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When in search of something, how do we learn to look?  

(Lorimer and Foster, 2005:5) 

 

This essay is an exchange, describing drawing as dialogue. We are two 

researchers – a social anthropologist (Jen Clarke) and an artist (Kate 

Foster) – who use ‘drawing in the field’ as a way of knowing. Our case 

studies arise from ongoing studies of forestry and land-use. We 

consider field drawing in relation to ecological awareness by discussing 

drawing as recognition, as communication - aspects of knowledge 

understood in terms of awareness, and familiarity, and their opposites. 

In the turns of our conversations, we encounter ‘impact’, and, by 

rethinking it, approach the possibility of a way out, or beyond, the 'ivory 

tower' of academic or 'scientific' knowledge practices and of the 

impasse experienced in contested territories. Our references include 

philosophy, anthropology, cultural geography and nature-writing. This 

essay-exchange allows us to review – and hence revise – the place of 

drawing within our respective enquiries. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

IMAGE 1: KATE FOSTER, ‘EUROFOREST’ (2011) (SKETCHBOOK) PENCIL ON PAPER, 20 X 13 CM 

(FOR CONTEXT, SEE HTTP://INTHEPRESENTTENSE.NET/2011/02/26/EUROFOREST-RUN-ANIMALS-RUN) 

 

 

IMAGE 2: JEN CLARKE (2011) ‘SALTUS MOVERE’, DIGITALLY MANIPULATED PHOTOGRAPH, SIZE VARIABLE  

http://inthepresenttense.net/2011/02/26/euroforest-run-animals-run
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The idea begins to live, that is to take shape, to develop, to find and renew its verbal 

expression, to give birth to new ideas, only when it enters into genuine dialogic 

relationship with the other ideas, with the ideas of others (Bakhtin, 1984) 

Drawing is increasingly recognised in art and academia as a means of translation, 

documentation, and analysis. This collaboratively produced paper - a dialogue - explores 

drawing as a form of research, as a practice of investigating place. We deliberately avoid a 

definition of what drawing is, beyond a process of visualisation. Our dialogue stems from 

Jen’s anthropological (doctoral) fieldwork with contemporary artists and foresters in 

Scotland (2009-2011), and Kate's ecological art. Both contributors are committed to 

working across disciplines and occupations, engaging with the role of art in places with 

uncertain prospects, in terms of land use.  

We present case studies from our own work. As an artist, Kate has adopted an approach 

she calls ‘drawing in the field’ – learning about land use in her locality while working on her 

own enhanced ecological awareness. As an anthropologist, Jen’s drawing practice 

accompanied and became central to her academic study involving art and forestry. We 

have overlapping experience – Kate has a background in social sciences and publications 

remain one kind of outcome for her artwork, while Jen has previously studied literature, 

film and theatre, as well as visual anthropology. She shows images in art-settings as well as 

in more conventional academic milieu.  

To dialogue, or speak through (from the Greek, dia- 'through' and legein 'speak'), means to 

be or become involved with another; to take part in a conversation or a mediation as an 

exploration of a subject; or an attempt to resolve a problem.  Our approaches to field 

drawing in art and anthropological practice coalesce with this kind of speaking through. As 

the Czech-migrant philosopher Vilem Flusser (who features in this exchange, cf. 1999, 

2002, 2003) suggests, a conversation involves communicating about something, it is also 

an ethical act. This process has been an experimental enquiry about drawing in and 

through our 'fields', making sense of our diverse ideas and experiences in an exchange 

between an environmental artist and a social anthropologist.  For different but 

interconnected reasons, in our respective methods we approach drawing as a form of 

dialogue, a kind of 'taking shape', in doing so developing what we call ecological 

awareness. This position is based on our experiences of drawing as a process of 

recognition – both in terms of coming to know (about) some thing, but also as a way of 

coming to be known. Negotiating contested territories and temporalities, we have 

encountered the subject of 'impact' in relation to impasse, which we also seek to 

address/redress, re-drawing knowledge.  
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As a creative tool, then, our field drawing works as dialogue.   This resonates with a 

definition articulated by David Bohm (1998, 2000) who argues that creativity begins by 

recognising difference, a process that requires observation and sensitivity, necessary to 

make ‘true’ dialogue possible (1998).  He stated: ‘the truly wise individual is the one who 

understands that there may be something important to be learned from any other human 

being’  (Bohm, 2000:270). We would extend this statement in order to move towards a 

more ecocentric approach: there is something to be learned from every encounter (see 

Foster, Snæbjörnsdóttir, and Wilson, 2011, for further discussion). We present our 

conversations, thus, in dialogic form, to suggest the evolution of our engagement with each 

other's ideas, as they have taken shape. First, a 'case study' which pivots around Kate's 

work, and the themes of approaching the alien, 'so-far stories' and the messiness of field 

drawing, and getting to know others' expertise. The second section then turns around Jen's 

research, and the themes of recognition, duration, impact and impasse. These lead on to a 

discussion of drawing in relationship, and as a form of communication that does not 

require consensus, but rather opens up to the viewer, our stories-so-far. 

To draw is to look, examining the structure of appearances. A drawing of a tree 

shows, not a tree, but a tree-being-looked-at. Whereas the sight of a tree is 

registered almost instantaneously, the examination of the sight of a tree (a tree-

being-looked-at) not only takes minutes or hours instead of a fraction of a second, it 

also involves, derives from, and refers back to, much previous experience of 

looking. Within the instant of the sight of a tree is established a life-experience. This 

is how the act of drawing refuses the process of disappearances and proposes the 

simultaneity of a multitude of moments (Berger, 2005). 

THEME ONE: SO-FAR STORIES  

Kate (KF) in discussion with Jen (JC) 

JC:  By drawing, I have come to understand it as a method of coming to know the world, a 

process of both observation and reflection.  Drawing trees, and forests, I have learned what 

Berger describes so well – that I am not drawing a tree, but 'a tree-being-looked-at', 

enveloping and extending my previous looking, my knowledge. I have found drawing 

particularly useful when coming to know practices that at first seem' alien'; a way of 

broaching the seeming impossibility of comprehension, in a collusion of material worlds 

and world views (cosmologies) when one enters 'the field' of social science 'fieldwork'. This 

process is, I feel, central to anthropological fieldwork and arguably, to any making of 

anthropological knowledge, making sense.  You told me earlier:  'as an artist, I seek to 

scrutinise what can be taken for granted’ – that practically paraphrases how I define 

anthropology! In attempting to articulate to the foresters and artists I have encountered on 
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my fieldwork, I often borrowed a similar definition articulated by the anthropologist Wendy 

Gunn  (specifically about design anthropology, an emergent field I have been involved with 

for a while), that it is about 'making explicit the implicit’. She said: ‘In the moment-to-

moment inter-action between anthropologists and the people they work with, 

anthropologists make implicit understandings explicit. What the ethnographic method 

brings is contrast and relation and it opens up the taken for granted by bringing into the 

foreground what was in the background’ (2010). Does this make sense to you? 

KF: Yes! I suppose in anthropological research, you need to think about drawing in relation 

to epistemology and methodology. From a formal visual arts perspective, significant things 

include line, tone, colour. When I start drawing these all come into play, and I am 

confronted by the constraints of my media. But for me the drawing itself is not the main 

point. It is about what drawing makes happen – this is to do with visualisation. My 

investigation includes other activities; talking, reading, writing, acting. I set out with a 

particular aim (sometimes rather loose) but the revision period after the field session is 

also vital to the process of me changing my viewpoint.  

JC: Perhaps this is takes us towards an understanding of how field-drawing develops 

ecological awareness - maybe this is worth opening up, rather than trying to define?  

KF: I’ve started to think of drawing-in-the-field as being able to create ‘so-far stories’. 

Since April 2010, I’ve kept a blog about changing landscapes in the Scottish Borders, 

inthepresenttense.net. This is drawn from my sketchbooks and makes use of my 

circumstances, helping me to develop creatively and politically. I came to live in a remote 

upland community by happenstance, moving from Glasgow. Our inexperience was obvious 

to our neighbours, livestock farmers and other hardy folk. I often felt ignorant and inept, 

absolutely de-skilled. But now I have a productive polytunnel and we generate some of our 

own energy; so far we are coping with the elements and enjoying ourselves.  

But I do question much of the land use around me.  I am teaching myself about entwined 

patterns of co-existence, seeing how animals, people, climate and land adjust to each 

other. I am learning from people whose livelihood depends on the land, there are 

tremendous resources of knowledge, skill and design underlying what may be seen as 

pastoral Borders’ scenery.  But there are questionable practices within the madness of a 

globalised economy. My sketchbook helps me look carefully, scrutinise my own 

preconceptions and draw out new connections. Working this way has let me shift my 

viewpoint – all part of a transition from consuming landscape to participating in the 

political processes of how land is used.  At first sight this stock-farming area might seem a 

rural idyll.  Closer involvement also lets you see it as a place of absence, loss and death 

and this can become a lament. I do mourn what people have wrought, but I really do not 

wish to live within a nostalgic viewpoint. So I am looking for when people succeed in 

transforming relationships between themselves, animals, land, in the light of 
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environmental changes – creating sustainable ways of living (cf. Foster, Snæbjörnsdóttir, 

and Wilson, 2011). 

JC: I want to try to explain some of Vilèm Flusser's ideas again here, because I think it 

speaks to how working with images could have a place in communicating about how things 

change - in the light of changes in the 'real' world. Whether something is 'real' or not, he 

says, should be defined by whether it determines our lives.  His discussion of 'imaginal 

thinking'  - a neologism that can encompass many forms of knowledge, of making sense 

through image-making – allows for the complexity of the 'real', mediating between our 

selves and 'the facts', in a more 'ambivalent, subjective, imaginative' manner. He describes 

it this way: ‘Imaginal thought is becoming capable of thinking about concepts. It can 

transform a concept into it's 'object' and therefore can become a meta-thought of 

conceptual thinking’. The argument is a bit more complex, but it is a quite radical position 

grounded in an understanding of the ethics and responsibility inherent in dialogue – one 

which is against 'discourse'. On dialogue, I am influenced by the way he articulates 

'imaginal, surface, thinking' as an alternative to linear thinking, a mode which he argues is 

based on ‘the cartesian premise that to think means to follow the written line’ (Flusser 

2002:26). From this view, he says, lines are ‘discourses of points and that each point is a 

symbol of something out there in the world, a concept’; lines thus ‘represent the world by 

projecting a series of successions, in the form of a process' (ibid). He is talking about the 

way photographs and other images are neglected by a linear, teleological history, made up 

of ‘books, scientific publications and computer print-outs’ (ibid).  What he calls for is a 'third 

position' - an alternative to firstly, myth, and secondly, history - arguing that certain 

knowledge cannot be arrived at through text, and indeed, cannot be explained by written 

lines. The explanation cannot be conceptualised, it must, rather, be imagined. I think this is 

important because it gets at the role and value of drawing and visualisation both in the 

field, as such, and then how we share the awareness and experience gained, with others.  

But we can come back to this, later. What writers are influencing you? 

KF: I want to mention a couple of works from the genre of ‘nature-writing’ that are helping 

me widen my documentation (including sound recording) and articulate what being in the 

field enables, as opposed to the archive (I also use zoological specimens). 

Nan Shepherd’s work The Living Mountain (2011) provides an exquisitely succinct 

description of getting to understand the Cairngorm plateau as a 'living mountain' by being 

there with all her senses and training her body in observation. Her engagement with the 

mountains includes human and sociable encounters. She wrote: ‘Knowing another is 

endless. And I have discovered that man’s experience of them enlarges rock, flower and 

bird. The thing to be known grows with the knowing’ (2011:108). She describes how falling 

asleep, in different places, times of day, seasons, amplifies her understanding and 

attention to what else goes on. This is a paragraph from her book: 
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Well I have discovered my mountain- its weathers, its airs and lights, its singing 

burns, its haunted dells, its pinnacles and tarns, its birds and flowers, its snows, its 

long blue distances. Year by year, I have grown in familiarity with them all. But if the 

whole truth of them is to be told as I have found it, I too am involved. I have been 

the instrument of my own discovering; and to govern the stops of the instrument 

needs learning too. Thus the senses must be trained and disciplined, the eye to 

look, the ear to listen, the body must be trained to move with the right harmonies. I 

can teach my body many skills by which to learn the nature of the mountain. One of 

the most compelling is quiescence (Shepherd, 2011:90).  

David Measures is an artist who died recently and I will miss his liveliness and independent 

outlook. He refused to look at dead animals in collections, instead he is known for his 

visual record of butterflies that used a railway cutting in Nottinghamshire. At first he 

noticed butterflies as an artist through his work with colour, and then became expert in 

their behaviour. He was an amateur in scientific terms, but his practice yielded remarkable 

ecological sensibility. He described this in Bright Wings of Summer (1976): 

I began to wonder why butterflies close up, why they chase each other, how they 

communicate, and what happens in rain. These were questions which had never 

occurred to me as a child butterfly hunter. As an adult watching as the result of a 

visual training, the more I drew, the more I wanted to know, so a written account of 

what I saw began to take place very naturally at the sides of the drawings. What I 

failed to get down in the drawings on the spot was never worth filling in afterwards, 

for it lacked that living response, a sense of immediacy, activity, and the busyness 

of the insect (Measures, 1976:28-29, our emphasis).  

 I like his insistence on drawing what you can see only while you can see it. He continues: 

You have to work quickly, the result is sometimes scribbles, but the whole of my 

drawings has to do with taking what is there on the spot. To try to colour them in or 

improve them afterwards is useless - they become dead, dull and lifeless. 

JC: Getting into the field, things start to get messy. I began myself by doing a kind of still life 

drawing, (nature morte!), initially very useful for species recognition. I found that, well, the 

more you know, the more you know you don't know! But by looking at particular features in 

detail, close up, perhaps singling a thing out, I came to be able to identify (common things, 

anyway) but in a way that felt rather scientific. And even then - my awareness of family, 

genus, species, and so on - is still often contestable, and needs to be reviewed (as you 
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have said, too). This sort of becoming familiar, becoming an 'expert' is what is expected in 

anthropological fieldwork – and indeed in a wider sense is a site of contestation and 

criticism (from some sides) about art practice that claims to be 'ethnographic'. There is the 

weight of authority that comes with certain knowledge. But also uncertainty, a kind of 

messiness of knowing as well as doing, in the process of classification  - but we can talk 

about this more later. But my experience of time in the forest, which I felt changing 

moment to moment, at different scales – and scale is key –reminded me of how Berger 

describes ‘the act of drawing ...[which] proposes the simultaneity of a multitude of 

moments (ibid)’. It subverts the idea that drawing is a static thing, or that we're even trying 

to contain a moment, or that it's flattened out. I would argue that drawing opens it out.  

KF: Yes, it is not just a way to approach what is ‘alien’, field drawing also forces an 

encounter with ‘messy’! From cultural geography, Doreen Massey has a political - marxist - 

understanding of landscape and I think her work means that artists should not think about 

landscape but land use. Massey reinterprets place as event, where continuity and flow 

imbues space with temporality (p8): ‘Space as a simultaneity indeed, but a cut through 

ongoing histories. Not a surface, but a simultaneity of stories-so-far.’ Massey collaborated 

with Patrick Keillor; the film ‘Robinson in Ruins’ provides long photographic takes: 

‘The camera stays on the butterflies working the teasel for four minutes and 15 

seconds. There are many such passages in this film.  … But these long takes are not 

about stasis either. Stuff is happening. The plants are getting on with their 

business. The bees and butterflies are working them. […] Just before we meet the 

teasels and butterflies we have learned of the longer historical story: a 40-year 

study of plants, birds and in particular butterflies in Britain had given a firm 

indication of approaching mass extinction.’ But the moments spent with the teasel 

tell us of what it takes to survive, just to go on, from season to season. The work 

that has to be put in, for both the teasel and the butterflies. These long takes give 

us, in the midst of the rush and flow of globalisation, a certain stillness. But they are 

not stills. They are about duration. They tell us of “becoming”, in place.’  

(Massey, 2011:6). 

Yet watching the film of teasel and butterfly did not supply me what Massey hoped - it gave 

both too much and too little information. It is different when I am watching out in the open 

and observing the messiness with my own senses, without a pause button. I get totally 

absorbed. The process exposes me to the limitations of my awareness and confronts me 

with my methods. I become captivated with what I am looking at, I’ve described it as falling 
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in love. To be honest I did not love Keillor’s teasel scene! I rather looked at in terms of ‘oh, 

what intellectual argument does this add to, what is the film getting at?’ 

I am also getting obsessed by land-use – the appropriation of earth by humankind, though 

we share it unequally between ourselves. By generating ‘stories-so-far’ and working ‘in the 

present tense’, I am trying take into account the threads of diverse change but in a way 

that moves beyond nostalgia, mourning, and allows action. Generally, people may more 

readily think of drawing as from a single viewpoint, constructing a moment that never quite 

happened. You could call these make-believe. Yes, back to ideas of the real, and ethical 

engagement. Saying ‘so-far’ implies there is room for manoeuvre. 

Like David Measures, my sketchbook contains drawings with annotations, explaining what 

was happening and noting my own response.  So, yes - like you - I use drawing as a route 

into alien settings, alongside other activities. I am aware that drawing like this works best 

when I review and research immediately afterwards. Once on the blog, the annotated 

drawings become accessible for scrutiny. I might pitch my project in the context developing 

artistic practice (cf. Foster, Snæbjörnsdóttir, and Wilson, 2011); as developing skills 

(learning to take aspen cuttings, see inthepresenttense.net); or informing opposition to 

large-scale biomass plants in UK (see www.biofuelwatch.org.uk). 

THEME TWO: TAKING SHAPE - FROM RECOGNITION TO IMAGINAL THINKING. 

Jen (JC) in discussion with Kate (KF)  

KF: Your theoretical insight lets you cast drawing in a multiplicity of roles. You talk of 

drawing as ‘recognition’; you see its potential for dialogue and conversation, and 

associated to this, mediation. I think you are working on ‘impact’ and ‘impasse’ in order to 

look forward, to move beyond. This is in the context of what you call a ‘collusion of worlds 

and world views’. Tell me more! 

JC: As a preface, I find it really interesting that butterflies have come up in both your texts! 

Vilem Flusser, whose work I have mentioned, also talked about butterflies. He said that 

they ‘taught him to look at the world ecologically […and] to have respect for complexity, 

which is opaque’ (2003:101). In an interview with the journalist Patrik Tschudin, Flusser 

explained how a butterfly and a potato are connected by an unusual violet colour, that they 

act: ‘as a single organism that has colour in common, and which has integrated itself into 

an ecosystem on the basis of this colour’. The potato propagates solely via this butterfly, 

which feeds solely on this potato, yet the butterfly's colour is unrelated to this diet (Flusser, 

2003:101, also cited in Smith, 2009). 

 

http://www.biofuelwatch.org.uk/
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…ON RECOGNITION... 

I think drawing, or image-making more generally, might be one way into becoming aware of 

this kind of surprising interconnectedness. So the first point we seem to be making about 

drawing in this context is that it's a very good way to begin to observe, to identify, and to 

recognise a 'thing', and some of it's relationships. This has particular resonance in both our 

work, I think, which deals with the environment in particular ways. Clearly there's a history 

of drawing to assist recognition, such as in botanical illustration as mentioned above; ways 

of coming to know and identifying species, and the world. The temporality of drawing – the 

time it takes, incorporating these previous lookings, and really taking the time to come to 

know something in some detail, by looking closely, copying. This is illustrated in your work 

on aspen.  

KF:  Yes, when we were talking about drawing as recognition, I looked for an occasion when 

I used drawing in this way. You can imagine the kind of guide-book I took to the forest, a 

layout that lets you tease out the key identifying features. I needed to take a cutting of 

aspen; I didn't know for sure what an aspen tree looks like. You might have found yourself 

in a similar situation - I had been given a list of where I could find aspen - I read they have a 

diamond shape on the bark.  I drew that out, and as I was drawing, checking the shape of 

it, and then something which made me feel confident that I had found the right trees as 

they had a ‘needle-sharp’ bud. So I could go ahead and take my cuttings (see 

http://inthepresenttense.net/2011/03/15/plantcollecting-on-the-a701). At that point I 

moved from recognising an individual tree to identifying a process. There wasn't just one 

aspen, there were a whole grove of them; they reproduce by sending suckers out. So one 

clone, which is what they are, can be thousands of years old, but one stand might be only 

60-years old. Understanding this meant referring to another theory - the process of 

vegetative reproduction. Then by using propagation I intervened on that process and 

documented it (http://inthepresenttense.net/2011/04/26/tree-lines-aspen). This involved 

a variety of drawings. 

                             

IMAGE 3. A) KATE FOSTER (2011) ‘ASPEN’ SKETCHBOOK DETAIL, PEN ON PAPER  B) STUDIO DRAWING INK ON PAPER, 

A3 (SEE HTTP://INTHEPRESENTTENSE.NET/2011/04/26/TREE-LINES-ASPEN) 

http://inthepresenttense.net/2011/04/26/tree-lines-aspen
http://inthepresenttense.net/2011/04/26/tree-lines-aspen
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JC:  We also talked a bit about one of your euroforest drawings (the one shown at the start 

of our essay). A brief response for now, about my drawing: the doing of this one (right) was 

quite sudden, actually, in different senses. First that it was a fast and intuitive few 

moments, which I really enjoyed. I drew from a number of photographs of the same working 

forest.  

 

IMAGE 4: JEN CLARKE (2011). 'ACHRAY', WILLOW CHARCOAL ON TRACING PAPER, 210MM X 320 MM. 

Of course  this is taking us away from 'field-drawing' as something done literally in the field, 

which shifts things quite a bit. I consider the layered images I make of places from digital 

photographs (for example, see saltus movere, above) as a form of drawing, understood 

simply as a process of visualisation of experience. I had been thinking about lines, a lot, 

and the shape of things (cf. Ingold, 2007) in combination with asking myself what the point 

was of taking all those photographs! William Blake, apparently, wrote 'wise men see 

outlines, and therefore they draw them' (cited in Bateson, 2000).  And I was thinking: how 

might I get to know this place, through these images and image-making, any differently - 

not by looking at it but by drawing it? So by drawing from photographs, remembering my 

experience of being there, and re-drawing those relationships, I was able to reflect and 

review on my more messy experience of being in the field; they are attempts at analysing 

and translating the knowledge I gained – but in a way that might communicate something 

of that to others.  

KF: I spent ages on a computer getting a postcard ready for the aspen project. That too let 

me think about taking a photograph, and integrating it with drawings, in which I referred to 

a book on plant form. All this acted as way of processing fieldwork I suppose. 

 



 

 11 

T
R

A
C

E
Y

 |
 jo

u
rn

a
l: D

ra
w

in
g

 K
n

o
w

le
d

g
e

    2
0

1
2

 

      

IMAGE 5: JEN CLARKE  A). 'BRANCHING' (2010) DIGITAL PHOTO  VARIABLE SIZES. B) ‘GARADBHAN FIELDNOTES: LARCH’ 

(2010) PENCIL/GRAPHITE ON BROWN PAPER, A4 APPROX 

JC: My sketchbook drawings were not made to be shown! Nevertheless, they illustrate how 

in my research, I have come to know, and to tell, stories about art and forests, and forestry. 

I have spent time being in a forest and getting to know what they are, as well as how artists 

work in a forest environment. So in a similar way, what initially felt like an entirely 

impossible act, becoming familiar with what was a new field for me, or an alien thing (this 

'alien species' monocultural forest!) changed.  The process of drawing, coming closer, doing 

a bark rubbing; trying to get the detail of a cone, was part of this messy process. Just a 

brief example. I spent every day of a week in one particular spot of a small forest stand, 

called Garadbhan, a slice of dense monoculture at the foot of Conic Hill, part of the West 

Highland Way, during the peak 'summer' hill-walking season. After a series of meetings with 

forest Design Planners about processes of public consultation, we had some very 

interesting conversations about who exactly the public, the representatives and 

'stakeholders' are, for a national, government owned forest, other than the few residents 

who live locally. I wanted to get the chance to speak to people walking through, see how 

they see, so between jumping up to speak to people of diverse nationalities and attitudes, I 

did a lot of field drawing, sketching, really, while hanging out in the rain and hordes of 

midges. The paper got wet; I was up so close, sitting on moss under branches, it was hard 

to see. People were interested in what I was doing too, it opened up some conversations. I 

know this is something you've found, too.  

So drawing – with a camera, or a pencil - was crucial to how I spent time out in forests, and 

trying to learn to see, in different ways. A point we are making here is that when you are out 

in the environment, and when you are in search of something, and learning to see it, 

drawing is a very particular kind of methodological tool which requires time. And a forest 

provides a very obvious kind of environmental context for change, and for process, as you 

were talking about. This example of a larch forest I was trying to draw, is a kind of drawing. 

The landscape is constantly in the process of change.  I was interested in trying to 

document this process of change, and in how people recognise and experience such a 

place. This image (shown at the beginning of this essay) is from the same research area. I 

was interested in trying to convey a sense of how people often actually experience visiting 
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places like this – it's often by moving about: walking, on a bike, in a car, and generally they 

are not sitting down for long periods and drawing and observing. I was, initially, inspired by 

David Hockney's 'joiners' – the photo-collages he produced of places, in the late 1980s. 

The most interesting thing about these for me is the combination of scales, and multiple 

viewpoints.  I wanted to make a drawing that reveals something of that, but this is the most 

successful, I think, so far. I would argue this is another kind of drawing, which, going back 

to Berger, yet again, ‘refuses the process of disappearances and proposes the simultaneity 

of a multitude of moments’. More than documenting, it reveals something of my experience 

in that place, and these images convey something different, or differently, than a 

descriptive, written account might.  As Edward Tufte suggests, time and space are one (cf. 

Zachray and Thralls, 2004). 

Euroforest is one of the projects that you are doing, Kate, that I am very interested in. It 

picks up on some of these ideas, of landscape change, and how we come to recognise it as 

a place, and identify with the way it changes, and how we can be in that environment, doing 

research, and finding a place in it ourselves. It also brings us back to some of Doreen 

Massey's ideas; something that's evident in this sketchbook drawing, a key point and one 

we share, is perhaps trying to capture a moment, or series of moments, documenting the 

changing nature of landscapes. There are all kinds of durations happening at the same 

time. This is what Doreen Massey points out.  For example in 'Landscapes as a 

Provocation': ‘Rather it is that the landscape, these hills, are the temporary product of a 

meeting up of trajectories, out of which a mobile uncertainty, a future is and has to be 

negotiated (2006)’. Mountains are moving all of the time. Drawing in one sense becomes a 

forum for trying to see how we fit in a world that is constantly on the move, and constantly 

changing. Drawing has it's own duration, because of the time it takes to draw, the time it 

takes to observe and coming to know something, the time it takes to sit and be recognised 

by other people, which in the euroforest is one thing, in the farming community is another. 

It is an alternative way, not just for artists, but one anthropologists are increasingly using, 

and archaeologists and geologists have long used, to get to know a place, but also for that 

place to get to know you in the process of continuous change. Indeed, as you said, Kate, in 

a recent interview: 

‘As a public artwork, the ‘drawing’ is about creating lines between different kinds of 

knowledge and making a dense enough mesh to offer a safety-net to encourage 

people out of their comfort zones, single viewpoints and specialist knowledge. If 

there is a strategy, it is to give the concern a twist to give it renewed interest, and to 

layer information to satisfy those with the more concrete approaches.’ (Foster, 

2011)  
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JC: A lot of my work is actually about public art, and thinking about how 'public/s' are 

constituted, and about exactly this – the challenge of encouraging people out of their 

comfort zones, as you say - about the experience - something you not only have 

subjectively, but something you attempt to communicate with other people. Foucault said, 

experience is something someone encounters: ‘something that one has completely alone 

but can fully have only to the extent that is escapes pure subjectivity and that others can 

also – I won’t say repeat it exactly, but at least encounter it - and go through it themselves’ 

(2000:284). 

So by drawing, I have been thinking about how people think through things that are always 

changing, how they share in their experience of the world (cf. Ellen and Fukui, 1996).This is 

something I would like us to come back to. This is one way of thinking about what drawing 

does, and how an artist’s way of seeing things might have an effect, open up a different 

perspective that we can share – an experience, or an encounter, materialised; drawing 

might be as a method of articulating something that was only glanced sideways, peripheral 

to the object we had carefully and in good conscience fixed our attention on - in the corner 

of the eye, back of the mind, where there is a question. Our perspective shifts a little. We 

make sense. Foucault's definition, if a casual one, of experience, resonates with the way I 

have been thinking about this potential of drawing as coming to know, and being-in-the-

world, and perhaps this 'environmental awareness' we have been developing and 

discussing. Not only in art, of course, but art has this transformative potential. Is it a moral 

imperative? Art should contain intrigue, challenge and question (a leitmotif of many of my 

dialogues during fieldwork, against the banality of much public art!) with the potential to 

shape experience. This is often the goal, as often articulated (extruded, when words are 

required!) but can easily fall on either side of the line (between banality and originality. 

Where are we?). Certainly, we can recognise both of these, in this process of encouraging 

one to look closer, to look again. 

And then there's the bigger picture, which is what Massey's arguing  - it's only our situated 

perspective of time that allows us to perceive of mountains as fixed things in the first place, 

because they're not really. So, drawing is one way of becoming more attuned to, and 

attentive to the changes that are actually always going on. 

KF: I would just like to say that, while you're drawing, time passes and the situation that 

you're in changes, as you become more aware of its components. Back to the idea of ‘so-

far stories’ - you can choose to do the drawing in such a way that takes account of those 

threads of change; or you can draw as conventionally happens, in a way as to fix it. 
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… ON IMPACT AND IMPASSE … 

JC: Thinking about drawing in these ways has led me to consider more precisely the notion 

of impact, and relatedly, of impasse.  It occurred to me that impact might be more usefully 

understood as a collision of ideas, rather than solely the potential for academic research to 

have positive effect outside academia.  And in fieldwork, i.e. outside of academia, I often 

encountered situations of impasse, of conflict, where little or no progress, or understanding 

is possible. I got interested in experimenting with alternative forms of public consultation, 

and  about the difficulties of communication and the impossibility (even undesirability) of 

reaching consensus under certain conditions. I came across Anna Tsing's brilliant 

ethnography Friction (2005) where she describes the 'messy' and 'surprising' 'grip of 

encounter':  

‘A wheel turns because of it's encounter with the surface of the road; spinning in 

the air it goes nowhere. Rubbing two sticks together produces heat and light; one 

stick alone is just a stick. As a metaphorical image, friction reminds us that 

heterogeneous and unequal encounters can lead to new arrangements of culture 

and power’ (2005:5). 

The tactility of drawing is a way of getting a grip and engaging with something that can 

seem impossible, to even begin to comprehend something (something foreign, unusual, 

imposing, different). It is a specific methodological-epistemological way of encountering, 

colliding, with an other. To involve impact in it's more bureaucratic/academic sense, this 

colliding opens up ways of seeing by drawing and looking at drawing, and talking about 

drawing, also involves communicating in ways which speak to those outside the academy's 

'ivory towers'. It is a way of speaking with, or through the subject(s) of your drawing, and so 

of becoming a part of their world, and of sharing the knowledge and experience gained in a 

non-academic form – a form more accessible to different publics than formal academic 

writing (though this clearly has different implications). I believe that approaches to public 

consultation that pretend to achieve or aim for complete consensus can be misled, as well 

as misleading. Friction has been an interesting metaphor for me to think movement 

despite difference or disagreement - how things happen despite or even because people 

(for example on different 'sides' of some complex contestation or dispute) find different 

ways of telling stories, to themselves and others, and different ways of seeing impact and 

impasse as potentially productive, of the value of seeing differently, from different 

perspectives, but always from a situated perspective  (cf. Haraway, 1988). 
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DISCUSSION: IN DIALOGUE, DIALOGUE AS A TURNING ON, A KEEPING 

COMPANY WITH. 

How do people share in a particular experience of the world,  

sufficiently, to find things they talk about recognisable? (Ellen and Fukui, 1996:2) 

JC: Your work, Kate, and some of mine, is also about trying to make relationships outside of 

the work we do ourselves. How have you worked to use drawing as a means to 

communicate something with other people? I feel this is related to what I was saying before 

about 'friction' (Tsing, 2005). 

KF: Yes, the way Anna Tsing talks about friction makes sense to me. It helps interpret the 

politics of land use in the Borders, for example my own view of wind turbines is rotating 

furiously right now!  I liked the way you said 'finding a place' – I am asking: What is my 

place where I live, with foresters and sheep farmers, and immediate neighbours. Drawing 

has been a very useful way for me to become more aware of the stories so far and, to begin 

to negotiate my part, in the future of the place. Euroforest for example,  (see image  above) 

is a slice through a commercial forest, which has been made by very large machinery. 

Cheap trees and windfarms are some ways the land has been put to productive use by 

humans.  

JC: The conversational, dialogic aspect of these experiences and your drawings presented 

as 'so-far stories' is really interesting to me – both for the temporalities, here of quite 

violent landscape change, the clear-felling - but also to the ways we can find out own place, 

through finding a way of telling our own stories about them, as happens in Friction. In 

messy and surprising ways, 'new arrangements' are possible.  For me this connects 

conceptually to what we mean by 'ecological awareness'. I say conceptually for a particular 

reason, going back to Flusser. A way forward through imagination/images and 'imaginal' 

thinking is essentially what we are proposing and doing, a process which has begun by 

drawing in the field, but has to be developed. The next step is what you have called 'review 

and revision' - ie going back over field drawing, drawing in concepts, drawing on, and so on, 

adding notation, producing other images. I see this as a generative process – one which 

points towards that Flusserian 'imaginal thinking'. 

KF: Euroforest – I use this term in a general way, not specifically - styles much of the 

scenery where I live. I don't even know who owns the patch of ground next to me, but I 

certainly wave at the lorries as they come by because we're few humans in a large space, 

so we're friendly. They cut the forest throughout the night, as well as daytime, with 

machinery which made its presence very felt, so I went to draw them. And this meant 

negotiating a relationship with the guy in a cab, and showing that I was harmless; and 

starting to draw the procedure. And within 30 seconds, a tree is felled and becomes a 
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commodity. Yes it made me look, my awareness developed, I was confronted by my 

relationship to the grapple hook on the end, and the perceptions I was bringing to the 

machine through drawing. If I hadn't sat there drawing, I think I would have looked the 

other way, and not linked. It provided some duration, and some relationship, which allowed 

me to engage with something that I found quite chilling.  

 

IMAGE 6. KATE FOSTER (2011) ‘EUROFOREST’ SKETCHBOOK EXTRACT, PENCIL ON PAPER, 21 CM X 13 CM.  

JC: One of the points we made when we first started talking together about this, was that if 

you're out on a forestry site like that, either taking pictures or drawing, and not being a 

productive person in that process, you can be quite conspicuous. Drawing then, is an 

interesting tool, as it requires you to sit, and probably be noticed. You are not moving 

through it, driving or walking through it, you are camped in one place. I spent a lot of time 

sitting out in forest environments, and people wonder what it is you're doing there. In a 

sense, it's a fairly political process to be involved in; they're not comfortable with people 

watching. But there are other ways to see the duration - trying to get to know a place, and 

understand, and become a part of that place in some ways, through the acts which 

surround doing drawing, - as you said before: talking, acting, and so on, all part of going 

from being conspicuous to being inconspicuous. Another example (that we don't have time 

or space to get into here, but that I have some experience of) is collaborative drawing – as 

a direct means to create dialogue, say in public consultations, a way investigating these 

things – these impasses, frictions, contestations - in different ways than one might 

normally.  
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KF: Absolutely and I think what you were pulling out there, is drawing in relationship.   

JC: Yes 

KF: And really, finding experimental ways of drawing that establishes relationship and 

reveals relationships. Just as another comment; drawing isn't necessarily something that 

makes you think anew. It depends on how you use it. Perhaps I want to add that I think 

drawing is helping me shift away from an anthropocentric viewpoint. But also important, 

drawing helps my responses as a human surface, exposing this to myself. 

JC: Yes. It seems one of the questions we are interested in, is how we can use these 

moments of recognition? How can we, to paraphrase, ‘share in a particular experience of 

the world, to find things we talk about recognisable’. I have done different sorts of 

workshops using drawings and visual images, and exhibited some of my images. Obviously 

we show 'finished' work and create drawings, in all sorts of material forms. In some ways, I 

have felt this sharing can be a flattening out of the messiness of making, when the objects 

I have produced can appear to be immobile 'things' themselves. I want to let them have a 

life of their own, to go out into the world and try to explain themselves. Essentially, what are 

we doing? We are learning something about the world and trying to communicate that with 

others. So we don't need to talk about drawings as things, but the process of the doing, of 

deciphering. There's always space on a page; not talking about representing a thing, but 

drawing as a mediation, away from subjectivity. 

KF: That is some development of ideas! I notice that on different occasions we like to open 

things out and on other occasions we want to plan. Possibly drawings and words do this 

work differently in different settings.  

JC: I heard Stephen Fry say on the radio that without language - spoken, written, grammar - 

people wouldn't be able to plan. The ability to plan was revolutionary. He asked: how could 

people even try to mean the same thing, even when they use language. But he suggested 

that it's through language, the very attempt to be precise, that we can speak. Do you think 

drawing should be set up in opposition to such precision? 

KF: Hmm, not sure - drawing can be more or less precise – think of Ikea diagrams. Also 

drawings can work differently for the people that look at them. 

JC: I suppose I want to argue that drawing can be a way of setting something out between 

people, or just between oneself and the world - and that doing this does work to produce 

an ecological awareness that could be a basis for planning and doing. This might appear to 

undermine positive arguments that can be made for the inherent value of complexity and 

ambiguity - I think it can be easy to rely on the argument that images do 'more', but just as 

easy to critique, by showing that they lack precision because can they be interpreted more 

subjectively, and so on. Do you think perhaps it's something only people who don't have 

experience of 'visual language' say? Of course, there is always room for feeling and 
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misunderstandings and people not really hearing what is being said - not recognising it - 

but that happens in spoken and written language too, every day. 

Drawing can help us share in an imaginative space. This is what I think Flusser was getting 

at, with his neologism of 'imaginal thinking'. I think finding a way to do that is crucial. 

Because in the end, it might bring us closer to way of working, constituting those other 

realities (physical, political, temporal...)  by visualising the experience, by 'refusing the 

process of disappearances', as Berger had it, it’s not about fixing a moment. For me, 

drawing in  place is not about freezing the moment, in the way that a photograph might  (or 

that a piece of sculpture might, but a different dynamism is involved in making something 

physical, and apparently 'permanent' but that's a different aspect of my work!).  

This is just one way of thinking about drawing, as a way of objectifying concepts, by which I 

mean making objects of concepts, of ideas, following Flusser. But, as you said to me, Kate, 

that's not to say they do the same work for the viewer! When you put images out there, it 

opens up those questions about planning again. It leads me to question whether images 

don't  - or can't? - mean the same thing, whether they can't in and of themselves create 

consensus. This links to the point you made, about the need to review, and revise, as in 

annotating your field drawings. I have found Anna Tsing's formulation of 'friction' - that 

things move, decisions are made, and people go away and tell their own stories-so-far to be 

extremely productive to think with. Friction moves things; communicating, and sharing, 

recognising something, does not require consensus. For me, creativity, and imagination, as 

Bohm  (1998) has it, involve recognising difference. Difference, or tension, does not need 

to be conflictual, it can be complementary; holding different ideas together, drawing lines 

on a surface. This is surface thinking, which is also an act of responsibility. In short, 

drawing - this particular formulation of drawing – can work to develop a sensitivity to place, 

to others, and to difference. 

 

REFERENCES  

Bakhtin, M.M., 1984. Problems of Dostoevsky's Poetics. Edited and translated by Caryl Emerson. 

Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press. 

Bateson, G.  2000 Steps to an Ecology of Mind: Collected Essays in Anthropology, Psychiatry, Evolution and 

Epistemology. Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 

Berger, J.,  2005. 'Drawn To That Moment' In Berger on Drawing. Cork: Occasional Press. 

Bohm, D. 1998. On Creativity. London: Routledge 

Bohm, D. and Peat, F.D., 2000. Science, Order and Creativity. London: Routledge. 

Ellen, R. and Fukui, K. 2006. Redefining nature: ecology, culture and domestication. Oxford: Berg 



 

 19 

T
R

A
C

E
Y

 |
 jo

u
rn

a
l: D

ra
w

in
g

 K
n

o
w

le
d

g
e

    2
0

1
2

 

Flusser, V. 1999. The Shape of Things. Translated by Anthony Matthews, Introduction by Martin Pawley. 

London: Reaktion. 

Flusser, V. 2002. Writings. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press. 

Flusser, V. 2003. The Freedom of the Migrants: Objections to Nationalism. Translated from the German by 

Kenneth Kronenberg. Edited and with an Introduction by Anke K. Finger. Champaign, IL.: University of 

Illinois Press. 

Foster, K. Snæbjörnsdóttir, B. and Wilson, M. 2011. 'Kate Foster in Conversation' In Art and Research, A 

journal of Ideas, Contexts and Methods.  4(1), Summer Issue, pp.1-11.  

Foucault, M. 2000. Power (The Essential Works of Foucault, 1954-1984, Vol. 3). Edited by James Faubion. 

New York: New Press. 

Gunn, W. 2009. Fieldnotes and Sketchbooks, Challenging the Boundaries Between Descriptions and 

Processes of Describing. Oxford: Peter Lang. 

Gunn, W. 2010. 'Design Anthropology: Intertwining Different Timelines, Scales and Movements'. Presentation 

at the Spire Research Centre, Mads Clausen Institute, University of Southern Denmark, May 3rd-7th. 

Haraway, D. 1988  'Situated Knowledges: The Science Question in Feminism and the Privilege of Partial 

Perspective'. In Feminist Studies,14(3) Autumn Issue, pp. 575-599. 

Ingold, T. 2007. Lines: A brief history. London: Routledge. 

Lorimer, H. and Foster, K. (2005) Cross-bills: shared work in BioGeoGraphy. Diffusion: London 

Massey, D. 2006. 'Landscapes as a Provocation: reflections on moving mountains. Journal of Material 

Culture, 11(1-2), pp. 33–48. 

Massey, D. 2011. 'Landscape/space/politics: an essay'. [online]. (Part of the AHRC's Landscape and 

Environment programme.) Available at: 

http://thefutureoflandscape.wordpress.com/landscapespacepolitics-an-essay/ [Accessed July 18 

2011]. 

Measures, D.G. 1976. Bright Wings of Summer: Watching Butterflies. Cassell & Company Ltd: London (For an 

obituary, see http://www.guardian.co.uk/environment/2011/aug/12/david-measures-obituary) 

Shepherd, N. 2011. The Living Mountain: A Celebration of the Cairngorm Mountains of Scotland. 3rd ed. 

Edinburgh: Canongate. 

Smith, C.T. 2009 'The Butterfly and the potato: Vilem Flusser on design'  

Tsing, A.L. 2005. Friction: an ethnography of global connection. Princeton: Princeton University Press.  

Zachry, M. and Thralls,C. 'Cross-Disciplinary Exchanges' An Interview with Edward R. Tufte. Technical 

Communication Quarterly, 13(4), 447–462 

 

http://thefutureoflandscape.wordpress.com/landscapespacepolitics-an-essay/
http://www.guardian.co.uk/environment/2011/aug/12/david-measures-obituary

