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Abstract 

This research looks at both subjective and objective ways of mediating our 

experience of the natural world through art and concludes that both 

approaches are of value. It considers art (and in particular abstract art) as a 

language, or text, to be read and interpreted objectively as well as a means of 

subjective, poetic expression. It explores the possibility that colour (as a 

medium that is both relative and at the same time subjective) may provide a 

useful link between a subjective and objective perception of the natural world.  

It demonstrates that the theories and practice of abstraction, language and 

colour are intertwined. It proposes that phenomenology, and especially the 

work of Merleau-Ponty, links these areas of cultural thought and activity; and 

that the practical, ethical and embodied expression of this philosophy can be 

represented through walking, expressed as a physical activity and mediated 

through art.  

Practically, the research was developed in the studio and tracked through a 

series of written chapters written one at a time over a period of six years. A 

contextual overview has been added at the end of each chapter. These were 

written after the last chapter (chapter ten) was completed, and constructed 

within the space of a couple of months.  

This overlapping of time frames serves to highlight the Bricolage methodology 

used throughout the PhD. This approach, first proposed by Levis Strauss (The 

Savage Mind, 1962) ‘acknowledges that research takes place in the real world 

– is complex and sometimes ‘messy’, open to change, interaction and 

development’ (Gray and Malins, 2004).  

The written content of the PhD is presented alongside an exhibition of work in 

the Reg Vardy Gallery in Sunderland, demonstrating the link between theory 

and practice that the methodology employed highlights. 

Mike Collier, supervised by Dr. Carol McKay and Professor Brian Thompson, 

September 2010 
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Introduction. 
 
I want to start by outlining how and why I came to be undertaking this 

research. I began my career as a fine art student, first on the Foundation 

course at Liverpool College of Art and then at Goldsmith’s College in the mid-

1970s. My work throughout this time was abstract and painterly – I worked on 

a large scale, mixing my own paint (acrylic) in pots and buckets, pushing it 

around on canvases which I made myself and which often measured ten foot 

by eight foot. Although intuitively drawn to abstraction, I worried constantly 

about the meaning behind this work. I was influenced by the paintings of the 

American Abstract Expressionists (Pollock, Rothko and Newman), the Colour-

Field painters (such as Morris Louis and Helen Frankenthaler) and earlier 

painters such as Klee and Kandinsky, as well as by my tutors and their 

contemporaries, artists like Basil Beattie, Bert Irvin, Gillian Ayres and John 

Hoyland.  

 

I was fascinated by colour, but I certainly couldn’t yet call myself a colourist. I 

tried painting large canvases using just one colour per painting. I chose to 

work with each of the primary colours, creating a red painting, a blue painting 

and a yellow painting. I remember that these paintings ‘felt’ as if they had 

meaning. I can still ‘see’ the yellow painting, which, for me, carried overtones 

of spirituality and sensuality that I can specifically place (these pictures no 

longer exist, having been destroyed straight after I graduated).  

 

At the end of my first year in London, I also remember undertaking an 

extensive walking trip in the Lake District with my brother (a keen ornithologist 

and now a professional photographer primarily of natural history). Upon my 

return to college, I tried to mediate this experience through my painting and at 

this point I really thought I was beginning to get somewhere with the work. 

However, my painting activity was interrupted when I was asked to become 

president of the New Contemporaries exhibition (then an exhibition of just 

painting and sculpture).  
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Whilst at college in London, I had made friends with colleagues who were 

actively engaged in making installation and performance art, and I felt that this 

work (which I now realise is a form of embodied practice) should be 

represented in the New Contemporaries exhibition. I remember that this 

caused a schism within my own practice as an artist. After all, I had been 

asked by my tutors (Basil Beattie and Bert Irvin) to head up the New 

Contemporaries because I was an abstract painter, and yet here I was 

introducing performance, film and video into the show. This caused a good 

deal of argument amongst the Permanent Committee (a group of tutors from 

the main London Art Schools, who included Basil, Gillian Ayres and Paul 

Huxley). Basil was supportive, Gillian Ayres and Paul Huxley were not at all 

happy and, as I recall, disassociated themselves from the show – I think, they 

saw my actions as a kind of betrayal of the practice.  

 

I felt as if I was now working outside the ‘mainstream’ practice of ‘real 

painting’. As a result, although I continued my practice as an artist off and on, 

I ended up earning my living as a curator. Whilst working at the ICA and 

latterly in Newcastle upon Tyne at the Laing Art Gallery, I presented a broad 

range of work, including performance art, contemporary music, installation, 

and photography as well as abstract painting, although my own personal area 

of interest remained with abstract painting. From the late 1970s until the mid-

1990s, therefore, I became involved in showing work that was socially 

engaged, critically underpinned, sometimes textually driven. And yet, 

curiously, throughout all of this, my own work (which I continued making 

sporadically) was still colourful, abstract, painterly and about mark making. 

 

It wasn’t until I resigned my post at the Laing Art Gallery (1993) and began 

teaching art history that I began to reflect on my own practice as both a 

painter and a curator over 15 years or so. I wondered if what I had previously 

seen as a schism within my practice (my interest in performance art and 

installation art on the one hand and my continued interest in abstract painting 

on the other) might be nothing of the sort, since both, I realised, involve a form 

of embodied practice: both are experiential. Furthermore, throughout my time 

as a curator, my interest in, and experience of, walking had developed 
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significantly. Following the trip to the Lake District with my brother, I had 

climbed (and would continue to climb, often two and three times or more) 

most of the high Lakeland Fells. I had walked extensively in the West Coast of 

Ireland and explored large areas of the Northern Highlands in Scotland. 

Indeed, I had begun to realise that walking was almost as important to me as 

making pictures.  

 

Alongside my walking, I had re-discovered a childhood interest in natural 

history and the naming of flora, fauna and places (and specifically the natural 

history of places – of local ecosystems). Furthermore, I had always been 

interested in poetry, but, for some reason, I had seen this as separate from 

my painting. However, as I experienced the work of artists such as Ian 

Hamilton Finlay (who I had met and whose work I had presented), Richard 

Long and Hamish Fulton, I began to see a connection. Furthermore, I had 

started to make a series of small abstract paintings to which I gave specific 

titles. These related to the music I listened to in the studio whilst I was making 

the pictures. This might seem a small thing, but to me it wasn’t. Never before 

had I ‘named’ my paintings (the red, yellow and blue paintings were just called 

Red Painting, Blue Painting and Yellow Painting, for instance). This textual 

linking of the abstract image to a real (if only peripheral) experience was new 

to me.  

 

And finally, I confess to a belief in the social responsibility of the artist in 

society (even when that responsibility asserts itself in marginal, subversive 

practice). I would probably class myself as a liberal socialist; I am distrustful of 

the ruthless monopoly of the capitalist market place that is destroying the 

environment, and the kind of rampant individuality promoted by the Thatcher 

government, for instance, and laissez faire capitalism in general. And yet, I 

am unable to deny that art (at least from the Enlightenment onwards) has co-

habited with capitalism whilst at the same time glorifying in the individual 

character of the artist as a social outsider, a person who (increasingly in 

modernist myths) was able to act outside of the norms of social responsibility. 
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I was disheartened to discover when I left art college, that the art world was a 

microcosm of twentieth century capitalism – a world that subsumed and 

commoditised radical tendencies, inflated prices, manipulated markets and 

exploited artists. My childhood interest in art had been piqued not only by the 

visual excitement of abstract artists such as Kandinsky, but also by their 

espousal of utopian values. I guess that part of the reason why I drifted into 

curating and education was to try to re-engage in socially relevant artistic 

practice. In the late 1990s I had begun reading around the area of 

Environmental Aesthetics – a relatively new branch of philosophy that, I 

hoped, would address both the urgent need to consider our relationship to the 

natural world as well as providing a framework within which to communicate 

this necessity (in light of the growing debate around climate change) through 

art. 

 

But I have to be honest in saying that I was never able to properly resolve the 

tensions that my interest in modern and post-modern art and my socialist 

leanings created. Indeed, for a large part of this research, this was an area I 

sidestepped. However, I begin to address it seriously in the later chapters 

(especially chapter ten), and to relate it to my other areas of interest (walking, 

natural history, colour, etc). 

 

In some respects, then, I felt creatively schizophrenic: I was interested in 

abstract art as well as performance; I loved colour (and had met, admired and 

shown the work of artists such as Bridget Riley and Howard Hodgkin) and the 

tactile nature of paint; but also felt drawn to the more conceptual and text-

based work by artists such as Finlay, Long and Fulton. I clung to the belief 

that one should immerse oneself in both art and nature, responding to each 

intuitively; and yet I was increasingly interested in the science of natural 

history and the popular physics of the world around us. I was a socialist within 

a commodity-driven industry – the art world. Slowly, very slowly, it occurred to 

me, on reflection, that these areas of interest might actually be linked; 

perhaps I was not creatively schizophrenic after all. I sensed this linkage, but 

couldn’t explain it. I wanted to find out if these different areas of interest might 

be intertwined in some way. I felt intuitively, that they could or might be. I 
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searched, but could find no ‘source’ that I could go to provide the answers to 

my questions.  

 

So I thought that the only way I would find answers would be to undertake the 

research myself. In doing so, I hoped that not only would I begin to make 

sense of my apparently dysfunctional approach to art and creativity but that I 

might also be able to provide a model for others to engage with (since I 

couldn’t find one myself). This is where, I would argue, the originality of my 

research lies. 

 

My eventual question (which became the early title) was honest but somewhat 

clumsy. Nonetheless, it reflected the drive behind my enquiries as outlined 

above. It was: 

 

‘To evaluate the link between abstraction, representation and language within 

the context of current theories of Environmental Aesthetics’. 

 

And the aims of the PhD were identified as follows: 

 

‘To examine the relationship of abstract art (my own and that of other artists) 

to the natural world; to evaluate current theories surrounding the cultural 

contexts and meaning of colour in art with specific reference to abstract art 

and to reflect this research within the development of my studio practice’.  

 

And so the first four chapters of this thesis deal fairly straightforwardly with 

Environmental Aesthetics (chapter one); colour and the cultural contexts of 

colour (chapter two); and language and the relationship of image and text 

(chapter three). In chapter four, I continue to look at the relationship of text to 

image before exploring the notion of tacit knowledge. I have deliberately kept 

the sense and form of these chapters, which were written over a three-year 

period, largely unaltered. This is because I want to show how my research 

had progressed during this time-frame. In the chapter on methodology I  
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explain in more detail the reasoning behind this approach (which 

demonstrates the Bricolage method). 

 

I think that, whilst my research is well directed and pertinent in these early 

chapters, it lacks a focus. I had hoped, early on, that this focus would centre 

on the philosophy of Environmental Aesthetics. However, I found that this 

philosophy, whilst relevant in many ways, was not able to provide the 

underpinning theory I was looking for. I realised that it was a way of looking at 

the way we aesthetically perceive the environment rather than how we 

mediate that perception, and as such had a relatively narrow scope that was 

difficult to relate to some of my other areas of research (and specifically the 

relationship between all these areas). It wasn’t until I began to look in some 

detail at the philosophy of Phenomenology (and in particular the work of 

Merleau-Ponty) that I felt that, finally, I had a philosophical ‘framework’ within 

which to explore all the elements of my research – a framework that seemed 

to suggest that these different areas were, in fact, interconnected. One of the 

things that fascinated me about Merleau-Ponty was his interest in painting – 

indeed, he suggests that painting might be the truest form of philosophical 

exploration and practice. 

 

And so, in chapter five, I begin to look in more detail at the work of Merleau-

Ponty and his commentary on the work of Cezanne and Klee. In chapter six, I 

explore what I regarded as a paradox that needed closer scrutiny if I was to 

clearly understand the relationship of abstract art to Phenomenology. I 

discovered, when reading Merleau-Ponty (and discussions around his work), 

that his ideas were so obviously expressive of the thoughts and feelings of 

many abstract artists. And yet, although he developed his thinking around the 

same time that abstract art rose to prominence (1935-1960), he made little 

comment about it. Why was this? This is what chapter six is about. In chapter 

seven, I continue my exploration of Phenomenology, suggesting that it is 

because our embodied experience of the world is grounded in the direct 

interaction with our environment that colour and text can help to provide this 

reference to place and reality. I also begin to realise that our embodied 

experience of place (our multi-sensual experience of the environment) is best 
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expressed when we are actively engaged with the environment – that is, when 

we move through it. Hence, I begin to see that walking is, indeed, a key 

element in my research – not a peripheral activity. 

 

Throughout much of the writing up to chapter eight, I had pondered on the 

relationship between our pre-reflective engagement with the world and our 

cognitive understanding of it; between our emotional and intuitive response to 

the environment and our common-sense, scientific interpretation of that 

response. Up to this point, my writing suggested that Phenomenology 

overturns the hierarchical approach that since Descartes had privileged the 

rational over the emotional – so that intuition now comes before science. This, 

as it turns out, is a superficial reading of Phenomenology and in chapter eight 

I explore the relationship between science and intuition in much greater depth, 

coming to the conclusion that it is not hierarchical, rather it is intertwined. In 

chapter nine, I take another look at the relationship between text and image, 

this time within the context of Phenomenology. Here, I suggest that our pre-

reflective thinking lies embedded within the form of language, not within its 

structure (which is a cultural construct). I consider the work that Merleau-

Ponty undertook on the development of language, and also look at the work of 

poets such as Gerard Manley Hopkins, whose own writing derived much of its 

impetus from a detailed study of etymology. 

 

In the final chapter, chapter ten, I tackle the issue of ethics in relation to 

Phenomenology as well as to my own practice, drawing together the threads 

of walking, art and communication, referencing the role of memory (in a 

sensual, pre-reflective understanding of significant childhood memories) and 

referring back to the key role that colour and text play in expressing our 

embodied experiences. I conclude by going back to my starting point – 

bringing into sharper focus the theories of Environmental Aesthetics put 

forward by Berleant and Carlson. I suggest that, in fact, from a 

phenomenological perspective, the ‘truth’ lies somewhere between these two 

opposing theories. I then try to get to grips with Merleau-Ponty’s description of 

what he calls the ‘Flesh of the World’ – the Chiasm. This is a term I struggled 

to come to terms with – at first I thought this was down to the difficulty of 
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translating such a subtle and nuanced theory from one language (French) into 

another (English). However, I now began to see more clearly that what 

Merleau-Ponty was talking about was that our actions and interactions, our 

body and its creative expression, take place within the world – we are all a 

part of the Chiasm, the Flesh of the World – and the Chiasm is a part of us, 

where intuition and intention, pre-reflective emotion and science are 

intertwined. 

 

In this final chapter, I try to express more forcibly than I have previously why it 

is important to consider Merleau-Ponty’s Phenomenology within the context of 

environmental thinking. Nature is not a woolly concept that excludes the part 

played in our lives by technology. Technology and nature are one and same 

thing – but we must regain our respect for nature and our relationship to it if 

we are to avoid ecological catastrophe in the future. I end the chapter by 

looking at a number of possible routes for further research that this PhD has 

opened up and suggest future areas for investigation. 

 

Throughout each chapter, I have provided examples of my own practice to 

show how it has developed as the research has progressed. I have also 

added a contemporary contextual overview at the end of each chapter. My 

aim here is to keep the integrity of the earlier thinking (as shown in the 

chapters) whilst reflecting upon this research within the light of the later 

research (the overviews). The narrative here is simple. The chapters were 

written one at a time, one after the other, over a period of some six years. The 

contextual overviews were written within the space of a couple of months after 

the last chapter (chapter ten) was completed. 

 

I hope that, in this way, I have been able to show how the practical work 

developed alongside the theoretical research, as well as showing how the 

research grew and developed. This is important for me because I am not 

suggesting that I have arrived at a comprehensive conclusion. This research 

will continue and develop, at times referring back to early thinking, 

reassessing it (again), and re-contextualising it. However, I do feel confident I 

have now reached a point at which I can say that I have demonstrated how 
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the issues raised by my initial questions are intertwined. To recap, I began six 

years ago by wanting:  

 

‘To evaluate the link between abstraction, representation and language within 

the context of current theories of Environmental Aesthetics’. 

 

And the aims of the PhD were identified as follows: 

 

‘To examine the relationship of abstract art (my own and that of other artists) 

to the natural world; to evaluate current theories surrounding the cultural 

contexts and meaning of colour in art with specific reference to abstract art 

and to reflect this research within the development of my studio practice’.  

 

I believe that I have successfully demonstrated that theories of abstraction, 

language, and colour are intertwined (in the Chiasm). I have examined these 

issues within the context of Environmental Aesthetics, but have come to the 

conclusion that it is Phenomenology (rather than Environmental Aesthetics) 

that theoretically provides the glue that links all these areas of cultural thought 

– and that it is both my own practice as an artist and my activity as a walker 

that provide the practical, ethical and embodied expression of this philosophy. 
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Methodology 

I realise, from research undertaken for this section of the thesis – see Artists 

with PhDs, edited by James Elkins (2009) and Visualising Research by Gray 

and Malins (2004) – that the methodology used by artists in writing up their 

practice-based PhDs is a contentious area. For instance, in his chapter ‘On 

Beyond Knowledge and New Research’, Elkins (2009, p.112) talks about the 

response Timothy Emlyn Jones got to a paper he delivered to an audience of 

Deans and Presidents of North American Art Schools in Los Angeles in 2003. 

 
When it came to the concept of research and new knowledge, some 
in the audience were incredulous: Why, one asked, do we want to 
start thinking about visual art as if it were a science? And what, 
another wondered, is the new knowledge produced by an artist like 
Picasso? 
 

The relationship between theory and practice is not easy to define – and, 

as I explore later in this chapter, the issue of how to demonstrate new 

knowledge in this area is also difficult, since work made by an artist is, by 

its very nature, unique and therefore could be regarded as intrinsically 

individual and new. 

 

I want, first, to explore the relationship between theory and practice and look 

at how this impacts on the methodology I use. Elkins (2005, pp.7-19) 

describes (in the book The Printed Project, which he edits, and in the chapter 

‘The Three Configurations of Practice-based PhDs’, which he wrote) three 

possible methodologies: 

 

First Model: the dissertation is research that informs the art practice. 
This is the most obvious and simplistic approach to take. “The artist positions 

her scholarship so that it variously supports, modifies, guides or enables her 

art practice” (p.8) 

Second Model: the dissertation is equal to the art work. In this model, the 

dissertation is considered as conceptually equal to the art. The research 

doesn’t support or inform the art, but complements it, with each illuminating 

the other. Research and Artwork, in other words (p.14). 
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Third Model: the dissertation is the artwork and visa versa. This third 

option imagines the scholarly portion of the thesis to be inextricably fused with 

the creative portion, so that the artwork is scholarly and the scholarship is 

creative (p.16) 

 

I will attempt, below, to look at each of these three models with specific 

reference to theories of learning. 

 

The dissertation is research that informs the art practice: The model I will 

explore here is Kolb’s (Gray and Malins, 2004, p.8) theory of experiential 

learning that I was first exposed to on my PGCE course. This model is 

constructed out of four elements in an experiential learning circle: concrete 

experience, followed by observation and reflection, followed by the formation 

of abstract concepts, followed by testing in new situations (Smith, 1996). 

Experiential learning thus involves a, “direct encounter with the phenomena 

being studied rather than merely thinking about the encounter, or only 

considering the possibility of doing something about it” (Borzak, 1981, p.9; 

quoted in Brookfield, 1983, p.16). It is learning that is achieved through 

reflection upon everyday experience and is the way that most of us do our 

learning. 

 

When writing the essay for my PGCE, I recall ‘reflecting’ that, whilst there was 

considerable merit to this model, it was too simplistic to fully describe the 

thinking that occurs in creative practice. The creative process is complex – 

often, by its very nature, intuitive and phenomenological; it mixes up these 

four steps – sometimes they overlap, sometimes they are extended, 

sometimes they are looped in another order. Furthermore, Kolb’s theory 

seems to suggest that the process of research is progressive and 

accumulative – which, in my experience, is not always the case. It takes very 

little account of different cultural experiences or conditions and the 

relationship of learning processes to knowledge is problematic, especially with 

reference to disciplines such as art or philosophy. 
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One of the curious paradoxes that Kolb’s theory throws up for me is the fact 

that, in my own experience, an ‘idea’ for a work does not necessarily spring 

out of a direct experience in life that I can be specific about (at least not at 

first) – it comes ‘from somewhere’ – I know that – but I don’t always know 

where. However, I consider that, as an embodied being, my thinking is a 

result of my being in the world at some level. In a sense, my whole PhD has 

been a way of defining an appropriate methodology – I know that I want to 

find something out – I have a sense (or at least a hope) that this something 

might be of some little significance; I have a series of developing images (and 

even more ideas for images). I know that much of what I will do in the studio is 

intuitive – it involves tacit knowledge – and, like many practitioners, I am wary 

of giving a structure – a literary voice – to this intuitive thought process for fear 

of losing the essence of the creative spark. And yet, I do want to understand 

and, through understanding and knowledge, to move forward into areas that I 

had previously no understanding of – to expand my knowledge base, to make 

better pictures, to learn more. 

 

I next want to look at Donald Schön’s (1983, pp.308-9) theory of the 

‘Reflective Practitioner’. This is the model that I think best reflects Elkins’ 

second model (the dissertation is equal to the art work). Gray and Malins 

(2004, p.22) explain that Schön’s thinking is embodied in the subtitle of his 

book, The Reflective Practitioner: How professionals think in action. “The sub-

title”, they suggest, 

 
is telling. The book is an exploration of how professional 
practitioners ... set problems and solve them in real world, 
professional contexts. Schön proposes that much of this activity is 
personal knowledge, not usually articulated, sometimes 
indescribable, and that it relies on improvisation learned in 
practice. This kind of knowing is dynamic – knowing how rather 
than knowing what. Schön identifies that the professional’s 
inability or unwillingness to articulate this kind of knowledge has 
led to a separation of academic and professional practice ... 
[which] has focused on the fear of losing creativity by speaking 
about it, or even worse, by writing about it. 
 

As both an artist and a curator, I am aware that the world is perceived and 

experienced in a multi-layered way and that simple, narrative, explanations do 
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not always do this experience justice – hence the reason for making art which 

has multi-layered meanings and can be read in different ways.  

 

Merleau-Ponty, in The Eye and the Mind (1964, Paris, p.35), says that, 

“essence or existence, imaginary or real, visible or invisible, art disrupts all our 

categories by revealing its dream universe of sensuous essences, of striking 

similarities and silent meanings” (2009, p.54, in Elkins’ Artists with PhDs). And 

in ‘Art and Method’, Henk Slager (2009, p.54, in Elkins’ Artists with PhDs) 

says that, “The artist compels us to see the world in a different way according 

to different norms and habits. Images do not replace reality, but reveal novel 

visibilities, and art proposes polymorphic kinds of observation”.  

 

As a curator, I have worked with many artists and recognise that they 

frequently mistrust the use of words to explain their work. And yet, many of 

these artists were highly articulate. There was never any doubt as to the 

seriousness of the undertaking each of them was engaged in, nor could I 

doubt the depth and breadth of their thinking. And whilst there was a lot of 

evidence of failure as well as success, there was no sense of ‘logical’ 

experiential thinking, as outlined by Kolb. Their own working methodology 

seemed to be closer to Schön’s theory of the ‘Reflective Practitioner’. Schön 

(1983, pp.308-9; quoted in Gray & Malins, 2004, p.22) says that, 

 
when we reject the traditional view of professional knowledge, 
recognizing that practitioners may become reflective researchers 
in situations of uncertainty, instability, uniqueness, and conflict, we 
have recast the relationship between research and practice. For 
on this perspective, research is an activity of practitioners. It is 
triggered by features of the practice situation, undertaken on the 
spot, and immediately linked to action … the exchange between 
research and practice is immediate, and reflection in action is its 
own implementation. 
 

This approach, reflection in action, allows for us to reflect on our learning 

during the process of making – as the making occurs. This is closer to the 

model I propose to use, but still implies to me a systematic, if looser, 

approach to the learning/research cycle, and I still am dubious about just how 

well this theory reflects the experience I have had whilst being engaged in 
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research – or indeed the way that artists I have worked with have tried to 

explain their own approach – and their unease with any level of narrative 

reflection.  

 

A further approach that is of interest is the naturalistic inquiry, put forward by 

Lincoln and Guba (1985). Gray and Mailns (2004, p.72) interpret some of the 

key characteristics of this methodology as follows: 

 

1. It acknowledges the importance of intuitive tacit knowledge 

2. Its methodologies are emergent, that is, the research strategy grows 

and unfolds from the practitioner’s interaction with the research 

question and context, and the research is grounded 

3. The criteria for evaluating the research are generated again in relation 

to the research question and context 

4. The research outcomes are interpreted as particular to the situation, 

and might only be generalized in principle. 

 
This approach represents to a greater degree the importance of grounding the 

research in the practice of the studio and the relationship of the practice to a 

set of emergent issues based around an individual’s practice, and as such is 

complex and interactive. However, in its logic, I am still not sure that it fully 

reveals the confusing, multi-layered relationship that sometimes exists 

between research and practice. 

 

Gray and Malins (2004, p.72) suggest that the 

 
characteristics of ‘artistic’ methodology are a pluralist approach and 
the use of a multi-method technique, tailored to the individual’s 
project. Methodology should be responsive, driven by the 
requirements of practice and the creative dynamic of the artwork. It 
is essentially qualitative, naturalistic and reflective. It acknowledges 
complexity and real experience and practice – it is ‘real world 
research’ ... this has involved the use of tactile, kinaesthetic, 
experiential data into ‘rich’ information ... It also demonstrates a 
willingness to examine other fields and make sensible connections. 
It requires an outward-looking attitude and an awareness of other 
research cultures and paradigms. 
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Perhaps the closest model I found, and the one I would suggest best 

represents Elkins’ third model (the dissertation is the art work and visa-
versa), was the ‘Bricoleur’ model, where the outcomes of the research can be 

seen as “bricolage – an emergent construction” (Gray and Malins, 2004, 

p.74), recognizing that research is “messy, open to change, interaction and 

development” (p.74); and that research takes place in the real world. 

 

Brewer and Hunter (1989, quoted in Gray and Malins, 2004, p.74) explain that 

the bricoleur uses, 

 
the tools of his or her methodological trade, deploying whatever 
strategies, methods, or empirical materials that are to hand ... if 
new tools have to be invented, or pieced together, then the 
researcher will do this. The choice of which tools to use, which 
research practices to employ, is not set in advance. The choice of 
research practices depends upon the questions that are asked, and 
the questions depend on their context ... what is available in the 
context, and what qualitative researchers can do in that setting. 

 

The term ‘Bricoleur’ was first introduced into cultural thought by Levis-Strauss 

(The Savage Mind, 1966). He explains that, although the meaning of the word 

Bricoleur has shifted over centuries, ‘in our own time, the Bricoleur is still 

someone who works with his hands and uses devious means compared to 

that of that of the craftsman’ (Levis Strauss, p. 16). The use of the word 

‘devious’ is interesting. Although it initially suggests that the Bricoleur might 

be, in some way, disingenuous in his/her approach to work compared to that 

of the righteous craftsman, it seems clear to me that what Levis-Strauss is 

here referring to is not an ethical use of the word devious, rather a practical 

explanation of the many sided approach a Bricoleur may take when 

researching/working. 

 

He says that the Bricoleur is ‘adept at performing a large number of diverse 

tasks’ and that the rules of his game are ‘always to make do with what is at 

hand (Levis Strauss, p. 17).’ This is a simple and satisfactory way of 

practically explaining a complex approach that the artist uses. But it still 

doesn’t get to the nub of the problem – of what is involved in the creative 

genesis of making new work. It is when Levis Strauss talks about the project 
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the Bricoleur engages with that the real originality of this approach becomes 

manifest. He says that the work and thinking of the Bricoleur may actually 

bear ‘no relation to the current project, or indeed to any particular project, but 

is the result of all the occasions there have been to renew or enrich the stock 

or to maintain it with the remains of previous constructions or destructions’ 

(Levis-Strauss, p. 17). 

 

Although the Bricoleur methodology has not been commonly used in PhDs 

until fairly recently, the introduction of Practice-led PhD’s in Art and Design 

has seen a development in the use of this approach. In a recent paper titled 

‘Capturing tacit knowledge: documenting and understanding recent 

methodological innovation used in Design Doctorates in order to inform 

Postgraduate training provision’, Joyce S R Yee, (Northumbria University) 

explains that the research examples she has selected ‘can be described as 

‘pick and mix’, a form of bricolage … or assemblage which often combines 

methods from the social sciences, humanities and hard sciences to derive a 

suitable model of enquiry. She then references Kincheloe (2001, p. 683) who 

describes this process well through his description of bricolage as a method 

the ‘does not simply tolerate difference but cultivates it as a spark to 

researcher creativity … Sensitive to complexity, bricoleurs use multiple 

methods to uncover new insights, expand and modify old principles, and re-

examine accepted interpretations in unanticipated contexts’. 

 

The first example of the use of the bricoleur methodology I came across was 

in Roland Miller’s PhD titled ‘Montage, Collage and Bricolage – the 

assemblage of Incorporating, (2000). In his text he ‘attempts to explore [his] 

performance art work ‘Incorporating’ in terms of four associated praxes, 

defined [as]: 

 

Montage:  a literary, musical, ort artistic composition made up of 

various elements. 

Collage:  an assembly of divers fragments 

Bricolage:  do-it-yourself, D.I.Y. 

Assemblage:  a collection of people or things; a gathering.  
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A three-dimensional collage made from scraps, junk. And 

odds and ends (e.g. of paper, cloth, wood, stone, or 

metal). 

 

This approach led Miller to ask himself a range of different questions relating 

to his performance, leading him into areas other than art practice – for 

instance, he considered issues of gender, perception and self-hood, racial 

prejudices, role playing and mimetic performance, and portrayals of 

victimhood; all discussed within the context of the performer’s body and its 

relationship to the spectator. 

 

Karen Gaskill in her recent practice-based PhD (2010) looked at how 

research methodologies and critical reflection within curatorial practice have 

failed to develop alongside contemporary approaches to curating, including 

new process-led and technologically based practices that ‘have shifted the 

emphasis away from the art object and onto the art process, rendering the 

approach to making art a much more connected and relational one’. Gaskill is 

a curator, researcher and artist based in London. She is the director of 

Interval, an arts organisation and platform that investigates the potential 

configurations and collaborative outcomes that occur between artist, curator, 

audience and event. In her PhD (which she completed in 2010 in the Digital 

Research Centre at the University of Huddersfield), she explained how her 

‘research study engages peformative and participative approaches in its 

development of a research bricolage, revealing how curation can function in 

an open and relational way’. 

 

The term Bricolage is sometimes linked with Collage (see above, Miller). In a 

recent paper titled ‘Pieced together: Collage as an artist’s method for 

interdisciplinary research’ (Vaughan, 2005), the Canadian artist, teacher and 

writer and Kathleen Vaughan describes Collage as a ‘versatile art form that 

accommodates multiple texts and visuals into a single work’ and she 

proposes this model as ‘a borderlands epistemology: one that values multiple 

distinctive understandings and that deliberately incorporates non dominant 

modes of knowing, such as visual arts’ She goes on to say how, in her view, 
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collage is especially suited to an analysis of practice through other disciplines 

such as philosophy (feminism and post-modernism) and sociology (post 

colonialism). 

 

I think that the linking of Bricolage and Collage with respect to research in art 

and design research is useful, since Collage is a term understood by visual 

artists and one that already relates to a critical discourse centred around the 

relationship between Modernism/Formalism and Postmodernism. 

 

I have found that my own way of researching is like a bricolage (or collage) of 

different, overlapping approaches (and ‘projects’). This is not to say that it 

lacks focus – it is just that I believe that visual research accompanied by 

academic research is not undertaken either empirically or ‘logically’ within a 

clear linear narrative framework. Yes, there is the straightforward trial and 

error of practical activity in the studio – but then there is also the intuitive leap 

of faith taken for no particular reason (although it is likely that such leaps of 

faith are related in some way to the current research being undertaken, since 

this is lodged somewhere in the back of the mind and ‘consumes’ my 

everyday thinking). Such ‘leaps of faith’ will then be interrogated, both in the 

studio and through my reading. In this sense, my work is not modularised into 

discreet ‘projects’ the progression of which describe a consistent narrative 

arc. But rather it engages past projects and suggests future ones at one and 

the same time. This might sound woolly, but, in reality, it is what happens. 

 

Furthermore, I have found that the reading and writing and the development 

of studio activity can overlap in time. For example, while I was in the process 

of writing chapter one of this thesis, the studio work had already begun to run 

ahead of the writing. Indeed, given that my research question is complex and 

that I am aiming to find links ‘between abstraction, representation and 

language within the context of current theories of Environmental Aesthetics’, it 

is unlikely, I think, that my work would be successful if I simply tried to isolate 

each of these elements (as I have done in the thesis) in the studio and then 

tried to put them together at the end of the research period, in much the same 

way as you would follow a recipe for making and baking a cake. The Bricoleur 
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method suggests to me a subtle balance between intuitive and empirical 

approaches to research. It is flexible enough to allow a collage of overlapping 

timeframes to develop, each area of research informing the other in a 

conversation or dialogue between the reading, writing and studio work that 

moves back and forward in time allowing ideas to overlap and interconnect. It 

also proposes that there is value in undertaking a wide range of research into 

different areas – a value in ‘following one’s nose’ - even if this means that 

some areas of ‘study’ are not interrogated with the close inspection that 

traditional approaches to research suggest are necessary. As Levis-Strauss 

says, elements or information are  

 

collected or retained on the principle that they ‘might come in 
handy’. Such elements are specialised up to a point, sufficiently for 
the Bricoleur not to need the equipment and knowledge of all 
trades and professions, but not enough for each of them to have 
only one definite and determinate use. They each represent a set 
of actual and possible relations; they are ‘operators’ but they can 
be used for any operations of the same type (Levis-Strauss, p. 17-
18). 

 

And so finally, Bricolage is, I would suggest, the closest model to a 

phenomenological approach to research that I have come across (and it is 

perhaps relevant to note here that Levis-Strauss dedicated The Savage Mind 

to Merleau-Ponty). Therefore, given the importance that, in later chapters of 

this thesis, is placed on Phenomenology, I would suggest that this makes the 

Bricoleur method the obvious choice for me. 

 

Having established that the Bricoleur model seems closest to the way I work 

when researching, I now want to look at how my research took place. 

Speaking broadly, Gray and Malins (in the introduction to Visualising 

Research, 2004, pp.12-15), suggest that the PhD journey should be broken 

into the following components: 

Planning and preparing for research 

Surveying the research context 

Locating the research in relation to the context 

Generating and gathering data through the use of research methods 
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Evaluating, analyzing and interpreting the research outcomes 

Communicating the research findings 

 

They go on to suggest (in the chapter ‘Planning the Journey’) that “research is 

a process of accessible, disciplined enquiry” (Gray & Malins, 2004, pp. 12-13) 

and that it is usually shaped by three apparently simple questions: 

• ‘what?’ – the identification of a ‘hunch’ or tentative research 

proposition, leading eventually to a defined and viable research 

question 

• ‘why?’ – the need for my research in the wider context, in order to test 

out the value of my proposition, locating my research position and 

exploring a range of research strategies 

• ‘how?’ – the importance of developing an appropriate methodology and 

specific methods for gathering and generating information relevant to 

my research question, and evaluating, analyzing and interpreting 

research evidence. 

 

Gray and Malins (2004, p.15) finish this section with the following, fourth, 

provocative, question: 

• “So what?” 

 

I intend to leave this fourth question to the end, but hope to deal with the other 

three in the concluding part of this chapter. 

 

To begin, I had a vague idea (and this was expressed in my question – this is 

what I would suggest is the ‘what?’). This idea, this question, changes 

somewhat as the thesis progresses – as I learn more about the issues I am 

looking into. This idea was tested through an initial series of meetings with my 

supervisor. The question and context was firmly established and located and 

then further examined throughout the course of my study in a series of 

essays, studio work and further tutorials (the ‘why?’). The way of working (the 

‘how?’) is not straightforward – I don’t think of a question, go into the studio, 

‘try out’ a series of visual and practical experiments and then reflect on the 



  30 

results, assess their outcomes and come to some conclusions which are then 

acted upon again by reading, writing, making, analyzing and, again, 

concluding and so on. It just doesn’t work like that. It might start like that – 

given that, for the sake of the structure of this thesis, I have to begin with a 

question which is clearly articulated. However, after that, nothing is neat and 

structured. I am working away in the studio all the time (or at least when I 

can). The work is not made (at least in my opinion) as a result of empirical 

research – although this type of reflection and analysis may at times guide the 

direction of the experimental elements of the work. It follows a genesis that is 

ongoing – the question did not arise out of thin air – it came from the result of 

a direction (often a series of different directions) the studio work had been 

taking for some while. Once the question had been framed, I was, of course, 

aware of it whilst working in the studio, but I have to say that I did not let it 

determine the direction the work took at first. Rather, I used the reading and 

writing to try to understand why I was making the work I was. At some point, 

however, the result of this thinking does translate itself into the studio work – 

but at what point? It is certainly true that I revisited certain works during the 

process of studying for the PhD – but I am not always sure at which point the 

reading and analysis intersects with the studio work. Sometimes the studio 

work leads the reading and writing, and sometimes the reading and writing 

gives renewed direction to the studio work. 

 

In fact, I could say that the whole of my PhD has been, in one way or another, 

about chasing down the relationship between empirical research and tacit 

knowledge – as well as the relationship between reading, writing and the 

visual image. Indeed, these two questions are interlinked. This has resulted in 

the exploration of the philosophy of Phenomenology – and I discovered that a 

number of writers and thinkers had suggested that painting was actually 

Phenomenology in action – the nearest one could get to expressing the true 

philosophy of Phenomenology. And I also discovered that whilst the pure act 

of applying paint or pastel to a surface is a distinctly embodied process – that 

it is itself phenomenological – this does not mean that words cannot be used 

to engage people in this event. Indeed, one of the reasons why conceptual 

artists such as Kosuth took to using text in their work was the realization that, 
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in spite of the fact that the modernists, following Greenberg, insisted that 

words would corrupt the visual image, it took a great number of words to 

explain this – and to critically evaluate the work being produced.  

 

So, what is the relationship between the visual image and text? And does this 

enquiry impact upon the methodology I use? I can understand artists not 

wanting to ‘explain’ away work that has many levels of depth and meaning, 

some of which cannot be translated into speech or written text – otherwise,  

what would be the point of making the work in the first place? For Merleau–

Ponty, art is fundamentally ‘a process of expressing’ (Merleau-Ponty, Sense 

and Non-Sense) 

 
it expresses, but not just in the limited sense of articulating 
something that exists in one’s mind prior to be being made public. 
Rather, art expresses in the sense of bringing into being something 
that is only inchoately, if at all, conceived before it is given form 
(Gilmore, 2005, pp.301-2). 
 

However, most of the abstract artists I have met have been well read, erudite 

and knowledgeable about the history of art and their place within it. So, 

communication though words does have a value, if only to ‘explain’ that a 

written explanation can only scratch the surface of the visual, sensual work. 

 

Furthermore, I am aware of the pitfalls of relying on empirically unverifiable, 

intuitive thoughts to drive research and, by extension, the development of the 

practice. It can (but need not) lead to exclusivity, narrowness of exploration 

and academicism – because this ‘experiential theory’, this font of ‘knowledge’, 

is unknowable, except to those that do know (or just feel). It is, therefore, self-

reflective and can be self-perpetuating and disempowering. Indeed, much of 

the written element of this thesis is an attempt to come to terms with this 

dichotomy – can we, on the one hand, have the potentially democratic 

intellectual rigour of the empiricist, with the sensuous intuitiveness of the 

Bricoleur. 

 

So, the research has developed along the lines of Bricoleur methodology – a 

collage of overlapping approaches where the tension between the need to 
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rationally explain something that is felt, and the need to let the image take 

over phenomenologically, is allowed to reveal itself. This tension is reflected, I 

think, throughout the body of text and within the studio work for the PhD. My 

use of the term collage here is quite specific. Collage describes a practical 

implementation of the bricoleur approach. As a practitioner, I use collage in a 

variety of ways – to overlay, to peel away and reveal, to work quickly and 

intuitively, to reflect and assimilate, to construct and deconstruct and to use 

mixed media (and in particular, though not exclusively) text and image. It is a 

practice-based analogy of the bricoleur research methodology. 

 

Nonetheless, there is a narrative to my research. It has taken place over six 

years, and I can definitely trace a positive development in the critical thinking 

and the studio work over this period. So, the approach I have taken when 

presenting this thesis is simple. Following this explanation of the methodology 

involved, I have presented in chronological order the series of essays I have 

completed during the six years of study. I have used images arising out of the 

studio work I have produced during this period to ‘illustrate’ the text. I have, by 

and large, kept the essays in their original form, but after each chapter, I have 

presented an overview, putting the essay into context. These contextual 

overviews were written at the end of the research period.  

 

I decided to conduct the literature review as part of the series of chapters, 

rather than draw this out separately – my research in the literature has been 

wide-ranging and extensive and is, I believe, satisfactorily reflected within the 

overall body of the text. I have ended with a summary and conclusion, which 

also underlines what I regard as the PhD’s contribution to original thought – 

with a couple of caveats. As suggested above, I am aware that, within the 

context of practice-based art and design PhDs, the notion of original research 

is difficult to articulate – since every work we, as artists, make is assumed to 

be ‘original’ – so can we distinguish between individual research and research 

which could be deemed original within the overall canon of the subject area? 

This is an issue that I raise in the body of my text, in the final chapters, when I 

look at the relationship between science and Phenomenology. Here, I ask the 

question: when the line between subject and object,  
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becomes blurred, must we not fear subjectivity? How do we know 
that the patterns we are seeing (in nature) are objectively present? 
Does one not surrender in this way all the ground that science has 
won, in all its battles against dogma, prejudice, and superstition? 
(Amrine, 1998, p.45).  
 

This is the ‘so what?’ – Gray and Malins’ fourth and contentious question. Is 

the work I have produced ‘original’ research? Just what does this mean? 

Philosophically, this is a difficult question, I think. For instance, there is 

considerable debate around the notion of originality: can we claim our 

research is ‘original’ or does it just reveal existing, but hitherto undiscovered, 

knowledge? And I have a further concern regarding the idea of originality – it 

seems tied to the idea of progress, it is an Enlightenment construct alongside 

the notion of individual genius, etc. To me it assumes a kind of ‘mastery’ over 

things. And yet the very notion of our embodied existence seems to argue 

against this type of reading. My knowledge might be ‘particular’, but is it 

original? Can it be original? I personally don’t think it can. In my research I 

have explored, both through my work and through my reading and writing, a 

whole series of diverse and broad views of the world, visual, tactile, 

phenomenological, sensual, iterative. Many of the questions I ask are not, in 

themselves, ‘original’. However, it is the combination of areas that I have 

looked at together (abstract art, textual referencing, colour, Phenomenology 

and Environmental Aesthetics) that is ‘different’.  

 

Through this body of work I have arrived at a particular and temporary set of 

written and visual conclusions: temporary, because in ten years time, my 

conclusions may well be different; particular, because they are my 

conclusions, made at a specific time and place, arrived at through my 

embodied interaction with the world. I don’t claim them to be original – but 

they do present a particular interpretation of many ideas that are either recent 

or current. 
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Chapter One: Environmental Aesthetics 
 

I felt that it would be appropriate to begin this chapter not by looking at art, but 

at natural history and the environment – the world around us. I made this 

decision quite intuitively but, in retrospect, given the prominence that walking 

and the philosophy of Phenomenology began to gain in subsequent chapters, 

this decision appears vindicated. I had been interested in the emerging 

‘discipline’ of Environmental Aesthetics – I guess I was initially drawn to this 

area as it seemed to offer the promise of linking my interests in art and natural 

history, and I felt that I should start by finding, if I could, a kind of philosophical 

underpinning to my research. My aim, in subsequent chapters, is to see if 

there is any relationship between Environmental Aesthetics and the means of 

communicating this philosophy through abstract art, colour and the use of text 

in painting. My early readings around Environmental Aesthetics suggest a 

range of different approaches. I decided to focus particularly on the ideas of 

two contemporary philosophers, Arnold Berleant and Allen Carlson. This is 

partly because they have written widely around the topic of Environmental 

Aesthetics (including compiling two comprehensive anthologies on the 

subject), and partly because they represent two poles of a debate around 

which philosophers in this area have written – that is, can aesthetics be a 

matter of objective judgement or is it merely a matter of subjective feeling? 

 

Berleant (1993), in proposing an ‘Aesthetics of Engagement’, seems to 

suggest the latter. He wants us to give ourselves up to nature, to be 

assimilated by it. Carlson (1997), on the other hand, in presenting his ‘Natural 

Environmental Model (NEM) of Order Appreciation’, argues that it is important 

to learn from the natural sciences, ecology and geology when attempting to 

develop an environmental aesthetic. 

 

For both men, a central point of their argument revolves around the 

relationship between culture and nature. Whereas Carlson insists that 

ordering and observation are key to the discussion, Berleant (1993, p.234) is 

sceptical, pointing out what he sees as the irony of the 
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sharp distinction between the natural and the cultural sciences 
which gives intellectual status to the separation between nature and 
art; The hard sciences deal with nature, the soft ones with culture. 
For the distinction is belied when art, as one of the domains of 
culture, does no better than emulate the scientific model by adopting 
its conventions of objectification, distancing, and disinterested (i.e. 
contemplative) regard. Yet, not only is this inadequate for explaining 
the arts ... the division between nature and culture is misleading … it 
misrepresents nature. 

 

Berleant goes on to explain that we live in a world profoundly affected by 

human action – indeed that our idea of wilderness is perhaps misleading 

since our actions affect the climate of the world everywhere (e.g. global 

warming). We might say, in fact, that to separate out culture and nature and 

assume that there is such a thing as wildness is a dangerous idea since it 

assumes that our actions can be isolated (the establishment of National Parks 

as areas of separate, distinct pockets of wilderness, for example). 

Furthermore, Berleant demonstrates that the idea of wilderness, 

 
our very conception of nature, has emerged historically, differing 
widely from one cultural tradition to another’ and he continues, it is ‘ 
… no wonder that an aesthetics that aspires like the sciences to 
universality has difficulty accommodating nature (p.234). 

 

To bridge this division between culture and nature, Berleant proposes an 

aesthetics of engagement, “one that acknowledges the experience of 

continuity, assimilation and engagement that nature encourages”. He goes on 

to explain that “the natural world does not just surround us, it assimilates us”, 

and he suggests that a philosophy of engagement is based on our sensual 

experience of the world. We must become,  

 
liberated from the formalistic requirements of discreteness and 
order. For… nature does not come framed, and we can take as 
much delight in profusion and continuity as we have been taught to 
find in symmetry and regularity (p.237). 

 

Berleant does not really seem interested in exploring the biological reasons as 

to why we respond to (engage with) nature as we do (or, as he suggests, 

have the potential to). Only at one point does he touch on this, when he 

suggests that our sense of awe, our sensitivity to the sublime (thunder; 
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lightning; the moving masses of a mighty waterfall) are stimulated by our own 

vulnerability in the face of overwhelming natural forces. However, he then 

goes on to say that there are also gentler occasions on which we engage with 

the natural world: “… camping beneath pines black against the night sky; 

walking through the tall grass of a hidden meadow whose tree-defined edges 

become the boundaries of the earth” (1993, p.237). He offers no biological or 

anthropological reason why we should respond to the world in this way, but 

proposes that 

 
the aesthetic mark of all such times is not disinterested 
contemplation [by which I assume he means objective empirical 
observation, not religious meditation] but total engagement, a 
sensory engagement with the natural world that reaches the still 
uncommon experience of unity. Joined with acute perceptual 
consciousness and enhanced by the felt understanding of 
assimilated knowledge, such occasions can become clear peaks in 
a cloudy world, high points in a life dulled by habit and defensive 
disregard (p.237). 

 

In itself, I do not have a particular problem with the sentiment expressed here, 

but I am worried by the logic of the argument. Having rejected an aesthetic, 

cultural sense of unity (rightly in my opinion) he now proposes a sensory unity 

without explaining the reasoning behind this idea. It just is ‘felt’ or sensed. 

This is dangerous territory, surely, for a philosopher. Nor does he properly 

explain the relationship between learning and the acquisition of knowledge 

necessary to gain this heightened sense of “felt understanding of assimilated 

knowledge” – indeed, he seems to suggest that we should beware of formal 

responses to natural experiences. Nor does he successfully, in my view, 

represent the relationship between the external world and the idea of that 

world. At one point he acknowledges, when discussing Kant’s philosophy of 

the sublime, that “the sublime is not in nature but in our mind” (p.235), and yet 

on other occasions his approach seems to confuse the relationship between 

the experience as an external force, and the idea of the experience. Does the 

experience only exist in our mind or not? 

 

I do think that his argument suffers by using his own prose to illustrate his 

ideas. If, instead, he had observed and interrogated work by writers, poets 
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and artists, he might have been better able to address some of the problems 

raised above as well as the final one that concerns me – that of the 

relationship of the audience to the work of art created through engagement 

with the environment. Whilst I appreciate that Berleant is attempting to link the 

artwork and the experience throughout his essay, the relationship is not 

stable. At one point, for instance, he suggests that, in contemporary earth 

works and environments: 

 
art and nature are joined through the ties these works have with 
their site and with their perceivers [the only time an audience is 
directly addressed in the essay]. Moreover, neither site nor 
perceiver has sharp boundaries; each combines with the other into 
a single total experience (1993, p.238). 

 

I find it difficult to understand how such broad statements can be made 

without reference to at least one work of art. How can theories be presented 

without reference to ‘experience’, especially a theory which itself is about 

engagement? In the next part of this chapter, therefore, I will relate my 

experience of one particular environmental art work (which I imagine is a work 

that Berleant would respond to favourably), in order to point to some of the 

problems which Berleant does not address. 

 

The piece is by Chris Drury (Fig. 1.1) and is called Wave Chamber (1996) and 

the following statement is by Drury from his book Silent Spaces (Syrad, 1998, 

p.117): 

 
At Kielder, because of my stubbornness in wanting to build the work 
in the most beautiful but inaccessible place, all the rock had to be 
transported to the site by barge. The stone was taken off old, broken 
walls in the forest by hand, loaded on to a truck and dumped at the 
nearest accessible spot on the reservoir, then loaded by hand onto 
the barge, sailed to the site, unloaded by hand, often in winds and 
five foot waves, and finally built into the walls of the chamber. 
 
I really didn’t know if it would work until the point when we put the 
door on and the inside went dark. At that moment, the afternoon sun 
was hitting the water just where the mirror was angled. Inside, it was 
as if a thousand silver coins were dancing across the floor. As the 
sun moved away, this changed to ghostly ripples, giving you the 
feeling of standing on liquid. There are times here when it is grey 
and blowing a gale and the lens mists over with the rain, then 
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nothing is visible, and you are left with the amplified sound of waves 
crashing on a rock. 
 

 

 
 
 Figure 1.1 Chris Drury, Wave Chamber, Kielder Resevoir, Northumberland, 1996 

 
 

Berleant seems to me to suggest that an environmental experience in the 

artwork should equate to the experience had by the artist. I say ‘seems’ 

because he doesn’t say this anywhere. However, if my assumption is correct, 

then Chris Drury’s work is an ideal one to discuss. My comments, therefore, 

are as follows: 

 

• I was aware when entering this piece that I was experiencing Drury’s 

interpretation of his response to a particular place. Nowhere in the essay I 

read does Berleant discuss the importance of the artist creating an 

equivalent experience, or how the audience engages with this equivalent 

experience; and what drives the need the artist feels to engage with the 

audience in making this equivalent experience. Is it a moral question? Is it 

a social (as in group) issue? Or what? 

• The work was made deliberately off the beaten track (it was not possible, 

for instance to drive directly to the site, though a car was necessary to 

reach Falstone). It took a while (around 30 minutes) to walk to the work. 

The walk itself was through a man made and managed landscape with a 

truculent but rich social and natural history. I knew that Drury was aware of 

this context, since the leaflet I picked up at the visitor centre told me so. 

Under these circumstances, it is not possible that Drury’s response to the 
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landscape or my own response to his work could be culturally 

disconnected. 

• The magic of the wave chamber itself was special. The presence of the 

work gently unfolded over a period of some five minutes. It was an intense 

and moving experience. 

• This moment did not last long for me – perhaps due to the speed at which 

we are taught to assimilate fleeting experiences and quickly move on. 

After twenty minutes or so, I was ready to leave. 

• The real experience of this work is in my mind. I have subsequently often 

thought about, re-lived and embellished this experience. Photographs do 

not help to trigger the experience (though they often can with paintings). In 

my mind, this is one of the ‘best’ works of art I have seen. 

 

It is possible that I have missed the point when trying to understand Berleant’s 

argument. I am certainly sympathetic to the proposal that we listen to our 

intuition – that we pay attention to our feelings and emotions. Perhaps I am 

putting too much emphasis here on the art and not enough on the initial 

experience he talks about. I almost get the feeling that Berleant is less 

interested in art than the experience of nature – I can empathise with this view 

– and that when he talks about an aesthetics of engagement, he is suggesting 

that we forego art and just respond directly to nature. The art is irrelevant.  I 

sense this, too, because when he does talk, albeit briefly, about the form that 

experience can take in everyday life, he does so in a very generalised 

manner. 

  

He suggests, for instance, that an art of environmental engagement exists in 

contemporary environmental sculptures, in modern architecture that is 

sensitive to its site, and in the design of urban parks, as well as in viewer 

activated art (he suggests further forms, including gardens). Painting, or 

indeed virtually any 2D work, is left out of his list. It is as if the viewer has to 

experience in an environmental form the artist’s environmental engagement. 

This is not always, if at all, possible, and it doesn’t really address, in my view, 

the role played by assimilated knowledge, structured learning, memory and 
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the imagination in our experience of a work of art. Would a Japanese Tourist 

from Tokyo understand the cultural references in Drury’s work? And what 

about the fact that, once I have experienced the work, I can go on re-living it – 

indeed, this is the only way I can continue to experience the work? 

 

Berleant’s reference to viewer activated art concerns me. How often, for 

instance, has a viewer been left dissatisfied with the interactive museum 

experience? More often than not this is a superficial experience of trickery, not 

a real, deep, sensory experience. Something subtler than a bag of tricks is 

required to stimulate this sensory experience and (for reasons that I will 

elaborate upon later) I would suggest that colour (certainly for the visual artist) 

could be the key element to focus our attention on. 

 

I think that there is much to be said for the basic premise of engagement 

proposed by Berleant, though, as I have suggested, I find his proposal 

ultimately rather vague and lacking in concrete analysis. As I indicated above, 

one of the problems with Berleant’s theory is that he never refers to individual 

artists or their work. Allen Carlson, on the other hand, does talk about certain 

artists’ work (though he doesn’t refer directly to the experiences with individual 

works of art). 

 

In his essay, ‘Appreciating Art and Appreciating Nature’ (Carlson, 1997, p.38), 

he does, however, address more directly than Berleant the issue of 

assimilation, and, like Berleant, he suggests a joining together of art 

appreciation and nature appreciation: 

 
the question of what and how to appreciate aesthetically with 
respect to the natural environment may be answered analogously to 
the parallel questions about art. The difference is that with natural 
environments, the relevant knowledge is common sense and 
scientific knowledge we have discovered about the environments in 
question. As the knowledge provided by art historians and art critics 
equips us to aesthetically appreciate art, that provided by 
naturalists, ecologists, geologists and natural historians equips us to 
aesthetically appreciate nature. Thus the natural and environmental 
sciences are central to appreciation of nature. 
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Carlson calls his model the ‘Natural Environmental Model (NEM) of Order 

Appreciation’, and proceeds to explore his theory in relation to the positive 

aesthetics of H.D. Thoreau and John Muir. “For Muir, everything in the natural 

world, all nature, and especially wild nature, is aesthetically beautiful and 

ugliness exists only where nature is despoiled by human intrusion” (Carlson, 

1997, p.39). Both Muir and Thoreau explore their environment in great detail, 

observing the interaction of flora and fauna and the passing of the seasons, 

an approach that Carlson applauds since it allows for a common sense, 

scientific observation of the environment to create a specific, local aesthetic. 

 

For instance, for Muir (born in 1838 in Scotland) it was not just the study and 

classification of flora and fauna that interested him; it was the study of them in 

relation to the environment in which they grew or lived in. He found joy in 

understanding the ecology of a place through the observation and analysis of 

the plants and creatures of that environment.  

 

Writing in John Muir: From Scotland to the Sierra, Frederick Turner (1997, 

p.178) explains in his biography how Muir saw his vision developing: 

 
Perhaps the way to a steady, comprehensive sort of vision might be 
to begin with careful inspections of near phenomena and then 
proceed to the integration of these pictures into ever larger 
compositions. In this way, a living, interrelated view of the terrain 
might eventually be achieved, one that would permit you to live your 
best in it. So while he continued his sketching and his long rambles 
into the higher mountains, he was also looking with an almost 
microscopic intensity at the immediate landscape. Any portion of it, 
he found, however small, handsomely repaid his attentions. 

 

As the above discussion might suggest, I find that there is something 

appealing in the way that Carlson’s NEM model suggests that a thorough and 

objective understanding of natural science is key to developing any natural 

aesthetic. However, there is an obvious danger, it seems, that this model 

could end up merely illustrating an idea rather than creating an equivalent 

experience. I am also wary of any philosophy that seems to propose a 

separation between the observer and the observed – one that suggests that 

nature exists outside of ourselves. 
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I was interested, therefore, to read a further essay by Carlson. In section V of 

Appreciating Art and Appreciating Nature (Kemal and Gaskell, 1993), entitled 

‘Appreciating Nature: Order Appreciation’, Carlson develops the objective 

nature of his argument in an interesting way. He seems, when introducing a 

discussion about the work of Arp, to be suggesting that any object can be the 

subject of NEM, and that we should look for order rather than seek to impose 

it. Order can reveal itself (which is what Muir said anyway), and we have to be 

careful to keep an open mind about the cultural context within which order is 

sought.  

 
Carlson (1993, p.218) writes that: 

 
Especially revealing of the relevance of order appreciation to the 
appreciation of nature are the claims of the artists who initiated 
these works of art and anti-art, for example, it is said such art ‘urges 
man to identify himself with nature’. Arp, for instance, claims that 
‘these paintings, sculptures, objects, should remain anonymous and 
form a part of nature’s great workshop as leaves do, and clouds and 
animals and men. Yes, man must once again become part of 
nature’. 
 

When discussing automatic poetry, Carlson (p.218) quotes Arp again: 

 
Poems are like nature; they stink, laugh, and rhyme like nature. 
Foolishness, or at least what men call foolishness, is as precious to 
him as a sublime piece of rhetoric. For in Nature, a broken twig is 
equal in beauty and importance to the clouds and the stars. 

 

This final statement by Arp is explored further by Carlson at the end of his 

essay when he aims to take his theory of order appreciation beyond the 

realms of empirical science. He proposes that the ordering of nature 

(particularly the intuitive ordering of nature, if such a thing exists) can reveal a 

story that might on the one hand explain the ecological specificity of a place 

or, on the other hand, highlight certain mythological or social-historical stories 

that attach themselves to a place. What does seem clear to me is that the 

emphasis on place is a key part of Carlson’s Order Appreciation theory. 
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   Figure 1.2  Chris Drury, Medicine Wheel, 16th August 1982 – 15th August 1983 

 

I would like, now, to examine three pieces of work by contemporary artists 

within the context of Carlson’s and Berleant’s theories. The first is Medicine 

Wheel, 16th August 1982 – 15th August 1983 by Chris Drury (Fig. 1.2). This is 

a visual diary which exhibits one natural found object for each day of the year 

with twelve segments of paper, one for each month, made during that month 

from the pulp of particular plants. Drury has said of this work that, 

 
Contained within it are the seeds of everything I have since done … 
the finding of objects led me to link material and object to a found 
moment in time and space, and to a fascination with plants and their 
properties (Syrad, 1998, p.17). 

 

In my view, Drury has been able to better articulate the relationship between 

culture and nature than either of the two philosophers I have looked at so far. 

His commentary on his work, which I have reproduced below, puts the order 

appreciation theory of Carlson into context, 
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The edge is the division 
What is known is always from the past 
Through knowledge, the new is a reworking of the old 
The sum total of knowledge is culture 
Culture is the veil through which we describe nature 
The process of nature continues despite our analysis 
Our analysis is part of the process of nature 
The process of nature must include the actions of man 
Whether or not they are destructive 
Man’s description of nature as something separate –  
out of town – where the edge is the division  
between ‘nature’ and ‘culture’, is an illusion. 
‘Nature’ and ‘Culture’ are the same thing. 
There is no division. 

     (Drury quoted in Syrad, 1998, p.6) 

 

                    
 

                       Figure 1.3  Richard Long, A 134 Mile Meandering Walk, Scotland 1986 

 
The second work I want to examine is by Richard Long (Fig. 1.3). Called A 

134 Mile Meandering Walk, Scotland, 1986, it shows how one’s actual 

experience and reading of an ordered system such as a map and a sequence 

of apparently objective factual (and deliberately basic and un-poetic) 

observations can present a multi-faceted and layered natural and social order 

rather than a linear, deterministic one. David Reason (1987, p.80), writing in 

the Unpainted Landscape, describes Long’s work as:  
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neither inventory nor itinerary, but a litany of landmarks, calling out 
natural features which have been associated with human history, 
human whim, human folly, human interest. The names on the map 
and on our breath recall a past people intimate with the land: where 
there are fields, every field has its name. The objective map is a 
social inscription of the apparently personal. To walk in a named 
place is generally to walk where others have gone before. 
 
 

 
     Figure 1.4  herman de vries. from scottish earth 1986 

 

Clearly, this work relates directly to Carlson’s Order Appreciation theory in the 

way that the names and landmarks call attention to empirical observations 

made when walking the landscape. But, if we look at it within the context of 

Berleant’s philosophy of engagement, we would have to question whether the 

work of art is the walk itself (the experience which is so important for 

Berleant), or the words in the gallery. To engage with the words in the gallery, 

the viewer needs to have visited these places (or similar ones) to create the 

work of art in his or her imagination and needs a concomitant interest in maps 

and the idea of naming. This to me is true engagement, rather than the 

frivolous one suggested by interactive art. This is an argument I develop in 

more detail in chapter nine. Another work that illustrates Carlson’s NEM 

theory of Order Appreciation would be from scottish earth by herman de vries 

(Fig. 1.4). Made in 1986, it consists of 140 squares of earth rubbings from 140 

sites in Scotland (loch sides, mountain sides, etc). Each of the sites is named 

in a separate panel adjacent to the work. Each square is a different ruddy-
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brown earth colour, “a kind of magic square”, says Reason (1987, p.60), “such 

as Klee would have understood”. 

 

I recently found another relevant contribution to Carlson’s proposed aesthetic 

of Order Appreciation in a book itself entitled The Order of Things: an 

Anthology of Scottish Sound, Pattern and Concrete Poems. In the introduction 

to this book, the editors discuss the work of Ian Hamilton Finlay (Fig. 1.5) as 

follows (Cockburn and Finlay, 2001, p16 - 17): 

 

 
 

                      Figure 1.5  Ian Hamilton Finlay, Sea Poppy 2, 1968 

 
To make a poem comprising only of place-names evokes both the 
physical landscape and ways of seeing it: the poets view derived 
from the names chosen, and the collective and historical meanings 
accumulated by the names themselves … Ian Hamilton Finlay’s use 
of fishing boat names reminds us of the poetry inherent in folk 
traditions, while the names themselves act as invocations or 
blessings for vessels that are subject to the unpredictable forces of 
the sea. Arranged in a circle the poet creates a free-floating 
metaphor, suggesting the round cast of the net, the circle of the 
horizon, human endeavours, and the on-going life cycle. 

 

In summary, then, in this chapter, I have identified at least two different lines 

of thought. The first, outlined by Allen Carlson (1997, p.38), suggested that 

our knowledge of what it is we are appreciating is essential to having an 



  47 

appropriate aesthetic experience and that a scientific understanding of nature 

can enhance our appreciation of it, rather that denigrate it. His work explores 

important links between ecology and the aesthetic experience of nature. 

There is a common-sense logic to this cognitive approach to understanding 

our environment.  

 

However, other philosophers in this field of enquiry have emphasised the 

importance of experience over cognition in exploring the world. In particular, I 

have looked at the writing of Arnold Berleant, who asserts that we should rely 

primarily on our sensory experience of the environment when seeking to form 

a natural aesthetic. While both Carlson and Berleant clearly acknowledge the 

interconnectedness of both philosophical approaches, their work nonetheless 

places a very different interpretation on the relationship between the cognitive 

and the experiential approach. 

 

I was surprised, however, to discover in my readings of Carlson and Berleant 

that there was a lack of what I would call hard evidence (in the form of the 

authors’ – or indeed anyone else’s – direct response to works of art, or the 

context within which these works were made or mediated) linking the 

aesthetic experience with a form of mediated communication (a work of art). 

My own aim is not just to evaluate the various philosophies surrounding 

Environmental Aesthetics, but to discuss these philosophies when describing 

my response to particular works of art, or when attempting to explain the 

rationale behind the approach I take to making my own work – which 

mediates my ‘responses’ to the natural world. 

 

The dialogue an artist has with his/her environment is more complex than my 

readings in this area have so far uncovered. I believe it is first important to 

develop an underpinning philosophy (hence, perhaps, my interest in 

Environmental Aesthetics). We then have to find a valid medium for 

interpreting/reflecting our experience, recognising that it is impossible to copy 

or replicate this experience. We have to be aware of the culture within which 

our work is shown, and the nature of the locus of this presentation. We also 
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need to be aware of the complex interaction that will take place between our 

work and an observer (who might better be called a participant). 

 

I will end this chapter by attempting to explain, or at least suggest, how some 

of the research discussed above has impacted on my own thinking and studio 

work: 

 

• In my initial research, I began to explore the relationship between cognitive 

and experiential interpretation in relation to Environmental Aesthetics. 

• As an artist I wondered if an understanding of this relationship might 

inform my practice and just how this understanding might impact upon the 

viewer/participant when the work is presented. 

• The production of any artwork (no matter how ‘intuitively’ it is made) is a 

cognitive, reflective act. I re-interpret my pre-reflective experience of the 

world. 

• I began to recognise the need on the one hand to find the best way to re-

interpret this intuitive, pre-reflective experience of an environment whilst, 

on the other hand, being pretty specific about the nature of that 

experience, especially with respect to social and natural history. 

 

At this point, however, my reading and my studio work began moving ahead 

of my writing. Whilst I was in the process of putting together this chapter, I had 

also begun to think about the role of both colour and text within my work in 

relation to the thinking and research undertaken for this chapter. Specifically: 

 

• Although colour was rarely mentioned in this chapter, the more I thought 

about it, the more I wondered whether colour could help bridge this link 

between intuition and cognition. 

• And if so, can we use colour to mediate a particular experience? 

• I began to think about how the values of colour are both culturally specific 

and yet also philosophically and physically fluid. How can we pin down 

either the particular experience or the use of colour? 
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• I also wondered if the use of text somewhere in this engagement would 

help – perhaps just writing down the names of flora and fauna (which 

themselves are poetic) experienced within a particular location and placing 

them next to the painting would pin down the experience alluded to by the 

abstract painting? Additionally, by referring to the names in local dialect, 

maybe I could reinforce this sense of place. 

 

In my own work, produced during the writing of the first two chapters, then, I 

have begun to explore some of these issues: 

 

• I have used colour experientially and intuitively. When creating my images, 

I am aware of a general sense of direction in relation to a specific 

experience. In the body of work produced whilst engaged in this early part 

of the research for my PhD, I relate my imagery primarily to my experience 

of walking in the landscape behind my house. This is the time when my 

experience of colours, sounds and smells is heightened, perhaps because 

I know the area well. I have examined its flora and fauna in some detail. I 

know about the history  (both natural and social) of the site. I talk regularly 

to the wardens who look after the site. I find that, when I am out walking, I 

am always thinking of ways to mediate this experience. I can’t explain why 

this is so – where the urge to do this comes from. It does, however, clearly 

demonstrate that there is not really a schism between our pre-reflective 

experience and our mediated re-presentation of this experience – they are 

intertwined; at least that is my experience. 

• It seems inevitable, therefore, that when creating abstract images, I am 

drawing on this real experience. 

• Because the experience is such a complex one – and intellectual as well 

as experiential – I find straightforward visual representation (for instance, 

copying or illustrating), no matter how formally inventive, to be inadequate 

when mediating this experience. 

• I am aware of the very specific ecology of this site and I don’t want to 

overlook the importance of this knowledge when interpreting my 

experience of the place. 
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• Any such engagement with a place is usually based on exploration and 

interaction of some sort, not passive observation. So any mediation on my 

part should also actively engage the viewer (who might better be called a 

participant). 

• For me, colour ‘feels’ central to my reading of any experience. It is not 

often (though it can be) representational; however, if colour is used 

intuitively in a work, the experience can be made specific through the 

introduction of text 

 

 
 
Figure 1.6  Summer, Strother Hills, Unison pastel on 

paper, 1.8 x 1.5m, 2003 

 
Most, though not all, of the work I make develops intuitively and as it evolves, 

it takes on a more specific theme. For example, Summer, Strother Hills (Fig. 

1.6) began as a series of individual coloured squares of pastel laid directly 

and intuitively onto a handmade paper. These squares were pinned to the 

wall of my studio, and slowly, by trial and error, a ‘piece of work’ began to 

develop that became more than the sum of the parts. I recognised early on 

that an experience of summer might be the basis of this work, and as the work 

developed I became sure that I wanted to create an equivalent experience to 

the complex interaction I have with Strother Hills – this time particularly over 

the summer months. The text came last.  
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To conclude, if I consider my own work, I would say that it has moved from 

being purely abstract and experiential – for instance in my small abstract 

paintings – to being both reflective and intuitive. Reflective, or cognitive, in the 

way that I have begun to use the titles of the work to give clues to the context 

of the possible origins of the work, and yet also intuitive in the way that I use 

colour. So, for instance, in Summer, Strother Hills, the colour in no sense 

illustrates a mimetic representation of the place – so it does not directly 

represent the colours of particular flora and fauna. However, the colour is an 

expression of a general experience of place – the colours are used intuitively 

to reflect that experience. On the other hand, the words, used poetically, do 

describe a particular aspect of the place – a kind of shorthand for the 

ecological framework of what is, in fact, a mixture of semi-natural and 

reclaimed woodland and grassland in the Derwent Valley. The text refers to 

some of the common species of plants, birds and butterflies encountered 

whilst walking across this land in July. 

 

Towards the end of this chapter, I have extended my discussion beyond 

Environmental Aesthetics to begin to explore the use of colour and text in the 

pictures. In Chapter two, then, I want to look in more detail at the role of 

colour in my work, and the potential for linking colour and text constructively. 
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Contextual Overview, Chapter One 
 

In this chapter (which was written six years ago), I explored the emerging field 

of Environmental Aesthetics and in particular the work of two philosophers, 

Arnold Berleant and Allen Carlson. These writers were not plucked out of thin 

air – I had done some initial research on environmental philosophy and 

concluded that the approaches outlined by these two thinkers were of enough 

interest to pursue further. They are both important writers in this area of 

philosophical thought. They also highlight a key question concerning the 

relationship between intuition and empiricism – perhaps, even, between art 

and science (Berleant’s theory of engagement is the experiential, intuitive 

approach and Carlson’s the scientific one). This is a question, and a 

relationship, which I explore in much more detail in later chapters. In practice 

(as I discovered in subsequent readings of these two philosophers), both their 

theories overlap to a certain extent and the division between them is not 

nearly as cut and dried as I might suggest in this opening chapter. 

 

The field of Environmental Aesthetics is relatively new. Much of the work I 

have read around this subject is not written by makers of art, but by 

philosophers who make little reference to the production of art or, indeed, to 

any real engagement with art. Therefore, one of the problems I touch upon in 

this essay is the relationship between Environmental Aesthetics and art. Both 

Carlson and Berleant posit a direct relationship. On the one hand, Berleant 

suggests that the experience of nature – the engaged experience – should 

form the way that we think about making art and that our experience of art 

should be ‘experiential’ and engaged; that it should be environmental. On the 

other hand, Carlson looks at the way Art History (as a branch of the study of 

aesthetics) has categorised and traced the history of art in relation to a range 

of issues (from dates and social history to the means of production and the 

way that a picture or sculpture is made) and he suggests that we should 

appreciate nature in the same way. 
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However, I would have to say that do I not really get to grips with this key 

question – the relationship between art and nature within the context of 

Environmental Aesthetics. Indeed, I was probably framing the wrong question. 

I think it was very useful to look at Environmental Aesthetics – but I had great 

difficulty understanding what these theories were supposed to be describing. 

Was it just our response to the world – or was it the way that we capture and 

communicate this response to the world. The first, our response, is un-

mediated, whilst the second – the re-presentation of this experience – is 

mediated. In retrospect, I was looking for an overarching philosophy within 

which to interrogate such approaches, and I feel that it wasn’t until I reached 

chapters four and five, and began looking at the philosophy of 

Phenomenology, that my research gained real clarity in this area. 

 

It must be clear from reading this chapter that my early ‘sympathies’ lie with 

Carlson. Over the course of the next six years, as I explored the theories of 

Berleant and Carlson in more detail in relationship to Phenomenology and my 

own work, my sympathies swayed one way and then another. I can the see 

the value of Berleant’s experiential theory (and he discusses the work of 

Merleau-Ponty consistently throughout his books and essays). However, he 

does not, it seems to me, get to grips with Merleau-Ponty’s more wide-ranging 

discussions of culture, and especially the role of science and the relationship 

of science to experience – of intuition to cognition. On the other hand, Carlson 

does not mention Merleau-Ponty in his book Aesthetics and the Environment 

(2000, London, Routledge) although he clearly is very aware of Merleau-

Ponty’s influence on radical thinkers in this area of research, since with 

Berleant he has compiled an anthology of writings around this topic (The 

Aesthetics of Natural Environments, 2004). 

 

In the following chapters, therefore, I found my sympathies moving away from 

Carlson’s Natural Environmental Model, leaning more towards Berleant’s 

theory of Engagement, as I explore the ‘superficialities’ of Phenomenology. I 

don’t always say this in the text – but I think my emphasis is fairly clear. 

However, as I tried to get to grips with the relationship of Phenomenology to 
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natural history (in chapter seven), I re-read Carlson’s theories and found 

myself, again, having considerable support for them. 

In the end, though, my conclusion is that a combination of both thinkers’ views 

is probably nearer to the truth. This is also an approach that was highlighted 

in the introduction to The Aesthetics of Natural Environments (Carlson & 

Berleant, 2004, p.17), where: 

 
Carroll argues that although a science based appreciation of nature 
is appropriate (Carlson’s approach), it must be supplemented with 
our emotional responses to nature (Berleant’s approach), since 
being moved by nature without dependence on scientific knowledge 
is also a common aesthetic response to the natural world. He 
contends that nature often, immediately and directly, elicits such 
emotional arousal from us and that this less intellectual, more 
visceral experience of nature is a legitimate and important way of 
aesthetically appreciating it. However, unlike Berleant’s Aesthetics 
of engagement, Carroll’s position does not call for immersion in 
nature but only for an emotional relationship with it based on our 
everyday knowledge and experience of it. 
 

Malcolm Budd (2004), in the Aesthetics of Natural Environments, also looks at 

the relationship between Berleant and Carlson’s theories, suggesting that it is 

right to argue that a wide range of information and knowledge may be taken 

as relevant to the appreciation of nature. However, he then explains that 

whilst such views may appear to be in basic agreement with cognitive 

approaches in that they accept the idea that knowledge is central to aesthetic 

appreciation (Carlson), they diverge from some cognitive accounts in not 

privileging scientific knowledge. He suggests that we should gather resources 

for the aesthetic appreciation of nature from a variety of sources. And by this 

he means both emotional (Berleant) and intellectual (Carlson). It is, in 

retrospect, somewhat obvious that in chapter one I have simplified both the 

work of Muir and Thoreau – both of whose writings and journals might be 

seen as early examples of eco-phenomenology. True, they take great delight 

in describing their experience of the natural world – but they do so in an 

emotional and as well as a scientific way. And they use all their senses in the 

process – especially Thoreau, who frequently refers to scents, sounds and 

touch, as well as temperature and colour, in his journals. 
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What is at issue here, I began to see, is the hierarchical relationship between 

intuition and cognition. From the Enlightenment onwards, it had been 

suggested that cognition should be given priority over intuition (culture over 

nature) – and it is this relationship that I explore from chapter four onwards 

when looking at Phenomenology. The view that I slowly begin to draw out is 

that as embodied ‘individuals’ we are a part of the world in all its complexities, 

and so the idea that art can be considered post factum of experience is 

incorrect – we cannot necessarily separate out the two. One of the things that 

interested me in the work of Merleau-Ponty (which I begin to discuss in detail 

in chapter five) was his suggestion that art (specifically painting) might, in fact, 

be the purest form of philosophy, linking intuition and cognition, experience 

and mediation. 

 

I am, therefore, wary of any theory that suggests a philosophical split between 

art and nature. My own wish through my work is simply to find a way of re-

presenting my experience of the world (I admit that this is an ambitious aim). 

We are part of the world; the world is in us and around us. The use of painting 

to express my experiences both translates my experiences and forms them – 

the process is interlinked. 

 

However, realising that a plurality of approaches is acceptable and that the 

experience and the re-presentation of the experience are inter-linked is only 

half the story. I also have to find the best means of expressing this 

understanding – this perception of the world. I begin to examine this here 

when looking at the work of artists such as Chris Drury, Richard Long and Ian 

Hamilton Finlay, and the way in which materials, place, text and image can 

coalesce to help in this re-presentation of experience. I then end by 

examining, briefly, the direction my own practice had taken whilst engaged in 

this early research. 

 

One of the things that I became aware of when looking at the work of artists 

such as Long and Fulton was that, whilst they may use coloured text, their 

use of text and image tends not to focus around the emotional, expressive, 

value of colour. Where it describes an experience within the environment (for 
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instance in the work of Hamish Fulton or the concrete poetry of Ian Hamilton 

Finlay), the work tends to be monochrome. Therefore, in the next chapter, I 

look not only at colour, but focus on the relationship between colour, 

textuality, and embodied practice. 

 

The rest of these chapters and the studio work is an attempt to develop some 

of the issues touched upon here – looking at the relationship between intuition 

(both in art and in the experience of nature) and natural history (science) and 

then exploring ways in which this experience can best be re-presented.  
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Chapter Two: Colour, Context and Text 
 

In the previous chapter, I looked at two opposing theories of Environmental 

Aesthetics. These theories reflected, I suggested, two extremes of a long-

standing debate in aesthetics – that is, the relationship between objective 

judgement and subjective feeling. 

 

The study of colour in all its complexities exemplifies the polar extremes of 

this debate – and is one area where artists and scientists, philosophers, 

psychologists and others have attempted to bring together objective analysis 

and subjective response. Therefore, part of this chapter expands upon the 

issues raised and discussed in the first chapter. 

 

However, my further aim in this chapter is to examine the potential role of 

colour and language in giving meaning to abstract art.  I am interested in 

undertaking this study because, in recent years, abstract art has been 

criticised as having “very impoverished semantic credentials” (Levi-Strauss, 

1964, cited in Gage, 1999, p.241) and belittled as mere “academic formalism” 

(Ehrenzweig, 1967, p.147). I wonder if, in some cases, the integration of text 

and colour (or at least a greater awareness of the potential for this integration 

to take place) might help add meaning and a new dynamic to Modernist 

‘painting’. 

 

In exploring this hypothesis, I begin by looking at the work of the first so-called 

abstract artists who came to prominence in the early years of the 20th century, 

in particular Wassily Kandinsky. I examine his work, and the way he went 

about researching and producing it. In doing so, I hope to highlight the 

tensions that exist between his desire to establish some sort of rigorous 

underpinning (almost scientific in nature) to his enquiries into visual language, 

and his understanding that, in practice, intuition will always play a key role in 

the making of art. This openness of mind lead a number of artists of this 

period to look at a range of disciplines when seeking confirmation for their 

thoughts and theories, from physics through to anthropology linguistics and 

psychology. 
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I then examine some of the practical and philosophical problems underlining 

the study of colour (just what is it, and how do we define even its most basic 

form – the primary colour?) before moving on to look at early attempts to 

explore links between colour, language and abstract art (especially in Russia). 

I finish this chapter by exploring the possibilities of linking abstract art, colour 

and text. 

 

I start, then, by looking at the work and writing of Kandinsky, an artist and 

teacher who is sometimes credited with creating the first abstract painting. 

The use and study of colour played a significant role in his practice. He was 

clearly aware of the complex nature of colour and he recognised, I think, that 

the study of colour might help to build a bridge between theory and practice, 

between a methodical, objective approach to practice and subjective 

experience. Greatly influence by Goethe’s Theory of Colours (first published 

by John Murray, Albermale Street, London 1840), Kandinsky taught colour 

theory at the Bauhaus, and his schema leant heavily on Goethe’s work. For 

instance,  

 
Kandinsky’s list of physical sciences to be used as a basis for the 
study of colour – physics, chemistry and physiology – accords with 
the first three sections of the Theory of Colours, and his fourth 
science, psychology, for dealing with the internal effects of colour, 
corresponds to Goethe’s sixth section, ‘sensuous and moral effects 
of colour’ (Poling, 1986, p.45).  

 

Kandinsky’s work is particularly interesting since he was, later in his career, 

only too aware of the need to think carefully about the balance to be struck 

between the subjective and the objective in his practice. In his early years at 

the Bauhaus, there was in Kandinsky’s teaching and theoretical work “a 

systematic quality, particularly in the organisation of his material, but 

exemplified by his book ‘Point and line to Plane’,” explains Clark V. Poling 

(1986, p.33) in his study Kandinsky’s Teaching at the Bauhaus. Kandinsky’s 

teaching, he says, had “something of the methodicalness of science and its 

analytical rigour – the science of a scholar rather than of a physicist” (Poling, 

1986, p.33). And yet Poling then suggests that he drew on scientific theory 

“quite selectively in order to confirm or extend the theories which he himself 



  59 

had evolved or had derived from sources most sympathetic to him” (p.33). So, 

even in his earlier years, Kandinsky tended to use empirical research 

subjectively. Indeed, later in his teaching (by 1928) he was to say, in 

contradiction to his earlier emphasis on methodology and rigour, that “art can 

neither be taught nor learnt”. He further suggests that, whilst “theoretical 

doctrines had a necessary role”, they could “hardly replace intuition” (Poling, 

1986, p.33). 

 

There is, therefore, more than just an art historical interest in pursuing a close 

examination of Kandinsky’s theories since they do, I believe, reflect a tension 

between objective analysis and sensational response – one of the main 

themes of my first chapter. 

 

However, there are other reasons for looking at Kandinsky’s colour theories 

and then moving to look at the work of early 20th century abstract artists such 

as Malevich and Mondrian. In particular, I wish to examine (through the work 

of John Gage) the criticisms of opponents of abstract art (such as the 

anthropologist Claude Levi-Strauss or the Art Historian Sir Ernst Gombrich) 

who suggest that “the failure of abstraction is due to its very impoverished 

semantic credentials” (Gage, 1999, p.241). In other words, abstract art lacks 

content and is seen merely as pattern making, like wallpaper. Gage explains 

that: 

 
the criticism of abstract art, as it developed from the earliest years, 
about the time of the First World War, has been very little concerned 
with content. The primary, as well as the secondary sources tell, for 
the most part, a story of abstraction as essentially an autonomous, 
even hermetic, non-representational activity (p.241). 

 

Gage goes on to propose that the role of colour in explaining the meaning that 

lies behind abstract art has been underplayed: 

 

the question of colour in early abstraction … was an area of 
especial semantic richness at the beginning of this century, and it 
offers an aspect of content in early abstract painting which is as 
complex and as resonant as, say, the iconography of the Madonna 
in the Italian Quattrocento (p.241). 
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Gage discusses how the art of Kandinsky and Mondrian throws up the first of 

many, as yet unresolved, fundamental questions surrounding our 

understanding of colour. That is, how do we define a primary colour? As 

Charles Riley (1995, p.3) explains in his study Color Codes: Modern Theories 

of Color in Philosophy, Painting and Architecture, Literature, Music and 

Psychology: 

 
It seems a simple question. How many primaries are there? Two schools 
of contemporary theory, the additive and the subtractive, say three (red, 
green and violet light for additive; bluish-red, yellow and cyan ink or 
pigment for subtractive). Another school, the perceptual, says four (red, 
yellow, green and blue). Sir Isaac Newton, whose path breaking Optiks 
(1704) is based on seven primaries, is echoed by the early twentieth-
century work of Wilhelm Ostwald. A.H. Munsell, one of this century’s 
most prominent theorists, determined that there were five. Most of 
Wassily Kandinsky’s paintings and teaching exercises are based on six 
primaries, whereas his Bauhaus colleagues Paul Klee and Johannes 
Itten adhered to systems based on five.  

 

Riley goes on to say, therefore, that:  

 
One of the basic concepts of color analysis has defied consensus 
throughout history, leaving philosophers and practical colorists 
scarcely closer to a resolution of these discrepancies than they 
were a century ago. The question of primaries is just one of the 
controversial issues in the modern study of color. It highlights a gap 
in which theory and science are unable to cover the eccentricities 
of color’s behaviour and the way in which people talk about color 
(Riley,1995, p.3). 

 

As well as introducing the problem of clarifying the very ground upon which 

colour theory is discussed, Gage (1999) himself talks about the influence of 

scientific theory in the practice and development of late 19th century and early 

20th century art. This includes an examination of the theories of Seurat, 

Matisse, Signac, Delaunay, Kandinsky and Mondrian. Much of this ground is 

not new, and has been covered before. However, I was especially interested 

in the conclusion Gage drew when looking at theoretical models in the chapter 

‘Nature and System’. Here he points out that: 

 
In the Raw and the Cooked, Levi-Strauss argues that painting can 
never constitute an abstract system on a par with music, since its 
forms and colours are necessarily rooted in nature. He has clearly 
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overlooked the developments in chromatics and psychology to which I 
have just referred; but he has also, and perhaps more surprisingly, 
neglected the Enlightenment prototypes of these late nineteenth-
century schemata, notably the circular systems of the entomologists 
Moses Harris and Ignaz Schiffermuller, whose dual reference to 
nature and to system is immediately clear. As part of the great 
eighteenth-century enterprise of cataloguing the whole of the natural 
world, Schiffermuller’s and Harris’s scales epitomise what Foucault 
has termed the method of Enlightenment taxonomies (Gage, 1999, 
p.243). 

 

In other words, I think what Gage is suggesting is that one reason why artists 

attempted to explore and adopt colour theories based particularly on systems 

of classification was that this approach paralleled similar developments in the 

natural sciences.  

 

One of the aims of classification theory is to provide information and 

structured analysis that could lead the researcher to develop universal 

theories. Gage (1999, p.248), of course, is well aware of the dangers of 

relying solely on scientific classifications to explain what he calls the 

“Grammar of Colour”. He goes on to show how, “This language of colour, 

which seemed around 1900 to offer the prospect of universality, should … 

[turn] out to be so thoroughly hermetic”. Charles Riley (1995, pp.7-8) talks 

with some passion about the problems of artists relying too much on colour 

theories: 

 
If there is one issue that drives color theorists crazy, it is the 
difficulty of making color behaviour fit the elaborate charts and 
diagrams they devise. Tables and other schemata are largely linear 
and, it seems, almost by nature unable to represent adequately 
chromatic behaviour. There are color wheels, stepped scales, 
rectangular charts and atlases, pyramids and spheres, and all sorts 
of convoluted geometric configurations. Each ventures its formula 
for primaries, complementaries, harmonies, and dissonances. None 
is exhaustive or even accurate. The aim of color schemata is the 
planar, spatial representation of interaction, vibration, movement 
toward and from the viewer, and afterimages – all temporal, 
changing, moving, and shifting phenomena. In other words, static 
schemata are asked to capture dynamic effects upon the eye in its 
most active state. Moreover, the characterisation of color 
relationships is made all the more enigmatic by the strong emotional 
responses involved, and although it always sounds vague, what 
works aesthetically or psychologically is not what is supposed to 
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work according to even the most advanced and logically sound 
system. This leads to the ever elusive notion of the ‘color sense’, the 
enviable instinct of certain painters, writers and musicians for whom 
color practice is a law unto itself. 

 

Part of the problem of relying on objective theories of colour resides in our 

inability not only to define just what a primary colour might be, but to explain 

first just what we mean exactly by ‘colour’. Is colour an independent, external 

force/reality and is the eye merely a mechanical lens through which the 

experience of colour is relayed to the brain to be logged and codified (as in a 

computer)? In other words does colour exist as a universal norm irrespective 

of our interaction with it? Contemporary thinking suggests otherwise. Gage’s 

thesis, elaborated in two extraordinarily rich books (Colour and Culture , 1993, 

and Colour and Meaning, 1999) was summarised by his publisher as follows: 

“The meaning of colour lies in the particular historical context in which it is 

experienced and interpreted” (Gage, 1999, back cover). 

 

One piece of experimental evidence for the relative nature of the experience 

of colour (colour constancy) has been known for some time, though its 

importance has perhaps been undervalued. Gaspard Monge, in 19th century 

France, was amongst the first to question the “supposition that the colour of 

an object is determined uniquely by the wavelength composition of light 

reflected from it alone” (Zeki, 1999, p.184), though few people took notice of 

this proposition until recently. Semir Zeki, in Inner Vision, explains that: 

 
slightly less ineffective was the work of the master of Gobelins 
tapestries, Chevreul, who emphasises that the colour of a patch is 
much influenced by the colour of the surrounding patches, a fact 
known to every artist. Scientists took note of it, paid lip service to it 
and then largely forgot about it (Zeki, 1999, p.184). 

 
The implicit assumption – that there is a code to colour – is seriously 
flawed as far as the functions of the brain are concerned. We view 
objects in different conditions of illumination, a green leaf being 
viewed sometimes in daylight on a cloudy or sunny day, sometimes 
at dawn and sometimes at dusk. If we were to measure the 
wavelength composition of the light reflected from that green leaf, 
we should find considerable variations; yet the colour of the leaf-
green does not change markedly under these different conditions, 
although the shade will. Indeed, if the colour were to change with 
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every change of wavelength composition, then an object will no 
longer be recognisable by its colour but by some other attribute, and 
colour would lose its significance as a biological signalling 
mechanism, a means of acquiring knowledge about the world (Zeki, 
1999, p.185). 

 

This phenomena of the brain being able to discount local differences in light 

and shade, etc, when analysing colour is called colour constancy. It clearly 

and simply demonstrates a remarkable fact – that colour is a function of the 

brain. James Maxwell Clark, the founder of electromagnetic theory and the 

father of colour photography wrote: “If the sensation which we call colour has 

any laws, it must be something in our own nature that determines the form of 

these laws. The science of colour is therefore a mental science” (cited in Zeki, 

1999, p.186). 

 

Gage’s whole thesis is that there is no such thing as universality in colour; that 

an understanding of colour is culturally specific. Various basic researches on 

racial differences of colour vision (for example R.W. Pickford’s Psychology 

and Visual Aesthetics, 1972) tend to back this assumption up. One might 

assume that some basic, fundamental colour principles might hold true; for 

instance, that of blue = sky  = light = space; or blue/green = water = wet = 

cold. But even such simple, fundamental ideas depend on just what the 

concepts of sky or water mean to us. Is the sky, for instance, the home of the 

Gods or a prelude to the dark depths of space? Does it represent a sense of 

freedom (for those who like to travel) or is it a symbol of claustrophobic fear 

(for home birds who don’t like flying)?  I am afraid that this analogy is rather 

crass. For a much more poetic understanding of the relative meanings of 

colour, I have turned to a wonderful book called The Primary Colours, by 

Alexander Theroux (1995). Yellow is, perhaps, my own favourite colour 

(whatever this might mean) and so when reading this book for the first time, I 

turned first to the chapter titled ‘Yellow’. To read the chapter is to understand 

the richness of what might be conjured up by just using the word yellow. But it 

also points to the absolute banality of assigning colours any kind of universal 

meaning. I quote only the first paragraph of 85 pages talking about yellow and 
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a huge range of various cultural references to show what is understood by 

yellow in different parts of the world, and by different people:  

 
Yellow is a colour, for all its dramatic unalterability, with a thousand 
meanings. It is, surprisingly, at least to me, a child’s first colour 
preference. Wallace Stevens called yellow the ‘first colour’, with an 
attendant suggestion of decay and dissolution (‘the grass is yellow 
and thin’), but more often uses it affirmatively, linked with the sun: 
‘The sun is clownish yellow’. It is the colour of cowardice, third prize, 
the caution flag on autospeedways, adipose tissue, scones and 
honey, the nimbus of saints, school buses, urine, New Mexico 
license plates, illness, the cheeks of penguins, the sixth dog’s livery 
in greyhound racing, highway signs, Pennzoil, and the oddly lit hair 
before adulthood of all Australian aborigines. Easter is yellow. So is 
spring, and much of the beauty of autumn. It is redolent of old horn, 
dead coins, southernwood and the generous sun. It is the colour of 
butter, arsenic, sponges, candlelight, starving lawns, translucent 
amber, and cathode transmission emitters in electrical chassis 
wiring. It represents wisdom, illumination, intuition, power and glory, 
the hue of confessors, divinity, and magnanimity, ripening grain, 
eternity and the gates of heaven. In Egypt it is the colour of 
happiness and prosperity (Theroux, 1995, p.85). 

 

And so it goes on for the next 84 pages, highlighting the diversity of sensual 

and symbolic meaning yellow has for a wide range of different cultures. In a 

world in which, perhaps uniquely in human experience, we cross so many 

different cultural boundaries in thought and deed every moment of every day, 

our understanding of our environment is certainly enriched by our sensitivity to 

colour and its various meanings, but can we assign particular, universal 

meanings to colour? 

 

In the next part of this chapter, I want to explore the idea that the use of pure 

colour might be given meaning (and not necessarily literal meaning) by 

association with language. 

 

The relationship between colour, emotion and language is not new, though its 

early exploration tended to focus around looking for a link between a 

universal, basic language, as represented by sound, and colour. Early study 

into this relationship between sound, language and colour certainly interested 

artists such as Kandinsky, Malevich and Schwitters. The Russian linguistic 
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scholar Roman Jacobson, a friend of Malevich, was interested in the “aspect 

of synesthesia known as audition coloree, in which spoken sounds, 

particularly vowel sounds, were involuntarily associated with colours” (Gage, 

1999, p.247). 

 

John Gage (p.247) goes on to explain that 

 
Jacobson, who had become friendly with Malevich by 1916, may 
have begun to relate infant preferences for black, white and red to 
the early development of speech-sounds, in which ‘a’ (which was 
often associated with red in these psychological experiments) 
provided the basic phonetic contrast to ‘w’, which according to 
several authorities was associated with black. In a manifesto of 
1919, Khelbnikov appealed to the painters of the world to help in the 
establishment of a universal language, for: 

“The task of the colour-painter is to give geometrical signs to the 
basic units of understanding … it would be possible to have 
recourse to colour and express M with dark blue, W with green, B 
with red, E with grey, L with white”. 

 

I conclude, however, that such exploration, where it involves an attempt to 

assign universal meaning to something as culturally specific as language, is 

doomed to failure. It is true that the DADA artists (e.g. Hugo Ball, Tristan 

Tzara, Kurt Schwitters), as well as the futurists, had tried to find a universally 

expressive language based on sound rather than script – a direction which 

ran parallel to Kandinsky’s own efforts to assign universal meanings to colour 

in relation to sound and the emotional impact of sound. The problem with 

such an approach lies not so much in the methodology used by the artists (the 

way they went about gathering their information), but rather in the nature of 

the conclusions they drew from their research (that is, that 

colour/sound/language are capable, of themselves, of expressing universal 

meaning). 

 

As a result, both the methods used by artists such as Kandinsky (what Gage 

calls empirical feeling) and the idea that colour and language could, in some 

way, be expressively linked, have tended to be marginalised by subsequent 

art historians. And when I read Alexander Theroux’s (1995) book, I find that 

although the words are incredibly rich in association and set the imagination 
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alight, without the actual colour as a stimulus they lack a certain sensation. If 

colour truly is an experience of the mind, then perhaps its meaning might be 

enhanced and given added richness if viewed in parallel to the written word. I 

realise that this proposition runs contrary to the ideas of many modernist 

artists who use colour, often on a large, experiential scale. They are wary of 

words getting in the way of the visual experience. Visual language, I am often 

told by artists, is unique and, put simply, is visual and not literal. It is an 

immediate, not sequential experience, and so on. In my career as a curator, I 

experienced many artists who expressed this nervousness – indeed there 

have been some who refused point blank to have ‘their paintings explained’. 

This, however, is different from using words to explore and tease out meaning 

from the visual in a non-illustrative way. This is the territory I would like to 

explore further. 

 

I was intrigued to read Anton Ehrenzweig (1967, p.147) discuss what he saw 

as the academic formalism that modern abstract painting had slipped into, 

and how this vacuous language could be reinvigorated with meaning: 

 
When abstraction first arrived, it certainly brought a new freedom 
from naturalistic imitation. Conversely, could it not be a renewed 
reference to nature and any other subject outside art could now help 
us to emancipate ourselves from the niceties of academic 
abstraction? Abstract art has helped us to experience the emotional 
power inherent in pure form. This capacity will not be lost so soon. If 
we now put together, by reference to external ‘accidental’ contexts, 
forms that we could never group together in a play with pure form, 
new emotional tensions can be set up in an intriguing counterpoint 
between emotional meaning of pure form and the new intellectual 
context and subject matter. 

 

It is, I suggest, not a great step to suggest that these ‘external contexts’ could 

be referenced by using text, linked to the abstract image and colour. 

 

In this chapter, then, I have looked at the influence of colour on early abstract 

artists such as Kandinsky. I have explored the tension that lies between, on 

the one hand, the emotional, intuitive use of colour and, on the other, the 

attempt by artists and scientists to impose a structure on the study of colour. I 

have examined the cultural contexts of colour as explained by John Gage 
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and, finally, I have suggested that a combination of colour and text in images 

that are otherwise abstract might help give meaning to abstract images.  

 

I would now like to conclude by exploring this relationship between colour, 

image and text a little further. It is, perhaps, pertinent here to note that the 

work of a number of key abstract artists of the early 20th century whose work I 

have discussed in this chapter (for example, Kandinsky) have been re-

evaluated within the last decade in large exhibitions and authoritative 

catalogues. Whereas thirty years ago their work was assessed within a strictly 

formalist tradition, the contemporary relevance of such artists has recently 

been re-examined by looking at their work within the context of the social 

history of the period. However, I feel that some of the key questions 

surrounding the production and evaluation of these and the work of other 

abstract artists remain unexplored.  

 

Around the turn of the century artists such as Kandinsky, Klee and Malevich 

were examining questions about the relationship of colour and language to 

abstract ideas. I am not sure that these ideas have been properly re-assessed 

within the tradition of modernist painting, especially with respect to the 

relationship between colour, abstraction (image) and language. Why is this? 

One reason could be that whilst artists such as Kandinsky were prepared to 

cross artistic disciplines when seeking direction for the new language they 

were trying to develop, later developments in modernist criticism tended to 

highlight the specific formal qualities of painting (or poetry, or music, etc) as 

unique and distinctive. As a result, modernism has mostly ignored the 

potential for artistic cross-over. However, the experiments of Correspondence 

(the relationships formed between arts of different disciplines) have become 

absorbed into our broader culture in diverse ways; for instance, the use of text  

and image has featured in a line of work from Duchamp and Magritte through 

Pop Art to the work of the conceptual artists of the 1970s.As W.T. Mitchell 

(1996, p.50) points out in his essay ‘Word and Image’: 

 
Although one of the central impulses of artistic modernism in the 
20th Century has been, as Clement Greenberg argued, to explore 
the distinctiveness and difference of verbal and visual media, 
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seeking a purely optical painting and a purely verbal poetry, the 
larger culture has been dominated by the aesthetics of kitsch, which 
freely mixes and adulterates the media. 

 

It is precisely this reference to kitsch and its implied superficiality that, I think, 

puts off so-called serious artists (particularly abstract painters) and, I believe, 

stops them from engaging in this debate. When Mitchell (1996, p.50) asks, 

“What is it about the construction of the human mind that makes the interplay 

of words and images seem, despite innumerable historical and regional 

variations, to be something like a cultural universal”, he could have been 

writing 100 years ago.  I think the answer to his question is that this interplay 

appears to be a cultural universal precisely because the correspondence of 

word and image can accommodate both the local and the international and 

not because (as the artists in the early 1900s believed) it is indicative of an 

underlying universal principle. I might, therefore, prefer to re-phrase this 

question as follows: 

 

‘In a world where the meaning of images and verbal and written texts that 

refer to a rich tapestry of historical and regional variations are being lost in a 

global marketplace, can a combination of colour, image and text serve to 

locate meaning both in the local and the international at one and the same 

time?’ 

 

In my assessment of the work of art historian John Gage in this chapter, I find 

myself in agreement with his conclusion that colour is a culturally specific 

property, and that to understand the meaning of colour one must understand 

the social and historical context within which it is used. However, Gage does 

not explain how the use of colour in a global cultural environment (where local 

differences are being eroded and forgotten), can be anything less than 

superficial, bland and non-specific. Indeed, he was, it seemed to me, 

perplexed by the post-war trend in modernist painting towards apparently 

separating colour and meaning. “Colour and form”, he says of recent 

developments in art practice, “were perceived as even more autonomous than 

they had been in the inter-war years” (Gage, 1993, p.268).  
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I find this trend puzzling myself, since the early abstract experiments of the 

20th century embraced a range of different art forms in a search, for instance, 

to establish what Gage calls ‘A grammar of colour’ (Gage, 1999, p.250) that 

might express meaning as clearly as (or indeed more clearly than) the 

narrative paintings of the previous centuries had done, whilst, at the same 

time, looking for universal meaning within the grammar of visual art. In 

reviewing the ideas of the period, Gage seems to share Kandinsky’s concern 

that whilst “his pictures were harmed by the presence of a recognisable 

subject, a terrifying abyss of all kinds of questions, a wealth of responsibilities, 

stretched before me” (Gage, 1999, p.241). Where was the meaning in 

abstract art located – and what was its meaning? 

 

Whilst I am not suggesting that Gage himself proposes that a link between 

colour and language alone can bridge this abyss, he does give a number of 

clues in his thesis that suggests that further research in this area might yield 

interesting results. For instance, if we consider the most basic link possible 

between text and colour (the naming of colours), Gage (1999, p.262) says 

that: 

 
there is a marked discrepancy between the large number – some 
psychologists say millions – of perceived colours and the handful of 
names we use to identify them. Language labels only those few 
segments of the continuous colour-space that are important to us, 
and thus the study of colour as we understand it becomes very 
much the study of colour language. This radical imbalance between 
sensation and language means that the experience of colour will be 
very largely associational.  

 

Finally, in concluding this section, I would like to explain, briefly, why I seek to 

link an exploration of colour and language with the philosophy of 

environmental aesthetics. In the early years of the Twentieth Century, 

experiments in Abstraction and Correspondence were closely allied to a 

search for a theory of universality linked to a drive towards internationalism. 

This was an understandable aim in a world ravaged by war which itself was 

fuelled by a sense of nationalistic fervour. However, this was an age that had 

yet to experience either the tyranny of the global international marketplace or 

the sense of cultural and social alienation that this new internationalism 
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brought in its wake. In the early years of the twenty-first century, I think that 

Environmental Aesthetics, a philosophy which demonstrates a more complex 

understanding of the link between the local and the global, can provide a 

framework for re-engaging with some of the ideas of Correspondence first 

explored over a hundred years ago. 
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Contextual Overview, Chapter Two 
 

Chapter two was written in 2005 – nearly 5 years ago. In it, I outline one of the 

main difficulties in discussing colour in relation to art – and it is an issue that 

runs throughout these chapters in various guises. The issue is the relationship 

between art, science and technology, between order appreciation and intuition 

– specifically, here, between the attempts of scientists (and in some cases 

artists) to ‘impose’ universal laws on the language of colour and the way that 

artists, often intuitively, use colour. As Briony Fer has written recently in her 

introduction to Colour Chart (2008, p.28): 

 
One of the few constants in the history of colour is the conflicting 
opinion about how it works: at one pole colour is meant to be 
subjective, intuitive, expressive, translating into a language of 
aesthetic feelings and emotions; at the other it is objective, 
scientific, systematic. In modernism, dreams of a truly universal and 
scientific colour theory were pitched against a sensual utopia of 
chromatic excess, but in reality, of course, the oppositions were 
never so clear cut … If colour is supposedly so direct and 
immediate, then it is striking how difficult it is to discuss, and if 
colour is so systematic, then why is it so hard to contain within a 
given system? 
 
 

 
 

Figure 2c.1  Ellsworth Kelly, Spectrum Colors Arranged by Chance III, 
1951, Collage on paper, 99 x 99cms 

 

One of the arguments that Fer then pursues in her essay (and that of the 

accompanying exhibition in 2009) is based around the potential function of the 

grid and the colour chart in acting as a bridge between these two poles. On 
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the one hand, the grid acts as a stabilising, ordering agent – it gives the 

impression of systematising and organising the colours. On the other hand, it 

allows the artist every opportunity to ‘play randomly’ with the colours s/he 

uses – after all, the colour chart is just a set of numerical abstract ideas. The 

role of the colour chart is to match colours – to allow us to set one colour 

against another – so that the systematisation of the chart actually allows us 

greater freedom to intuitively (and sometimes randomly – as in the early work 

of Ellsworth Kelly’s Spectrum Colours Arranged by Chance series) set one 

colour or series of colours against another. (Fig. 2c.1) 

 

 
              Figure 2c.1  Mike Collier’s studio, Harker’s Building 

 

There is a second and no less important attribute of the colour chart that I 

want to refer to – that is its ability to ‘democratise’ the use of colour. David 

Batchelor, in Chromophobia (2000, p.105) says that: 

 
the colour circle has dominated the understanding and use of colour 
in art. Based on a triangulation and a grammar of complimentarity, 
the colour circle establishes relationships between colours and also 
implies an almost feudal hierarchy among colours – primaries, 
secondaries and tertiaries, the pure and the less pure. The colour 
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chart offers an escape from all that. It is, in effect, simply a list, a 
grammarless accumulation of colour units. In the colour chart, every 
colour is equivalent to and independent of every other colour. There 
are no hierarchies, only random colour events. The colour chart 
divorces colour from conventional colour theory and turns every 
colour into a readymade. 

 

I am very sympathetic to this idea of the democracy of colour. I think it is one 

of the reasons why I use pastel – since it comes in ready-made sticks. I lay 

out the pastels as though in a colour chart (Fig. 2c.2). I also like the sensuality 

of the pure pigment (a good pastel is one of the brightest, purest ways of 

applying pigment) and the intuitive way that I can ‘orchestrate’ these colour 

sticks immediately, without too much prior thought when making the pictures.  

 

It is the non-hierarchical nature of both the medium and the grid that allows for 

greater intuitive freedom when making colour decisions in the pictures. It 

allows me to combine/match colours with great freedom (much greater 

freedom than when I have to mix colours – when there is too much potential 

and too many open ended possibilities, allowing cognitive thinking and 

reflection to get in the way of intuition). 

 

The exhibition Colour Chart (which I saw at the Tate Gallery in Liverpool in 

2009) also showed the work of Alighiero Boetti, and Fer (2008, p.36) says of 

his work: 

 
if matching colours is a central function of the colour chart, then 
Boetti uses it to set up a game of mismatching. Rather than 
specifying a colour with precision, the artist lets confusing signals 
blur what seems to be a concise proposition. 

 

Boetti’s work consists of regular metal panels, each sprayed with one colour – 

and with a name and number ‘industrially’ punched out of the panel. Fer 

(2008, p.37) gives us an example (Fig. 2c.3): 

 
There is one panel spray-painted in a metallic green with the name 
“Ascot Green” (Verde Ascot) in raised letters across it. Colours are 
hard to describe; is this a greenish–blue or a bluish-green? 
Language struggles to be specific. Colour names are handy after all, 
short-circuiting the imprecision of the in-between, identifying the ‘ish’ 
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colours. But there is something in the palpable effect of the colour 
that will always escape the generic name, whether it is the name of 
a commercial colour or the hand-mixed artists’ colour. Specifications 
can never be specific enough to be adequate to experience. 

 

 
Figure 2c.3  Alighiero Boetti, Verde Ascot 1 288 6631, c. 1968, 

cast iron and sprayed industrial paint, 70 x 70cms 

 

When I wrote chapter two, I had not begun to look at Phenomenology – but I 

can now see that Fer’s last sentence, “Specifications can never be specific 

enough to be adequate to experience”, points to a phenomenological idea 

about colour. We experience it first and then we categorise it. But it is also 

true that my interest in the grid and the formal construction of the readymade 

pastel ‘toolbox or piano’ in the studio is also phenomenological, in that it 

allows me as little time as possible to ‘think’ about why I would put a particular 

colour next to another, or why one sequence of colours is right and another 

wrong – I am ‘free’ to make these decisions quickly and intuitively; I don’t 

have to mix colours (which allows time for this kind of cognitive reflection). 

Furthermore, as Matisse (1908 – see Flam, Jack D. 1973, Matisse on Art, 

London, Phaidon ) explained in the Notes of a Painter – if you change just one 

coloured brushstroke in a picture, then the whole of the balance of the picture 

changes. Colours relate to ‘each other’ – and they are, therefore, relative. The 
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grid and the use of ‘ready-made’ sticks of colour allow for the placement of 

colours next to each other in a relatively ‘controlled’ manner – thereby, again, 

freeing the artist (myself in this case) to play around intuitively with the 

combination and arrangement of colours. Fer (2008, p.37) goes on to 

describe another way in which the use of colour is relative – when combined 

with text. She does so in describing the text element to Boetti’s work: 

 
Boetti, like many other artists in thrall to the colour chart, may have 
chosen not to mix his paints, but mixed in other things like language. 
The colour names he uses make links that the colours do not. ‘Ascot 
Green’ connotes an English racecourse, the green grass, we 
suppose, but it’s also a Vespa colour. 

  

I like the way that Boetti plays around with our expectations of colour when 

combining colour with text, and I have done much the same thing in my work. 

The text I use does carry meaning (I explain the rationale for its 

representation of place elsewhere in the thesis) – and it relates obliquely to 

the colour in the pictures, but not in any illustrative way. Thus, the mix of text 

and image raises questions in the mind of the viewer who is looking for 

solutions to problems posed – specifically, in my work, does the colour relate 

to any of the birds, or places, or plants, etc? It doesn’t, but we are hard-wired 

to ask such questions – it is, perhaps, a survival instinct carried over from the 

time early man or woman had to recognise danger from the world around 

him/herself, and so had to interrogate his/her environment closely – to ask it 

questions, if you like. 

 

So, just what is the role of colour in my pictures? What I have described 

above puts some of the research carried out in chapter two into sharper focus 

in the process of picture making – the grid and the colour chart. But nowhere 

in this chapter do I really get to grips with just what colour achieves in the 

pictures. I would like, now, to explore this question further in the light of the 

study around Phenomenology that I have subsequently undertaken. To do so, 

I need, first, to discuss briefly the relationship between art, colour and space 

(with respect to perspective), as this is the classic way that colour has been 

used to describe space from the Enlightenment onwards. It is, I believe, the 
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exploration of space, and our relationship to it, that is fundamental to an 

understanding of colour and Phenomenology. 

 

I would suggest that the use of perspective and illusion in art is not consistent 

with a phenomenological, embodied view of the world. The science of 

perspective is a Cartesian way of perceiving the world. It places the viewer 

apart from the world – as if a member of an audience in the theatre. It also 

looks at the world from a static point of view – it freeze-frames our experience 

of the environment. This is not how we actually experience the world. 

Phenomenology suggests that our experience is multi-faceted – that we are a 

part of space, not separate from it; that mind and body are interlinked; that we 

are sensual bodies who experience the environment sensually as well as 

cognitively.  

 

So, perhaps abstract art might be a better way of re-presenting such an 

embodied experience of our environment, since it doesn’t rely on a static, 

fixed-point perspectival view of the world. But, what ‘type’ of abstract art (the 

term abstract art covers a huge range of work, from the expressionistically 

gestural to hard edge colour field)? Well, probably not the modernist theory of 

Greenberg. It is true that he proposed that colour becomes flat; becomes itself 

(and is not used illusionistically); becomes a part of its ground and the canvas 

or board becomes an object itself and is no longer the vehicle for an 

illusionistic representation of space.  

 

Unfortunately, this object actually separates itself from us in just the way that 

a Cartesian view of the world would suggest – and the disinterested aspection 

of this object we are asked to make reinforces a Cartesian duality. Abstract 

artists (who are rarely in thrall to theories) tried a number of ways to disrupt 

this Cartesian narrative. By making their paintings larger than life-size, they 

‘embraced’ the viewer – often using large areas of single colours as 

experience to do so (artists like Rothko or Newman); or, like Hofmann, they 

‘invented’ an abstract theory of the way space could be represented in 

abstraction using colour (figure/ground; push/pull). I have always ‘worried’ 
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about this theory of Hofmann’s, since it seemed, still, to rely on a Cartesian, 

theatrical, staged view of the world represented on the canvas or board. In the 

course of my research, I began to see that although the representation of 

space was key for Phenomenology, this space was certainly not theatrical or 

perspectival. So, what ‘kind’ of space are we talking of? 

 

To begin with, perhaps space is actually the wrong word (Merleau-Ponty 

invented the term ‘The Flesh of the World’, which I don’t think translates well 

in English). Perhaps I understand the term better by calling it ‘atmosphere’ – 

the space that we are in, that surrounds us, and of which we are a part. 

Colour has to breathe – not in a way which says that cool colours like blue are 

distant and warm colours like red are nearer, say, but in a way that activates 

space; that lets it exist.  

 

For a number of artists, this meant moving away from 2D representation 

altogether. Donald Judd said that “someday, not soon, there will be another 

kind of painting, far from the easel, far from beyond the easel, since our 

environment is four walls, usually flat … [And it is] colour [that will] occupy 

[this] space” (Judd & Albers, 2007, p.33). This is an attractive proposition (to 

create an environment of colour that we are a part of) and an approach that 

interests me. However, I do think that, as a general solution, this seems a little 

too simplistic. Colour can be used to activate a feeling for space whilst ‘sitting’ 

on a two dimensional support, I think. Cezanne did it – and did it better than 

most ‘environmental’ work – by using colour phenomenologically. The blues 

do not represent distance, they interact with other colours (reds and oranges 

especially) to create atmosphere – and Cezanne used the whiteness of the 

support to enhance this sense of atmosphere; this sense of us being a part of 

the world. And this is what I want my colours to do – it is why I don’t 

necessarily use real or illustrative colours, since it is only by ‘inventing’ a 

combination of ‘felt’ relationships that this sense of atmosphere can be re-

created (a combination, say, of pink with ochre with cobalt blue with lemon 

yellow with mauve etc). A few years ago I wrote that I wanted the eye to 

bounce around my images – I wanted a sense of being in a space that was 
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alive. I still want that – but increasingly, I have used text to: add meaning, 

create questions, and either take the place of, or complement, abstract forms 

(the squares, circles and triangles that appear in my work).  

 

Finally, this non-hierarchical use of the grid and the colour within it allows us 

to read the colour in a non-hierarchical way – so we can ‘intuitively’ be aware 

of colour’s relativity. The function of a blue is not to represent theatrical space 

– and so it is freed to be ‘felt’ also for its many other associations, cultural and 

emotional. In this way, the use of colour reflects the complex and inter-related 

web of experience that Phenomenology suggests is how we really experience 

the world. 
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Chapter Three: Text, Language and Image 
 

In chapter two, towards the end, I explored the relationship between colour, 

language and text. In this chapter I want to examine in more detail the way I 

have used visual language and combined it with text in an attempt to engage 

an audience. I start by looking briefly at the science of semiotics and in 

particular the work of Saussure and Pierce. I then examine the work of the 

author and semiologist Umberto Eco, looking in particular at a theory he 

proposed in his book, The Open Work (1962). Eco is interested in measuring 

the relationship between the amount of information that the reader (viewer) 

receives and the openness of the work, and he proposes a mathematical 

formula which suggests that the amount of information contained in a 

message is inversely proportional to the probability or predictability of the 

message. He looks at the balance required between the openness of an 

artwork and the information provided directly within a work of art to engage an 

audience. I then examine my own work and that of other contemporary artists 

within the context of this theory of openness. 

 

I begin, then, with a very short look at the ideas of Saussure and the science 

of semiotics. I was interested in Saussure's theory of linguistics, and in 

particular his proposal that meaning is locked into the very nature of language 

and our use of language. Saussure (1857 - 1993) was a Swiss professor of 

linguistics, and the underlying principles of modern semiotics were recorded 

by students attending his course of linguistics at the University of Geneva 

between 1906 and 1911. Saussure died in 1913 without publishing his 

theories, and it was left to his students to resurrect his ideas in 1915 when 

they published The Course in General Linguistics (Culler, J 1986, P. 17). 

Saussure challenged the commonly held, reductionist view that language, in 

spite of its apparent variety, could be traced back through time to a common 

source, and that meaning lay outside the structure of language – language 

was a way of illustrating meaning. By examining different languages, 

Saussure concluded that, at heart, language is not universally similar, and 

that meaning and language are inextricably linked. Language, he said, 

expresses meaning through differences and oppositions inherent within its 
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structure and its use. Saussure proposed that language was a duality of 

concepts that together helped form our understanding of the world. On the 

one hand you had the word (a collection of letters), which Saussure called the 

signifier, and you had the object (or perhaps, more correctly, the mental 

image of the object) which Saussure called the signified. As W. Chafe (1970,) 

explains in the Meaning and Structure of Language, (Crow, 2003, p.19), this 

“duality freed concept and symbol from each other to the extent that change 

could now modify one without affecting the other”. The classic visual 

illustration of this idea is Magritte's The Betrayal of Images. 

 

Saussure was primarily interested in language, whereas his American 

contemporary, Pierce, was more interested in how we make sense of the 

world around us (and this, therefore, is of more interest to me). Pierce's model 

for the sign was triangular, and deals with the sign itself, the object referred to 

by the sign and (crucially for me) the user of the sign. 

 

In this model, the sign is very similar to Saussure's signifier. This is the 

physical evidence of the sign. This can be, for example, a word, a 

photograph, a painting or a sound. Saussure's signified becomes what 

Pierce calls the Interprent in his model. This is not merely the user of 

the sign, but a mental concept of the sign that is based on the cultural 

experience of the sign. The interprent is not fixed. It does not have a 

single, definable meaning, but its meaning can vary depending on the 

reader of the sign (Crow, 2003, p.24). 

 

Pierce calls this transfer of meaning ‘semiosis' and, 

 

"what is distinct about his view is that it is not a one way process with 

a fixed meaning. It is part of an active process between the sign and 

the reader of the sign. It is an exchange between the two that involves 

some negotiation. The background of the reader will affect the 

meaning of the sign. Their background, education, culture and their 

experience will all have a bearing on how this sign is read (Crow, 

2003, p.36). 
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What interests me particularly is that one of the most visible examples of this 

is the symbolic use of colour. 

 

I next want to look at a development of Pierce's idea of interaction and 

negotiation, proposed by the Italian philosopher and semiotician Umberto Eco 

who published a book in 1962 that he called The Open Work. Like Pierce 

before him, he emphasises the part played by the reader as an important 

element of the creative process. For Eco, whilst the "overall meaning of the 

message may be constant … each of us brings an individual perspective to 

the reading based on our culture, background and experiences” (Crow, 2003, 

p.167). Interestingly, Eco does not, however, propose that his idea of 

relativism suggests an infinite number of readings (the idea that anything 

goes). Rather, he suggests that, like a dictionary definition, there are a 

number of interrelated interpretations, and the viewer should be awake to the 

possibilities contained in the work. When Eco was writing The Open Work, of 

course, there had been a shift in the visual arts towards a greater personal 

involvement on the part of the viewer (for example, in the happenings of 

Rauchenberg), and a greater degree of ambiguity on the part of the artist. 

 

I must admit that none of this is particularly new to me. So far, I have 

described a process of which I have been intuitively aware. However, it is 

Eco's subsequent analysis that I found particularly exciting, as it starts to open 

up a discussion about the type of images that increase or decrease meaning. 

In using the mathematical science of information theory, Eco is interested in 

measuring the relationship between the amount of information that the reader 

receives and the openness of the work, and he proposes a mathematical 

formulae which suggests that the “the amount of information contained in a 

message is inversely proportional to the probability or predictability of the 

message” (Crow, 2003, p.168). 

 

This is of particular interest to me, as it seems to answer a simple but puzzling 

conundrum I have wrestled with for some time. Before I started my current 

body of work six years ago, I used 'abstract' signs as representations for the 

natural world (flowers, rivers, trees, etc). The pictures were 'nice', but that's 
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about it. They didn't 'work'. And although I could sense that the use of these 

signs didn't work, I couldn't actually see why this was so logically. Eco's 

analysis provides two reasons. Firstly, and obviously, the use of the natural 

sign in this abstracted form is primarily associated with design rather than art, 

with decoration rather than meaning – with IKEA. And no matter how 

seductive and visually pleasing the use of these 'signs' is, it is not possible to 

disassociate this kind of cultural baggage from my own (and possibly other 

people's) reading of the picture. However, more surprisingly (though on 

reflection, just as obviously), the use of a recognizable sign provides the 

viewer with too much known information and, therefore, paradoxically, 

potentially reduces the amount of meaning to be gleaned from a reading of 

the image. 

 

This interpretation of Eco's theory also helps to explain another question that I 

have wondered about. That is, why are beautiful photographs of wild 

landscapes in large coffee table books so much less engaging and satisfying 

(to my mind) than a map of the area (either an OS map or, even better, one of 

Wainwright's detailed maps) or even just a collection of place names? It is, I 

suggest, because there is too much information in the photograph. The 

balance of information exchange is too closed – not open enough. 

Interestingly, this is a theory that Paul Klee seems to have intuitively 

understood. K. Porter Aichele, in her study of Paul Klee's Pictorial Writings 

(2002, p.89), explains that (Fig. 3.1): 

 

Examples of his work dating from 1892 to 1930 document Klee's 

sustained interest in cartography and support the premise that he 

learned from maps how to wean himself from the conventions of 

three-dimensional illusionism. Maps provided him with models of 

visual images that give specific – albeit selected and abstracted – 

information about visible reality. A map is descriptive to the extent 

that it depicts exacting optical information about the physical world. 

Because of the requirements of cartographic projection and scale, a 

map is also an abstraction that deploys visual and linguistic symbols 

to distinguish places and articulate their spatial relationships. 
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She then goes on to say how Klee even appropriated the vocabulary of 

mapping in his notes on colour theory, referring to the “topography of colours 

extended into space” (Aichele, 2002, p.89). 

 

 
 
           Figure 3.1  Paul Klee, Southern Gardens (detail), 1936 

 

I want next to examine just how far the notion of openness can be pushed, 

and what the relationship is between order, disorder and white noise. “Eco is 

interested in the tension between the information offered to the reader and the 

necessary amount of legibility and comprehensibility to allow the work to be 

interpreted” (Crow, 2003, p.172). Can the reader (viewer) detect the intentions 

of the author of the work? Is an agreement between the two discernible? 

However, and crucially, Eco does suggest that complete openness (where an 

image is extremely open and contains a maximum amount of information but 

is utterly meaningless) is the visual equivalent of 'white noise' in an aural 

recording. This excess of information does not, he suggests, increase the 

information and meaning but denies it altogether. He suggests that the 

"richest form of communication - richest because most open - requires a 

delicate balance between permitting the merest order within the maximum 

disorder” (Crow, 2003, p.174). 
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Eco proposes that the marks, gestures and abstract forms, etc, in visual arts 

can be read as informal signs: 

 

the marks made by the artist reflect the artist's intention (which is what 

distinguishes them from abstract 'readings' in the real world - marks on 

pavements, cracks in walls etc). These marks are "the signifier of the 

gesture, but they are not a symbolic sign for the gesture. The mark 

does not merely stand for action but it is the action. The gesture and 

the sign are fused together (Crow, 2003, p.176 ). 

 

 

         
Summer, Strother Hills, 2003          November, Bullfinches,                   Grasses, Strother Hills, 2003 

             Strother Hills, 2003 
Figure 3.2 

 

I want now to consider the remarks above in relation to my own work. This 

explains why, I believe (for instance) that Summer, Strother Hills works more 

successfully (in my opinion; but also in the opinion of a number of people who 

have seen the work) than either November, Bullfinches, Strother Hills or 

Grasses, Strother Hills (Fig. 3.2). The squares in Summer, Strother Hills are 

more fluid, less regular, more organic. In particular, the middle right hand 

square (which I always felt was the pivotal square) is what I would describe as 

dynamic, whereas the equivalent square in November, Bullfinches, Strother 

Hills is rather more static (Fig. 3.3). Furthermore, this reading of Eco’s theory 

in relation to marks or gestures also suggests why the hand-made quality of 
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the image and its organic, pigmented physicality is so important – and why the 

edges and surfaces work better when less well factured. 

 

                        
 
           Detail, Summer        Detail, Bullfinches        Detail, Grasses 

Figure 3.3 

 

David Crow (2003, p.176), writing in Visible Signs, explains that these 

abstract marks, these signs (such as those that appear in my pictures), need 

interpretation, unlike, say, “symbolic signs which belong to a defined set of 

signs and whose meanings we have learned [road signs or letters of the 

alphabet – or, indeed, my own natural history pictograms]; and that there is no 

predetermined collection of these signs”. 

 

I am very aware, when making my pictures, that the viewer may well feel 

inclined to look for some kind of visual language operating between these 

signs (in my case, the squares, triangles and marks within each of the 

squares). Eco himself argues that “in allowing the reader to freely associate 

the signs, they enjoy the experience of doing this whilst at the same time 

enjoying the aesthetics of the signs (Crow, 2003, p.176)”. This process of 

engagement draws the viewer in, suggesting that this collection of signs (the 

squares, triangles and marks) might be able to be read as a text, providing 

some kind of narrative. However, the viewer will always be ‘frustrated’, since 

no such text exists. The squares, triangles and marks are put down intuitively. 

However, the use of text within or next to the picture provides a more specific 

context. The attentive viewer will notice that the number of words is the same 

as the number of squares. They may think, indeed, that they can find a link  

between each word and a particular square. I want this dialogue with the 

image to take place, even though I have not, myself, created any specific links 
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between the words and the squares. The colours and shapes in the squares 

were chosen randomly, and the text was arrived at separately, without any 

direct reference to the squares. In this way, I hope that a successful balance 

between the open and closed nature of the image is reached. 

 

Finally, in this chapter, I would like to explore the use of text and its link to 

openness and the idea of white noise. I would suggest that my own use of text 

‘grounds’ the work, suggesting possible readings within a broad cultural 

context. When presenting the work recently at Red Box Gallery in Newcastle, 

(2004), I showed the text alongside the coloured squares, but on a smaller 

scale (essentially they were like expanded titles). In retrospect, I think that the 

text should have been given the same prominence as the visual images. This 

would allow for a more democratic exchange of interpretations from text to 

image and back. It would also serve to emphasise the possible meanings in 

the text and, by giving equal prominence to the text, further raise the question 

of linkage (do the squares relate directly to the text or not?), thus enhancing 

the openness of the work. 

 

I have so far considered the openness of the visual aspect of the work and the 

way the text helps to create that sense of openness through raising questions 

about the link between text and image. Before I finish this chapter, I want to 

look solely at the nature of the text and to see how it can be used, on its own, 

in an open way. 

 

An obvious, and I think wonderful, example of openness in text is Ian 

Hamilton Finlay's (Finlay, 1998, p.20) ‘poem’, Green Waters (see page 79). 

The most important piece of information the reader needs here is the 

knowledge that these are names of Scottish trawlers. The openness of the 

exchange adds to the poetry of the list or catalogue. The fact that the list of 

trawler names is actually presented as a poem suggests that there may be an 

innate poetry in the link between nature, the boats and the trawler men who 

named them. It points to the poetry of the commonplace; it suggests a rich 

culture and history which itself is tied to a strong identity with place; and it 

also, in its sparseness, suggests a sense of pathos and a sense of loss. 
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Green Waters 

Blue Spray 

Grayfish 

 

Anna T 

Karen B 

Netta Croan 

 

Constant Star 

Daystar 

Starwood 

 

Starlit Waters 

Moonlit Waters 

Drift 

 

As the poet Michael Longley (Finlay, 1998, p.81) explains, “catalogues which 

release the power of names by stringing them together to make rhythmic 

sense are at the heart of poetry and go all the way back to the catalogue of 

ships in Homer’s Iliad”. He goes on to explain how catalogues are important to 

him, and that, 

 

each time a catalogue creeps in, I am reminded of Ian Hamilton 

Finlay’s beautiful poem, Green Waters. Green Waters taught me to 

scribble down lists of things before I could be sure of their relevance 

… Each of the four quatrains of my poem Trade Winds consists of a 

short catalogue: the names of the locks on the River Lagan, of the 

apples from County Armagh, of clay pipes manufactured in 

Carrickfergus, and of fishing smacks in Portavogie harbour. The last of 

these allowed me to say as much about life and death in twenty-four 

words as I am ever likely to manage in so confined a space. The 

skippers who had so suggestively christened their boats offered me 
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the poem, as it where, and Ian Hamilton Finlay showed me how to 

accept it; 

 

 “Among the Portavogie prawn fishermen 

 Which will be the ship of death; Trade Winds, 

 Guiding Star, Halcyon, Easter Morn, 

 Liberty, Faithful Promise, Sparkling Wave?” 

(Finlay, 1998, p.81) 

 

Longley continues (p.82), 

 

Some years ago when I was away from home looking for wild flowers 

in the Burren in County Clare, the man who worked in our local ice 

cream shop in Belfast was murdered by paramilitaries. When I tried to 

write an elegy for him, I opened the little green notebook into which I 

had jotted down flower names. I worked hard to turn them into a 

wreath of words, a prayer of sorts, and ended the elegy with a 

catalogue of the wild flowers I had seen in the Burren in one day. 

Later, the ice cream man’s mother wrote to thank me for the poem: 

"The fact that there were twenty one flowers was coincidental", she 

told me [the man was 21]. But it was more than a coincidence. My 

Elegy and her heartbreaking letter would not exist if I had not 

summoned up Green Waters, felt reverence for the flower names and 

taken time to write them down. Flower names, boat names… 

 

As suggested by Longley, and in relation to the idea of openness and the 

balance between order and chaos mentioned above, I believe that the 

catalogue of words has to have a specific referent (often this can be a sense 

of place or culture). Just to string together a list of apparently unrelated words 

would create the equivalent of what Eco called white noise. It would be too 

open. There are other, ethical reasons why cataloguing interrelated names 

tied to an idea of place is important, but for the purpose of this discussion it is, 

I think, sufficient to say that it helps to set the correct balance between order 

and disorder for communication to take place. 
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Ian Hamilton Finlay's son, Alec, writes of the importance of place names in 

the introduction to his little book The Order of Things: 

 

The naming of places is one of the most essential linguistic acts. In 

Scotland, given the historical mix and flow of languages, the meaning 

of many place-names is now obscure or corrupt. This can lead to a 

greater suggestiveness as to the meaning of place-names, already 

rich with associations. To make a poem comprising only of place 

names evokes both a physical landscape and ways of seeing it: the 

poet’s view derived from the names chosen, and the collective and 

historical meanings accumulated by the names themselves (Cockburn 

& Finlay, 2001, p.16). 

 

This analysis fits in well with Eco's theory of openness which I explored 

above. 

 

One further point for me is this. Does the combination of text and image 

merely overcomplicate this sense of openness? Does it, therefore, create a 

reading closer to the notion of white noise than I would wish? Would I be 

better separating the image from the text? Should I let each stand on its own? 

What useful role does this juxtaposition serve? 

 

In the next chapter, when exploring the notion of Tacit Knowledge, I hope to 

show how this combination of text and image adds a vital, experiential, 

element to the exchange that takes place between the viewer and the work 

and helps, rather than hinders, the sense of openness of the work. 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 



  90 

Contextual Overview, Chapter Three 
 

In this chapter, I have tried to analyse my practice both quantitatively and 

qualitatively with respect to the use of language or text. I begin by looking very 

briefly at the theories of Saussure and Pierce and the developments of the 

‘Science of Semiotics’. This is the background to the essay. I then look at the 

work of Umberto Eco, who has written extensively on the theory of Semiotics. 

Specifically, I consider his theories in the book, The Open Work. In this book, 

he proposes a ‘formula’ that suggests that the “amount of information 

contained in a message is inversely proportional to the probability or 

predictability of the message”. I then examine my own practice within the 

context of this theory, proceeding next to look further at Eco’s ideas about 

communication; he is “interested in the tension between the information 

offered to the reader [for which I read also viewer] and the necessary amount 

of legibility and comprehensibility to allow the work to be interpreted”. I argue 

that my use of text in relation to the abstract form of my work is necessary to 

make the work legible and comprehensible. I then consider Eco’s remarks on 

signs, signifiers and gestures in relation to my use of abstract images that 

look like signs and the evidence of hand-made marks in the work (gestures). 

 

I believe that the research carried out here is still relevant to my work – indeed 

it helped to move it forward. I began to see why this combination of text and 

image that I had intuitively ‘felt’ to be right, might, on reflection, be justified. I 

end the essay by looking at what kind of text could be used in relation to my 

work and why. I suggest that ‘lists’ of a kind are relevant and I go on to look at 

examples by Ian Hamilton Finlay and Michael Longley, explaining that the list 

provides a good balance between the open nature of a work and the 

information required to engage a viewer. However, I don’t look in detail at the 

way that this language relates specifically to a sense of place – and as a 

result to the abstract visual forms that I also use. Nor do I interrogate my use 

of language within the context of Phenomenology. 
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I want, therefore, in this contextual overview, to look in a little more detail at 

the culturally (and perhaps environmentally) specific nature of language and 

examine how that might impact on the way that text is linked to image. I also 

want to explore very briefly the way in which Merleau-Ponty thought about 

language. I hope that this reflection will then also act as a conclusion to the 

initial background introduction in chapter three on the semiotics of Saussure 

and Pierce and put my subsequent discussion, in later chapters, about 

Phenomenology into some kind of context. 

 

I discuss elsewhere (in chapter nine) how language may be a reflection of the 

way that a culture thinks. This suggests that language is relative and not 

universal and, therefore, that meaning may be embedded in the environment 

in which the language develops. Writing in Philosophy of Language, the Big 

Questions, Benjamin Lee Whorf (1998, p.266, in the chapter ‘An American 

Indian Model of the Universe’) says that:  

 
I find it gratuitous to assume that a Hopi who knows the Hopi 
language and only the cultural ideas of his own society has the same 
notions, often supposed to be intuitions, of time and space that we 
have, and that are generally assumed to be Universal.  

 

For instance, says Whorf, “the Hopi language is seen to contain no words, 

grammatical forms, constructions or expressions that refer directly to what we 

call ‘time’, or to past, present or future”, and yet, he goes on to show how, 

nonetheless, “the Hopi language is capable of accounting for and describing 

correctly, in a pragmatic or operational sense, all observable phenomena of 

the universe” (p.266). 

 

In a later chapter, I explore the relationship between written and oral language 

and the suggestion (by Abrams, 1996), in The Spell of the Sensuous, that 

written text may have arisen from the oral exchange of ‘spoken words’ 

embedded within a specific environment – words that relate to the sounds, 

smells, flora, fauna and topography of that place.  
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Merleau-Ponty explores this relationship, “though in a more subtle way; he 

looks at the relationship between what he calls ‘speaking and spoken speech’ 

– or as he sometimes describes it ‘authentic speech and second-hand 

speech’” (Baldwin, 2007, p.90). 

 

Thomas Baldwin (in Reading Merleau-Ponty, 2007, in the chapter ‘Speaking 

and Spoken Speech, p.89) quotes Merleau-Ponty: 

 
There is, of course, every reason to distinguish between an authentic 
speech, which formulates for the first time, and second-order 
expression, speech about speech, which makes up the general run of 
empirical language. Only the first is identical with thought. 

 

And later Merleau-Ponty talks about what he calls first-hand speech: “that of 

the child uttering its first word, or the lover revealing his feelings, of the ‘first 

man who spoke’, or of the writer and philosopher who reawaken primordial 

experience anterior to all traditions” (Baldwin, 2007, p.89). 

 

Baldwin then goes on to describe that Merleau-Ponty’s favoured terminology 

for this dialectic is expressed as a distinction between ‘speaking speech and 

spoken speech’, where speaking speech is (as in the passage above) 

‘authentic’ and ‘first-hand’ whilst, by contrast, spoken speech is (again as we 

see above) ‘second-hand’ and ‘empirical’. Spoken speech “is characteristic”, 

says Baldwin, “of speech as an ‘institution’ in which we make only 

commonplace utterances with ready-made meanings” (p.90). 

 

At first glance, it looks very much as though Merleau-Ponty appears to 

prioritise speaking speech over spoken speech – the one authentic and 

embodied, the other abstract and institutional. However, as Baldwin says 

(p.90), 

 
it is equally clear that Merleau-Ponty does not intend to restrict 
speaking speech to ‘the child uttering its first word’ and the ‘first 
man who spoke’. Instead it applies also to the intimate dialogue 
between that of the ‘lover revealing his feelings’ and equally to 
those writers and philosophers who are able to ‘reawaken 
primordial experience’. Thus his intention in indentifying ‘speaking 
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speech’ seems to be to capture the creative use of language, its 
use to say something new. When lovers first reveal their feelings, 
they do not need to create new idioms, but only to express 
themselves in ways that are new to their relationship”. 

 

Merleau-Ponty develops this thinking when, in his later writings (specifically 

the unfinished The Visible and the Invisible, 1968), he moves away from 

prioritising speaking speech over spoken speech – rather he suggests that the 

two ideas are linked in a subtle dialogue – indeed in an embodied approach to 

language. 

 

Clearly, poetry is a “paradigmatic case of speaking speech”, says Baldwin 

(2007, p.90), but although Merleau-Ponty: 

 
thinks of this creativity as characteristic of works of literature, he 
does not restrict speaking speech to literature. Despite the fact that 
our ‘common place’ utterances are merely spoken speech, he 
remarks, “the same transcendence which we found in the literary 
uses of speech can also be found in everyday language. This 
transcendence arises the moment I refuse to content myself with 
the established language, which in effect is a way of silencing me, 
and as soon as I truly speak to someone”. 
 
 

 
Figure 3c.1  Achill Island, Unison pastel on paper, 1.5 x 1.5m, 2003 

 

This is particularly true of local dialect – and this is why I am interested in 

using such words in my work, especially in relation to aspects of local 

landmarks, places, flora and fauna (e.g. Fig. 3c.1). 
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So, we have (I think) a poetic language which is expressive and embodied 

(speaking speech), we have an every day language that can be expressive, 

and is both spoken speech and speaking speech. This everyday language is 

often embedded in a local, cultural, natural and geographical experience – 

with a sense of place. Both of these examples are also culturally relative, but 

very different from the culturally relative use of institutional language which 

has been greatly abstracted from everyday, embodied language, and often 

reflects hierarchies of power and wealth in the way that the language is 

grammatically constructed (something which is often subverted in ‘common 

utterances’ – the dialogue, sometimes regional and place specific – by which 

people ‘naturally’ communicate). 

 

In my own work, I usually present lists of single words rather than descriptive 

sentences alongside the coloured squares. This is because I view the 

relationship of our use of institutional grammar to single words (say, place 

names, names of plants and animals – especially local names) as similar to 

that between perspectival representation in art and abstract art. Institutional 

grammar, like the use of perspective, carries all the overtones of scientific, 

political and social control. Whereas, the use of single words undermines 

such hierarchies, relying on an intuitive response to our environment. So, I 

use words outside of our everyday institutional language structure to, 

hopefully, strip away the cultural references that, through grammatical 

structure, attach themselves to ideas of power and hierarchy in the same way 

that the use of perspectival space does in painting. I am especially interested 

in using words that signify ideas of place and our embodied relationship to our 

environment (Fig. 3c.1). 

 

I have always been fascinated by the ‘poetry’ of place names, mountain 

names, the local names for plants and birds. One of the many pleasures I get 

from hill walking is to be able to reach the top of a particular hill/mountain and 

see a whole range of hills – many of which I have climbed; some of which I 

intend to climb – and to be able to name them. I also have a number of 

reference books that I regularly look at that give suggested derivations for the 



  95 

names of these hills. Recently (Easter 2009) I climbed Helvelyn (yellow 

upland moor) for the 6th time – it is a favourite hill. It was a crisp, sharp, very 

clear day and the visibility was brilliant. I could see High Street (the street of 

the Britons), Harter Fell (the mountain of the hart or stag), Thornthwaite Crag 

(the hill of the clearing by the hawthorn trees), Kentmere Pike (the peak from 

which Kentmere’s springing fountain came), Frostwick, Ill Bell (the 

treacherous bell shaped hill), Red Screes (named from its massive wall of 

reddish rock and loose stones), Fairfield (beautiful field or open country), 

Dollywagon Pike, Silver Howe (the silver hill), Helm Crag (the Lion and the 

Lamb), Wetherlam (weather-helmet), Coniston Old Man (small Scandinavian 

mountain kingdom), Grey Friar (hooded hill), Pike O’Blisco, Harrison Stickle 

(the peak associated with the Harrison family), Bowfell (the bowed mountain), 

Scafell (the bald, stony, mountain), Scafell Pike, Glaramara (the shieling at 

the ravines), Yewbarrow (the hill grazed by ewes), Great Gable (the enclosure 

or hunting ground of Gavel), Green Gable (the grassy, gable shaped hill), Red 

Pike (the reddish peak), Pillar (named from its vertical climbing wall), High 

Stile (the high, steep place), Hindscarth (the pass of the hind or female deer), 

Robinson (associated with the Robinson family who in the 16th century owned 

land around Buttermere), Whiteless Pike,  Grasmoor (the grassy upland 

waste), Eel Crag (treacherous crags or rocky heights), Causey Pike (the peak 

by the causeway or paved track), Grisedale Pike (the hill above the valley 

where young pigs graze), Skiddaw (the mountain with the jutting crag), 

Blencathra (Saddleback – the summit of the seat-like mountain) and 

Catsysam (the ridge by the wild cat’s steep path). (The descriptions are taken 

from A Dictionary of Lake District Place Names, by Diana Whaley, 2006.) I 

have climbed all of these hills and I no longer need a guidebook to recognise 

the distinctive shape of each of their outlines on the skyline. I know that not 

everyone is similarly enthused by the names and shapes of hills – but they 

have a lasting fascination for me. I have stood beside many hilltop cairns and 

noticed that I am not alone in pointing to, and saying out aloud, the names of 

these hills. When I first started hill walking, I used to think that this was just 

other hill-walkers showing off; but I now realise that it is so much more than 

that. It is undoubtedly an important part of the embodied experience I feel, 

especially when on top of the hills. 
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For a hint as to why this might be so, I will turn to Keith H. Basso, who has 

written a wonderful book called Wisdom Sits in Places: Landscape and 

Language amongst the Western Apache (1996). Basso worked with the 

Apache at Cibecue (a name which means valley with long red bluffs). He 

explains that Cicebue is 

 
bisected by a shallow stream emanating from springs that rise in 
low-lying mountains to the north. Apache homes, separated by 
horse pasture, agricultural plots, and ceremonial dance grounds, 
are located on both sides of the stream for a distance of 
approximately ten miles. The valley itself, bounded on the east and 
west by a series of red sandstone bluffs, displays marked 
topographic diversity in the form of heavily dissected canyons and 
arroyos, broad alluvial floodplains, and several clusters of 
prominent peaks. Vegetation ranges from a mixed ponderosa pine-
Douglas fir association near the headwaters of Cicebue Creek to a 
chaparral community consisting of scrub oak, cat claw, agave, and 
a variety of cactus species at the confluence of the creek with the 
Salt River. In between, various other floral associations occur, 
including dense riparian communities and heavy stands of 
cottonwood, oak, walnut, and pine (Basso, 1996, pp.44-45). 
 

Basso explains that the region is packed with place names, which relate to 

landscape, topography, flora and fauna, and that these names form a key part 

of the Navajo’s language. He notes that, 

 
even the most minute occurrences are described by Navajos in 
close conjunction with their physical settings, suggesting that 
unless narrated events are spatially anchored, their significance is 
somehow reduced and cannot be properly assessed (p.45). 

 

I myself have used place names or hill names alongside coloured 

squares/rectangles to evoke a sense of place. For instance, in my work (Fig. 

3c.2) Sixteen Circular Walks on Northumberland’s High Ground (2004). 

 

Just as with the Cicebue Apache, these names have local derivations that 

relate more closely to the local topography, flora and fauna – for instance: 

Humbleton Hill (Hambelton – the cleft hill); Yeavering Bell (hill of the goats); 

Linhope Spout (the ‘spout’ in the blind valley); Clennell Hill (the hill that was 

clean); Saughy Hill (the boggy hill) and Hare Law (grey or hoary hill). 
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Figure 3c.2 

Sixteen Circular Walks on Northumberland’s High Ground, Unison Pastel on Paper, 1.04 x           
1.04m, 2004 

 

In summary, the research undertaken for chapter three reinforces the findings 

of previous chapters, that there is a (complicated) relationship between the 

empirical (rational) and the intuitive (tacit) which is borne out by 

Phenomenology. In chapter one I looked at the relationship between the 

Order Appreciation theory (Carlson) and the Engaged theory (Berleant) of 

Environmental Aesthetics and concluded in the overview that Merleau-Ponty’s 

later philosophy suggests an embodied and intertwined relationship between 

these two extremes. In the overview to chapter two I suggested that, similarly, 

Phenomenology proposes that science and intuition are linked – but not in a 

causal way – and that colour is the point at which this link makes itself visible. 

In this overview to chapter three, I have looked at the relationship between 

institutional language (spoken speech) and pre-linguistic, emergent language 

(speaking speech) and again suggested that the Phenomenology of (later) 

Merleau-Ponty indicates that these two positions are linked – but that 

language is not universal, rather it is place specific; it is relative and context 

specific. Looking at this relationship afresh, it is clear to see that Schwitter’s 

efforts at ‘forming’ a universal expressive language of sounds was doomed to 

failure, although it also suggests that we should not, however, dismiss his 

astonishing work out of hand – it still has much to say. Likewise, Jacobsen’s 

attempt to create a universal, synaesthetic link between colour and numbers 

was similarly misguided, although, again, we should not dismiss his efforts – 



  98 

his thinking also still has much to offer. I have learnt that there is no clear 

divide between the rational and intuitive action – to suggest this is to further a 

Cartesian view of the world. It is the intertwining of these positions that is of 

relevance – the points at which they coalesce.  
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Chapter Four: Tacit Knowledge and Phenomenology 
 
In the last chapter I explored the relationship between text and image by 

looking specifically at the science of semiotics. In particular, I considered the 

theories of Umberto Eco which he developed in his book The Open Work. I 

argued that, far from constricting the power of visual images, the use of text 

can, in certain circumstances, increase the ‘openness’ of the work. 

 

I ended the last chapter by saying that I next wanted to explore the notion of 

tacit knowledge; however, before I do so, I would like to give a couple of 

further examples that demonstrate why the use of a specific text might 

actually increase the appreciation of the (abstract) visual image, rather than 

detract from it. To do this, I first want to look at the perception and ‘everyday’ 

understanding of abstract art. I will begin this section by discussing the 

appreciation of abstract art in a practical and commonsense way – the way I 

have experienced it myself and the way I have witnessed other people (from 

friends and family to students and visitors to galleries) experience it. The 

reference to the use of common sense as an analytical tool will be given 

currency later in the chapter when I talk about Phenomenology and Direct or 

Environmental Perception. 

 

Stated simply, many intelligent people I know seem to have a problem 

understanding abstract art, and this is nearly a century after the so-called 

discovery of abstract art by Kandinsky. One would, perhaps, be entitled to 

think that a basic understanding of abstract art would by now be embedded in 

our culture. And yet, with respect to painting, the opposite seems to be the 

case. In my experience, people still have difficulty understanding the 

‘meaning’ of abstract art. I am still often asked ‘what is it about or what does it 

mean’. In the past, I (as an enthusiastic supporter of abstract art) would give 

standard reasons as to why this might be so, including the ‘fact’ that UK 

culture was grounded in literature, not visual art; and that the teaching of 

visual art in schools was poor, and so on. 
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Amusingly, according to W.T. Mitchell (in Picture Theory, 1994, p.219), early 

in the seventies, the journalist, Tom Wolfe, in an hilariously vulgar and 

philistine put down of modern art, made his own ‘break-through’ in 

comprehending the pure visuality of abstraction: 

 

“All these years I, like so many others, had stood in front of a 
thousand, two thousand, God-knows how many Pollock’s, de 
Koonings, Newmans, Nolands, Rothkos, Rauchenbergs, Judds, 
Johnses, Olitskis, Louises … now squinting, now popping the 
eye sockets open, now drawing back, now moving closer … 
waiting for something to radiate directly from the paintings on 
these invariably pure white walls … into my own optic chisma. 
All these years … I had assumed that in art, if nowhere else, 
seeing is believing. Now at last … I could see. I had gotten it 
backward all along. Not ‘seeing is believing,’ you ninny, but 
‘believing is seeing,’ for Modern Art has become completely 
literary; the paintings and other works only exist to illustrate the 
text.” 

 

Quoting Tom Wolfe from The Painted Word (1976), Mitchell (p.220) explains 

that:  

 
Wolfe was aware, of course, of what “every art history student is 
told,” that “the Modern movement began about 1900 with a 
complete rejection of the ‘literary’ nature of academic art”, but he 
came to a realisation that seems to have eluded, not just the 
apologists for modernism, but post-modern theorists as well; that 
the wall erected against language and literature by the grid of 
abstraction only kept out a certain kind of verbal contamination, but 
it absolutely depended, at the same time, on the collaboration of 
painting with another kind of discourse, what we might call, for want 
of a better term, the discourse of theory ... as Wolfe expresses it 
“these days, without a theory to go with it, I can’t see a painting”. 

 

And, of course, it is interesting to note that many of the most important 

abstract artists (Kandinksy, Klee, Mondrian, Rothko, Motherwell, Albers, Judd, 

Reinhard, Riley, Halley and Heron – to name just a few spanning a century) 

have written extensively about their practice and the background to the 

development of their ideas. It is, perhaps, also interesting to consider, for 

instance, that one of the clearest (if ultimately misleading) explanations about 

the history and currency of abstract art came about through the publication of  
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a very neat diagram – a chart – prepared by Alfred J. Barr, Jnr., for the jacket 

cover of the exhibition catalogue Cubism and Abstract Art at the Museum of 

Modern Art, New York, in 1936 (Fig 4.1). 

 

 
    Figure 4.1 
 

So, does need art need a text of any kind? Or can it be read successfully just 
as visual sensation? “Modernist art”, declares Mitchell (1994, p.217), who is 
paraphrasing the formidable modernist critic Michael Fried in his classic essay 
‘Art and Objecthood’ ("Art and Objecthood", Michael Fried, Artforum 5 (June 
1967): 12-23. Also in: Minimal Art: A Critical Anthology, eds. Battcock (New 
York, 1968), pp. 116-147.) 
 

presumably, occupies a position that either cannot or need not, in 
some basic sense, be formulated in words, especially by its 
practioners. Obviously this cannot mean that modernist art is 
beyond all verbal commentary (Fried’s own writing is testimony 
enough on this point), but it does suggest that modernism in the 
visual arts involves a certain resistance to language, a discipline of 
the eye and the critical/artistic voice that seeks to acknowledge the 
pure, silent, presence of the work. Words allow us to place the 
painting “in a situation” which “includes the beholder”, 
compromising the purity of the medium by reducing it to rhetoric 
and by turning the paintings into merely ‘literal’ objects in a stage 
setting. 
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Now, I have the greatest respect for Michael Fried both as a critic and a 

writer; his work is clear and forthright. However, on reflection, I feel that he 

misses the point when he worries that “words allow us to place the painting ‘in 

a situation’ which ‘includes’ the beholder” – for it is precisely this very 

engagement which, if managed correctly, might avoid the necessity of page 

after page of written, theoretical, commentary explaining the meaning of the 

work. 

 

My aim in wanting to ‘demystify’ the object (the abstract painting) so that it can 

be understood is not a wish to neuter it, but rather to find a way of 

communicating its power in a practical and democratic way – a way in which a 

majority of ‘interested’ people can understand it without recourse to a 

doctorate in Art History (after all, the whole point of, say, colour-field or 

gestural abstraction was its appeal to the instinctual in us all – the viewing of 

these works should be an experience, not a theoretical test). It is my 

contention that the use of a few words (beginning with a poetic title, for 

instance) might aid this process of democratic communication, negating the 

need for reams of academic interpretive theory. My next piece of ‘evidence’ 

which seems to indicate that we might, indeed, experience visual work more 

openly with a little (possibly textual) ‘guidance’ came from an unexpected 

source. 

 

The psychologist Rudolph Arnheim is a supporter of modernism and the 

primary power of visual imagery who has written extensively on the subject of 

visual perception (especially in relation to the theories of Gestalt Psychology). 

He presented a diagram (Arnheim, 1969, p.151) which, I believe, mirrors the 

theory of Umberto Eco discussed in the previous chapter – especially the 

section in which I discuss the use of text and its link to openness and white 

noise (Fig. 4.2). My own interpretation of this fascinating diagram would 

suggest that a linking of words (symbols) and image can increase the 

meaning and understanding of Abstract Art. Arnheim explains this diagram as 

follows (p.151): 
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Pictures and symbols depict experience by means of images in two 
complementary ways.  In a picture, the abstraction level of the 
image is higher than that of the experience it represents; in a 
symbol, the opposite is the case. 
 
Whilst every image connects two specific levels of the two scales, it 
is most desirable for the particular purposes of art that the whole 
range of both scales reverberate in each instance of the pictorial 
representation. This means for the Image Scale that although a 
painting may be considered entirely abstract (non mimetic), it needs 
to reflect some of the complexity of form by which realistic works 
depict the wealth of human experience. Inversely, a realistic 
portrayal, in order to be readable, generic, and expressive, must fit 
its presentation of objects to the pure forms, more directly embodied 
in non-mimetic art. 
 
For the Experience Scale this condition demands that while focusing 
upon the ultimate forces inherent in existence, the mind view them 
as creating the richness of empirical manifestation; and visa versa, 
the teeming multiplicity of particular phenomena must be seen as 
organised by underlying general principles. 
 

 
Figure 4.2 

 

In other words (as I read this), the abstract image needs to be grounded in 

some forceful but ‘particular’ experience to carry (or to communicate) 

meaning. I would suggest that words in this instance can, both metaphorically 

and literally, represent the particular. 

 

Before moving on to look in more detail at how the experiential element of the 

work can be made manifest, I want to take one of my pictures and examine it 

in the light of some of the discussion above. 
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The painting in question is Sixteen Circular Walks on Northumberland’s High 

Ground (Fig. 4.3). It was, I felt, one of the least successful works on display in 

the exhibition at Red Box (and the least successful in the catalogue). Why 

might this be?  The conjunction of text and image is similar to that in other 

pictures. The use of colour is intuitive (as always) and the choice of colours 

does, I think, reference (obliquely) a sense of landscape, air, atmosphere and 

light. However, unlike the other images, the link between the form which the 

text takes (a circle), the repetitive form within the sixteen squares (a circle) 

and  

 

      

 
Figure 4.3  Sixteen Circular Walks on Northumberland’s High Ground, Unison Pastel on Paper, 1.04 x 

1.04m, 2004 

 

the ‘meaning’ in the picture (circular walks) is too obvious; too theatrical. If we 

consider Eco’s proposed ‘equation’, (the relationship between order, disorder 

and white noise), there is too much ‘order’ here. If, on the other hand, we look 

at Arnheim’s model, I would say that instead of the relationship running 

diagonally from non-mimetic to particular, it runs instead horizontally 

(somewhere in the middle between high and low on the scale of Abstraction) 

from stylised object to genera – resulting in a dullish image. If we also 

consider the principles in Gestalt psychology, that the combination of images 

must equal more than the sum of its parts, I don’t think the picture is 

especially successful either. I struggled a good deal to try to make this 
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happen (to get the image to come alive, to transcend its constituent parts) – 

and I believe I partially succeeded when I coloured the circle in the yellow 

square, towards the upper left of the picture, blue (and laid on the colour – the 

pastel – in a loose way). This act seemed to me both to unify the image, and 

also to start to make it more than just a collection of 16 circles (Fig 4.4). 

However, on reflection, I don’t think I have completely succeeded in this aim. 

Incidentally, I also think that the above analysis of Arnheim’s model 

demonstrates one of those unwritten but often voiced rules in fine art: that 

illustration is not the best way of describing your feelings about the world we 

inhabit. I intuitively know this to be the case, but I have never before been 

able to say why this might be so. A look at Arnheim’s model would seem to 

give the answer. 

 

 
Figure 4.4  Detail, Sixteen Circular Walks on Northumberland’s High Ground, Unison Pastel on      

Paper, 1.04 x 1.04m, 2004 

 

I now want to move on to discuss the main areas of research in this chapter – 

that is, Tacit Knowledge, Phenomenology and the theory of Direct or 

Ecological Perception. In the paragraph above, I mentioned that my use of 

colour was intuitive, and in the next section, I want to look at the importance of 

intuition and tacit knowledge in constructing a picture. 

 

In his essay about my work from the catalogue for the exhibition at Red Box 

(Fig. 4.5), David Butler (2003, p.4) explains that my pictures are constantly 
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reworked by remaking, “where the work is a composite, different elements of 

it”. Butler goes on to explain that:  

 
it is impossible to say why one set of colour relations is right and 
another not. But a painter constantly makes such decisions and they 
are as much knowledge driven as any other decision. The 
knowledge used is often referred to as tacit knowledge, the kind of 
knowledge you usually gain through practice and observation, the 
sort of knowledge that enables you to ride a bike without falling off. 
The painter acquires this knowledge through a long process of 
making, looking at and thinking about paintings (Butler, 2003, p.5). 

 

 
             

            Figure 4.5  Installation shot, Exhibition, Red Box, 2004 
 

So what exactly is Tacit Knowledge? My explorations of this phrase on the 

internet led me, eventually, to the philosophy of Phenomenology and Merleau-

Ponty. Merleau-Ponty’s starting point for the description of perception is a 

commonsense approach to our understanding of the world and the way we 

interact with it. He suggests that many of the things we do everyday we do 

without thinking. So, for example, it would be impossible to always think about 

the way we instinctively move in relation to our surroundings – we would 

never get out of bed in the morning. He also suggests that our understanding 

of the world is based not on a Cartesian duality of mind and body, but rather 

by considering ourselves as being within the world (what I think Heidegger 
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called Dasein – being). We feel, and sense, the world first through our bodies; 

and, drawing heavily on Gestalt theory, Merleau-Ponty shows how, through 

feeling, through sense, we make of the world more than the sum of its parts. 

 

In describing the role of sensation in perception, Dermot Moran, in the 

Introduction to Phenomenology (2000, pp.20-21), explains that: 

 
Our concept of a house more or less compresses our different 
Abschattungen into a single conceptual grasp, the house seen from 
nowhere, an invisible house. Merleau-Ponty does recognise that my 
vision of the house posits it as something beyond and independent 
of my vision, as having unseen aspects that are enclosed in various 
horizons of my perception. But, for Merleau-Ponty, the seen object is 
not the sum of the series of profiles or adumbrations. Rather it is 
seen directly and grasped in a special manner which Merleau-Ponty 
cannot fully articulate. I don’t form a mental concept of an object on 
the basis of sensuous experiences, rather, it is constituted in the 
hold which my body takes on it; it is not first of all a meaning for 
understanding, but a structure accessible to inspection by the body. 
To perceive something is to live it, Merleau-Ponty says cryptically. 

 

Merleau-Ponty goes further, saying it is important not only to learn to rely on 

our intuitive responses to the world, but, at times, to value these over and 

above a scientific, rationalist approach. 

 
Empiricist and intellectualist philosophers, as we have seen, together 
with perhaps most of us living in modern Western culture, take it for 
granted that the scientific picture is the most fundamental account of 
how things are, and that the subjectivity of ordinary perception must 
somehow be subsumed and explained within that objective picture. It 
is part of Phenomenology, as Merleau-Ponty understands it, 
however, to claim that that assumption gets things entirely the wrong 
way round. It is only because we exist as embodied beings in the 
world and so interact with it at a pre-reflective level that we are 
subsequently able, by reflection, to conceive of it as independent of 
our perceptions, as a fully determinate ‘objective’ world in the sense 
required by science. To use Merleau-Ponty’s own analogy, it is only 
because we have explored forests, prairies and rivers that we can 
even make sense of the Geographer’s map, in which all these 
features are reduced to abstract symbols (Matthews, 2002, p.63). 

 

In other words we should start with (and trust in) in our experience of, our 

sense of, being in the world before and above anything else (which, I imagine, 

explains Merleau-Ponty’s constant inertest in art, and in painting in particular 
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– especially the work of Cezanne). For Merleau-Ponty, the way we physically 

interact with the world provides the key to our pre-conceptual understanding 

of the world. It is my contention that, in using coloured pastel in the absolutely 

direct way I do, I am able (I hope) to translate my engagement with the 

environment at this physical level. The pastels are very pure, physical tools of 

facture. When I make the works (especially, to take one example – Upper 

Coquetdale / Border Ridge – Fig. 4.6) I work intuitively: the edges of the 

pastel squares have to be ‘just right’; not too manufactured; not too 

mannered, either; rather, just natural, just as they are. Similarly, the 

arrangement of colours is absolutely specific, in that it is only this combination 

and pattern of colours which ‘works’ (to get to this point of ‘rightness’ I may 

have made a dozen or more sketches – sometimes full size ones). 

Furthermore, the very making of this work involved considerable risk – when 

working with pastel in this ‘pure’ way, once a mistake is made, there is no 

going back. You have to complete the final image in one sitting, without error 

– and working this way is a very intense and physical experience. 

 

 

          
 

       Figure 4.6  Upper Coquetdale / Border Ridge, Unison Pastel on paper, 70 x 70cms, 2004 

 

However, in the sense that Merleau-Ponty’s philosophy is pragmatic and 

rooted in our sense of being in the world, I think his philosophy also implies 

both a certain rootedness in place, as well as a common sense, practical 

approach to communicating this feeling or sensation of being in the world. (So 
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the text for Upper Coquetdale / Border Ridge [Fig. 4.6] ‘describes’ a brief 

ecology of place – the combination of Sandpiper, Goldcrest, Crowberry, 

Stonechat, Buttercup, Eyebright, Goosander, Peregrine and Goldfinch tell us 

something about the location, climate and landscape and also the time of year 

– for example, you will not find Goosander in the river later in the year.) 

 

 
      Figure 4.6  Text, Upper Coquetdale / Border Ridge, 2004 

 

This was a view that was strengthened by my reading of Ecological or Direct 

Perception and Ecological Optics: The Work of J.J. Gibson (Gordon, 1989). 
Gibson’s philosophy developed out of Gestalt perception. Explained very 

simply, Gestalt psychology proposes that our brains do not immediately work 

in a linear fashion, and that meaning can arise from seemingly unrelated 

patterns or events that together add up to more than the sum of their parts. 

Gibson suggested that this understanding of the world starts with our 

sensuous contact through a kaleidoscope not just of visual images, but also 

smell, touch, sound, etc, and that these sensory experiences are especially 

stimulated by our movement through the environment. His theory of 

Ecological or Direct Perception is explained by likening: 
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perception to a process of resonance, which he explained through 
the analogy with a radio set. The space in any room in a modern city 
is filled with electromagnetic radiation broadcast from large numbers 
of transmitters, some close at hand, some many miles away. This 
radiation is non random; it can convey information. On switching on 
a radio all that may be heard is the hissing noise arsing from its own 
circuits. But on tuning the radio, speech or music may suddenly 
emerge: the radio is now set to resonate with the information 
available in the electro-magnetic radiation. We are witnessing a 
process of information pickup (Gordon, 1989, p.161). 

 

It seems to me that Gibson is suggesting, like Merleau-Ponty, that our 

understanding of the world – our perception of it – is (not unreasonably) led, 

firstly and primarily, by our experience (at every level) of the world; but this is 

not a mystical, woolly, theory. It is a very particular one, and it is rooted, 

always, in an experience of the real world that we tune into. Merleau-Ponty 

talks of how Phenomenology (the description of our pre-conceptual 

experience) aims to:  

 
Teach us to view our experience in a new light, not relying on the 
fully formed categories of our reflective experience, but developing a 
method and a language adequate to articulate our pre-reflective 
experience, especially the world of perception. Phenomenology’s 
slogan of returning to the things themselves means “to return to that 
world which precedes knowledge, of which knowledge always 
speaks, and in relation to which all scientific schematization is an 
abstract and derivative sign language ... perception is not just a 
mental or psychological effect in the mind … but the body’s 
intelligent orientation in the world” (Moran, 2000, p.402). 

 

What interests me here is that, as a young artist I, like many of my colleagues, 

was influenced considerably by the philosophy of existentialism (which is a 

branch of Phenomenology – or vice versa) and in particular, Sartre. However, 

in my readings of the link between Existentialism and Art (especially the work 

of the modernists), I don’t recall encountering any discussion about the 

importance of place or a sense of rootedness. And yet, it is there in the 

approach of some of the key artists: Judd, in his move to Marfa, Texas; 

Matisse, in his decoration of the Chapel at Vence; and Rothko, in his murals, 

room installations, and especially in the Rothko Chapel in Houston. 
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Gibson explains the importance of this direct awareness of our environment 

as an ecological principle, and in the closing paragraph of his chapter on 

J.J.Gibson, Ian E. Gordon (1989, p.186) asks: 

 
When those concerned with ecology look to the sciences for help or 
guidance, what can they expect? Expert advice about the 
environment from biologists, of course. But what from psychologists? 
The answer is very little. But the essence of the Gibsonian tradition 
is to ask questions about the relationship between perceivers and 
their ecology. It is an attempt to overcome the age-old dichotomy 
between us and the world we inhabit, to overcome habits of thought 
which treat the world as neutral and essentially meaningless – a 
concept which encourages the belief that nature is there to be 
exploited. 

 

Of course the problem is: how do we communicate these pre-conceptual 

ideas, feelings, responses, etc? A common approach amongst writers is to 

use flowery similes (or anthropomorphism). Neither method appeals to me, 

though I have often wondered why this is so; why do I react against this 

approach? Looking at my arguments above, I would suggest: 1. It assumes a 

cognitive, interpretative model of appreciation, rather than an experiential, 

submersive one; 2. If we look at Eco’s ‘equation’, the simile gives away too 

much – it closes down the experience rather than opening it up; 3. If we look 

at Arnheim’s model, the link between Image and Experience takes place 

horizontally, not diagonally, and starts somewhere in the middle of the 

low/high Abstraction scale; 4; A simile, especially when used 

anthropomorphically, presupposes a Cartesian distinction between us and our 

environment rather than a phenomenological immersion in our surroundings, 

even as it is trying to suggest otherwise. 

 

On the other hand, when used expressively of themselves (in the tradition of 

Joyce – or, say, the Northumbrian poet, Basil Bunting), and when linked to an 

experience in every sense of a particular place, words can increase aesthetic 

pleasure and understanding and communicate an experience more forcefully. 

In the next quotation, from Jonathan Bate’s Song of the Earth, he begins by 

outlining the importance of understanding what he calls ‘Bioregions’ – a 

phrase he borrows from E. O. Wilson. 
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Common ecosystems may be thought of as united into bioregions 
which are bounded by great rivers and mountain ranges. A bioregion 
is a place that has its own, distinctive natural economy….a map 
according to bioregions will look very different to one according to 
nation states (Bate, 2000, p.231). 

 

As a scientist, Wilson urges us to explore the distinct natural history of 

bioregions. However, he somewhat misses the point by not giving credence to 

our sensual, experiential responses to the environment. Bate follows up this 

point by looking at the work of the Northumbrian poet Basil Bunting, 

explaining that whilst there is a distinctive sound to every bioregion, for 

instance in Bunting’s Northumbria, there is also: 

 
An undersound, a melody heard perhaps only by the poet, which 
harmonises the whole ecosystem. Let us for a moment listen to the 
seashore ecology of the fifth section of Briggflatts: 
 
 “conger skimped at the ebb, lobster, 
 neither will I take, nor troll 
 roe of its like for salmon. 
 let bass sleep, gentles 
 brisk, skim-grey, 
 group a nosegay 
 jostling on cast flesh, 
 frisk and compose decay 
 to side shoot with flame, 
 unresting bluebottle wing. Sing, 
 strewing the notes on the air 
 as ripples skip in a shallow. Go 
 bare, the shore is adorned 
 with pungent weed loudly 
 filtering sand and sea.” 
 
But again we must pause. These lines are far removed from any 
actual Northumbrian ecology. Locked in the prison house of 
language, dwelling in the logos not the oikos, we know only the text, 
not the land. Unless, that is, we come to understand that every piece 
of land is itself a text, with its own syntax and signifying potential. Or 
one should say: come to understand once again, as our ancestors 
did. For the idea that the earth itself is a text is a very old one (Bate, 
2000, pp.236-7). 

 

In my text for the show at Red Box (2004), I quoted a section from Stalking 

with Stories: Names, Places and Moral Narratives among the Western 

Apaches, by Keith H. Basso (2001). It illustrates perfectly, I think, the point I 
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(and Jonathan Bate) are trying to make about poetically linking text with the 

experience of landscape. It is also an example of Gestalt psychology, in that 

the names of the places together add up to more than the sum of their parts – 

they create the ‘undersound’ of the place: 

 
Several years ago, when I was stringing a barbed wire fence with 
two Apache cowboys from Cibecue, I noticed that one of them was 
talking quietly to himself. When I listened carefully, I discovered that 
he was reciting a list of place-names – a long list that went on for ten 
minutes. Later, when I asked him about it, he said, “I ride that way in 
my mind”. And on the dozens of other occasions when I have been 
working or travelling with Apaches, they have taken satisfaction in 
pointing out particular locations and pronouncing their names – 
once, twice, three times or more. Why? “Because we like to”, or, 
“because the names are good to say”. More often, however, 
Apaches account for their enthusiastic use of place names by 
commenting on the precision with which the names depict their 
referents. “That place looks just like its name”, someone will explain 
or, “that name makes me see that place like it really is” or, “its name 
is like a picture” (Basso, 2001, p.90). 
 

 

          
 

       Figure 4.7  Upper Coquetdale / Border Ridge, Unison Pastel on paper, 70 x 70cms, 2004 

 
 

If we consider again my piece Upper Coquetdale / Border Ridge (Fig. 4.7) in 

relation to the Apache text above, I would contend that in the list of names I 

have laid out – Sandpiper, Goldcrest, Crowberry, Stonechat, Buttercup, 

Eyebright, Goosander, Peregrine and Goldfinch, I can see in my mind exactly 

the spot where I saw these birds and flowers. For instance, the Crowberry 
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plant was seen on the top of Windy Gyle on the Border Ridge; the Goosander 

was seen in the valley on the River Coquet close to Alwinton near 

Barrowburn, and the Goldcrest at Batailshiel Haugh in the Usway Valley. I am 

undecided whether or not I need to give out this information about place as 

well in my text, or whether this would make it too specific for the viewer and 

not allow their own mind to travel – to imagine the type of site where each one 

of these birds or flowers might be seen. 

 

       
        Sixteen Birds of Upper Coquetdale                Sixteen Circular Walks on Northumberland’s  

      High Ground 

Figure 4.8 

 
The last piece of analysis I want to undertake on my own work looks at 

Sixteen Birds of Upper Coquetdale. This picture is a partner to another image 

analysed above – Sixteen Circular Walks on Northumberland’s High Ground 

(Fig. 4.8). However, I feel that this picture is much more successful. To begin 

with, the image ‘allows’ the eye to bounce around the picture, and yet, I do 

feel that, ultimately, the 16 individual images do come together to form one 

single image which, to me, is ‘greater than the sum of its parts’ – a mirroring 

of the idea in Gestalt psychology. Here, too, the use of the circle is not 

descriptive (as in Sixteen Circular Walks on Northumberland’s High Ground); 

rather it is experiential (and a useful visual tool for breaking the square, 

energising the image and helping to create a kind of pulsing colour sensation). 

The use of the circle in the text serves only to reinforce this aspect of the 

image, I feel.  
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Finally, the use of the text in Sixteen Birds of Upper Coquetdale is significantly 

different from the way it is used in Sixteen Circular Walks on 

Northumberland’s High Ground (Fig. 4.9). The 16 walks bring together an 

arbitrary gathering of names within a rather broad area – it is a manufactured 

idea which began with the 16 squares and the idea of the circle – not a sense 

of the place. As a result the relation between the names is not at all specific. 

However, in Sixteen Birds of Upper Coquetdale the birds are part of a very 

specific bioregion – that of Upper Coquetdale – and the reference in the text 

to the old usage of names implies a cultural and historical relationship to the 

land that has many imaginative connotations (see illustrations below). 

 

        
 
Text for Sixteen Birds of Upper Coquetdale                Text for Sixteen Circular Walks on                      

Northumberland’s High Ground 

Figure 4.9 

 

I am very aware that in attempting to bring to bear some sort of ‘objective’ 

analysis to our pre-cognitive experience of the world (a felt and intuited 

experience), I am on shaky ground. I want to end by quoting Bridget Riley 

(Fig. 4.10), who alludes to the source of her work by recalling the following 

vivid description of a childhood memory taken from the ‘Pleasures of Sight’ 

(Kudielka, 1992). 

 

Swimming through the oval, saucer-like reflections, dipping and 
flashing on the sea-surface, one traced the colours back to origins of 
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those reflections. Some came directly from the sky and different 
coloured clouds, some from the golden greens of vegetation growing 
on the cliffs, some from the red-orange of the sea-weed on the blue 
and violets of the adjacent rocks, and, all between, the actual hues of 
the water, according to its various depths and over what it was 
passing. The entire elusive, unstable, flickering complex subject to the 
changing qualities of light itself. On a fine day, for instance, all was 
bespattered with the glitter of bright sunlight and its tiny pinpoints of 
virtually black shadow – it was as though one was swimming through 
a diamond (Kudielka, 1992, p.31). 

 

 

 
 
         Figure 4.10  Bridget Riley, Bye Way of Yellow, 1993, oil on linen, 165 x 226cms 

 
 

I particularly admire Riley: because she works in an open-ended way, using 

colour intuitively and experientially; because she often links her work to the 

experience of places – but not, of course, as descriptions of places; and 

because, when actually discussing the approaches she takes to her work – 

how she decides to place one colour against another, how rhythmic 

sequences are developed – she is formally very sharp and precise, though 

she works intuitively (I would say, phenomenologically). It is also interesting to 

note that, although her work appears absolutely free of any links to text, in fact 
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her use of titles is often very specific, for instance in: Cherry Autumn; Cool 

Place; High Sky; Burnished Sky (Fig. 4.11); Gentle Edge; Saraband; Luxor.  
 

 
 
         Figure 4.11 Bridget Riley, Burnished Sky, 1984, oil on linen, 164 x 134.5cms 
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Contextual Overview, Chapter Four 
 

In chapter four, I begin by continuing to explore the relationship of language 

(text) to images, especially abstract images, which I undertook in chapter 

three. I first of all examine the fact that, although abstract art was meant to be 

a form of purely visual expression, in reality, in order to understand it and 

validate its meaning, it was necessary to construct lengthy written theories 

which ran ‘adjacent’ to the work and without which the work was ‘difficult’ to 

understand. I suggest, in relation to my own work, that the use of text might 

actually make the abstract element of the work freer, by reducing the need for 

reams of written, interpretive theorizing.  

 

I then consider the theories of Rudolph Arnheim (from his book Visual 

Thinking). He presents an Image/Experience diagram that he proposes 

explains the relationship of our use of signs (symbols and pictures) to our 

experience of the world. He does this against an abstract scale that runs from 

high to low. My understanding of this diagram would suggest, again, that to 

successfully communicate the meaning behind an abstract form (the non-

mimetic form which is high on the abstract scale) it is necessary to include 

something particular about the experience that relates to the meaning of the 

work. My proposition is, simply, that this particularity is, in fact, the text I use. I 

then examine this diagram and use it to interpret some of my pictures, saying 

why some seem to work better than others. However, the logic of my 

argument and my exploration undertaken to this point leaves a few 

unanswered questions. In particular, although the use of these forms 

of quantitative analysis (Eco’s equation and Arnheim’s diagram) do go some 

way to explaining why some pictures work better than others, they do not 

really explain why one choice of colours is right, feels right, and why another 

feels wrong. Or, why some pictures when completed feel flat and lack a 

certain definitive ‘oomph’, and why others seem to have this necessary extra 

ingredient that turns them into more than the sum of their parts. 
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This sense that something is intuitively ‘right’ led me then to look at the idea of 

Tacit Knowledge, and my explorations pointed me in the direction of 

Phenomenology (and in particular the work of Merleau-Ponty) as well as 

J.J. Gibson’s theories of Direct, or Ecological Perception. Gibson’s theories 

suggest that this intuitive sense of something being right is the direct result of 

our picking up ‘signals’ about our environment through our ‘senses’, hence the 

term direct perception – that is a theory of perception which relies directly, and 

firstly, on our experience of the world through our senses, rather than a 

cognitive interpretation of our experience. We are, then, again, looking at a 

relationship between intuition and cognition, a discussion that has been 

central to my readings in previous chapters. 

  

In the book Sensuous Geographies, Paul Rodaway (1994) explores this 

relationship, explaining that:  

 
The nativism-empiricism debate – that is between innate or inherited 
knowledge and knowledge learnt through experience – and the more 
advanced theories of behaviourists, cognivitists and Gestalt 
psychology, all fail to break out of the sensation/perception 
framework. This presupposition repeats the age-old mind-body 
conflict, one in which thinking matter and material substance are 
juxtaposed as determining and determined, or active and passive. 
Yet, perception – as a combination of sensation and cognition – is 
inclusive of both passive encounter with environmental stimuli and 
active exploration, as the body moves through space and time, 
interacting with world (Rodaway, 1994, p.12 , empasis added). 

 

Rodaway then goes on to describe how:  

 
Gibson abandoned the traditional sensation/perception distinction 
and transcended the behaviour/cognition debate and presents a 
theory which attends specifically to spatial perception and the active 
observer moving in a dynamic world (pp,19-20, emphasis added). 

 

Gibson’s ecological theory has two key features. Firstly, the senses are 

considered as perceptual systems highlighting the interrelationship between 

the different senses in perception and the integration of sensory, bodily and 

mental processes. Secondly, it emphasises the role of the environment itself 

in structuring sensory stimulation. Potential sources of stimulation pass 
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through the environment and are encoded within the structure of that 

environment as they are modified in their passage. It is this structured 

stimulus that the sense organs ‘read’. Gibson defines the sense systems as 

including sight, touch, taste, smell as well as a sense of gravity – basic 

orientation – and he shows how these systems cooperate with each other in 

an ‘interaction with the environment’. As Rodaway (1994, p.20) explains: 

 
Perception is an experience of the whole body and an activity in a 
dynamic world. Whilst distinctive perceptual systems are identified 
analytically, the understanding is ultimately multi-sensual and 
emphasises inter-relationships between the sense organs, the body 
and the brain. Perception is situated corporeally and 
environmentally, behaviour and perception are implicative of one 
another. 

   

The theory of Direct or Ecological Perception reinforced many of the ideas I 

had been exploring in relation to environmental aesthetics, and explained why 

I felt that the activity of walking (something that would become a focal point of 

my research from now on) was so important. However there remained a big 

problem for me, and one which I could not fully comprehend at the time of 

writing chapter 4: that is, how do we go from Gibson’s theory of Direct or 

Ecological Perception to producing an art work which somehow works within 

the interpretive framework of this theory? 

  

The theory of Direct or Ecological Perception suggests, to me, a non-

perspectival, non-hierarchical way of representing the world – not the 

traditional, Cartesian view represented by perspective that presents our 

relationship to the world as static and proposes a split between the mind and 

body. So, Gibson has written an excellent account of how we experience the 

world, but not about how we artistically (or philosophically) interpret that 

experience. Furthermore, as Rodaway explains: 

 
Perception is not just sensation plus cognition, since human beings 
each have a personal history (biography) and are socially and 
culturally situated. Individuals in different societies differ in what they 
perceive and value in their perception … even within a given society, 
there are marked difference(s) in what individuals of different ages 
and sexes, education and training, socio economic background 
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perceive and value in their perceptions. Therefore, a definition of 
perception must not only be grounded in psychological theories of 
perception but also in socio-historical theories of the emergence of 
specific styles or priorities in human perception … therefore, 
perception involves the sense organs (including the body) and the 
mind, but is also situated in and mediated by a geographical 
and cultural environment (Rodaway, 1994, p.12, emphasis added). 

 

Thus, my explorations continued, looking now at the philosophy of 

phenomenology since this appeared to present a cultural as well as a 

psychological ‘explanation’ for the way in which we experience the world – 

especially as two of its most interesting proponents (Heidegger and Merleau-

Ponty) actually seem to suggest that philosophy (and perception) finds its 

truest expression and articulation in the work of poets and artists. 

 

Merleau-Ponty’s starting point for the description of perception is a 

commonsense (one might say, a direct or ecological) approach to our 

understanding of the world and the way we interact with it. He suggests that 

many of the things we do every day we do without thinking and that we should 

start with (and trust in) in our experience of, our sense of, being in the world 

before and above anything else. However (and this is key for me), he then 

goes on to explore in detail how we might mediate this experience through art. 

Merleau-Ponty’s writings show a constant and very intelligent interest in art, 

and in painting in particular – especially the work of Cezanne and Klee. For 

Merleau-Ponty, the way we physically interact with the world provides the key 

to our pre-conceptual understanding of the world. To perceive something is to 

live it, says Merleau-Ponty. However, although I then proceed to explore the 

importance of a sensory experience of place and particularity in the 

philosophy of Phenomenology, what I do not do is to discuss the idea of place 

as a socialising factor in our experience of the world. This point is 

absolutely key to some of the thinking I develop in subsequent chapters, and 

is something I came to realise as I continued to study the philosophy of 

Phenomenology and the work of Heidegger and Merleau-Ponty. 

 

Some of the ideas I introduce in this essay (namely those of Phenomenology 

and the specificity of place) underpin much of the rest of the work I undertake 
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for the PhD, both in the studio and in the remaining chapters. In the next 

chapter, I begin to look in more detail at this idea of Merleau-Ponty’s that 

painting is an ideal vehicle for philosophically interrogating our experience of 

the world 
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Chapter Five: Reviewing My Underpinning Philosophy and Drawing 
Drawing Together the Threads of the Research So Far. 
 

At this point, (roughly half way through my research) it would seem 

appropriate to reflect briefly on the progress I have made in my research, both 

written and in the studio. In the introduction, I identified the aims of my 

research as follows: ‘To evaluate the relationship between abstraction, 

representation and language within the context of current theories of 

Environmental Aesthetics’. And my objectives were: ‘To examine the 

relationship of abstract art (my own and that of other artists) to the natural 

world; to evaluate current theories surrounding the cultural contexts and 

meaning of colour in art with specific reference to abstract art and to reflect 

this research within the development of my studio practice’. 

 

In the first four chapters, therefore, I looked at theories of Environmental 

Aesthetics; explored the meaning and cultural contexts of colour, especially 

within the area of abstract painting; began to consider ways of linking text and 

image, and examined the rationale for doing this. In chapter four, I looked at 

theories of perception and tacit knowledge, which led me to explore the 

philosophy of Phenomenology. I suggested that the idea of place was 

fundamental to a contemporary reading of Phenomenology. 

 

When looking, in chapter one, at two different theories of Environmental 

Aesthetics, I found myself supportive of elements of both Carlson’s NEM 

model of Order Appreciation and Berleant’s theory of Engagement. However, 

I did question the ability of such theories to effectively mediate (through art) 

our experience of the natural world. I would conclude, therefore, that 

Environmental Aesthetics is not the ‘philosophy’ to build a framework of 

research around. It is too narrow in its outlook in that, although it offers a way 

of showing how we respond to the world, I don’t feel it deals sufficiently well 

with the creative process of interpreting, mediating and communicating this 

experience. On the other hand, I do feel that Phenomenology is a philosophy 

that effectively and creatively mediates experience, and I will expand on the 

reasons for this later in this chapter. 
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After looking, in chapter two, at colour and abstract art, I conclude that the use 

of colour remains central to my practice and, further, that the use of text linked 

to abstract colour might help to ground the experience of working with colour. 

However, I feel that I have not yet fully understood the true ability of colour to 

phenomenologically mediate the experience of landscape. This is something I 

begin to do in this chapter. 

 

Further explorations of the use of text within or adjacent to my work in 

chapters three and four suggested that, ironically, this approach might negate 

the need for wordy explanations about the work. I conclude that I am right to 

consider working with image and text in this way, and I propose that the type 

of words I might use could focus on a poetic ‘description’ of a kind of bioregion 

– an ecological landscape. Whilst I am comfortable with this proposal, I don’t 

think that I have looked in any detail at the way that language can 

phenomenologically mediate the experience of our environment and I explore 

this further in chapter nine. 

 

A theme that has surfaced throughout the writing of the first four chapters is 

the relationship between intuition and cognition, emotion and rationality, art 

and science. It was explored in chapter one when looking at opposing 

theories of Environmental Aesthetics, and it appeared again in chapter two 

when considering the nature of colour. It also came to the fore in chapter four 

when discussing the notion of Tacit Knowledge and Phenomenology, where 

we considered the mind/body conundrum raised by Phenomenology. This 

theme appears central to any future discussion about my work, and I look at 

this area in greater detail in chapter eight. 

 

Furthermore, I realised, in the last chapter, that any study of Phenomenology 

– concerning our embodied engagement with the world – should explore the 

way we move through the environment, since it is through movement (see 

discussion of J.J. Gibson’s ideas in chapter four) that all our senses are 

engaged. I suggest, then, that walking might also be an important part of my 

practice, and I begin to examine the physical and cultural implications of this 
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later in this chapter (see also chapter seven, in particular; although I refer to 

walking throughout the remaining chapters) 

 

Finally, I feel that I have so far avoided any discussion of the ethical 

implications of my practice and the areas of research I am actively engaged 

with. This is an ‘oversight’ that is addressed in chapter ten. 

 

       

 

             Figure 5.1  Upper Coquetdale / Border Ridge, Unison pastel on paper, 70 x 70cms, 2004 

 

Throughout the time of writing the first four chapters, my studio work has 

developed alongside my research. It has moved on from being purely abstract 

(before I started writing), to using text next to the work (mainly as an 

expanded title) and then to playing around with the form and size of the text 

(still keeping it much smaller than the pictures – with the exception of one 

work, Upper Coquedale/Border Ridge, where the text and the image are the 

same size – Fig. 5.1). 

 

In the studio, I have explored a range of gestural mark-making and, indeed, I 

have eliminated the mark almost entirely from some work (see again Upper 

Coquetdale/Border Ridge). Nonetheless I have always retained an element of 

the physical making of the work (its facture), even if – as in Upper 

Coquetdale/Border Ridge – just around the edges of each colour square, 

which have a rough, hand made quality to them.  
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In my use of text next to the pictures, I reference particular flora and fauna 

that signify a type of landscape – in the case of Summer: Strother Hills, for 

instance, the flora and fauna mentioned is commonly found in areas of 

reclaimed semi-industrial woodland and grassland in the summer months 

(Fig. 5.2); whereas in the picture Achill Island (an island off the coast of the 

West of Ireland, Fig. 5.2) I use the original Celtic names of places on the 

island, as these are themselves suggestive of a social history of loss and 

emigration.  

 

         

 
Figure 5.2  Text for Achill Island and Summer, Strother Hills, 2003 

 

My use of colour has also become much simpler and bolder than before, and, 

as a result, more expressive. It is not decorative, and it is not illustrative – it is 

expressive, and I use it intuitively, choosing colours and colour combinations 

instinctively for their sense of rightness. However, I am still unsure precisely 

what the role of colour is within the work, and this is something I look at again, 

especially in the contextual review for this chapter.  

 

Earlier I suggested that Phenomenology (rather than Environmental 

Aesthetics) could provide my research with an underpinning philosophy. I 

sense that Phenomenology, unlike Environmental Aesthetics, provides an 
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ideal vehicle within which to mediate our perception of the environment, and 

furthermore that it has a close affinity with the activity of painting. So it might 

be useful, at this point, to summarise what I understand the nature of 

Phenomenology to be (especially as explained by Merleau-Ponty), before 

moving on to look at how it can help in communicating a sensual experience 

of the world through painting.  

 

In chapter four, I established that Phenomenology unravels the process of 

how we initially perceive the world intuitively and instinctively, an experience 

within which time, space, history and culture are collapsed into a pre-

conceptual sensory ‘framework’. I further argued that Phenomenology does 

not reject the value of scientific research (from the objective naming of things 

or places through to a formal description of the interaction of things) but 

suggests that an understanding of the world should begin with an intuitive and 

emotional response to our ‘environment’, followed by (and absolutely not 

preceded by) the empirical collection and analysis of data through the 

(classical) natural sciences. 

 

In my dismissal of Environmental Aesthetics as a suitable underpinning 

philosophy, I had suggested that it didn’t deal sufficiently well with the creative 

process of interpreting, mediating and communicating our sensual 

experiences. However, I believe that my summary of Phenomenology above 

begins to suggest why it might be good at mediating and communicating such 

experiences. This is because it is itself a creative process; indeed, very like 

the experience of building up a painting. For instance, when I make a painting, 

I work intuitively, laying colours alongside each other quickly and without prior 

thought (in the same way that I feel, move-through and respond to my 

environment, making intuitive decisions about what to do). 

 

I build up a painting that has areas of individuality and uniqueness, and yet 

the painting only works when the effect of the marks and images becomes 

more than the sum of its constituent parts (just as in the real world, I 

experience a strong sense of the ecological diversity of a place whilst at the 

same time intuiting a feeling that adds up to more than just the sum of the 
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parts of my experience – this is, in fact, what gives meaning to my 

experience). The gestural marks I make are clearly the result of movement – 

of an active engagement of my body across the surface of the paper and 

within the environment of the studio (Fig. 5.3). They are, I would suggest, an 

equivalent to the way I move through an environment and interpret this 

movement. 

 

 
               Figure 5.3  Mike Collier working in the studio 

 

However, I am aware that Phenomenology suggests we experience the world 

through all our senses, not just sight. This, of course, leaves me with a 

dilemma in that my own work is primarily visual. I know that I don’t want to 

create interactive installations using smells and sounds, as I feel that such an 

approach would superficially illustrate the ideas I wish to communicate and 

not be able to express the richly textured and multi-layered sensuality I wish a 

viewer to experience. But how can I express a sensuous experience visually? 

Indeed, can it be done? The painter Merleau-Ponty refers to most of all in his 

writings is Cezanne who, he says, was “engaged in a kind of 

phenomenological research” (Matthews, 2002, p.134), and in the next part of 

this chapter, I want to look at how Cezanne ‘solves’ the problem of mediating 

this phenomenological, multi-sensual experience of landscape through paint; 

how he visually manages to convey a sense of smell, of light, of warmth, etc. 
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Firstly, Cezanne suggests that we must act as participants in the world, not as 

masters of it. In a conversation with Joachim Gasquet, he says, “The artist is 

only a receiver of sensations … If he intervenes, if paltry as he is, he dares to 

interfere deliberately with what he has to convey, then his own mediocrity 

filters through” (Matthews, 2002, p.302). 

 

 

 

        Figure 5.4  Cezanne, Large Pine and Red Earth, 1890 – 95, oil on canvas, 72 x 91cms 

 

He then goes on to explain that when he talks about sensations, he is not just 

talking about visual sensations. He suggests that we must open ourselves up 

to other sensual responses. He says to Gasquet, “Tell me, what scent 

emanates from (this canvas)? What odour does it give off?” Gasquet replies 

“The smell of pines”. Ah, says Cezanne, that is because there are pine trees 

in the picture: “that’s a visual sensation” (Fig. 5.4). Is it a connection Gasquet 

makes because he can see the pine trees in the painting and because he was 

asked what can he smell? Cezanne, however, is interested in capturing not 

just the particularity of that smell of pine – what he describes as “the strong 

scent of the pines, which is sharp in the sunlight”, but he wants, too, to convey 

other smells and sensations – the smell of pine, he says, “must combine with 

the green scent of the meadows that, every morning, freshens the fragrance 
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of the stones and of the marble of the distant St. Victoire”. In the light of 

Gasquet’s response to his questioning, he concludes that he hasn’t yet 

succeeded in conveying these smells and sensations. How can he do this, he 

asks himself? “It must be conveyed”, he says, “through colours” (Matthews, 

2002, p.303). 

 

So, Cezanne believed that colour was the key to unlocking this 

phenomenological approach to perception and painting. He said (in the same 

conversation with Gasquet), “There is only one way that everything can be 

conveyed, expressed: colour. Colour is organic, if I may put it that way. Colour 

is alive, it alone can convey living things” (Matthews, 2003, p.303). 

 

Merleau-Ponty, too, believes that colour plays an important role in helping 

express our phenomenological researches into our environment. Eric 

Matthews (2002, p.136) explains that, in Eye and Mind, 

 
Merleau-Ponty … cites Cezanne, who said that part of the content of 
a painted landscape is the very smell of the countryside that it 
depicts, by which he meant that the colour that something has is not 
independent of its shape, its tactile properties, its resonance or its 
smell. In attempting to paint the landscape, the artist has to 
recognise the essential unity created by the interaction of different 
properties (even belonging to different senses) and in embodying 
this recognition in the painting makes it manifest to the rest of us. 
This synaesthesia, the working together of different senses, is of the 
essence of perception as we actually live it, 

 

and, like Cezanne, Merleau-Ponty sees light and colour as the key to 

communicating this lived experience. This view is supported by Galen A. 

Johnson (1996, p.169) who, writing in ‘Thinking in Colour: Merleau-Ponty and 

Paul Klee’, says: “To read Eye and Mind, is to be shown that colour itself is a 

logos that gives us space, motion, time, and finitude, in short, that colour 

gives us the world”. 

 

A contemporary artist with a specific interest in both colour and 

Phenomenology is Bridget Riley, who writes that: 
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Colours can adopt the most surprising qualities when put in 
particular relationships. They can appear heavy or light, hard or soft, 
warm or cold and so on. When I am working, I may be following up 
specific qualities like the feeling given by sun-warmed stone, or the 
coldness of metal, by rough earthenware, the softness of sand, light 
golden straw. I will experience these sensations on countless 
forgotten occasions – and when I find them on the canvas, this is a 
point of contact (Farquharson, 1995, no page no.). 

 

So, colour (linked to the use of text – see also chapters three, four and nine) 

may be the phenomenological key to expressing sensual experiences in paint. 

This was a statement that I accepted intuitively at the start of my research, but 

it is only now that I feel confident in making it. 

 

I next want to consider the role that colour can play in expressing, as I 

explained earlier in this chapter, both a sense of the ecological diversity of a 

place alongside a sense of wholeness; a feeling that the total experience adds 

up to more than the sum of its parts, for it is from this feeling that meaning 

arrives. To do so, I again turn, initially, to the work of Cezanne. 

 

Cezanne, when asked what excited him, once said ‘the very diversity of life’ (I 

can’t remember the source of this quote, ‘though I remember it clearly). By 

this, I understand him to mean a sense of the overwhelming organic richness 

and diversity of life. The question is how to re-present an intuitive, whole view 

of the world (often envisioned by abstraction as a paired down minimalist 

essentialism) at one and the same time as presenting a teeming, life affirming, 

and diverse experience.  

 

The reason I think that Phenomenology is the key to this is that it explores 

through perception this very relationship between the whole (an essentialist 

view) and the constituent parts of the way that we investigate and understand 

our world. And it proposes that an understanding of place is at the heart of 

this enquiry. In relation to a view of abstraction and essentialism, this is new 

territory for me. I had previously believed the modernists’ representation of 

essentialism, which tended to suggest that a pre-reflective, one-world view 

(which just happened to be male, white and Western) was cross-cultural and 
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embedded deep in our psyches. In other words, such essentialism was not 

rooted in a specific experience of a particular place, but rather in ancient, pre-

cultural experiences that we all share, whatever race or culture we ‘belong’ to; 

that somewhere, within all cultures, there was a commonality of expression 

that arose from our shared origins way back in time. I now realise that this 

argument is simplistic as well as being socially and ethically naïve. 

 

Actually, what Phenomenology does, it seems to me, is to recognize that, 

whilst we do initially experience a whole perceptual understanding of our 

world, our surroundings, this ‘sense’, this understanding, has a real and 

physical grounding; it deals with our visceral and intuitive experience of the 

world, and so has to be about place and a physical and sensual idea of place. 

I would now suggest that the use of discrete areas of colour set alongside 

each other, allied to the overlaying of text, creates a perceptual experience 

analogous to the way in which we experience our environment. 

 

 

 

          Figure 5.5  Bridget Riley, Galliard. 1989, oil on canvas, 165 x 226cms 
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Furthermore, another aspect of Phenomenology that appears crucial to an 

understanding of the world is the way our senses are activated by our 

movement through the environment. Bridget Riley (Fig. 5.5) describes this as 

follows: “For me, nature is not landscape (that is static), but the dynamism of 

visual forces – an event, rather than an appearance. These forces can only be 

tackled by treating form and colour as ultimate identities”, and she explains 

how emotional responses, as well as scientific explorations, are never 

“experienced in isolation, but rather part of a larger, shifting matrix”. 

(The  Eye’s Mind: Bridget Riley, Collected Writings 1965 – 1999; 1999, Ed. 

Kuldielka) 

 

How can we begin to give expression to this dynamic and multi-sensual 

experience? This is a question that Edward Casey (1998) asks in a book 

called The Fate of Place. In the chapter entitled ‘The Reappearance of Place; 

by Way of Body’, he asks how the “lived body and the lived place link up with 

each other”, and goes on to suggest that “the clue is provided by an 

altogether mundane experience – walking” (p.224).  

 
What walking introduces is the fact that I must first of all unify myself 
before I unify my environs. I cannot walk at all if I am utterly disjoint; 
to walk is to draw my body together, at least provisionally; and to do 
so is to constitute myself as one coherent organism (Casey, 1998, 
p.224). 

 

So, without being aware of it, as I walk, I am becoming at one with my body 

(intuitively) whilst at the same time I am also becoming at one with my 

environment as I move through and engage with it; and this happens 

simultaneously (kinaesthetically) as I move through my environment. I 

experience ‘place’ not as an abstract idea, but as a real and multi-layered 

experience. To represent this experience by means of so-called 

representational art is misguided, for all the well argued and rehearsed 

reasons: perspective is an abstract construction; size and scale do not 

correlate; the surface of a canvas is flat, and so any representation on this 

surface is an illusion; and, most importantly, such representations prioritise 

vision above other senses; and so on. What we need is a more real, more 

grounded form of communication, one which actually doesn’t play illusionistic 
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tricks, but is expressed in the very physicality of its own being – that is paint 

and the surface onto which is applied (or in my case, raw pigment and hand-

made paper). I think this is why Merleau-Ponty felt that painting is the purest 

way of communicating phenomenological experience – because it is itself real 

and physical, tactile and sensual. 

 

This leads me to conclude the following: 

 

1. That Phenomenology is the philosophy that should now be central 

to my research and studio activity. 

2. That colour remains central to my research as an expressive 

vehicle for describing our sensual experience of the world. 

3. That colour linked to text can help to ground such experiences. 

4. And, finally, that walking should also be central to my research 

activity – it is both an art form in itself (in the same way that painting 

is a philosophical expression of Phenomenology) and a reference 

point for our dynamic (phenomenological) engagement with the 

world, activating the senses 

 

I would like now to take a further look at how the issues I have discussed 

above have had an impact on my studio practice. 

 

To begin with, let’s look at the medium I use and why this might be reflective 

of a phenomenological approach. Pastel is one of the purest mediums for 

carrying colour; it has a material and physical presence. This is very 

important. Recognising this, I have begun to use the pastel with a greater 

sense of physicality than before. For instance, in the picture made from thirty-

six differently coloured squares (as yet unnamed and without any 

accompanying text – Fig. 5.6), the pastel has been loosely and vigorously 

applied.  

 

When making each individual square, I don’t initially remove the excess 

pigment left on the surface of the paper (and there is usually quite a lot, as I 

apply the pastel with some force); rather, using another square of smoother, 



  135 

less absorbent paper overlaid on top of the loose pastel, I rub hard 

(burnishing the image) so that the pigment becomes ingrained and imprinted 

into the surface of the square. This gives both the pastel and the paper a 

greater material presence. The marks have also been much more clearly 

articulated, so that the bodily imprint of the gesture is more obvious (Fig 5.6). 

 

 
         Figure 5.6  Detail Unititled (36 Squares, Northumbrian Suite) 

 

And the way in which the work is made up of squares and rectangles allows 

me to establish a phenomenologically equivalent way of responding to the 

world through colour relationships – and yet (just as Phenomenology 

suggests) the whole created out of the individual squares or rectangles is 

more than the sum of its parts. Although someone looking at the work might 

feel that the individual pieces could be changed randomly (Fig. 5.7), I would 

suggest that they cannot – that there is an aesthetic balance, a rightness to 

the final image that is implicit or tacit. 

 

 
Figure 5.7  Upper Coquetdale to the Border Ridge, Unison Pastel on paper, 2m x 0.3m, 2004 
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The fact that the two pictures with the squares and rectangles (Fig 5.8) do not 

yet have an accompanying text is relevant as, again, it reveals my working 

process. The texts do not ‘illustrate’ a work. They come after and ‘indicate’ a 

specific, related, parallel, field of enquiry. However, I can say that the images 

are part of a suite which I am developing entitled ‘A Northumbrian Suite’ (see 

illustration above – Upper Coquetdale to the Border Ridge for one such 

picture which is a part of this suite) and these pictures will be ‘named’ and 

‘titled’ in due course and accompanied by text (see chapter eight).  

 

      

 
Figure 5.8  Untitled (Northumbrian Suite) 

 

However, despite the fact that (as described above), I feel that the abstract 

work with pastel that I am making could be an ideal way of 

phenomenologically mediating our experience of the world, I have a question 

that I now want to explore regarding Merleau-Ponty’s interest in painting. 

Although Merleau-Ponty continued throughout his life (he died in 1961, aged 

54) to admire and reference the work of Cezanne and Klee (as well as 

Matisse, Rodin, Giacometti and De Stael), he never talked directly about 

abstract art. This was in spite of the fact that he lived through the period that 

saw the rise of abstract expressionism – a ‘movement’ I might have imagined 

he would have some considerable empathy with. Why was this?  

 

I am not the only person to ask this question. In ‘The Evidence of Paintings: 

Merleau-Ponty and Contemporary Abstraction’, Veronique M. Foti (1996, 

p.137) asks: 
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Why does Merleau-Ponty limit his discussion (about painting) to classical 
and early modern painting, with an emphasis on the latter? His exclusion 
of abstract painting from discussion is striking, given that by 1960, 
Abstract Expressionism was commanding international attention and 
that abstract expressionism was well represented in France … what are 
the specific challenges that contemporary abstract painting poses to a 
philosophical analysis of vision as sensitively attuned to painting as 
Merleau-Ponty’s? 

 

I myself wonder if one of these ‘challenges’ lies in the conflict (both real and 

conceptual) between a sense of place/location/lived experience and the 

means of communicating this experience. Whatever the well rehearsed 

arguments might be about the possibility that traditional, representational 

painting doesn’t truly re-present a phenomenological experience as well as, 

say, abstract painting might, the fact still remains that many people (from my 

experience working as a curator in galleries) can’t make the connection 

between our experience in and of the ‘real world’ and the way that abstract 

painting can mediate this experience. For some reason, they don’t seem to 

respond directly, intuitively and immediately (as one might expect) to the 

abstract image. Indeed, for many people, the negotiation of this mediated 

experience would appear to require a written explanation before they can 

become absorbed in and respond directly to the abstract image. Is this 

because, perhaps, they bring a lot of cultural baggage with them; that is, we 

have been taught to read the world textually and not visually; we might regret 

this – but we can’t deny it. And if this is the case, what can we do about it? 

This is a question that I explore further in chapters nine and ten. 

 

In trying to answer this question, I want to consider, again, the artist Merleau-

Ponty wrote most about (Cezanne), and to look at why he felt close to this 

artist, before exploring further why he didn’t write about abstraction in art. He 

clearly saw in Cezanne’s practice the very embodiment of phenomenological 

research. Cezanne’s paintings are grounded in a feeling for the earth and the 

sky. They break up the constituent parts of the perceived world; they present 

an equivalent to the bodily experience of being in the world; they suggest that 

the artist has walked through the landscape he paints – that he is feeling his 
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way through the image presented to us on the canvas; that we can see, with 

him, how his eye and mind has sensually explored the world about him.  

 

Now, although Cezanne is often referred to as the ‘father of abstract art’, I 

have never agreed with the argument that presents his work within a 

seamless progression running through realism to abstraction. Cezanne’s 

paintings may be almost, but not quite, abstract. But the key phrase here is 

not quite; they are not abstract, and nowhere in Cezanne’s writing did he 

suggest that we should consider his work as abstract. 

 

Perhaps Merleau-Ponty felt that the pared-down style of abstraction that is 

supposed to have developed out of Cezanne, through cubism, had lost 

contact with the real world; that its apparent distance from a physical and 

perceptual sense of the world made him, therefore, less responsive to pure 

abstraction. 

 

Maybe, too, such abstract work carries too little information to help engage 

the viewer. If we go back to chapter four, we see that Umberto Eco suggested 

that, “The amount of information contained in a message is inversely 

proportional to the probability or predictability of the message”, and that, “The 

richest form of communication requires a delicate balance between permitting 

the merest order within the maximum disorder” (Crow, 2003, p.168). Maybe 

Merleau-Ponty felt that abstract art can confuse us by carrying too little order 

or information. This is why I suggest that the inclusion of text either next to, or 

within, my work may be very important 

 

I am also surprised that Merleau-Ponty didn’t connect with the sheer, 

embodied physicality of much post-World War Two abstract art. Artists like 

Pollock laid bare the very process of making art. If we accept that 

Phenomenology describes a visceral, experiential engagement of the body 

with the world, then one could argue that work like abstract expression 

actually demonstrates such an embodied interaction on the canvas; and it is 

an activity, moreover, that usually involves the artist making something 

somewhere (on a piece of canvas, on the floor of the studio in the case of 
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Pollock) – so there is also a phenomenological, spatial, dynamic to the act of 

painting.  

 

I return, then, to my earlier question: Why did Merleau-Ponty not connect with 

the work of artists such as Jackson Pollock? In the next chapter, I examine 

this puzzle in greater depth, before moving on to look at the type of visual 

language that we might use when attempting to mediate a phenomenological 

experience of the environment. In particular, I want to explore certain aspects 

of the work of another artist about whom Merleau-Ponty wrote a great deal, 

Paul Klee; and, specifically, to examine the cartographic element at the heart 

of much of Klee’s work. 
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Contextual Overview, Chapter Five 

 

Chapter five represented a turning point for me in the research I was 

undertaking. I felt at this point that it was important to summarise the work so 

far undertaken (both practical and written), to reflect upon it, and then to draw 

some conclusions about how I could move forward. For instance, I felt the 

need to bring us back again to the fundamental drive behind the work, to the 

intuitive use of colour as a way of reflecting my embodied experience of the 

world. In chapter two, I suggested that, whilst the philosophy of Environmental 

Aesthetics could underpin the research and studio work, colour may be the 

catalyst that linked the text, Environmental Aesthetics and abstract painting. In 

chapter five I have reviewed my progress in relation to my original aims and 

objectives for the research, and I have made a subtle but key change to my 

early thinking. That is, I now suggest that Phenomenology is the glue that 

holds together the research I have undertaken (in both writing and studio 

work), but that colour itself is still fundamental to our understanding of 

Phenomenology. This statement is a bold one since, in my limited experience, 

it is not something that is written about widely in studies on Phenomenology.  

 

I hope, therefore, that this contextual overview reinforces some of the ideas I 

put forward tentatively in chapter five, which was written in 2006. In particular, 

I want to look further at the relationship between colour, Phenomenology, 

place and walking/exploring. I want to do this partly because, although I 

propose in chapter five that colour is important when mediating a 

phenomenological experience, I don’t explain why this should be so; and 

partly because I have access to new material that wasn’t published when I 

wrote this chapter. For instance, I suggested that the embodied coming into 

being which Phenomenology expresses is best mediated by the use of colour, 

possibly combined with text. It is colour, not line, which gives meaning to 

images, and I want to underline why I have found that this ‘idea’ is also key to 

Merleau-Ponty’s musings about art, and in particular, Cezanne. In his book 

about Phenomenology and landscape, Christopher Tilley (2008), explained in 

the chapter ‘Body and Image; A Phenomenological Perspective’ how 



  141 

empiricists such as Locke distinguished between primary and secondary 

aspects of perception. The primary aspects were visual, mathematical, 

measured; and so point, line and ration became important for the artist. 

Subjective aspects of perception (such as colour, sound, smell, touch and 

taste) were therefore secondary. 

 
But to Cezanne’s ‘innocent’ … eye, colour was absolutely 
fundamental to both the world he tried to paint and visual sensation 
… Cezanne did not want to separate thought from feeling, the 
apparent stability of things seen from the shifting manner in which 
they appear (Tilley, 2008, p.24). 

 

Cezanne realised that lines measured and ‘objectified’ and that: 

 
The contour of an object bounded by a line has nothing to do with 
the visible world (or with) our experience of the world … lines do not 
bound mountains … The outline should be the result of colours if the 
world is to be given its true identity (CD: 65). This is precisely why 
Cezanne paid so much attention to colour: the colours on the palette, 
a material medium, could be articulated to provide an echo of the 
world. Cezanne's concern with colour was far more than a concern 
with the visual. He was also trying to portray the depth, smoothness, 
softness, and hardness of objects and even claimed that one could 
see their odour (CD: 65). He wanted to capture the manner in which 
the world emerged through colour. In his landscape paintings he was 
as much interested in their geological foundations and the manner in 
which they emerged on the surface. The landscape ‘thinks itself in 
me’ … and ‘I am its consciousness’, he would say (CD: 67) … 
Cezanne fuses himself with nature to reconstruct a view of the world 
from a lived perspective, a pre-scientific perception of the visible, 
which is neither a mimetic duplication of the form in which that world 
exists (what he sees) nor solely the product of his subjective 
imaginative expression (what he thinks). These are all fundamental 
aspects of a phenomenological approach to visual imagery (Tilley, 
2008, p.24). 

 

It is especially fascinating to me that Christopher Tilley is not an art historian, 

but Professor of Anthropology and Archaeology at University College, 

London. He is known, along with Ian Hodder and Michael Shanks, as one of 

the pioneers of the post-processional movement in archaeology. He has also 

authored prominent books on the application of Phenomenonology to 

archaeology. His view is that we learn more from placing ourselves within the 

landscape and paying attention to our ‘experience’ of it first, if we want to 
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discover something of the life that our ancestors lived in the distant past – 

how they occupied the land, walked it, lived through it, etc, rather than looking 

at a discrete set of found artefacts (previously buried in the ground, say), and 

hope that a disembodied exploration of these objects will tell us much about 

the past or its culture. We must look for – sense – the link between 

experience and artefact to fully understand the signs present within the 

landscape. 

 

 
 
        Figure 5c.1  Cezanne, Montagne Sainte-Victoire Seen from Les Lauves, 1904-06, 

  oil on canvas, 60 x 72 cms 

 

Tilley was obviously aware that Cezanne had spent a great deal of time 

walking through the countryside around Mt. Sainte-Victoire – this was his 

‘homeland’ and he felt an extraordinary closeness to it (Fig. 5c.1). But 

Cezanne did not just see the landscape from the point of view of a tourist, 

seeking out ‘ideal views’ – he was fascinated by the geological and 

archaeological history of this area. Much of this fascination (and resulting 

knowledge) came about through his lifelong friendship with Marion. In his 

childhood, Cezanne, Marion and Zola had wandered through the local 

landscape around Mt. Sainte-Victoire, exploring its fauna, flora and geology. 
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Marion was also interested in art and went on painting expeditions at the foot 

of Mt. Sainte-Victoire alongside Cezanne in the 1860s. Marion later became a 

distinguished Professor of zoology and palaeontology at the University of 

Marseille, subsequently being promoted to the post of director of Marseille’s 

Museum of Natural History. As Nina Maria Athanossoglou-Kallmyer explains 

in her book Cezanne and Provence, the Painter and his Culture (2003, 

pp.157-8): 

 

 
Figure 5c.2  Cezanne, Montagne Sainte-Victoire Seen from Les Lauves 1902 – 04, oil on 

canvas, 70 x 90cms 

 
Before the century was over, he (Marion) had risen to international 
fame, earning the respect of scientific luminaries world-wide, 
including Charles Darwin, whose controversial evolutionist theories 
Marion embraced early on … Marion’s geological interest … was 
centred in his native Provence. The region was especially rich in 
prehistoric holdings, human settlements … and burials marked by 
dolmens and menhirs … Marion devoted his life to the study of the 
Provencal soil, which he described as unique, an all-inclusive, self-
contained microcosm that comprised all varieties of stone, flora, and 
fauna. 

 

Of the three friends, Zola, of course, moved to Paris and rejected his roots. 

Cezanne and Marion, however, felt tied to Provence and lived there – staying 

in touch throughout their lives. I believe that this intimate knowledge and 
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understanding of the geological history, flora and fauna of the region around 

Mount-Victoire was key to the visual language Cezanne developed – and key 

to the phenomenological approach he took when painting this landscape. In 

this approach he hoped to collapse a visceral sense of the landscape 

(sounds, smells, etc), a sense of personal belonging along with a sense of the 

geological and biological history of the region. I have always thought that in 

Cezanne’s application of coloured marks you could ‘feel’ the artist walking 

‘through’ the landscape (Fig. 5c.2), and, in his use of sensual colour, it is 

possible to begin to smell the heat and particular odours of the landscape. 

Colour is the key. 

 

The fundamental role of colour in phenomenological perception is further 

underlined in a passage from Colour Codes by Charles A. Riley II (1995), who 

also looks at the use of colour in Cezanne’s work and the importance this use 

of colour has for Merleau-Ponty when discussing Cezanne in relation to 

Phenomenology. I have always admired the quality of space in Cezanne’s 

work – the way the work seems to breathe, to come alive, and, as such, to 

draw us into it. Riley suggests that Cezanne arrives at this experience (I won’t 

say effect, because it is so much more than that) through the concerted use of 

colour contrasts and the harmony that results from the successful use of such 

colour contrasts – establishing colour ‘relations’ which are analogous to the 

experience found in nature. This is not a mimetic copy – another term for this 

effect of colour contrasts is ‘atmospheric’. Cezanne says that: “Atmosphere 

forms the immutable ground upon whose screen all the oppositions of colour 

and all the accidents of light are decomposed” (quoted in Riley, 1995 p.112). 

Riley suggests (1995, p.112) that:  

 
From an initial enquiry into the relations among colours, as given in 
nature and in the work, through detours into the contrasts among 
abstract and real colours, to final harmony of the completed work, it 
is clear that the process is colour-centred. 

 

I would like to conclude this contextual overview by quoting a passage from 

‘The Dimension of Colour’ by Véronique Foti in The Merleau-Ponty Aesthetics 

Reader, Galen A. Johnson (1993). It ties in the question surrounding the 
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relationship between art and science I touched on in the preceding chapter, 

and it also gets closer, I suspect, to an understanding of what Merleau-Ponty 

and Cezanne felt about colour than anything I have so far referred to: 

 
The importance of Cezanne’s paintings for Merleau-Ponty’s 
researches into the phenomenology of vision reflects in part the fact 
that, as Merleau-Ponty puts it, “Cezanne did not think he had to 
chose between feeling and thought, between order and chaos,” but 
strove rather “to put intelligence, ideas, science … and tradition back 
in touch with the world of nature which they must comprehend”. 
Cezanne, during his painterly career, moved increasingly toward 
letting colour function as what (with reference to depth or 
voluminosity) Merleau-Ponty calls a first dimension, showing that 
“the world is a mass without gaps, a system of colours across which 
the receding perspectives, angles and curves are inscribed liked 
lines of force; the spatial structure vibrates as it is formed” (SNS, 15; 
CD, 65). Writing to Emile Bernard in 1905, the year before his death, 
Cezanne observed that, in his old age, “the sensations of colour, 
which give light” prevented him from filling his canvas and from 
continuing the delimitation of objects when their points of contact are 
fine and delicate, “thus leaving his paintings in irremediable 
incompletion” (Johnson, 1993, p.307). 

 

Cezanne talks about sensation and atmosphere; Merleau-Ponty talks about 

vibration and space. Somewhere between these words (or perhaps in the 

echo of these words), I intuit, lies the sense of what they both mean when 

they talk about the role of colour and space in painting (and in life). However, 

as yet, I don’t ‘feel’ as though I have fully grasped what this ‘sense’ is. In the 

next chapter and its accompanying contextual overview I do finally, I believe, 

begin to understand what they meant when I look further at the work of 

Bridget Riley and consider, again, just what Merleau-Ponty was referring to 

when, describing our embodied interaction with the environment, he talks 

about the ‘flesh of the world’. 
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Chapter Six: Phenomenology and Abstract Painting 
 

Introduction 
 

So far, in this series of chapters, I have left my original chapters, written over 

a period of years, largely untouched and brought them up to date through my 

contextual reviews that follow each chapter – in order to highlight the 

methodological development that has taken place over time. However, this is 

the first chapter that I have substantially re-written. It was submitted in 2007, 

and in its initial form was a little disjointed. It consisted of three separate parts 

that were not well linked (a section that looked at Merleau-Ponty’s response to 

abstract art; a section that jumped straight into an account of a number of 

walks I had undertaken (meant to convey a sense of Phenomenology in 

action), and a section on mapping (meant to explore one way of visualising 

Phenomenology though a system of abstract signs). This  was followed by a 

shorter chapter specifically on walking – looking briefly at the philosophy and 

history of walking as an embodied activity. What I have done now is to 

combine these four ‘parts’ into chapters six and seven. It is worth looking 

initially at why these chapters were disjointed, because, in terms of the 

methodology I have used (the bricolage approach), I think it is quite 

instructive. 

 

At the time I wrote this original chapter, I had, I believe, reached a point at 

which my researches were starting to gain real momentum – my thoughts had 

begun to centre on the philosophy of Phenomenology and the activity of 

walking. However, at this stage, I was still ‘groping in the dark’ – I had a sense 

of where these lines of enquiry were leading, but not yet a clear picture of the 

issues involved and the way forward. Hence, my writing became, on the one 

hand, a little more disjointed, but, on the other hand and in retrospect, the 

form that my researches would finally take were beginning to move into 

sharper focus, and this was reflected in the type of issues I was now dealing 

with. However, in spite of my reworking of these chapters, I have still tried to 

keep largely to the content and direction they took three years ago, and the 

changes I have made only help to provide a greater sense of structure for the 
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reader to follow. Also, any additions I have made use material I researched at 

the time, so I believe I have largely maintained the integrity of my approach. 

As with previous chapters, I reserve critical commentary on the writing to the 

contextual overview. 

 

Phenomenology and abstract painting  
 

I ended chapter five by asking the question, 

  
Why does Merleau-Ponty limit his discussion (about painting) to 
classical and early modern painting, with an emphasis on the latter? 
His exclusion of abstract painting from discussion is striking, given 
that by 1960, Abstract Expressionism was commanding international 
attention and that Abstract Expressionism was well represented in 
France … what are the specific challenges that contemporary 
abstract painting poses to a philosophical analysis of vision as 
sensitively attuned to painting as Merleau-Ponty’s? (Foti, 1996, 
p.169). 

 

I want to begin this chapter by exploring this question in greater depth.  

 

In ‘The Evidence of Paintings: Merleau-Ponty and Contemporary Abstraction’, 

Veronique Foti (1996) herself suggests three possible reasons why Merleau-

Ponty excluded abstract painting from his philosophical discussions: 

 

1. He died young. Foti suggests that, had he lived longer, the direction in 

which his work was moving would inevitably have led him to constructively 

discuss abstract art within the context of Phenomenology. This is an argument 

which is, of course, impossible to prove or disprove. 

 

2. Foti points to the historical context within which Merleau-Ponty formulated 

his thinking, suggesting that he was, perhaps, influenced by the way that 

abstract painting was received in the late 1950s and early 1960s: “while 

abstract painting was a force in the Paris Art scene, prejudices against it were 

widespread” (Foti, 1996, p.164). Again, this is supposition and doesn’t, 

perhaps, do justice to Merleau-Ponty’s broad vision. 
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3. Foti (1996, p.164) suggests that Merleau-Ponty “rejects abstract painting 

for its unwillingness to function as a science of origins”, and she goes on to 

explain that “Cezanne remains the painter whose endeavour, as Merleau-

Ponty understands it, corresponds most closely to his own”. 

 
It is with nature as our base that we construct our sciences. Cezanne 
wanted to paint this primordial world … he wanted to put intelligence, 
ideas, sciences, perspective, and tradition back in touch with the 
world of nature which they must comprehend … to confront the 
sciences with the nature “from which they came CD, p. 14”’ (Foti, 
1996, p.164).  

 

It is this third point that I want to explore further. Foti (1996, p.165) is 

surprised that “in his discussions about painting, he (Merleau-Ponty) 

downplays the importance of feeling” – but, I suggest, it is precisely for this 

reason that we need to look carefully at what Merleau-Ponty has to say about 

abstract art, and not assume that, had he lived longer, his thinking would 

inevitably lead him to embrace abstract painting. 

 

What does Foti mean by ‘feeling’ – and what does Merleau-Ponty mean? I 

suggest that Foti has in mind the (rather care-worn) view of abstract 

expression as an existentialist theatre for the freedom of expression. Merleau-

Ponty, on the other hand, I think, distrusts this cult of the personality – he is 

interested in finding a way of objectively grounding our intuitive perception of 

the world. There is a big difference between the inward looking approach to 

personal expression that much abstract expressionism promoted and 

Merleau-Ponty’s desire to establish a more objective way of analysing our 

response to the world. 

 

I would, therefore, suggest that Merleau-Ponty had good reason to be 

suspicious of abstract art as he experienced it – and that it would help to view 

this suspicion constructively. That is not to say that I, therefore, rule out the 

value of abstract art, and large parts of this thesis are an attempt to explore 

how the language of abstract art might, when combined or synthesised with 

words, go some way to developing Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenological 

ambition for painting. 



  149 

As discussed in chapter five, neither of the two artists Merleau-Ponty 

examines in most depth (Cezanne and Klee) was a completely abstract artist, 

although both are linked, critically, with abstraction. Their whole output 

appears as a phenomenological and philosophical exploration of the natural 

world. Klee, for instance, strives to build a type of science (at times it feels like 

alchemy) around his personal reflections and observations of the natural 

world – and indeed it has been suggested that Merleau-Ponty took the title of 

his most important essay about Visual Art (Eye and Mind) from the first of 

Paul Klee’s note books (The Thinking Eye).  

 

 
                                     Figure 6.1  Paul Klee, Southern (Tunisian) Gardens,  

          Watercolour, 1919, 9.5” x 7.5” 

 

Klee linked colour and text and/or sign in a way that often referred to the 

natural world as a kind of phenomenological map, and in the rest of this 

chapter I want, therefore, to look at the map as an ideal re-presentation of the 

world from a phenomenological perspective (Fig. 6.1 and 6.2), rather than 

from a scientific, objective stance – to consider how mapping might be an 

effective way of bringing together the abstract with the intuitive. If Merleau-

Ponty was suspicious of the illustratively expressive art of the abstract 

expressionists, he was clearly much more at home with the illusive signs and 
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symbols used by Klee to allude to a response to the world that was at one and 

the same time intuitive and cognitive. Such an approach found its centre in 

Klee’s interest in maps, and it is worth looking again, and in more depth, at 

the quotation from K. Porter Aichele in Paul Klee’s Pictorial Writing (2002, 

p.89) that I highlighted in chapter three:  

 
Examples of his [Klee’s] work dating from 1892 to 1930 document 
[his] sustained interest in cartography and support the premise that 
he learned from maps how to wean himself from the conventions of 
three-dimensional illusionism. Maps provided him with models of 
visual images that give specific – albeit selected and abstracted – 
information about visible reality. A map is descriptive to the extent 
that it depicts exacting optical information about the physical world. 
Because of the requirements of cartographic projection and scale, a 
map is also an abstraction that deploys visual and linguistic symbols 
to distinguish places and articulate their spatial relationships. By 
adapting these features of maps, Klee could construct a pictorial field 
onto which he recorded non-mimetic symbols, including words and 
letters, and recognisable landscape motifs encoded with a 
multiplicity of thematic and symbolic content. In doing so, he 
generated a dynamic tension between symbolic and iconic 
representation of place. 

 

 
             Figure 6.2  Paul Klee, Resonance of the Southern Flora, 1927 

 

I have, myself, always been interested in maps and I see my own work as a 

form of abstract mapping. When I title a work Upper Coquetdale to Border 

Ridge (Fig. 6.3 and 6.3a), I use the names of flora and fauna to ‘map’ my 

journey. Some plants will only be found in the valleys whilst others will be 

specific to the upland moors. Similarly, some birds are an indicative species of 
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river valleys whilst others inhabit exclusively the high crags of upland hills; my 

choice of names of flora and fauna is therefore deliberate and specific – it 

‘charts’ my walk. 

 

 
Figure 6.3  Upper Coquetdale to Border Ridge, Unison pastel on paper, 2m x 30cms, 2004 
  

 
    Figure 6.3a 

 

So, finally, in this section, I want to consider the possible use of mapping as a 

visual tool. My reading here focused especially around Earth-Mapping, a book 

by Edward Casey (2005). In part two of the book, he describes two distinct 

approaches to mapping. The first he calls Cartographic – an approach which 

“purports to be objective. In order to obtain objectivity, such mapping takes a 

detached view from a determinate position” (Casey, 2005, p.170) – usually 

from above. He then goes on to describe how: 

 
Absorptive mapping, in contrast, is mapping that is done from the 
lived bodies’ standpoint, which is to say, from its concrete 
experience of existing and moving on the earth, being extended in 
traction there, tracing out its trajectory (p.170). 
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Engagement is what matters, rather than detachment. Casey (p.171) goes on 

to explain that ‘the distinction between Cartographic and Absorptive mapping 

is not so much literal as projective, by which I mean that these two generic 

forms of mapping act as poles between which other kinds of mapping fall”. 

 

 
 

                Figure 6.4  Helen Frankenthaler, Mountains and Sea, 1952, oil on canvas, 86” x 117” 
 

An example of absorptive mapping might be the abstract painting Mountains 

and Sea (Fig. 6.4) by Helen Frankenthaler (1952). Frankenthaler talked about 

the process that went into making this painting in an interview for Art Forum in 

1965 with Henry Geldzhaler, when she said:  

 
In 1952 on a trip to Nova Scotia I did landscapes with folding easel 
equipment. I came back and did the ‘Mountains and Sea’ painting 
and I know the landscapes were in my arms (Rowley, 2007, p.46, 
emphasis added). 

 

In her book Helen Frankenthaler, Rowley (2008) uses this quote to explore 

Frankenthaler’s paintings within the context of Merleau-Ponty’s 

Phenomenology in two chapters (‘A Spatial Feeling Connected with 

Landscapes’, pp.45 – 69, and ‘Something New in Terms of Nature’ pp.60 – 

85). 

 

Another set of examples (which perhaps lie somewhere between Casey’s two 

poles of Absorptive and Cartographic mapping) are included in a book Place 
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to Place, edited by Sue Clifford and Angela King (1996) and published by 

Common Ground. On the cover is a beautiful map by Simon Lewty, painted in 

1986, of Old Milverton (Fig. 6.5). Lewty explains the genesis of this map as 

follows (Clifford & King, 1996, pp.71-6): 

 

 
 

             Figure 6.5   Simon Lewty, Parish Map, Old Milverton, (detail), 1986 
 

There was a tarred road at its beginning and another at its end. In 
between a track ran across open fields, a footpath linking the 
outskirts of Royal Leamington Spa with the tiny village of Old 
Milverton. This was the place I chose when I was invited by Common 
Ground to contribute to the exhibition Knowing Your Place in 1986. 
 
I had known this path since childhood, when much more of the 
surrounding area was farmland. I must have walked along it 
hundreds of times. A walk, whatever the age of the walker, may take 
in not only landmarks such as trees, hedges, gates, ponds and so 
on, but also the people and animals we meet, the birds, flowers and 
stones we see, the changes in light, weather and season. It also 
includes the history of the land on which we walk, whether we are 
aware of it or not – that a hedge, for instance, might be (as mine 
was) part of an ancient parish boundary. It means the footprints we 
leave behind us, and the thoughts we think as we go. The same walk 
can mean something different each time it is made, so that familiarity 
may not lead to contempt, but to renewed astonishment, as the 
known yields up the unknown. 
 
I did not set out to make a topographical image of the area, but to 
fuse together both inner and outer experiences of the landscape. 
Drawing and writing became rather like walking, and walking 
became both discovery and recollection, as the sights and sounds 
and smells of the place touched off points of memory and  
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association. The walk took on a shape in space and time and the 
images of my map followed this shape, as they developed on the 
paper. 

 

In this chapter, I have examined the puzzle that Merleau-Ponty presents: that 

is, he seems not to be interested in abstract art, when much of his anti-

Cartesian, embodied philosophy might suggest that this was the one art form 

he might be supportive of. I have concluded that Merleau-Ponty had good 

reason to be suspicious of the work of artists such as the Abstract 

Expressionists, and I have suggested that he sought a coming together of the 

objective and the personal, the intuitive and cognitive. This coming together 

might be promoted by the linking of image and text. I also explored two 

approaches to mapping – Cartographic and Absorptive – and suggested that 

mapping may also be another way to link intuition with cognition, through 

exploring a sense of place. I would conclude by suggesting that, like Lewty, 

my own visualisation of this area of interest (mapping) would lie somewhere 

between the Absorptive and the Cartographic – and it is this territory that I 

explore further in chapter nine when I look in more detail at the relationship of 

Phenomenology to the study of science and natural history. I also look in 

more depth at the concept of memory (which Lewty discusses) and how it 

relates to a phenomenological view of the world in chapter ten, when I explore 

links between text, technology, ethics, memory and image. 
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Contextual Overview, Chapter Six 
 

The first part of chapter six is an attempt to deal with a paradox with which I 

was ‘grappling’ at the time of writing it. I had come to the conclusion (for 

reasons already outlined elsewhere) that Phenomenology was the philosophy 

that most closely defined the areas of interest I was exploring, and that 

Merleau-Ponty was the philosopher who most closely gave voice to the ideas 

I was concerned with. However (and it was a big however for me), Merleau-

Ponty had written very little about abstract art. He had written some of the 

most intelligent critiques of Cezanne I had come across, and had written 

eloquently and concisely about Paul Klee, too. But, about post- Second World 

War abstract art, almost nothing. And yet, much of what I read of his own 

work resonated with my own thoughts – and as I read him I kept thinking: ‘he 

is talking about abstract art here – he has to be’. 

 

When I came across the book, Difference, Materiality, Painting, edited by 

Veronique Foti (1996), I had hoped that some of my questions might be 

answered. However, as can be seen in chapter six, whilst it helped in some 

respects, and some of my thinking moved forward, I do not think that my 

argument, as a whole, is convincing. My research suggested that not all of 

Foti’s proposals regarding Merleau-Ponty’s relationship to abstract painting 

hold water. I understood, I think, that complete abstraction (without reference 

to reality) was itself a Cartesian way of looking at the world, reinforcing - albeit 

in a different way to tromp l’oiel, perspectival painting - a kind of dualism in 

mind and body. Here, I move on to consider the ability of words, when 

combined with abstract images, to cut through this dualism and to bring the 

real world back into focus. I still think that this line of reasoning is correct; 

however, I now realise that there is so much more to Merleau-Ponty’s reading 

of painting, and his thoughts (obliquely realised) on abstraction. 

 

The first, and perhaps most obvious thing is the very materiality of the 

medium itself (paint, collage, pastel, etc) – which is something I touched upon 

in chapter five. Our sensual experience of the world finds a parallel in the 
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sensuality of the medium used by the artist: its physicality. Indeed, I wondered 

if this is what Merleau-Ponty meant when he talked about the ‘Flesh of the 

World’ – a phrase that is clearly key to understanding his approach to 

perception, but which I struggled with. I often thought of my medium as 

something I could squeeze or mould – I certainly had a physical relationship 

with it. Was this the Flesh of the World? I read a passage in Frances Colpitt’s 

edited collection of essays entitled Abstract Art in the Late 20th Century 

(2002, p.166) that seemed to suggest that I might be heading in the right 

direction: 

 
The distinction of the arts based on a distinction of the senses was 
derived from Hegel … and articulated by Greenberg’s insistence on 
flatness as the essence of painting. Such a distinction is an obstacle 
to the experience of works of art “addressed to an integral 
consciousness as an act of meaning,” but an obstacle that is 
overcome by acknowledging the synthetic nature of perception. 
Analysed through categorisation and opposition, historical abstract 
painting was finally reduced to pure opticality. The philosophical shift 
reflected in the writings of Merleau-Ponty mirrors the shift in abstract 
painting from its historical phase to its more recent one, in which 
abstraction is recognised as tactile, synthetic, and embodied in its 
appeal to the viewer. 

 

Is this what Merleau-Ponty means when he talks about ‘Flesh’ – a physical 

appropriation of the world? I think that there may be something in this, but it 

does not explain why he never spoke about artists such as Jackson Pollock, 

Hans Hofmann or De Kooning, all of whom not only used paint in a very 

physical way, but also drew using their whole bodies – indeed their work 

became an extension of their bodies. Perhaps this is what is meant by ‘the 

Flesh of the World’? Well, I hold to my discussion, outlined in Chapter 6, in 

which I suggest why Merleau-Ponty might not have been sympathetic to the 

work of the abstract expressionists. So, where else to go with this question? I 

looked especially at the work of artists such as Bridget Riley (for whom the 

physical quality of the paint used seemed largely irrelevant), or Howard 

Hodgkin (and again Cezanne), where the physicality of the paint might be 

important, but doesn’t feel like the deep, resonant reason why these pictures 

were made – but instead more of an important sub strand. 
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So I went back to Cezanne, Hodgkin and Riley and looked again at what they 

(and critics writing about them) had to say about their work. I realised, firstly, 

that none of these artists saw their work as abstract at all. For instance, 

Alberto Fiz, writing in the catalogue to Howard Hodgkin’s 2001 exhibition in 

the Piccoli Dipinti Gallery, Italy, says that: 

 
The secret of Hodgkin’s paintings is … his capacity to surprise 
through the projection of a body which, notwithstanding a strong 
element of emotions, finds its rightful place in the physical sphere.  
It is the presence/absence of reality that characterises this English 
artist’s research. What counts is to go beyond the outer appearance 
of things and to come into direct contact with the inner core within 
the framework of research where painting rediscovers its primary 
and indefinable essence without ever bordering on artifice. 
Black and green, yellow and red, red and black, blue and orange, all 
take form and release their own energy selecting the most intimate 
secrets of creation. 
 
If pop-art is about exteriority, Hodgkin’s primary objective is to 
research the sentiment of space in all its complexity. “Vision is not 
about the metamorphosis of things within their vision, nor is it about 
the dualistic belonging of things to a larger world or to a smaller, 
private world. It is a thought that rigorously deciphers the signs of the 
body,” wrote Maurice Merleau-Ponty (Eye and Mind) with an 
affirmation that exactly describes Hodgkin’s work. 
 
Vision therefore is at the heart of things without ever denying a direct 
relationship with nature. Hodgkin, like his mentors, Vuillard, Cezanne 
or Matisse, is convinced the abstract contains representation in its 
core, firmly refusing the line of the minimalist abstraction (Fiz, 2001, 
p.49, emphases added). 

 

I have highlighted three elements of Fiz’s text. The last says specifically that 

the abstract contains representation – that Hodgkin does not see his work as 

abstract; rather he is trying to make a picture more real, more akin to our 

actual perceptual experience. And how does he do this? Well, the second line 

I have highlighted refers specifically to the key role that colour plays in the 

phenomenological interpretation of Hodgkin’s work. This supports my 

contention, put forward in chapter five, that the independent role of colour is 

important: that it provides an expressive link between the real world and our 

complex re-interpretation of our experience of the world, but not in an 

illustrative way. However, there is still one more element here that Fiz 
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highlights and that I have picked out – Hodgkin’s primary objective is to 

research the sentiment of space in all its complexity (Fig. 6c.1). Space is, it 

turns out, fundamental to a phenomenological reading of the world and also to 

a re-presentation through painting of that experience. But what kind of space 

is Fiz talking about here, and how does the idea of space tie in with the idea 

of Flesh? 

 

 
Figure 6c.1  Howard Hodgkin, North Sea, 2000, Oil on Wood, 33.6 x 38.6cm 

 

I have talked at some length about this in the contextual overview to chapter 

five, but it is worth reviewing this discussion in light of the content of chapter 

six. I had always thought of space in painting as being created either through 

the use of perspective (when using line) or receding colour or, as in the work 

of the abstract expressionists, the relationship of figure to ground through the 

theory of push and pull (which relied, it is true, on a more abstract, emotional 

use of colour). However, I began to realise that the space referred to by 

Merleau-Ponty was actually so much more than this. It was the space that we 

are a part of – it was atmosphere and light – but it was also us. We are in that 

space, not outside it. We are at one with it. Now, colour can represent this 

space, but it has nothing to do with creating a sense of objective distance or a 

sense of one colour being in front of another. It is about our embodied, 
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enfolded experience of space. I think that this is what Merleau-Ponty means 

when he talks of the Flesh of the World – it is both corporeal and also 

atmospheric. It is why, for instance, my experience which I highlight in chapter 

seven – of cresting the ridge on the ‘Buchaille’ and feeling at one with the 

world – exactly expresses this idea of Flesh. It is my experience of feeling 

intertwined with the environment. 

 

 
        

       Figure 6c.2  Bridget Riley, Samarra, oil on linen, 203.5 x 173 cm 

 

Bridget Riley (Fig. 6c.2) expresses this very well when she says, in 

conversation with Alex Farqharson, that she has always been interested in the 

sensation of depth, and that, “in perception, depth is the primary spatial 

dimension, as Merleau-Ponty saw” (Farquharson, 1995, no page number). 

She goes on to explain that pictorial space has nothing to do with flatness in 

painting, “which is a geometric concept” or perspectival illusion, rather, it is: 
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deep in the sense that there is nothing behind it, as it were, no 
ultimate base or distance to which it relates. It is made up of … 
contrasts which colours adopt on the canvas. I began to explore this 
kind of depth in the colour stripes of paintings like Winter Palace and 
Parasol. At first it was very shallow, the advances and retreats of the 
colours in their various relationships were rather slight, but as I went 
on and eventually broke the vertical structure it became more and 
more possible to open up and articulate depths in painting, to make 
an airy, shifting space in it (Farquharson, 1995, no page number). 

 

This quote needs looking at very carefully. At first glance it would seem simply 

to suggest that space is being articulated in the way that Hofmann might have 

suggested; that colours appear either in front of, or behind, each other in a 

kind of theatrical space which is still illusionistic, though not necessarily 

perspectival. However, this is not the experience one gets when looking at 

these paintings (which I have hung in an exhibition myself). But then she goes 

on to talk about creating airy and shifting spaces – and this is the crux of what 

she is getting at, I think. We do not sit outside this space intellectually, we are 

a part of it. Farquharson picks up on this when he asks Riley: “What does this 

space consist of? It looks as though it’s made up out of colours – but at the 

same time the planes of colour seem to exist in it … I can’t quite sort this out”. 

And Riley replies: 

 
That’s the point – colour does both; it’s the planes and also the 
space which envelops them. In working out this relationship I’m not 
unlike a composer who occupies your ear with sounds and rhythms 
which hold your attention, and in listening to this structure, you hear 
something more, something between and around the notes – and 
this is in fact the content of the piece. The colours in my paintings 
should engage the eye, give you something to look at, and in time, 
through ordered looking – with having seen some things first and 
others, more slowly, later – you may become involved in an 
experience that is not just visual. The paintings offer, each through 
its different character, a space which invites and accommodates a 
certain group of sensations – and it is there that the content comes 
through (Farquharson, 1995, no page number). 

 

It is this sense of something existing between and around the notes – a sense 

of space, of atmosphere, of being within space – a space that breathes, that 

vibrates – that I want my work to capture. This is the intuitive,  
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phenomenological ‘rightness’ that I am after in the balance of colours, words 

and images. In the final section of chapter six, I go on to talk about looking at 

the ‘map as an ideal re-presentation of the world from a phenomenological 

perspective, rather than from a scientific, objective stance – to consider how 

mapping might be an effective way of bringing together the abstract with the 

intuitive’. 

 

In doing so, I develop the arguments around language and semiotics that I 

pursued in chapter four, suggesting that: ‘If Merleau-Ponty was suspicious of 

the illustratively expressive art of the abstract expressionists, he was clearly 

much more at home with the illusive signs and symbols used by Klee (which 

centred on Klee’s lifelong interest in maps) to allude to a response to the 

world that was at one and the same time intuitive and cognitive’. 

 

I then go on to explore what Casey calls the two poles of mapping. The first 

he calls Cartographic mapping – an approach which purports to be objective. 

The second he calls Absorptive mapping, which, in contrast, is mapping that 

is done from the lived bodies’ standpoint, which is to say, from its concrete 

experience of existing and moving on the earth. I then locate my own work as 

lying somewhere in between these two poles – leaning slightly more to the 

absorptive, I guess. 

 

I think that this discussion was (and remains) useful – but, in retrospect, I 

believe that it rather misses the point. And that is that the key thing about 

mapping is the way that it negotiates space – everything else is secondary 

(important and relevant, but secondary). The most important point I make in 

the second half of chapter six is made in passing – when I refer to the piece of 

work of mine called Coquet Valley to Border Ridge. I said that ‘when I title a 

work Coquet Valley to Border Ridge, I use the names of flora and fauna to 

‘map’ my journey. Some plants will only be found in the valleys whilst others 

will be specific to the upland moors. Similarly, some birds are an indicative 

species of river valleys whilst others inhabit exclusively the high crags of 

upland hills’. What is important here is the space that this mapping charts. 
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Similarly, when I quote Helen Frankenthaler as saying about the painting 

Mountains and Sea, ‘I know the landscapes were in my arms’, she is, I think, 

referring to a similar experience to one I had when I crested the ridge rising to 

the top of the Buchaille – a sense of being at one with the world; with the 

‘flesh of the world’. 

 

In the next chapter, I look at how we move through space – by walking – and 

consider this as a creative, phenomenological activity. 
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Chapter Seven: Walking 

 

So far in this thesis I have looked at theories of environmental philosophy, 

which led to me explore the philosophy of Phenomenology. I have explored 

the reasons why we make intuitive decisions about the aesthetics of picture-

making – and again, this led me in the direction of Phenomenology. I have 

delved into the science and emotional experience of colour – and this, too, led 

me in a roundabout way to the philosophy of Phenomenology. I have also, 

when looking at ideas surrounding the science of Phenomenology, begun to 

realise that, through ideas of place, locality and, most importantly, motion, we 

form a sense of embodiment with/in the world. 

 

I now begin to realise that central to all this exploration is the idea of (in fact, 

not the idea but the very real activity of) the walk. I have touched on this very 

briefly in chapter 5, but I now want to look at this in more depth. It is a simple 

enough proposal – we are ‘in’ the world and not separate from it; we move 

through it, not as a disembodied, isolated body (in a kind of cocoon as though 

viewing the world in a discreet, objective way), but as a sensual body, at one 

with the space we move through, experiencing the world through all our 

senses – and it is movement which activates the senses and creates such an 

embodied experience. 

 

This dawned on me partly through my researches for the PhD but also, and 

most forcefully, when I gave a Q and A presentation about my work during the 

course of the exhibition at Red Box in 2004 in Newcastle. At one point during 

the evening, someone asked me how I wanted other people to experience my 

work – and what experiences I was wanting to portray. The best explanation I 

could think of at that particular moment was the memory of a walk I had 

recently completed in Glen Coe up Buachaille Etive Mhor (known fondly as 

the Buachaille). I related not just the physicality of the walk, but also the sheer 

exhilaration upon reaching the top – I felt (and this a view commonly 

expressed by climbers and walkers, I know) completely at one with my 

environment. I was nervous about reciting such an experience, because I felt 

it might be seen to be a rather whimsical, romantic and escapist exploration of 
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our relationship to the world – nonetheless it was true (for me), and so I went 

ahead and talked through my walk and, most importantly, the emotions and 

sensual experiences I encountered on the walk. I was very surprised to find 

that many in my audience enjoyed this account and did not (as far as I could 

establish) think it either whimsical or escapist. Indeed, it seemed to strike a 

chord. 

 

I later came across a fascinating account of how the memory of just such 

mountain walks helped the writer and climber W. H. Murray survive the 

prisoner of war camps in the Second World War – showing that such thoughts 

as those I expressed above are far from whimsical and shallow. In The Wild 

Places, Robert McFarlane (2007, pp.72-3) wrote that: 

 
During the years of his confinement (in Bohemia), Murray’s health 
deteriorated. Towards the end of the war, Red Cross parcels were 
prevented reaching the camps. The inmates of Murray’s camp had to 
survive on rations of black bread and minimum rations of potatoes 
and turnips … Tuberculosis was rife. “I am literally a skeleton,” wrote 
Murray in a sad letter to a friend. His fingernails became corrugated 
through vitamin deficiency. His hair had thinned. He could not walk 
ten yards without stopping to rest, could not walk at all without 
dizziness. He assumed that, even if he were to survive the war, he 
would never again be able to climb mountains. 
 
Weak from lack of food, he became imaginatively uninhibited. “I 
shed”, he remembered “any reticence about feeling for beauty”. 
When he closed his eyes, the mountains and glens sprang to mind, 
vivid in every detail. He dreamed of the violet dusk of moors, of the 
green water of the sea lochs in which he had once swam, and the 
beaten-gold sky of dusk seen from the Buiachaille’s top and then he 
wrote of these things (in his book Mountaineering in Scotland which 
he wrote secretly in Bohemia in the camp). During the last years of 
his confinement, he recalled, “I had not once thought of myself as 
imprisoned. I lived on mountains and had the freedom of them”. 
 
On May Day 1945, Murray’s prison camp was liberated by American 
troops. A month after his release, Murray returned to Rannoch Moor. 
Weak and emaciated in body, but exhilarated in spirit, he climbed the 
Buachaille again and on its summit he stayed, looking out over the 
moor, in the space of those wide skies. 

 

 



  165 

In this chapter, then, I want firstly to focus on the activity of walking, looking at 

how and why it might begin to ‘explain’ our phenomenological sense of being 

in the world. Husserl (1859 -1938), a philosopher who influenced Merleau-

Ponty and who explored the idea of Phenomenology, felt that the action of 

walking was a prime example of the point at which engagement with the world 

is activated at all levels (intuition, associations – cultural, personal and 

historical – embodiment, etc). In chapter 5, I suggested that: ‘our experience 

of a “landscape” when walking is visceral, real and not abstract; our ideas of 

place (and the significance of place) are tied into our direct involvement with 

the world, first and foremost. We experience a rich and multilayered sense of 

our environment directly through our body via our senses, initially, and then, 

afterwards, intellectually’. Husserl: 

 
singles out the experience of walking as illuminating the mystery of 
how I build up a coherent core-world out of the fragmentary 
appearances that, taken in isolated groupings, would be merely 
kaleidoscopic. The core-world contains both the near-sphere of 
familiar and accessible appearances and the far-sphere of unfamiliar 
and unknown things. The disparate appearances of both spheres are 
brought together in one unified spatiotemporal ‘ensemble’ every time 
I take up the simple basic action of walking (Casey, 1998, p.224). 

 

But, if walking is significant in understanding the philosophy of 

Phenomenology, there still remains the question: does this mean walking 

anywhere? Well, yes, of course it can (and the Dérive, as proposed by Guy 

Debord (Theory of the Dérive, Guy-Ernst Debord published in Internationale 

Situationniste # 2; 1958), is a classic example of how walking in the city can 

heighten our sense of freedom and sensual experience just as easily as it can 

suppress it). However, I want here to explore something which has so far 

remained implicit in my own work and accompanying text – that is, that the 

experience of walking I refer to is done outside the city, and it often involves 

walking up, or climbing, hills or mountains. I aim to show how this aspect of 

walking (which is often seen, I think, as escapism - as ‘walking away from’ 

something) does actually have a wider social relevance and is also an activity 
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 that serves to heighten our sensual experiences of the world in a way that 

walking in a city does not – re-awakening experiences we have lost touch 

with. 

 

There is a reasonably wide range of literature outlining the history of walking 

from both a social or political as well as a general and romantic perspective. 

In the next part of this chapter, I take a very brief look at this history. In doing 

so, I hope to show why it is important to focus on the activity of walking 

outside of the city – and why walking up hills is also relevant. 

 

Prior to the rise of the Romantic Movement in the 18th Century, walking was 

given scant recognition as an act of any value (other than being purely 

utilitarian), and mountains were regarded as hostile and ugly environments. 

Marjorie Hope Nicholson (1894-1981) writes, in Mountain Gloom and 

Mountain Glory (1997, p.2), that: 

 
A century and a half ago, mountains became ‘temples of Nature built 
by the almighty’ and ‘natural cathedrals, or natural alters … with their 
clouds resting upon them as the smoke of a continual sacrifice.’ A 
century and half earlier, however, they had been ‘Nature’s Shames 
and Ills’ and ‘Warts, Wens, Blisters, Imposthumes’ upon the 
otherwise fair face of nature. For hundreds of years most men who 
climbed mountains had climbed them fearfully, grimly, resenting the 
necessity, only on rare occasions suggesting the slightest aesthetic 
gratification. 

 

However, the interest shown in the natural world and in walking by Romantic 

writers such as Wordsworth and Coleridge during the period marked by 

Nicholson has recently been widely interpreted as nostalgic and naïve – a 

view of the world which suggests that the rural past was a better, purer and 

simpler place, rather than (what it often was in reality) a dangerous, feudal 

and tyrannical one. And yet, I think it is worth looking again at why the 

Romantics turned to the hills and why, for them, walking was fundamental to 

their experience of the world. As Robin Jarvis (1997) imaginatively outlines in 

his book Romantic Writing and Pedestrian Travel, “the apparently mundane  
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activity of walking took on a political hue during the final decades of the 18th 

Century. Walking became embodied as a form of radical politics: a symbolic 

gesture of egalitarianism” (Lewis, 2001, p.63). 

 

Anyone can walk; and (at this time) walking did not need any official and 

hierarchical ‘dress code’ to delineate oneself socially – walking was a great 

leveller. But more than this, says Neil Lewis (2001, p.64), in the chapter ‘The 

Climbing Body’ in Bodies of Nature: 

 
walking signifies the restlessness … the mobility, of the radical mind 
… walking had become a weapon of resistance. It physicalised or 
embodied a critique of society through body movement as a 
fundamental expression of agency … For walkers of the late 18th 
Century, peripatetic movement engendered independence and self-
determination. It embodied the free and radical mind. Walking was 
freedom (of movement) par excellence. 

 

And where, in the late 18th Century, did people want to walk? Well, it tended 

to be as far away from the industrialised cities of slums and poor working 

conditions as possible. They travelled to areas like the Peak District and the 

Lake District. However, there is considerable irony in the fact that it was the 

rise of the railway and related technology, which drove the Industrial 

Revolution (and gave rise to the slums), that also enabled people from the city 

to travel to the countryside in ever increasing numbers, to free themselves 

from the “impact modern life was having on the body”, a body that was being 

increasingly and physiologically “undermined, superseded and inscribed by 

technology” (Lewis, 2001, p.64). 

 

As early as 1903, Simmel, in his lecture ‘The Metropolis and Mental Life’,  

 
warns of a society of mass consumption detrimental to individual life, 
with the creation of false or artificial needs that serve to distance or 
alienate the individual from the actuality of existence. Simmel’s 
metropolis appears as some kind of alien environment where we 
sense and feel the continual bombardment of things, of objects that 
won’t leave us alone … our way of coping with this … is to distance 
ourselves from the world by assuming an ‘intellectual’ or cognitive 
sensibility … employed to safeguard subjective life in the metropolitan 
world (Lewis, 2001, p.66).  
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This is the world that gave rise to Munch’s Scream; it is a Cartesian world that 

privileges vision over our other senses. Indeed, in our modernist world of 

formal white architecture, we sound-proof ourselves from the noises of the 

world; we smooth over irregular surfaces so that our sense of touch is 

gradually diminished; we either desensitize our experience of smell or 

commodify it (with expensive perfumes, etc) – and all this in an attempt to 

block out the essential, individual experience of modernity. Our modernity of 

ever-increasing choice and possibilities may be nothing more than a 

masquerade of enslavement to commodity capitalism: “the individual has 

become a mere cog”, says Simmel (Lewis, 2001, p.66). Thus the body exists 

in a dualistic relationship to the world, desensitized and estranged.  

 

Lynne Belaief (1977, p.54) says that, “When Descartes lost the body, he also 

lost the world … underscoring the disembodied nature, the groundlessness of 

Cartesian-style thought. And, one might add, the ocular-centric and cognitivist 

dwelling of metropolitan life”. Lewis (2001, p.68) concludes that: 

 
Climbing (or indeed walking) can thus be seen to offer a validation of 
the body at a time when the first serious incursions of modern 
technology were being felt; the climbing (or walking) body thus 
developed in resistance to a burgeoning metropolitan body. 

 

In a later chapter, I explore the political implications of this idea of resistance 

from a phenomenological perspective – that through walking one can take an 

active and embodied political position. However, in this chapter, I want to 

continue exploring the sensual aspects of walking which create an ‘embodied 

state of awareness’. 

 

As a hill walker, I am very aware of being within space (much more so than I 

normally am within the city) – I am ‘spatially situated’. This also means that I 

am in touch with my environment; indeed, my immersion in the environment 

extends to my other senses, of smell, hearing, etc, which are all heightened 

and sharpened. One of the things about walking in the hills is that you often 

need to use a combination of these senses to move about – touch becomes 

important as I scramble over rock; smell or taste combine to give me a sense 
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of impending weather; sound allows me to pick up distances or particular 

features such as rivers, streams or waterfalls. Often, these senses are used 

intuitively and in combination as I make my way forward.  

 

Ray Mackenzie (2002, pp.85-6) illustrates this type of embodied experience 

when writing about his experiences of walking in the Cuillin on Skye. He 

focuses on the way that the exertion of walking in the hills stimulates our 

sense of well-being (exercise is one of the easiest ways to naturally boost our 

neurotransmitters by releasing extra levels of serotonin): 

 
The stimulation of walking is my body’s awakening to a receptivity that 
enlivens the senses. In the lurch and stagger of Skye’s wildest Cuillin 
coires concentration is forced down, to a brutal contact with the purely 
physical, when perception is arrested in bog-suck and foot squelch. 
Pausing for breath, heart thumping, veins pulsing, particular things 
open with an intensity; a skylark singing, the scent of bog myrtle, the 
patterned skein of lichens on a rock. Opposing this is a wider vision 
when walking falls with an easy rhythm. High on the ridge on a perfect 
day I have experienced an indefinable freedom and bodily 
exhilaration. 

 

However, the poet Nan Shepherd, in her book called The Living Mountain 

(1997), looks at walking as a slower activity, more akin to foraging than 

striding out. In this way, we can also activate our senses strongly. In her 

penultimate chapter, ‘The Senses’, Shepherd explains how, in the mountains: 

 
All the aromatic and heady fragrances – pine and birch, bog myrtle, 
the spicy juniper, heather and the honey-sweet orchis, and the clean 
smell of wild thyme … are there to be smelled. I am like a dog – smells 
excite me. On a hot, moist, midsummer day, I have caught a rich fruity 
perfume rising from the mat of grass, moss and wild berry bushes that 
covers so much of the plateau … Touch is the most intimate sense of 
all … After rain, I run my hand through juniper or birches for the joy of 
the wet drops trickling over the palm, or walk through the heather to 
feel its wetness on my naked legs (p.93). 

 

In the final chapter of The Living Mountain (entitled ‘Being’), Shepherd says, 

(p.93, in phrases that sound very ‘phenomenological’, indeed very Merleau-

Pontian, even though she mentions neither in her book):  
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Walking … hour after hour, the senses keyed, one walks the flesh 
transparent. But no metaphor, transparent, or light as air, is adequate. 
The body is not made negligible, but paramount. Flesh is not 
annihilated but fulfilled. One is not bodiless, but essential body. 

 

The next (and key) question is how to get across this embodied experience to 

an audience using the one sense at my disposal that I have indicated is over-

used and corrupted – the visual sense. I have, in chapter two (as well as in 

chapter five and the contextual review for chapter six), suggested that colour 

is good at ‘evoking’ certain sensory experiences, for example in the work of 

Bridget Riley. Riley explains how sensations have informed her work and 

remained at its core for the last 40 years. Such sensations are wide-ranging in 

scope, 

 
often familiar in character, and generally invigorating – like cold water, 
fresh things, slightly astringent … certain acid sorts of smells ... like 
wood being cut. These sensations, which are never in themselves a 
point of departure for the paintings, are nevertheless pursued, albeit 
elliptically, during many preparatory studies (Cooke & Elderfield, 2001, 
p.62). 
 

 

Another example of the relationship between colour and the senses occurs in 

The World of Perception when Merleau-Ponty makes reference to a quote 

from Cezanne: “you should be able to paint the smell of trees” (Merleau-

Ponty, 2004, pp.62, quoted from Joachim Gasquet’s Cezanne p. 151. I also 

refer to this passage in chapter 5). He goes on to say that, in a similar vein, 

Sartre writes in Being and Nothingness about the relationship of colour to 

objects and our senses: 

 
It is the sourness of the lemon which is yellow, it is the yellow of the 
lemon which is sour. We eat the colour of a cake, and the taste of this 
cake, and the taste of this cake is the instrument which reveals its 
shape and its colour to what maybe called the alimentary intuition … 
The fluidity, the tepidity, the bluish colour, the undulating restlessness 
of the water in a pool are given at one stroke, each quality through the 
others (Merleau-Ponty, 2004, pp.62-63). 

 

But, if colour can suggest sensual experiences without illustrating them, can 

words also help in the articulation of sensory and embodied experiences? 
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Can they do more than merely illustrate such experiences, and how and why 

can they complement the visual work? 

 

To attempt to answer this question, I want next to examine the work of 

Hamish Fulton with specific reference to his use of words and images. Fulton 

calls himself a Walking Artist, and so central is the walk to his art that since 

1973 he has committed himself to the discipline of ‘no walk, no work’. Many of 

Fulton’s works in the gallery consist just of a few words written on the wall – 

for instance A Seventeen Day Walk in the Rocky Mountains is re-presented 

on the gallery wall by the 14 seven letter words (Fig. 7.1). 

 

 
Figure 7.1 

 

There is a silence – a potential space – that exists in Fulton’s use of words. 

This is a silence that allows us, the viewer, the space to connect with the work 

and the words and so to the real experience – to begin to add more of 

ourselves; to use our imagination to connect phenomenologically with the 

work. So, in the same way that colour is not used illustratively, but 

emotionally, simply and sparingly, words are not used by Fulton to describe or 

illustrate certain events, moments or places. Rather they are used potentially, 

sparingly and poetically to ‘suggest’ in an open-ended, inclusive way. 

 



  172 

Rebecca Solnit (2001, p.271), talking about Fulton’s friend and fellow artist 

Richard Long, says of his work that: 

 
rather than tell us how he felt, what he ate, and other such details, his 
brief texts … leave most of the journey up to the viewer’s imagination, 
and this is one of the things that distinguishes such contemporary art, 
that it asks the viewer to do a great deal of work, to interpret the 
ambiguous, imagine the unseen. 

 

But how are these words selected, or imagined (created) by Fulton or Long? 

In the catalogue text to the exhibition Selected Walks 1969 – 89, David 

Reason, discussing the work of Hamish Fulton, says that:  

 
The successful walker, like the successful mountaineer, gives her or 
himself up wholly to what s/he is doing, without distraction, going with 
the flow, rolling with the punch. Knowledge of nature is shown by – is 
– the appropriate action at the right time, as if by second nature. With 
thoughts stilled by bird song, with thoughts inside a bird’s song, 
remaining silent (Auping, 1990, p.93). 

 

What Reason is highlighting here, I think, is the need for the walker to be 

attentive at all times to his/her environment – to embrace it, to feel it, to sense 

it, to become immersed in it – and then to let it guide his or her thoughts and 

actions. At this point, the words will suggest themselves. 

 

In my own work, for instance in Upper Coquetdale/Border Ridge – which is 

about a walk from Barrow Burn to Windy Gyle (see illustration), I have 

referred to birds and plants specific to the area in the hope that the sounds, 

smells, textures and tastes I experienced might suggest themselves, 

especially through the combined use of colour and text. The text is as follows: 

 

SANDPIPER  GOLDCREST  CROWBERRY  STONECHAT  

BUTTERCUP  EYEBRIGHT  GOOSANDER  PEREGRINE  

GOLDFINCH 

 

Firstly, I hope that the viewer might intuit that the inclusion of Sandpiper (a 

visitor from April-October), Eyebright (which flowers from June-October), 

Buttercup (which flowers from April-October) and Crowberry (which flowers in 
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April and May) would set the date of this walk as sometime towards the end of 

May/early June. This gives a clue to the type of weather and temperature I 

might have experienced. Regarding the type of location, rocky streams are 

amongst the Sandpiper’s favourite habitats. Eyebright can be found on low or 

high grassland (of a type familiar to anyone who has walked in the Cheviot 

Hills). Buttercup is commonly found on damper grasslands, for instance on 

land adjacent to a stream. Crowberry, on the other hand, only grows on moors 

and mountains. The Stonechat often perches on top of a gorse bush in 

scrubland on the hillsides of river valleys. Goldfinches can regularly be 

sighted or heard in neglected farmland, gardens and open areas with 

scattered trees. They will often be found carefully picking at the seeds of 

thistles in such habitats; whereas the Peregrine is a bird of crag, moor and 

mountain. However, this short list of nine flora and fauna also alludes to 

certain special sounds to be found in this particular part of Northumberland. 

The first time one usually spots a Sandpiper is when it is startled into flight by 

your presence, rising with a loud, musical, high-pitched ‘twi – wi – wi – wee’, 

flying low just above the stream with alternate spells of gliding and flickering 

shallow wing beats, to settle down again some distance away. The call of the 

Stonechat resembles the sound of two pebbles being banged together, and if 

disturbed by a walker, its alarm call sounds a little like ‘wee – tac – tac’. 

Goldfinches have a tinkling, bell-like call as they move periodically from plant 

to plant. Their song is a pretty, liquid sound – an elaborate version of the flight 

notes. The Peregrine, on the other hand, is unlikely to be heard. And what 

about smells and tastes? The Crowberry has a rather bland, berry-like, 

succulent taste, but it turns the mouth blue. Eyebright has a bitter and cool 

taste (it is useful as a remedy for conjunctivitis or styes – hence its name).  

It is true that you would need some basic knowledge of natural history to work 

this out for yourself when viewing the work. However, it has to be said that, 

although many natural history programmes on television may give the 

impression that a walk in the countryside will immediately reveal all these rich 

pickings, the reality is that the walker and nature watcher has to listen, stop, 

be silent, be aware; s/he has to be alive to the sounds, scents and specificity 

of the environment – and to become as one with it. It is a slow process of 
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discovery as the environment begins to reveal its secrets. In the same way, 

when looking at a work by Long or Fulton (or my own work), viewers cannot 

expect the experience to be laid out on a plate – they have to work for it – but 

it is this that satisfies and enriches our curiosity and experience. 

 

As discussed in a previous chapter, the colours in my pictures are not 

illustrative – I hope they create a sense of depth and space – and something 

of the experience of being within this environment. I hope, too, that as colours, 

they also (without being specific) set off hidden allusions to smells, tastes, 

surfaces and sounds. 

 

In this chapter, then, I hope I have been able to establish, firstly, that the walk 

is central to the artwork. Secondly, that the sensual experiences encountered 

on a walk are multi-layered and act on all the senses, not just sight; and, 

thirdly, that colour and words linked abstractly and poetically can begin to help 

the viewer connect with such intense experiences. 
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Contextual Review, Chapter Seven 

 

Re-reading chapter seven, which I wrote in 2007 (and which I have since re-

written in parts), I realise that a number of questions are raised which remain 

unanswered in the text. 

 

Firstly, I suggest that from the Enlightenment onwards the visual sense has 

been greatly over-rated – indeed there is much critical writing that explains 

how a Cartesian view of the world is best represented by the visual – and how 

this predominantly visual perception of the world creates a social, cultural and 

political hierarchy of experience that privileges materiality and science over 

intuition. I have also suggested that this domination of the visual has meant 

that we have effectively cut ourselves off from a more sensual experience of 

the world. So, why should I use just visual elements in the work (the colour is 

visual, the words are visual)? Why not create installations that incorporate 

sound, smells and textural surfaces? (See also chapter five.) 

 

I think that part of the answer lies in some of the arguments presented above 

in both the preceding chapter and in previous chapters. For instance, Foti 

suggests that one of Merleau-Ponty’s objections to Abstraction was that its 

use of basic form as language was either too specific (squiggles look too 

literal – like protozoa, etc), or are just meaningless. In other words, Merleau-

Ponty felt that any visualisation that ‘illustrated’ an idea gave the viewer too 

much information to be engaging. By presenting smells, textural surfaces and 

sounds within an installation, I feel I would be in danger of becoming too 

illustrative. I would suggest that this also reflects the semiotic theory of 

Umberto Eco. Writing in The Open Work, he suggested that “the amount of 

information contained in a message is inversely proportional to the probability 

or predictability of the message”. I have explored this theory in chapter four, 

where I suggested that too much information could cause the viewer to 

disengage with a work just as easily as too little information. My argument 

here is that the inclusion of all the senses in an environmental gallery work 
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(smells, sound, texture, etc) would actually cause information overload – that 

it would actually not engage a viewer as much as might be expected.  

 

I also realise now, having reviewed chapter seven, that other questions arise 

from the material presented here. For instance, having looked at the 

possibility that motion (walking) is important when perceiving the world 

phenomenologically, I need to consider the second aspect of this 

phenomenological experience – the fact that we are walking somewhere – 

and that this somewhere is a very specific place. What is the relationship of 

Phenomenology to the idea of place?  

 

Furthermore, in referring to the names of flora and fauna, and their specificity 

in relationship to place, I have introduced (without talking about it) a 

relationship between naming, scientific exploration and intuition. But just what 

is the relationship between causal, scientific research, classification and 

intuition? For instance, Merleau-Ponty (2004, p.43) suggests that he does not 

want to: 

 
“deny the value of science … if we wish to learn how to prove 
something, to conduct a thorough investigation or to be critical of 
ourselves and our preconceptions, it remains appropriate … to turn to 
science … It is not a matter of denying or limiting the extent of 
scientific knowledge, but rather of establishing whether it is entitled 
to deny or rule out as illusory all forms of enquiry that do not start out 
from measurements and comparisons”  

 

And so, in chapter eight, I want to look at just how we might begin to define 

the relationship between art, philosophy and science with respect to 

Phenomenology.  

 

In this chapter, too, I have introduced the notion that walking (and possibly 

Phenomenology) might have a social and political dimension, and so I want to 

look further at the relationship of walking to Phenomenology and direct action 

within the political and ethical sphere (see chapter ten). And finally, I have 

very briefly touched upon the relationship of Phenomenology to technology 

here (when I allude to the irony that it was the rise of new technology – 
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specifically the development of the railways – that enabled people to get out 

into the hills), and I feel that this, too, needs further exploration. Is technology 

per se a bad thing? What is the relationship between technology and 

Phenomenology? In the final three chapters of this thesis, then, I consider 

these further questions posed obliquely within chapter seven. 
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Chapter Eight: Phenomenology, Science, Natural History and Art 
 

I want now, in this chapter, to explore in more detail the relationship of 

Phenomenology to the study of science and natural history. In the first 

chapter, I looked at the Environmental Aesthetics theories of Allen Carlson 

and Arnold Berleant and suggested that Berleant’s model (of environmental 

engagement) was worthy of further exploration. Throughout my subsequent 

chapters I have assumed that Berleant’s model was closest to the 

Phenomenology of Merleau-Ponty (whom Berleant quotes a good deal). 

However, my subsequent research into Phenomenology and the work of 

Merleau-Ponty suggests to me that this is an over-simplistic reading of both 

Carlson and Phenomenology. It was based on the premise that 

Phenomenology represents our pre-reflective experience of the world – an 

embodied experience that did away with the Cartesian duality of mind and 

body. Whilst I realise that this is still true, it doesn’t deal with the complexity of 

lived experience, which is multi-layered. Lived experience is intuitive – but our 

intuition is also layered, based on previous experiences. It is also immersed – 

a sum of more than the parts we experience. We are in the world and our 

bodies ‘touch’ the world, we use all our senses – sight, but also smell, touch, 

and hearing – and we ‘navigate’ our way through this world as a part of it, not 

separate from it. Our sensual experience is, initially, pre-reflective. We sense 

and think at one and the same time – but, clearly, common sense tells me that 

reflection does happen, but that it happens after our sensuous engagement 

with the world.  

 

Yi-Fu Tuan says that: 

 
an adult must learn to be yielding and careless like a child if he were 
to enjoy nature polymorphous. He needs to slip into old clothes so 
that he could feel free to stretch out on the hay beside the brook and 
bathe in a meld of physical sensations: the smell of the hay and of 
horse dung; the warmth of the ground, its hard and soft contours; the 
warmth of the sun tempered by breeze; the tickling of an ant making 
its way up the calf of his leg; the play of shifting leaf shadows on his 
face; the sound of water over the pebbles and boulders; the sound of 
cicadas and distant traffic. Such an environment might break all the 
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formal rules of euphony and aesthetics, substituting confusion for 
order, and yet be wholly satisfying (Carlson, 2000, p.49). 

 

Carlson (2000) likens Environmental Aesthetics to an appreciation of 

aesthetics in art. He suggests (using the example of Ziff) that, just as the art 

historian (or general reader) looks for “contours in the Florentine School and 

for colour in Bonnard, to survey a Tinteretto and scan a Bosch”, then there are 

also “different kinds of appropriate acts of aspection that can be … indicated 

by our knowledge of environments” (p.50). 

 

So, he suggests that if we look at a prairie, then we should consider the 

“subtle contours of the land, feeling the wind blowing across the open space, 

and smelling the mix of prairie grasses and flowers”, whereas the example 

quoted above (Yi-Tuan) is indicative of a pastoral environment. “Different 

natural environments require different acts of aspection”, says Carlson; our 

appreciation of nature “must be tempered by the common sense and scientific 

knowledge that we have discovered about the natural environment so 

discovered” (p.51). 

 

This seems an entirely reasonable approach to take, and yet there are two 

things that worry me. Firstly, what is the role of common sense (or science) in 

our experience; and secondly, how do we get from an aesthetic appreciation 

of our environment to an artwork? In the next part of this essay I want to 

explore these questions in more detail. I begin with two quotes that help to put 

these questions into context. 

 
It is with ‘nature’ as our base that we construct our sciences. 
Cezanne wanted to paint this primordial world … He wanted to put 
intelligence, ideas, sciences, perspective and tradition back in touch 
with the world of nature which they must comprehend … to confront 
the sciences with the nature ‘from which they came’ (Merleau-Ponty, 
Cezanne’s Doubt, in Sense and Non-Sense, trans. Hubert L. Dreyfus 
and Patricia A. Dreyfus (Evanstaon: North Western University Press, 
1964)) 
 
And … 
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Scientific representation is never able to encompass the coming to 
presence of nature; for the objectification of nature is, antecedently, 
only one way in which nature exhibits itself. Nature thus remains, for 
the science of physics, that which cannot be gotten around 
(Heidegger, 1977, p.174; cited in Gordon, 2009, p.442). 

 

Both Merleau-Ponty and Heidegger have been primary, yet controversial, 

influences on Environmental Philosophy. Heidegger’s work, in particular, 

remains central to the thinking of Eco-Phenomenology and Deep Ecology. 

Heidegger worries about the way that our technological society separates us 

from our true experience of the world, and he, like Merleau-Ponty later, seems 

to suggest that the artist/poet is the true philosopher. 

 

In Heidegger: A Guide for the Perplexed David R. Cerbone (2008, p.131) 

writes that, because of the speed of the growth of technological advances, 

especially though not exclusively, in the realm of travel, time and space, 

“Heidegger argues that the net effect of all this moving is a kind of 

detachment, an inattention to important aspects or features of what surrounds 

us”.  

 

A further contradiction relating to the progress of our technological age is 

exemplified in the apparent detachment of science (it’s triumph, if you like), 

the discreet way in which it ‘enables’ us to interrogate the world through 

science. This adds to the sense of separateness from the world around us, 

just as we appear to understand so much more about it. 

 

Heidegger further argues that this sense of neutral detachment also leads to a 

sense of man’s dominance over – control of – the environment and the world 

we live in, in our apparent ability to create order out of chaos. Heidegger 

argues that “the technological-scientific objectification of nature”, which often 

has the “appearance of mastery and progress” is instead “an impotence of 

the will” (Cerbone, 2008, pp.130-1). In other words, the apparent success of 

science in understanding the world only serves to highlight the contradiction 

that the more we know, the less we understand. 
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Nonetheless, it is impossible not to argue that the history of modern science, 

since its birth in the sixteenth century, has led to some impressive advances 

in certain areas of our world – in health, for instance, or in the general rise of 

living standards and life expectancy. Heidegger does not deny this, but what 

he seeks to question is the subsequent loss to our understanding of our 

engagement with the world that these advances (this sense of unquestioned, 

unfettered progress) have led to. And just what is the relationship of science 

and technology to our world?  

 

Phenomenology suggests that we are a part of the world, not separate from it. 

It does not deny that we have evolved ways of communicating through the 

use of ‘abstractions’ such as languages and science, but it rejects the idea 

that this objective view of nature is primary. Rather, it suggests that our pre-

reflective, intuitive understanding of the world is primary and that science and 

language (spoken speech) are secondary means of perception. They relate to 

and can elucidate at a secondary level, but do not define our sense of being in 

the world. (I explore later in this chapter how, for instance, language has 

evolved from a sense of our direct involvement in the environment.) 

 

There are, however, some concerns about this approach. In the collection 

Goethe’s Way of Science, Frederick Amrine (1998, pp.44-45) worries that, 

where the line between subject and object, 

 
becomes blurred, must we not fear subjectivity? How do we know that 
the patterns we are seeing (in nature) are objectively present? Does 
one not surrender in this way all the ground that science has won, in 
all its battles against dogma, prejudice, and superstition? 

 

Goethe, who was a major influence on the philosophy of Phenomenology, 

suggests that we should first of all trust in appearances – in our ‘sense’ of the 

world – our intuitive and direct response to our environment, but then accept 

the “role of the thinking self in perception, but reflect its powers back upon the 

self in striving for a higher kind of objectivity” (Amrine, 1998, p.45). 
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However, is there not a tautological contradiction here (and this is key to 

understanding the role of art)? We do ‘act’ in the world as a part of it, 

intuitively, pre-reflectively, when we run, walk, pick things up, etc – when we 

are engaged with the world. However, the minute we start reflecting on our 

experience, we are part of a cultural and relative process of thinking/being. As 

Kuhn (2009, p.440) points out, the idea that there ever existed some Eden in 

the distant past when science and art, thought and interpretation, action and 

reflection were as one is: “a myth … no more in the natural than in the human 

sciences, is there some neutral, culture-independent, set of categories within 

which the population – whether of objects or of actions – can be described”. 

 

Indeed, Julian Young, writing in the chapter ‘The Turning’ in his Heidegger’s 

Later Philosophy (2002, p.78-9), writes that earliest humanity “possessed 

science” in the sense that it “postulated in advance of observation” a world of 

gods and divine laws based on sensed rather than observed phenomena. 

“The idea of an essential contrast between the character of modern and pre-

modern science is, it seems to me, just a myth”, says Young, who goes on to 

show how modern science is just more effective than pre-modern science. It 

is not science itself, says Young (p.79), that is the problem: 

 
there is nothing wrong … in seeking understanding and therefore a 
measure of control over reality. Though the ability to control can, of 
course, become abuse, as when it becomes control for the sake of 
‘unconditional’ exploitation, it can also be the opposite. One cannot 
care for a delicate ecological system unless one knows how it works 
and what the forces are that threaten to destroy it. 

 

I now want to look at a few examples of what Young calls ‘delicate ecological 

systems’, to consider ways in which we interact with these environments. 

Then I explore, first, how we might find formal structures that link 

Phenomenology and science; and secondly how such experiences can be re-

presented through words and images in ‘art’.  

 

In my first example, Colin Will (2001, pp.91-2), writing of ‘The Flowers of Ben 

Lawers’ in The Way to Cold Mountain (edited by Alec Finlay), says that: 
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the Scottish Mountains can be grouped botanically, according to their 
altitude and geology, both of which have profound effects on the 
vegetation they support. The tops of the Cairngorms form a rocky 
plateau, snow covered for most of each year, in which our true Arctic-
Alpine communities somehow exist, sheltering from the constant wind, 
extracting a meagre living from the nutrient-poor acid rocks. The 
volcanic hills of Western Scotland are made of basalts and gabbros, 
both alkali-rich, but slow to weather and release their nutrients. The 
Torridon mountains of the North Western Highlands are isolated 
sandstone peaks, some topped with layers of hard limestone and 
even harder quartzite – distinctive landforms with their own particular 
rarities. 

 

My ‘embodied experience’ of these landscapes, walking through them, is also 

similarly different: from the way that my feet grip or slip on rock (slate is 

slippery, gabbros is firm and grips quite well even in the wet and is rich in 

handholds; basalt is smooth but loose, with little flowers of wild thyme growing 

in the cracks); when walking the coastal path in Sutherland above Ullapool I 

have looked down the coast towards the Torridon giants and seen them 

‘coloured’ golden orange/red – the sandstone catching the last of the evening 

sun’s rays. Colour, texture, form, etc, all create a different – a specific – 

environment. Furthermore, the rocks themselves support different 

communities of life, each interdependent (particular birds on the local plant-

life, etc).  

 

One of the concerns I have about highlighting the interconnectedness of life at 

a local, micro level is that such an approach might be used to underpin an 

argument for parochialism (and it is a small step from parochialism to racism). 

However, an in-depth exploration of such landscapes shows the futility of 

such arguments: the geese that arrive in the estuaries and islands of the 

Scottish coast in the winter have travelled down from the arctic where they 

spent the summer feeding; wheatears that appear on our hills and coastal 

areas in the spring have migrated from Africa. The plants themselves (for 

instance the variety of alpine flowers on the Cairngorm plateaux) are often 

remnants of botanical communities from a period long ago when the country 

of ‘Britain’ was, geographically, much further North than it is now – the land 

having moved significantly over millions of years. And the mountains which 
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Will talks about above as having individual communities have been formed as 

the result of cataclysmic earth movements that are intercontinental – so much 

for the idea of local/parochial. 

 

But is it possible to link our pre-reflective experience of landscape (of the 

world around us) with our reflective knowledge and understanding (our 

scientific exploration) of that particular environment?  

 

I now look at two essays from a book entitled Nature Performed: Environment, 

Culture and Performance (Szerszynski, et al., 2003). In the first essay, 

‘Embodying Abstraction, Performing the Classification of Nature’, Clare 

Waterton describes a fascinating experiment she conducted with a colleague, 

Nigel Stewart. Waterton herself is a trained biologist/botanist whilst Stewart is 

a dance artist. “Our experimental ‘field trip’,” she says,  

 
put to work two different ways of classifying the plant life that made 
up a particular kind of agricultural grassland found in North 
Lancashire. In the chapter, I describe the way in which we each 
instructed one another as we applied our respective classifying 
practices to a selected patch of grassland. Throughout the day, we 
attended to our own and one another’s classifications, paying 
particular attention to the implicit or tacit qualities of classifying 
activities and hoping to make many of the latter explicit through the 
act of instructing the other (Waterton, 2003, p.111). 

 

This work was inspired by a series of bird watching experiments carried out in 

1999 by Lynch and Law. They analysed the way in which orderings in nature 

are organised through the use of texts. “Natural kinds [birds], they argued, are 

not simply representations of what the eye (or mind’s eye) can see. Rather, 

they can relate to situated practices of reading and writing carried out in the 

field (Waterton, 2003, p.111). In other words, such species lists cannot be 

seen as discreet, unmediated, ‘pieces’ of information about the world around 

us – our cultural background, our sense of place, etc – are all brought to bear 

in this kind of activity. 

 

It was interesting to realise that both Waterton’s ‘scientific’ way of ordering the 

world and Stewart’s more humanist methodological approach displayed clear 
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elements of tacit (phenomenological) knowledge. Whilst Waterton was adept 

at identifying different species of grass, much of her skill (in identifying 

Sheep’s Fescue, Purple Moor Grass, Common Bent or White Matt Grass for 

instance) came from an intuitive knowledge of the habitat – furthermore, she 

said that she also, 

 
somehow felt that I knew that a sheep grazed specimen of Sheep’s 
Fescue which was, perhaps, two cms high, wiry and compact looking, 
was the exact same species as a neighbouring specimen (that had 
not been grazed) that had soft, wavy leaves of some 20-30 cms in 
height (Waterton, 2003, p.119). 

 

She then goes on to say (p.120) that, to Stewart, these two “morphologically 

opposite specimens looked utterly different grass species, and she realised 

that even a “modest kind of experience” in the field can help gain the tacit 

knowledge that was key to the successful identification of plants. My own 

experience of this, as a very amateur bird watcher, backs this up. A good 

friend of mine (Stephen Westerberg, who is the Manager of the RSPB 

Reserve at Geltsdale in Cumbria) is a ‘brilliant’ bird watcher – his method is 

largely intuitive and is based on many years of study in the field of bird 

behaviour and the way that birds interact with their environment, the weather, 

the time of year, the temperature, the type of habitat, etc. His skill is based, 

quite clearly, on tacit knowledge gained not just from reading field guides 

(indeed, I would suggest that this forms a very limited part of his birding 

education), but primarily on an immersion in the world of the bird and its 

natural environment.  

 

Waterton (2003, p.120) reinforces my illustration when she explained that, in 

answer to Stewart's many questions about how she was able to so confidently 

recognise different species in what looked to him to be just a patch of grass, 

she realised that what she was doing was “handing down verbally a kind of 

received and distilled wisdom about how to classify plant communities that 

didn’t encompass the ‘whole’ of what I was doing”. She realised, in fact, that 

she was bringing a significant amount tacit knowledge gained in the field to 

bear on her identifications. This knowledge, she explained (p.121): 
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was not necessarily related to the identification and qualification of 
plants, but perhaps to a knowledge of seasonality (plants look 
different in summer than winter), to a knowledge of farming practices 
and the effects of grazing (grazing affects the morphology of plants). 

 

She realised that her ‘skill’ in being able to identify various plants was more 

than just an ability to visually recognise and translate scientific drawings – it 

was a knowledge that was partially embodied in memory and the experience 

of environmental qualities. Indeed, her identification skills could be classed as 

performative. This led her to reflect again upon how she had, in the past, 

witnessed ‘experts’ in the field identifying species: 

 
I remember observing the way that eyes, hands, movements and 
perhaps the body overall [were], in a sense, calibrated to the 
landscape and the vegetation within it as an integral part of making 
relevés and classifying vegetation. The grassland, or vegetation in 
question, in a sense comes into being partly as a result of this finely 
tuned and improvised set of procedures contingent upon both human 
and non-human elements (Waterton, 2003, p.121). [It is worth noting 
that whilst relevés here refers to species composition, it can also be a 
dancer’s term.] 
 

She explained how these field ‘performances’ could be “incredibly 

improvisatory, imaginative, even playful – there was none of the bodily 

awkwardness that Stewart and I displayed so painfully” (p.121).  

 

As a dancer with little or no previous knowledge of botany, Stewart (who didn’t 

realise that so many different species of grass existed – he thought grass 

was, well, grass!) came to this experiment with a set of questions completely 

different from Waterton’s. 1. What is the spatialisation of force of this plant? 2. 

What is the amplitude of this plant as it appears within our consciousness? 3. 

What is the amplitude of space surrounding this plant? Waterton realised that: 

 
as we went through each question in relation to each species, I felt 
lost in a world of unfamiliar and strange concepts. Whilst I struggled 
to make some sense of and to answer Stewart’s questions, at the 
same time I felt a fraud at the shallowness and lack of foundation of 
my answers. What Stewart was trying to get at, he explained, was a 
phenomenological understanding of the grassland, a kind of ‘tending 
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to’ our consciousness of the grasses that, hours earlier, he had 
learnt to see as individual species (Waterton, 2003, p.124). 

 

Indeed, this is a very Goethean way of looking plant communities. 

I was struck, when reading this fascinating account of two apparently wildly 

different approaches to understanding a particular landscape, not by the 

differences highlighted but the surprising overlap displayed by each method – 

and how each of the ‘performers’ had learned from the other; learnt to 

recognise not necessarily ‘new’ things, but to discover that they were tacitly 

doing similar things. Stewart found it refreshing to have to ‘explain’ his 

approaches to a botanist; someone who asked him difficult questions. Since 

she came from a different background, and not that of dance, he found he had 

to look afresh at his phenomenological approach; of how his approach 

actually did point to differentiation within the plant community in ways that he 

had not before realised. And Waterton, for her part, realised just how intuitive 

and sensory her ability to categorise plants was. 

 

The second essay is by Hayden Lorimer and Katrin Lund and is entitled 

‘Performing Facts: Finding a Way Over Scotland’s Mountains’. This essay 

explores the relationship between the use of technology and embodied 

experience when navigating a way to and from the tops of mountains in a 

variety of weathers. They set the tenor of their ‘debate’ by quoting Joseph 

Gibson Stott (the first editor of the Scottish Mountaineering Club Journal) who 

in 1895 wrote that:  

 
“There is too much ‘mountain timetable’ these days … what I want is a 
paper – in which I can hear the roaring of the torrent, and see the 
snows and the brown heather and the clouds flying athwart the blue 
above the rocky peaks”. He felt that the increasingly didactic approach 
to mountaineering – one based on “objective measurement, 
cartographic knowledge and normative conduct … [on] numbers, facts 
and systems for order … were the province of an ‘unpalatably rational’ 
frame of mind” (Lorimer & Lund, 2003, p.140). 

 

What Stott craved was an embodied experience, a sensual and aesthetic 

experience in ‘direct opposition’ to the reductive and numerical abstractions of 

charts, maps and timetables. 
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Lorimer and Lund then go on to demonstrate that, in fact, this perceived split 

between the scientific and phenomenological approach to travelling through a 

landscape is not as great as might be imagined.  

 

For instance, most hill walkers today are aware of, and pay heed to, 

Naismith’s rule (written up in 1889 in the Scottish Mountaineering Club 

Journal). This proposes a simple formula that “may be found useful in 

estimating what time men in fair condition should allow for easy expeditions, 

namely an hour for every three miles on the map, with an additional hour for 

every 2000ft of ascent” (Lorimer & Lund, 2003, p.136). However, it will be 

obvious that each individual walker will also have to consider the weather 

conditions (wind, cold, rain, etc), their own health and fitness, the terrain – the 

availability or absence of clearly marked routes/paths, rucksack weight, etc. 

As a walker, ‘I begin to see and feel the route as it emerges on the map’; to 

sense the walk. Personally, I no longer even consciously refer to Naismith’s 

rule when out walking – I take account of all the things discussed above 

(weather, my fitness, etc) and then ‘guess’ or intuit the time the walk will take. 

In the wintertime, when the hours of daylight are short, this exercise is of great 

significance – after all, I don’t want to be stranded in the hills after dark with 

no protection against the cold. These ‘preparatory’ skills are succinctly 

described by one hill-walker: “The skills you have are what control you, and 

what you do. And the skills you have make the objective the skill of knowing 

what you can do and what you are ready to do” (Lorimer and Lund, 2003, 

p.137).  

 

It is interesting to note my own experience. Fellow travellers are often amused 

by the regularity with which I look at my watch when out walking. This is not a 

conscious activity, rather it is instinctive – I don’t make a point of doing it – but 

I guess I am interested to see how long each part of a route takes and how 

this timing relates to variables such as terrain and personal fitness. I also 

 estimate, at the start of each walk, at what time the walk will end, and I do, 

sometimes consciously, sometimes subconsciously, ‘track’ this timeframe 

throughout the walk. 
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Lorimer and Lund then go on to ‘describe’ a typical walk in hill country. The 

walker starts off at ground level on clear paths and has little need of reference 

to either map or compass. I have myself often been taken aback, too, at how 

little attention I actually have to pay to the terrain over which I am walking – I 

almost never look at my feet but am able to look around and take in the whole 

experience. This allows me to pay attention to my environment, as Lorimer 

and Lund (2003, p.139) explain: 

 
One hill-walker’s description of grounded practice develops this 
relational theme, suggesting the scaled spatialities embedded in her 
own performance and a need to align different bodily capacities: 
 
“For me, walking is a physical activity, it is a demanding physical 
activity sometimes, it also requires that you think about it, thinking so 
that your mind has to be engaged … so there is an acute awareness 
of micro-environment as well as the larger situation”. 

 

The fact that I can navigate my way along often variable, rocky and undulating 

low level paths without having to look at my feet is actually quite remarkable. 

Often, the higher one gets, and the less clear the paths, the more one relies 

on mapping skills (although I personally find that much of this activity is often 

quite intuitive). What is really interesting is when one ‘gets lost’ and has to 

rely, apparently, almost entirely on technological, mapping and compass 

skills. Imagine, say, becoming lost (as has happened to me) on top of a 

mountain in a white-out. The first thing that hits you is that a white-out is a 

very unusual experience – it is extremely disorienting; a very physical 

experience, and accompanied by an edgy sense of danger. Whilst it is true 

that in this situation, I would rely on my navigational skills to get me safely off 

the mountain, I would maintain (as do Lorimer and Lund) that these skills are 

not only mechanical, they are also embodied skills. As Lorimer and Lund 

explain (p.139): 

 
once again, intimate observation and experience reveal a more 
complex arrangement of networked actions, intentions and agencies. 
For one walker, following a bearing requires a carefully co-
coordinated series of skilled actions: 
 
“Your head is down, you don’t want anyone talking to you and you’re 
counting. It’s just you, and a bearing. Line up the needle, your feet 
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and the base plate. Keep the needle over the base-plate. You’re 
trying not to fall over and trying not to lose count”. 

 

Whilst the isolation of this calculated act seems to him like the “ultimate 

abstraction of the hill-walking experience”, it also requires a very intimate 

understanding of a body moving on the mountain. Starting with a baseline 

number of walking paces per hundred metres, a succession of quick and 

small adjustments are made to this figure, according to the terrain underfoot 

and the purchase it offers. This process is explained by our walker as: 

 
reading the ground through your body … In skilled hands, the compass 
is incorporated into a processing loop of thought, judgement, and 
action that allows the walker continuously and fluently to adjust 
movement through an ongoing perceptual monitoring of the task as it 
unfolds… what surrounds this navigational calculation is a context of 
action in relation to surrounding objects, phenomena and subjective 
practice. It is the complexly layered and continuous dialogue of 
modifications between hill walker, compass, map and the ground 
passed over and prevailing weather conditions that dictate situated 
practice. This, then, is to mobilise a specific quantification through a 
sensual process, following the bearing requires our walker to take the 
abstraction and act it out through an orderly performance (Lorimer & 
Lund, 2003, p.140). 

 

For myself, the experience of being temporarily ‘lost’ in a white-out on the 

summit of Ingleborough one January day was extremely physical. Even 

though I used map and compass to re-locate myself (an act which only took a 

few moments), the experience greatly heightened my awareness of the 

weather, the rock, the space, the cold, the snow, etc. I felt both disoriented 

and yet disembodied at the same time. 

 

I have suggested in this and previous chapters that walking is an essentially 

embodied and phenomenological activity. I have also shown how the 

boundaries between an empirical, ‘scientific’ view of the world and a holistic, 

phenomenological view are interchangeable. I want to end by mentioning an 

important figure who combines both the natural historian with the walker. The 

writer and pioneer environmentalist, John Muir (who I first introduced in 

chapter one) drew inspiration from the simple activity of walking. Muir’s 

formative experience was his ‘Thousand Mile Walk to the Gulf’, which resulted 
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in his first book of the same name In a Thousand Mile Walk, Muir 

(Oesschlaeger, p.188) said that, when walking, you “lose your own separate 

existence; you blend with the landscape, and become part and parcel with 

nature”. It is too easy from the perspective of the 21st Century to regard 

Muir’s conservation ethic as quirkily ‘conservative’, and yet as Max 

Oesschlaeger (1991, p.203) says in The Idea of Wilderness, there are 

grounds for proposing that Muir was an early and radical Post-modernist for 

whom “the vision of the interconnectedness of all things has become the 

inclusive context within which virtually all things and relations – both 

theoretical and practical – are seen. David Griffin, in The Reenchantment of 

Science (Oesschlaeger, p.203), argues that post-modernism: 

 
involves a new unity of scientific, ethical, aesthetic and religious 
intuitions. It rejects not science as such, but only that scienticism in 
which the data of the (classical) … natural sciences are alone allowed 
to contribute to the construction of our world view. 

 

It could, therefore, be argued that Muir opens himself to “the recovery of 

truths and values from various forms of pre-modern thought and practice that 

has been dogmatically rejected by modernity” (Oesschlaeger, 1991, p.203). 

 

In this chapter, I have looked at how ideas of place (and the significance of 

place) are tied into our direct involvement with the world, first and foremost. 

Environmental engagement precedes, guides and directs thought. As I 

discussed in chapter six, Husserl ‘felt that the action of walking was a prime 

example of the point at which engagement with the world is activated at all 

levels (intuition, associations – cultural, personal and historical – embodiment, 

etc)’. It follows logically, then, that if the context to this activity centres on 

notions of place, then any subsequent thinking that takes place will explore a 

richer and more fundamental idea of place. 

 

In exploring our experience of the environment in this chapter, I have focused 

my attention on the relationship of Phenomenology to science and suggested 

that this relationship is more complex than might at first seem apparent. In the 

next chapter, I want to look at the relationship between our sense of the world 
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and the way, through language, we communicate this sense, suggesting that 

(early) language is not separate from, but very much embedded in, our 

environment – our sensual experience of the world around us. 

 

I then want to look further at how we can communicate our phenomenological 

experience through art; to explore in more depth the ideas of both Heidegger 

and Merleau-Ponty that art (either painting or poetry) is the ideal philosophical 

language to phenomenologically interact with and reflect upon our engaged 

experience with the world – indeed, the idea that art is the purest form of 

philosophy. 
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Contextual Overview, Chapter Eight 
 

One of the things that had puzzled and bothered me throughout the course of 

my researches had been the relationship of science to Phenomenology. Thirty 

years ago, I read C.P. Snow’s discussion around the theme of the The Two 

Cultures (the 1959 Rede Lecture by Snow, a scientist and novelist: 'From Two 

Cultures to No Culture: C P Snow's "Two Cultures" lecture 50 years on', a 

collection of essays published by Civitas, 2009). It examined the breakdown 

of communication between the ‘two cultures’ of modern society – the sciences 

and the humanities. 

 

At the same time, my interest in the relationship between art and science was 

further aroused by a book called The Sleepwalkers by Arthur Koestler (New 

York, Grosset and Dunlap, 1959), who suggested, “at the end of the book that 

modern science is trying too hard to be rational. Scientists have been at their 

best when they allowed themselves to behave as ‘sleepwalkers,’ instead of 

trying too earnestly to ratiocinate” (Toulmin, 1962, p.502). Even as far back as 

then I was, I think, aware of the dangers of privileging one ‘culture’ over 

another: either science over art or art over science. But just what exactly 

‘should’ this relationship be? In my time as a student of Fine Art in the mid 

1970s I had become mistrustful of relying on intuition over and above 

reflection – for, surely, the minute cognitive reflection occurs, intuition no 

longer ‘exists’. Or does it? 

 

At one point (around the time when I was writing chapter five), I had seriously 

begun to question the validity of my research. Was Phenomenology, perhaps, 

a woolly, self-indulgent philosophy that valued intuition and personal 

interpretation but was ultimately unable to develop any real rigour? One of the 

things that worried me about the study of Phenomenology was that it seemed 

to promise much, but in fact, as a reflective interrogation of our experience of 

the world, it delivered only a rather fuzzy overview. This was my mistake. I 

guess it is an example of me not reading the texts properly and only seeing 

what I thought I was looking for – and I had thought, naively, that 
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phenomenology would provide a way of looking at or legitimising and 

‘ordering’ our intuitive response to the world. But of course this a tautological 

aim – it cannot do so. 

 

I was aware that intuition played a key role in the way that we translate our 

experience of the world into actions – but I was also very aware that the 

collection of scientific knowledge (in my case relating to natural history) was 

itself not only fascinating, but also very instructive in interpreting my intuitive 

feelings in relation to a more complex understanding of my place in the world. 

 

I began to realise that whilst Merleau-Ponty wanted to overturn the 

complacent view that science gave us all the answers, he also recognised at 

the same time that, as a tool for interrogating the world, science was very 

useful. Indeed, he wanted to subject the very nature of scientific enquiry to 

scrutiny. So it is not intuition that comes under scrutiny, but science – that is 

the mistake I had been making. In the preface to The Phenomenology of 

Perception (Merleau-Ponty, 1945) he says that: 

 
The whole universe of science is built upon the world as directly 
experienced and if we want to subject science itself to rigorous 
scrutiny and arrive at a precise assessment of its meaning and scope, 
we must begin by reawakening the basic experience of the world of 
which science is the second-order expression (Barrett, 1987, p.126). 

 

As Cyril Barrett (1987, pp.126-7) explains in his chapter in Contemporary 

French Philosophy, ‘Merleau-Ponty and the Phenomenology of Perception’: 

 
Science deals with objects and treats everything, even consciousness 
itself, as an object for investigation. It assumes a world already set up 
and in its place, a world that includes consciousness, a world in which 
the elements are causally interconnected. It ignores, or pretends to 
ignore, the fact that this world which it sets out to investigate has been 
in part constituted by and exists only through consciousness. This 
world the scientist purports to investigate is my world and the world of 
each conscious being with ability to reflect … Without the primary and 
direct experience of the world science would be meaningless. 
Merleau-Ponty concludes: 
“Scientific points of view, according to which my existence is a 
moment of the world’s, are always both naïve and at the same time 
dishonest, because they take for granted, without explicitly 
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mentioning it, the other point of view, namely that of consciousness, 
through which from the outset a world forms itself round me and 
begins to exist for me”. 
 

Merleau-Ponty sees his task, therefore, as more basic than that of the 
sciences and, in a sense, prior to them. It is not a substitute for them. 
It is this last sentence - It is not a substitute for them – that is crucial. 
Merleau-Ponty is not prefacing intuition over science when suggesting 
that we need to interrogate intuition first – he is just saying that this is 
the correct order with which to perceive the world. Phenomenology 
investigates a field that science does not, and, given its methods, 
cannot be explored. It is complementary to science. 

 

Once I understood more clearly the relationship between science and 

intuition, I was in a much better position to examine constructively the 

intersections between the two areas of exploration. It also enabled me, for 

instance, to re-investigate the theories of Environmental Aesthetics of Carlson 

and Berleant which I explored in chapter one; and I was now able to conclude 

that Allen Carlson’s natural environmental model was a richer and more 

coherent theory than Arnold Berleant’s theory of environmental engagement. 

It also meant that I could now begin to consider the relationship between 

technology (as represented by science) and Phenomenology from a more 

open-ended and less dogmatic perspective than the idea that ‘technology is 

bad and intuition/feeling is good’. 
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Chapter Nine: Phenomenology, Language and the Visual Image 

 

Introduction 
 
In previous chapters (especially chapters three and four) I have looked, very 

briefly, at semiotics and explored the ideas of Umberto Eco, outlined in his 

book The Open Work (1962). I have also raised the possibility that, ironically, 

abstract images with no textual reference seem to require a lot of textual 

explanation as a by-product of their facture in order to communicate ‘meaning’ 

to intelligent people. I have suggested that early modernists enthusiastically 

embraced the overlap between sound, text and image – indeed they actively 

encouraged such explorations – and that modernism’s distrust of language is 

only a product of High Modernism toward the middle of the 20th Century. 

However, the linking of text and image, or of sound and text is, of course, not 

something that has arisen as an issue only in the 20th Century. It has its roots 

in the very essence of our local use of language – how our use of language – 

local language – developed from our embodied experience of the world.  

 

In chapter eight I looked at the relationship of Phenomenology to the natural 

sciences and suggested that this relationship is more complex than might at 

first seem apparent. I now want to look further at the relationship between our 

sense of the world and the way, through language, we communicate this 

sense, suggesting that (early) language is not separate from, but very much 

embedded in, our environment – our sensual experience of the world around 

us. I look further at how we can communicate our phenomenological 

experience through art; to explore in more depth the ideas of both Heidegger 

and Merleau-Ponty that art (either painting or poetry) is the ideal philosophical 

language to phenomenologically interact with and reflect upon our engaged 

experience with the world – indeed, the idea that art is the purest form of 

philosophy.  

 

I then want to look at examples, from early modernism, of links between text, 

sound and image, before looking at how conceptual artists in the 1960s and 

contemporary artists use text – and the context within which this use has 
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developed. I will explore the poetry of Gerard Manley Hopkins, and look at the 

way it was influenced by early Anglo Saxon words and the prevailing 19th 

Century theories of etymology – and how the idea of ‘inscape’ provides a link 

with the phenomenological philosopher of language, David Abrams. I will also 

look at examples from my own practice and evaluate these works within the 

context of the research carried out for this chapter.  

 

This area is extremely complex, and I am aware that I am really only 

scratching the surface here. To present a comprehensive study of the 

relationships between sound, image and text within the context of 

phenomenological research is probably a lifetime’s study. I am, therefore, 

putting forward my research below as a series of linked explorations and 

observations – not as a conclusive narrative, but one related to an ongoing 

practice. Nonetheless, I feel confident that such a broad-brush approach 

presented within the context of a practice-based PhD can have value. 

 

Phenomenology and Embedded Language 
 

One of the issues raised by Heidegger was that, in our centralising of the role 

of technology over and above that of a pre-reflective intuitive engagement 

with the world, we have lost touch with a set of knowledge systems and 

values that are crucial to our developing experience. We isolate the senses, 

and place too great a value on a de-contextualised, discrete form of enquiry. 

Heidegger himself pointed out that ta mathematika originally meant in Greek 

that which man knows in advance of observation. 

 

Heidegger believed that poetry (poesies) could best re-present this intuitive 

sense of being in the world necessary to properly use and explore the realm 

of science. His position is (I think) that, one of the reasons we abuse our 

ability to use science as an element of control is that we have lost touch with 

who we are and what our place in the world is. It is the poet as philosopher 

who can put us back in touch with the earth. 
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Merleau-Ponty’s philosophy also deals with the role of the artist/poet and 

philosopher as key to acting as bridge between our pre-reflective sense of the 

world and our reflective knowledge of it. What really interests me is the way 

he suggests that nature might be “conceptualised in language” (Harney, 2007, 

p.144). Maurita Harney then says that Merleau-Ponty did not intend to 

“reduce nature to a human convention”, but rather to “ground language in the 

visible, audible world”. Abram (1996, p.95) states Merleau-Ponty’s position 

thus: 

 
if the sensible world itself is the deep body of language, then this 
language can no longer be conceived as a power that resides within 
the human species, at least no more than it adheres to the roar of a 
waterfall, or even to the wind in the leaves. If language is born of our 
carnal participation in a world that already speaks to us at the most 
immediate level of sensory experience, then language does not 
belong to humankind but to the sensible world of which we are but a 
part. 

 

Abram’s book, The Spell of the Sensuous, poetically describes the importance 

of language in communication at all levels. He suggests that language came 

from an engaged relationship to our local environment – our ancestors ‘read’ 

signs in the landscape, such as animal tracks or calls, and that aural language 

developed out of this. The rhythms, tones and inflections that play through the 

speech of an oral culture are: 

 
attuned in multiple and subtle ways, to the contour and scale of the 
local landscape, to the depth of its valleys or the open stretch of its 
distances, to the visual rhythms of the local topography … Minute 
alterations in the weather, changes in the migratory patterns of prey 
animals … This sensitivity is inevitably reflected not just in the content 
but in the very shapes and patterns of human discourse (Abrams, 
1996, p.141). 

 

The loss of such languages could represent a serious threat to an 

understanding of our engaged relationship to the world. It is frightening to 

think that, whilst in 2001, at the turn of the millennium, at least 6,912 distinct 

human languages were spoken worldwide, many linguists now predict that by 

the end of the 21st Century, only about half of these languages may still be 
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spoken. D.K. Harrison, in When Languages Die, says that (2007, inside 

cover): 

we do not even know exactly what we stand to lose when languages 
die … An immense edifice of human knowledge, painstakingly 
assembled over millennia by countless minds is eroding, vanishing 
into oblivion … languages are the accretion of thousands of years of 
people’s science and art … The disappearance of language is a loss 
not only for the community of speakers itself, but also for our common 
(common sense?) human knowledge of mathematics, biology, 
geography, philosophy, agriculture and linguistics.  

 

What we ‘gain’ is an increasingly disembodied language – a de-

contextualised, ‘spoken’, institutional language that bears little relationship to 

its source of origin – our pre-reflective engagement with the world. 

 

In a chapter called ‘The Atlas of the Mind’, Harrison explores the language of 

the Tuvan nomads of Siberia and the way in which landscape knowledge 

permeates language and vice versa: 

 
Place names in Tuva often refer to acoustic properties those places 
evoke, whether on their own (a burbling brook) or through human and 
animal intervention (horse hooves clattering over loose rocks and 
causing miniature rock-slides) … the Tuvan musical tradition of throat-
singing (also called overtone singing) springs in part from a heightened 
attention paid to ambient sounds and acoustic properties of landscapes. 
For Tuvan nomads, knowledge about physical landscape is thus linked 
to a whole realm of environmental, biological, aesthetic, and religious 
knowledge – all expressed with the help of language – and providing a 
powerful technology for survival (D.K. Harrison, 2007, p.125, emphasis 
added). 

 

The discussion above relates specifically to language and poetry and the 

relationship between spoken and written language. I have explored how our 

understanding of language may in part be rooted in a pre-linguistic 

engagement with our environment. I now want to look at how this 

(phenomenological) approach to thinking about language is mirrored in issues 

surrounding painting. Poetry and painting communicate via an abstract set of 

forms that have (according to the argument above) arisen out of a sensual 

engagement with the real world. If we are suggesting that art is an ideal 

vehicle to communicate a real experience of – or the reality of a complex 
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engagement with – the world, we need to consider the language used by art 

and how this communication takes place.  

 

I therefore next want to look at how a consideration of the phenomenology of 

painting can, mistakenly, lead one to suggest that painting’s true essence (its 

means of sensual communication through an embodied use of paint and 

formal considerations that rely on a pre-reflective, intuitive interpretation of the 

world) can only be expressed by excluding text from interacting, in any way, 

with the image. In this view, the introduction of text will suggest a reflective 

and considered, not a pre-reflective and intuitive, engagement with the world 

and the medium used to express our perception of the world.  

 

Merleau-Ponty, Painting and Language 
 

This question of realism in relation to painting is still a burning issue. Merleau-

Ponty differentiates between ideas of realism. Realism is not for him a so 

called realistic representation of an object. So, for instance, a photographic 

drawing does not represent the essence – the thingness – of the object being 

drawn. For Merleau-Ponty: 

 
the representative capacity of the image is derived from it registering 
an attitude and orientation toward the world. That attitude and 
orientation belong to our sensorimotor, pre-reflective grasp of the 
world. So, Merleau-Ponty writes, “painting is an analogue or likeness 
only according to the body,” meaning that it is not a visual identity that 
determines likeness between image and world but a fit between the 
understanding of the world the painter’s image offers and our pre-
reflective, pre-judgemental sense-making experience of what we 
perceive” (Gilmore, 2005, p.302). 

 

For Merleau–Ponty: 

 
art is fundamentally ‘a process of expressing’ – it expresses, but not 
just in the limited sense of articulating something that exists in one’s 
mind prior to be being made public. Rather, art expresses in the 
sense of bringing into being something that is only inchoately, if at all, 
conceived before it is given form (Gilmore, 2005, p.304). 
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In Art and Embodiment: From Aesthetics to Self-Consciousness, and quoting 

Merleau-Ponty, Paul Crowther (1993, p.111) says that painting:  

 
“Ultimately, relates to nothing at all among experienced things unless 
it is first of all autofigurative. It is a spectacle of something only by 
being a spectacle of nothing, by breaking the skin of things to show 
how the things become things, how the world becomes world”. As I 
interpret this characteristically cryptic passage, Merleau-Ponty is here 
suggesting that what a painting makes visible first and foremost are 
the conditions of its own visibility. 

 

In the essay Eye and Mind Merleau-Ponty (Johnson, G.A [Ed.]1993, p.126) 

states that: 

 
Things have an internal equivalent in me; they arouse in man a carnal 
formulae of their presence. Why shouldn’t these (correspondences) in 
their turn give rise to some (external) visible shape in which anyone 
else would recognise those motifs which support his own inspection of 
the world? Thus there appears a ‘visible’ of the second order (i.e. 
painting), a carnal essence or icon of the first. 

 

One of the issues here, it seems to me, is in the phrase ‘which anyone else 

would recognise’. On the one hand, it seems we have a personal, subjective 

response, but also one that should be able to be communicated successfully 

to others – for if it isn’t it does not really exist ‘within the world’; it becomes 

meaningless. And, indeed, Merleau-Ponty was not suggesting that art should 

be so individual and personally expressive that no one else could understand 

it. “Painting (should) communicate one individual’s subjective experience to 

others without embodying it in any impersonally intelligible form” (Matthews, 

2006, p.138). Quoted in Dore Ashton’s About Rothko, Merleau-Ponty says: 

 
“Modern painting presents a problem completely different from that of 
the return to the individual: the problem of knowing how one can 
communicate without the help of a pre-established nature which all 
men’s senses open up upon, the problem of knowing how we are 
grafted to the universal by that which is most our own” (Ashton, 1996, 
p.123). 

 

The question is what kind of language is at one and the same time universal 

and yet on the other hand pre-reflective and individual? Is Merleau-Ponty 

suggesting that modern painting is the ideal vehicle for such an approach 
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(above and beyond, say, literature, which would seem to be a more social and 

considered method of communication as it is based on communicating via a 

series of well-established abstract conventions of language)? Does Merleau-

Ponty mean to imply that painting should necessarily stand on its own, and 

should not be combined with text? I don’t think so. It is true that painting does 

have specific qualities; sensual, material qualities. But these qualities are not 

lost when the image is linked to text. In Eye and Mind, when talking of Klee, 

Merleau-Ponty does begin to address this problem – he says (Merleau-Ponty, 

Eye and Mind, from The Merleau-Ponty Aesthetics Reader, Ed. Johnson, 

1993) that whilst “the painter may, like Klee, decide to hold rigorously to the 

principle of the genesis of the visible, the principle of fundamental, indirect, or 

as Klee used to say – absolute painting”, s/he can allow “the title to designate 

by its prosaic name the entity thus constituted in order to leave the painting 

free to function more purely as a painting”. In other words, what I understand 

Merleau-Ponty to be saying is that when text and image are combined, it is 

possible that the particular qualities of either medium may be enhanced rather 

than diluted by association. One is more aware of the materiality of paint, or 

the embodied nature of the poetic word. 

 

So, although Merleau-Ponty recognises the ability of the painting to 

communicate through its own form – the physicality of the paint, the skin, the 

surface, etc – he also seems to be suggesting the possibility of a pro-active 

relationship between image and text. One of the questions I asked in chapter 

five is: why it is that Merleau-Ponty never really wrote about abstract painting, 

when many painters and critics have ‘used’ his philosophy in support of an 

argument foregrounding the importance of abstract painting? Neither of the 

two artists he wrote most about (Cezanne, Klee) was entirely abstract. 

Cezanne is seen to have pointed the way towards abstraction and, as the 

‘father of modernism’ towards a separation of text and image – pointing the 

way to ‘pure painting’. It is true that he argued with Zola about the relationship 

of text and image – Zola is said to have upbraided Cezanne: “do not remain a 

painter without a name”. Zola wanted clarity, illustration; Cezanne favoured 

the silence of doubt, which Zola “could not endure” (Welchman, 1997, p.145). 
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Nonetheless, Cezanne did hold the canon of literature and poetry in very high 

regard and often paid subtle and particular attention to his titles. Welchman 

(1997, p.151 - 152) suggests that the history of modernism has deliberately 

ignored the importance certain key ‘modernist’ artists placed on the titling of 

their work: 

sustained attention to the titles of modernist artworks is important for 
the elaboration of (an) alternative critique or revisionary (approach to) 
art history. One by one the titular decisions and modifications of key 
late nineteenth- and twentieth-century artists had been either ignored, 
or discarded into footnotes and asides. At most they have been 
discussed in the context of a momentary historical or analytic 
argument, or in the course of a catalogue entry. Yet the sum of these 
instances and the syntax that articulates them reveals a significant 
counter-narrative about the visual, textual, institutional, and critical 
investments of visual modernity. 

 

Klee, too, was “a voracious reader” whose understanding of narrative writing 

was grounded in a comprehensive knowledge of literary history, and Klee’s 

“use of titles and his corresponding images point to his interest in the how as 

well as the what of narrative construction” (Aichele, 2002, pp.17-18). Like 

many contemporary painters/artists, Klee often did not name his paintings 

until after they had been finished, thereby underling the importance of the pre-

reflective visual analogy referred to by Merleau-Ponty. Nonetheless, the text is 

crucially important – not as an illustration of a linear narrative, which couldn’t 

be the case, since these works just ‘came into being’, but as a further means 

of communication. Perhaps one of the reasons Merleau-Ponty associated with 

the work of Klee is that the latter understood that language is something 

which is used by people to convey meaning, and the norms of rationality 

emerge from discussion between people. In this sense, both language and 

rationality are ultimately rooted in personal experience.  

 

Language can thus be used creatively – bending the rules in order to create 

some new meaning, beyond that contained in the conventional rules – and 

Klee loved to use language creatively, whether through the use of poetic 

images, writing poetry himself or using letters as abstract symbols in his 

pictures. Klee himself seemed unsure, at times, of the relationship between 

modernism and the narrative. “The legacy of modernism’s bias against story 
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telling was summed up by Walter Benjamin when he observed that there is 

embarrassment all round when the wish to hear a story is expressed”, and, “in 

public statements, such as his ‘Creative Credo’, Klee declared his allegiance 

to modernism even as he was perpetuating the stubbornly persistent narrative 

tradition in his visual practice” (Aichele, 2002, p.17). 

 

This sense of uncertainty is underlined by Aichele (2002, p. 17), who says that 

“together, Klee’s writing and images constitute a pattern of verbal traces that 

highlight generative opposition as a governing principle”. This is indicated in 

the fact that many of his titles, whilst obviously ‘poetic’, are not  

 

 
    Figure 9.1  Paul Klee, Once Emerged from the Grey of Night … 1918,  

           watercolour on paper, 23 x 26cms 
 

 

directly ‘descriptive’ of the images they are attached to. A kind of puzzle 

(based on opposition) is established between image and text that engages the 

viewer. Together, the very media of paint and text became at one and the 

same time both more independent (purer) through opposition, and yet 

complimentary, in that together, as a means of communication, they add up to 

more than the sum of their parts (Fig. 9.1). 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So far, this chapter has covered a wide range of territory, from our early use 

of language to the way that two early modernists thought about and were 

influenced by language. Is there a link between these two themes? I believe 

that there is. Abram’s and Harrison’s studies into the use of language by 

nomadic peoples mirror, to a certain extent, some of the interests of the early 

modernists, who explored the idea of primitivism – or the work of what were 

called primitive cultures.  

 

This work is illuminating, and has been ignored by some post-modern critical 

thinkers who questioned (correctly) the notion of primitivism – especially the 

way in which this idea was misused politically and culturally to support the 

idea that Western man represented the pinacle of cultural growth, and to 

uphold existing structures of power and wealth. However, Dadaists like 

Schwitters and Arp were radical artists actively engaged in a ‘mission’ to 

overthrow such cultural hierarchies as existed in the early years of the 20th 

Century. I wrote recently about the relationship between such radical practice 

and political and cultural hierarchies, commenting “that a capitalist culture 

requires change and challenge to sustain it – it is what drives it forward – but 

… in my experience, institutions will either absorb the culture of opposition or 

spit it out and marginalise it” (Collier, 2010, not yet published). In the present 

context I would add that it cherry-picks elements of this ‘culture of opposition’ 

and ‘uses’ them. In this way, much of the earlier radicalism of modernism was 

neutered and absorbed into Western culture. Thus was the interest in the 

language of so-called ‘primitive’ cultures misrepresented.  

 

Klee was interested in pre-modern uses of text and image, as well as 

children’s drawings, which he regarding as representing, as closely as it is 

possible to do, our pre-reflective view of the world – our phenomenological 

perception of the world. He (and other artists of the period) felt that we had 

lost our way – and had not, in fact, progressed; rather we had actually 

culturally regressed. This is not the accepted view of modernism as a culture 

of progressive change and improvement – it is actually a very post-modern 

idea. In my essay referred to above (Collier, 2010), I present the work of a 
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contemporary performance artist, Karen Finlay, whose work I curated in 

collaboration with Projects UK at the Riverside, Newcastle upon Tyne, in 

1986. Finlay mixes image (live imagery of her naked body) with acerbic text, 

and she said of her work: 

 
With our technology, our civilisation, our supposed desire to end 
oppression there is still repression … The political authorities try to 
take away the power of our bodies, our language – in turn our spirit, 
our souls … All poets, all musicians, authors, artists, youth, you the 
audience, and us – we all better watch out (Collier, 2010). 

 

This quote is actually very evocative of Heidegger in the way that it worries 

about the link between language, technology, culture and power. Indeed, just 

like Heidegger, Finlay suggests that artists, musicians, poets and others all 

have it within them to ‘rise up’ – but that we should not become complacent. 

 

However, another idea behind the work of the early modernists lay in trying to 

make better sense of the real world – a world that was changing rapidly. Just 

what was real? And how could art best re-present our experience of (an 

expression of) reality? The rise of photography, the publication of the Theory 

of Relativity, the invention of man-powered flight – these and a myriad other 

‘developments’ enabled us to see reality differently. The early modernists’ 

interest in exploring the overlapping of different creative media was an 

attempt to express a contemporary sense of reality (or in some cases – as 

with Kandinsky – to transcend reality). 

 

The development of early abstraction occurred partly as a reaction against 

what was seen as the photograph’s ability to at one and the same time 

represent and misrepresent reality. A photograph can, by not presenting the 

full context of the image being portrayed, seriously misrepresent the truth. 

Furthermore, a photograph is not real – it is flat and usually smaller than the 

things it re-presents. On the other hand, abstract painting deliberately 

emphasised the flatness of its support – and by using a formal language to 

give expression to our complicated relationship with reality, it laid claim to a 

greater truth. However, the early abstract artists considered that text, letters, 
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words could be a part of this visual exploration/dialogue. They saw a common 

link between images, words and pictures – one that stretched back to a pre-

reflective, pre-linguistic age.  

 

Images, Pictures and Words 
 

Images, pictures. Words 

They all represent something. But 

 Do they need to } 

 } resemble the thing they represent? 

Is it a crime if they } 

 

Themmerson, Stephan, Ideogrammes lyriques’, 

first published in Typographica, ‘New Series’, December 1966 

 

This was a key question for artists of the period.  

 

Language is one species of the genus sign 

Pictorial representations are another species of the same genus 

These two species can be wedded to one another 

They can be wedded either politely or comfortably 

(as when an illustration is wedded to a text or a caption to a drawing) 

or they can start an illicit liaison, 

so intimately integrated 

that one doesn’t know anymore 

who is the bride and who is the bridegroom? 

 

Themmerson, Stephan, ‘Ideogrammes lyriques’ (Hill et al., 2009, p.11) 

 

This exploration (the link between images, words and pictures) was 

developed by early modernists throughout the early years of the 20th Century 

and, for instance, can be seen in the collages of Picasso and Braque, the 

sound poems of Schwitters, the poems of Apollinaire and the surrealist Andre 
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Breton, the paintings of Miro (who happily mixed text and image in his 

abstract paintings) and in the poetry of Arp. Indeed, it wasn’t until 1940, and 

the writings of Clement Greenberg (especially his essay, ‘Towards a Newer 

Laocoon’, which developed the ideas of the 18th Century writer and 

philosopher Gotthold Ephraim Lessing from his essay ‘Laocoon: An Essay on 

the Limits of Painting and Poetry’, originally published in 1766), that the notion 

that text and image were intrinsically opposed to each other gained academic 

support. 

 

Unfortunately, it is Greenberg’s High Modernism that came to represent what 

and how subsequent artists and critics thought about modernism. Charles 

Harrison explores the impact of Greenberg’s theories on the work of late 

twentieth century artists, and concludes (2009, p.20) that: 

 
The problem was not how to make plausible paintings with words, or 
how to exploit the freedom that came with conceiving of art as an 
entirely open concept, but rather how to reinvest fine art with the 
discursive and essayistic potential that modernism had in the end to 
sacrifice in its critique of the academic. 

 

(For a longer analysis of this reading, see the chapter on ‘Methodology’.) 

So Harrison is here staking out new territory – but based on the work of the 

early modernists, who had no problem combining sound, colour, text, and 

image. There was no reason to divorce abstract art from text – or from sound, 

etc, and it is within this spirit of enquiry that I have been pursuing my own 

course of study. 

 

Towards the end of his essay (which is called ‘Think Again’), Harrison talks 

about the work he undertook with Art and Language (with Terry Atkinson, Mel 

Ramsden and Michael Baldwin): 

 

The problem Art and language … faced was how to re-establish critical 
conditions of medium-specificity, but conditions that could be applied 
to new genres of art in which the assimilation of texts need not be 
ruled out, genres in which, indeed, there was no limit that could be set 
in principle to the length of any component text. The resulting body of 
work stands apart both from the continuing work of Conceptual art’s 
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other veterans and from the institutionally supported avant-gardism of 
the past quarter century. It is not well attuned to the prevailing modes 
of criticism and publicity. It proposes what be seen as a new kind of 
art, though one with strong links to the modernist art of the twentieth 
century and the traditions that modernism interrupted in the nineteenth 
century (C. Harrison, 2009, p.25). 

 

I now want to look again at the work of a contemporary artist, Richard Long, 

who ‘mixes’ text and image in his work. The reason for choosing the work of 

Long is that, although he was one of the artists included in the exhibition 

mentioned by Harrison – When Attitude Becomes Form (Kunsthalle Berne 

and The Institute of Contemporary Arts, London, 1969).  

 

 
 

   Richard Long, Dartmoor Wind Circle, 1988 
 

Figure 9.2 

 

His work uses this mix of image and text in a way that is not only sensual 

(both in the way that he uses language to represent place, temperature, 

geological features, wind direction, etc, and in his sublime use of black and 

white and colour photography) but also draws together some of the issues 
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explored in my previous chapter with regard to the use of text, image, science, 

art and Phenomenology. 
 

For Long (and his colleague, Hamish Fulton) the act of walking is the artwork. 

I have already explored in a previous chapter how walking is a 

phenomenological activity par excellence. I have also suggested that, for me, 

walking is the activity around which I have based my own work. It involves a 

person actively engaging with his/her environment in a motor-sensory way. 

 

According to Phil Macnaghten and John Urry (in Bodies of Nature, 2001, 

p.102), Long’s work “captures the sensual, material, contingent process of 

walking and foregrounds physical agency by featuring traces of the bodies, 

also questioning conventional modes of understanding and practicing walking” 

where his works are often a “rebuke to the normative, linear determination of 

much walking”. There is in Long’s work the desire to measure, to quantify;  

 

and yet the measurements he employs are far removed from those 
used in guide books. In From Tree to Tree: A Walk in Avon, England 
(1986), he lists the random occurrence of trees at points along the 
walk, as in 
 

palm 
oak 9 miles 
scots pine 15 miles 
hawthorn 22 miles 

 
Several works bring together the notion that walking is a way of being 
in the world that combines an experience of the sensual, the 
serendipitous and the interruptive body during a passage among a 
material nature. The sensual body is addressed in Dartmoor Wind 
Circle: A Walk Eight Miles Wide, 1988 [Fig. 9.2] where, during a 
circular walk, Long charts the direction of the wind at regular intervals 
(yet another way of measuring), and the representation of the walk 
takes the form of a series of arrows, aligned with the walk’s circular 
shape, which indicate the wind direction. Minimalist though it is, this 
work conjures up the sensations felt by the absent body, buffeted by 
winds from changing directions, and denotes the moving body as one 
element in a pattern of intersecting movements and energies 
impacted upon and impacting upon the world (Macnaghten & Urry, 
2001, pp.103-4). 
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I encountered another example of this phenomenological approach to the 

interpretation of landscape recently when I spent a weekend in Teesdale as 

part of a Northern Environmental Sustainability (NEST) weekend. A group of 

us, led by local environmentalist Bruce Ferguson (a leader of Earth Watch 

events) walked from Low Wray Farm to Holwick Scars, a series of stark, 

rough crags that are part of the outcrop of the Whin Sill. This is a roughly 

horizontal sheet of a dark grey igneous rock called dolerite, and a small 

stream ran below the foot of the scars. We were each sent by Bruce to a 

different type of location within sight or sound of the stream and asked to 

come up with one word that described our experience of that place. Two of us 

were then tasked with the job of ‘writing’ a poem using only the words that the 

group had come up with. Below is that ‘poem’. 

 

Hyphenated rock-cracker 

   Scouring, 

    notched and darkling 

      Plop! Tinkleen! Gurgle! 

       Tumbling, 

         Rippling,  

          Snaking, 

          

 Gossiping Aquarius 

           

 C    a    l    m    i    n    g 

 

Over the last few years, my own work has changed somewhat as a result of 

the research I have outlined above and throughout this thesis. For instance, I 

wrote about the work Six Birds of the Coquet Valley, Northumberland 

(Waygood Gallery, Hanging Wall, 2008 – Fig. 9.3): 

 
My work draws its inspiration from the simple act of walking – it is an 
embodied experience and reminds us that we are a part of nature and 
not separate from it. I am interested in exploring the interrelated 
nature of ecological and cultural ideas through a detailed study of 
local environments and our embodied engagement with landscape. 
The historical layering of our environment is tied to an understanding 
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of language through the naming of places and species. Many of these 
names have local derivations and they often refer to our senses (sight, 
sound, taste, touch and smell) in a way that our more abstracted, 
current language, does not. 
 
A study of bird names presents an ‘unpredictable and haphazard 
richness’ with names drawn from the very roots of our language 
(British Birds: Their Folklore, Names and Literature by Francesca 
Geenoak). For instance, the name Coquet comes from the Old 
English cocc, meaning wild bird. 

 

WITTOL Wheatear 

CHITTY Meadow Pipit 

QUEEST Woodpigeon 

CALLOO Curlew 

KEELIE Kestrel 

WIZZLE Dipper 

 

 
   Figure 9.3  Six Birds of the Coquet Valley, Digital Print 

 

This piece began life as a large, square abstract work constructed of 36 

smaller squares coloured with pastel. The colour was laid on in such a way as 

to highlight the ‘sensuality’ of the medium and the embodied way that the 
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colour is applied (the colour clearly retains the imprint of the gesture of my 

hand and arm). I did not have a title for the work, although I had conceived of 

it as being part of a Northumbrian ‘suite’ I was developing. The work in no way 

‘illustrates’ anything specific about the Coquet Valley. The subsequent 

decision to call the work Six Birds of the Coquet Valley was based partly on 

the form of the work – six rows of six squares – and partly because at this 

time I was doing quite a lot of walking in the Coquet Valley. I had, initially, 

intended to present the words, as I had done previously, alongside the 

abstract work of coloured squares (as a square, but much smaller than the 

work itself). Gradually, over a period of time, I began to realise that I should 

‘grab the bull by the horns’, as it were, and not separate out the text and 

image, but rather integrate them. My research into the thinking of Merleau-

Ponty and about language had suggested that this could be the route to take. 

The idea of working with the Old English names came about partly because I 

have always had an interest in the naming of birds, and partly because my 

research – especially, again, through the philosophy of Merleau-Ponty and 

also the writing of David Abram – points to the key role that language can play 

in putting us in touch with the Earth. Earlier in this chapter, I looked at how 

Merleau-Ponty did not intend to “reduce nature to a human convention” but 

rather “to ground language in the visible, audible world” (Abram, 1996, p.95). 

Abram further suggests (p.95) that: 

 
if language is born of our carnal participation in a world that already 
speaks to us at the most immediate level of sensory experience, then 
language does not belong to humankind but to the sensible world of 
which we are but a part. 

 

The words that I used, derived often from Old English, are a poetic reminder 

that an understanding and feeling for the natural environment was there in the 

language ordinary people used – these names are what local people called 

the birds; names that reflect more closely than current nomenclature, either 

the look (Wittol), sound, (Calloo) or action (Wizzle) of the birds. 
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The inscape of language and the visual image – a dialogue. 
 

This Darksome burn, horseback brown, 

His rollrock highroad roaring down, 

In coop and in comb the fleece of his foam 
Flutes and low to the lake falls home. 

 

A windpuff-bonnet of fawn-fróth 

Turns and twindles over the broth 

Of a pool so pitchblack, fell-frówning, 

It rounds and rounds despair to drowning. 

 

Degged with dew, dappled with dew 

Are the groins of the braes that the brook treads through, 

Wiry heathpacks, flitches of fern, 

And the beadbonny ash that sits over the burn. 

 

What would the world be, once bereft 

Of wet and of wilderness? Let them be left, 

O let them be left, wildness and wet; 

Long live the weeds and wilderness yet. 

 

Inversnaid, Gerard Manley Hopkins (1844 – 1899) 

 

It was when exploring the use of language by perhaps my favourite poet, 

Gerard Manley Hopkins, that I began to see the link between the work I was 

doing and Abram’s phenomenological interpretation of language. Hopkins 

‘invented’ the term ‘inscape’ to suggest that our direct experience of the world 

was, somehow, also embodied in a sense of the ‘essence’ of life. This is, to 

me, a very phenomenological way of thinking about our perception of our 

environment – except that in Hopkins’s case by essence he meant God. He 

saw that words have their own, very particular, ‘inscape’.  
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In The Language of Gerard Manley Hopkins (from the chapter ‘The Weeds 

and the Wilderness’) James Milroy (1977, p.73) quotes Peters as follows:  

 
A word was just as much an individual as any other thing; it had a self, 
as any other object, and consequently, just as he strove to catch the 
inscape of a flower or a tree or a cloud, he similarly did not rest until 
he knew the word as a self. 

 

Milroy adds that E. R. August explains to Hopkins: 

 
that words are like other creatures: they have inscapes beautiful in 
themselves … the numerous philological notes in the journals record 
word inscapes … Hopkins always suspected that the relation between 
words and things was not arbitrary.  

 

Milroy then goes on to suggest that “Hopkins is clearly concerned with the full 

semantic suggestiveness of the word, its association with shapes and 

textures, curves and spirals, and the sensory impressions of touch and sound 

as well as sight” (p.74). Furthermore, he notes that:  

 
the words he discusses in the diaries tend to be monosyllables used 
in everyday speech, and these monosyllables are usually of Anglo 
Saxon origin … only very rarely does he interest himself in a long word 
or a Latinate one. When Hopkins speaks of current language he 
means the spoken language as opposed to a literary one; but he goes 
further than most of us would. The essential spoken language is not 
the educated language of university graduates and the middle classes 
of large urban centres; it is at its most perfect in the mouths of country 
people, and, since it is ephemeral, and not committed to paper, its 
interesting features must be jotted down in the diaries just as the 
inscapes of nature are. Clearly this current language will be Anglo 
Saxon in vocabulary; and this brings a bonus to the poet, since Anglo 
Saxon words are on the whole richer in emotional suggestiveness 
than is the French or Classical vocabulary of English (Milroy, 1977, 
p.74). 

 

Hopkins was aware of the theories of a number of important etymologists of 

the period (the middle of the 19th century) – for instance Hensleigh 

Wedgwood, who espoused the ‘onomatopoetic theory’. Language, he 

suggests, was invented by imitating the sounds of nature. He looks at bird 

names as examples – cuckoo, ulula (owl) and peewit “whose melancholy cry 

gives rise to names in different European dialects” (Milroy, 1977, p.74). Was 
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Wedgwood suggesting therefore, that we could eventually trace common links 

in all languages back to humanity’s primordial, pre-linguistic engagement with 

the world? Or was he suggesting (as I think Abram is) that local dialect arose 

partly from the very specific environments that people found themselves in – 

each environment being different – and that the interrelated nature of each 

bio-region gave rise to a specific dialect? I find this explanation attractive – 

and it resonates with Goethe’s theories, which developed around the same 

period (see my discussion on the relationship of phenomenology to the 

natural sciences in chapter eight). 

 

However, it is what Hopkins does with words that is of particular interest (and 

brings us into the very contemporary area of concrete poetry, I think). Hopkins 

realises not only that words are, of themselves, representative of social 

orders; he sees that sentence structure itself reflects social and political 

hierarchies, losing contact with the real world of direct experience at the same 

time. So Hopkins deliberately subverts the accepted norms of language. In 

The Search for Synthesis in Literature and Art, Anne C. Colley (1990, pp.95-6; 

in the chapter ‘Hopkins and the Idea of Mapping’) explains that: 

 
flung from their usual arrangement, words lose their habitual 
sequence … in his attempt to conquer grammar Hopkins lards his 
poems with clumps of words – new units of meaning … this new order 
of meaning brings the reader closer to the subject’s psychological 
reality. And, more significantly, it allows Hopkins to recover the natural 
function of the mind for which the linear model of grammar is not 
sufficient. The new order restores for the reader a pre-linguistic unity 
of experience in which the world is not divided into verbs and nouns … 
the most successful of Hopkins’s poems tend to be those in which 
syntax no longer violates meaning. The least successful are those in 
which the linear order reasserts itself as if Hopkins’s anxiety about the 
oddness of his writing comes between the image, the thought, and the 
word. 

 

This subversion of the structure of language (and the way contemporary 

language is seen to represent social and political structures) is uncannily 

close to the ideals of abstract art and the move away from the Cartesian rule 

of perspective. Perspective also represents an authoritarian and hierarchical 

view of the world and abstract art sought to take us back to a more pre-
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reflective, sensual relationship with our environment. This is, it seems to me, a 

phenomenological view of the world. Writing in Technologies of the 

Picturesque, in a chapter called ‘From Land to Landscape’, Ron Broglio 

(2008, p.73) talks about Wordsworth's phenomenological approach to 

language as follows: 

 
Wordsworth’s reordering of the senses as explained in book 11 of The 
Prelude disorientates the rational perspective of Cartesian 
perspectivalism. The viewing subject no longer holds the reigns of 
control over the mental ordering of space or over one’s own body in 
space. Instead the body and space take on a haptic quality similar to 
that explored by Merleau-Ponty, whose restoration of a felt 
relatedness to experience works as a helpful theoretical complement 
to Wordsworth’s engagement with his surroundings. Rather than 
sublating local space within the global context of the cartographic field, 
as Burnett describes, Wordsworth and Merleau-Ponty try to think of 
identity as configured within the immanence of place. 

 

Hopkins (and, to a lesser extent, Wordsworth) experiment with the form of 

words in a way that is expressive of inscape, that is phenomenological, and 

break down the structure of language so that it mirrors more correctly our pre-

linguistic sense of the world – a sense not overlaid with hierarchies of 

meaning. This is how I hope my use of text can operate. In Six Birds of the 

Coquet Valley, I have deliberately sought out the local and Anglo Saxon 

derivation of the bird names, and the order in which these names are 

presented is based on a sense of the formal, poetic structure of the words 

irrespective of any scientifically accepted structure of bird classification or any 

other hierarchical knowledge system. So: 

 

WITTOL  

CHITTY  

QUEEST  

CALLOO  

KEELIE  

WIZZLE  

 

Having established a theoretical and philosophical link between text and 

image (and it seems to be that the confluence lies in Phenomenology), I now 
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want to look briefly at how we might ‘justify’ the linking of text and image 

visually. For this part of the chapter, I wish to explore a very specific form of 

language, concrete poetry, which has its antecedents in Hopkins and later in 

symbolists such as Mallarme, Dadaists such as Arp and Schwitters, 

modernists such as Joyce, and Imagists such as Pound. For a brief resume of 

this argument, I turn to Wendy Steiner, who, writing in The Colours of Rhetoric 

(1982, p.200; in the chapter ‘Res Poetica’) explains that: 

 
Lessing (in Laocoon, Selected Prose Work of C. E. Lessing, ed. 
Edward Bell, London: G. Bell, 1879) claimed that the proper subject 
matter of painting is objects juxtaposed in space, that is, bodies, whilst 
that of poetry is things succeeding each other in time, that is actions. 
Lessing’s reasoning is purely dependent on his understanding of art 
as iconic. He states that the necessity for each of these subject 
matters is, on the one hand, the inherent spatiality of the painting 
medium, and on the other, the innate temporality of the literary 
medium, and the need for what he called a suitable relation between 
medium and subject matter. Thus to ensure iconicity in the two arts, 
they must have different subjects. 
 
Philosophers and linguists in our century have modified Lessing’s 
position somewhat by comparing the arts not in terms of media, but 
modes of perception. Husserl has argued that a temporal object must 
be processed by retention and protention in such a way as to be held 
in the mind, at its completion, as a simultaneous synthesis. And 
reciprocally, psychologists have shown that visual perception is not an 
instantaneous feat but a similar fusing of temporarily successive 
perceptions into a synthesis. Thus, both temporal and spatial art 
involve sequence and simultaneity in their concretions. 

 

It is precisely this relationship between sequence and simultaneity that 

concrete poetry exploits. Concrete poetry is a term used to describe a kind of 

experimental poetry, developed in the 1950s and flourishing in the 1960s, 

which dwells primarily on the visual aspects of the poem. Concrete poets 

experiment with typography, graphics, the ‘ideogram concept’, computer 

poems, collages, etc. They bring together both the literary and visual 

elements of language, often in a way which links the synthesis of the visual 

with the narrative, temporal aspect of the literal, and it does so in an 

interactive relationship with the viewer. 
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Figures 9.4a and 9.4b show two concrete poems by the artist Ian Hamilton 

Finlay, entitled Sea Poppy 1 and Sea Poppy 2. Literally, they represent the 

names of fishing vessels. But the visual dynamic of the poem suggests that 

there is much more to this sequence of words than is initially apparent. The 

circular form is, perhaps, suggestive of some kind of cosmological overview. 

And, clearly, there are layers of meaning underpinning the simple narrative 

that the list of names evokes. For instance, Yves Abrioux (1992, pp. 198 & 

221) writing in Ian Hamilton Finlay, a Visual Primer, says: 

 
The letters and numbers in Sea Poppy 1 (Fig 9.4b) are those of 
fishing-boats, and the title suggests that the pattern they form be 
taken as an Aristotelian metaphor from analogy – poppy : stamens : : 
sea : fishing-boats (Abrioux p.198) … this suggests an interchange of 
elements by means of a metaphorical sign system, or, as in the more 
complex Sea Poppy 2 (Fig 9.4a)  where an additional partner is 
brought into the dance of the elements. Here, as elsewhere, letters, 
syllables or words suggest a Heraclitean cosmology, which is also a 
model for modern plurality (Abrioux, p.221). 
 
 

 
 

Ian Hamilton Finlay, Sea Poppy 2. 1968    Ian Hamilton Finlay, Sea Poppy 1. 1968               
 

Figure 9.4a and b 
 

It is worth noting here that Heraclitus was famous for his doctrine of change 

being central to the universe, as stated in his famous saying, "You cannot 

step twice into the same river” (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Heraclitus) 

He believed in the unity of opposites, stating that "the path up and down is 

one and the same”; existing things being characterised by pairs of contrary 
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properties. In the case of Ian Hamilton Finlay, these opposites, these contrary 

properties, are complex and rich and they include: order (the list of names) 

and intuition (the form the words take, the poetic ‘gesture’; the early 

modernism of the Dadaists like Schwitters (to whom his work is almost a 

homage) and late modernism (which the circular forms relate to) as well as 

the visual and the literal – image and text. 

 

My aim in exploring the links between text and image is not to suggest that 

from now on all my visual work should include text – or that any text I use 

must be visual. This would be equivalent to suggesting that Bridget Riley 

should start using words in her abstract images. (However, it is worth pointing 

out that Riley does write extensively about the language of art, its history and, 

on occasion, the relationship of the experience of colour to Phenomenology.)  

 

 
 

     Figure 9.5  Howard Hodgkin, Twilight, 1995 – 96. Oil on wood, 31 x 37cms 
 
 

Nor would I suggest that Howard Hodgkin should start integrating words with 

his abstract images, (although, again, it is perhaps worth pointing out that 

Hodgkin’s titles are often poetic and phenomenologically expressive – for 

instance; Venice: Grey Water: First Light, 2005: Alone, 2002: Twilight 1995-96 

– Fig 9.5). I do, however, think that I should pay more attention to the visual 
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element of language and that I should exploit the formal and sensual 

elements of language more often. However, the straightforward conclusion to 

my research on the relationship of text and image is that I think that we should 

have the freedom to present text on its own, or an image on its own, or, 

indeed, to integrate the presentation of the two together. My own conclusion is 

that text and visual art can enrich each other enormously – and should not be 

seen as mutually exclusive. They are part of a creative, phenomenological 

‘toolbox’ that artists and poets can make use of. I was interested to read the 

following text in an introduction to a fascinating study of the early links 

between art and writing. 

 

In When Writing Met Art, Denise Schmandt-Bessereat examines the interface 

between writing and art during the early period in the ancient Near East – a 

time when links between art and writing were first developed. She shows how 

(2007, p.1): 

 
an exchange between the two media took place in two instalments: in 
the late fourth Millennium B.C., writing had an impact of great 
consequence on art, and, reciprocally, in the third millennium B.C., art 
had an impact of no less significance on writing.  

 

What Schmandt-Bessereat then goes on to explore is how, “through this 

mutual exchange both writing and art multiplied their capacity to communicate 

information”. So, it is clear that the dialogue between text and image has been 

going on for millennia – it is not just a modern issue. I use the word dialogue 

carefully, since this exchange between text and image is mutually enriching. 

Each learns from the other as time progresses and new forms of textual and 

visual communication make themselves available.  
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Contextual Overview, Chapter Nine  
 

In chapter eight, I looked at the relationship between science and 

Phenomenology, suggesting that it is in the dialogue that occurs between 

them that the real substance of our discussion lies. I concluded that intuition is 

not more important than science – only that we must consider intuition prior to 

scientific reflection and observation if we are to understand the world 

correctly. 

 

In much the same way, my exploration throughout this series of chapters into 

the relationship between text and image has worried about the hierarchical 

relationship between them. Does the visual image have priority over the 

written word when it comes to intuitively responding to our experiences? I 

have suggested, in a previous chapter, that whilst the visual image may not 

be the ideal way of experiencing the world (in that it is a prima facia case of a 

Cartesian interpretation of the world, whilst our real experience is multi-

sensory and embodied), it is, however, an appropriate way of re-presenting 

that experience, and I explain why this might be so in chapter seven. Here, I 

suggest that the poetic spareness of the text and the intuitive and non-

illustrational use of colour creates just enough information to engage viewers, 

without overwhelming them; without, in fact, giving too much information so 

that they feel disinclined to engage with the work – as would be the case if 

sound, texture and smells were used in an installation, for instance. 

 

However, I had not properly considered exactly what type of language should 

be used. I began to explore this in the last chapter, linking ideas of place to 

both a scientific and an intuitive view of the world. I suggested that words 

which indicate a kind of natural history mapping of an area might be one way 

of using text. But what type of language should be used here: contemporary 

words or historical words; spoken and grounded words captured in speech or 

‘literate’ words? Why, anyway, should language be linked to the visual image? 

 

Language must be understood, considers Merleau-Ponty, on the basis of the 

unity of soul and body as expressed in gesture: 
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A gesture, of whatever kind, is invariably expressive. A style of 
handwriting, a way of walking … are all recognisable. Since there is 
expression, there is also meaning. Of course this gestural meaning is 
not yet an explicit or intentional signification, unless it obeys a code … 
it is, according to Merleau-Ponty, a meaning in the process of being 
born, or in the ‘incipient’ state. Gesture, then, would be the ‘institution’ 
of meaning. And in a philosophy inspired by Husserl, history is 
precisely the history of truth or of meaning, to the extent that it is 
assimilated to a tradition, and that meaning is the only thing that may 
be transmitted indefinitely. 
 
And so Merleau-Ponty writes “In the use of our body and our senses 
in so far as they involve us in the world, we have the means of 
understanding our cultural gesticulation, in so far as it involves us in 
history”. 
 
Language explains history, since the meaning of history is that it be 
the history of meaning. ‘Being-in-the-world’ or the ‘body proper’ places 
us at the origin of language, to the extent that use of the body is 
expressive (Descombes, 1979, pp.73-4). 

 

So, in this chapter, I suggest that we might look at etymology and the history 

of words as they developed, especially where they indicate a grounded and 

embodied relationship with our experience in or to the world – hence the 

discussion about the use of language in nomadic tribes (D.K. Harrison 

exploring the language of the Tuvan nomads of Siberia) and the roll-call of the 

naming of places by the Apaches of Cicebue (described by Keith Bass), as 

well as the poem by Ian Hamilton Finlay where he uses the names of boats to 

poetically suggest a lost history and community. 

 

But what about the linking of text and image – what is their relationship? 

Taylor Carman (2008, p.197) asks “How does visual art manage to speak to 

us?” and he goes on to suggest that Merleau-Ponty is interested in what 

painting, literature and speech have in common rather than what separates 

them; and what they have in common is the “phenomenon of expression”, he 

says. 

 
Consider language. Language is not just an abstract system of signs. 
According to … Ferdinand de Saussure, signifiers signify only in virtue 
of differences among them, never by expressing some discreet 
semantic content. And yet, Merleau-Ponty insists, our experience of 
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speaking and listening testifies to “the power speaking subjects have 
of going beyond signs towards meaning. Signs do not simply evoke 
other signs for us, on and on without end, nor is language like a prison 
we are locked up in”. We experience and understand language as 
opening us onto a world, and no theory of syntax or semantics should 
tempt us to dismiss that experience as an illusion. 
Putting words together in speech is thus not just a matter of 
manipulating symbols according to an algorithm, but is more like 
painting. For both speaking and painting are ways of evoking, ways of 
rendering things freshly visible (Carman, 2008, pp.197-8) 

 

In chapter nine, this thinking has led me to look at the work of painters who 

‘use’ language, either within their work (Klee) or in their titles (Riley and 

Hodgkin), or even in the way they ‘explain’ their work (as in the case of 

Cezanne). 

 

I conclude that whilst the linking of text and image can enhance meaning I do 

not think that an image must be linked to a text in order to convey meaning 

(see Riley and Cezanne). And just as it is in the dialogue that occurs between 

science and intuition that the real substance of our discussion lies, so too is it 

in the relationship between text and image that the real interest lies – neither 

one is more important than the other; but there is a link between them. 

 

However, we have seen how, with regard to the relationship between science 

and intuition, the latter should precede the former if we are to gain a correct 

understanding of perception. Similarly, in the relationship between speech, 

text and image, speech and visual gesture should precede literature. This 

explains my interest, in this chapter, in etymology and oral traditions of 

speech, although, as I discuss with regard to Hopkins as well as the Tuvan 

nomadic tribes, this relationship becomes very interesting (and expressive) 

when speech and language are most closely related. 
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Chapter Ten: Phenomenology, Technology and Ethics 
 
In the previous chapter I looked at the dialogue between text and image, and 

proposed that the exchange between them is mutually enriching – each learns 

from the other as time progresses and new forms of textual and visual 

communication make themselves available. In this chapter I want to look at 

the means of creating this link – specifically the use of technology to create a 

visual interface between text and image. This leads me to talk about the 

ethics of using technology to express an idea about embodiment that should 

bring us closer to the Earth. Does the use of technology not act to separate us 

further from nature? I conclude (using Heidegger as an example) that it is the 

way we use technology (not the technology itself) – the ends rather than the 

means – that is the problem. I also look again at the medium through which 

this embodied activity is generated – walking. I have looked in some detail, 

already, at the idea of walking as a phenomenological cultural activity, but 

here I want to examine walking from a political and ethical point of view, 

following on from my ethical discussion about the uses of technology. In 

broadening my argument, I also want to show that Phenomenology is an 

ethical and social philosophy as well as a cultural one. Over my entire career 

as an artist, curator and teacher I have been concerned that art is ‘perceived’ 

by some as an exclusive activity, whereas I have always thought of it as a 

(potentially) socially pro-active and relevant form of communication. I also 

recognise that ideas about nature, the land and walking are viewed by some 

as conservative and patriarchal. The part of this chapter about walking will, I 

hope, begin to address this concern and show how it is absolutely relevant to 

any discussion about Phenomenology. I will then go on to look at the idea of 

memory, which is also a social and interactive, as well as personal, activity. 

Our sense of memory is tied to places and people, and it is multi-layered 

(when we ‘remember’ the past, we do so from the position of the present; time 

is contracted) and phenomenological. I then look at how these thoughts have 

influenced my own practice and consider further uses of technology to present 

the work. 
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Until quite recently, my use of text and image had been separate. It was as if I 

was still frightened of what a proper integration of text and image might say 

about my interests and personal history – after all, I am a painter; I love colour 

and the sensuality of the medium used. It seemed that I was unwilling to let go 

of the idea of mutual exclusivity (of text and image) promoted by Greenberg, 

who had championed the work of some of my favourite artists such as Morris 

Louis. A fairly recent conversation with an artist friend of mine (James 

Hugonin) had revealed the possibility of the text presented being the same 

size as the picture (but still next to it). The more I thought about it – and 

reflected on the line of argument my research had been taking (especially in 

chapter nine) – the clearer it became that I should somehow try to properly 

integrate the image and the text – but how to do this? By this I mean literally 

(and not intellectually), how to do this, since it is technically quite a difficult 

thing to do, and there are a number of different ways to go about it. 

 

It appeared that the only way would be to use technology – perhaps 

Photoshop computer software. Initially, I had been against this – part of the 

point of making the pastels in the first place was that the materiality of the 

medium, and the purity of the pigment, would have an impact on the viewer. 

There was also, I guess, a kind of inherent, intuitive Luddite attitude to using 

technology. It seemed incongruous to, on the one hand, be looking at how to 

get the work closer to the Earth, deliberately using Old English and colloquial 

language and raw colour to suggest this, and yet at the same time to be using 

the newest technology to achieve my aim. 

 

However, as I reflect again on the direction my research was taking me 

(especially examining the work of Heidegger and his views on technology, 

which I have critiqued in chapter eight looking at a particular interpretation of 

Heidegger by Young), I realised that, in fact, it was ‘wrong’ to worry about the 

use of technology. As I explained, it is not science itself that is the problem: 

“there is nothing wrong … in seeking understanding and therefore a measure 

of control over reality”. The problem is that: 
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the ability to control can … become abuse, as when it becomes control 
for the sake of ‘unconditional’ exploitation … One cannot care for a 
delicate ecological system unless one knows how it works and what 
the forces are that threaten to destroy it (Young, 2002, pp.78-9). 

 

And, as Young further suggested (p.79), “The idea of an essential contrast 

between the character of modern and pre-modern science is, it seems to me, 

just a myth”. So, the idea that by using modern technology I was somehow 

‘corrupting’ the aim of the work was nonsense. I began to feel much more 

comfortable about the idea of using Photoshop and Illustrator to produce a 

final work which combined both the coloured squares and the text into one 

image which was itself a piece of printed paper which could be reproduced as 

many times as I liked. 

 

This approach also squared another issue I had been trying to resolve for 

over 30 years. I came to art with modernist ideas of utopianism and was taken 

aback when I realised just how elitist and exclusive, at heart, the practice of 

painting had become since the Renaissance – how embroiled within market 

capitalism. For much of the period of my PhD research I had assumed that 

this concern was outside the parameters of my research, but more recently I 

have realised that it is relevant to it.  

 

Reading Merleau-Ponty, I begin to see how his (and Heidegger’s) views about 

our ‘being in’ the world, being a part of it and not separate from it means (self 

evidently) that we are connected to other people as well as other things – be 

they animate or inanimate. We communicate at a pre-reflective, emotional, 

sensual level with our fellow human beings. We cannot, in the old, Romantic 

sense (with the artist as hero/individual) on the one hand become at one with 

the world whilst at the same time isolating ourselves from it. So, we should be 

comfortable with any means that allows communication to take place more 

freely – which is, of course, what technology can do. My picture Six Birds of 

the Coquet Valley, 2008, created with Photoshop and then printed, can be 

reproduced now at any size and in multiples. Indeed, it was the occasion of a 

commission from the Waygood Gallery, Newcastle upon Tyne, to produce a 

billboard that led me to crystallise all these thoughts (Fig 10.1). A billboard is 
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one of the most visible means of communicating to a large audience. I wanted 

my billboard to catch people’s attention – not to illustrate an idea, but through 

the use of colour to draw the eye and through the use of text both to set up a 

puzzle and also to create a kind of sensual poetry.  

 

 
     Figure 10.1  Billboard for Harker’s Building, Waygood, July 2008 
 

This ethical consideration is also borne out by other elements of the work and 

the approach to the work I take, and is highlighted by referring again to the 

philosophy of Phenomenology. In chapter seven, I discussed how walking is 

an embodied activity – one that puts me in touch with my environment. 

However, walking is also, arguably, one of the most egalitarian ways in which 

we can experience the world in all its richness and complexity, and as such it 

is an experience that, intuitively, is common to most and shared by many. 

Furthermore, walking is not just a medium through which we experience the 

world – it is also a medium through which we can ‘expressively’ take direct 

action. And this is also a phenomenological ideal. Indeed, Merleau-Ponty 

wrote a good deal about politics – he was himself a Marxist and politically 

interested. He was, however, suspicious of the grand historical narrative that 

drove Communism – he did not believe in “the need for a global and historical 

understanding of the present situation as the basis for worthwhile solutions to 

present problems” (Matthews, 2002, p.130). Rather, he believed in a more 
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“humanistic understanding”, in terms of the purposes of the human beings 

involved, rather than a positivistic causal ‘explanation’ which treats humans 

agents simply as a particular sort of object to be manipulated by those who 

know how to do so, thus avoiding the “technocratic conception of political 

action that is common to both the politics of reason and the politics of 

understanding” (p.130). This did not mean that we, as individuals, could not 

reflect on the past and think about the future – but we did so as individuals 

within a society, a society that we can affect individually through our 

embodied actions, a society that “defends the interests of the repressed” 

(p.130). As such, I imagine that Merleau-Ponty would have sympathised with 

the urban walkers from the northern industrial cities who were amongst the 

first groups of people in the 19th century to challenge the view that the rights 

of property in the countryside were absolute. Or with Victorian ‘ramblers’ who 

tore down obstructions on footpaths (the most famous example of ‘direct 

action’ for access to the countryside in the 20th century being the mass 

trespass on Kinder Scout in the Peak District).  

 

Walking is an individual, embodied action which can effect change, and I want 

to look, briefly, at the social and political impact of walking, having only 

previously considered it as a purely ‘sensational and perceptual’ act. The 

idea, the culture, of walking is (and has been) politically and socially value-

laden. At various times it has been socially exclusive – for instance, until fairly 

recently a walker was seen as a tramp or vagabond, since social status had 

always been associated with riding and anyone walking was declaring an 

affinity ‘with ordinary humanity’. When, two hundred years ago, the young 

German, Karl Moritz, undertook a walking tour in England, he was refused 

admission at pubs, being mistaken for a poor travelling creature (Solnit 2001, 

p.83). 

 

In the West, walking has been a prime locus for Romantic thinking from the 

late 18th and 19th centuries onwards. First amongst the ‘Romantic’ walkers 

was Wordsworth. As Rebecca Solnit (2001, p.104) says in Wanderlust, “for 

Wordsworth, walking was a mode not of travelling, but of being”. She 
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suggests (p.107) that the turning point in Wordsworth’s life as a person and a 

poet was “his amazing 1790 walk with his fellow student Robert Jones across 

France into the Alps, when they should have been studying for their 

Cambridge University exams”, adding that Wordworth's biographer, Kenneth 

Johnson, said that “with this act of disobedience, his career as a Romantic 

poet may be said to have begun”. Solnit goes on: “Travel had its rogue and 

rebel aspects – straying, going out of bounds, escaping”, but it was also an 

attempt at redefining a sense of identity that the organised “grand tour had 

politicized”. 

 

Solnit herself says (2001, p.8) that her interest in walking came about through 

her activity, in the 1980s, as an antinuclear activist involved in the Spring 

demonstrations at a Nevada test site. She explained that: 

The form the demonstration took was walking: what was, on the 
public-land side of the fence, a ceremonious procession became, on 
the off-limits side, an act of trespass, resulting in arrest. We were 
engaging, on an unprecedentedly grand scale, in civil disobedience or 
civil resistance, an American tradition first articulated by Thoreau [who 
wrote, amongst other things, a book entitled, simply, Walking as well a 
famous essay called ‘Civil Disobedience’ (both essays can be found in 
Thoreau, The Selected Works of Thoreau, 1975, Boston, Cambridge 
Editions)]. 

 

In the UK, such civil disobedience has manifested itself variously and 

importantly across the twentieth century, including the Jarrow March in 1936 

and the mass trespass of Kinder Scout in 1932. In both cases, the ‘walk’ was 

a means of direct action in the political, social and geographical landscape. 

 

Walking is not only a political activity, and it is certainly not just a ‘romantic’ 

rural one – it is also a social and an urban one, loaded with meaning. Walking 

can be sexually exclusive; for instance in 19th century France, when the 

streets of Paris became the theatre for Baudelaire’s (male) Flaneur – women 

entering this theatre were often viewed (mistakenly in many cases) as 

prostitutes. This negative sexual engagement with the city continues 

throughout the world even today as women suffer harassment on the ‘streets’ 

and is also well documented in our language. Amongst the terms for 
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prostitutes are streetwalkers or women of the streets (whereas the term ‘man 

about town’ has a completely different meaning). 

 

In the 1960s the Situationists rejected the modernist urban planners, to whom, 

wrote Simon Sadler in the New Babylonians (Borden and McCreery, 2001, 

p.90): 

 
the larger urban realm was like a diagrammatic representation of the 
forces of functional separation – housing, work, recreation and traffic, 
to use CIAM’S famous ‘Four Functions’ of 1933 – a Cartesian fixation 
that outlawed space for non-programmed activity … the tendency to 
regard the city primarily as an object of vision could be countered by 
treating it as a sort of text, or as something cognitively mapped. 
Hence the Situationists’ habit of ‘drifting’ through cities.  

 

The art of walking has, in recent years, become an extension of sculptural 

practice, especially, though not exclusively, in the UK. Artists such as Hamish 

Fulton have embarked on long walks, the results of which are represented in 

the gallery through the use of text, photographic image, diagram and found 

objects. It is possible to misread Fulton’s work as that of a modern retreat into 

‘conservative’ nature. However, Fulton is an artist who is acutely aware of the 

political and social constructions of notions of wildness and wilderness as well 

as being environmentally aware. He is planning a new ‘work’ in Los Angeles, 

California. The idea is to walk 1000 miles inside the city. “Why do this walk?” 

Fulton asks: 

 
because the cost of airfares, food, motels would add up to the price of 
a good wilderness trek or a commercial mountain expedition … and of 
all the cities in the world, surely L.A. is the epitome of a car city, of a 
non-walking city (if you are walking in daylight hours on a legal, public, 
sidewalk in L.A., the chances are that you will be stopped and 
questioned by the police) (Messner & Vettese, 2005, p.24). 

 

One of the things which I like about Fulton’s work is the way in which he 

positively and increasingly embraces new technology in the production of his 

work – from the publication of artist books (albeit mostly in limited editions) to 

the use of text in the way that advertising and the media uses text, thus 

confusing our notions of culture and nature.  
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So walking is also a cultural and a political medium and, of course, it is 

impossible to separate out the social/political from the individual in any 

phenomenological sense. The very idea of discreet modes of 

action/interaction is not part of the philosophy – all areas are interlinked. I 

think that this is what Merleau-Ponty realised in his later work – that there is 

not really a primary and secondary approach to the way we perceive the 

world. I argued in previous chapters (and especially in chapter eight) that, 

since the Renaissance, the primary mode of understanding the world had 

become scientific, objective, and that our subjective response to the world – 

our sensual and embodied experience – was deemed secondary; and that 

what was posited by phenomenology was a reversal of these roles, where our 

embodied experience becomes the primary response which then informs our 

scientific exploration of the world.  

 

However, this realisation that science and intuition co-exist mutually but not 

hierarchically, led me to consider, again, the relationship between culture and 

nature, and art and technology. In chapter eight (and at the beginning of this 

chapter) I talk briefly about the ethical role of technology in our world. I argued 

that that it was not technology (the means) itself that was ‘bad’; rather it was 

the use to which we put technology (the ends) that were destructive. In this 

case, the end definitely does not justify the means. It is not technology that is 

causing us to lose touch with the Earth; rather it is our own greed and need 

for power (political and electrical) and the way we exploit technology that is 

dangerous. And so, I want now to examine in more detail the relationship 

between art and technology, especially with respect to ‘making’ art, starting 

with the way that technology allows us to ‘reproduce’ images. This is how, for 

instance, I have used technology to present this thesis. It is also the way I 

been able to examine, and experience, some of the work discussed in these 

chapters.  

 

Prior to my research for this PhD, I would have linked the growth of 

technology with the rise of Enlightenment thinking – a Cartesian approach to 

science and technology. However, interestingly, it is also possible to see the 
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introduction of the reproducible image as inverting “the aggressive Cartesian 

and asocial aestheticism of (high) Modernism”, according to David Beech 

(2009, p.32). Beech proceeds to quote Seth Siegelaub as arguing that: 

 
the art that I am interested in can be communicated with books and 
catalogues. Obviously, most people become acquainted with art via 
illustrations, slides, films. Rather than having the direct confrontation 
with the art itself, there is a second hand experience, which does not 
do justice to the work – since it depends on its physical presence, in 
terms of colour, scale, material and context – all of which is 
bastardised and distorted. But when art does not any longer depend 
upon its physical presence, when it becomes an abstraction, it is not 
distorted and altered by its representation in books and catalogues. It 
becomes primary information, while the reproduction of conventional 
art in books or catalogues is necessarily secondary information. For 
example, a photograph of a painting is different from a painting, but a 
photograph of a photograph is just a photograph or the setting of a 
line of type is just a line of type. 

 

As Beech then goes on to explain: 

 
Nomination, titling, commentary and the entire arsenal of secondary 
information enter the field of artistic practice, displacing what had 
previously been considered as primary  - namely the art object and its 
traces of the artistic subject. Art after Conceptualism not only places 
language at the heart of contemporary art, it also retrospectively 
highlights the function of language for pre-Duchampian art (as 
supplement, outside the now contested frame) in titles, explanations, 
art history, criticism and so forth (Beech, 2009, p.32). 

 

Again, I now realise that this is something, as a curator, I had been very 

aware of. For instance, I knew that images of a ten-foot square painting 

illustrated four inches square in a catalogue would look nothing like the 

original. I therefore encouraged artists to make work specifically for the 

catalogue (often, drawings or very small work, which would actually ‘look’ 

bigger and truer to scale in print than the reproductions of very large works). 

Furthermore, I noticed that when artists colour-proofed their catalogues at the 

printers, they would usually bring a photograph they had taken of a painting 

which they felt best represented the ‘real’ colour of the actual painting. What 

they actually failed to realise was that once colour is scaled down, it no longer 

has the same impact – it is not the same colour. The painter Tricia Gilman, 

however, understood this perfectly; when she came to proof her images, she 
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brought with her just a memory of that work (not an image) quite deliberately – 

and that is what we went by when proofing the image. As it happens, the 

colour of this particular painting, called Sorrento, was somewhat different in 

the catalogue and on the preview card from the ‘actual’ colour of the painting 

– but we both agreed that it ‘felt’ much truer to the original than the proofs we 

pulled when the two colours (the actual and the printed) were closest in 

register to each other. 

 

 
 

      Figure 10.2  Installation shot of Six Birds, Waygood Hanging Wall, 2008 
 

In my own work, for instance Six Birds of the Coquet Valley, I had worried for 

months about the best way to present this work. I had the original work of 36 

coloured squares, and I had the artwork from the billboard and card that 

integrated both the text and the image. I showed this work in both Newcastle 

(Fig. 10.2) and Liverpool, and the way that I showed it was still a compromise. 

I had a print of the text image printed and blown up to the same size as the 

original 36 squares. Both images were framed in exactly the same way, at the 

same size, and were presented alongside each other on the gallery wall. I 

knew how important the physicality of the way the pastel had been laid on the 

paper was – and I guess I felt that this sensuality would be lost in the printed 

image. The first company that printed this image made a mess of it; the colour 

was awful and the pastel looked like mud; I nearly gave up. However, I tried 

another couple of companies, one of which managed to produce a terrific 
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image with brilliant colour. I think that the sensuality of the medium was there 

in the colour and, in retrospect, I believe that I should have just shown this 

image and not the two images alongside each other – I think the decision to 

show the pictures side by side was too cautious! 

 

There is, however, one further area of phenomenological consideration – that 

of memory – which I had not really confronted in my work. True, I might argue 

that, by titling the works as part of a Northumbrian Suite, I was giving a kind of 

reference that, obliquely, might be said to refer to memory. However, it would 

be fair to say that I had deliberately avoided the issue of memory since I 

thought that, once this was specifically brought into play, the only way of 

referencing personal memory might involve (or be deemed to involve) some 

kind of illustration – no matter how expressive or subjective the memory.  

 

For my exhibition at the Waygood Gallery, Newcastle upon Tyne, in 2008 I 

wrote that: 

 
It is my belief that the activity of walking can be defined within the 
philosophy of Phenomenology – a philosophy which (from Husserl, 
through Heidegger and Merleau-Ponty to the present day) maintains 
that we perceive the world initially intuitively and instinctively as a 
whole, embodied, experience, where time, space, history and culture 
are collapsed into an ontological, holistic ‘framework’; and that our 
experience is not dualistic and Cartesian, rather it involves us as 
individuals being a part of (through all our senses) the world at both a  
specific place and time, but also as that place is understood through 
past experiences and future possibilities. 

 

In other words, that memory is a key part of our experience and very much 

tied into a phenomenological view of the world. 

 

However, it was another commission – this time from the Liverpool 

International exhibition (part of the 2008 European City of Culture 

celebrations) that led me to deal with what had thus far been a problematic 

area for me – memory. The gallery involved (Novus) asked me to create a 

new work based, however obliquely, around Liverpool. Now, I was born in  



  236 

     
 
Figure 10.3  24 Birds of Fisherman’s Path, Unison pastel on paper, 2 x 1.3 m, 2008 
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Liverpool and lived there for the first 18 years of my life, and this commission 

led me to reflect upon where my initial interest in natural history and 

environmental philosophy had begun. I recalled a series of walks we did as a 

family in the early 1960s from Freshfield Station along Fisherman’s Path on 

the Sefton Coast, north of Liverpool. As a young boy living in suburban 

Litherland, this walk through the pinewoods, slacks, salt-marsh and sand 

dunes fired my interest in walking, natural history and the environment. 24 

Birds of Fisherman’s Path (Fig. 10.3) is based on the memory of these walks 

and many of the names of the birds which were seen by myself and my two 

brothers (who are both now keen ornithologists) are historically local to 

Lancashire – we can remember calling a hedge sparrow a spadger. 

 

Craw (Rook), Woofell (Blackbird), Doney (Dunnock), Mawp (Bullfinch), Fell 

Peggy (Willow Warbler), Bodkin (Reed Bunting), Stanechaker (Wheatear), 

Chitty (Meadow Pipit), Swat (Redshank), Learock (Skylark), Doup (Carrion 

Crow), Throstle (Song Thrush), Ullet, (Tawny Owl), Spadger (House 

Sparrow), Deviling (Swift), Purres (Dunlin), Haggister (Magpie), Snent 

(Sanderling), Cruchet (Woodpigeon), Whaup (Curlew), Youlring (Yellow 

Hammer), Crakle (Mistle Thrush), Tewit (Lapwing), Gowk (Cuckoo).  

 

The colours I use in this work are not illustrative of anything in particular (don’t 

look for references to the colours of birds or sand dunes, etc) – but they are, 

somehow, reflective for me of my embodied experience of walking in my local 

patch and my memory of that period in my life. The colours are chosen 

intuitively, and the order in which they are laid out and presented is entirely 

representative of some kind of tacit knowledge based around aesthetics, 

natural history and the environment that I am ‘working with’. The words are 

chosen partly to indicate a true sense of place (presenting this list of birds 

indicates a particular type of terrain – or in this case, of a succession of 

different terrains or micro environments). This ties in with the approach I 

discussed in chapter eight with regard to the link between science, natural 

history and Phenomenology. However, any reference to some kind of 

objective order stops there. The names of the birds reflect a period and time 
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when an understanding of the natural environment was a part of our lives – 

and not just a leisure pursuit of the middle and upper classes. But the way 

they are presented is as a poem – I hope there is a kind of natural rhythm to 

the way the words follow one another, in their sound and occasional 

alliteration. 

 

I presented this work in Novus as two separate pieces of work, as I had done 

with Six Birds of the Coquet Valley. The difference this time was that, 

although the words themselves were coloured – which was a step forward – 

they were not integrated with the coloured marks, as they were in Six Birds. 

The text was in the left-hand frame and the coloured marks in the right-hand 

frame (the reasoning being that we read from left to right). However, although 

I feel that the work was generally successful, I think it might still not be 

finished. I am now considering having both pieces photographed and scanned 

and then imposing the text onto the coloured marks, followed by  having the 

work printed to the same scale as the original pieces and framing this as the 

final work – thus, again, integrating text and image.     

 

      
 
  Figure 10.4   Untitled (Northumbrian Suite), Unison pastel on paper, 3m x 1.5m, 2008 

 

The final piece I want to talk about here is from the series I am occasionally 

working on – the Northumbrian Suite. This work has sat around in the studio 

in a partly finished state for some while – I first mentioned it in chapter six; it 

was untitled then, and it remains untitled now. I have tried a few different  

ways of presenting it – the original idea was again to have two frames, both 

the same size, and to have a set of words on the left and the abstract 
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coloured images on the right (Fig. 10.4). I have tried a number of 

combinations of this (e.g. Fig. 10.5), but none has, so far, ‘worked’. In this 

text, Cocc is the Northumbrian dialect word for the Coquet (literally translated 

as ‘wild bird’); Hlaw is hill; Dael is Valley; Hroc is a rook; Angr is grassland; 

ofer is a riverbank; peth is a path and scyf is a crag or a ledge. I had also tried 

splitting the work into a triptych as below. 

 

       
 

  Figure 10.5  Untitled (Northumbrian Suite), Unison pastel on paper, 3m x 1.5m, 2008 

 
    Figure 10.6  Six Birds of the Coquet Valley, digital print, 2008 
 
 

The use of the single letters to make words in the Six Birds piece presents the 

letters partially as words – or they can be read almost as abstract signs (in  

much the same way as some of the shapes in my earlier pieces were 

intended). By combining letters with the abstract shapes, I am reinforcing the 
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dual role that the words/letters play – and I don’t mean that they can be seen 

separately as either signs/symbols or as letters; which, again, are not seen in  

isolation, but are a part of the textual experience (Fig. 10.6). As I explored in 

an earlier chapter, Pierce showed how language cannot be isolated from its 

context – and I would suggest that Merleau-Ponty is suggesting that neither 

can words be entirely divorced from their original source (as signs or symbols, 

and prior to that as active expressions of an engagement with our 

environment). So, to see letter/word/abstract sign/symbol in one and the same 

picture reinforces this interconnectedness. 

 

In this chapter, I have challenged the view I put forward in preceding chapters 

that, in the early work of Merleau-Ponty, he suggested that the primary and 

secondary means of perception were the wrong way around; that embodied, 

intuitive experience should be seen as primary and empirical experience as 

secondary. Towards the end of his life, I think that Merleau-Ponty refined this 

approach considerably. He realised that the very idea of a primary and 

secondary role is itself divisive. It sets up oppositional ways of viewing the 

world much the same, in the end, as the disembodied Cartesian view of the 

world, which separated mind and body. No, the way forward was to think of 

both modes as being linked inextricably, not separate. This what David Abram 

(1996, p.95) means when he says of language, for instance, that “If the 

sensible world itself is the deep body of language, then this language can no 

longer be conceived as a power that resides within the human species … but 

to the sensible world of which we are but a part”. 

 

Thus, if the move between primary and secondary sources of perception is 

genuinely fluid, then the means used to re-present this experience needs to 

be similarly fluid. It does not mean that all work should include image and text, 

or that it would be wrong to display work without any text – but that we must 

make sensitive and contextual judgements as to what works best for any 

given situation – and that pictures of image and text can be seen separately 

or mixed together or in any combination of either approach. 
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Now, as I have already said, I am not suggesting that my pictures are arrived 

at by a rigorous application of the ‘concept – action – reflection – concept – 

action – reflection’ cycle of learning. Rather, these approaches are mixed up 

and the logic of the picture is only apparent after the event. The 

methodological approach is very fluid. At the beginning, I have a vague notion 

of my area of interest and a vague idea as to how to begin giving vision to this 

expressive sensation. However, after that, the decision as to whether the 

image is ‘working’ or not cannot be rationalised straightforwardly. If the image 

works straightaway (very unusual), then reflection takes place immediately 

and I can try to understand what it is that makes the image successful. 

However, if the image is not working then I embark upon a period of trial and 

error both in my research and in my experimental studio practice. It is this 

‘drive’ that moves the image along. I can’t say that I go away and 

read/research and then from that I get a clear sense of where to go with the 

image – indeed, often, I find a solution to the image before I have ‘finished’ 

the line of research I have begun – and that this later stage of research 

serves, more often than not, to reinforce the ‘rightness’ of my image. And, of 

course, this is entirely in keeping with the phenomenological approach that 

Merleau-Ponty developed towards the end of his life when he pointed to the 

way that our actions and interactions within the world are all a part of what he 

called the Chiasm – the flesh of the world – when intuition and intention, pre-

reflective expression and science are linked; are intertwined. 
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Contextual Overview, Chapter Ten 

 

In chapter ten I have taken the opportunity to attempt to deal with one or two 

issues that have remained unresolved throughout my research so far – issues 

that I have touched upon but not necessarily dealt with in depth in my text. 

 

What are these issues? Firstly, there is the ethical consideration – once we 

move away from a Kantian understanding of aesthetics as disinterested (in 

either context, place, or other people), then a consideration of the ethical 

relationship of the work I make to the society into which I launch it is 

inescapable. This is an issue which has troubled me throughout my career – 

which might explain how I have ended up as a curator and a teacher as well 

as an artist. It took me a while to realise that Phenomenology was not a quasi-

mystical philosophy in which any discussion of politics and ethics was 

irrelevant, but that a consideration of ethics was actually central to the 

philosophy of Merleau-Ponty. We are in the world – a part of the world – and 

that most definitely includes our relationship to other people. I discuss this at 

some length in this chapter. 

 

Another issue which, I think, must be clear from the previous chapters is why 

we search out the ‘wild’ and just what and where this illusive sense of 

wildness is. What I discuss in this chapter is that we don’t need to go to the 

hills just to experience wildness or a sense of difference. It is actually here 

within the city or, most particularly, at the boundary between the urban and 

the rural. What we consider as wild (the Lake District or the Peak District, say) 

are actually man-made landscapes – and, indeed, such areas are closely 

managed for their perceived beauty. They are not wild at all in the sense that 

‘random’ change based on events (sometimes geographical and sometimes 

human – and often unforeseeable) is allowed to occur. I don’t think I make this 

point clearly enough in this chapter, though this sense is there. 

 

A contemporary writer who has done much to open up this discussion is 

Robert McFarlane. In his recent book, The Wild Places (2007), he explores a 
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range of so-called wild places from the Burren in Ireland to the Cairngorms in 

Scotland. However, towards the end of his book he concludes (p.226) that: 

 
Perhaps it was the effect of my return to England, after the vast wild 
spaces of Scotland … perhaps it was living with my daughter Lily, and 
watching her intense scrutiny of a snail, or a mushroom or a patch of 
briar … perhaps it was reading of Edward Thomas’ walking tours … 
Whatever the combination of causes, I had started to refocus. I was 
becoming increasingly interested in this understanding of wildness not 
as something which was hived off from human life, but which existed 
unexpectedly around and within it: in cities, in backyards, roadsides, 
hedges, field boundaries and spinnies. 

 

He continues (p.227): 

 
That margins should be a redoubt of wildness, I knew, was proof of 
the devastation of the land: the extent to which nature had been 
squeezed to the territory’s edges, repressed almost to extinction. But 
it seemed like proof, as well, of the resilience of the wild – of its 
instinct for resurgence, its irrepressibility. And a recognition that 
wildness weaved with the human world, rather than existing only in 
cleaved-off areas – in national parks and on distant peninsulas and 
peaks; maybe such a recognition was what was needed to help us 
end the opposition between culture and nature, the garden and the 
wilderness, and to come to recognise ourselves at last as at home in 
both. 

 

It was in large part a similar recognition that had lead me to make the work for 

Liverpool (in 2008) called Fisherman’s Path. Fisherman’s Path, in Ainsdale, 

Lancashire, was where, as a child, I had become excited by the natural world 

as well, perhaps, of politics (with regard to conservation and values, freedom 

and ethics). I realised, too, as I remembered and reflected upon my own 

childhood experiences, that I spent hours, days, and weeks in a local place 

we (my brothers and friends) called ‘Froggy Meadow’. This seemed like a 

’wild’ place to us. It was an environment (self-evidently) with lots of frogs, as 

well as birds and rodents, etc. But in reality, it was actually adjacent to the 

local refuse tip and on the edge of a local industrial development. And of 

course I went fishing in the Leeds-Liverpool Canal,  

 

often sitting on the bank overlooking industrial units (our area was not ‘pretty’), 

nonetheless engrossed in a myriad of wildlife. 
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This kind of consideration also led me to consider memory. This was another 

area I had struggled with early on in my reflections on Phenomenology – what 

was the relationship between an embodied experience that was (necessarily) 

of the here and now to history, memory and experience. But of course, it is 

precisely this kind of childhood and formative memory that intuition plays with. 

We may not initially be able to articulate why we respond in the way we do to 

certain things, but our response is embedded within a (personal) response to 

the past. This is not about developing some grand narrative out of events 

(which leads to bias and a kind of ideological fascism) – it is about our own 

(very personal) experience of the world and how we relate to it - and how we 

ourselves engage with others.  

 

Such reflection led me to consider using words in their vernacular sense – 

words of things (birds, plants, animals, etc) used and spoken locally. It is this 

combination of the local dialect and the spoken word that is of interest here. 

When Merleau-Ponty (Kleinberg-Levin, p.56) talks about how words (and 

poetry) are a way of “singing the world”, he is referring, I think, to the way that 

local words spoken have a rhythm and a ‘gestural sense’ that give meaning to 

the world. This is something that I explored in greater detail in chapter nine – 

but did not refer to specifically in relation to memory. 

 

So, I conclude here that it is not where you walk, but how you walk that is 

important – and that walking and wildness can occur on our own doorstep as 

much as it can in exotic places. 

 

In discussing the ethics of making the work, I also confront directly here the 

relationship of art to technology – especially when the art in question is about 

the Earth and our relationship to it. How can we square using technology to 

give vision to this type of ecological sensibility? The key word here is ‘use’. It 

is not, I suggest, technology which is, per se, bad – it is the uses we put it to. I 

then develop this argument to show how it is perfectly feasible to consider 

using technology within my own work to develop the content and to better 

communicate with an audience. I do not suggest that from now on I only use 
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text and print – but that this is another primary way to consider working; 

another tool in my box of artistic tricks. 

 

One final thing that I don’t touch on this chapter but which occurs to me 

having re-read it (and it relates to the argument I develop with respect to 

technology above) is the fact that some of my pictures are made up entirely of 

squares – and that I frequently use grids. Some people have found this 

inconsistent with my aim of representing aspects of the natural world. It has 

been commented on that my pictures seem industrial rather than organic.  

Well, there are at least two quite specific reasons why it feels appropriate to 

use squares and the grid as a structure within my work – and I certainly don’t 

see it as an illustrational reference to any kind of 21st century industrial 

aesthetic. Both reasons have to do with the notion of freedom – the first with 

the aesthetic; the second with the ethical. 

 

One of the most enlightening meetings I have had with an artist came when I 

was introduced to Bridget Riley and subsequently worked with her on the 

exhibition The Experience of Painting (Laing Art Gallery, Newcastle on Tyne, 

1989, organised in collaboration with the South Bank Centre). She talked 

about how her use of formal structures helped her to gain a kind of creative 

freedom. She said that a key influence on her thinking had been Stravinsky’s 

book, the Poetics of Music (1970), and in particular, a passage from chapter 

three, ‘The Composition of Music’. In it he says that “The more art is 

controlled, limited, worked over, the more it is free” (p.63). He explains how, 

faced with an empty ‘canvas’ within which anything is possible, he becomes 

frozen – the choices are infinite. As result, he is gripped by a terror and he 

wants to  “escape the dizziness that seizes me before the virtuality of this 

infinitude”, declaring himself “fully convinced that combinations which have at 

their disposal twelve sounds in each octave and all possible rhythmic varieties 

promise me riches that all the activity of human genius will never exhaust” 

(p.64). So, in limitations there are ultimate freedoms – this is one of the 

reasons I sometimes use the grid and squares. 
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A second reason is ethical. The longer I have been ‘making’ pictures, the less 

happy I have become with the idea of composition. It seems like I am trying to 

impose my will on the world – to own it. It makes me uneasy. That doesn’t 

mean that I reject it out of hand – but I do want the nature of composition to 

be as transparent as possible. In the Crescent Moon Over The Rational, 

Stephen A Watson (2009, p.165; discussing Adorno and his interest in Klee) 

writes that: “Composition is about the will to power … in that it is about the 

never-ending, and never fully successful, search for domination of the 

material”. It is in this light – a sense of the egalitarian nature of the 

compositional structure of the grid – that I frequently work within this format. I 

would not like this use of the grid to become dogmatic – but, again, it is a 

useful and important tool to have at my disposal. 

 

To conclude – much of the research I have undertaken has served only to 

emphasise how little I have actually found out – and just how much more 

research is required. In the conclusion to the thesis I will touch upon some of 

the areas that immediately open themselves out to further exploration, 

resulting directly out of my current activity. I am painfully aware that I have 

merely skated across the surface of much of this material – that there is so 

much more to learn and understand – but that is very exciting. 
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Conclusion. 

I aim to keep this conclusion short, because much of the writing in the 

contextual overviews for each chapter is really an extended conclusion – an 

analysis and summary of the research undertaken.  

I am confident that the methodological approach chosen (that of the Bricoleur) 

has allowed me to produce not only a significant body of in-depth research, 

but also research that makes a contribution to new knowledge. This is, in part, 

because it can be argued that the study of creative processes has shown how 

innovative thinking is often triggered by the joining of seemingly dissimilar 

phenomena. As Alverson and Skolberg (2000) suggest, to be creative it is 

important to be acquainted with material from several essentially different 

fields, and this wide-ranging approach is typical of the Bricoleur (Robyn 

Stewart, Practice vs. Praxis: Constructing models for Practioner-Based 

Research. TEXT, Vol. 5, No. 2 October 2002). Stewart says that 

It is not easy being a bricoleur. A bricoleur works within and 
between competing and overlapping perspectives and paradigms 
(and is familiar with these). To do so they must read widely, to 
become knowledgeable about a variety of interpretive paradigms 
that can be brought to a problem … to use research as an 
interactive process shaped by our personal histories, gender, social 
class, biography, ethnicity and race. 
 

In my introduction, I mentioned that I felt my practice could (within the 

confines of mainstream modernist practice) be thought of as dysfunctional. I 

explained that my interests appeared diverse, encompassing painting, 

performance, poetry, philosophy, natural history and walking etc. I identified 

an ethical concern within my practice that had, perhaps, been responsible for 

my move into curating and teaching, reflecting a desire to communicate and 

explore a variety of ways in which this communication might take place. As I 

said 

In some respects, I felt creatively schizophrenic: I was interested in 
abstract art as well as performance; I loved colour (and had met, 
admired and shown the work of artists such as Bridget Riley and 
Howard Hodgkin) and the tactile nature of paint; but also felt drawn 
to the more conceptual and text-based work by artists such as 
Finlay, Long and Fulton. I clung to the belief that one should 
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immerse oneself in both art and nature, responding to each 
intuitively; and yet I was increasingly interested in the science of 
natural history and the popular physics of the world around us. I 
was a socialist within a commodity-driven industry – the art world. 
Slowly, very slowly, it occurred to me, on reflection, that these 
areas of interest might actually be linked; perhaps I was not 
creatively schizophrenic after all. I sensed this linkage, but couldn’t 
explain it. I wanted to find out if these different areas of interest 
might be intertwined in some way. I felt intuitively, that they could or 
might be. (see page 5) 

Perhaps the most important thing I realised at the start of this research project 

was that the Bricoleur approach might not only legitimise this desire to link a 

range of different disciplines in pursuit of an answer to my questions; it also 

meant that, as the thesis developed, I felt confident enough to expand my 

knowledge base and research into areas that included ethics, the uses of 

technology, the structure of language and, in particular, embodied philosophy.  

 

Having identified a relevant methodological approach, I began to explore in 

detail, both in the studio and through a wide range of reading and writing, the 

aims I had established, namely: ‘To examine the relationship of abstract art 

(my own and that of other artists) to the natural world; to evaluate current 

theories surrounding the cultural contexts and meaning of colour in art with 

specific reference to abstract art and to reflect this research within the 

development of my studio practice’. 

 

In the writing and studio work I have evaluated the link between abstraction, 

representation and language within the context of current theories of 

Environmental Aesthetics and Phenomenology. Early on in my research I 

identified some limitations to current theories of environmental aesthetics - in 

particular the relationship between theory and practice (in painting, poetry 

etc). I then argue that phenomenology provides an embodied and theoretical 

link between our experience of the environment and the way in which this 

experience might be communicated and mediated – primarily through art (in 

the broadest use of the word). I move on to show how an in-depth ‘reading’ of 

phenomenology suggests that intuition and cognition are intertwined – neither 

being more or less important than the other. I have also shown that art (in my 
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case, painting) is itself a phenomenological method of perceiving the world – it 

is philosophy in action. I have explored the idea that depth and/or space are 

central to a phenomenological visual, cartographic, absorptive, and textual 

‘reading’ of the world, concluding that the representation of depth is linked to 

the idea of the chiasm (the flesh of the world) – it is an inclusive spatio-

temporal view of the world of which we are a part; and colour is the medium 

through which this sense of atmospheric jouissance is activated.  

 

I have looked at how the use of text and image combined can better help 

communicate a complex phenomenological interpretation of the world that I 

explore, which includes memory, and I have explained how language itself is 

a relative and embodied expression of our experience of the world. I have 

thus proposed that the type of language to be used should be non-structured 

and non-hierarchical and therefore derived from ‘folk’ traditions where the 

sound and meaning of the word are closely linked to our everyday experience 

of the world. I have also examined the social and ethical nature of the 

approach to the work I make, concluding that the use of technology is not in 

itself a bad thing – it is why we do what we do with the technology that is 

important. And furthermore, I show how phenomenology is a socially inclusive 

philosophy – we are a part of the world, and being a part of it means we are, 

(we have to be), socially engaged. We cannot, as artists, be discreet 

observers of the world.  

Throughout all this is the realisation that walking forms the bridge between the 

world, myself and the art that I make. I move through the world and it is this 

intuitive movement through space that engages all my motor, sensory and 

neural faculties and sets in train the reflective processes that lead, eventually, 

to the work of art. I focus especially on colour as a mediating ‘tool’ because, 

as I discuss, we use it both intuitively and cognitively – it is a key part of my 

‘tool box’ as a bricoleur because, perhaps uniquely, it can at express 

atmosphere, depth, heat, taste (all my haptic experiences) whilst at the same 

time representing specific cultural ideas. It is both experiential and relative 

and this interchange is especially interesting when colour and text are used 

together. 
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None of the conclusions I have drawn above, taken on their own, are 

individually unique or new. However, I do feel that in cross-referencing and 

bringing together all the different areas of study and practice, I have produced 

a new and original body of research. I have drawn conclusions that I have not 

found elsewhere – conclusions that point to a fresh way of re-evaluating the 

modernist approach to painting and literature within the context of 

phenomenology.  
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Areas for Further Research 

Of necessity, the Bricoleur approach is bound to raise more questions and 

suggest possibilities for further study, and so I have identified below the way 

in which my research may continue to develop: 

• To look further into the use of folk language – and to explore in more 

detail what influences our use of language. For instance, I will pay 

much more attention to the sounds I hear and experience – and find a 

way of notating such findings, linking them textually, phonetically and 

visually. 

• I will work closely with a sound recordist in the field and discuss with 

him/her the potential links between sounds, text and images 

• I will explore further the notion of mapping as a phenomenological 

means of exploring the environment – tracking movement through 

space 

• I will look further at ways of conveying the richness of our sensual 

experience of the world (through sound, taste, smells etc)  

• Finally, and most importantly, this research has lead to a discussion 

with colleagues within the Department of Fine Art at the University of 

Sunderland about setting up a national ‘Centre for Walking’ (W.A.L.K. – 

Walking, Art, Landskip and Knowledge). I am now constructing a bid 

for funding to establish this Centre at the University. The bid will 

include the production of a website to share walking experiences, a 

series of guided walks with professionals drawn from a range of 

disciplines (biology, social history, ornithology etc as well as poets and 

artists); an assimilation and distribution of all the various literature and 

art on and about walking and a series of workshops and events based 

around the production of new work and collaborative practice within the 

context of walking as a socially engaged and embodied practice. 
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Appendix 

 
Illustrations of work produced during 
the research period of this PhD and 

referenced in the text 
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SUMMER 
Strother Hills 

 

Common Dog Violet 

Germander Speedwell 

Mizzly Dick (Mistle Thrush) 

Small Copper 

Smokey (Dunnock) 

Ragged Robin 

Marsh Thistle 

Chimney Swallow (Swallow) 

Creeping Buttercup 

Apple Sheelie (Chaffinch) 

Red Admiral 

Swing Devil (Swift) 

Pendula Sedge 

Rain Fowl (Green Woodpecker) 

Wood Cranesbill 

Craff (House Sparrow) 

Large White 

Meadow Vetchling 

Greenick (Greenfinch) 

Cow Parsley 
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Figure A1  Summer, Strother Hills, Unison pastel on paper, 1.8 x 1.5m, 2003 
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NOVEMBER 

Bullfinches 
Strother Hills 

 
 

Great Spotted Woodpecker (Wood Pie) 

Nuthatch (Jar Bird) 

Treecreeper 

Greenfinch (Peasweep) 

Jay (Screamer of the Woods) 

Long-tailed Tit (Long-tailed Chittering) 

Blue Tit (Blue Cap) 

Green Woodpecker (Popinjay) 

Siskin (Alder Finch) 

Chaffinch (Shieler Applie) 

Mistle Thrush (Mizzly Dick) 

Song Thrush (Throstle) 

Blackbird (Ewesley) 

Coal Tit 

Great Tit (Sawfinch) 

Goldfinch (Thistle Warp) 

Bullfinch (Bud Bird/Monk) 

Starling (Black Felt) 

Magpie (Chattermag) 

Tany Owl (Ferney Hoolet) 
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Figure A2  November, Bullfinches,, Strother Hills, Unison pastel on paper, 1.8 x 1.5m, 2003 
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GRASSES 
Strother Hills 

 
False Oat-grass 
Yorkshire-fog 
False-brome 

Sweet Vernal-grass 
Reed Canary-grass 

Cock’s Foot 
Timothy 

Velvet Bent 
Annual Meadow-grass 

Common Reed 
Red Fescue 
Soft Brome 

Wavy Hair-grass 
Meadow Foxtail 

Wood Melick 
Wood 

Perennial Rye-grass 
Crested Dog’s-tail 

Floating Sweet-grass 
Creeping Soft-grass 
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Figure A3  Grasses,, Strother Hills, Unison pastel on paper, 1.8 x 1.5m, 2003 
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ACHILL ISLAND (Eagle Island) 
August 

 
Loch Sraheens (Small Holms) 

Salia (Saltwater) 
Cashel (Stone Fort) 

Bunacurry (Lower part of the Bog) 
Dookinella (Sandbank at the Head of the 

Cliff) 
Keel (The Narrows) 

Inisgalloon (Sparrow Island) 
Keem (The Valley) 

Keem Bay 
Booley Village, Bunowa 

Croaghaun (The Little Rick) 
Little Saddle Head 

Carrickbeg 
Priest Rock 

Achill Head (Eagle Head) 
Achill Island (Eagle Island) 
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Figure A4  Achill Island, Unison pastel on paper, 1.3 x 1.3m, 2003 
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Strother Hills 
 

Bluebell 
Common Spotted Orchid 

Marsh Thistle 
Dandelion 

Yarrow 
Daisy 

Peacock 
Common Ragwort 

Greater Tussock Sedge 
Comma 

Honeysuckle 
Guelder-rose 

Tansy 
Chickory 

Woodcock 
Meadow Brown 

Woodpigeon 
House Martin 

Chiffchaff 
Willow Warbler 
Sparrowhawk 

Brambling 
Robin 

Marsh Tit 
Greenfinch 
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Figure A5, Strother Hills, Unison pastel on paper, 1 x 1.3m, 2003 
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Figure A6 Sixteen Birds of Upper Coquetdale, Unison Pastel on Paper, 1.04 x 1.04m, 2004 
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Figure A7  Sixteen Circular Walks on Northumberland’s High Ground, Unison Pastel on Paper, 1.04 x 1.04m,  

2004 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Figure A8  Upper Coquetdale / Border Ridge, Unison Pastel on paper, 70 x 70cms, 2004 
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Figure A9  Upper Coquetdale to the Border Ridge, Unison Pastel on paper, 2m x 0.3m, 2004 
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Figure A10  Six Birds of the Coquet Valley, Unison pastel on paper and Digital Print, 3 x 1.5 m, 2008 
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Figure A11  Cocc, (River Coquet; Wild Bird), Digital print, 2008 
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Figure A12  Untitled, Unison pastel on paper and Digital Print, 3 x 1.5 m, 2008 
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Figure A13  24 Birds of Fisherman’s Path, Unison pastel on paper, 2 x 1.3 m, 2008 
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A14a Installation shot, Red Box, 2004 

 

 
 

A14b  Installation shot, Red Box, 2004 
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Figures A15a and A15b  Installing work at Novus, Liverpool International, 2008  
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
Figure A15c Installing work at Novus, Liverpool International, 20 
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Figure A16a  Billbord, Harker’s Building, Byker. 2008 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
A16b  Installation shot, Waygood Hanging Wall, 2008 
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