to the playback, as the original recordings are dissolved to such an extent that they 

become abstract micro-second drops of sound. Coarser particle sizes create more heterogeneous 

compositions, in which brief identifiable moments of the original recordings can be heard, a little 

like a shell or shard of glass in a cast concrete wall. Combined with the hydrophone recordings of 

cliff polygon pool sediment and sphagnum moss, this process of sonic decomposition achieves 

something akin to a radio dial tuning through bands of the sonic geography of the island. Sounds 

drawn from its specific geological and ecological patterning, but (de)composed anew. As with the 

listening techniques detailed in previous chapters, these field recordings place the listener within 

Figure 92: Swans and eider ducks in the shallow southerly inlet; Ant nest under an artificial plastic bottle leaf litter 
terrarium. (F: 18.06–18.18)
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more-than-human island lifeworlds otherwise inaccessible to human sensory capabilities. When 

overlain with the decomposed recordings, the listener is cast into broader networks of geological 

cycling: the sedimentation and uplift of the island, through the de/recomposition of the Baltic sea 

bed core.  

 

On Örö, the decomposition of ruined military structures is blurred into the geologically-uplifting 

island by the resurgent growth of plants, mosses and lichens. Nature and culture are continually 

muddled in such in-between states: the tree-trunk burr of Béton brut laid bunker concrete; 

plastiglomerates windblown among moss-balls; symbiotic lichens tracing human clifftop etchings 

(F: 7.00–7.25; AB: 154). Continuing to think with such recombinant geologies, how might practice 

attend to the strange, new strata of contemporary life deposited in an Anthropocene age? 

Experiments with eutrophic seawater developing baths often occurred on the western coast close 

to the granite split rock which had formed a waymarker to practice since the first midwinter 

fieldwork. The split rock has a vertical freeze-thaw weathered void at its centre, a visual inversion 

of the nearby microcline and concrete intrusions running up the granite cliffs. Whilst 

experimenting nearby with eutrophic developing techniques, it became apparent that a diverse 

array of materials were also deposited on this coastline: black bin liners; red clay bricks; brown 

buoyant pine cones; white polystyrene sheets. Over the midsummer fieldwork, it became an 

regular ritual-like process to fill the split rock void with these tide line findings, forming temporary 

‘Anthropocene’ (apart, perhaps from the pine cones) intrusions along its faultline (AB: 104–105). In 

part, this process echoed the attentive practices of sound recording and film making detailed in 

this thesis, providing a period of an hour or two with which to work sculpturally, and become 

increasingly attuned to prevailing island sound and weathers. The materiality of each tide-line 

stranded object as it was worked – chipped, stacked and teased into place – gave an indication of 

its mobilities: the wind billow of the bin bag, the hail-like flaking of the polystyrene, weathered on 

the outside and snow-white inside.  

 

As a result, the process offered a new thinking space, not only about the decompositional blurring 

of island lifeworlds, but also about its extroverted links to the wider world: its tidal wash-up 

tracing its role in wider networks of Baltic commerce and construction. In this sense, Örö is 

anything but a remote island only just opened to the wider world. Allied to this, these temporary 

sculptural interventions prompted a reflexivity about my own ‘intrusion’ onto the island: how can 

any researcher (artistic, or otherwise) claim to be able to represent a place after a two short 

fieldstays? Whilst this process of relatively short-term research and representation has long been 

the stock-in-trade of geographical disciplines, it became apparent that the best that could be 
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achieved through fieldwork practice was to create a tightly-placed, but inherently partial, 

assemblage of visual and sonic materials from the island, arranged in a manner which might 

encourage the reader / listener to draw their own lines of resonance and interconnection. This 

approach thus diffracts Kepes’ notions of landscape-as-exploded-scale and landscape-as-curated-network 

out into a contemporary site with DeSilvey’s notions of curated decay, as a means of further 

developing a site-specific-non-specific form of practice. With this process of island assemblage in 

mind, we turn to Emerging, the final practice chapter, to discuss how the practice material was 

drawn together in an artist book, installation film, and related audio-visual material (USB).
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EMERGING 

A clock gong – used to mark time in a grandfather clock – is variously bowed, shook and struck, and tape 

loops of its resonances fall in and out of sync. (F: 18.53–19.55)

“I look forward to the day when the watchdogs of academic style lose their teeth and it will not be considered 

out of line to submit Ph.D. dissertations in CD-Rom format, where text, sound and image are fused with one 

another.” Allan Pred1

There is a geographical tradition of experimentation with both the printed format and film as 

research practice and presentation (Hawkins, 2015, Garrett, 2010). Textual expressions range from 

Alexander von Humboldt’s art-geography illustrations of South American landscapes (Buttimer, 

2010), through Allen Pred’s written bricolages (1990) to Tim Cresswell’s geopoetics (2014). Many of 

 Pred, A., (undated), “Biography” [website], online at: http://geog.berkeley.edu/PeopleHistory/faculty/A_Pred.html 1

[accessed 28.05.21]

Figure 93: Twinned window view out to the open Baltic sea from a western coast observation post. (F: 19.24–19.40)
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the visual and sonic experiments documented in the preceding modes of practice are brought 

together in an Örö artists’ book. Artists’ book are characterised by their openness to form and 

content, as Lucy Lippard writes, “artists’ books are not books about art or on artists, but books as 

art.” (1985, 49) In 1976, Lippard founded Printed Matter, Inc., a publisher of artists’ books, with 

minimalist artist Sol LeWitt, stating that the form offered, “yet another way to get art out of the 

gallery/museum, to give artists control of their own production, and to get art out to a broader 

audience.” (Ault, 2006, unpaginated) One of LeWitt’s own artists’ books, Arcs, Circles and Grids 

(1972) is based on a series of minimalist line cartographies, forming dynamic compositions which 

gradually accumulate across its pages. The form of the artists’ book is highly variable: including 

flip books, collections of loose papers, fold-out accordion sheets, pamphlets and pocketbooks, all 

variously stitched, stuck, boxed or bound (Drucker, 1995). As such, a key element of the experience 

of navigating an artist book is in its ‘performance’: folding the reader into an embodied production 

of meaning-making through the natures of both its media and materiality. The artists’ book 

continues to find experimental expression, as Michael Hampton suggests, its mutable nature offers 

a “fluid, highly adaptable and above all democratic format” for contemporary artists (2015, 1). The 

artists’ book format is thus highly suitable for presenting elements of the geographical research 

and practice in this thesis: as Lynn Kapitan suggests, the crafting of an artists’ book, “can support 

the retrieval and building up of fragments of memories, constructing and reconstructing 

narratives, and engaging intertwined actions of making, viewing, embodied thinking and 

exchange.” (2020, unpaginated) As a result, in one of the few geographical engagements with 

artists’ book production, Harriet Hawkins develops an approach which expresses, “places as 

gatherings… not only about presenting an ecology of relations based in coming together, but, as 

assemblage theorists remind us… to think about compositional processes of dispersion and 

change.” (2015, 259)

The artists’ book accompanying this thesis channels such a careful approach to gathering and 

composition, blurring the format with that of the field notebook. The field notebook is a key item 

of geographical material culture: the variously rain-splattered and mud-smudged repository for 

the immediacies of ‘the field’ to be notated in text, numbers, sketches, diagrams and maps. 

(Dewsbury and Naylor, 2002, Lorimer H., 2003). In a sense, the Örö artists’ book is a curated form 

of experimental field notebook: its contents run largely chronologically across the two fieldwork 

periods; it contains GIS-made maps, GPS-traced transects, satellite imagery, field notes and images, 

and a detailed set of descriptive endnotes. The twined methodologies of research and practice in 

the preceding modes of practice have formed a sited and processual form of island portraiture in 

the book: findings which at once stick close to its material and atmospheric specificities, whilst 
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aiming to create visual space for new affective resonances and interconnections to be fostered in a 

reader through its navigation. And whilst Kepes’ publications ally too closely to traditional art 

history publishing formats to be fully considered as ‘artists’ books’, two key characteristics 

identified in the Landscape chapter diffract through the production of the Örö artist book. First, the 

notion of landscape-as-exploded-scale maps onto the theoretical orientations developed through the 

modes of practice, attending to human and non-human lives and objects on the island: Lyme 

bacteria and microplastic threads; oceanic polystyrene pollution and pine pollen masting; oil spill 

patterns and lichen colonisation; organic whorl prints in decaying concrete structures and oceanic 

clouds of eutrophic blue-green algae. Kepes’ notion of ‘exploded scale’ maps onto the flat 

ontologies and skill-as-attunement theories kept afloat throughout; and the visualisation and 

curation of these island patterns might foster a Kepesian form of allusive and relational navigation 

in the reader. This is the second notion drawn from the Landscape chapter; the book as a 

contrapuntal and interconnected landscape-as-curated-network. 

Resonant approaches to assembling visual and sonic material from ‘the field’ are also found in the 

installation film that accompanies this thesis. In a pre-echo of our present disciplinary ‘moment’, 

‘creative geography’ is also the term used by early-20th century Russian filmmaker Lev Kuleshov 

to describe his use of montage in film (Prince and Hensley, 1992). In the film Engineer Prait’s Project 

(1918), in which two power plants compete over the use of peat landscapes, Kuleshov developed 

production techniques which enabled film segments shot in different spaces and at different times 

Figure 94: Narrow slit view out to the open Baltic sea from a western coast observation post. (F: 19.40–19.55)
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to be edited together to give the impression of seamless transition. Now an extremely common 

practice – think of a person entering a house’s door from the outside and emerging into a studio-

set hallway – Kuleshov’s creative geography used montage as a means of subtly re-working his 

filmic landscapes. Kuleshov’s student at Moscow Film School, Sergei Eisenstein developed 

increasingly dynamic forms of cinematic montage. Eisenstein’s 1949 essay ‘A Dialectic Approach to 

Film Form’ outlines the modes of film production which visualise Johann Wolfgang von Goethe’s 

assertion that, “In nature we never see anything isolated, but everything in connection with 

something else which is before it, beside it, under it, and over it.” (1949, 45) Through the essay, 

Eisenstein defines different forms of cinematic montage, each creating forms of visual juxtaposition 

and affective tension, to outline a practice which emphasises, “the collision of various cinematic 

modifications of movement and vibration.” (1949, 79) In this sense, Eisenstein’s notion of montage 

is based on, “an endless process of revealing new aspects, relationships” which operates “from co-

existence to causality and from one form of connection and interdependence to another, deeper, 

more general.” (1949, 81) Montage is thus the ongoing accumulation and collision of framings of 

the world, endlessly reconfiguring new visual and sonic relationships through ongoing processes 

of aesthetic tension, sustain and release: a practice adept at dealing with the complexity of 

contemporary socio-ecological formations.

Montage is an increasingly popular focus of research style and practice across human geography, 

indeed Marcus Doel and David Clarke claim that, “montage is the quintessential 

nonrepresentational image of thought.” (2007, 897) Doel and Clarke draw on Deleuze’s theory of 

cinema to argue that through interwoven dimension of stoppage, repetition, frame and cut, 

cinematic montage is a valuable means of depicting the ongoing differentiation of evental worlds. 

In a 2014 special issue of the journal You Are Here on montage, Doel writes, “Montage conveys a 

surplus of material, a surplus of articulation, and a surplus of sense. It always expresses ‘more 

than’ the mere summation of its parts.” (2014, 8) In the same issue, Harriet Hawkins draws on the 

same term ‘gathering’ as in her 2015 exploration of artists’ books, to suggest that visual montage, 

“might offer geographers a material-conceptual strategy that is equal to the challenges posed by 

the manifold spatialities and temporalities, the ethos of materially diverse configurations and the 

open-ended nature of the social formations, that shape our understandings of place.” (2014, 53) In 

this sense, montage has the potential to foster new forms of aesthetic encounter with Örö’s more-

than-human worlds, because as Stuart Aitken suggests, “The effect of montage… points to an 

intensity that exceeds representation, but is also about shocking us into action. Montage, when 

done well, is more than just about condensing a series of images to proffer information 

efficiently.” (2014, 90)
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Around 400 digital film clips were made in 4K resolution throughout the two fieldwork periods, as 

detailed in Exposing and Patterning. The clips vary in length between 30 seconds and 5 minutes: 

processes of framing and focusing sited elements in order to document their textures, rhythms and 

vibrations. An early aesthetic decision was made to pair the clips as dual frames running alongside 

each other, in a manner which echoes the visual outlooks of Örö’s military infrastructure (F: 19.24–

19.40). Frames from each clip were printed and physically assembled in visual configurations 

across the studio wall across a number of weeks. Categorised into two groups by fieldwork period, 

the clips were gradually paired based on resonances in form, texture, colour, light, material and 

ecology. Gradually, this fostered a practice echoing the social science methodology of ‘data 

coding’ (MacKian, 2010), through which diffuse categories emerged, which encompassed both the 

material and atmospheric worlds of the island and the practices used to document them. Such an 

assembling of research ‘data’ is not a means of scaffolding a definitive interpretative account of 

fieldwork, instead of providing a series of short ‘keywords’, which focus on elements of island 

processes, and subsequently structure both the film sections and the modes of practice in this 

second half of this thesis. Each ‘keyword’ title is a verb – denoting the ongoingness of the island, 

the island practices, and their subsequent circulations in the world. The initial frame pairings were 

then imported into Premiere Pro software, and run alongside one another, as a means of examining 

temporal resonances in visual movement and rhythm; a process which resulted in another round 

of frame recompositions. Following the insights of the montage theories outlined above, this 

approach to the spatio-temporal curation of the clips was not only orientated in ‘horizontal’ 

pairings, but also in terms of the ongoing relationships between each clip and those which precede 

and follow it. As with the cameraless prints in Diffracting, this process formed a series of ‘contact 

sheets’ which depict the visual resonances and tensions across the 180 clips used in the film 

assemblage (USB). 

Once this rough map for the film had been developed, a decision was made to cut each clip to 

between 5–10 seconds in length: a duration which seemed to allow landscape rhythms to emerge 

from the still films, whilst also fostering a sense of movement in the film cut itself. From the outset, 

a decision was made to film without audio, and then to create new sonic compositions to 

accompany the film cut. This decision was made to trouble the film clips’ representational effect. 

Instead, a composition of island field recordings and sonifications was created to foreground the 

multiple, and continually ongoing, more-than-human processes on Örö, often occurring beyond 

the limits of human perceptual registers. This approach to sonic composition offers an ‘exploded’ 

conception of spatio-temporal scale to the visual imagery in the film: fleeting fluctuations in 
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photosynthesis accompany the pastoral greens of Patterning; annual patterns of eutrophication 

processes sound the marine horizons of Surfacing; a 1500 year ascent through a sediment core 

crackles through the material change of Weathering. In each film section, field recordings taken both 

atmospherically and through a variety of island surfaces are woven with the sonifications. The film 

sections are split by a series of short interval breaks where a hand-coloured and environmentally-

degraded Super 8 film (originally intended for use in Weathering) plays; intended to evoke the 

ongoing emergence and sedimentation of the island. The Super 8 film is accompanied by a 

granulation (see (De)Composing) of the sonic composition in the previous section, along with 

archive recordings of electromagnetic fields and seismic activity, and the free-tuning of a 1960s 

Finnish FM radio sourced from FreeSound and the Finnish Broadcasting Company (YleArkisto). 

The title screens are accompanied by the same re-drawn cartographic symbols from the 1969 

National Land Survey of Finland / Maanmittauslaitos map of Örö shown in Island which pattern 

both this thesis and the artists’ book. The typeface used for the title screens is Franklin Gothic, the 

same as Charles and Ray Eames used in Powers of Ten (1977). Where Powers of Ten framed a smooth 

visual transition through a nested set of geographical scales, the Örö film uses processes of visual 

and sonic montage to highlight the island’s multiple and interconnected lifeworlds. The final film 

section, Emerging, moves visually to full-frame depictions of island outlooks from military 

infrastructure, accompanied by a series of tape loops of bowed, shook and plucked clock gongs, 

traditionally used to keep time in grandfather clocks. Through the ongoing state of durational 

‘feedback’ in tape loops, Kathleen Gough writes that, “individuals and objects, or individuals and 

events, mobilize each other; they are both agents. Both the discrete instances and continuous 

processes are necessary for history to ‘run’.” (2016, 95) As the visuals look out to new atmospheric 

horizons, the clock gongs loop, dip and warp in and out of temporal sync. 

The film is designed to be shown as an installation, in a darkened space in which the viewer’s eyes 

are drawn to the twinned films, whilst placed within of its sonic environment. In this sense, where 

the artists’ book diffracts insights from Kepes’ Landscape period, its approaches to fostering forms 

of affective encounter and experience in a viewer echo those in his Environment period. At once, 

here, the film installation creates a dematerialised environment through which new forms of ‘flat’ 

systems thinking based on emergence and assemblage foster interdisciplinary methodologies 

which offer new storyings of Anthropocene environments. However, the film is also included – 

alongside sonifications, transect soundscapes, convolution reverbs, research films and visual 

contact sheets – on the USB card in the back of the artists’ book. As Harriet Hawkins reminds us, 

the spaces of encountering the film and sound have the potential to influence its affective 

potentials, stating that installation art emerges through, “interrelations of the materiality of 
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installation and its spaces, with bodies and senses, ones own embodied pasts and a socio-cultural 

relationship with ‘art’… Such an inter-subjectivity places emphasis on the contingency, the 

collective dimensions of perception, and its continually processual qualities.” (2010, 335)

Together, the artists’ book and installation film form creative productions which weave through 

this thesis, gathering the elements of site, skill and theory outlined within. Each of the three main 

‘productions’ – book, thesis and film – can exist on their own individual trajectories, and be 

viewed/heard in isolation: however, their collective potentials are realised when woven together, 

following the networks of textual, visual and sonic threads illustrated throughout. The book and 

the film share two important themes: sited depiction through creative way-finding; and the 

formation of a relational island archive. First, as outlined throughout this thesis, both the book and 

the film are based on journeys made on foot across an island, gathering visual, sonic, textural and 

cartographic traces of its lifeworlds which muddle spatio-temporal scales. Second, as outlined in 

this mode of practice, the book and the film thus form ‘island archives’, curated through an 

attentiveness to the more-than-human interconnections and resonances that pattern the island. As 

throughout Kepes’ Landscape, resonances and tensions between visual form provides an aesthetic 

motif throughout both the book and the film. However, following much of the non-

representational and processual theory reviewed throughout, this is an understanding of form–as–

information: a means of drawing visual resonances between island materials, whilst also 

acknowledging their capacity to continue processes of weathering, diffraction and decomposition. 

The ‘cats cradle’ inter-referential structure of the thesis products also forms a response to the 

limitations of the standard Word-processed design structures of the academic thesis. Specifically, 

the artists’ book provides a space for the presentation of visual material in a format which isn’t 

limited by the textually-orientated conventions of the A4 page. Through the artists’ book, images, 

texts and maps retain their relational assemblages and associations, whilst tangling together 

referentially with both the thesis and the film. The resulting process of slow navigation and 

noticing through the ‘island archive’ could be said to mirror the fieldwork processes that underpin 

its production. Together, through gradual processes of accumulation across archive and island, the 

film, book and thesis are designed as proving grounds for storying Geohumanities island research-

creation: at once exposing, framing, patterning, surfacing, weathering, diffracting, (de)composing and 

emerging.
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CONCLUSION 

“Telling stories of landscape requires getting to know the inhabitants of the landscape, human and not 

human… If we are interested in liability, impermanence, and emergence, we should be watching the action of 

landscape assemblages. Assemblages coalesce, change and dissolve: this is the story.” Anna Tsing (2015, 

159, 158, original emphasis) 

This thesis has developed methodologies for storying Anthropocene landscapes and environments 

through Geohumanities research-creation. In so doing, it has engaged and extended the four 

propositions for Geohumanities practices identified by Tim Cresswell: attentiveness to the shared 

pre-history genealogies that twine geography, the arts and the humanities; engagement with 

emerging technologies for spatio-temporal depiction; critical activation of contemporary theory on 

space, place, landscape and environment; and the development of transdisciplinary working 

practices involving creative arts methodologies. This short conclusion will recap the practices 

documented and developed across the two halves of the thesis, which in turn form the basis of a 

series of waymarkers for shaping ongoing Geohumanities practices across art and geography.

 

1. GYÖRGY KEPES: A GEOHUMANITIES PRE-HISTORY 

 

The first half of this thesis offered a genealogy of the practices of interdisciplinary artist and 

educator György Kepes between the early 1950s and the mid 1970s. Placed as operating in the 

‘Great Acceleration’ of the Anthropocene, Kepes’ attempts to foster interdisciplinary creative 

practices for socio-ecological change are identified as a valuable, if largely overlooked, ‘pre-history’ 

to contemporary debates in the Geohumanities. Drawing methodologically from Andrew 

Patrizio’s ‘ecological eye’ approach to art history and Michel Foucault’s genealogy this thesis 

developed modes of practicing the Kepes archive which sought to channel emergent geographical 

themes in his work. This process identified two ‘keyword’ discourses, of Landscape and 

Environment, which are shown to be inflected by prevailing currents in artistic practices, systems 

theories, institutional priorities, imaging technologies, socio-ecological change, and environmental 

consciousness in East Coast America between the 1950s and 1970s. These inflections provide the 

basis for the genealogical identification of six variations on their theme: Landscape-as-Exploded-Scale; 

Landscape-as-Curated-Network; Environment-as-System; Environment-as-Interdisciplinarity; 

Environment-as-Dematerialisation; Environment-as-Issue. Accordingly, Landscape and Environment are 

245



both objects of concern and modes of practice in Kepes’ work: they form spatio-temporal 

expressions which blur page, place and exhibition space: means of fostering Kepes’ techno-pastoral 

utopian vision. 

 

Throughout, Kepes adopts the role of the ‘middleman’: whether in designing artistic experiments 

which channel more-than-human forces; curating publications which encourage a relational, trans-

scalar mode of visual art-geography curiosity; or in creating physical spaces for artists to work 

across disciplines to experiment with means of making-sensible the complexities of contemporary 

environments. However, this is not to frame Kepes as a historical figure whose thought and 

practice will revolutionise present-day debates. Genealogical approaches to historical enquiry 

encourage the identification of tensions, failures and partiality in the archival record, and the first 

half of this thesis is thick with such themes. Instead, by mobilising a diffractive methodological 

orientation, the practicing of the Kepes archive shows that whilst lineages of influence, practice, 

patronage, theory and concept ripple out from then-to-now in diverse and diffuse ways, their 

origins are often formed on faultlines. As a result, the spirit of this historical enquiry is not about 

finding templates of interdisciplinary practices around socio-ecological concern to replicate; 

instead, it is about deepening our understanding of the pre-history genealogies of the 

Geohumanities present, and to highlight the complex, tensile processes of such practices. 

 

Further, this study highlights the potential of Geohumanities archival practice in casting an 

‘ecological eye’ on historical figures such as Kepes. This thesis study arose from a chance encounter 

with images from The New Landscape in Art and Science, which seemed somehow to have an ability 

to speak to contemporary concerns across art and geography. Ten years later, and with seven years 

of fragmented thesis study undertaken, the images – and the practices they arose from – still elude 

easy historicisation: perhaps this is what gives them contemporary resonance. Through practicing 

the Kepes archive, a constellation of individuals, institutions, practices and theories have emerged: 

Bauhaus educators; art-science experimenters; humanistic geographers; urban planners; process 

philosophers; systems theorists; interdisciplinary institutions; dematerialised artistic practitioners; 

environmental activists. As the archival chapters have traced, each of these nodes in Kepes’ 

epistemic network have knotty trajectories of thought and practice through the second half of the 

20th century, illuminating contemporary debates around space, place, landscape and environment 

in the Anthropocene. As a result, this study acts as a prompt for Geohumanities researchers and 

practitioners to seek out figures like Kepes, both as means of historicising the present 

interdisciplinary moment, and as prompts for developing contemporary research and practice. 

Moreover, it highlights the otherwise-overlooked importance of space, place, landscape and 
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environment in shaping Kepes’ practices, and the value of a geographical research lens in tracing 

their influence.

 

2. SITE/SKILL/THEORY: STORYING A CONTEMPORARY ISLAND LANDSCAPE 

 

The second half of the thesis diffracted insights from the Kepes archive through fieldwork on the 

Finnish Archipelago island of Örö, to develop research-creation methodologies emerging through 

the intersections of site, skill and theory. The eight Örö ‘modes of practice’ provide an example of 

Geohumanities research-creation where the development of artistic skill is understood as a mode 

of attunement to the characteristics of a site, where contemporary theory can be activated and 

tested through the development of new practice methodologies. The outcome is a series of 

methodologies which draw interdisciplinary insights from film making, sound art, photography, 

installation art and experimental publishing practices to develop means of storying a patterned, 

transitionary island landscape. These are not methodologies which have been ‘shipped in’ from 

elsewhere: instead they are formed through slow, patient attentiveness to the island’s human and 

non-human lifeworlds, putting experimental artistic practices ‘to work’ as valuable modes of 

landscape enquiry. Throughout, the notion of the site-specific-non-specific has been developed: a 

research-creation orientation in which artistic production might attend to specific material and 

atmospheric histories and geographies of a site, whilst at the same time fostering modes of 

presentation which are charged with relational affective potentials. As a result, this study provides 

an example of sited Geohumanities methodological development for storying ‘blasted’ and 

transitional Anthropocene landscapes. This process takes place through a diffraction of site, skill 

and theory, resulting in modes of research-creation which are at once forms of documentary and 

abstraction. Throughout, my aim was to create artistic works that appeared weightless; but were 

invisibly freighted with the detail of close-grain research and attentiveness. 

 

One key thread to this development of research-creation has been the ‘making sensible’ of more-

than-human forces through sound recording, installation art and cameraless photography 

practices. Through this process, techniques and protocols from physical geography practice – the 

transect, the sampling frame, the long-term environmental dataset – have been refigured as modes 

of visual and sonic attunement to ongoing environmental processes shaping the Örö landscape. In 

this way, human and non-human lifeworlds can be depicted across tangled spatio-temporal scales, 

so providing new means of storying a landscape-on-the-turn. The study thus provides an 

invocation for Geohumanities practices to attend to the unheard, the unseen, the unfelt – in other 

words, the insensible – forces which shape contemporary landscapes. Further, it points to the 
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potential in deploying and reshaping technologies and approaches from experimental artistic 

practices as a means of exploring their spatio-temporal potentials. Here too, we see the value of 

practicing Geohumanities ‘pre-history’ archives. Whilst this thesis has been careful not to draw 

direct links of influence from Kepes’ practices to the contemporary present, it has documented 

how his exploded scales, middleman-figurations, relational publishing practices, interdisciplinary 

formations, dematerialised environments and socio-ecological orientations have figured in the 

diffraction patterns shaping Örö methodologies.

 

What does all this tell us about the Örö landscape? Fieldwork was undertaken in 2016 and 2017, 

shortly after the re-opening of the island to the public, and the nascent establishment of its tourist 

industry. Writing now in Summer 2021, the island has a developing tourist infrastructure: a large 

harbour moored with luxury yachts, a restaurant serving high-end meals, converted barracks 

accommodation starting at €130 per night, a shop selling branded products, an outdoor bar, an 

island beer, three saunas, a fleet of bikes. The island’s military ruins have been increasingly 

brought into this tourism gaze: a large wooden bridge spans the south-west peninsula granite 

outcrops to provide a viewing platform; the ÖRÖ tourist branding is stencilled onto metal turrets. 

In all likelihood, these developments were inevitable: Örö’s rich histories and biodiversity, coupled 

with its ‘off-limits’ past provide a landscape ripe for contemporary tourist development.  

 

Two valuable points for Geohumanities practice can be drawn from this development process. 

First, this study depicts a landscape-on-the turn: transitionary natures between ruin and regrowth; 

private and public; military and tourism. In so doing it highlights the diverse more-than-human 

worlds that characterise the island, and potentially the multiple trajectories it might take from a 

latent state. As such, the work itself represents an experimental archive of a transitional period in 

Örö’s ongoing island formation. Second, this study highlights the contemporary role of 

organisations such as Öres in participating in the ongoing processes of framing such transitory 

landscapes. At the time of writing, monthly Öres residencies have run almost continually between 

December 2015 and January 2021, through which international artists have offered alternative 

storyings of the island landscape. The film installation work in this thesis forms part of the Öres 

Summer 2021 exhibition.  Online documentation of the exhibition depicts these other Örö voicings, 1

as across installation, experimental photography, performance, film, sound art and sculpture, 

residents similarly delve into the island’s tangled more-than-human natures.  Research-creation, in 2

  Öres (undated), “Öres 2021 Summer Exhibition” [website], online at: https://www.ores.fi/21/ [accessed 22.06.21]1

 ibid.2
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its many forms, has the potential to form counter-narratives and alternative voicings of complex 

and dynamic landscapes such as Örö. More broadly, then, this thesis demonstrates that such 

processes of fine-grain and attentive research-creation are valuable in storying transitory 

Anthropocene landscapes, particularly when their potential trajectories are being altered and 

foreclosed through tourism and heritage management practices. 

 

3. EXPLODED SCALES, ISLAND IMAGINARIES: THE NEW LANDSCAPE IN ART AND 

GEOGRAPHY 

 

Six inflections of landscape and environment emerged through the genealogical practicing of the 

György Kepes archive. Diffracted through the insights gained from the Örö practice, these themes 

prompt a series of questions for research-creation practitioners, supervisors, collaborators and 

institutions in designing, guiding and supporting future Geohumanities practice. The prints on the 

following, and final, pages are thus invocations for practices which twine site, skill and theory in 

the storying of contemporary landscape and environment: the result of a process which poses as 

many questions as it does provide answers. Each of the six thematic areas draw on specific issues 

and practices documented in sections throughout this thesis, and act as forward-looking 

summaries to prompt new research-creation orientations.  

 

Following the close-grain documents of archival and island practices in this thesis, these questions 

are intentionally wide-ranging and open-ended, a reflection of conceptual, disciplinary and 

material landscapes of concern. These questions might thus act as a check-list or tool-kit for 

Geohumanities practitioners undertaking research and practice; a reflexive pause where 

conceptualisations of site, skill and theory can be explicitly considered and critiqued. Emerging 

from a seven-year period of slow, detailed thesis research-creation, they critically extend ‘horizon-

scanning’ perspectives on the promise of Geohumanities practices, such as those advanced by 

Richardson et al (2011), Cresswell (2015), Hawkins (2020) and others. In so doing, they also offer 

the potential to act as points of dialogue for theories, techniques and technologies used by 

practitioners across different disciplines, forming prompts for the development of new research-

creation collaborations. Broadly, then, these are invocations for future research-creation across the 

new landscape in art and geography.
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What sited patterns and processes might 
be made sensible through  

research-creation, and why? 

What practices, techniques and  
technologies facilitate such trans-scalar 

research-creation to depict  
more-than-human worlds? 

What orientation(s) should the  
research-creator adopt in this process?

How do modes of research-creation  
curation and assemblage relate to  

relational theories of conceptualising  
landscapes? 

 
 How might affective, atmospheric,  

ecological and/or geological  
spatio-temporal rhythms be worked into 

the design of such processes of  
assemblage?  

 
How might the audience be drawn into  

the process of navigating and  
conceptualising these research-creation 

networks of practice?

What are the theoretical frameworks that 
underpin research-creation? 

 
 How might they be activated, reshaped 
and tested through interactions with site 

and skill through practice?  
 

How might ‘data’ from different systems 
understandings of landscape be drawn 

together and made-sensible  
through practice?

I. EXPLODED 
SCALES

II. CURATED  
NETWORKS

III. SYSTEMS  
OF REFERENCE



How might issues of space, place,  
landscape and environment be located 
and developed, both with and through  

creative arts practices?  
 

What are the institutional frameworks 
needed to support Geohumanities  
research-creation, whether through  

research, practice and/or production,  
and how might they be improved?  

 
How might diffraction act as a valuable 

metaphor for thinking through patterns of 
interdisciplinary histories, theories,  
techniques, styles, and knowledge  

practices; and how they might be brought 
together through research-creation?

How might physical and virtual spaces of 
encounter and circulation be designed to 
foster affective potentials in audiences? 

 
 What skilling processes in artistic  

techniques and technologies is necessary 
to achieve such research-creation  

situations and productions?  
 

What institutional spaces might be  
created to support such Geohumanities 

modes of research-creation presentation?

What roles should Geohumanities  
research-creation adopt in the depiction of 

complex contemporary landscapes?  
 

What alternative voicings might arise from 
the interactions of geographical and  
artistic practices and perspectives?  

 
What socio-ecological imaginations of 
Anthropocene worlds might such work 

foster?  
 

How might this work translate into  
ethico-political frameworks: what  
‘response-abilities’ does it foster?

IV. 
INTERDISCIPLINARY 

FORMATIONS

V. 
MEDIUMS AND  

MATERIALISATIONS

VI. RESPONSE-
ABILITIES
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