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Abstract 
 

This studio-based research focuses on my visual exploration of ideas about nature, 

specifically, urban nature. Through my practice of mark making I investigate and find 

inspiration in the many non-human forms of nature, seen and unseen, on the surfaces and in 

the margins of cities. Urban ecological thinking has enabled me to argue that cities are 

natural, and that ideas we continue to hold onto, of a pristine wilderness, do not necessarily 

help advance our appreciation of, and value for, the nature where we live. 

This exegesis also discusses a shift in the anti-aesthetic and aesthetic aspects of contemporary 

art and nature. I discover that there is a shift in the aesthetic appreciation of nature due to an 

awareness of different forms of nature that we now live with, and even create, like weeds, 

dust, and pollution. The artists I survey highlight the value of the urban. While they are 

ecologically aware, they are not overtly environmentalist. This research contributes to the 

extensive discourse on art and the environment, and about critically thinking about urban 

nature, and the nature humans create. Throughout, this chronological investigation sets out 

the changes and shifts in location and resulting studio outcomes. 

I begin by outlining my exploration of the traces of nature on surfaces of the city, focusing on 

marks of wear and effects of time, age and decay as aesthetic qualities of desire and nature. 

These forms of nature are referred to as subnature. I examine concepts of the human/non-

human connections through the marks of nature on man-made structures, and of man-made 

marks on nature. My studio work explores ideas of artificiality by experimenting with 

surfaces, stains, and mark making, in relation those observed in the urban environment.  

I then discuss how the field of urban ecology came to be a catalyst for the rest of this 

research. Conversations with urban ecologists help provide a framework through which I 

creatively analyse the relationships and reality of humans and our immediate environment. 

Following this, I shift the focus from surfaces to the periphery of the urban margins. I explore 

areas of non-human nature in the shadows of the mangroves. This exploration reveals 

humans’ impact, yet, dependence on this non-aesthetic aspect of nature. I then explore and 

compare historical notions of the Ruin to contemporary ruins or abandoned urban 

infrastructure, where nature persists. 

Finally, the focus returns to the centre of the city, and I analyse physical and metaphysical 

aspects of the city. Architecture informs my reading of space and use of materials. I focus on 
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the sub-natural elements of nature: dust, dank and weeds. As will be discussed, my studio 

work balances traditional methods and mediums with those used in the making of buildings. 
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With its roots in the Land Art and Earth Art movements of the 1960s, contemporary art 

on nature-based themes—such as the environment, ecology and climate change—has 

become a strong trend, with many galleries, museums, conferences and festivals devoted 

to providing a platform for it.1 However, not as much attention has been paid to urban 

ecology as a valid form of nature. This research is inspired by this form of ‘marginal’ 

nature. 

Early in my candidature, I was given a copy of Kevin Michael Anderson’s PhD 

dissertation, which helped me establish exactly the types of nature that were to be the 

focus of my exegesis. A geographer and ecologist, Anderson’s research is based around 

ideas of marginal nature developed from nature writers like Richard Mabey and Michael 

Pyle. It continues to be a valuable resource to me, and Anderson has welcomed my use of 

the term ‘marginal’ for this research, when referring to specific locations and the plants 

that grow there.  

Urban ecology, or ‘urban nature’, may at first glance seem like a contradiction in terms. 

‘Nature’ is commonly defined as that which is natural, untouched, wild, and usually 

where humans are not. ‘Urban’ is the complete antithesis of all that is natural; it connotes 

concepts of modern, technological, artificial and human-made. However, urban nature is 

the ecosystem we share with non-human forms of nature. This research analyses the ideas 

people still hold regarding the natural world as an original, pristine, and untouched by 

humans. Such ideas, I argue, impede an urban ecological understanding of our 

relationship with nature.  

As my practice is mostly informed by nature in the form of plants, earth, and the effects 

of atmosphere on our built environment, I do not discuss other non-human forms of 

nature like animals and other non-human wildlife. This exegesis is not about how to save 

the planet, but how, through understanding the nature, situated where we live, we can 

engage more intimately with the natural world growing right under our feet.  

As a way of encouraging a change of such ideas, I argue for a shift in our thinking about 

aesthetic and anti-aesthetic concepts in contemporary art, and about un-aesthetic elements 

                                                           
1 The South Australian Museum annually hosts the Waterhouse Natural Science Art Prize, of which I was a 

finalist in 2012. There are many conferences held around the world regarding these themes, and in 2013, I 

attended the Balance-Unbalance International Conference held in Noosa and hosted by UNESCO Noosa 

Biosphere Reserve. Online environmental galleries and forums, such as www.greenmuseum.org, provide 

information about artists and their shows, and any conferences or collaborative projects on these themes. 
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of urban nature. Michael Kelly’s book A Hunger for Aesthetics (Kelly 2012) aligns with 

my research into changing attitudes and aesthetic appreciation regarding various types of 

nature found in the urban environment.  

With most people now living in cities, it is important to have encounters with the nature 

immediately around us in order to gain a better understanding of our connection to our 

urban environment. This exegesis presents my visual and theoretical research of the 

contemporary aesthetic appreciation of urban nature, with a focus on the unsightly or 

‘unscenic’ (Saito 1998) forms of nature in the city. I explain how urban ecological 

thinking challenges preconceived—and traditional scientific—views of nature, enabling 

me to argue that cities are natural. My preference to use the word ‘natural’— rather than 

‘organic’ or ‘living’—reinforces my idea that cities are made of materials derived from 

the earth, from nature. These materials change, due to the impact and forces of nature, 

just as everything else does over time. 

This exegesis plots the trajectory of the works I have made during this candidature. My 

studio methods are traced throughout this exegesis as I move from delicate works on 

paper—layered monoprints with a muted colour palette—to three-dimensional works that 

incorporate materials derived from the construction industry, featuring bolder colours. 

The final works include ceramic pieces and some incorporation of concrete. My approach 

of exploring, reflecting, and making dictates the chronological presentation of this 

exegesis.  

A key focus of this enquiry is about surfaces and changes to surfaces from their original 

state. I look at obvious surfaces like the things we see every day—walls, floors, fences, 

footpaths—and other surfaces from the microscopic to the Earth’s surface. As I will 

describe, early works were influenced by my observations of surface scratches, marks 

and stains in the human and non-human marginalia existing at the city edges. Later works 

reflect my return to the city centre where the effects of the ‘subnatural’—dust, dirt and 

atmosphere—can be seen. Throughout, I will also show that urban nature is not merely 

that which is found in the form of city parks and local reserves. I analyse ideas of what is 

artificial and what is natural.  

I begin the exegesis by examining notions of ‘trace’—physically, forensically, 

philosophically, and metaphorically—as a means to artistically explore naturally 

occurring marks and stains observed on man-made surfaces. I explain how a visual 
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enquiry of natural ageing, decay, exposure to weather and pollution, including the impact 

of human disturbances, continues to inform many works by artists. This enquiry is further 

explained as I examine the graphic marks made by artists, as well as traces—natural and 

artificial—that are not always the result of an artist’s intent.  

I finish this exegesis immersed in the effects of the ‘subnatural’, which is my derivation 

of architectural historian David Gissen’s concept of the ‘subnature’ of cities. It refers to 

other forms of urban nature that we fear and fend off, such as heat, rain and storms, and 

those that we go to great lengths to eradicate, such as dust, weeds, smoke, mud and 

mould. Subnature, in terms of this research, becomes a hybrid form of urban nature, 

unseen and hidden from view, yet a product of living in an urban environment. 

The artists included to support this research appear because of how their works of art and 

ideas relate to specific periods of this studio research. The work of some resonates with 

particular aspects of my art making, while others strike a chord with more theoretical 

ideas that manifest indirectly as works of art. As a way of situating my practice within a 

broader context, I assess my making in relation to the research topic. Therefore, I situate 

my practice within a diverse group of artists who are all engaged, to varying degrees, 

with ideas of our role in urban nature. What follows is a chapter-by-chapter outline of the 

exegesis. 

Chapter 1 begins with surfaces, addressed through my experience as a printmaker and 

drawer. This chapter establishes the importance of process to my research, and I elaborate 

on the specificities of the papers and methods I have chosen. I discuss how my aesthetic 

appreciation of marks on everyday objects has been informed by the writing of Yuriko 

Saito, who compares cultural attitudes towards cracked, broken, worn and marked 

objects. I also assess my own aesthetic appreciation for subdued colours, and 

contemplation—as a visceral part of my process—through Junichiro Tanizaki’s novel, In 

Praise of Shadows (1984). I discuss the influence Helen Frankenthaler’s stain paintings 

has had on my early practice, as well as the Japanese aesthetic of simple marks on 

delicate paper. 

Several artists and philosophers have addressed tracing and notions of trace, and this 

chapter sets the theme of trace as a way of seeing nature differently. I introduce some 

well-documented definitions of trace, from scientist Edmond Locard’s forensic theories 

to Emmanuel Lévinas’s and Jacques Derrida’s theories of absence and presence. James 
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Elkins’s analysis of traces and marks on early-sixteenth-century drawings helps connect 

ideas of naturally occurring stains on surfaces and of the artist’s intent.   

I draw upon Saito and John Ruskin in an analysis of patinas on the surfaces of objects. 

The visible appearance of natural or artificial age, such as tarnish or rust, defines an 

object’s value and thus its owner’s status. Theories of aesthetic taste frame my enquiry of 

natural marks and stains that have incited artists’ imaginations for centuries, from 

Leonardo da Vinci to Andy Warhol. In the studio, I have explored ideas of artificiality by 

experimenting with surface stains, rust and weathering in relation to those observed in the 

urban environment. I question whether my natural marks are any more, or less, natural 

than those made in nature. 

In July 2013, I presented a paper titled “Art Practice and Urban Ecology” at a symposium 

hosted by Griffith University’s Postgraduate Student Association (GUPSA). This paper 

was later published in the journal Studio Research in July 2014. It explains what came to 

be a catalyst for the direction of my PhD research, and therefore forms Chapter 2 of this 

exegesis. It situates my practice as multidisciplinary through the cross-fertilisation of 

ideas and philosophies based in urban ecology. It provides a framework through which I 

creatively analyse the relationships and reality of humans and their immediate 

environment. In addition, it deals with ideas of nature preference, nature encounters, and 

the way we come to aesthetically appreciate nature. I draw on, yet do not always agree 

with, environmental aestheticians like Allen Carlson, Arnold Berleant and Emily Brady. 

This chapter introduces themes that are elaborated on in later chapters, such as the anti-

aesthetic of nature, marginal nature, the materiality of the city, and of the role of art based 

on such themes. 

Chapter 3 is presented in two sections because, although the whole chapter discusses my 

physical and visual move away from the urban centre to explore the urban margins and 

the diversity of urban nature, it also discusses the move back to the city. Section 1 

outlines my shift from surface marks to the periphery of the city into the urban margins of 

my own local urban ecosystem, the mangroves. In an attempt to find non-human forms of 

nature in the shadows of the mangroves, this exploration reveals humans’ impact and 

dependence on this non-aesthetic aspect of nature. The pungent mud and tidal changes 

inspired new work as I collected visual information of the surfaces and stains caused by 

the runoff of local building sites and industry.  
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The aesthetic appreciation of this marginal urban nature is analysed through Kevin 

Anderson’s writings. Aesthetic ideas are considered further as I draw on Kelly’s theory of 

a recalibration of aesthetics in contemporary art. This further supports my idea that re-

thinking about what is important and how we understand and value things can change the 

aesthetic appreciation of those things. 

I survey artists Edward Chell, Michael Landy, and Brian Collier, who have explored the 

marginalia at the edges of the urban environment in England and America—specifically, 

the diverse and messy nature thriving along motorways. These are dangerous places to 

stop and observe, what these artists describe as urban wilderness. I discuss ideas of a 

multi-sensory experience of our surroundings, and compare my series Sketches from Low 

Tide to works made by Chell and Landy. 

I then give a brief historical account of the Land Art and Earth Art movements of the 

1950s and 1960s, where artists used earth as a material, as well as discuss the Earth Art 

exhibition of 1969, where artists worked with earth as a conceptual medium. At this stage 

of my research, works of art by Michelle Stuart informed experimental aspects of my 

practice, just as Frankenthaler had informed my early mark-making and stain works.  

Section 2 of Chapter 3 explains how our perception of nature defines the preferences we 

have for one kind of nature over another, which influences how we care for certain forms 

of nature while ignoring others. I have developed an aesthetic for nature in a non-

aesthetic environment, such as the mangroves and the scrappy margins, which are far 

removed from my childhood experiences of 1960s urban London, or 1970s suburban 

Adelaide and Melbourne. This section continues my investigation of the marginal; 

however, the focus moves from the mangrove mud to the unavoidable presence of 

humans in vacant and abandoned spaces. I allude to a contemporary desire for discovery. 

There is a sense of danger and personal risk taking when encountering the marginalia in 

abandoned industrial estates, derelict housing, and shopping complexes. I discuss how 

diverse and exciting forms of urban nature can flourish through human neglect. Who can 

say these forms of nature are not natural or wild?   

The appeal of decaying structures, weathering and signs of age continues as I explore 

historical ideals of pastoral landscapes set against picturesque backdrops of Arcadia in 

ruins. These scenes have been represented through paintings by eighteenth-century 

artists, such as Claude Lorrain. I compare historical notions of the Ruin to contemporary 
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ruins, such as abandoned urban infrastructure, where nature reclaims and returns these 

structures to the ground on which they were built. A new kind of nature emerges in the 

debris and rubble of these urban places. 

I discuss how Gissen’s thoughts on debris and the decaying materials of the city informed 

a new approach I took towards my art materials. I survey artists who are interested in the 

physical changes of our surroundings and the ways in which they convey the materiality 

of the urban environment through their art. I include Tania Kovats mainly because of her 

cross-disciplinary approach, working across areas like geography and ecology. I compare 

her use of drafting film to my use of it, as I metaphorically link this material to 

architectural drawings and urban plans. I explain how my observation of fractures and 

fissures in the surfaces and structures of the city inspired two series of small works, 

Fracture and Fissure, exhibited together in 2013. I relate this work to that of British artist 

Neil Ayling who subverts our view of the city in his sculptures inspired by fragmentary 

images of London streets.  

With the research focus back on urban materials, I consider concrete as the quintessential 

material of the city. I discover that the foil of concrete’s strength lies in its relationship to 

nature and the subnature of the city, which I explain in Chapter 4. I am one of numerous 

artists who exploit the co-dependency between concrete and nature, observing urban 

nature thriving on the surfaces and in the cracks of concrete. Thus, I survey the art of 

Andre Woodward and Jamie North, who both use concrete and living plants in their 

practices. 

Chapter 4 returns to the city centre. I analyse the physical and metaphysical elements of 

the city. I aim to emphasise the importance of developing a sensibility for, and 

engagement with, aspects of nature that we encounter every day. This chapter analyses 

past theories about what ‘city’ is through the work of Henri Lefebvre and more recent 

writings from Matthew Gandy. Through my own observations of London, Tokyo, Paris 

and Brisbane over the course of this PhD, I am able to relate, first-hand, the importance 

of urban nature. I discuss the work of artist Yoshihiro Suda, who makes perfect replicas 

of the weeds and plants he sees growing in the cracks of the city. I relate his work to 

ideas of artificial nature and our encounters with unseen urban nature. 

I assess projects in New York and Paris that have embraced sections of their urban 

nature; the New York High Line, and the Coulée Verte, respectively. For many years, 
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these redundant urban infrastructures played host to wild urban nature. I question the 

reclaiming and tidying up of these places for human recreation, and the removal of years 

of urban wildness. In complete contrast to these places, I compare my close encounter 

with urban nature at its wildest, yet controlled, in the Parc Henri Matisse, in Lille, north 

of France. ‘Derborence Island’, created by landscape architect Gilles Clément and his 

team in 1995, is a walled area of urban nature. I explain how this inaccessible pocket of 

nature challenges our ideas of having nature suit our preferences. The material of the wall 

comprises reclaimed rubble from the site mixed with concrete. Again, concrete connects 

with nature. 

This chapter maintains a focus on the materials and materiality of the city as I explore the 

inner-city laneways and dark corners that exist behind the city’s shiny glass façade. I 

question our need to light our spaces and avoid darkness, to clean away stains, and cover 

up marks. I survey artists such as Luke Turner from Sydney, who observes and 

documents the marks of pollution, graffiti, and the council’s badly mismatched paint jobs 

on city walls.  

I focus on, and experiment with, the effects of those sub-natural elements of nature—

dust, dank and weeds. My studio balances traditional methods and mediums with those 

used in the making and maintaining of buildings. I compare the act of conservation and 

preservation of historical buildings and art to that of nature. I wonder to what degree, to 

what time in history, do we take everything back to. And who decides what the original 

state of things is?    

Finally, I reflect on my studio work that developed throughout this research. I relate my 

work to that by two artists whom I believe synthesise my visual and philosophical ideas: 

Anja Bache and Edmund de Waal. I relate my porcelain forms to Bache’s simple concrete 

forms, and I look to de Waal, not simply because he makes ceramic work, but for his 

sensibility to nuances in his objects, his contemplative nature, and his subtle colour 

palette. I explain clay as being tactile and tangible, which, like all the materials I discuss, 

gives form to my thinking. 
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Chapter 1 
  

On the Surface: The Superficial Natural  
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Surfaces of the built environment change over time due to materials deteriorating through 

ageing, environmental impacts, and wear and tear. Tracing humanity’s mark on Earth has 

been well documented across the realm of science; visual evidence can be captured from 

the microscopic to the satellite view. Satellite imagery not only tracks the changing 

weather and natural disasters, but is also capable of tracking disturbances caused by 

humans. Aerial images of the grids produced by massive farming, excavation of vast 

landscapes through mining, and the discolouration of oceans from dumping human debris 

are accessible with just a few clicks of our computer mouse. While such imagery exposes 

the tragedy of man-made destruction, when viewed from a distance—separated by 

technology and photographic enhancements—these images have an aesthetic quality that 

is both beautiful and shocking. Similar marks observed on the surface of the planet can be 

seen at a more human scale, on the surfaces of everyday objects and in the overlooked, 

microscopic, natural world. Therefore it is both the theoretical and the physical evidence, 

of change on surfaces that is a key focus of my research.2 

This chapter explains how the visceral appeal I have for the marks, stains and traces of 

nature on the façade of the city informed the first stage of my research. Underpinned by 

an aesthetic appreciation for marked, imperfect surfaces in the built environment and its 

everyday objects, my work draws on ideas from contemporary philosopher and 

aesthetician Yuriko Saito (1983; 1997; 1998; 2003) who argues in favour of an aesthetic 

of ‘unscenic’ nature.3 Saito, a professor of philosophy at Rhode Island School of Design 

in the United States, has written extensively on aesthetic theories, comparing Eastern and 

Western philosophies. In particular, she addresses nature, value, environmental, and 

everyday aesthetics. Her theories on the appreciation of nature’s traces—the effects of 

ageing on materials, the obscured, the impoverished, and the defective—have informed 

my research.  

In his novel In Praise of Shadows, Junichiro Tanizaki (1984) provides recollections of 

traditional Japanese attitudes towards the way we view objects bathed in bright light or 

admired in the shadows, and worn, tarnished, and cracked objects. Tanizaki’s poetic 

                                                           
2 As I mention in the introduction, ‘surface’ is a key focus of this research and although a predominantly 

visual approach, ‘surface’ is the framework both theoretically and creatively. 
3 Professor Thomas Leddy also researches aesthetic qualities in everyday objects. Although I have not 

specifically cited him here, I have found his writing useful. 
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observations add another dimension to my research of the aesthetic of marks and stains 

and of how we see things.  

The aesthetic appreciation of marks and worn surfaces is not exclusively an Eastern 

understanding. In the 1400s, Leonardo da Vinci (1452–1519) was inspired by marks on 

walls, while in the 1700s, Alexander Cozens (1717–86) experimented with blots in order 

to stimulate the imaginations of his students. In more recent times, Abstract Expressionist 

photographer Aaron Siskind (1903–91) photographed torn paper on weathered walls, 

cracked paint, and other scratchings on the surfaces of New York City’s streets. Siskind 

captured similar marks to those featured in Franz Kline’s gestural black paintings in a 

series from 1973 titled Homage to Franz Kline. When seen in a photograph, these 

elements appear like artist’s marks; as Peter Turner writes “The images written in the 

elegant calligraphy of decay were transformations” (1979, 1). Turner describes Siskind’s 

images as “Abandoned, mutilated leavings of man and nature, seen suspended in an 

inescapable dimension” (1979, 1). This dimension relates to the confines of the print, just 

as the marks and stains on the wall end at the wall’s edge. 

Impressions of Nature 
In 2011, I conducted a series of printmaking experiments in response to my observations 

of marks, stains and traces found in the built urban environment. These marks, although 

not necessarily deliberately made by people, are the result of human agency. My 

experience with printmaking processes has been fundamental to my initial research of 

such surface marks. I associate a visual connection present in the aesthetic of prints—the 

quality of line and plate tone, revealed in ink that is transferred from the plate to paper—

with natural marks, traces and stains found on everyday surfaces.  

When manipulating surfaces like zinc, copper or aluminium plates through the etching 

process, I began to recognise similar marks to the metal frequently seen on the sides of 

trains and trucks, fence posts, and other metal surfaces. This observation inspired a body 

of print-based works purely about surface marks that combine methods of lithography 

with a monoprinting (or monotype) technique. For the work, I mixed small quantities of 

lithographic ink, usually muted earth colours, with large amounts of an extender 

medium—much like the method of mixing thin glazes in painting. This results in a subtle 

coloured, transparent viscous body of ink, which can be rolled out to a thin, almost 

invisible, layer. By transferring multiple layers of the transparent ink onto a sheet of 
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paper, a gradual buildup of surface colour and depth of tone is achieved, such as that 

seen in Beneath the Surface (figure 1). 

 

  

Figure 1 Sara Manser, Beneath the Surface (detail), 2012, lithographic ink on Magnani paper, 65 

x 55cm4   

                                                           
4 Unless otherwise noted, all images are my own photographs. 
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Figure 2 Helen Frankenthaler, Morpheus, 1988, acrylic on canvas, 295 x 230cm. Source: 

http://www.artbaselmiamibeach-online.com/en/Helen-Frankenthaler-Morpheus,p1462127. 
 

This series of experiments evoked something of the work of Helen Frankenthaler (1928–

2011), whose practice I have admired for years. Both her colour-field stain paintings 

from the late 1960s to the 1980s (e.g. Morpheus, figure 2) and her multi-colour 

woodblock prints from 1974 to 1977, such as Vineyard Storm, printed on translucent 

Nepalese rice paper, were inspirational. Her work makes one particularly aware of the 

physical process of making and of undertaking contemplative reflection, which happens 

in my own practice. Like Frankenthaler, I also completed the physical acts of mixing and 

rolling out large quantities of ink, and repetitively wiping away thin lines or broad areas 

of it.  

In some way, the final act of making a print is out of my control. The combination of the 

heavy press and the intuitive act of mark-making speaks of man-made surfaces and 

objects connected to the effects of nature. Most of the images I made at this early stage 

of my research were printed on thin rice paper measuring 56 x 76cm; however, as I 

began extending the ink beyond the edges of the paper (‘bleed print’), I was able to 

produce larger works made through placing multiple prints together.  

There is a sense of the unknown during the process of printmaking, particularly when 

transferring what appears on a metal plate onto the surface of paper using ink. 

Regardless of the technical planning involved—i.e., setting the pressure of the press, 
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inking the plate in a certain way, and selecting the paper—one can only predict the 

outcome. Only when the paper is pulled away from the plate can the work be seen. By 

merging painterly techniques, mark-making and printmaking, I have been able to explore 

the potential of the paper surfaces.  

I prefer to work with lightweight, transparent papers, such as Japanese Kozo, Nepalese, 

and washi papers. Natural in colour, they are both delicate and tough, while providing 

subtle transparency, useful for layered works. These papers change over time. In the 

following quote, Tanizaki compares the character of Japanese and Chinese papers to 

Western paper, and encapsulates the reasons why I often prefer to use these papers: 

The texture of Chinese paper and Japanese paper gives us a certain feeling of 

warmth, of calm and repose. …Western paper turns away the light, while our 

paper seems to take it in, to envelop it gently, like the soft surface of a first 

snowfall. It gives off no sound when it is crumpled or folded, it is quiet and 

pliant to the touch as the leaf of a tree. (Tanizaki 1984, 10)  

 

I also have a predilection for drafting film, a plastic, hard-edged material that is the 

complete opposite to rice paper. This manufactured polyester film is smooth, matte, and 

opaque in appearance. Like paper, it can be drawn on and accepts some paint, ink and 

pencil. Unlike paper, it is highly stable, will not tear, and does not respond to climate 

changes like most fibre-based papers do. This material is commonly used by engineers 

and architects, which adds to its appeal as a material with a connection to the built 

environment. It may be some time before the effects of age are seen in this material. 

I treat the drafting film the same as natural papers by staining, monoprinting, layering 

and drawing on it. The plastic quality of the surface emphasises the artificial, and creates 

a tension between the organic marks I make into wet ink, which is pressed onto its 

surface, and the very surface itself.  

For the work Meta-Nature (figures 3 and 4), which was exhibited in the group show 

Four Points in Time in 2011,5 I assembled twenty monoprinted pieces of drafting film, 

approximately A1 and A2 in size, to form one work. Each piece features a single layer of 

transparent ink, as the plastic nature of the film does not allow for the absorption of 

                                                           
5 Four Points in Time was curated by Mostyn Bramley-Moore and included Michael Snelling, Arryn 

Snowball, Lynden Stone and myself. It was shown in The Project Gallery at The Queensland College of 

Art from 7 to 18 December 2011. 
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multiple layers of ink that rice paper does—the ink is always just on the surface. I made 

the marks by deleting or wiping away the ink from the plate, with one continuous 

gesture, prior to printing. Making a sweeping mark across an inked plate is a very 

physical action. As with handwriting, people tend to make the same or similar marks that 

are determined by the pressure, speed and inflection of the action. Individually, these 

marks—often only one or two made on a single sheet—suggest the organic, sinewy 

arteries that exist in the natural world, which many artists often mimic.  

The work was installed by pinning selected pieces to the gallery wall, and overlapping 

them to create the final configuration. The monochromatic palette and subtle variations 

in translucency, opacity, and marks are as important as the connecting and crossing over 

of the deleted lines. At each intersection, the white of the wall revealed the traced lines in 

the ink through each layer of film. If these pieces of film were to be placed on a dark 

wall, the lines would be difficult to see. The areas with ink remain pushed back into the 

shadows. This work is suggestive of X-rays of some microscopic organism, dappled light 

in a dense forest, or a negative print of an aerial view or map.  

  

Figure 3 Sara Manser, Meta-Nature, 2011, monoprints on drafting film, variable dimensions. 

Installed at Four Points in Time exhibition. Photograph by Carl Warner. 
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In making this work, I was aware of its almost grid-like presentation. Consciously 

avoiding making a flat mosaic or formal grid, I allowed some of the pieces to float 

slightly away from the wall, creating another layer. Modern art theorist Rosalind Krauss 

compares the spatial and temporal functions of the grid in art.6 Spatially, Krauss sees the 

grid as creating autonomy from the natural, or temporal realm; she writes that in art, the 

grid is “Flattened, geometricized, ordered, it is antinatural, antimimetic, antireal. It is 

what art looks like when it turns its back on nature” (Krauss 1979, 50). My use of layers 

and irregular placement of individual pieces, in this work, overcomes any restrictions of 

the flattened, or ordered grid that Krauss writes about, because the temporal is at the core 

of the work which will continue to change, or be reconfigured as I choose, over time. 

 

 

                                                           
6  Krauss (1979) discusses how the grid appeared as an emblem of modern art. 
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Figure 4 Sara Manser, Meta-Nature, 2011, monoprints on drafting film, variable dimensions. 

Installed at Four Points in Time exhibition (side view). Photograph by Carl Warner. 

The works I have made on Kozo paper are less related to grids. The surface and softened 

decal edges of these papers allow the work to be free from the boundaries of an ordered 

grid. They hang comfortably together on the wall as one whole work. Each individual 

piece of paper has a temporal and natural association with the piece next to it or 

underneath it. This work made in the style of Japanese Boro textiles (figure 5) consists of 

multiple sheets of paper, each printed, stained, soaked and reprinted. The many layers of 

transparent printing ink applied over the delicate stained papers make them strong and 

resistant to creasing. Kozo is more adaptable than drafting film. As surfaces themselves, 
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these papers reflect my aesthetic appreciation for such divergent qualities as natural and 

artificial, controlled and unpredictable, fragile and strong, handmade and manufactured.  

   

Figure 5 Sara Manser, Untitled (After Japanese Boro Textile) 2011–12, monoprint, ink, charcoal 

and graphite on Kozo and Nepalese washi paper, variable dimensions  

 

Reflecting on this work, I am aware that by working in the two-dimensional realm, on 

papers of regular size, and through repetition, my artwork could become grid-like in its 

final presentation. Grids may reference the formal layout of cities, but here it is the 

surfaces I am interested in, the grid is incidental. 

Surfaces, Marks, and (Artificial) Intent 

…traces are part of the visible world, the result of the outer world touching 

some impressionable surface and leaving a legible mark. (Best 1999, 172)     

Scratches and gouges, and other surface markings can appear and transform a surface 

over time because of constant and repetitive contact from external disturbances. Stains 

alter surface appearances, often causing colour changes, pigmentation, dyeing or tinting, 

spreading in an organic pattern. Depending on its properties, a stain can be permanent, 

leaving a lasting trace of the event that caused it. Other stains are transitory, leaving the 

merest residue; they can fade over time or be removed. The transition and transformation 

of materials is something I became aware of while making my work. My choice of 

applying and manipulating ink, gouache, charcoal, graphite, bitumen, and wax, onto 

paper, allowed the surface itself to appear like corroded, worn steel, or the dark, 
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weathered concrete seen in urban environments. I wondered how viewers might interpret 

any meaning or intent through my deliberate marks, incidental mishaps, or assisted 

stains. Would the evidence of my actions—the marks—be seen as natural or artificial? 

Having analysed the variety and nature of marks, I began to make distinctions between 

the deliberate and accidental. For the most part, the marks I make are intentional, and yet 

are not motivated by the desire to literally mimic nature. My marks and graphic actions 

are considered, often rehearsed, and yet, at the same time, intuitive. The placement and 

nature of each successive mark happens in response to those existing marks, and to the 

surface on which the marks are contained, and being left to form with little or no 

intervention. Some marks and stains, however, occur accidentally, serendipitously, 

naturally, without my conscious intervention. Similarly, nature’s marks are made without 

intent. 

In her book The Primacy of Drawing, Deanna Petherbridge (2010) discusses the action 

processes and strategies that artists adopt. Petherbridge analyses the act of mark-making, 

and the artist’s gesture as spontaneous or unmediated. Petherbridge uses the example of 

Andy Goldsworthy’s (1956–) series of snowball melts to illustrate an artistic outcome of 

a work of nature’s marks and traces. Goldsworthy collected Scottish snow and icicles 

and left them to melt on paper; Petherbridge explains that what remained imprinted on 

the paper was a black delicate, natural trace. As she describes, the work displayed 

“deposits of soot and earth…adding an ironic narrative of environmental pollution by 

human agency into an elegant drawing not made by hand” (Petherbridge 2010, 107).  

Well-known modern artists Yves Klein (1928–62) and Andy Warhol (1928–87) also 

experimented with nature’s elements. In 1961, Klein used fire from a blowtorch to scald 

abstract forms, some of which included “bodily traces” (Kimmelman 2005) of women 

whose bodies were wet and pressed onto cardboard, creating a fire-resistant area. Klein's 

use of fire emphasises his lifelong pre-occupation with the elemental forces of nature and 

the creative process of mark-making. As mentioned in a press release of a show of 

Klein’s work at the Michael Werner Gallery, New York,  

These fire paintings further illuminate the artist's engagement and 

experimentation with science by combining the element of fire with the act of 

painting, enabling him to record what Klein himself called ‘the presence of 

absence, the mark of life’. (Werner 2005)  
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Warhol’s apparent fascination with the art movement Abstract Expressionism inspired 

him to make his Oxidation paintings of the late 1970s that resulted from the chemical 

reaction of urine on metallic (copper) paint. This created the similar marks and stains 

that one sees when etching a copper plate. The verdigris patina that occurs naturally on 

copper through exposure to air and certain environmental conditions is often artificially 

encouraged in order to create an attractive green bloom on copper objects, much like the 

rust on steel. Although these artists instigated such processes, the outcomes were the 

result of natural reactions between materials.   

Recent research in architecture and urban planning focuses on human-created conditions 

(Gissen 2009). Polluted atmospheres, weeds, and other visible matter in and on our 

buildings, such as dust, are being harnessed and controlled for our benefit, as I elaborate 

in Chapter 4. While only a few artists are making work in response to such marks on the 

built environment, photography can successfully exploit the gritty—some may say, 

dirty—aspects of the urban environment, as my previous example of Siskind highlights. 

Street photography, usually captured in grainy black-and-white images, often depicts the 

urban condition, particularly its textures and surfaces. Likewise, printmaking—in 

particular, lithography—is able to exploit the more organic, accidental, and delicate 

marks from the residue of diluted solutions of ink or touche. Unlike photography, these 

marks require the artist-printmaker to make them first before they can be printed onto 

paper.  

Artists like Goldsworthy engage nature’s processes as part of their work, allowing or 

encouraging the weather, insects, bacteria and even pollution to make their mark. While 

some artists who make work around nature have a political or environmental agenda, my 

work does not explicitly address such themes. The primary aim of my research is to 

emphasise a type of aesthetic—through the materials and processes I employ—that 

creates a visual link, or connection, to the urban ecological discourse of humans, nature, 

and the spaces we cohabit. Juxtaposing materials like concrete and rust with ink or 

acrylic paint connects ideas of the processes of the industrial, natural decay, and fine art. 

Contact 
People’s interactions with their immediate environment causes endless connections 

between what they leave behind and what they take away from every place they 

encounter, whether they stay for a day or pass by fleetingly. French criminologist and 

pioneer of forensic science Dr. Edmond Locard (1877–1966) believed that every contact 
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leaves a trace, and his theory became known as Locard’s ‘exchange principle’ (Petherick, 

Turvey and Ferguson 2010). The evidence of our mark, our trace, on all things, does not 

disappear when we are gone. I am interested in how this forensic method of revealing the 

unseen can be applied to revealing urban nature. I perceive people’s overlapping and 

collision with the less-obvious aspects of nature in the city as ‘exchange through contact’. 

I know that if I touch a clean steel surface with my bare hand, within a few days or even 

hours, a trace of my touch will rust, just as leaf litter leaves a stain on a concrete wall or 

footpath through the processes of decay. Quite literally, the process of printmaking 

demonstrates the exchange of one material or substance to another.  

 

Figure 6 Sara Manser, rusting steel experiments 

A visible mark is a record of a physical action. For instance, the moment an artist places 

a piece of charcoal onto the surface of paper, a mark is made. If the artist rubs or erases 

that mark, there remains evidence, a trace, of that point of contact. This is a physical 

trace. Trace is also associated with memory, a sign that signifies the past or is suggestive 

of the absence of something once present. For example, when I see the faint evidence of 

where a once-living vine clung to a timber fence, I can imagine that vine growing 

through the palings. To trace an effect, a thought, a missing person, is to trace something 
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that is not seen or tangible. I find the act of tracing, and of leaving behind a trace, 

fascinating. If we were more attuned to the physical traces we leave on our urban 

ecosystems, and the diversity of urban nature, we could start to take better care of it.   

 

Philosophical Traces 
This research acknowledges the history of philosophers who have examined, 

deconstructed, and argued notions of phenomenological and metaphysical existence. The 

idea of one thing leaving behind a sign that it was once present—such as mould spores on 

a wall or DNA at a crime scene—has been contemplated since Neo-Platonism. In recent 

times, Emmanuel Lévinas and Jacques Derrida have added to this discourse. Lévinas 

wrote on the notion of ‘trace’ as being of the past, signifying absence, claiming, “A trace 

is not a sign like any other. But it also plays the role of a sign; it can be taken for a sign” 

(Lévinas 1996, 61). He continues: 

A detective examines, as revealing signs, everything in the area where the 

crime took place…a hunter follows the traces of the game, which reflect the 

activity of and movement of the animal…a historian discovers ancient 

civilizations as horizons of our world on the basis of the vestiges left by their 

existence. (Lévinas 1996, 61)  

Dermot Moran, a professor of philosophy, explains that, “for Lévinas, as for Derrida, one 

should not think of the trace as the imprint of something which was originally present” 

(Moran 2000, 331). Lévinas’s ‘trace’ speaks to me of things past or absent; “not a sign 

pointing to a signified” (Moran 2000, 331). Thus, for Lévinas, trace is presence. 

Contrarily, our memories are capable of recalling, say, an idyllic image once seen in 

postcards or early landscape paintings. These are imaginings, or ideas, that are not our 

own experiences. Moran explains that Derrida  

takes the notion of trace as a mark of something absent that has never actually 

been present. Thus, for example, our nostalgia for an Arcadia or Garden of 

Eden is a trace of something that has never existed. (200, 469)  

The surfaces I gain inspiration from bear evidence of time, nature, and change; they 

encapsulate past events that aesthetically appeal to me. I may not have experienced the 

event that caused the mark or trace, and I do not imagine a landscape of a non-existent 

time or place. I do, however, see nature as it is right there on the surface.  



26 
 

Like urban ecologists, my concept of the trace of nature is that which is mostly unseen. 

When I come across cracks in concrete, broken sidewalks, exposed walls behind peeling 

paint, torn or faded billboards, I know that nature is present. 

As an environmental mantra, ‘leave no trace,’ is a bit pathetic. It assumes that 

we can extract ourselves from our ecosystem—and that we are only capable 

of negative impact. Can’t we interact with our environment in a way that has a 

positive effect? (Jeremijenko 2013)   

 

History of Marks, Stains and Traces in Art  

Do not despise my opinion, when I remind you that it should not be hard for 

you to stop sometimes and look into the stains of walls, or the ashes of a fire, 

or clouds, or mud, or like things, in which, if you could consider them well, 

you will find really marvellous ideas. The mind of the painter is stimulated to 

new discoveries…to new inventions by obscure things. (da Vinci in van 

Alphen 2005, 1)  

As mentioned at the start of this chapter, da Vinci was inspired by the organic stains on 

damp walls that appeared to mimic natural forms, such clouds, trees, or imaginary 

landscapes. Then, in 1785, Cozens published his observations of his blot experiments, 

which he claimed would assist in developing original compositions for artists. For 

Cozens, these deliberately made blots were suggestive, swift and instantaneous. 

Cozens’s blot method, or intentional staining of paper, stimulated the imaginations of his 

pupils who adopted this technique to generate new artworks. Charles Cramer wrote that 

some art historians of the time declared that Cozens’s experiments “presaged the art that 

we would later call ‘abstract’ and also cited the influence of the ‘Far East’ on his 

techniques” (Cramer 1997, 113).   

Barbara Stafford observes that Cozens artificially encouraged natural marks by imitating 

“the universal characteristic of nature’s materials” (1984, 236) through such processes as 

aquatint, still used by printmakers today. In her essay, Stafford analyses debates 

surrounding artificial and natural marks conducted in art and science during the 

eighteenth century. Her research on how modes of perceiving and representing nature by 

being distinctly either “works of artifice or creations of nature” (Stafford 1984, 233) 

informed my research. More so, it has informed my ideas of the aesthetic appreciation of 

natural markings, and those markings made to appear as natural. 

In his essay “Marks, Traces, Traits, Contours, Orli, and Splendores: Nonsemiotic 

Elements in Pictures”, art historian James Elkins (1995) states that he is mostly “occupied 
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with what marks are, rather than what they are not” (1995, 824). Elkins specifically 

examines the reading of marks as signs that are meaningful or accidental. He argues for 

an alternative reading of marks, specifically in works of art. Elkins wants to separate each 

mark, each stain, and appreciate them for what they are. For example, Elkins describes, 

with almost forensic detail, an aged copy of a drawing by Jacopo da Pontormo (1494–

1557). This drawing, a torso of a man, is now obscured by stains from chemical process, 

discolouration and smudges (see figure 7).7  

Elkins observes how the artist’s marks of black charcoal pick up the texture of the paper, 

like a rubbing. There are fine chalk lines, most of which are almost too faint to see. But it 

is the cacophony of stains made through natural causes, or accidents, combined with the 

artist’s intentional marks that make this an example of what is and what is not seen, as 

Elkins explains, 

Intentional marks vie with mold, stray ink, tarnish from fingerprints, and 

chemical seepage, and there is no certainty about the nature of even the 

intentional marks, their order in the making of the image, or the places they 

begin or end. (1995, 832)  

 

  

Figure 7 Jacopo da Pontormo, Seated Nude with Raised Arm, c.1550, red chalk on paper. Source: 

Wikimedia  

                                                           
7 Figure 7 is an example similar to the Pontormo drawing examined by Elkins.  
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The point Elkins makes is that a semiotic analysis of Pontormo’s figure separate from the 

contamination of time would risk not actually seeing what is present: “the figure itself is 

so much a part of its decaying setting that we cannot even tell where it begins or ends” 

(1995, 832). Elkins questions the reading of such an artefact, particularly whether the 

meaning changes by the inclusion or separation of the artist’s intentional mark from other 

marks. The chalk and charcoal lines that make up a figure merge with those marks and 

stains that are now a part of the drawing and, moreover, part of the surface.  

Elkins’s exploration of marks exemplifies how I see marks and traces of nature on the 

urban environment. Traces can be marks, just as marks can be surfaces. Each 

interconnects with the other; they cannot be seen separately. The observation of the 

interplay between layers of nature’s marks merged with human-made surfaces, which 

incidentally are connected to the surface of the Earth, is vital to my practice. 

Additionally, I appreciate that, for an urban ecologist, marks and traces are signs of life 

and most likely signify rich biodiversity. 

While my research does not explicitly address semiotics, Elkins’s analysis of how marks, 

traces, and traits are used, viewed, and understood is relevant to my investigations. 

Natural marks and traces do not require semiotic readings; they are not made to be read 

as sign or signifier for one thing or another. They are nature, marks and stains, which in 

turn can also be surfaces.  

Michael Newman’s essay, “The Marks, Traces, and Gestures of Drawing” (2003), takes 

the reader through a historical recount of the observations made by philosophers and 

artists on the character and methods of tracing. Newman relates the story of Pliny’s 

shadow, about the chalk line tracing of a shadow cast on a wall, to the stain experiments 

conducted in the eighteenth century, and later to the mark as analysed in semiotics. Like 

da Vinci and Cozens before him, Newman insists that the stain incites the artist’s 

imagination. He argues that the naturally occurring stain is separate from a mark, which, 

he explains, “forms part of the final work” (Newman 2003, 98).  

Since my artworks do not depict literal representations of nature or nature’s objects, I 

relate to this observation. I am attracted to similarly obscure, random marks and stains 

because they enable me to imagine unseen nature. While I continue to look at what 

occurs on the surfaces of the city, I also question the aesthetic appeal of the marks and 
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stains of decay, and how they are valued. These marks, caused through humans’ 

interaction with their environment, highlight the materiality of the city. My choice of 

materials emulates the surfaces and materials that the city is made from. This enables a 

closer connection to the physical elements of the urban environment, which I will discuss 

in Chapter 3. 

My research, experiments, and processes I have described in this section are informed by 

what has come before; thus, my work may be considered part of the lineage of art and 

science that has wondered about nature. It remains important to me that my contribution 

to this discourse is seen to acknowledge the role of humans as part of all aspects of 

nature. 

 

In Praise of Marks and Traces 
There is a perceived notion that the structures and materials of, and in, our cities are 

strong and permanent, yet everything is subject to the effects of age and change. I 

appreciate the idea of nature 'tracing' its mark onto the apparent solid fabric of hubristic 

humanity. We build colossal edifices as monuments to our prowess as though we will live 

forever, while nature immediately begins the patient—and natural—processes of decay 

and conquest. On the one hand, changes in the appearance of things can be judged as 

unsightly and cause for concern, particularly if the signs of decay are potentially 

dangerous to us. On the other hand, an aesthetic appreciation of surface markings or 

cracks seems to change with people’s changing ideas of what has value, what is 

fashionable, or what is culturally important. 

As already alluded to, while some people—particularly those from Western cultures—see 

damage and imperfection as being negative, others hold such qualities in high regard. 

Saito explains the many ways imperfection and signs of wear are highly sought after in 

Eastern cultures. For example, an ‘impoverished-looking’ and irregularly shaped peasant 

bowl, with chips and cracks, is highly esteemed for use in tea ceremony. Saito writes, 

“either the bowls were left unrepaired or the trace of repair was left visible” (Saito 1997, 

378). The practice of repairing a cracked bowl with gold lacquer—kintsugi—is based on 

the philosophy that there is value in something flawed, worn and less than pristine. This 

aesthetic has a lot to do with a contrast of materials and of the juxtaposition of quality in 

materials. I relate this philosophy to the cracks in bitumen: the value of what lies in urban 

cracks is nature.     
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Rust has been popular for creating natural colouring in textiles, handmade papers and 

other media. The stain of rust on surfaces is considered aesthetically appealing to some 

who encourage the earthy, orange colour by wrapping damp paper or cloth around or in-

between rusted iron objects. This process allows nature to take its course by transferring 

rust residue, over a few days or weeks, onto paper, cloth or other porous materials. The 

resulting marks, although intentional, appear as random, usually subtle and natural. In 

terms of aesthetic appeal, it would seem the desire for rustic and aged appearances in 

materials—whether naturally occurring or artificially encouraged—moves in and out of 

fashion and status.  

Rust is one of my favourite forms of mark or stain. Without humans to maintain steel 

structures, our cities would soon deteriorate and decay. Rust stains on walls, caused by 

nails and fixtures, are common urban marks. In his essay “In Praise of Rust”, John 

Ruskin (1819–1900) defends that “ochreous stain” (Ruskin [1859], quoted in Carey 

1998, 110), writing that rust “is not a fault in the iron, but a virtue”. Furthermore, he 

writes that iron’s exposure to oxygen, the “breath of life” (Ruskin [1859], quoted in 

Carey 1998, 110), makes it living, in comparison to modern materials like stainless steel 

and aluminium, which he describes as dead. Ruskin appreciates that we may think of rust 

as a defect, stressing we would not use a rusty knife or razor, and yet the process of 

rusting, of oxidisation, puts iron back into nature and helps support life. Signs of rust 

alert us to an inevitable end, and so we maintain and clean in order to extend life.  

 

Aesthetic of Artifice and Culture  
Today there are a range of products on the market that, when applied to almost any 

surface and left for several hours, will rapidly form a rust (see figure 8), or oxidised 

(verdigris) copper patina. At some point, however, the aesthetic can get lost in the desire 

to have too many surfaces look ‘naturally’ old, instantly. Questions can arise as to the 

genuine or artificial qualities of some artefacts. Some critics and schools of thought 

believe the difference between the two is, as Saito puts it, “between things born and 

things made” (1997, 383). Saito writes that, according to Zen aesthetics,  

artists are successful in their endeavor only when they overcome or transcend 

their immediate intentions concerning the design (such as to make a 

misshapen object). This is accomplished when they submit their ego to the 

materials and let these materials take a lead in designing or performing. (1997, 

383)   
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Figure 8 Sara Manser, studio experiment with rust patina on polymer clay object 

In some cultures, patina defines authenticity and age. Sociologist Grant McCracken 

writes of patina that “it consists in the small signs of age that accumulate on the surface 

of objects” (1988, 32). McCracken explains how human-made objects 

…undergo a gradual movement away from their original pristine condition. 

As they come into contact with the elements and the other objects of the 

world, their original surface takes on a surface of its own…to take on ‘patina’. 

(McCracken 1988, 32)   

McCracken explains how, in Western societies, the physical and symbolic properties of 

surfaces and objects that have accumulated the signs of contact with the environment 

hold status. This status relates not only to its material value but also to its authenticity.    

In his book In Praise of Shadows, Tanizaki (1984) admires the Japanese utilitarian 

lacquer ware bowl worn through use and time. He refers to the Zen aesthetic ideal of 

transience, which is observed in the way an object with the patina of age is considered 

more aesthetically appealing than one that is clean. Although Tanizaki’s book is a 

celebration of shadows, or the subtle play of light and darkness on objects, its message is 

about his approach to seeing that which is often unnoticed. The presence of patina brings 

the effects of time and the temporary nature of physical states to the forefront of 

perception. 
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From these examples, it would seem that some Western and Eastern customs uphold a 

similar aesthetic appreciation for the naturally occurring effects of time, and the marks of 

usage on objects. This patina, and the aesthetic of worn and tarnished surfaces, although 

very much admired, is not however, valued in the same way by both cultures. For the 

Western appreciator, the marks and stains evident on silver, for instance, equate to its 

authenticity and value within a collection, or through ownership. Silverware was often 

passed on to family members; its lineage links the bloodline and can provide a level of 

status much sort after by some members of that society. Yet, as Ruskin explains, the 

same natural process and exposure to environmental conditions that cause iron to rust 

does not measure so well for some Western tastes. In contrast, for some traditional 

Japanese, rust is appreciated in much the same way as the patina on precious metal or 

even a crack in a plate. This exemplifies traditional beliefs that everything human made 

is linked to nature, and not necessarily to other humans. The imperfections and age 

marks are aesthetically appreciated as being part of nature’s cycle and our role in that 

cycle, not our separateness from nature.   

Saito argues that everything we perceive can become an object of aesthetic attention. 

Although the subject of aesthetics has its roots in art appreciation, Saito suggests that 

“the aesthetics of non-art is marginalised, attended to only when we discuss beauty and 

the aesthetic experience” (Saito 2001, 87) or in the way we relate characteristics of art 

and creativity to non-art objects, as I do when I look at the surfaces of our urban 

environment.  

For a while now, aesthetics and art have been at odds. Author and philosophy professor 

Michael Kelly argues for a shift, or recalibration, of aesthetics in art. He analyses 

contemporary Western art’s move away from the anti-aesthetic (which is manifested in 

postmodern art), and my research supports the idea that there is a correlation in a shift 

from an anti-aesthetic to an aesthetic perceptions of urban nature, as I will discuss in 

Chapter 3. 

The challenge I attempt to address over what is new or old, artificial or unnatural, 

aesthetic or non-aesthetic is also a challenge for the field of ecology, mainly because 

ecologists have been extremely uncomfortable about the role, or place, of humans and 

their activities, and whether these activities can be actually regarded in any sense as 

‘natural’. Artworks can address these issues in a visual way, evoking the unseen 
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connections by presenting an aesthetic that satisfies a desire for nature, even if that 

nature is the nature of the past and involves human intervention. Chapter 2 will now 

discuss how urban ecology enhanced my exploration of marks and stains, while 

providing a better understanding of the complex and diverse natural world we all share.   
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Chapter 2 
Art Practice and Urban Ecology 
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Nature’s relentless ability to adapt and prevail despite human activity—leaving its trace 

on concrete, steel, and glass—has inspired me, as an artist, to investigate and develop a 

creative understanding of the interconnectedness of human and non-human relationships 

in the urban environment.8  

From the outset, my studio-based research has investigated and attempted to define an 

aesthetic of the overlooked and unseen elements of nature within the city. As discussed 

above, the marks and stains found on manmade objects are a prominent visual resource 

for my art practice. In addition, I find the persistent weedy, overgrown areas in and 

around the built environment just as interesting. My curiosity for these ‘natural’ marks 

and neglected places prompted an investigation of the ideas of urban nature, and led me 

to incorporate elements of urban ecological thinking into my research. 

This chapter specifically discusses how I developed more informed ways of identifying 

and defining an aesthetic of nature in the city. It has become clear to me that similarities 

exist between my studio-based research and the relatively young science of urban 

ecology. This is not a comparative study of art and science, but an explanation of how I 

have adopted some elements of ecological thinking as a method for analysing both the 

theoretical and artistic aspects of the city.  

The cross-fertilisation of urban ecology and my studio practice has been invaluable to this 

art-based research. Not only has urban ecology informed my research, but it has also 

inspired alternative ways to visually interpret the evidence of nature within the city, and 

provided me with a framework through which to examine nature, and argue that the city 

is natural. 

Studio  

My studio is a place in which experiments take over table tops, floors, and walls—often 

spilling beyond the confines of those walls. My artworks are generally in various stages 

of flux and evolution, since my method of working involves bursts of activity and long 

periods of reflection. I am aware that many of my trials, maquettes, and experiments may 

never leave the studio as fully resolved works; some will morph into unexpected resolved 

pieces and some may come to signify pivotal moments of creative breakthrough.  

                                                           
8 As discussed in the introduction, this paper appeared as a published article in the journal Studio Research 

(Manser 2014). I have made minor modifications to it here to avoid repetition and to integrate it into the 

rest of the exegesis.   
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Since 2009, I have made work in response to what I observe on walls, footpaths, and 

human-made structures of the built environment. Rusted steel, corrosion, cracking 

cement, and weathered surfaces are signs of decay, or change, and signify nature’s 

presence to me. I compare nature in the ‘marginal’ (Anderson 2009) suburban and rural 

areas to what can be found in the city by exploring protected urban bushland reserves and 

the dark mangrove forests of the bayside. Works of Another Nature (figures 9 and 10), 

which consists of a series of six large, connected drawings and hundreds of rusty spikes, 

suggestive of the aerating mangrove roots (pneumatophores), reflects these quiet ‘natural’ 

places and their lack of human inhabitants.  

 

Figure 9 Sara Manser Works of Another Nature, 2011–12, charcoal, ink, bitumen, polymer clay, 

and rust, 6 sheets of Fabriano Academia paper (each x 70 x 150cm) 

 

Figure 10 Sara Manser, Works of Another Nature (detail) 

 



40 
 

While studying these marginal places, I realised that the marks and stains with which I 

am so intrigued, and the weedy clumps of grasses juxtaposed with glass, concrete, and 

steel, are characteristics specific to the city. By reassessing my experiences of the 

‘marginal’, natural world, I began to notice and appreciate an unexpected interface 

between the built and what most people call the ‘natural realm’. The city provides the 

contrast and tension of human and non-human. 

In January 2012, I met with urban ecologist Associate Professor Darryl Jones of the 

Environment Centre, Griffith University. I introduced him to my research topic and 

explained my interest in nature’s presence on the manmade environment. We compared 

our ideas of visual representations of urban nature and how urban ecology studies the 

relationships of life in this environment. To be clear, my research is not engaged in 

scientific fieldwork. Any collecting of data from urban environments is done through 

walking, sketching, photographing, imagining, reading and, note-taking which I then 

reflect upon in my studio and reinterpret through art-making.  

The cross-fertilisation of my studio research and urban ecology extended the scope of my 

research, and inspired new studio experiments. I began to think differently about the city, 

and about what my practice has to offer in extending knowledge of the diversity of life in 

the city—urban nature—and its aesthetic appeal.  

From early 2012, the delicate papers with subtle layering of ink and soft edges described 

in Chapter 1 were replaced with marine ply, aluminium, cement render, and sharp edges 

(figures 11, 12, and 13).  

 

           

Figures 11, 12, and 13 (left to right) Sara Manser, studio work in progress 
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I departed from earlier methods that formally referenced earth colours and textures, as my 

focus gravitated towards the aesthetic of the materials and structures in and of the city. 

I made a series of small intimate works titled Fissure to entice close inspection, a shift 

from my earlier panoramic work. Each piece comprised two different surface treatments. 

A crack, like a drawn line, separated smooth, high-key colour surfaces from texture and 

contrasting colour (figures 14 and 15). By incorporating materials suggestive of 

construction, manmade, and architectural forms, I aimed to draw attention to the 

overlooked, vacant, and void areas within our cities, which, according to urban 

ecologists, may well be the link between people and nature.  

  

Figure 14 Sara Manser, Fissure No. 2 (detail), 2013, graphite, acrylic, wax, and cardboard on 

board, 30 x 30cm 

 

Nature remains a theme for many artists, and a place where many urban residents choose 

to go to escape from the city. Art about nature, and artists who engage in environmental, 

ecological, or nature-based themes can enable ways of connecting audiences with urban 

ecological ideas, and, ultimately, to nature. I have found a vast difference among artists 

engaged in art about nature. Some artists take a political stand and make work for a 

specific environmental cause, highlighting areas under threat from industry and economic 

growth. Others make work out of materials collected from forests or beaches. For the 

purpose of my research, it is those artists engaged with urban nature, and not the broader, 

global, environmental issues, that interest me most.  
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Figure 15 Sara Manser, Fissure No. 3 (detail), 2013, acrylic, graphite and wax on board,             

20 x 25cm  
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Theories on ecology and art (Gablik 1992; Grande 2004), environmental aesthetics (Saito 

1983; Carlson 1995), and the environment-and-art became popular during the 1990s and 

early 2000s. These theorists questioned whether those who have little or no sound 

scientific knowledge of nature can in fact aesthetically appreciate it. Although their 

environmental thinking helped inform their readers of the devastation of the planet, and 

questioned our attitudes to environment, the view of humans being separate from the 

natural world still dominated everyday thinking. I have come to understand that there is 

much to discover about the ecosystems of which we are a part. Urban ecology, 

geography, biology, anthropology, and many social sciences can rigorously explain the 

evidence of the human and non-human coexistence. A contemporary philosophy of an 

aesthetic of urban ecology, however, remains elusive. Perhaps this is because urban 

nature is still not as enticing or as attractive as bushland, wilderness, or countryside—

areas we are accustomed to perceiving as ‘real nature’. 

Coexistence and Change 

Urban ecology studies the relationships and interdependence of humans and non-humans 

at the physical point of connection. It looks at how humans and non-humans coexist, and 

how nature, which includes humans, adapts to environmental changes. It seems that much 

of the change is due to human action. 

In an online discussion recorded for Orion Magazine in May 2013, titled “The Wide 

World of Urban Nature”, ecologist Liam Heneghan posed several ‘provocations’ 

regarding urban nature and ecology, and stated that “we live on an urban planet”. 

Certainly, urban living is becoming the dominant human experience. It is now apparent 

that with a greater understanding of the human influence and impact on the non-human, 

there are profound changes occurring in our definitions of nature, how nature challenges 

and confronts the humanistic perspective, and how it is appreciated aesthetically.  

Cities are places of human and non-human diversity. On the human scale, a city includes 

a mix of cultures, beliefs, experiences, knowledge, and differences in attitudes towards 

nature. Importantly, cities also include great biodiversity within the native and non-native 

flora and fauna. This synthesis is not only a global mix of humanity, but, in ecological 

terms, it defines a diverse and changing nature; it gives us urban nature.  
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It is possible that our current urban existence influences how we relate to nature and what 

our ideas of nature are, at this point in time, compared with how our ancestors conceived 

it. Writing thirty-five years ago, Raymond Williams observed that, 

We need and are perhaps beginning to find different ideas, different 

feelings, if we are to know nature as varied and variable nature, as the 

changing conditions of a human world. (1980, 85)  

Much of human history has legitimately been portrayed as a continuous battle against the 

risks and dangers inherent within nature. It could be said that today’s urban inhabitants 

appear to live beyond all that is natural; the risks and dangers of nature are reduced to 

localised catastrophes reported on the nightly news. Our cities—for the first time in 

history, the home of most people—are seemingly places where the only signs of nature 

are utterly tamed and domesticated: pet cats, potted palms, and piped water. Darryl Jones 

suggests that we seem to have imagined that ‘nature’ had somehow retreated in the face 

of the relentless march of human progress. 

Perhaps we equate ‘nature’ with wilderness, or places where the presence of 

humanity is not evident. …the unavoidable reality is that nature cannot be 

excluded from anywhere. We are as much a part of nature as soil is of the 

Earth. (Jones, e-mail to the author May 2013) 

 

Unofficially Urban History 

Since 1854, when Henry David Thoreau wrote of his intimate relationship with nature in 

the woods of Concord, Massachusetts, there has been a tradition of nature writers, mainly 

from Britain, Europe, and America, who have encapsulated the beauty, the sublime, and 

the often spiritual qualities of nature. Contemporary authors still write about similar 

themes. Today’s nature writers, however, are as diverse as the types of issues surrounding 

human and non-human nature. Indeed, subjects such as the loss of nature, the beauty in 

urban nature, ecology restoration, and preservation are currently being discussed by 

contemporary, philosophers, scientists, sociologists, psychologists, and artists. I have 

gleaned much from these writers; some of their work is poetic, some nostalgic, some 

provocative, and much of it takes a political and environmental stance. All of it, however, 

supports my argument for an aesthetic of urban nature.  

Contemporary nature writers such as Robert Michael Pyle (2011), Richard Mabey (1999), 

and Paul Farley and Michael Symmons Roberts (2011) highlight ideas about the loss of 

nature since the Industrial Revolution and propose that wilderness is closer than we think. 
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In keeping with the rest of the planet, as Australian cities grow, so too will diverse 

ecosystems. Scientists like Jones, whose interest is in urban wildlife, and writer Tim Low, 

are part of the new generation of researchers emphasising the changes, good and bad, of 

the ‘New Nature’ (Low 2002) of urban Australia. Furthermore, the exciting cross-

fertilisation of literature and visual art with the fields of ecology, geography, biology, and 

psychology can only lead to a better understanding of our relationships with nature. 

Some artistic and scientific observers dwell on the nature of the past, the pastoral and the 

wilderness, urging a move to return, reinstate, restore, or resurrect9 (Heneghan 2013) a 

state of nature that is not necessarily a reality for most urban inhabitants. Current thinking 

elevates the marginalised, abandoned, urban scraps that I find fascinating to a status of 

wonder at the coexistence and adaptability of nature. These scraps of nature are thriving 

in and around our cities, from the visible—vacant lots, laneways, and overgrown 

gardens—to the less-visible cracks in walls and footpaths that are home to many species 

of grasses, weeds, and micro-organisms. Reportedly, these places are host to greater 

biodiversity than many forests. 

Urban ecologists are not alone in finding these places full of life and full of clues as to 

how interconnected all life is. Geographer and philosopher Kevin Anderson wrote his 

PhD dissertation on what he calls ‘marginal nature’, which is based on his research of a 

stretch of river called Hornsby Bend, located near a sewage plant in Austin, Texas. 

Although Anderson’s research is specific to wastelands and abandoned places, his 

broader and multidisciplinary approach to the human and non-human coexistence is 

extensive, and inspired my early research of similar places close to my home in Brisbane. 

He argues that to comprehend the “lifeworld of the wastelands requires a reassessment of 

the concept of place as a coproduction of humans and nonhumans” (2009, xiii). In the 

introduction to his dissertation, Anderson writes, 

Marginal nature is neither pristine nor pastoral, but rather a nature whose 

ecological and cultural significance requires a reassessment of our 

narratives of nature. The wastelands are unique sounding boards for 

measuring perceptions of nature, since these places provoke ambiguous 

responses of attraction and repulsion. (Anderson 2009, xiii)  

                                                           
9 Heneghan has written extensively on restoration ecology. In his blog 

10thingswrongwithenvironmentalthought, he questions the importance of ‘Re’ in restoration, and the use of 

words that suggest retrograde thinking, such as recycle, repeat, reclaim, and restore. 
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I relate Anderson’s idea of the ambiguous responses of attraction and repulsion to my 

interest in what may be classified as the messy, disparate mix of materials and plants that 

are a part of urban ecosystems.  

Timothy Morton’s book Ecology without Nature (Morton 2007) presents another 

perspective of nature in the city. Morton, an ecological theorist, challenges existing 

environmental thinking, and argues for a new idea of ‘nature’ if we are to understand and 

engage with ecology. Morton’s often radical theories have introduced me to a more 

realistic view of what nature is not. His ideas are developed without a sentimental view of 

nature, and provide a fresh analysis of connectedness. Morton writes,  

Strange as it may sound, the idea of nature is getting in the way of properly 

ecological forms of culture, philosophy, politics, and art…for it is in art that 

the fantasies we have about nature take shape—and dissolve. (Morton 2007, 

1)  

This way of thinking about what nature in the future could be like is powerful and 

practical; through it, I am encouraged to rigorously critique my methods and challenge 

my pragmatic perspective.  

Art and Science 

…artists working in nature clearly come to quickly appreciate the more 

synthetic concepts: energy, environment, community, and ecosystem… 

without relying on indices, mathematics, or jargon. This approach to 

interpreting nature is accessible to many, and it deserves more attention from 

ecologists striving to expand public understanding of complex ecological 

issues. (Luken 2013)  

Science deals with predictions and the extension of existing ideas through empirical 

research, measurement, and the discovery of patterns. It is highly effective at testing ideas 

analysing evidence, and formulating explanations. When I first described my interest in 

the marks on footpaths left by leaf litter to Jones, he explained that a scientist could 

determine the chemical origins of the traces left by leaves lying on rain-dampened 

concrete, and predict which conditions would lead to certain colours or the longevity of 

the stains. Jones pondered whether a scientist would attempt to assess why some patterns 

left by the same leaves were more attractive or had a greater aesthetic appeal. Jones 

decided that many scientists would probably not want to ask such non-scientific 

questions, although they may possibly appreciate that beauty and aesthetics are important 

notions.  
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Jones explained that the emergence of urban ecology as a sub-field of ecology, once 

treated with disdain from establishment ecologists, bases its interest in the way the real 

world functions in nature, and the reality of the infinite number of relationships and 

connections that exist between the myriad of species that make up ecosystems. It is these 

connections that define urban ecology, yet these connections appear to most people to be 

absent in human-dominated landscapes.  

So, what contribution does my art have in this cross-fertilisation with urban ecology, and 

how can urban ecology and art effect a new way of thinking about our connection to 

nature in cities and the aesthetic value of such nature?  

Artists and scientists walk on the same ground, view the same objects, and yet see them 

quite differently. The aim of my art and of urban ecology is to draw attention to the 

unavoidable reality of the human and non-human connections. Jones is convinced that 

people need to ‘see’ these connections if we are to manage our influence. I believe art and 

urban ecology share a multidisciplinary way of seeing and analysing the world. Jones 

suggests that to think of a city as an ecosystem, as urban wildlife, as having ‘natural’ 

lives, was once too radical for traditional science to contemplate. One problem with this 

contemporary perspective is that it somehow assumes that humans are separate from the 

view. 

I believe there is an underlying philosophy of urban ecology, separate from the 

measuring, counting, and recording of biodiversity, that encompasses an alternative 

aesthetic. This is where my research traverses art and urban ecology, albeit with a 

different frame of analysis. Furthermore, my hope is that through this studio-based 

research I can convince my audience that urban ecologists proceed with a degree of 

aesthetic judgement and creative thinking in order to yield some of their scientific results.  

Urban Aesthetic  

Most people now live in large cities, a trend set to accelerate. This intensification of 

urban living has a multitude of implications including the possibility of a significant 

alteration of human relationships with, and perceptions of, nature. (Jones 2011, 76)   

Environmental philosophers, aestheticians, and writers, such as Ronald Hepburn, Allen 

Carlson, Arnold Berleant, Yi-Fu Tuan, Noel Carroll, and Emily Brady, have argued over 

the aesthetic appreciation of nature and art. Simply put, this group argue that aesthetics is 

no longer purely a measure by which we judge and value a work of art; it is now applied 



48 
 

when we come to appreciate objects of nature like trees and rocks, and the whole natural 

environment. For visual artists, this idea may not seem so difficult to grasp. 

British-based nature writer Richard Mabey has made extensive observations of the 

interactions and relationships between people and plants. Mabey writes in praise of 

weeds, those plants in the wrong place, which are self-cultivating and successful 

survivors. He, like others, questions whether weeds are a cultural creation, and writes, 

“weeds are trespassers of a kind, but across boundaries which are as often cultural as 

topographical” (Mabey 2012, 65). 

 

  

Figure 16 Weeds on a Tokyo footpath. 

Developing methods of interpreting the overlooked, unsightly, and mostly unseen traces 

of the human and non-human connections within the built environment has been crucial 

to my research. These are the places where we live, and they have a fragility and diversity 

that is very much natural. The dialogue between my art practice and urban ecology 

further informs my proposition of a change in perceptions of the natural, non-human 

environment. This shift in my aesthetic appreciation, attitudes, and interactions with 

nature or, more precisely, with the ecosystems in urban environments, stems from my 
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observation that people prefer to have ‘nature’ in their lives, but they often don’t realise 

that it is immediately around them. 

The traces of organisms and evidence of contact can be scientifically understood, but to 

me, the traces and marks have an aesthetic appeal that signifies nature is everywhere. To 

me, asphalt, steel, and glass are the skin of urban ecosystems; they are the surface, the 

canvas, as it were—a background on which natural processes will mark and stain over 

time. Marks become surfaces themselves, subject to successive layers or gouges. The 

amalgam of surfaces and materials may be the initial attraction, but it is what lies 

between, beneath, in the cracks, and in the vacant spaces of the city surface that remains 

the platform for me to emphasise a nature of extreme diversity, and aesthetic value, in 

spite of and in conjunction with the hubris of humanity.  

Apart from aesthetics, art, and the science of urban ecology, there is also a great deal of 

research regarding the psychological effects and benefits of connecting with nature. 

Nevertheless, the propensity is to separate humans from nature. Peter H. Kahn, a research 

professor at the University of Washington, studies the psychology of nature in human 

experience, which reveals that more frequent and positive experiences with nature 

reduces a fear of nature, or ‘biophobia’. Kahn (2002) has researched the implications of 

environmental generational amnesia, the result of less contact with what is traditionally 

regarded as nature, over successive generations. He studies the effects of a lack of 

intimacy with nature, and questions the importance of our relationship with nature, which 

he believes is established during our first encounters in childhood. According to Kahn 

(2002), our early experiences with nature affect how we relate to the natural world later 

in life, and help us define what is normal in nature. 

For Kahn, this ‘extinction of experience’—a state of disengagement from the natural 

environment—is what many people experience in the city. Most city inhabitants may be 

unaware of their indifference to nature. From Kahn’s research, it would seem that many 

people rarely experience intimacy with nature. Environmental anxiety over the depleted 

state of pristine natural places is cause enough for nature-oriented artists to make art in 

protest, highlighting the demise of the natural environment and the irreversible damage 

caused by human disturbances. I suggest that art has the potential to stimulate new ways 

to look at nature. As my research has discovered, there are natural places within the city; 

they are not sanctioned parklands, or the type seen in travel brochures, but places of 
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natural wonder nonetheless. If appreciated, these places can provide time to escape, time 

to imagine and reconnect. 

My works of art and philosophy challenge the common belief that the urban/human 

environment is not natural. The methods and processes I have adopted constantly urge me 

to question my perceptions of an intimate aesthetic appreciation of what is natural. My art 

finds this intimacy, by allowing time to think slowly, to imagine and contemplate and 

hopefully incite a desire for people living in the city to seek out even the tiniest scrap of 

nature to engage with and to know they are connected. 

How we aesthetically experience nature remains a question for philosophers, 

environmental aestheticians, sociologists, anthropologists, and artists alike. 

Environmental aesthetician, collaborator, and author Arnold Berleant explains that how 

we interpret nature and art depends on our knowledge, beliefs, and attitudes, as these are 

some of the influences through which we experience it. These influences determine 

aesthetic experiences, which Berleant believes are not purely personal but also social.  

In engaging aesthetically with environment as with art, the knowledge, 

beliefs, opinions and attitudes we have that are an inseparable part of the 

experience are largely social, cultural and historical in origin. (Berleant 

2002, 11)   

Aesthetics was advanced as a branch of Western philosophy at the end of the eighteenth 

century by those such as Immanuel Kant and David Hume. Much of the discourse during 

this period involved how we define aesthetic experience and how we can best understand 

the relation between aesthetic value and aesthetic experience. Western aestheticians of 

the eighteenth century were primarily concerned with the judgment of beauty and what 

value system could be used, through empirical investigation, to assess beauty. In his 

Critique of Aesthetic Judgement, Kant suggests beauty is a matter of a judgement of taste 

and not reason (Kant [1790] 2014). I believe that many of the principles we still associate 

with the aesthetics of nature in the Western philosophical tradition are a product of the 

history of representing nature through art. As Berleant writes “It is not a purely personal 

experience, ‘subjective’, as it is often mistakenly called, but a social one” (2002, 11).  

It seems that the principles and the history of Western aesthetics in art continue to 

profoundly influence how we view and represent nature today. Casper David Friedrich’s 

sublime landscapes, J.M.W. Turner’s dramatic interplay of light on the elements of 

nature, and the romanticisation of the rural idyll depicted by painters such as John 
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Constable are appreciated by art lovers not only for their technique but also for their 

representations of nature, and, importantly, our relationship to nature. Ideologies of 

nature and its representation permeate Western thought, including scientific assessments 

of nature. 

Multidisciplinary Practice  

As I have explained, urban ecologists study the relationships of humans and non-humans 

as a diverse urban ecosystem. This supports my personal philosophy that humans are not 

separate entities to nature. Rather, they are part of the ecosystems that make up life on 

Earth. Currently, this idea manifests in my studio research through tracing concepts of the 

physical, metaphysical, cultural, ideological, and ephemeral. 

I am not an environmental artist, nor am I an overtly ‘green’ artist, and I cannot claim to 

have a totally ecologically sustainable practice, which are often concerns for nature-based 

artists. Reusing materials cast off from manufacturing industries or repurposing discarded 

objects is a practice employed by artists who choose to promote more sustainable ways of 

working and who are actively environmentally considerate. My studio experiments with a 

selection of building materials were conducted to satisfy my interest in how those 

materials age and succumb to the natural process of change. My interest lies in the fact 

that these are the materials upon which microorganisms will flourish, and plant life will 

grow and assist with sustaining diversity. More importantly, my intent is to evoke a 

different view of the city by seeing these materials in a positive and creative context. 

As I see nature everywhere in the city, I have become aware that it can be viewed as new 

and old, natural or unnatural—or as ‘semi-natural’, which describes plants that seem to 

exist “somewhere between totally natural and totally artificial” (Niemelä 2012, 149). In 

my research, the dichotomies of natural/artificial, human/non-human, and even old/new 

are not so much challenged as ignored. In other words, I accept that every variation of 

nature is valid nature.  

There is a long history of art that encases the ‘wilderness’ and ‘countryside’ in a 

constrained and separate space—predominately, the picture frame—which further 

reinforces the notion of man as separate from nature. People are, however, according to 

urban ecology, one of the connections; the evidence of human activity in nature is 

ubiquitous. The evidence of ‘natural’ processes on the human world is similarly 

everywhere, but often somewhat more subtle—traces rather than tracts. Jones believes 
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that to portray something this interesting, highly dynamic, and possibly unexpected 

provides an ideal opportunity for exploring the urban realm and the realm of nature 

through art. Therefore, ecologists, Jones suggests, should be more open to views, 

expressions, and interpretations of nature that are outside the ambit of science. 

Nonetheless, it takes conscious retraining to be able to see rather than observe, to 

experience rather than measure, to learn rather than know. Visual works may enable 

wholly new ways of comprehending nature that do not require habitual objectification 

and quantification. Above all, Jones believes, such works may have a role in allowing the 

scientific mind the opportunity to “step outside the hubris of modernity back into the 

natural realm from which it never actually left” (e-mail to the author, 7 May 2013).  

 

 

Figure 17 Vaughn Bell, Village Green, 2008, five biospheres (acrylic forms, native plants of the 

Berkshires, soil, water, hardware). Artist installation at Massachusetts Museum of Contemporary 

Art. Photograph courtesy of the artist.   
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I have looked to many other artists whose practices cross into areas outside the art realm. 

For example, Seattle-based artist Vaughn Bell incorporates performance, drawing, and 

sculpture into her practice. She uses materials such as acrylic, aluminium, and small 

plants to create personal biospheres. With humour and pathos, Bell questions our 

relationships with the places in which we live, and asks,  

How is the landscape observed, divided and apportioned? What are the 

extents of our notions of connection and responsibility? How are we affected 

and how do we affect the places and spaces we inhabit and imagine? (Bell 

2012) 

 

Multidisciplinary UK-based artist Tania Kovats addresses similar themes, and writes, 

…you have to make people excited about your work. It's a good idea to get 

other people involved, form collaborations, the more people you have 

willing a project to happen, the more likely it is to succeed. (Kovats 2009)   

Kovats has always regarded talking to people as an important part of her practice. 

Collaborations and connections with people external to her practice provide a wealth of 

resources. Kovats views the crossover points between her work and those outside of her 

practice as opportunities to contribute to a broader cultural dialogue. Her work ethic and 

philosophy as well as her genuine concern for life on Earth are a constant encouragement 

to me. Artists such as Kovats have very realistic, positive, and well-informed perspectives 

of the relationships we make within the nature in which we live.  

Building Nature  

Building materials and the detritus of humanity are everywhere, and so too is nature. 

Finding an escape to nature, a place of serenity and contemplation in the middle of the 

concrete, glass, and busy city streets is a challenge. I believe it does exist, but not as we 

have always imagined.  

In the documentary film Examined Life (Taylor 2008), philosopher Slavoj Žižek claims, 

“there is no nature”, suggesting that we need to work with the reality of what we have 

now within the urban, where he believes we can “find the poetry, spirituality…to 

recreate, if not beauty then aesthetic dimension in things like this, in trash itself…to seek 

perfection in imperfection”.  
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When Žižek claims there is no nature, he is referring to the idea of nature that people still 

hold on to—as wilderness, remote, foreign to the city, mysterious, and non-human. 

Žižek’s philosophy supports my proposition that there is something aesthetically pleasing 

in the urban environment that rivals, and may well surpass, historical notions of the 

aesthetic of nature. Seeking perfection in imperfection resonates with my attitude to most 

things in my life and practice, including the materials I choose to work with in producing 

works of art about urban ecology. 
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Chapter 3  
Recalibrating the Nature/Art Aesthetic 

 

 

 

 

 

This dream of pristine wilderness haunts us. It blinds us.  

       (Marris 2011, 1)  
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This chapter traces my visual shift of focus from the detailed view of surfaces in the city 

to a wider survey of the marginal patches and edges of urban nature that exist in various 

forms. Sometimes these areas are inaccessible. Because of the neglected appearance of 

these overgrown and untidy places, they are often judged as unsightly, uninviting, and 

unattractive, and yet this is what attracts me to them. Urban nature is that which is not 

well maintained, unlike council parks that are mostly pleasing to look at, free of weeds, 

with access for people to move around at ease. 

Contemporary urban living is changing our personal experiences of and relationships 

with what we understand to be the natural world. This chapter focuses on peripherally 

located nature that adapts to the changing urban environment, as distinct from nature at 

the surface of the built environment, which I discussed in Chapter 1. Elaborating on 

Anderson’s theory of marginal nature introduced in Chapter 2, I now look further afield 

to nature that exists in places separate from everyday human interactions, yet not totally 

devoid of human impact. 

This research has explored how nature has been the subject matter and the material for art 

making. I continue here by exploring urban nature and its aesthetic, and non-aesthetic, 

role in contemporary art. I look at art that engages with nature historically, theoretically 

and physically, using examples from the Earth Art movement of the 1960s, Michelle 

Stuart’s work of the 1970s and 1980s, and current nature-based art that specifically 

addresses urban nature.  

It should be noted that any explicit political or economic positions related to global 

environmental issues have been set aside in order to emphasise an aesthetic stance of the 

changing view of what urban nature means. This chapter is presented in two sections that 

discuss some past perceptions of nature, ecology, and art practice engaged with nature. 

Section 1 begins by discussing types of nature in the margins of the urban environment as 

a source of visual inspiration and then moves on to describe people’s attitudes and 

aesthetic appreciation of these margins. The discussion is brought to the present using 

theories from environmental aesthetics and urban ecology to analyse experiences and 

contemporary perceptions of urban nature. According to various theorists (Kellert 1993; 

Kowarik and Körner 2005; Wilson 1986), authentic experiences and early engagements 

with nature are important in defining our attitudes towards it. I compare contemporary 

theories of aesthetic appreciation of nature through the writing of environmental 
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aestheticians, including Saito, Berleant Carlson, and Emily Brady. This group provide 

cognitive (or rational scientific) thinking and non-cognitive (multi-sensory experience) 

approaches for an aesthetic appreciation of nature. Nature writers like Mabey also 

provide poetic and historical insights into the appreciation of urban nature, emphasising 

our relationship with it. 

Section 2 frames marginal nature as urbanity’s wilderness10, examining the aesthetic of 

the often denigrated urban nature, shifting the focus from the shadowy mud and markings 

of the tidal mangroves to other diverse marginal locations, layered more obviously with 

the traces of humans. As I explain, a visual exploration of the marginal nature in the 

mangrove areas on Brisbane’s Bayside was the catalyst for a shift in my artistic view of 

urban nature, and helped develop a more extensive knowledge of nature.  

As I described, I made visual connections between the subtle, natural marks and stains 

previously seen on surfaces in the city and the visible effects of the tide on the mud and 

grasses of the mangrove area. Thus, human presence is tangible even in these seemingly 

murky, stagnant, non-human places. My solo exhibition at the end of 2012, The Still 

Point, marked a shift in this research from the mud margins to abandoned and vacant 

sites, remnants of industry and the ruins of human habitat. I found resonances with a 

shifting aesthetic in art, which echoes a desire for the presence of nature in urban 

environments that satisfies our imaginations and senses 

 

 
 
 
 

  

                                                           
10 I use the word ‘wilderness’ throughout this chapter, for the reason that it refers to a type of nature that 
is untamed and uncultivated by humans. I chose to use ‘wilderness’, in the way British nature writer, 
Richard Mabey, and artist Edward Chell do, as it evokes that other nature many people feel is gone or 
they wish to return to.  
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Section 1: 
Marginalia  

 

 

 

 

We are familiar with the ways in which the aesthetic response to art is  

guided by features of both the work and the individual subject,  

but what guides our aesthetic appreciation of nature? 

  
(Brady 1998, 139)  
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Over the course of my candidature, my art practice evolved in response to investigations 

made into the overlooked places of the urban environment and by recognising a different 

nature as a visual resource. I explored the tidal mangrove forests and surrounding scrub 

located between the Port of Brisbane, Wynnum North, and Lindum because these sites 

are a particular form of marginalia found in urban nature. While these areas are protected 

as environmentally important, they are marginal in their location and connection to the 

human-populated urban environment they border.  

 

 

Figure 18 Wynnum North Bird Hide Reserve, Brisbane 

In my daily life, I regularly retrace the same path, which allows me to see the intricate 

and persistent changes to my local natural world over time. I look for changes in the 

ground I walk along, and on natural objects, hidden from the everyday view, such as 

rocks, tree trunks and grasses. While I am acutely aware of the smells, sounds, and 

weather conditions in the muddy margins, I still visually trace surface marks and stains 

on any human-made objects I might come across, just as I have done in the city. Doing so 

confirms my idea that the aesthetic appreciation for urban nature cannot be made through 

one philosophical, scientific framework, and that aesthetic appreciation for such nature is 

also derived from intimate, phenomenological experience.  

I have examined the marks on trees and documented evidence of the tidal levels by 

leaving paper at the high tide mark, for several days, where it collects stains from the 
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water. This method catches traces and residue of microscopic deposits of silt, sand and 

mud, from which I have accumulated an extensive visual record—in photographs, 

sketches and samples—of the nature within this marginal place. Importantly, paring back 

the complexity of disparate objects, colours, textures and life forms has been a way for 

me to focus on the subtle and delicate characteristics of these margins as a resource that 

continually informs my art making.  

Reminiscent of Goldsworthy who melted snowballs on paper, my initial experiments with 

placing paper in the mud, allowed nature’s marks to do the work. My aim was not to 

make performative work, but to collect a physical record of nature’s marks. I consciously 

considered the degree of my intervention and, of my role in this process—how long to 

leave the paper there, how deeply I should place the paper in the mud, etc. This exercise 

yielded a series of drawing experiments where the decaying plant matter and muddy 

residue deposits inspired new marks and layers of transparent ink and paint washes (see 

figures 21, 22, 23 and 24), which reflect the layers I see in the mud and water.  

 

 

Figure 19 Paper in the mud flats at low tide, Wynnum North Bird Hide Reserve, Brisbane 



64 
 

Having gathered this information, I then prefer to work in the studio, reflecting on my 

notes and distilling my thoughts and observations based on what I’ve collected out in the 

field. This way I reinterpret nature’s processes into works of art. My encounters with the 

shadowy immersive parts of urban nature have been useful in discerning what attracts me 

and influences my making. 

Through my research I have learned how marginal and unattractive parts of our urban 

environment can be experienced aesthetically. Saito writes that, “Revolution in the 

aesthetics of nature often takes place when people start appreciating the parts of nature 

formerly regarded as aesthetically negative” (1998, 101). With a focus on the “scenically 

challenged parts of nature” (Saito 1998, 101)—such as mud and its life forms—I find 

visual and philosophical connections with the Eastern aesthetic appreciation of 

imperfection in things that I discussed in Chapter 1. Furthermore, I agree with Saito’s 

theory that environments such as marginal nature—lacking in aesthetic quality or value—

are viewed as being devoid of the traditional ‘pictorial composition’ that is ‘a legacy left 

by the picturesque aesthetics established during the latter half of the eighteenth century’ 

(1998, 101). Scenically interesting nature provides the viewer with a sense of excitement 

or amusement. Marginal nature is not like the picturesque landscape, or tidy manicured 

parks with safe footpaths and seating. It grows unchecked, with little human intervention. 

According to Kevin Anderson,  

Our understanding of what constitutes “sanctioned” urban nature in cities is 

shaped by culturally dominant metaphors of nature.  These metaphors valorize 

urban nature that is either deliberately cultivated in parks and gardens or 

formally protected as remnants of native landscapes obliterated by the 

creation of the city in preserves, sanctuaries, and refuges. (Anderson 2009, 3)  

 

A margin pertains to the border or edge of something. Marginalia is that which is found 

between, or beside, the main body of text, a collection of potential adaptions and 

alterations. Natural marginalia emerges in the between spaces of urban development, 

sometimes referred to as wastelands, edgelands, and “unofficial countryside” (Mabey 

1973). A collection of diverse and disparate plants and other wildlife, it is varied in 

character, yet overlooked, and often considered to be a lesser form of nature, with little 

aesthetic value. These scrappy adaptions of nature do not look like today’s promotional 

tourism images, or like those eighteenth-century, picturesque, representations that Saito 
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discusses. For me it is not so much the plants themselves, but the phenomenological 

experience I gain from these overlooked margins, that inspires me. 

The edges of urban development are places where nature constantly adapts to its 

changing surroundings. These places are repositories of information about human and 

non-human ecology, coexisting and evolving into places of great interest to artists and 

urban ecologists. However, these urban margins have not always been acknowledged as 

valid11 forms of nature. I question whether we may associate these places as being like 

the apocalyptic edge of society, pushed away and ignored. Anderson writes,   

Marginal nature in the urban landscape is neither pristine nor pastoral, but 

rather it is a kind of nature whose ecological and cultural meaning resists 

containment within the metaphors of nature used to assess it. Remarkably, 

marginal nature is usually dismissed as weeds, destroyed by restoration 

efforts, or simply overlooked... If noticed, it is declared to be illegitimate 

nature out of bounds and in need of control since it is perceived as invading 

the city. This dark rhetoric of invasion and war reflects its liminal hold on our 

imagination as a kind of shadow nature in the urban landscape. (Anderson 

2009, 5)    

         

  
Figure 20 Scrub area behind shipping containers near the Lytton substation, 

Brisbane 

                                                           
11 The term ‘valid’ comes from Anderson’s discussion of the value and meaning of marginal nature, ‘we are 

searching for the valid criteria for how marginal nature fits within the fluid variety of possibilities for the 

narratives of nature (2009, 25). 
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Marginal nature, although considered second-rate and shadowy, is part of a diverse 

ecosystem made up of remnants of local native wildlife, weeds, and traces of disparate 

materials and histories of human development and settlement. Although far more visible 

than the scratches and stains on walls, this form is similarly overlooked. Considered as 

idle or degraded nature, marginal nature is connected to cities and humans by adapting to 

conditions along highways, railway verges, at the edges of canals and waterways, and 

between electricity pylons. Other forms of marginal nature exist in patches, disconnected 

due to inhospitable geography, in abandoned or isolated locations like industrial 

wasteland, quarries, water treatment plants, reservoirs, constructed wetlands and unusable 

land, such as slopes and gullies. 

American artist Brian Collier (1970–) observes the roadside habitat of a similar marginal 

nature to that which I have explored. His practice focuses on the survival of nature in the 

interstitial spaces of human-altered landscapes. Collier asks, “how should we define these 

familiar but ill-defined cousins of what is conventionally called nature?” (Collier 2014, 

113).  

My artworks have developed by deliberately considering the potential aesthetic value of 

those places that require closer inspection. I hope to extend the acceptable view, and 

prompt people see the differences in nature. I am convinced that an experience of the 

unscenic—such as finding something unexpectedly appealing hidden from view, or 

viewing disparate juxtaposed objects—can be a positive aesthetic experience. This is 

because it enables the viewer to develop an aesthetic sensitivity; they can see past a 

boring or unattractive surface to what lies beneath. 

Anti-Aesthetic/Aesthetic Art and Nature 
In Contemporary Aesthetics and the Neglect of Natural Beauty, Ronald Hepburn (1966) 

compares the aesthetic appreciation of natural environments to aesthetics as the 

philosophy of art. Hepburn notes that eighteenth-century aesthetics of art focused on 

features understood to be experienced in the natural world. Therefore, terms like 

‘beautiful’, ‘sublime’, and ‘picturesque’ were applied to art. Nature, in turn, came to be 

appreciated as object or artefact. More recently, thinkers like Emily Brady and Yuriko 

Saito have analysed contemporary notions of the aesthetic of ugliness in nature and in art.  

A wide-ranging debate continues over the philosophy of the aesthetics of nature and the 

environment. Contemporary environmental aesthetics focus on how humans engage with, 
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and find pleasure in, their everyday surroundings and experiences, and how best to make 

places such as cities aesthetically interesting. Likewise, the discourse on the relevance of 

aesthetics to contemporary art (which aligns itself more with the ‘anti-aesthetic’) suggests 

a revival in aesthetics. However, a renewed aesthetic may focus not only on pleasure and 

beauty, but may also incorporate practical thinking/criticality (Avanessian and 

Skrebowski 2011; Bennett 2012; Kelly 2012; Meyer 2004). Aesthetic considerations 

encompass all our senses. This multisensory experience helps develop a capacity to 

critically question all aspects of art and of nature. More importantly, it helps to make art 

that speaks of our engagement with urban nature. Keping Wang discusses three levels of 

aesthetic experience; he writes,  

The first level is more sensuous as it largely pleases the ear and eye, the 

second level is more psychological as it chiefly pleases the mind and mood, 

and the third level is more sublimate as it mainly pleases the will and spirit 

(Wang 2007, 140)  

Traditional Chinese culture expresses an affinity between man and nature, as heaven-

human oneness, which Wang explains is conducive to the artistic realm or aesthetic state 

of being, which extends to include extra-sensory, imaginative, and artistic perception. Jill 

Bennett describes this perception via the senses as aisthesis, and writes that twenty-first-

century aesthetics are “informed by, and derived from practical, real-world encounters”, 

where aesthetic experiences cross over art, psychology and social science (Bennett 2012, 

2).  

My research favours the notion that the anti-aesthetic and the aesthetic are more 

‘intertwined’ in art, art history, and more importantly, across multi-disciplinary practice 

and urban ecological thinking. In 2002, James Meyer and Toni Ross compiled a group of 

essays, drawn from a conference, titled Aesthetic/Anti-Aesthetic: An Introduction, which 

they hoped would bring anti-aesthetic and aesthetic positions “into closer proximity” 

(Meyer and Ross 2004, 20) than history has typically placed them. In a similar analysis, 

Armen Avanessian and Luke Skrebowski aim to investigate what aesthetics and art might 

have to do with each other in the contemporary moment. They suggest that debates over 

contemporary art have shifted since the 1960s, and “have come to focus on differing 

views of its aesthetic dimension” (Avanessian and Skrebowski 2011, 3). They further 

state that “art discourse has reopened to aesthetic considerations” (2011, 4). Interestingly, 

their book addresses possibilities of a “singular nature of aesthetic experience” and 

whether such an experience is “specific to the artistic realm” Avanessian and Skrebowski 
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2011, 5, original emphases). More importantly, and in relation to my research, they 

question “whether forms of aesthetic experience exist that are specific to the individual 

arts” (Avanessian and Skrebowski 2011, 5, original emphases). My practice specifically 

engages with the aesthetic dimension experienced in urban nature, implicitly 

acknowledging an anti-aesthetic element that is expressed through my works of art.  

In the opening pages of A Hunger for Aesthetics, Michael Kelly (2012) writes about artist 

and writer Robert Morris, illustrating the potential for aesthetic value and quality to shift 

over time—in this case, over forty years. Kelly explains how in 1963, Morris denounced 

all aesthetic quality of his artwork Litanies by writing a “Statement of Esthetic 

Withdrawal” (Kelly 2012, xiii). Apparently he was prompted by a delay in payment for 

the purchase of the work. Kelly’s example questions the artist’s—or any artist’s—intent, 

concept, philosophy, and perceived aesthetic value of something. Furthermore, it 

proposes that things eventually change over time, for Kelly details that, in 2008, Morris 

changed his earlier stance in a self-critique in which he declared “aesthetics is as all-

important to art as ‘an innate faculty, a capacity concerned with affective responses’” 

(Kelly 2012, xiv). Kelly writes:  

if Morris’s apparent change of heart is not his alone but is indicative of a more 

general cultural transformation, what transpired in contemporary art from the 

1960s to the present to reveal a hunger for aesthetics underlying the anti-

aesthetic stance? (Kelly 2012, xiv)  

Indeed, many political, cultural and environmental changes transpired in the forty years 

since Morris’s initial anti-aesthetic stance. According to Kelly, contemporary art can 

engage and evoke positive aesthetic responses, which confirms that nature does, 

eventually, take its course.  

If art’s role is to comment on society, politics and the environment, then this re-thinking 

of aesthetics can surely lead the way for shifting our perceptions of urban nature. Art 

about urban ecology could definitely take a political stance. I believe the non-aesthetic 

elements of this type of nature require careful representation so as to effectively 

communicate the sensitivity of the ecology through critical thinking and the aesthetic 

experience of art. Contemporary art can have aesthetic qualities. Likewise, art that is not 

about politics can still express an anti-aesthetic value; it is just a different aesthetic. Kelly 

writes that, “to deny aesthetics is to deny art because no work of art can be produced, 

experienced, or judged without some kind of aesthetics” (2012, xviii). As he continues,  
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Aesthetics is critical thinking about the affective, cognitive, moral, political, 

technological, and other historical conditions constitutive of the production, 

experience, and judgements of art. Such critical thinking is practical as well as 

theoretical because it is integral to the set of strategies artists utilize to realize 

their various goals. (Kelly 2012, xviii) 

 

Writing in 2003, Brady laid some of the groundwork for a return to the central issue of 

aesthetic experience both in nature and art, explaining that “to understand the nature of 

aesthetic appreciation is especially important in environmental aesthetics” (2003, 7). 

She continues, “even when a work of art is non-aesthetic or even anti-aesthetic, the idea 

of the aesthetic still ‘pervades our discussion of art’” (2003, 7).12 Art about the aesthetic 

of urban nature may well play a crucial part in the recalibration of aesthetics that Kelly 

calls for.   

While Carlson argues that sound scientific knowledge of nature is the correct way to 

aesthetically appreciate nature, both Brady and Saito argue that a more sensuous and 

imaginative approach allows for a more meaningful aesthetic experience, which is the 

approach I take. 

Traditionally, aesthetic judgement upheld the ideal that we encounter positive aesthetic 

experiences from nature that appears to us as pristine, tidy, and useful, with an attractive 

outlook. However, as Berleant discusses, an aesthetic experience is possible “once we are 

liberated from the formalistic requirements of discreteness and order…For unlike its 

representations, nature does not come framed” (1995, 237). 

One aim of this research has been to add another layer to this discourse that may enable 

the non-aesthetic, everyday, and ordinary expressions of nature to be accepted as part of 

the urban ecology. I am aware that not everyone would feel inclined to explore the 

murky, messy and muddy forms of marginal nature. On reflection, my investigation of 

the mangroves was my own romantic idea of a solitary experience in nature. It is there 

that I found unexpected beauty, inspiration, and creative expression away from the 

prescribed manicured gardens and parks of the suburbs. The experience confirmed how 

quite unaware urban inhabitants are to the various forms of nature in the urban realm. 

Therefore, artists have a unique role in highlighting just how closely connected we are to 

                                                           
12 Brady cites an excerpt from a 1999 Scottish National Heritage report here. 
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such places. I believe art that can facilitate responses of contemplation, and enhance a 

deeper understanding of those things we overlook in our everyday life.  

Like Brady, I interpret the negative—or the not-so-beautiful—nature that appears on the 

margins of urban spaces as positive. Brady asks, “what reasons might we have for 

thinking that there is some kind of value, if not aesthetic value, in our experiences of 

ugliness?” (2011, 84). I would suggest that the reasons lie in the changing perceptions of 

nature and in what the catalysts for aesthetic experience are. 

Mud and Margins 

The picturesque is found any time the ground is uneven. (Barthes quoted in 

Andrews 2007, 272)  

 

                                        

Figures 21 and 22 Sara Manser, Studies for Sketches from Low Tide, 2012, acrylic on board 

                     

Figures 23 and 24 Sara Manser, Sketches from Low Tide, 2012, charcoal, conte, acrylic, and wax 

on board, 20 x 14.5cm 
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For the Sketches from Low Tide series, I wrote notes and made in-situ studies (such as 

those in figures 21 and 22). I took photographs with my phone camera—which I always 

carry when walking so I can take, and edit, quick snaps—to visually isolate specific 

compositional elements, and recall feelings and responses. Having explored the physical 

and aesthetic qualities of the mud in the mangrove area, I made the series (see figures 23, 

24 and 25), comprising nineteen works in total, which are snippets, visual recollections, 

of this overlooked area.  

 

Figure 25 Sara Manser, Sketches from Low Tide, 2012, charcoal, conte, acrylic, and wax on 19 

boards (each 20 x 14.5cm). Installation view, The Still Point exhibition, Redland Art Gallery, 

Cleveland, December 2012.  

 

In order to gain a more meaningful connection to this type of nature, I selected samples of 

mud, grass and seaweed (figure 26), which I photographed through a microscope in a 

biology lab at the University of Queensland. Thus, I captured a microscopic view of this 

marginal, non-human, real world.13 The patterns in these images are reminiscent of other 

                                                           
13 It would take two years for this micro view of nature to manifest into three-dimensional form, as part of 

my final body of work for this PhD.  
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things, such as magnified lines etched into the surface of a zinc plate, or a macro view 

from satellite images of massive feed lots—such as those crafted by British artist Mishka 

Henner (figure 27)—or an urban planning scheme map. 

 

 

Figure 26 Sara Manser, microscopic image of seaweed cells 
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Figure 27 Mishka Henner, Randall County Feedyard (Amarillo, Texas), 2013, photograph. 

Photograph courtesy of the artist.  

 

As an artist, my aim has been to extend my mark-making practice by getting closer to and 

exploring the source of my inspiration through various visual frameworks. On reflection, 

this was a successful method for finding familiar marks in the usually unseen. I am 

reminded of Barbara Stafford’s study into Cozens’s blots, which she contrasts with 

mineral markings found in nature that, she explains, “must be peered at close up and in 

depth in order for its real shapes to be made out” (1984, 235). In regards to Cozens’s 

‘blot’ being a construct, a drawing, Stafford believes it is best viewed from a distance, 

“where it loses its material rudeness” (1984, 235). Like Stafford, I make a similar 

comparison between the view taken by urban ecologists and my own view of the marks in 

marginal nature. Stafford’s comparison is between “the naturalist’s intimate, almost 

carnal, scrutiny…of the ‘real’ world and the artist’s…abstracted, invented, distant view, 

consigned to the thin surface of the paper” (Stafford 1984, 235). I agree that art, by 
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providing a distant view, can allow the viewer’s imagination to fill in the gaps and 

‘construct’ its own description and meaning. 

During this time, I also ventured into other urban margins, such as bushland reserves and 

the riparian zones of local creeks, quarries, reservoirs, and wetlands. However, I 

specifically chose to work with the mangrove area because of the ambiguous responses 

people have to them. Their muddy location makes them difficult to negotiate on foot. 

Existing between industry, transport systems, and the outer suburbs, the ecological and 

visual diversity of these areas is interesting. These places seem to thrive on the runoff 

from encroaching building sites and local industry. Yet, their dense growth helps buffer 

human habitat from noise. While some people may be aware that mangroves are vital to 

the health of local marine life, few visit them as a destination for recreation, or family 

vacations, as they would if they were white sandy beaches. Even fewer people would 

imagine that roadside verges, and ‘edgelands’—to use Paul Farley and Michael Symmons 

Roberts’s term (2011)—are just as ecologically valid as mud and mangroves.  

Mud, with its viscous quality and often pungent aroma, is intimately connected to the 

urban. Historian David and architecture theorist Gissen has written about the 

development of the modern, industrial, and colonial rise of the city of London. Gissen 

explains that in the 1700s, “Mud became associated with urban decrepitude” and disease 

(Gissen 2009, 118).14 As a material for construction, mud was placed in a lower aesthetic 

position. However, as Gissen explains, mud is one of the original materials of 

architecture. Mud is primitive and unstable as a foundation, yet cities like London were 

built on it. Mud is a rich source of human and non-human history; “it embalms things and 

contains the past” (Gissen 2009, 118) and yet we make great efforts to remove it, and 

sweep it away. Perhaps it is because of its links to the un-aesthetic, dirty history and 

messy truths of urban life that mud remains hidden. Even along the Brisbane River, the 

muddy mangrove banks are concealed under attractive boardwalks. 

Art and Margins 
British artist and academic Edward Chell bases his art practice on the marginal nature 

that grows in the 22,000 hectares of land alongside England’s motorways (Briggs 2013, 

7). While many people commute speedily between cities, or drive to the country to 

                                                           
14 David Gissen’s theory on the ‘subnature’ we produce, such as dust, smoke, and exhaust is discussed 

further in Chapter 4. 
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escape the city—along extensive corridors of roads and train lines—there is no desire, or 

time, for stopping to explore the borders of urban wildlife. Often planned by official 

roadway departments, these margins, or “soft estates”15 are a compensation for the “loss 

of natural habitat” (Biggs 2013, 7). They have also become the site for creative 

investigation.  

For centuries, literature, music, movies and poetry have grappled with themes that 

encompass road trips—the freedom of travel and the romance of the open road. In visual 

terms, photography (from snap-shots to fine art composition) has played a significant role 

in capturing the between places. Many photographers are inspired by juxtaposing nature 

with humanity, the natural with the artificial, and the overlooked urban landscape. As a 

visual tool, photography allows for selective observation and framing, opening an 

awareness of the incidental aesthetics in urban nature. For example, Siskind’s gritty 

photographs, mentioned earlier, isolated overlooked city surfaces. 

While photographs play a small role in developing my ideas, they do not form part of any 

final work. However, artists who work across other mediums and methods of interpreting 

the aesthetic experience of urban margins are beginning to emerge. Many artists conduct 

cross-disciplinary practices, referencing the materiality of urban/built places and nature’s 

place among the man-made. Operating in a similar approach way to my own practice, 

Chell analyses notions of the picturesque as a way of framing nature as authentic nature, 

although he uses contemporary motorway verges to do so. Chell, who works with 

photography, painting and objects, is concerned with the human/nature relationship and 

shifting attitudes about how we comprehend our part in nature, even in the seemingly 

human-less margins.     

Sketches from Low Tide can be compared to Chell’s series of silhouette depictions of 

roadside flora, Eclipse (figure 28) and Creeping Buttercup, Ranunculus repens (figure 29), 

because they similarly present what could be viewed as collections or studies of the 

elements found in margins, such as plants, residue and markings. Whereas my practice 

aims to distil visual information down to marks and traces, Chell reduces the three-

dimensional detail of his botanical specimens—a mix of rare wild flowers with mass 

plantings by council—to simple flat, black shapes on neutral backgrounds. Whereas I 

                                                           
15 Soft Estate, the title of Edward Chell’s exhibition, is a term used by the Highways Agency in England, 

referring to the nature in the verges along motorways. 
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merge charcoal, graphite, and acrylic marks into bees wax, Chell seals his images under a 

layer of lacquer. Chell’s work is similarly devoid of humans, yet their presence is evident, 

mainly through traces of roadside pollution, and the disparate groupings of plants not 

commonly found growing together in the wild. In an essay for his exhibition Soft Estate, 

curator Sara-Jayne Parsons writes, “Chell surmises that human agency is inscribed in the 

landscape” (Parsons 2013, 22). 

    

Figure 28 Edward Chell, Eclipse (installation view), 2013, acrylic on lacquer on 24 gesso board, 

each 28 x 23cm. Photograph courtesy of the artist. 

   

Figure 29 Edward Chell, Creeping Buttercup, Ranunculus repens, 2013, acrylic on lacquer on 

gesso board, 28 x 23cm. Photograph courtesy of the artist. 
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Berleant writes “Perceiving environment from within…looking not at it but in it, nature 

becomes something quite different” (1995, 236), which is how I imagine Chell sees 

nature. There is always a reminder that humans are not completely absent. Even if they 

are not physically present, the traces are there in the run off and the remains from 

building sites, agriculture, and industry, as well as through the ambient noise of cars and 

trains.  

Chell’s practice acknowledges the rapid changes experienced in the landscape through his 

view from the motorway. He has collected images of various wild and unkempt plants 

and made artworks as a record of their identification and location. American artist Collier 

and British artist Michael Landy (1963–) are two other artists whose practices are 

concerned with showing the marginalised and overlooked. In his series of etchings, 

Nourishment, Landy has captured the weeds he finds in the cracks of London’s 

pavements in fine details.16 Like Chell, Landy responds to the diversity of life in the 

urban landscape through art making. Both Chell’s roadside flora and Landy’s etchings 

recall botanical illustration. For Landy, weeds are a metaphor for the urban underclass, 

who, Julian Stallabrass notes, are “similarly mobile, mongrel and diasporic—and also the 

subject of prolonged neglect and spasmodic measures of control, or weeding” (quoted in 

Taylor 2003). Landy is interested in the neglected histories, medicinal properties and 

meanings people once attached to these roadside weeds.  

Meanwhile, Collier has recorded the nature he passes on his daily fifty-mile commute. 

Transformed by large-scale agriculture, the marginalia along the Interstate Highway 74 is 

as diverse as any other overlooked urban nature. Collier’s project The Highway 

Expedition combines “research, performance, memoir and film that attempts to broaden 

the understanding of our effects on and relationships to the natural world” (Brown 2014, 

112).17 Brown writes that Collier “focuses on the ways in which the natural world 

survives in human-altered landscapes” (2014, 112). 

Depicting the scrappy flora through photography, drawing and etching are some of the 

ways these artists reiterate the aesthetic appeal of urban nature as a site of inspiration.  

                                                           
16 The Tate Modern holds a collection of Landy’s Nourishment etchings that can be viewed at 

http://www.tate.org.uk/art/artworks/landy-creeping-buttercup-p78730. 
17 Collier’s documentation The Highway Expedition can be viewed at http://www.highwayexpedition.net. 
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When I study urban places, I am aware of the diversity of plants, both native and 

introduced (weeds). There is a sense of disorder among the messy arrangement of tall 

grasses, climbing vines, and trees. I can understand why many people do not find these 

areas attractive. The ground is uneven, particularly that which is near the tidal mud-flats, 

where it is difficult to walk through the sticky mud, pierced with the aerial roots of the 

mangrove trees.  

During my exploration of such places, I do not simply observe random surfaces. Seeing 

becomes part of a multi-sensory experience, which I believe allows for all aspects of the 

experience to be equally aesthetically valued. Perhaps the traditional aesthetic notion of 

‘the sublime’ exists in the minds of some viewers of these types of nature. I acknowledge 

that there is not the same sense of terror in experiencing marginal nature, other than the 

danger of stopping on a busy highway; however, the unknown and unruly power of 

nature is ever present. Berleant suggests that we need not immerse ourselves in extreme 

environments—vast escarpments, mountain tops or raging torrents—to achieve a sense of 

awe and connectedness to nature. This can be achieved along a roadside—through the 

grasses and in mud flats. Berleant writes,  

The proper response to this sense of nature is awe, not just from its magnitude 

and power, but from the mystery that is, as in a work of art, part of the 

essential poetry of the natural world. (1995, 236)   

 

As attitudes change with different perceptions and encounters with various types of urban 

nature, the un-aesthetic will make a shift to the aesthetic.  

Earth (as Art) Aesthetic  

During the 1950s and 1960s, a group of artists were also experimenting with concepts of 

nature and of earth as a material for making. These ‘Earth works’ were inspired by the 

Earth and the idea of time as process. These artists were interested in showing both an 

aesthetic for earth-based artworks—in and outside the traditional gallery space—and the 

concept of the natural effects of time, including the physical changes of life, growth and 

decay.  

In 1969, an exhibition at Cornell University in New York titled Earth Art featured an all-

male group of artists: Hans Haacke, Neil Jenney, Richard Long, David Medalla, Robert 

Morris, Dennis Oppenheim, Robert Smithson, and Gunther Uecker. The supporting 

catalogue documents the group planning, facilitating and creating art works with earth as 
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the medium. Curator, artist, and writer Willoughby Sharp (1936–2008) invited this 

diverse group of artists to make individual artworks at the same time, in the one location 

of Ithaca, New York. Interestingly, the artists demonstrated that although their material 

might be similar their aims and experiences were very different from one another. Sharp 

wrote:  

Apart from the time dimension, which forms an integral part of much of the work with 

earth materials, the most common perceptible aspect of earthworks is their formal 

simplicity. (Sharp 1970, n.p.)  

 

During the 1970s and 1980s, artist Michelle Stuart made work by taking large sheets of 

paper out into the environment.18 Many of her works were made using earth pigments, 

sediments and collected objects found at the sites she explored and worked in. Stuart’s 

work from the 1970s was about connecting with the earth through investigating its 

physical and material changes. Lucy Lippard recalls that Stuart moved from making her 

own marks to allowing nature’s marks, “the handwriting of nature” (2010, 10), to mark 

the surface of the paper.  

Stuart exposed her paper to wind and erosion, elements that formed a base on which she 

would then work back into. Stuart combined similar materials to those I have used, using 

bee’s wax, charcoal and earth pigments, and her colour palette is also subtle and earthy. 

Interestingly, as Lippard points out, there is a simplicity and richness to her use of 

materials, in order to “create distillations” (2010, 10). These distillations are the result of 

Stuart’s process of refining, reflecting, and editing throughout her making. The variety in 

her artistic production has informed much of the direction of my own experiments and 

subsequent artworks made in response to the urban environment. Unlike Stuart, however, 

I do not collect nature’s objects. Nor do I possess the same sense of nostalgia about the 

changes of the natural world, like many environmental artists do.  

I believe that simplicity and the distilling of materials is integral to revealing an aesthetic 

found in response to nature. The Earth Art exhibition exemplified the continuous creative 

response to environment that was characteristic of the sensibility embodied in the Earth 

Art movement. The element of time and the desire to be patient, observant, and accepting 

of nature’s changes are reminiscent of Eastern philosophy. Korean artist Lee Ufan (1936) 

bases his philosophy and art practice on engagement and encounter. I am drawn to Lee 

                                                           
18 Michelle Stuart’s work can be viewed at http://www.michellestuartstudio.com/. 
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because of his use of both natural and man-made materials. Author Joan Kee writes of 

Lee’s “desire to present the world (sekai) as it is” and of his emphasis on the encounter 

with the work (Kee 2008, 405). When making an artwork, I consider how my 

interpretation of my aesthetic encounter is viewed by my audience. Kee explains that 

Lee’s work does not passively transmit the artist’s intention “to an equally passive 

viewer, [rather] the artwork is activated only upon the viewer’s sustained engagement 

with the terms of its material and physical presence” (Kee 2008, 405). I imagine that 

some viewers of the earlier Earth Art works would have contemplated the Earth, its 

materiality and physical presence, and of the human/nature connection manifest in some 

of those exhibits at Cornell University.  

Studio  

While I generally do not make ephemeral earth works, time certainly plays a role in my 

process. Critically thinking about materials and their associations with each other, and 

with me, is vital to this process. I often use materials derived from nature, such as 

charcoal and wax, and utilise the process of corrosion. While I initialise the rust process, I 

leave it to oxidise as it would naturally. My use of clay seen in some of my final works is 

the closest I get to earth and the elements of nature.  

Works of Another Nature, first discussed in Chapter 2, is the major work that emerged 

from my exploration of mud. This work evolved out of time spent in the mud and 

mangroves. The three-dimensional spikes, made from polymer clay treated with a rusting 

medium, incorporate a method I used in some earlier work to encourage patina on 

surfaces. The spikes are a continuation of the drawing, and appear to grow out of the 

wall, flipping the normal view, alluding to nature pushing through the man-made.  

The drawing component of this work developed slowly in the studio, with each layer a 

response to either the physical form of grasses, the colour of the wet mud, or the light and 

shadow under the canopy. By adding and erasing marks, the paper surface became a 

record of this quiet ‘natural’ place and its lack of human inhabitants. Visually and 

conceptually, the subtle colours of the mud and shadowy canopy became the backdrop, or 

base, on which I drew sharp, repetitive lines, reminiscent of surface scratches seen in the 

city, while being consistent with the physical characteristics of the grasses, and spiky 

aerial roots of the mangroves. 
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Figure 30 Sara Manser, Works of Another Nature (detail), 2012–13, charcoal, ink, bitumen, 

polymer clay, and rust, dimensions variable 

 

Throughout this research, I have endeavoured to understand the diversity and character of 

those elements of the urban environment that many consider to be ugly, distasteful, 

unattractive or worthless. Appreciating the muddy brown aspects of nature, rather than 

always the tidy green, as a place for artistic contemplation, offers my practice more 

scope. My research continues to explore an aesthetic found in the borders and margins of 

our suburbs, in the messy, unkempt, overgrown and overlooked. These places require a 

new appreciation as they are locations of great biodiversity that happen to include us.  

As discussed, some forms of marginal nature exist in the voids of the built environment, 

growing uninterrupted by humans. But the marginal nature that thrives among the layers 

and materials of abandoned urban development is of greater visual interest to me, as I 

discuss in the next section.    
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Section 2: 
Adapting Our Nature Preferences  

 

 

 

 

 

The beautiful is not in Nature; it is we who put it there.  

The sense of beauty we feel before a landscape  

does not come from the landscape’s aesthetic perfection.  

It comes from the fact that the look of things  

is in perfect agreement with our instincts, our propensities,  

with everything that makes up our unconscious personality …  

the greater part of an aesthetic emotion is therefore produced by ourselves.  

(Camus [1932] 1976, 104)  
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Our experiences of our world begin in perception. When we stop and contemplate 

something, we become engaged with it. According to Brady’s account of traditional 

aesthetics, “our response is grounded in an immediate perceptual response rather than one 

that is mediated through knowledge or factual considerations” (Brady 2003, 9). Jill 

Bennett would suggest that aesthetics and art can enable a re-imaging of our everyday 

perceptions. 

As urban environments evidence, aesthetics have evolved to encompass natural, cultural 

and social environments. Artist and writer Samantha Clark suggests that art addressing 

the environment can enable us to “become more sensitively aware of, and thus more 

inclined to value, the transient, the ephemeral” (Clark 2010, 369). These qualities, I 

continue to maintain, can be found, and aesthetically appreciated, within the margins of 

the urban environment.  

Art, particularly painting, has presented us with a vast assortment of depictions of nature. 

Environmental art has included elements of nature as materials, and ‘eco’ art often alerts 

us to the damage we have apparently caused to the pristine natural world. However, I am 

interested in how we can find an aesthetic experience, and therefore value, in the 

overlooked nature that persists regardless of continuous disturbance and displacement. 

This is because I believe that even the most chaotic and unappreciated margins of nature 

provide clues about the order of the natural world we live in. Perhaps we can change 

things simply by changing our preferences.   

This section discusses the nature present in the remnants of urban development. 

Previously, I discussed my aesthetic response to nature thriving in the separate scrub, and 

the muddy shadows at the edges of the urban environment, where few people have direct 

contact. The focus of my work here is still on tracing nature’s marks on the man-made, 

while emphasising the aesthetic of the nature of our urban environment. I look to where 

nature of all forms vie for a place among the urban relics and ruins—and even the 

debris—of industry, and urban development, that benefits from subsequent abandonment. 

This extends a growing artistic and aesthetic appreciation for these locations, and 

highlights yet another form of urban nature.  

The visual attraction of the marks of nature that inspire my art practice remains a 

constant. Where the grasses and mangrove roots reminded me of the scratches, rust, and 

gouges on man-made surfaces in the city, they now appear against mesh fences and 
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concrete walls, and in between the ruinous blocks of once sturdy buildings transitioning 

between past and future functions. The presence of wildlife softening the edges of man-

made structures, neglected machinery, or dumped household-off casts is a continuous 

reminder of just how much we are part of the same environment, and how nature 

continues to adapt to changing conditions.   

Echoing the theories of ‘extinction of experience’ that I touched on earlier, there has been 

significant research on the psychological and physical effects of our early experiences 

with the natural environment (Kahn and Kellert 2002; Kowarik and Körner 2005; Pyle 

2002; Wilson 1986). It seems that first impressions impact on both positive and negative 

views of nature as well as our preference for one type of nature over another. Some 

research (Kaplan 1987; Purcell et al 1994) suggests that evolutionary factors play a role 

in our choices, and that, when we are children—a time when we have less experience of 

varieties of natural environments—we have a preference for savannah landscapes 

(Andrews 1999, 19) (grasslands with widely spaced, laterally spreading trees).19 

Furthermore, our preferences change as we get older and have more frequent experiences 

through travel, holidays, and changes in the places in which we live and work.  

We typically seek positive experiences from our engagements with nature. If we indeed 

develop a preference for different types of nature with more frequent exposure to it, then 

surely developing a preference for urban nature is a possibility. I believe that we can have 

positive experiences engaging with alternative forms of nature. Through this research, I 

have aesthetically experienced the non-aesthetic, and I agree with theories that a shift in 

nature preferences can occur.  

Studio Shift 

From December 2012 to January 2013, I held a solo exhibition, The Still Point, at the 

Redland Art Gallery in Cleveland, Redland Bay. Both Sketches from Low Tide and Works 

of Another Nature were featured in the show, as well as other works on paper. On 

reflection, this exhibition marked a shift in the trajectory of my practice and my research. 

For me, this show consolidated my ideas about the ways nature has been portrayed—the 

perceived beauty and the picturesque—and how I perceived a very different view. 

Appealing to my preference for a more sombre colour palette, the mangrove mud enabled 

contemplation on the subtle changes and variety of marginal urban nature. This was a 

                                                           
19 Interestingly, most parks around the world are typically designed and maintained to resemble savannah 

landscapes. 
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change from the surface markings and stains described in Chapter 1, and provided a 

greater awareness of the type of nature I was exploring. However, my visual exploration 

of mud was exhausted at this point. I found that as I gained more knowledge about urban 

ecology, the more I sought visual manifestations of the traces of the urban human/non-

human element, particularly in places once dominated by humans. This reflection also 

made me realise that all forms of nature are valid and worth experiencing. They have 

their own unique characteristics that evolved out of the circumstances and locations in 

which they come to exist. Kowarik and Körner ask: 

Does the nature of abandoned areas correspond to the nature conservation 

model that is usually oriented toward traditional pristine ecosystems or toward 

the remnants of the pre-industrial cultural landscape? (Kowarik and Körner 

2005, v-vi)  

Thus far, I can assert that by experiencing nature in all its forms, there is potential and 

good reason to care for the remnants as well as the pristine.  

By continuing to investigate the intersections of the overlooked and neglected nature—

situated alongside the apparently human-less margins—I have shifted my focus to 

abandoned human habitats. The focus here is on places where humans have deliberately 

altered and marked the landscape, where just a few decades of disturbance, layers of 

concrete, bitumen, and redundant industry, sit dormant. Most of these landscapes, which 

Anna Jorgensen and Richard Keenan describe as ‘urban wildscapes’ (Jorgensen and 

Keenan 2012), have not taken a millennium to evolve. These are places where nature 

helps to transform and assist in the creation of complex and aesthetically interesting wild 

urban locations. They confirm for me that there is no ‘still point’, no stability in the 

natural world, because, if there was, there would be no change. Nature adapts, reclaims, 

resists, and coexists, regardless of the fences, walls, and borders that mark and divide the 

landscape for human purposes. This is a reminder that nothing stays the same. 

Re-Viewing the Urban Margins  

Marginal nature—such as weeds growing in un-expected or unwanted places—does not 

recognise boundaries. In fact, marginal nature is usually at its best and most diverse at the 

boundaries, the periphery of cities, and in between human-occupied spaces. Marginal 

nature exists regardless of, or due to a lack of, official planning. It grows within the layers 

of human history among the remnants of disused industrial and military sites, failed 

housing estates, around abandoned boat ramps and jetties, in vacant lots, under bridges, 

along fence lines and freeways, establishing itself in the cracked bitumen in empty car 
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parks. Today’s freeways and motorways allow us to skim across the landscape. We 

barely notice the terrain, the uneven surface of the ground below, or the thriving wildlife 

that has settled there from somewhere else. Our gaze is diverted, much like the freeway, 

away from old towns, dusty industrial estates and denigrated forms of nature.  

Picturesque aesthetics and ideologies still inform our perceptions of landscape. Our desire 

for nature to be pleasurable, and agreeable to look at, can impede our understanding of 

the ecology we are part of. Author Michael Pyle calls it ‘accidental wildland’ and yet 

Anderson questions, “is this accidental kind of nature in wastelands equivalent to the 

nature in official urban wildlands, gardens, and parks and is it equally worthy of 

affection?” (Anderson 2009, 2). In ecological terms, some research suggests that the 

aesthetic value we have for these places can play an important role in motivating action to 

maintain such environments. Philosopher Patricia Matthews explains that,  

From the point of view of environmental philosophers, aesthetic value may be 

seen as a source of value that contributes to the overall value of nature, and as 

a further reason for its preservation. (Matthews 2002, 37)  

However, some contemporary aestheticians wonder whether nature offers anything like 

the depth, complexity, and meaningfulness that we may get from looking at art. It seems 

that our favour for captivating, beautiful nature can prevent the preservation of those 

mundane, yet environmentally important, parts of nature. Art that enables a different 

perspective while presenting an aesthetically pleasing view of the marginal and urban 

nature may help us change our preferences. 

As mentioned in Chapter 1, the aesthetic appeal of accidental rust and stains can inspire 

creativity and evoke a sense of time and history. We can also aesthetically appreciate 

something that is scientifically known to be bad as beautiful. For example, the flow of 

rainbow colours on wet bitumen—a result of spilled motor oil—looks quite beautiful on a 

cold, grey day, yet we know the oil is toxic and threatens nature. Furthermore, we may 

consider one particular (‘invasive’) plant as attractive, despite empirical knowledge of it 

threatening another (‘native’) plant’s survival. Likewise, we know the potential dangers 

of exploring a building in ruins. Whether the demise of the building was the result of 

deliberate destruction—like war, chemical contamination, or simple neglect—the broken 

walls, exposed interiors, and cracked concrete, overgrown by nature, has an aesthetic 

appeal many find irresistible. Perhaps it is a sense of discovery of these places that is the 

key to the appeal. 
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Nature in Ruins 

Twenty-first-century ruins—such as dilapidated shopping centres or condemned high rise 

housing blocks—may not have an aesthetic appeal, for some, in the same way as 

crumbling ancient temples have. However, my research has found that the decay of 

derelict buildings and other infrastructure, overgrown with wild uncontrolled vegetation, 

set against a backdrop of new shiny buildings, is an exciting contrast—or a perfect 

complement—to the manicured, public parks and official green-spaces of the city. 

Marginal nature’s resilience in continuing to grow among disparate materials found in 

these sites holds the greatest appeal to me. This research acknowledges that such places 

are gaining artistic attention as places for creative play and study of urban wildlife 

(Dillon 2011; Edensor 2011; Jorgensen and Keenan 2012).  

The ‘grunge’ aesthetic of urban decay became a popular theme among counter-culture 

fashion and music industries, during the mid-1980s. (Interestingly, these alternative 

groups were also deemed marginal, subcultures of mainstream society.) More recently, 

online blogs and a variety of social media websites are devoted to sharing pictorial 

themes of urban nature claiming abandoned buildings.20 These places are not merely 

fashionable theme parks or backdrops. Apart from their intrinsic aesthetic appeal, they 

demonstrate urban ecological change, which includes human change.  

There is a romance in our idea of nature and our need to control and dictate it 

on our terms…Through our attempts to control and create, we are developing 

complex systems that promote the convergence of many things natural and 

man-made. (Woodward 2014)  

Plants, and other non-human nature, thriving at the edges and in the empty spaces near 

the city, provide an alternative perspective of nature, a nature that is unkempt, unplanned, 

an ‘accidental wildland’ (Pyle 2011). There is a growing interest and aesthetic of these 

contemporary ‘urban wildscapes’. Several visual artists base their practices on 

appreciating this juxtaposition of urban ruins and encroaching nature. However, this is 

nothing new. Art history tells of the Renaissance interest in the classical ruin as an object 

of study and reflection. Being wild and overgrown with nature was an aesthetic that 

prompted paintings, etchings and poetry, a contemplation on human constructions and 

nature.  

                                                           
20 A few such blogs are http://news.distractify.com/culture/arts/the-most-spectacular-abandoned-places-in-

the-world/ and https://twitter.com/AbandonedPlaces.  

http://news.distractify.com/culture/arts/the-most-spectacular-abandoned-places-in-the-world/
http://news.distractify.com/culture/arts/the-most-spectacular-abandoned-places-in-the-world/
https://twitter.com/AbandonedPlaces
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Rust on corrugated iron and bleached, weathered timber are some of the signs of the 

natural aging process. However, the patina of age does not always equate to an object’s 

value or status, as I discussed in Chapter 1. Twisted steel mesh and the crumbling 

concrete of recently abandoned factory buildings, overgrown with weeds, does not seem 

to hold the same sublime characteristics that art history portrays in the Arcadic depictions 

of man in the landscape. For example, The Father of Psyche Sacrificing at the Temple of 

Apollo (figure 31) by Claude Lorrain (1600–82) and Paysage Avec Ruines et Pasteur 

(figure 32) by Pierre Patel (1604–76) depict architecture being reclaimed, and nature as 

derelict grandeur.  

            

Figure 31 Claude Lorrain, The Father of Psyche Sacrificing at the Temple of Apollo, 1662, oil on 

canvas, 17.53 x 22.29cm 
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Figure 32 Pierre Patel, Paysage Avec Ruines et Pasteur (detail), 1652, oil on canvas, 53 x 83cm. 

 

As the developing science of archaeology uncovered ruins in Athens and Pompeii during 

the eighteenth century, an interest in ruins grew and artists were able to recreate ideas of a 

lost human history. Earlier painters like Lorrain could be considered responsible for how 

people viewed and judged landscape, even to the extent of altering sections of land to 

imitate the characteristics of the sublime beauty so often portrayed (Andrews 1999, 

Gombrich 1972).  

As Kathryn Weir notes, the ruin was even recreated, with artificial ruins appearing in 

parks and gardens in the late-eighteenth century (Weir 2008). Weir explains how, in a 

continued celebration of nature, nineteenth-century photographer Roger Fenton (1819–

69) found the same attraction in the ruinous Tintern Abbey that Turner had some fifty 

years previously: “The power of nature and its reclaiming of the constructed grandeur of 

the ruin were central to the romantic emotions of sublime terror and melancholy 

contemplation” (Weir 2008, 7).  

Gissen adds to the discourse by explaining that the debris of architecture, the remnants 

and fragments of age, or of catastrophic events, has also been discussed since the 
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eighteenth century. From the eighteenth-century French term débris, it refers to “a 

collection of unrecognizable matter” (Gissen 2009, 132). While rubble seems to be more 

about the broken and decaying remnants of a structure, becoming part of the fantasy of 

the picturesque movement of the time—of nature gently creeping over man-made 

structures—it seems debris produces a new type of nature. Weeds that survive the most 

cataclysmic events return buildings to the ground on which they once stood. Gissen 

writes, “debris is not only like ruin, the return of society to nature, but is a type of latent, 

hybrid nature in its own right” (Gissen 2010, 9). 

The complex layers of human and non-human coexistence—or interdependence—

continues to evolve. As humans develop more technologically advanced and resilient 

building materials, nature continues to adapt, finding ways to make a mark. Our urban 

ecosystems are unique, yet, for most city inhabitants, they are of little commercial, 

recreational, cultural or aesthetic value. Anderson writes, “we perceive nature in the 

urban landscape filtered through concepts that prejudge its ecological and cultural value” 

(Anderson, e-mail to the author, October 2012).  

Rather than seeing these places negatively as wastelands, there is some research to 

suggest that they can enable a re-thinking of our future urban spaces. Jorgensen and 

Keenan are interested in re-evaluating contemporary urban landscapes. They believe that 

such urban spaces can “inform a far more sustainable approach to the planning, design 

and management of the wider urban landscape” (Jorgensen and Keenan 2012, i). 

Furthermore, that frameworks such as ecological or environmental aesthetics do not 

compete with, but rather add to, the myriad approaches towards the re-thinking of various 

forms of urban nature. I am interested in how future ruins will be regarded and whether 

industrial and housing estates will hold a similar appeal, even with a changed aesthetic. 

Studio 

As a way of visually understanding some of the complexities and relationships of the 

materials found in the places discussed, I began to seek out and experiment with materials 

derived from construction. I continued to work on drafting film, since the slick plastic 

surface is receptive to mark making in dry media and enables subtle layering due to its 

semitransparent quality, while conceptually linking to architectural drafts and plans. 

Again, I found the drawings of artist Tania Kovats, mentioned in Chapter 2, as a useful 

source of inspiration. Kovats has used Dura-lar matt film paper (drafting film) in a series 
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of layered drawings, applying graduated tones of ink. An example can be seen in ‘figure 

33’.   

  

 

Figure 33 Tania Kovats, British Isles, 2003, Dura-Film and ink, 10 drawings (40.5 x 30cm each). 

Source: https://lilbrownbear.wordpress.com/2012/05/08/tania-kovats-3/. 

 

Drafting film plays an important role as a device for diffusing light, blurring images and 

separating some elements from view. Kovats’s drawings depict geographical, rather than 

urban, landscapes. Captured on consecutive layers of film, they record the changes that 

have occurred due to erosion of the British Isles. Kovats’s delicate drawings force the 

viewer to look closely at each formation, to discover the islands disappearing under each 

layer of drafting film.  

British sculptor Neil Ayling (1983–) is an artist whose work is based on the urban 

landscape. By capturing fragments of the city of London in each work, Ayling presents 

audiences with a three-dimensional collage of surfaces, edges and skewed sections of city 

buildings. These are snippets of the everyday, like memories captured in digital form. 

The materiality of Ayling’s sculptures provide a tactile, physical, experience of things we 

take for granted, such as the streets and buildings we pass each day.  

Ayling uses steel, cement, plaster and ply to make his angular slices of the city, such as 

R-SB (figure 34) and Emerald City II (figure 35), “forming a palimpsest of memories and 

experiences” of the urban (Hoyle 2012).  
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Figure 34 Neil Ayling, R-SB, 2013,   Figure 35 Neil Ayling, Emerald City II  

steel, plywood, PVC, vinyl print,  2011, steel, vinyl print, matte 2k clear coat,  

43.2 x 35.5 x 30.5cm                     42 x 38 x 52cm 

 

Photographs courtesy of the artist. 

 

 

There are elements of Ayling’s sculptures that I link to my own artworks. Conceptually, 

his fragmentation of the city surfaces speaks of our dislocation or disconnection to where 

we live. Although Ayling’s sculptures are more spatially conceived, my Fracture series, 

seen in Chapter 2 and in figures 37 and 38, bear some similarity to R-SB and Emerald 

City II. Ayling’s use of marine ply as a ground for his fractured imagery breaks the 

surface. Significantly, Ayling’s work provides an alternative encounter with the 

overlooked aspects of the city, which is also what my practice is about. 

Cement, the glue of construction, is another material I have recently introduced to my 

practice. Made from materials of the earth, such as limestone and clay, it is usually mixed 

with water and sand to make mortar, or with water, sand, and aggregate, to form concrete. 

Cement’s fluid, sticky quality means it can be used to adhere, fix, and fill in cracks or 

repair broken masonry. Similar to clay, and derived from the earth, it forms to the shapes 

and spaces it is left to harden in. Polymer render, which is a synthetic form of cement 

render used on external walls, is flexible when dry, and creates an artificial skin that can 
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disguise any flaws beneath it. I treat these materials like I do any surface or ground by 

staining, painting, and layering with bees wax, shellac and ink.  

 

Figure 36 Sara Manser, experiments with cement render stained with acrylic ink on marine ply       

 

              

Figure 37 and 38 Sara Manser, experiments for Fracture series, 2013, cement render, acrylic 

paint, rust patina, aluminium flashing, steel wire, and wax on marine ply 

 

Interestingly, while exploring the qualities and limits of these materials, I decided to start 

working with clay, which is a material I worked with many years before. Up until this 

point, I had not considered using it in this studio research, but my experiments with 

cement, plaster and polymer clay led me revisit it. As a medium, clay evokes fragility, a 
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contrast to steel, marine ply and cement. The white chalky surface of bisque-fired 

porcelain provides a clean element, much like a fresh piece of paper ready to be marked 

or stained. In my early experiments, I seemed to be translating the natural forms I had 

observed in the mangrove area. Once I began to see clay as just another surface—not a 

material for mimicking natural objects or throwing utilitarian vessels—I knew it would fit 

into my practice along with paper, plaster, ink and concrete. My final work made from 

clay is explained in detail in Chapter 4. 

Concrete may not be natural but it is not unnatural due its material make-up. When 

reinforced with steel, it achieves great strength, and is used in the construction of almost 

every city. “To concrete over”, writes architectural history professor Adrian Forty, “is to 

erase all trace of nature” (2012, 43), and yet, this mixture of earth-derived materials 

brought together by humans, to “hold back nature”, also occurs naturally.21 My 

experiments with small quantities of concrete as a medium—not merely a building 

material—reveal it to be easily damaged and stained. Its porous nature allows for 

moisture to penetrate into the tiniest fissures where soil can settle, and microscopic life 

can take root, proving again that nature will always find a way. These materials are no 

more resistant to the marks and stains that I inflict on them than they are to weather and 

pollution. Therefore, when seen in their usual environment, they expose the realities of 

the external environment which we share. 

Artist Andre Woodward’s practice is embedded in ideas about today’s manmade 

environment versus the timeless rhythms of nature. Woodward’s use of materials 

emphasises the coexistence of human and non-human, and changes that occur over time. 

He uses cement and concrete and other disparate materials, such as mechanised devices, 

like lamps and lighting, sound and speakers. These man-made objects become containers 

for living plants.  

                                                           
21 Forty notes that naturally occurring concretes have been used as building stone from Greco-Roman sites 

(Phaselis, Turkey) to medieval England (at St Mary, Harmondsworth). 
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Figure 39 Andre Woodward, Cut Dead, 2008     Figure 40 Andre Woodward, Frequency, 2010, 

cement and ficus, 91 x 97 x 97cm cinder blocks and ficus seedling,  

165 x 30 x 30cm 

Photographs courtesy of the artist. 

 

 

Woodward studied microbiology before he studied art. He has a natural curiosity for the 

overlooked and apparent artificiality of planned parks and other nature forms in our 

cities, which is why his practice interests me. Woodward’s ordered and symmetrical art 

works made from cement blocks, with real plants sprouting from them—or perhaps just 

surviving—highlight nature’s ability to make do and adapt, and of humans as part of 

nature. The solid block form of Woodward’s Cut Dead (figure 39) and Frequency (figure 

40) remind me of retaining walls built to hold back earth, or nature, during the 

construction of new housing estates, and shopping malls. There is also a sense of 

interdependence, co-dependence or coevolution between the man-made concrete and the 

living plants in his work. Woodward appreciates those overlooked, opportunistic plants 

sprouting from the cracks in concrete. Speaking about his exhibition A Living Thing 

Shouldn’t Be There to Professor Michaël Amy, Woodward explains that his work is 

about, “a new idea of nature…how culture drives ecology, which is part of nature” 

(Woodward in Amy 2012).  

Australian artist Jamie North (1971) works with similar materials to Woodward. His 

concrete columns appear in various states of decay, evocative of ancient ruins. They are 

home to local ferns and mosses. In North’s Terraforms (figure 41), nature seems more at 

home, happily thriving, rather than trapped or holding on to survive in the concrete host 

vessel. Here there is an almost reciprocal coexistence. North nurtures micro-
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environments in columns that speak of man’s incessant need to conquer nature. Writing 

in North’s recent exhibition catalogue, Annie Murney notes “The colossal structures of 

our time are destined to crumble and be re-absorbed back into the landscape they once 

colonized” (2014). Like Gissen, Murney writes of the return of society to nature; both 

authors emphasise a sense of time that cannot be altered no matter how much we attempt 

it. 

 

Figure 41 Jamie North, Terraforms, 2014, cement, marble waste, limestone, steel slag, coal ash, 

plastic fibre, tree fern slab, various Australian native plants and Spanish moss. Installation view. 

Photograph courtesy of the artist. 

 

My thoughts in relation to materials and perceptions of nature are similar to those of 

Woodward and North, yet, I do not include living plants in my work. My focus is on the 

traces, marks and stains left by plants on the man-made materials that reveal a point 

where nature and man-made forms coalesce. Therefore man-made materials are not only 

a choice of ground, or support, on which to make marks, they can also be the artwork. It 

is not my intent to bring nature, in the form of living plants, into a gallery space, but 
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rather to invite an audience to look closer and think differently about the surfaces and 

materials as being a location where nature exists.  

 

Figure 42 Jamie North, Column Codex 1 (detail), 2014, cement, marble waste, limestone, steel 

slag, coal ash, plastic fibre, tree fern slab, various Australian native plants and Spanish moss, 165 

x 26 x 26cm. Photograph courtesy of the artist.  

 

Human-made objects and environments are all part of nature. They are subject to the 

same process of age and decay. Nature exists on the pavement through a park, along the 

railway line verge, from fragile surfaces to major cities. We need only look at our early 

settlement buildings made from quarried stone to see that, changes have occurred over 

time—in most cases, just a few hundred years (which is not that long when one considers 

the age of the planet; in fact, humanity could be seen as contemporary). Residual stains in 

the form of rust alter the colour and integrity stone. Stone becomes pitted and worn from 

exposure to weather, salt, pollutants, exhaust and dust, creating perfect environments for 

micro-organisms, and plants like moss and lichen to grow in the uneven and porous 

surface. All materials that have been fabricated and refined, such as steel, glass, and 

plastic, will not last forever. We transform nature to accommodate us, but nature will 

return our buildings to the earth eventually.  
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Chapter 4 

Getting Back to Nature: The City  
 

 

 

 

 

the wilderness is not a landscape you visit 

 it is all around you wherever you are  

(Shepheard 1997, 1)   
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Generations of city dwellers have never seen or experienced the pristine, nonhuman 

environment that is commonly known as the “wilderness” or “first nature” (Gandy 2006, 

63). While cities are generally considered to be places antithetical to the wilderness, my 

research has found that nature in cities is wild. Urban nature is large and small, visible 

and hidden, intricate and widespread.  

My visual enquiry of surface marks, natural traces and the microscopic described in 

Chapter 1 equipped me with knowledge of the connections and relationships people have 

with the diverse ecosystems under foot. Returning to the urban centre after encountering 

the marginalia at the outer edges of the urban environment, this chapter re-examines the 

city as a site of nature. Rather than focusing on the surface marks, however, I am more 

concerned here with what lies beyond the physical surface; the materiality of the built 

environment, such as its layers, cracks and defects. I look at how we engage with its 

physical space—the architecture, streets, laneways and parks—and how urban nature is 

thought of metaphysically. 

Multi-sensory elements help shape our aesthetic experiences. Hence, other sensory forms 

we associate with nature are considered, such as atmosphere, scent, light and sound. 

These qualities are not, of course, exclusively natural and equally apply to artificially 

induced sensory experience. I survey several artists whose work addresses such themes, 

such as Yoshihiro Suda, Luke Turner, and An Te Liu. They see the urban and the city 

itself, just as urban ecologists do, as a site where the human-made and non-human 

coalesce.  

Following Gissen’s observations of those elements of the city he calls ‘subnatural’—

atmosphere, matter, and life—I examine the aesthetic of the ‘artificial’ natural. These are 

the dirty, fearsome, and uncontrollable forms of nature that, Gissen explains, are a threat 

“to inhabitants or to the material formations and ideas that constitute architecture”, set 

against more desirable nature like sunshine, wind and trees (Gissen 2009, 22). 

Theories from the realm of architecture have become useful to this research as there is 

significant cross-disciplinary thinking applied to the physical (materials and structures), 

sensory (atmosphere), aesthetic, artistic, and ecological aspects of making and living in 

buildings. Current urban planning and design seems very much engaged in building—or 

re-building—cities that apparently function as ‘eco-cities’, or ‘green’ spaces. The trend of 

bringing lush, rambling greenery (a simulation, perhaps, of wild or exotic nature) into the 
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city in the form of vertical gardens, pockets of native forest, and rooftop greenery is one 

strategy for dealing with overheating in cities. Walls that were once borders or 

boundaries are now blurred as the inside brings in the outside. But is this an illusion of 

nature? I question whether an intimate experience of nature still remains at a distance, 

controlled by someone else. 

Assuming people can connect on a deeper level to nature in the city, this chapter argues 

that by thinking of cities as alive, and by seeing nature as part of the city, there is 

potential to aesthetically appreciate other forms of urban nature. Many of these forms 

include the very materials the city is made of, and that which a city produces. This 

connection to nature can happen intimately, with a sense of wonder at finding an 

alternative aesthetic experience that is equal to an escape-to-nature experience.  

City  

Having already noted in Chapter 2 that cities today are places where signs of nature are 

tamed, this chapter develops ideas that the nature within our cities is really the only 

nature many people will encounter, and that it is possible to find an untamed urban 

wilderness. My research has discovered that those encounters we have with nature in the 

city may well be underestimated as real nature encounters.  

Throughout this research, I have aimed to make works of art that are stimulating and 

intriguing to audiences. I seek to find ways of creating possibilities for seeing, 

contemplating, and appreciating those forms of nature that are not conventionally 

aesthetically attractive, thereby cultivating sensibilities towards the urban landscape that 

engage people's imaginations, emotions, and memories. I now see the materials of the 

city as mediums useful to my art practice and that might convey a sense of the natural.  

Cities provide me with a rich source of visual material. As a result of this research, my 

studio practice has explored aesthetic qualities in concrete, cement building blocks, 

rubble, broken asphalt, and dust, among other things. My works of art provide a platform 

and perspective unlike some other urban-nature-based art.  

The city has been examined across many disciplines for its historical, philosophical, and 

cultural aspects (Gandy 2012, Lefebvre [1970] 2003, and Morton 2007) as well as for its 

physical and material nature (Forty 2012 and Gissen 2009). Multiple perspectives of the 

city provide an array of interpretations that express rich and varied narratives. There is no 

single story or method of documentation that can encapsulate everything that is ‘city’. To 
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date, this research has examined the urban environment through themes of surface, trace, 

boundaries, and edges, discovering that these features seem to extend beyond the physical 

to include non-physical and ephemeral forces. Such forces might include the sociological, 

psychological, and philosophical, each offering ways to understand how humans inhabit 

the city, how they engage, experience, and find aesthetic value in aspects of the city, as 

well as the role of nature in the city. Some may negatively see cities as homogenous, 

lifeless or unnatural. Yet, I maintain that cities are rich in human and non-human 

diversity. French urbanist Henri Lefebvre writes: 

But what becomes of the attempt, inherent in urban space, to reunite the 

spontaneous and the artificial, nature and culture? ...There is no city, no urban 

space…without the simulation of nature… (Lefebvre [1970] 2003, 26)  

 

Identifying the somewhat blurred and constantly changing boundaries of urbanity, and 

defining where the city begins and ends is not as simple as placing lines on map. In The 

Urban Revolution, first published in 1970, Lefebvre makes distinctions between ‘city’ 

and ‘urbanisation’: “Society has become completely urbanised … This urbanisation is 

virtual today, but will become real in the future” (Lefebvre [1970] 2003, 1). In the forty 

years since Lefebvre wrote those words, urban growth has accelerated and the urban and 

non-urban have become increasingly difficult to differentiate. Geographer and urbanist 

Matthew Gandy writes, “we can never really understand cities as simply ‘things in 

themselves’ since they are manifestations of broader processes of change, connection and 

recombination” (Gandy 2012, 130). I assert we can understand cities if we believe we are 

part of the fabric and nature of the place we inhabit and share. 

Lefebvre’s critique of the urban ruminates over processes and ideologies of urbanisation, 

which, prior to his book, seemed as though humans had abandoned nature for concrete, 

glass, and artificial nature, in the form of parks and gardens.  Lefebvre asks,  

What can be said, then, about the gardens and parks that are just as 

responsible for the quality of urban life in Paris, London, Tokyo, and New 

York as their squares and network of streets? …Could they be the visible re-

presentations of an elsewhere, the utopia of nature? (Lefebvre [1970] 2003, 

26)   
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Figure 43 View of Tokyo from the Mori  Figure 44 Shinjuku Central Park, Tokyo, 2012 

Building, 2011 

 

Lefebvre refers to these sites within the city—the parks and gardens—as being the 

“neutralisation of unbuilt space, with its illusory devotion to a fictive nature, to ‘open 

space’” ([1970] 2003, 26). He observes that although, theoretically, nature is shrinking, 

“the signs of nature and the natural are multiplying, replacing and supplanting real 

‘nature’” (Lefebvre [1970] 2003, 27). He refers to ‘signs’ of nature and of the ‘natural’ as 

being an appropriation, a commodity, sold to people through advertising. For example, if 

the word ‘nature’ is attached to a product, consumers may be convinced that it 

wholesome, honest, and pure—even that it may have come from nature. William Cronon 

had similar ideas, writing,  

As soon as we label something as ‘natural,’ we attach to it the powerful 

implication that any change from its current state would degrade and damage 

the way it is ‘supposed’ to be. (Cronon 1995, 20)  

Making works of art that address nature, as I have so far discussed, does not necessarily 

mean it needs to be made from objects of nature. My work is not motivated by selling 

urban nature as ‘natural’; it is about providing another view of what nature is, and how 

different it is from the idea many of us still have about it. 
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Artificial Intention 

Lefebvre struggled with what was real nature and what was artificial. “Parks and open 

spaces”, he declared, are “simply a poor substitute for nature, the degraded simulacrum” 

([1970] 2003, 29). Lefebvre understood that urban space remained unseen; “We simply 

don’t see it. Is it simply that our eye has been shaped (misshaped) by the earlier 

landscape?” (Lefebvre [1970] 2003, 29, original emphasis). By “simply not seeing”, 

Lefebvre refers to our preconceived notions, ideas and expectations of what nature should 

look like, and argues that when it does not match these, we do not see it. By not seeing, 

we cannot understand and therefore cannot aesthetically appreciate it. Therefore, the 

question is not about ‘simply’ seeing urban nature; it is about seeing it differently.  

I continue to question whether it is important to know what is ‘natural’ or what is 

‘artificial’ (or naturally artificial nature). Is the weed sprouting from the gutter nature? Or 

is the row of tidy identical shrubs bordering the pathway in the city park nature? Those 

deliberate expressions of weeds flourishing in the cracks of the city have not gone 

unnoticed by Japanese artist Yoshihiro Suda (1969–).  

         

Figure 45 Yoshihiro Suda, Morning Glory, 2009, painted wood, dimensions variable. Source: 

http://www.faithistorment.com/2012/05/wood-sculptures-by-yoshihiro-suda.html.  

Figure 46 Yoshihiro Suda, Weeds (detail), 2013, painted wood, five parts, dimensions variable. 

Source: http://www.faggionato.com.    

http://www.faithistorment.com/2012/05/wood-sculptures-by-yoshihiro-suda.html
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Suda lives and works in Tokyo, Japan, away from the rural landscape where he grew up. 

Like me, he is very aware of nature pushing through the cracks in the solid construction 

of the city, or, as he sees it, the intrusion of nature in the city. Suda’s process, based on 

traditional Japanese methods of carving and of miniature sculptures (netsuke), reinforces 

the practice of contemplation, time, and patience. Suda is interested in the Japanese 

concept of ma, a term that broadly refers to empty space. In these spaces, opportunistic 

nature, usually overlooked or disregarded, could flourish. Suda brings the viewer up close 

to hidden corners and cracks of the urban environment. He explains: “I think art can 

change our perspective and ways of thinking. It encourages us to see things that we 

otherwise might miss” (Akimoto 2010, 154–55). Suda’s work challenges preconceived 

ideas of what art is and what nature is.  

For Suda, space is as important as his small sculptures in making a work successful. 

Despite Suda’s practice being informed by his Japanese culture, Buddhist art, and 

aesthetics of beauty, as a contemporary artist, his work is firmly rooted in the 

contemporary practice of installation. Suda’s philosophy is based on a respect for time 

and process as well as contemplation—a method I also use.    

In 2012, Suda installed Morning Glory (figure 45), his highly realistic, tiny, carved 

wooden weeds, on Cockatoo Island at the 18th Sydney Biennale. Suda chose to replicate 

weeds rather than apply his skill to making perfect replicas of rare exotic plants, or 

endangered species. They are so realistic that one needs to look twice. The artificiality of 

Suda’s weeds emphasises notions of nature as a human construct. He is not asking us to 

dwell on the political, environmental global crisis, but to stop and consider what we have 

now, which resonates with my practice. These weeds are the weeds I see in the cracks of 

footpaths. Suda’s sculptures urge us to look closer. 

Constructing Nature 

The much-quoted transcendentalist Henry David Thoreau (1817–62) escaped the mid-

seventeenth-century urban environment in an experiment of self-sufficiency, solitude, and 

reflection on society, among other things. Although his book Walden (Thoreau 1854) is 

mostly dedicated to recounting his experience in a non-human, pristine wilderness, it is 

his observations of the new railway line carving its way through the landscape, not far 

from his cabin in the woods that interests me. 
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Thoreau noted that Sunday tourists would travel on the new railway from their compact 

city environments to recuperate by taking in the healing properties of the countryside. 

However, for the most part, their nature encounter occurred mainly through the frame of 

the train window. This type of early day-tripping contributed to the popularity of picture 

postcards—small picturesque scenes, aesthetically captured for tourists to take back to 

the city with them—as a reminder, a souvenir, of the experience.  

In a similar example, Professor Malcolm Andrews—whose research interest is tourist 

practices in eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Britain—writes of the Lake District being 

“reconstituted for the tourist as a living gallery of three-dimensional landscape pictures” 

(Andrews 2007, 273). The landscape and nature itself became ‘scenery’, explains 

Andrews. Tourists were able to travel along the road and stop at specific ‘stations’ or 

viewing points where they could take in a scene. The scene would comprise a foreground, 

middle ground, craggy rocks and soft undulating open areas, as well as a stream or river. 

These criteria would satisfy an aesthetic “borrowed from art criticism and analysis” 

(Andrews 2007, 274). Tourists were also able to sketch their own version of the view if 

they chose to do so.  

As towns became cities and land was developed into urban cultivated spaces, the practice 

of finding the picturesque became more popular. Today, our high-speed rail systems and 

freeways allow for faster travel to places further away, causing old roads, railways, and 

other infrastructure to become obsolete, including the everyday landscapes along the way. 

Interestingly, in a kind of revival of the ruin, several major cities have re-discovered and 

uncovered their overgrown, abandoned railways, transforming them into spectacular 

places of recreation and escape. In 1993, an elevated stretch of obsolete railway in 

Paris—formerly part of the Vincennes railway line built in the 1850s—was transformed 

into the Promenade Plant́ee, or the Coulée Verte (figures 47, 48 and 49). The series of 

arches at street level that support the promenade now house exclusive artisan shops and 

studios. Other cities have reclaimed similar disused urban infrastructure, turning them 

into green walkways and cycling paths, allowing the inhabitants of the urban environment 

to engage with their cities and with nature (albeit constructed).  
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Figure 47 Coulée Verte arches, Bastille, Paris. Photograph by Nick Huxford. 

                      

 Figure 48 and 49 Promenade Plant́ee above the Coulée Verte, Paris  

As already noted in Chapter 3, humans have a strong desire to connect to nature, even 

altering it to suit shifts in aesthetic taste. The New York High Line situated on 

Manhattan’s west side is now a well-known public park and popular tourist attraction. 

Interestingly, it once exemplified marginal nature’s opportunistic ability, thriving 
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separately from humans (except for those who snuck in to enjoy the messy wilderness 

and its solitude) along the disused railway line above the city streets. The High Line 

project exemplifies the transformation of artefact—weeds, wilderness and the 

overlooked—to artifice, as it is now a repurposed, manicured park. That transformation, 

conducted during the early 2000s by the group ‘Friends of the High Line’, founded in 

1999 by Joshua David and Robert Hammond, changed the very thing that appealed to 

them in the first instance—marginal nature.  

High Line exemplifies how the repurposing of space within a city changes how people 

move around and use it. Through urban planning and development, parts of the city 

below and surrounding the High Line have been transformed from derelict to 

cosmopolitan. Tourist promotions lure people from their city apartments, and from across 

the world, to see and consume ‘wild’ nature.  

Self-proclaimed interdisciplinary design team Diller Scofidio + Renfro led the physical 

transformation. According to their website, the High Line project was “Inspired by the 

melancholic, unruly beauty of this post-industrial ruin, where nature has reclaimed a once 

vital piece of urban infrastructure” (Diller, Scofidio, and Renfro 2014). Gandy, who 

researches the aesthetic, social, and political aspects of urban nature, and ideas about 

rewilding our urban spaces, believes that the High Line has re-created aesthetic aspects of 

spontaneous vegetation, “through the replanting of birch trees to produce a distinctive 

kind of ecological simulacrum of what occurred on the derelict structure before its 

extensive landscaping” (2013a, 1306). Gandy continues his observation by writing, 

In this instance, the ‘wasteland as artifice’ becomes a cultural motif that 

serves to underpin real estate speculation, and the boundary between private 

and public is reworked in the form of a neo-pastoral urban spectacle…a 

designed fragment of nature. (2013a, 1306)  

Decisions as to which plants remain, are rearranged, or discarded become aesthetic rather 

than ecological. The criteria to create a usable, safe, and attractive place for people have, 

of course, altered the ecology of that once marginal place. It is a remarkable space in such 

a frenetic city, regardless of the fact that it now requires diligent maintenance and fund 

raising in order to keep the essence of an uncultivated ‘wild’ landscape. I agree with 

Gandy’s sentiment that this urban space has become a fragment of what it was before it 

was reworked. The aesthetic appeal of wild, urban nature may still exist, but it requires 

taming and tidying for general human consumption. 
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Anderson talks of “The paradox of meddling in vacant land”, explaining that 

“interventions by humans may result in the undoing of marginal nature in vacant land” 

(e-mail to the author, October 2012). Furthermore, although these habitats may well be 

accidental, “they are deliberate expressions by the flora and fauna of marginal nature”. 

Prior to being repurposed, an overlooked place emerges “as the everyday backdrop to 

urban life, and, though half-hidden in the wastelands and margins, it is close at hand for 

informal, unmediated encounter” (Anderson 2009, 5). 

In contrast to the open, public encounter with urban nature experienced at the High Line, 

visitors are unable to enter ‘Derborence Island’, a walled section of a park in northern 

France. Designed by landscape architect Gilles Clément, it is a patch of wilderness 

situated in the middle of Lille’s Parc Henri Matisse (figures 50 and 51). It is an 

inaccessible island of urban nature enclosed behind a concrete wall. Clément’s project, 

hidden away from human intervention, is a patch of existing wild grasses, trees, and 

flowers, within the grounds of the well-maintained and tidy public Parc Henri Matisse, 

close to Lille TVG rail station. Writing of this uncultivated fragment of marginal nature, 

Gandy suggests that “Clément’s novel synthesis of nature and culture is significantly 

different from prevailing discourses of landscape design and is best interpreted as a form 

of site-specific art” (Gandy 2013b, 259).  

   

Figure 50 Parc Henri Matisse, Lille, France 
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Figure 51 Parc Henri Matisse with ‘Derborence Island’ in the background             

The only tangible clue as to what is going on in the ‘Island’ can be seen at the top edge, 

where plants are creeping over the wall, alluding to a hidden, undisturbed ecosystem. 

Ideas of urban nature aesthetics may have been part of the inspiration for building this 

walled island; however, the project itself “remains largely an object of aesthetic 

contemplation” claims Gandy (2013b, 271).  

 

Figure 52 ‘Derborence Island’ in Parc Henri Matisse, Lille, France 
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Recalling the Earth Art movement of the 1960s and 1970s, and the use of earth as a 

material for making art, Gandy discusses works such as Sanctuary (1993) by Herman de 

Vries (1931–) and Floating Island (1970) by Robert Smithson (1938–73). The former, 

located in Leibfried’s Garden in Stuttgart, is a patch of land protected, or framed, by a 

fence made from forged steel with gold leaf. The latter is an inaccessible microcosm of 

Manhattan Island’s original nature, intended to be installed on a barge that would be 

towed around Manhattan. Similarly, artist, Alan Sonfist’s (1946–) Time Landscape 

(1965–), located in New York, often goes unnoticed. They each share a similar concept of 

the human/non-human connection. 

I recognise the cross-disciplinary approach in Clément’s designing of ‘Derborence 

Island’. It is both a comment on society’s aesthetic value of urban nature, a site-specific 

artificial construction, and a scientific experiment. Clément’s urban garden is not about 

spectacle, and there is no utilitarian purpose. It remains untouched. Only time and the 

seasons will transform it. Unlike the High Line, there are no vast numbers of humans 

passing through every year, and it is not constantly manicured and maintained. Ideas of 

the picturesque do not apply. Gandy suggests that Clément’s project “reveals tensions 

between the aesthetic and scientific significance of so-called ‘waste spaces’ in 

contemporary cities” (Gandy, 2013b, 259).22 The human construct of nature stops at the 

outer perimeter of the roughly constructed seven-metre-high wall, which is made of what 

appears to be cement, rock, and reclaimed debris from the original site. Parts of the wall 

are now marked by weather, plants, and graffiti.  

I visited ‘Derborence Island’ in November 2014. At first glance, it looks like a disused 

bunker. The cement wall is uneven and embedded with rubble. Green glass bottles and 

fragments of ceramics can be seen on the surface. I felt a quiet anticipation of the 

impending winter, yet a sense that time and seasons had their own pace behind the wall, 

away from council maintenance and people. One cannot help but be curious as to what it 

looks like behind the wall, to imagine the wildness and changes that have taken place 

over the years. This is both art and a monument to nature that questions our aesthetic 

value of urban nature.  

                                                           
22 Gandy’s article considers, more broadly, the difficulties in bringing together disparate discourses of 

urban ecology, landscape design and environmental politics. Aesthetics and definitions of urban nature are 

also considered.  
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I watched as people walked past the walled wilderness, through the park, to the train 

station. Lunch-time joggers and local youth hanging around were oblivious to this 

medieval-looking fortress; the walled 2,500 square metres of wild urban nature was 

completely overlooked. For me, it symbolises all those ‘wild’ or ‘natural’ places that are 

inaccessible to humans, and are therefore not controlled by them. 

        

Figure 53 and 54 View of Derborence Island, Lille, France 

Parks and patches of abandoned urban nature like these continue to remind us of the 

human-less, untouched aspects of nature, the loss of wild nature, and the protection of 

nature. More importantly, they emphasise ideas of time, change in aesthetic value, and of 

slowing down. Gandy writes, 

if the aesthetic value of Derborence Island stems partly from the ecological 

processes that it contains, and also the wider geo-physical dynamics to which 

it alludes, then a different kind of aesthetic scale is implied that transcends the 

site-specific aspects of Land Art as conventionally conceived. If we can find 

aesthetic value in the ecological process itself, as Yuriko Saito suggests, then 

the ultimate object of appreciation may be vast. (Gandy 2013b, 271)  

 

A challenge for artists may well be in bridging an understanding and appreciation of this 

type of nature between science and the public. This research acknowledges the 
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importance of these forms of nature. Indeed, my art practice is informed by seeing and 

appreciating nature other than that found in our urban parks. 

Subnature and art 

If subnature enables a category outside the natural and supernatural, it also 

offers us a way of thinking outside the aesthetics that accompany the 

categories of the natural and the supernatural. (Gissen 2011, 50)  

 

Artists have painted atmospheric effects for many centuries, with J.M.W. Turner the most 

famous pre-modern exponent. Sunlight diffused by fog or smoke informed subdued, even 

monochromatic, palettes. Today, pollution from industry, smoke, and particularly exhaust 

fumes continue to form a layer over many modern cities. Over time, the buildup of 

atmospheric matter tarnishes surfaces, blocks light coming in through windows, and can 

affect our health. And yet, artists still find ways of documenting and capturing a kind of 

beauty in the horror of such events like destructive dust storms and pollution. Artists may 

play the role of passive observer or activist when making work about the ecology in 

which we are a part of. My aim is to influence a change in our thinking about urban 

nature and its aesthetic value.   

Gissen writes, “the environment is much more than the nature we often imagine to be in 

some prehuman and pristine form” (2009, 211). Gissen’s research of the subnature of 

contemporary urban environments alerts us to the reality of the nature we live with. This 

is a human-made nature, though not necessarily artificial. It is produced by society, by the 

buildings we live in and by the concepts we have regarding how we want to live, and how 

we want our surroundings to look. Consequently, dust, smoke, dank, mud, weeds, and 

debris can be considered elements of urban nature. Furthermore, their effects are 

expressed through my studio work informing my choices of colour, surface texture, and 

selection of disparate materials, like stained concrete juxtaposed with scratched paint.   

I am interested in the fact that these elements leave traces of their existence everywhere 

in the urban environment. Like a crack in the footpath sprouting messy weeds, a scruffy 

roadside verge, or a disused car park, the alleyway (or laneway) is the inner-city 

marginal. The debris and detritus of urban life, both human and non-human, finds its way 

into city laneways becoming yet another form of urban marginalia. Dylan Trigg describes 

the alleyway as “a space of passing through” or “an anti-space…in the carefully arranged, 

manicured, and cultivated grid of the city” (Trigg 2006, 157–59).   
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Laneways are popular with urban artists, where graffiti painting on walls is accepted, or 

at least overlooked. The sub-culture of street art, or graffiti art, has become an attraction 

in some cities, making an inner-city grunge experienced less of a risk to those interested 

in stepping off the mainstream footpath. As a counter balance to the bright, safe, and tidy 

aspects of the city, edgy urban art, and the non-aesthetic ‘grunge’, flourish in the dark, 

hidden-away corridors, loading docks and laneways.  

Artistic play in abandoned urban spaces is common in many cities. Such places are not 

subject to endless maintenance and are in constant flux, depending on what off-casts and 

rubbish are dumped there. They can be messy, dangerous and require a degree of 

personal risk to enter. They are sites of the unknown and allow for an experience of 

discovery. These places can be compared to undiscovered, wild nature. However, like the 

New York High Line, they too might at any time be transformed for safe human 

consumption.  

 

Figure 55 Vacant lot on Grey Street, Southbank, 2012   

Aside from weeds sprouting through the cracks in concrete, other urban material like 

pollution, dust and smoke also occupy our cities. Our surroundings are affected by heat 

and cold, humidity, wind, rain, and other forms of nature that we live with yet protect 

ourselves from. Concrete walls fend off nature and define spaces; buildings protect us 

from extreme weather; and complex cleaning and extraction systems remove unsightly 

matter and germs from the air where we live and work. Keeping surfaces clean in the city 

is a costly exercise. Councils spend vast amounts of tax payers’ rates on controlling 

weeds, cleaning pollution, and removing graffiti from walls and other city infrastructure. 
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Walls, over time, become a palimpsest of the city—layered with marks and repairs, 

painted, patched, and repainted, restored, and painted over again. The visual marks of 

nature, time, and humanity are constantly there. This reminds me of our role in nature and 

fuels creative ideas.  

Artist and architectural historian Jorge Otero-Pailos (1971–) questions our need to 

conserve. In natural environment terms, conservation and preservation are issues that 

create much debate. As I have discussed, the environmentalist stance to return and restore 

pristine, original, or native nature is a strongly emotional and political topic, and tends to 

exclude humans from real ‘wilderness’. By contrast, urban ecology includes humans in 

order to fully understand the nature we are all living with, and that we are creating while 

doing so. Conservation, in terms of art and architecture, requires expertise from the 

realms of science, ethics and aesthetics. The preservation of historic artefacts is also a 

process of conserving human history. However, conservation involves cleaning, which 

Otero-Pailos bases his experimental art and research on. I can relate Otero-Pailos’s 

sensitivity to surfaces and concepts of time and changes to my research and how I see 

these forms of nature in the city. Conserving natural environments means taking it back 

to its original state, thereby removing, tidying or replacing part of that environment. 

Usually, the cleaning of pollution from the surfaces of buildings (and art works) is a way 

of restoring and conserving, and yet, in a way, a layer of human history is also removed. 

Otero-Pailos wonders whose history is removed, and who decides to conserve. 

Furthermore, what degree of conserving/cleaning changes the object?  

I continue to be drawn to layers, stains, marks, traces, and changes to surfaces from their 

original state. My own practice of scratching back, removing and replacing layers is 

fundamental to my art making. Although I find inspiration on the buildings and city 

streets, I translate what I see into various processes that suit my aesthetic taste and 

preferences. My decisions to wipe away a mark, or stain a section of paper, or plaster—or 

even to preserve an area to maintain a pure clean surface—are decisions that are not 

necessarily planned, but happen instinctively. 

Luke Turner (1987–), an artist from Sydney, has based his practice around his 

observations of accidental and everyday marks on the surface of city walls. Turner’s 

practice involves performative interventions, video, and photographic documentation of 



118 
 

the incidental aesthetics of urban spaces. It focuses on stains on walls, worn tracks across 

grassed areas, the marks that signify people have directly or indirectly caused.  

Turner has made works of art in response to the mismatched paint colours used by the 

local council to cover up graffiti. In his series They Paint, They Paint, I Paint, etc… 

(figure 56)—part of a larger body of work titled Reactionary Art—Turner’s interventions 

involve him painting over the council’s badly repainted sections of walls. These subtle 

colour variations, with edges left to reveal the layers beneath, go unnoticed by passersby. 

I recognise similar patches on the barrier walls that are in place along the railway tracks 

that I travel each day. I cannot help but make connections to Turner’s work. These walls 

are like a long gallery displaying the patches of greens and greys, like awkward Rothko 

paintings on show for daily commuters. Similarly, cracks in roads and footpaths are 

repaired with patches of bitumen, highlighted with fluorescent paint that caution 

pedestrians of the flaws. I like to imagine that these repairs are made with gold lacquer, 

as seen in the Japanese custom of kintsugi that was mentioned in Chapter 1. However, the 

aesthetic appreciation of the effects of change, of time passing, does not come into play 

when repairing a city street. This idea has manifested in my studio as I have explored 

ways to visually emphasise the hidden, natural treasure in cracks and fractures by 

incorporating gold leaf or gold paint. By doing so, they become sites of something 

precious and worth contemplating; the broken edge or crack become a metaphor for 

change. 

Turner notices the marks in the urban environment, the subnature, particularly pollution, 

that leaves its trace on walls and footpaths. He is not looking at these marks and stains as 

inspiration for idyllic landscape paintings, as da Vinci once did. He wants to emphasise 

the contemporary urban landscape. To some degree, Turner hands over the control of 

making his art to natural, or subnatural, forces.    

Turner sees these incidental traces as a means to highlight the landscape we create in the 

urban environment. Much like how I had once been inspired by the stains left by leaf 

litter on a footpath, Turner’s focus is on the marks of pollution from industry and traffic. 
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Figure 56 Luke Turner,  They Paint, They Paint, I Paint, etc. / They Paint, I Shoot, I Paint, 2010, 

video still. Image courtesy of the artist. 

 

Figure 57 Luke Turner, Pollution Painting, 2014, video still. Image courtesy of the artist. 

Turner is inspired by serendipitous, aesthetic moments where divergent materials and 

seemingly unrelated elements converge. These moments are framed as a record of time 

through the indexical nature of the photograph. In one instance, Turner noticed a tree, 

planted in front of a white wall, next to a six-lane highway, which affected him. As he 

relayed to me, “The soot from the traffic settles on the leaves and when the wind blows, it 
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leaves behind a beautiful painting on the blank wall” (Turner, e-mail message to the 

author, 3 May 2014). Trees are excellent at collecting the fallout from traffic pollution, as 

Turner observed, and thus he made the single-channel video work Pollution 

Painting (figure 57). The structures and matter of the urban environment provide artistic 

moments and, through careful observation, draw our attention to the process of nature, in 

particular, the nature we are making. 

Light and Dust 
In the city, we tend to avoid the dark as much as we fend off the weather. Natural lighting 

inside our offices and homes is welcomed. Dark overcast days are brightened with 

artificial light, and night is suspended until we choose to turn out the lights. The aesthetic 

preference in modern cities for things to appear clean and well lit does not always provide 

an opportunity to positively appreciate the dark or shadowy spaces that exist, unlike the 

traditional Japanese appreciation for low lighting and shadowy spaces, where objects can 

be better appreciated. Earlier in this exegesis, I introduced this concept through 

Tanizaki’s writing on the appreciation of the imperfect and of patina on objects as highly 

regarded signs of age and use. Subsequently, I researched mud and the non-aesthetic 

elements of marginal urban nature. Gissen’s historical research of dust and other 

atmospheric conditions that alter or impede our view of things informed my research, 

since he offers a contemporary alternative and a creative attitude towards urban 

subnature.  

Taiwanese-born Canadian artist An Te Liu (1967–), whose work is featured in Gissen’s 

book Subnature, addresses the themes of the quality of our atmosphere, cleanliness and 

healthy living in his work. Liu sees such themes as an influence on modern architecture 

and urbanism, where a need for sunlight, greenery, fresh air and spacious expanses—free 

from congestion—provide a clean, bright environment. Liu’s Cloud (figures 58 and 59) is 

an installation comprising a suspended cluster of domestic air purifiers. In an interview 

Liu describes Cloud, explaining “they [the air purifiers] wash, filter, ionize, ozonize, and 

sterilize our airspace, separating us from bacteria, allergens, germs, spores, dust and other 

bad things” (Liu 2008). Liu’s work comments on our dependence on technology and how 

so much of our lives is controlled by external unnatural forces.  
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But where does dust go? Furthermore, could dust become a material used by 

contemporary artists, like earth was in the Earth Art movement of the 1960s?  

 

 
 

Figure 58 An Te Liu Cloud 2008, ionisers, sterilisers, washers, humidifiers, ozone air cleaners; 

136 units running continuously installed at the 11th Venice Biennale of Architecture.  Photograph 

courtesy of the artist. 
 

The section devoted to dust in Gissen’s book considers the experimental work of Otero-

Pailos, whose project The Ethics of Dust (2008) is inspired by Ruskin’s essay “The Ethics 

of the Dust” of 1877. Gissen sees the build-up of dust—like the growth of rust on iron—

as a register of time, a historical record of our connection to this unintentional product of 

living (Gissen 2009, 96). Based on the notion that materials are constantly changing, 

Otero-Pailos’s project deals with the removal of dust and pollution from the walls of 

historical buildings by using a latex cleaning technique, where liquid latex is painted on 

the wall. As it dries, it lifts away, taking the microscopic dirt and dust, and leaving a 

clean and carefully preserved wall behind.  
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Figure 59 An Te Liu, Cloud, 2008, ionisers, sterilisers, washers, humidifiers, ozone air cleaners; 

136 units running continuously. Installation view San Francisco Museum of Modern Art 

(SFMOMA). 
 

Otero-Pailos’s site-specific experiments are more about preserving the dust as historical 

artefact. When lit from behind, the dust patterns can be seen on the translucent surface of 

the latex, creating a subtle golden skin.23 Both Liu’s and Otero-Pailos’s works speak of 

the disconnection of humans from nature through an assumed state of control over nature, 

which supports Gissen’s theory that nature is more than we imagine it to be.  

Materials/Materiality 

…industrial materials, modular units, regular or symmetrical or gridded 

arrangements, a kind of directness in the use and presentation of materials, 

and absence of craft or ornamentation or ornamental composition… 

(Batchelor 1997, 13) 

  

                                                           
23 Otero-Pailos’s ‘pollution casts’ from Balzano, Italy, 2008, were selected for the MANIFESTA7 Art 

Biennial. In 2009, Otero-Pailos made a pollution cast from the wall of Doge’s Palace, Venice (Thyssen-

Bornemisza 2009). Later in 2012, he took casts from an old silver and lead mine in Spain. These were 

displayed in an exhibition titled, Dirt, Dust & Ruins, at the Tin Sheds Gallery, University of Sydney in 

2013 (“Exhibition: Dirt, Dust & Ruins” 2014). 
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Figure 60 Concrete pavers and gold leaf 

 

 

Figure 61 Concrete paver, bitumen fragment, gravel and marine ply 

 



124 
 

As this chapter brings me back to the city and its surfaces, I have found myself 

occasionally picking up small pieces of broken footpath, kerbside, and road as I find 

them. These small artefacts—fragments of the city—speak of many aspects of this 

research: the physicality of the city (they are the barrier between our feet and the earth 

beneath); fragility and change; and the human connection to and disconnection from 

nature. My studio research of the materiality of the city has informed new and unexpected 

work. Subsequently, the art has become the primary site that explores and expresses this 

materiality. This is a result of honing my focus on the city as the site of unexpected forms 

of nature, extending my aesthetic appreciation of the human and non-human elements of 

the city.  

Returning briefly to earlier works described in Chapter 3, it is clear that this last period of 

studio work has built on the Fissure and Fracture series, exhibited at the Woolloongabba 

Art Gallery in June 2013. Audience responses to the work were positive, with many 

comments circulating around my process and the shift in format and colour palette. 

People engaged with the work up-close, curious about the pairing of textures, colours and 

shapes. I was excited that these works drew audiences in closer. I sensed a desire in 

people to connect to the material surface.  

 

Figure 62 Sara Manser, Fracture series, 2013, installation view. Photograph courtesy of 

Woolloongabba Art Gallery. 
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I now acknowledge this series as an important precursor to new work and new ways of 

visually expressing the materiality of things.  

Small panels of concrete, rendering products, and porcelain juxtapose the inherent 

cultural and aesthetic value of these earth like materials. While porcelain has a reputation 

for being used to make refined, pure and fragile objects, concrete “is often regarded as a 

dumb or stupid material” (Forty 2012, 9). Forty elaborates, explaining that concrete has a 

history of being associated with boringness, stubbornness, and even death. “In German 

Beton-Kopf, literally ‘concrete head’” is another negative association of concrete, which 

appeals to Forty. Concrete is being used by many artists, designers and architects who are 

returning to materiality in a kind of new appreciation of this non-aesthetic material, once 

the core material of the Brutalist architecture movement of the 1970s.24 All materials or 

mediums I use have equal value as I exploit particular characteristics, and combinations 

of qualities, at all stages of making.  

Today, many artists working with a focus on urban nature engage with industries, 

disciplines and methods outside the traditional realm of art. They collaborate with 

biologists, geographers, geologists, oceanographers, architects, urban planners, or, like 

me, urban ecologists, in order to appreciate contemporary nature, and their role in 

connecting to it. Some artists who reinterpret or re-present aesthetic qualities of the urban 

environment find inspiration in buildings, streets, and the spaces between. In turn, some 

of these professions employ artists to assist them in visualising and presenting their 

projects and research. Science has a long history of involving artistic practice. For 

example, geographical interest in the skills of artists extends to map making and 

photography, assisting them to document the physical landscape. Architects visualise the 

use of space and often employ artists to envisage public artworks to enhance their 

projects. 

I am attracted to simple, unsterile forms that reflect the marks of process and time, as 

well as ideas of light and dark, space, repetition and contemplation. Since the use of 

concrete and clay has come to dominate much of my final studio research work, I have 

been drawn to two artists who have quite different practices, yet a similar sensibility of 

                                                           
24 According to writer and journalist Jonathan Meades, the Brutalist movement is making a revival. He has 

made a two-part documentary series on it, entitled “Bunkers, Brutalism and Bloody-Mindedness: Concrete 

Poetry” (2014). 
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materials and process—Danish artist, architect, and designer Anja Margrethe Bache 

(1964–) and British author and ceramic artist Edmund de Waal (1964–).  

Bache, who has a PhD in Architecture, specialises in concrete forms. Also a material 

scientist, she has developed ceramic glazes for concrete (figures 63 and 64), not normally 

a combination used in art making. Through her research and acquired technical skill, 

Bache challenges our preconceived notions of these materials. She “displaces” (Wirnfeldt 

2012) ideas of concrete as a building material into the realm of art. Ceramics are 

employed out of their art-historical context; as Bache declares, “I would like for ceramic 

art to come down off its pedestal” (2012, 79). Both materials merge to create structure 

and sensuality. My interest in Bache’s practice is firstly based on her use of materials; her 

unorthodox methods working with concrete and ceramic techniques. Secondly, I am 

drawn by the fact that she thinks across many fields of knowledge, synthesising her 

experiences through art, design and architecture. Bache’s concrete forms reflect her 

architectural expertise and desire to refine this material into simple forms. I discovered 

Bache after completing a third firing of my porcelain objects. Learning about her practice 

confirmed for me the idea that clay, as a tangible medium, gives form to my thinking of 

urban surfaces as the site of nature. 

 

Figure 63 Anja Margarethe Bache, glazed concrete object, 2010. Photograph courtesy of the 

artist. 
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Figure 64 Anja Margarethe Bache, glazed concrete object, 2010. Photograph courtesy of the 

artist.    

 

                    

Figure 65 Firing porcelain                                Figure 66 Porcelain, concrete and drafting film 

 

Clay holds traces of the maker, impressions that remain permanent after firing. The 

elemental nature of clay directly links it to the many concepts of nature discussed so far.  
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As seen in his incredible installations, de Waal’s work is inspired by the simplicity of 

form, repetition and space, as well as light and shade. In his analysis of ceramics, de 

Waal acknowledges a cross-fertilisation between ceramics and disciplines such as 

painting, sculpture and architecture. Like Gissen, de Waal is interested in aspects of 

nature that most of us take for granted or simply ignore. For example, his recent 

exhibition at Gagosian Gallery, titled atmosphere, evidences his interest in light and 

atmosphere. I understand that there is a certain sensibility for working in the way de Waal 

does. The nature of porcelain, as a means of visual and tactile expression, is fundamental 

to artistically expressing ideas of light and atmosphere. De Waal’s attention to installing 

his work is as important as making the work. Although each piece is individual, de Waal 

does not necessarily present each cylindrical form as an object in its own space; rather, he 

groups multiples as one work (e.g. figure 67).   

While there is repetition in the process of weighing out balls of clay, throwing the 

cylinders, firing, glazing and firing again, hundreds of times, not one of de Waal’s pots is 

the same. When placed in a gallery, each piece relates to the next in terms of size, colour, 

surface texture, or placement. I have gleaned a great deal from researching de Waal and 

Bache in relation to grouping my porcelain objects, considering the light that falls 

between, and on, each piece, and their proximity to each other.  

 

Figure 67 Edmund de Waal, atmosphere, 2014, 286 porcelain vessels in 9 aluminium and 

plexiglass vitrines, variable dimensions. Photograph courtesy of the artist. 
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Figure 68 Edmund de Waal, atmosphere, 2014, 286 porcelain vessels in 9 aluminium and 

plexiglass vitrines, variable dimensions. Photograph courtesy of the artist. 

 

 

Figure 69 Sara Manser, studio experiments with paper porcelain and monoprinted drafting film, 

2013–14 

 

Studio 

Inert clay, from the earth, is made into something which is directly and 

intimately related to active craft, to the processes of human survival, and to 

social and spiritual factors in the life of man, all at once. (Rawson 1984, 6)  
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Porcelain is a material usually thought of as delicate, fragile and transparent, and is 

considered the primary clay from which all other clays are derived. Sourced from the 

earth as pure white, it is strong and durable. The fact that part of the making process 

involves firing the porcelain objects in a kiln heated to over 1200 degrees Celsius adds an 

element of risk and anticipation over what will survive such conditions. I relate this 

process to printmaking, as there is a similar sense of the unknown once you let go of the 

work to the external processes of pressing or firing. Part of the process is out of the hands 

of the artist, allowing nature to take its course.  

My decision to make work out of porcelain has been well considered. It is a material 

inherently different to those materials used to build our urban structures. However, like 

Bache, I am not making pottery; these objects are not utilitarian. I am interested in the 

alchemy of ceramics—earth, water, air and fire—and the elemental/natural events that 

occur in the making of ceramic forms. Like concrete that holds the shape of the form it is 

set into, clay is irreversibly changed once it is fired. According to Philip Rawson, the 

earliest and “most important evidence we have about the history of Neolithic man, after 

his tools, is usually the remains of his pots” (1984, 6). 

The use of earth to form functional and non-functional objects has been practiced by 

many civilisations throughout history. Over the course of both Eastern and Western 

history, pottery developed as utilitarian and decorative, with both cultures developing a 

highly refined aesthetic for fine white clay. Porcelain, developed by the Chinese, changed 

the way pottery was valued due to its perceived quality, purity, and aesthetic, as it can be 

fired to a high gloss and will take vibrant coloured glazes, detailed embellishment, and 

translucency.  

I chose to work with a fine paper porcelain blend due to its excellent ability to be shaped 

into thin, hand-built slab forms. I favour the paper component of the clay, as it is finely 

textured, and reflects a continuity in my practice for using paper. I have only bisque fired 

in order to emphasise fragility. In future, I can see my practice exploring glazing 

techniques as a means of marking and staining the surface. For now, I prefer to leave the 

flat surfaces untouched, with only small additions of other materials. 
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Figure 70 Sara Manser, studio experiments with paper porcelain, monoprinted drafting film, 

and steel tacks, 2013–14 

 

 

Figure 71 Sara Manser, studio experiments with paper porcelain and monoprinted drafting film 

(detail), 2014 
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Figure 72 Sara Manser, studio experiments with porcelain and steel tacks (detail), 2014 

 

Figure 73 Sara Manser, studio documentation of experiments with porcelain and steel tacks 

(detail), 2014  
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My clay works have become three-dimensional extensions of sketches and expressions of 

an aesthetic I observe in the built environment. I treat clay in a similar manner to most 

other materials I work with. I test its limits, finding relationships and associations with 

other, disparate, materials—steel nails, paper, concrete, paint and drafting film—as a way 

of arriving at completely unexpected, yet coherent, outcomes.  

Drafting film reappears in my final work as small inclusions in the rectangular slab 

forms. Whether stained or clean, the small pieces of drafting film act as translucent, 

membranes, or windows, sealing off some sections from view. I use the drafting film as 

an alternative to glazing as it provides variation to the matte white surface of the 

porcelain and entices the viewer to look closer. I associate the glaze in Bache’s glazed 

concrete work with skin; an outer layer that protects or conceals what lies beneath. Once 

again, this brings the work and thoughts back to surfaces and the unseen. A sense of the 

tactile comes through the notion of skin and surfaces as physical and sensual. As Danish 

architect and urban planner Steen Eiler Rasmussen (1898–1990) writes: 

[The skin] is the oldest and the most sensitive of our organs, our most 

effective protector … Even the transparent cornea of the eye is overlain by a 

layer of modified skin. (Rasmussen [1959], quoted in Pallasmaa 2012, 12) 

 

When placed in mass groupings, these objects look somewhat cell-like in structure—

reminiscent of those earlier microscopic images of seaweed cells—or of architectural 

structures. I reference the grid again in the square tiles (figure 72 and 73) that are 

punctured with steel tacks. These works remain crude, yet vaguely formal, while 

maintaining an element of the organic. The process of slowly drying, and then firing 

determines the final shapes. I am not concerned with producing precise slick finishes or 

seamless joins. I want the nature of the materials to show through. The faint impressions 

of my hands and the physical characteristics of the medium connects the work to the 

process of its creation  As Rawson wrote, “undeniably material, wearing the evidence of 

its material nature in its visible and tangible forms and attributes” (1984, 6), once again 

challenging the expected aesthetic.  

Rawson argues that the potter and their existential experience “…is what gives ceramics 

its particular aesthetic interest” (1984, 3). Rawson explains the intimate connection of the 

potter to the object being made. Although he is referring to pots, the shapes and contours 

are the “kinetic traces which were present in the mind of the potter” (1984, 109). Getting 
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one’s hands into clay is a very sensual and tactile experience that connects directly to the 

physical and material nature of making. As I work with the clay, I find myself returning 

to the observation of subtle marks and traces, both human and non-human, on surfaces. 

My finger dints will always be part of the surface of the clay once it is fired. As time 

passes, the surface will also acquire further marks and traces of the external world. 

Working with clay has opened up a whole new way for my concepts to take form. 

Therefore, inspired by Lefebvre’s observations of the city and Rawson’s knowledge of 

the aesthetic of form in ceramics, I have titled this last body of work Urban Form.  
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Conclusion 
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Every one of us contributes to the ecology of this urban planet. Urban ecology is a form 

of nature that is just as valid as mountains, oceans, and everything between. This research 

has explained how art can provide a positive, creative interpretation of our connections 

and relationships with urban nature. This was achieved by highlighting the coexistence of 

disparate materials. Also by thinking differently about an escape to nature, in the smaller, 

overlooked, and often messy forms of nature situated in the urban margins. My studio 

work invites the viewer to come up close and examine some of the disparate 

combinations of materials which reflect the aesthetic qualities I have observed in the city 

and which connect to urban nature. 

This exegesis has presented my studio-based research on art practices and theories 

surrounding the contemporary aesthetic appreciation of urban nature. In Chapter 1, I 

employed philosophical ideas of ‘trace’, drawing from theorists such as Jacques Derrida 

and Emmanuel Lévinas in order to link my visual investigation of surface marks and 

stains to the overlooked and unappreciated forms of nature in the urban environment. The 

thread of tracing the subnatural has run through each phase of my research, connecting 

historical and contemporary representations, perceptions, and aesthetic values of the 

nature in our cities.  

This research suggests that many artists across all disciplines of the visual arts have, at 

some point, engaged with the urban environment, and an aesthetic that speaks of the 

materials of the city. Surfaces affected by weather and age prove to be inspirational for 

many visual artists. I have explained how I shifted focus from the microscopic view of 

surfaces to the broader marginal landscape. I then progressed to the fragmentary ruins of 

modern urbanity, finally returning to the place of human-made nature, or ‘subnature’ (to 

use David Gissen’s term), in the layers and materials that make up a city. 

The visual enquiry component of this research is grounded in my experiences as an artist 

having worked across drawing, painting, printmaking, and a recent return to ceramics. 

Therefore, this PhD has allowed my practice to rigorously investigate ways of 

interpreting the topic, and more importantly the aesthetic, of urban nature and the 

connections we have to it, through art making.  

As a researcher, I have acquired knowledge about urban ecology as being a field of 

science separate from traditional ecology. The key point of difference is the inclusion of 

humans. I explained in Chapter 2 how humans inadvertently make urban ecosystems, 
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which we cohabit with the rest of the urban environment’s biodiversity. My conclusions 

are that art can play an important role in scientific advances by augmenting creative ways 

to define and interpret new research, and by giving a different view of urban nature as a 

positive part of life on earth. Art can enable broader communication of research outside 

the realm of science or other disciplines. In Chapter 3, I discussed the work of a group of 

artists, who, although from opposite sides of the planet, see the overlooked and diverse 

ecosystems thriving as a result of our encroaching transport systems. They observe the 

marginalia, the extensive and diverse nature along motorways and highways. From 

comparing the practices of British artists Edward Chell and Michael Landy to American 

artist Brian Collier, I recognise that it is the distinctiveness of the types of nature 

inhabiting these places that inspires them. Furthermore, that there is a mutual 

appreciation for the aesthetic quality of such forms of nature in the margins of most major 

cities.   

Furthermore, as Chapter 4 discussed, many artists are engaged in scholarly projects, 

academic research, urban and architectural planning where artists-as-researchers are 

embraced. This new knowledge challenged my view of the city, and allowed me to 

visualise and theorise that cities are natural; we just need to look at them differently. 

Because of my specific perspective of urban nature, my ‘nature-based’ art practice is 

different to that of artists who address more mainstream environmental issues, or who 

have political agendas. I explored the concept that materials of the city originate from the 

earth, from nature, therefore the city is natural.  

This exegesis suggests that all of the issues we face relating to changes experienced on 

the planet need not be tackled by only one like-minded group or set of ideals. Our 

attitudes to nature stem from our encounters with it, especially those from our childhood. 

These attitudes affect the value that we place on certain types of nature. My research 

examined theories relating to the loss of nature. And yet the loss seems to be for a 

pristine, non-human, wilderness, something very few urban dwellers will ever encounter.  

The aesthetic appreciation of nature will continue to be discussed in the future as our 

values and attitudes change over time. I agree with Saito that “not everything in nature 

can or should be appreciated aesthetically” (Saito 1998, 109), just as not every work of 

art can or should be appreciated aesthetically by everyone.  
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The appreciation of the imperfect is based upon the same consideration of 

aesthetic contrast. That is, juxtaposing the opulent or the perfect with the 

impoverished or the imperfect facilitates mutual emphasis of each asset. 

(Saito 1997, 379)  

I mentioned in the introduction to this exegesis that art made about the natural 

environment has become a strong trend. The contribution of my research is that it 

complements this trend by adding a different framework through which to see the nature 

we have around us. 

The influences from other genres, disciplines, and artists have been accumulative for me. 

I have indirectly filtered ideas and imagery that resonate with my own methods, helping 

me articulate my thoughts into works of art. Even though there has been a great diversity 

of artists in my periphery, this studio-based research has found common ground in the 

minute details of the elements each has to offer. The inspiration I glean from many of 

these sources comes from ideas and attitudes more than style. My often tangential 

approach has allowed me to trace the diversity and tease out the similarities across all the 

artists and theorists discussed in this exegesis. 

My approach to making art for this research developed out of material thinking, aesthetic, 

and experiential concerns, challenged by concepts of the natural/artificial dichotomy of 

contemporary urban nature. Material concerns involved studio experiments—

incorporating materials derived from the building industry—and explorations of several 

densely urban environments; specifically, London, Tokyo, Paris and Brisbane. 

Theoretical concerns are grounded in the art-historical representations of nature, 

contemporary aesthetics of nature, and in ideas about how we think positively about 

urban nature and changes.  

Through the interrelated and cross-disciplinary practices outlined, I conclude that there is 

greater potential to broaden the discourse on how we aesthetically value urban nature. 

The materiality of my artwork and the aesthetic appeal of non-traditional forms of nature 

expressed through art works provide an alternative view of nature. In addition, art can 

create awareness of the interdependent connections that exist between human and non-

human nature. If art’s role is to address dominant paradigms of today, then this research 

has done so by addressing our immediate relationships with nature. 

The understanding I have developed for the marginal and subnatural nature is embedded 

in the works of art I have produced. The experiments I made with materials I had not 
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used prior to this research prompted new ideas and processes that I would not have 

considered before. For example, the impressions I made on paper through printmaking 

spoke of the fragility of nature. However, as I explored ageing and decay in materials, I 

realised that steel is a perfect example of nature taking its course, as it rusts and returns to 

the earth. In fact, my later works made from porcelain revealed that this fine translucent 

clay, when fired, is stronger and more permanent than steel. 

My apparent abandonment of printmaking reveals a natural evolution of my practice that 

reflects the theoretical exploration I undertook. I would not have begun the work in clay 

if it had not been for my earlier projects with polymer clay, and then later with concrete 

and plaster. I look forward to future work with clay. 

This PhD research has led me to re-think my role in this urban ecosystem by 

understanding how my art making contributes, for good or for bad, to the health of my 

own urban environment. The works of art I have made and exhibited over the course of 

this PhD have led to the conclusion that art about nature does not need to be aggressively 

political; it does not need to be made from natural materials. As I have discussed, all 

materials are in one way or another derived from nature. Having a respect for materials 

and an appreciation and acceptance of change can allow us to relate more intimately with 

things in our immediate environment. This leads to a more informed understanding and 

desire to care for everyday nature. Art can assist us in finding aesthetic pleasure in 

unexpected places. The more we appreciate, the more we are likely to care. In this 

moment, change happens. As a result of my research, I seek to define and redefine my 

relationship with my immediate environment. I hope my work can make others think 

differently about their expectations and aesthetic value of urban nature. 

Interestingly, as my research engaged with a myriad of ideas and varieties of nature, as 

well as changes to surfaces—just as my early works on paper suggest—my recent work 

has become more definite and permanent. Where previously parts of one work flowed 

into a new work, physically merging and reconfiguring, the ceramic pieces themselves 

cannot be altered, only their physical relationship to each other can change. Each piece 

carries the traces and marks of their creation embedded in an unalterable fired state.  
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