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Thoughts, Actions and Events Pertaining to an Eco-sensitive World-view 

linnet singing in gorse, abbotsham cliff 5411 (digital photo; pward 2011)  
 
 
 

That the things have us and that it is not we who have the things…. 
That it is being that speaks within us and not we who speak of being. 

 
(from Merleau-Ponty, The Visible and the Invisible) 



THE UNIVERSITY OF LIFE 
 

As a response to the inspiring University of the Trees with Shelley Sacks at 
CCANW my last week has been spent ‘listening’ anew to my local 
environment. I have also been reading an amazing book, ‘The Spell of the 
Sensuous’ by David Abram, which has helped place many of my present 
thoughts into a broader context. And many thanks to John Fanshawe for his 
liberating angle on wildlife photography, of finding birds within an ecology… 
 

 
 

 
sentinels; wheatears, abbotsham cliff 5411 (digital photos; pward 2011) 



For me the University of the Trees has inspired a broader process than simply my 
relationship to trees – it has also interposed a re-evaluation of my relationship 
toward all things and substances (very much in the spirit of Joseph Beuys) and 
also in a sense of myself within nature through its instruments of reflection. To 
become aware of the totality of our senses, (however many there may be!?), is 
always a liberating and even spiritual experience and one that allows us to 
more fully listen to nature in our efforts as artists to communicate and speak 
with a language more attuned to our ecological and earthly perspective. 
 
Whether we are looking at soil or birds or waves or plastic or landscape or 
trees, to employ such direct, physical methods as proposed by Shelley Sacks 
can only deepen and advance our understandings, and subsequent 
expressions. Some may say that ‘students don’t learn nothing at university, 
reading they books all the time - that the only place to learn is at the university 
of hard-knocks, the university of life!!’ Thankfully as environmental/ecological 
artists we are very much involved and embedded within that very thing – ‘life’- 
and through such intense participation and observation we may hopefully 
begin to fulfill our artistic aspirations… 
 
 

 
wired to the waves – shaped dead electrical connection to former coastguard station; northam burrows 27211 (digital photo; pward 2011) 

 



 
 

 
divide and conquer (the crooked path), greencliff 5411 (digital photo; pward 2011) 

 

the spell of the sensuous 
 

Oh, how excited I have become to learn the ‘language’ that we have and are 
evolving is somehow implicated in the magic of the natural world! Please 
permit me the indulgence of unadulterated regurgitation of words of such 
wonder and revelation from David Abram, The Spell of the Sensuous (Vintage 
Books, 1996)… 
 

 
Indeed, all truly meaningful speech is inherently creative, using established 
words in ways they have never quite been used before, and thus altering, ever 
so slightly, the whole webwork of the language. Wild living speech takes up, 
from within, the interconnected matrix of the language and gestures with it, 
subjecting the whole structure to a “coherent deformation.” 
 
At the heart of any language, then, is the poetic productivity of expressive 
speech. A living language is continually being made and remade, woven out 
of silence by those who speak…. And this silence is that of our wordless 
participations, of our perceptual immersion in the depths of an animate, 
expressive world. 



“Language is a life, is our life and the life of the things….”1 It is no more true that 
we speak than that the things, and the animate world itself, speak within us: 
 

That the things have us and that it is not we who have the things…. 
That it is being that speaks within us and not we who speak of being.2 

 
From such reflections we may begin to suspect that the complexity of human 
language is related to the complexity of the earthly ecology – not to any 
complexity of our species considered apart from the matrix. Language, writes 
Merleau-Ponty, “is the very voice of the trees, the waves, and the forests.”3 

 
As technological civilization diminishes the biotic diversity of the earth, 
language itself is diminished. As there are fewer and fewer songbirds in the air, 
due to destruction of their forests and wetlands, human speech loses more and 
more of its evocative power. For when we no longer hear the voices of warbler 
and wren, our own speaking can no longer be nourished by their cadences. As 
the splashing speech of the rivers is silenced by more and more dams, as we 
drive more and more of the land’s wild voices into the oblivion of extinction, 
our own languages become increasingly impoverished and weightless, 
progressively emptied of their earthly resonance.4 

(1,2,3,4. from Merleau-Ponty, The Visible and the Invisible) 

 

 
marram grass, northam burrows 8411 (digital photo; pward 2011) 



There is no element of the landscape that is definitely void of 
expressive resonance and power: any movement may be a 
gesture, any sound may be a voice, a meaningful utterance. 

 

 
buzzard above, cornborough cliff 5411 (digital photo; pward 2011) 



No event for the Koyukon (Alaskan Indians) is ever wholly accident or chance, 
but neither is any event entirely predetermined. Rather like the trickster, Raven, 
who first gave it its current form, the sensuous world is a spontaneous, playful, 
and dangerous mystery in which we participate, an animate and articulate 
field of powers ever responsive to human actions and spoken words. 
 

And the more lively the story – the more vital or stirring the encounters within it – 
the more readily it will be in-corporated. Oral memorization calls for lively, 
dynamic, often violent, characters and encounters. If the story carries 
knowledge about a particular plant or natural element, then that entity will 
often be cast, like all of the other characters, in a fully animate form, capable 
of personlike adventures and experiences, susceptible to the kinds of setbacks 
or difficulties that we know from our own lives… 
 

 

 
(The results of a morning spent plucking a fresh road-kill pheasant – despite popular opinion it was not such a 
pleasant experience, although a deeply intimate participatory process of connection with my local 
environment all the same! (digital photo; pward 2011) 

 
 

In this light, that which literates misconstrue naïve attempts at causal 
explanation may be recognized as a sophisticated mnemonic method 
whereby precise knowledge is preserved and passed along from generation to 
generation. The only causality proper for such stories is a kind of cyclical 
causality alien to modern thought, according to which persons may influence 
events in the enveloping natural order and yet are themselves continually 
under the influence of those very events. By invoking a dimension or a time 
when all entities were in human form, or when humans were in the shape of 
other animals or plants, these stories affirm human kinship with the multiple 
forms of the surrounding terrain. They thus indicate with respectful, mutual 
relations that must be maintained with natural phenomena, the reciprocity 
that must be practiced in relation to other animals, plants, and the land itself, in 
order to ensure one’s own health and to preserve the well being of the human 
community… 

 



 

 

 
                                                                                                                                         Haldon Forest Park 9411 (digital photos; pward 2011) 
 

As there is a chiasm between the two eyes, whose different perspectives 
continually conjoin into a single vision, so – according to Merleau-Ponty – there 
is a chiasm between the various sense modalities, such that they continually 
couple and collaborate with one another. Finally, this interplay of the different 
senses is what enables the chiasm between the body and the earth, the 
reciprocal participation – between one’s own flesh and the encompassing 
flesh of the world – that we commonly call perception. 



       
The Policemen 

 

To continue with our theme here follows an excerpt from James Stephens’ classic Irish 
philosophical tale ‘The Crock of Gold’… 
 

After a few minutes of silence the Philosopher began to speak. 
 

“I do not see any necessity in nature for policemen,” said he, “nor do I understand how the 
custom first originated. Dogs and cats do not employ these extraordinary mercenaries, and yet 
their polity is progressive and orderly. Crows are a gregarious race with settled habitations and 
an organized commonwealth. They usually congregate in a ruined tower or on top of a church, 
and their civilization is based on mutual aid and tolerance for each other’s idiosyncrasies. Their 
exceeding mobility and hardiness renders them dangerous to attack, and thus they are free to 
devote themselves to the development of their domestic laws and customs. If policemen were 
necessary to a civilization crows would certainly have evolved them, but I triumphantly insist 
that they have not got any policemen in their republic –“ 
 

“I don’t understand a word you are saying,” said the sergeant. 
 

“It doesn’t matter,” said the Philosopher. “Ants and bees also live in specialized communities 
and have an extreme complexity both of function and occupation. Their experience in 
governmental matters is enormous, and yet they have never discovered that a police force is at 
all essential to their well-being –“ 
 

“Do you know,” said the sergeant, “that whatever you say now will be used in evidence against 
you later on?”… 

 
 

For further information about the intricacies of corvid society I also highly recommend Mark Cocker’s recent publication ‘Crow Country’. 

   

 
contemplative pacing; rook, westward ho! 8411 (digital photo; pward 2011) 



 
BOB DOOM at Speakers Corner www.anyoldicon.com 

 

LOOKING FAMILIAR 
 

Something makes me think I may know this fine 
gentleman or at least a friend or relative of his?! 

 

Any ideas?  
(No clues please Daro!) 

 
 
 
 

the long drop (bird art); northam burrows (digital photo; pward 2011)              
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It simply isn’t cricket, after all!    Very unofficial newsletter of UCF MA Art & Environment Group    pw!20xi 


