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back to NORMAL 
 

Many special and massive thanks to Aviva Rahmani for an utterly inspiring day and to Daro 
for organizing it! Not so many thanks to Dr Mike Haywood, Dr Tony Batchelor, Managing 
Director, Geoscience Ltd and Julian Jenkins, Senior Partner, Clydesdale Bank, for their 
dismally pompous performance and attitude towards our futures. The complete inability to 
‘get’ the lecture or its depressing implications by the largely male business-suited audience 
and their very own lady David Brent (The Office) leader, who for some reason rudely 
hijacked the event, has left me feeling a profound sense of pity for all of us who cannot 
respond to the ‘facts’ because of such a massive vested interest in the lifestyle choices we 
now take for granted.  It’s OK though; everything will be back to ’normal’ in a few years!! 
 
So, after such a dramatic, utterly depressing and ultimately invigorating week of events, this 
week’s ash tree is thankfully back to its obligingly well behaved and constructive self… 



IS THERE A PLACE 
FOR ‘harsh and 
negative criticism’? 
 

Following last week’s heated 
debate about the use and 
nature of criticism here are 
some further thoughts about 
the topic from a short online 
conversation I had with 
Annie (many thanks)… 
 

Annie: …my feeling about 
'harsh and negative 
criticism' is that it really 
doesn't help, it's like frost 
damage stunting growth 
 

Pete: I get where you’re 
coming from and still puzzle 
over this? I know I personally 
wish people would be more 
blunt, and more forthright 
and honest about their 
feelings toward my own 
work - I do not make art just 
for myself, so audience 
response is very important - 
if I am not 'communicating' 
well I want to be told; it 
really matters to me. I feel it 
is also really important in 
today’s 'aggressive' 
marketplace to be able to 
‘stand up for’ our work. 

 

But then, as appreciated, there is a time and a place and a way of delivering criticism - to 
just say 'that's crap' or 'a child could have done that' is obviously not what I mean; so maybe 
by invitation only, but that is often too restrictive of spontaneity and emotion? And then we 
often take criticism of our art so personally, rather than seeing it as a dimension of a 
professional practice - again a difficult area when art and life become so blurred. 
Personally, I do not enjoy politeness or aimless 'positivity' - I think such conventions are often 
limits to communication and growth - when things get 'fluffy' I tend to react!! Its the 
'Yorkshireman' in my dad, if you know what I mean!? 
 

My immediate reaction to your 'frost damage' metaphor was - yes, it can be 'inconvenient' 
and perhaps wasteful and a little ugly but it is a natural process that also fulfils a very 
important function, (albeit not consciously) - primarily to kill parasites and break down 
materials in the soil to catalyze and feed future healthy growth? For me the question is how 
we might use 'harsh and negative criticism' in an utterly constructive and supportive way, for 
another's benefit, without allowing our personal hang-ups and prejudices to interfere with 
our responses and advice, and also in a way that avoids personal upset and permanent 
'injury' (not much to ask for then!?). This means really listening to another's intentions and 
desires and responding to them... 

a row (paint on paper; pward 1998) 



Annie: I take your point about the bacterial needs etc re frost - in a natural evolvement - but 
to really act from that place means to understand the whole system within which there are 
many voices & many needs. People are different - some happy with confrontational 
debate, others perhaps seeking quieter ways.  
 

Interestingly when you step outside of arts institutional course development & look at other 
scenarios for instigating change eg. social enterprise there's more focus on harnessing 
practical skills and doing stuff like fund raising, pitching projects (perhaps like the one Bryony 
just sent out) - then the group 'action learning' starts to come from a different space than 
the well heeled 'crit' which is a bit caught up in itself / arts interpretation and other such 
intellectual windings … I dunno - thats a maybe?? food for thought... 
 

"Action learning involves small groups meeting to talk intensively about their recent 
achievements and problems in a non-judgemental atmosphere. People can ask each other 
questions, but do not give advice. In this environment, students can be open and honest, 
acknowledge the personal and emotional issues that affect their projects' development, and 
learn from each other’s experiences. 
 

Pete: Yep, loving the action learning idea – but it all seems a bit like learning to walk again, 
this finding new ways to negotiate the world, the evolving terrain, finding our feet again and 
anew, on the same feet but in a different way - maybe like wearing new shoes, flat shoes 
after stilettos or something??  
 

But, I still have great faith in our ability to function and respond creatively and intuitively to 
situations as humans, to choose the 'fitting' or appropriate path - we do not and cannot 
realistically expect to be consciously aware of all circumstances in a situation but must still 
have the confidence to respond for the good of all even if that response seems scary or a 
bit mad - responding to change and being change... and hopefully our intelligence and 
sensitivity, our ability to learn from our mistakes creates a place for safe passage??? 
 

 
soft (Australian earth pigments on canvas; pward 2009) 



ART AS ecology 

COMPOSITION 
an energetic juxtaposition of elements 
 

The work of art may be initially studied as an isolated entity (scientifically) in which its 
individual elements, or components, interact and interrelate to create and activate the 
whole. This may encourage ideas of composition and elemental juxtaposition as well as 
materiality and an understanding of substance. 
 
The artwork may then be seen to energetically extend beyond the parameters of its material 
being into the broader context of its environment shedding light on its place and influence 
in the world – its relationship to audience, gallery, community etc.  
 
We may also extend the concept of art to involve and engage elements of both human 
and environmental society, as in Joseph Beuys theory of social sculpture, and the ways that 
we, the artist (‘everyone is an artist…’) may juggle and manipulate such dynamic 
relationships and entities through an evolving and sympathetically intuitive understanding of 
their intrinsic nature and their potential interactions with other elements.  
 
It is important to recognize that as an energetic entity the artwork begins to develop and 
evolve with a ‘life’ of its own as part of society and the broader ecological community. In 
this way a work of art’s, or creative act’s, influence in the universal ecology may evolve as its 
environment evolves with and around it, creating a reflection of and reaction to the 
processes intrinsic to that ecology. 
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ecologically engaged art practice diagram 2 

 

ecologically engaged art practice revisited (an alternative vision) 
 
“…in the context of geometric figures the pentagram is the only shape that is dynamic, that 
can be drawn from a single line. All others are more abstract – for instance the Star of David, 
composed of interpenetrating, equilateral triangles, is more static. It is the sign for dialectics – 
in other words, ‘as above, so below’, or the symbol for microcosm and macrocosm. All this is 
based on dualistic principles, overcome by the pentagram. Seen like this the pentagram is a 
symbol for dynamic movement…” from Substance – coming into being and dissolution, an 
essay by Volker Harlan in the book WHAT IS ART? conversations with Joseph Beuys. 
 



Despite the obvious difficulties with such archaic religious symbolism (and the fact that 
circles, squares and triangles, and a multitude of other geometric forms, can of course all be 
drawn with a single line and are equally ‘dynamic’ within the context of a diagram) the 
implied aesthetic and energetic nature of this linear form is maybe more appropriate to our 
discussion regarding truly ecological art, especially with its relation to the theories of social 
sculpture and warmth proposed by Beuys, but primarily through its relationship to the 
environment. As you may notice by comparison, in this diagram the ARTWORK and the 
ECOLOGICAL COMMUNITY have merged to become both the source and active central 
manifestation of the practice (re the North Devon Biosphere example in ECOLOGICALLY 
ENGAGED PRACTICE by Pete Ward on the LEARNING SPACE). This 2nd diagram above is 
different through the linear and consequential relationships of the elements, implying a more 
direct and possible order to their relationship. The diagram could also describe a hierarchy 
to the elements with CONTEXT being of primary importance and FUNDING and 
TECHNOLOGY seen as the physical or grounded manifestation the artwork; ARTIST and 
AUDIENCE are therefore on an equal footing. Again TIME plays its part, rotating the whole 
and thus altering the hierarchical dynamic although not necessarily the energetic 
relationship between elements. However, which way this energy flows, for example, from 
ARTIST to AUDIENCE or vice versa, within the diagram is not defined and is thus open to 
variation… 
 
As previously stated, while the construction of such models and diagrams is both interesting 
and applicable within an artist’s contemporary practice as a means to arbitrarily analyze 
one’s process and actions within a real situation, they are by no means to be considered 
‘whole’ or ‘absolute’ as a methodology or approach towards a practice. I would be 
fascinated to hear any thoughts, criticisms or additions that you may make to the above 
model – like all ecological art it is of course open to the natural processes of evolution and 
change. I would also be interested to know how and in what context you think such models 
and theories may be presented for maximum utility. It was very interesting to hear that Aviva 
considered it necessary to ‘patent’ the methodology she is presenting as part of her PhD 
thesis – not sure what I think about that or why she considers it necessary. Would we have to 
apply for permission or pay royalties for utilizing such ecologically beneficial applications? 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

Produce a 'diagram' that conceptualizes 
the relationship between your art 
practices/projects, and their context, 
their audience and any other additional 
factor(s) that may be important within 
the contemporary context. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
from ECOLOGICALLY ENGAGED ART PRACTICE by Pete Ward, LEARNING SPACE Negotiated Practice: Interfaces & Interactions (MAE103) 

 



The ASH TREE  
from a slightly different perspective 

 
When studying our art from a critical or reflective perspective it is sometimes useful to 
attempt to understand its nature from a variety of perspectives to allow us to assess it on as 
many levels as possible. The next passages are from DISCOVER RUNES (understanding and 
using the power of runes) by Tony Willis, and THE CELTIC TREE ORACLE (a system of divination) 
by Liz & Colin Murray. They hopefully give a sense of the intrinsic nature of the ash tree 
publication as a creative entity and where its potential continuation may lead. While I 
appreciate the completely ‘unscientific’ source of this information I feel it can still add an 
interesting and often surprising dimension to unlocking the nature of our creative exploits 
and lead to further research and new perspectives on our work… 
 
 
The Anglo-Saxon Futhork: 
 
Letter:  short A (Æ) 
Name:  AESC 
Meaning:  An Ash Tree 
 
In Norse mythology the first human beings were created from an ash tree and elm by the 
god Odin functioning in triad. Thus this Rune emphasizes mankind’s dependence on the 
gods, and is a restatement of ANSUR’s (letter A; a mouth; ruled by Mercury (passive)) 
message of tutelage, more orientated towards apprenticeship with a divine master than an 
earthly one. 
 
Ygdrassil, the World Tree, was an ash, and the mysteries of this Rune are connected with free 
passage through all Nine Worlds of the Teutonic cosmology either through astral projection 
or via the method known as Pathworking (guided meditation). 
 
The Ogham or Beth-Luis-Nuin alphabet: 
 
Letter: N 
Name:  Nuin 
Meaning:  An Ash Tree 
 
The ASH of the Ogham alphabet is the Cosmic Ash, or World 
Tree. It also appears in Norse Mythology as Ygdrassil, the tree of 
Odin, or Woden, who hung from it in order to gain 
enlightenment in the secrets of the Runes, and whose Celtic 
equivalent is Gwydion. The Ash Tree has deeply penetrating 
roots and sours the soil, making it difficult for vegetation to grow 
beneath it. Its twigs are thick and strong. In Norse mythology, 
this tree spans the universe – its roots in hell, its branches 
supporting the heavens and with Earth at its centre. In Celtic 
Cosmology in particular it connects the three circles of 
existence – Abred, Gwynedd and Ceugant – which can be 
variously interpreted as past, present and future, or as 
confusion, balance and creative force; there being no hell, but 
only continual rebirth as passage is made from circle to circle 
until the Land of the Blessed is finally reached. 
 



Also, the ash can be seen as spanning both microcosm and macrocosm, the little world and 
the great world. In this interpretation, man and Earthly things are reflections in miniature of 
the universe, the cosmos being reflected in us, and thus expressing the meaning of the old 
expression: as above, so below. 
 
Since the ash itself carries ‘keys’ (winged fruits), choosing it is a key to a more universal 
comprehension of how all things are linked, everything being connected; earthly and 
spiritual; ourselves and the cosmos; lowest and highest. Our deeds form part of a greater, 
even endless, chain of events, and your own inner pathways have their reaction in the outer 
world. Looking at our lives in this wider context and being aware of ourselves linked to, and 
being part of, a larger pattern or system, will bring enhanced understanding to specific 
problems or questions. 
 
More negatively, the ash tree indicates insularity. Our oneness is undeniable, but there is no 
need to cut ourselves off from the great universe or be scared of its vastness and our 
smallness. We are part of the greater whole and cannot avoid being linked to it and through 
it. We must open ourselves to its great and small influences and allow ourselves to flow out 
into it as well. 
 
 
 

 
 
# A hurley (or camán) is a wooden stick used to hit a sliotar (leather ball) in the Irish sport of 
hurling. It measures between 70 and 100 cm (28 to 40 inches) long with a flattened, curved 
end (called the bas), which provides the striking surface. Hurleys are made from ash wood, 
the base of the tree near the root is the only part used. Two hurleys colliding is colloquially 
known as "the clash of the ash." 
 



 

 
 

 
 

the ash tree QUESTIONAIRE 
 
In the spirit of ecological and social engagement, here is a simple questionnaire asking how 
we would like to see the ash tree further evolve and also a request to nominate your 
favourite bits, with a possible hard-copy edition in mind. As a publication the ash tree was 
initiated to hopefully encourage (and, if necessary, provoke) dialogue and reaction about 
and for the joint development and growth of our practice as artists (in all its aspects and 
forms), as well as to document our evolution by and for the group. It has however more 
recently, in my uncomfortable opinion, become an often-cumbersome vehicle for my own 
personal views and a platform for my own artwork – this was certainly not the original 
intention. Why this has happened I am not sure, but as the part-timers’ first module comes to 
a close it may be a good opportunity to request some audience participation in 
anticipation of its more wholesome future evolution, if that is what the peoples want… 
 

1. Is the ash tree helpful and/or relevant to the course? 

2. Do you think it is appropriate for the ash tree to continue in its present format? 

3. How would you change it in terms of design, format and content? 

4. Do you feel it would be interesting for people outside of the course? 

5. What are your favourite articles? 

 
As much as I enjoy writing and compiling the ash tree as part of my practice, it does take 
time and without feedback or participation from its intended readers it becomes a totally 
meaningless exercise - so any constructive responses would be most appreciated.  

 
Many thanks, Pete ! 

? 
!



 

dear doctor, 
 
I seem to have developed a 
RATHER LARGE CHIP on my 
shoulder – which shoulder I do 
not know, but it seems to have 
been there for some time and, as 
much as I would like to think of 
it as a friend, I do believe it is 
causing some BIG PROBLEMS in 
my life and I would like it 
removed!  
 
Do you think you might be able to 
help? 

an A&E student 
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