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green door – what’s the secret you’re keeping? old ‘bideford black’ paint works (digital photo; peter ward 2010) 

 

ABSENT without LEAVES 
Firstly, deepest apologies for my absence from the fold this week – like many others around the country I have 

been indulging in the cosy comforts of being at home in preference to the sublime and totally unprecedented 
and unreasonable Arctic weather conditions sweeping the country. Thankfully, the might and spirit of this great 

industrial nation hasn’t been brought to its knees and we have battled on in the face of adversity yet again!? 
Personally, I have been catching up on daytime TV, walking the dog and getting down to some serious A&E 

research. I have also had the time to put together a bumper midwinter edition of the ash tree; so here goes… 
 



 
never-ending permutations (earth pigments on hand made paper; peter ward 2009) 

 

Techno-logical DIFFICULTIES 
 

From a personally apparent perspective it is difficult not to sympathise with Dr D’s digital dilemmas this week. 
Obviously, it is frustrating when all the ‘machines’ are different and the manuals need a PhD(!?) and a techno-
translator (or convenient young-person) to negotiate and understand, let alone apply to the gadget in hand. 
Thankfully in the longer term, as I’m sure we are by now all well aware, we will soon all be living in a wilderness 

of our own making, relying on telepathy and smoke signals, so there is no need to worry…  
 

However, for now, the solution is quite techno-logically obvious and staring us straight in the face –  
DARO - GET THE PHONE WITH THE BIGGER FIGURES AND SCREEN!!?? ! 

 
 
 

      
global interference; + technological archaeology (digital images; peter ward 2009)  
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!my first painting (courtesy family archive; peter ward 1970)                   "painted beach, westward ho! (installation view; peter ward 2010) 

 

Childhood CONNECTION – PATHWAYS 2 eco-sensitivity 
 

As a contemporary ecological and environmental artist it is imperative 
for the evolution of my practice to attempt to understand the 

development of my own relationship toward nature and the factors in 
my personal history that have lead to my own position of eco-

sensitivity. Through such understandings I am hopefully better able to 
construct and construe actions, objects and activities to facilitate and 

inspire such a position in others. 
 

Certainly, and thankfully, my own childhood was epitomised by my 
parents’ culturally imbued love and respect for the natural world. My 

most powerful and redolent memories of holidays and weekend 
activities are set in remote and natural environments - fishing and 

camping, den-making, bird watching, cub scouts, walking and visiting 
ancient sites, as well as an adherence and promotion of common 

sense compassionate attitudes towards all living beings and habitats. 
 

As an adult my activities have continued to be centred on those things, which in childhood, promoted in me a 
sense of wholeness and an appreciation of the sublime nature of the universe. Coming from such a privileged 

position of experientially enriched experience I feel it as my inherent vocation and responsibility to share and 
further promote an attitude of connection with and sensibility toward nature which is quite obviously essential 

in the face of the present Global Crisis; one without which mine and others lives, I believe, would become 
meaningless and both energetically and physically unsustainable and bereft. Practically speaking, the essence 

of such intentions and actions should embody the joy, humour, intensity and mystery with which they were 
originally perceived and communicated to create experiences that are both memorable and fun.     



!
meteorological installation/weather station (digital photo; peter ward 2010) 

 

COLLABORATION – are scientists really ready for the artist’s gifts? 
 

Contemporary artists have been happy to use and interpret the data and inspirations provided by scientists 
and their research, but what do scientists hope to gain and what can artistic insights offer to scientific practice 

through the present trend for collaborative and parallel actions? While recently working on a project with my 
brother, a marine ecologist and educator, the scope of difference between our perceptions and approaches 

to the natural environment was highlighted through the means by which we engaged with our activities and 
by his disappointment at and incomprehension of the results of our collaboration. 



Having spent the majority of my working life in conversation and collaboration with practitioners from the 
environmental sciences, and in the company of non-artists and people with minimal arts education, I have 

been under a cloud of ridicule and misapprehension about the work that I do. The role of the artist within 
society has generally been cast as the province for bohemians and madmen, with little grasp of the ‘real 

world’ and nothing to offer but some degree of aesthetic and decorative diversion and entertainment. Maybe 
this is a product of the anti-social attitudes of the Modernist era, and especially the Surrealists whose practice is 

often seen as a direct reaction to the horrors of modern warfare and the sickening waste of industrial society; 
whatever the reason the actual contribution of artists is still not generally understood or appreciated. This 
continued undermining of our role is perhaps evidence of the threat that our perceptions present to the 

contemporary establishment and a tribute to the inherent power of our profession. It is also possibly why our 
collaborations with other disciplines seem such a generally one-sided affair – despite goodwill and good 

intentions on both sides, the general misunderstanding of the more fundamentally holistic ‘scientific’ 
applications of contemporary art practice leave scientists confounded and frustrated by our behaviour and 

the processes of our production.    
 

!environmental drawing device/v-notch weir, nettlecombe court (digital photo; peter ward 2010) 
 

During a recent exploration of scientific experimental methodology in respect of ecology I was both amazed 
and bemused by the creative ingenuity of the scientists mind, and also by the parallels between our practices 

with regards observation and data gathering. The sculptural, performative and installational lengths and 
complexities sought in the name of sound scientific technique and their consequent manifestations as 

environmental and ecological art works has to be seen to be believed! Having been personally ridiculed for so 
long because of my apparent eccentricity as an artist I really did not know what to say. For example, the 
illustration above of the ‘v-notch weir’ is a device created by channeling a stream through an elaborate 

concrete and metal ‘form’ for the purpose of recording the change in water levels by drawing a simple line on 
a drum of graph paper! Another example, seen below, is to position a series of wooden squares on a forest 

floor, fill the squares with leaf litter and then cover with a square of carpet; then leave the ‘arrangement’ for a 
period of time. When returning capture and count the woodlice that should have gathered inside and mark 

them with a spot of coloured nail varnish(!?). Return again some time later and recount the woodlice – the 
experiment (apparently?) is a way of studying and observing the habits, distribution and movements of 

woodlice, and not an ecological and animistic site-specific dance performance and installation piece for the 
entertainment of environment scientists – well, whatever!!??  



From the above examples, of which there are indeed many more, it is obvious that one of the ways we can 
‘help’ scientists is to make them aware of the humour and apparent ridiculousness of their own practices, while 

perhaps more seriously raising ethical and emotively aesthetic questions as to the nature and purpose of their 
experimentation. We could also help make scientists aware of the similarities and parallels between our modes 

of practice, such as the predominantly nature-based observational points of departure and inspiration for our 
projects; of the actions, interventions and impact of the prevalent environmental and ecological art 

movement and how this has evolved out of the continuous, dedicated and focused practice of a large 
number of respectable and socially responsible, and ecologically responsive, individuals from many diverse 

cultures and communities around the world; and of the advantages, economical and ecological, of the inter-
disciplinary application of prevalent technologies in the advancement of human social evolution.   

 

 
 

With the blurring of boundaries between Art and Science, and between Art and Life, brought about by the 
chaotic revelations of Quantum Theory, maybe this prevalent move toward collaborative projects is an 

opportunity for artists to guide science away from its empirical domination of public perception, to a world 
view re-enchanted with an aura of creative wonder and mystery, not through a superstitious ignorance but 

through the realization that we are in fact not the centre of the universe but merely a tiny part of the universal 
miracle, for which we should be eternally and compassionately grateful. As the highly influential late German 

artist Joseph Beuys has suggested everyone is an artist and in respect of the Social Sculpture that his work 
advocates, we should be prepared to stand up for our position as artists, and human beings, with all the 

responsibility that entails, and shout quietly from the rooftops, dance productively, loudly and gracefully in the 
squares of fields and to create a world with the humility and joy that our dreams and visions are made from.  

    

       
woodlouse counting/animistic performance (digital photo; peter ward 2010)         Joseph Beuys, 7000 Trees Project,  Kassel Germany 1982 

 



 
ecology (earth pigments on handmade paper; peter ward 2008)  

 

COMPOSITIONAL ecology 
 

With a blurring in the perception and function of art and artists in contemporary society an 
amalgamation of scientific, sociological and aesthetic analysis may bring us to a point of 

temporary clarity from which to empower our combined and concurrently enlightened 
position toward creative and compassionate action… 

 
In a recent seminar I mentioned how the traditional skills of artists - that being the aesthetic composition and 
arrangement of colours and forms within space - could now be creatively applied to more socially relevant 

ambitions. With the breakdown and change of perceptions and traditional ideas of the art object during the 
early part of the twentieth century, particularly credited to the Dadaist works of Marcel Duchamp, the broad 
spectrum of feasibility for art actions and experiential installation has spread, both within the traditional arena 

of the gallery space and also stretching into the world of ecological and social sculpture. The artist is still 
experimenting with and manipulating the compositional dynamic of objects, albeit now with the possibilities of 

people, plants, policies and other political paraphernalia, and within the Postmodern acceptance of the 
notion of an audience’s passive and active realms of participation.  

 

 
Newton and Helen Mayer Harrison, Future Garden 1996-8: Mierle Laderman Ukeles, Touch Sanitation 1978-80, The Social Mirror 1978 

 



The spatial and multidimensional sphere of organisation perpetrated by the artistically creative mind allows for 
an ecologically dynamic understanding of whole areas of life and its possible permeable repercussions within 

the temporal and transient reality of contemporary civilization. The art of the artist is no longer simply that of 
arrangement and juxtaposition for purely aesthetic ends but also encompasses the idea of social and 
ecological dynamics, as well as the purposeful and intelligent manipulation of diverse and multifarious 

situations for both political and spiritual ends. This holistic understanding and depth of perception is possibly the 
same reasoning that brought artists such as Joseph Beuys to equate the function and practices of 

contemporary artists with that of the role of the Shaman in aboriginal and animistic cultures around the world. 
The Shaman’s role and expertise was to enter the world of the spirits with the intention of creating solutions for 

personal and societal ills. However, this practice was not, despite popular secular opinion, just one of 
superstitious, drug-addled fantasy, but one based on an utterly holistic perception through indigenous scientific 

knowledge, psychological and spiritual sensitivity and the social and human ecological dynamics of the 
situation at hand. While I am not qualified to verify the spiritual dimension of the traditional Shaman’s craft, it 

cannot be denied that the metaphorical and political ramifications of such activities hold undeniable 
similarities and connections with the inspirational and energetic nature of artists’ practice, and philosophical 

and profound functionality, both now and throughout history.  
 

 
Newton and Helen Mayer Harrison; Santa Fe Drain Basin, The River Narrative installation shot, 2002-5 

 

 These ideas have been excellently documented and discussed in Grant H. Kester’s excellent study of 
contemporary dialogical art, Conversation Pieces – Community + Communication in Modern Art, and in the 
groundbreaking key text The Re-enchantment of Art by Suzi Gablik. Other examples may be seen in any study 
of contemporary and postmodern art and artists although art as commodity is still the preference for the 
mainstream and the majority; the political relevance and threat of art and artists still a major hindrance to 
social empowerment and change. Works by artists such as Newton and Helen Mayer Harrison, Mierle 
Laderman Ukeles and AMD&ART / T. Allan Comp, boldly exhibit how such broadly and broadened perceptions 
of contemporary art within the new societal role and functionality of artists, can act effectively as catalysts and 
a real power for social and environmental change. An element of all these works being the cross-disciplinary 
and collaboratively well-informed nature of the actions, taking into account not only an individual action or 
object but its relationship and dynamic within its contextual setting and the permutations of effect not only at 
the moment of its inception but throughout its symbiotic temporal existence.!!



“A pre-requisite for an artwork that manifests a counter-consciousness is that the 
separation which existed between the artist and audience is closed, that they become 
mutually engaged, to the point where the audience become the rationale in both the making 
and reception of the work.” - Stephen Willats, Society through Art (c.1970) 

 

   
AMD&ART / T. Allan Comp; AMD&ART Project, Pennsylvania: 1994-2005  

 
My own change in perception of art and artworks was prompted by a parallel study of ecology. Ecology may 
be seen as the study of the influence and interconnection of parts of a system both on each other and on the 

system as a whole. While the importance, both spiritually and perceptually, of this Quantum understanding 
cannot be ignored in its broader context, its implications within the realm of art, not just as a concept and 

subject for environmental artists, but as a metaphorical and analytic tool for the creation and manipulation of 
elements within individual works and actions has been somewhat overlooked. As a student the ideas and 

affects of ‘juxtaposition’ when designing and constructing a piece of work, whether it be of colours, shapes, 
forms or textures, was given paramount importance, as well as the structural concepts of composition, such as 

The Golden Section. The obvious relationships between such formal considerations in the technical 
applications of making art, and the broader concepts of ecological and quantum thought, could indeed lead 
to an interesting theoretical study. However, in the words of F David Peat, “We also need an ‘art’ of action and 

so we should not forget how important artists can be in an organization or community. Artists often think in 
different ways so why not invite them onto boards and into organizations?” It is indeed the application of 

perceptive thought and theories which is ultimately important and within the broader context of art to which 
compositional ecology might belong we are only at the very beginning of a long process of healing and 

reconciliation. 
 

 

    
Golden Section in Fibonacci Sequence; DaVinci's Golden Section Man 

 
“Since Plato's point of view and generally since point of view of all antique cosmology, the Universe represents 

by itself a certain proportional whole, subordinating to the law of harmonic division - Golden Section … The 
ancient Greeks system of space proportions is presented sometimes in literature as a funny outcome of 
unrestrained and wild fantasy. In such explanations we can see antiscientific feebleness of those who it 

declares. However we can understand the given historical-aesthetic phenomenon only in connection with 
complete understanding of history, using dialectical-materialistic idea about culture and searching the answer 

in features of the antique public life.” Alexey Losev, the Russian 20th Century Thinker and Philosopher 



midwinter MOVER 
 

Finally, I would like to share a quote from the wonderful Mr Joseph Beuys that succinctly expresses my own 
feelings and conclusions regarding the aspirations for my own practice after just one term in the inspirational 

and empowering A&E department… 
 

"Every human being is an artist, a freedom being, 
called to participate in transforming and reshaping 

the conditions, thinking and structures that 
shape and inform our lives" Joseph Beuys 

 

 
teasel (digital photo; peter ward 2010)  
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It simply isn’t cricket, after all!       Unofficial newsletter of UCF MA Art & Environment Group         pw!20x 


