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Abstract 

 

 

Drawing Nature investigates the abiding relevance of Linnaean taxonomy on our 

awareness of human/nature relationships.  It examines the local and globally significant 

specimen collection of Alexander Macleay as a paradigm for taxonomical assemblages 

and methods of natural history collecting and documenting.  Referencing drawingÕs role 

as an epistemological system for understanding and documenting natural phenomena, 

my creative approach is both empirical and speculative as I reimagine modes of 

classification that underpin the methodologies for representing nature in art.  This 

research critiques Linnaean binary logic as inherently exploitative and anthropocentric 

by exploring a network of creative authorship that entwines and transcends dyadic 

themes and processes.  Oscillating between analogue and digital, micro and 

macroscopic, my body of work investigates how expanded drawing can collapse 

boundaries between the corporeal and virtual, spectator and artwork, human and 

environment.  This research analyses how a contemporary art practice can reveal a 

Linnaean ordering of the environment as an enabler of colonial conquest and 

exploitation.  It reimagines systems of natural classification and offers an alternative 

biological analogy, the rhizome, to illustrate respectful and cooperative human/nature 

interrelationships. 
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Introduction 
 

 

The hare is still, silent.  She appears calm, but wary.  Her surroundings are 

foreign, there are no soft tufts of grass beneath her paws or damp soil to cool her 

belly.  She cannot crouch beneath the shade of a blossoming shrub, nor may she 

graze on a dandelion or an exposed tree root.  The hare sits in a void, grounded 

only by the weight of her shadow.  No home, no habitat; she is captive in a 

strange, unnatural place.  A man works methodically, quietly at his desk.  He is 

surrounded by sheets of paper, pots of coloured pigment and fine squirrel hair 

brushes, a jar of water, small knives and a collection of pencils.  Warm sunlight 

spills over the artistÕs workbench through the arched studio windows.  The 

draughtsmanÕs attention flitters between the wooden brush in his hand, the 

myriad field sketches strewn across the desk, and the creature hunched in the 

corner of the wire cage.  The animal cowers Ð long ears held back yet alert, 

powerful hind legs tucked beneath her body.  The man keeps his subject alive by 

feeding her handfuls of grass and supplying a little dish of water Ð if she dies the 

fur will lose its luster, the eyes will milk over and the bodyÕs posture stiffen and 

decay.  He keeps the hare in the cage, watching her closely, observing the natural 

curve of the spine, the varying length of the fur, the wet sheen of the eyes Ð he 

takes nature as his guide, drawing naer het leven (after life), capturing the life of 

the hare, the life of the specimen, inside his studio walls.1 

                                                
1 ÒLook closely at it (nature), take it as your guideÉ  For truly: art is rooted in nature, if you can draw it 
out then it will be yours.Ó Ð Albrecht Durer.  Jeffrey Ashcroft, ÒArt in German: Artistic Statements by 
Albrecht Durer,Ó Forum for Modern Language Studies 48, no. 4 (October 2012): 386. Oxford Academic. 
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Figures 1, 2: Left: Albrecht Durer, Young Hare (1502), watercolour and gouache, 25.1 x 22.6 cm. Right: 

Detail of Young Hare revealing arched reflections in the animalÕs right pupil. 

 

Albrecht DurerÕs watercolour and gouache Young Hare (1502) (Fig. 1) is an iconic 

example of Renaissance naturalistic representation.  The painting depicts the animal in, 

what must seem to a contemporary audience, almost photographic similitude; from each 

individually articulated strand of fur to the delicately curving whiskers.  The hare 

became a point of reference for life-like precision and verisimilitude setting the standard 

for Northern European natural historical accuracy.2  Young Hare has been an enduring 

inspiration for my creative practice, not only for its extraordinarily meticulous and 

detailed mark-making, but also due to its relevance as an originating depiction of nature 

as a subject of artistic inquiry.  High-resolution digital scans of this early sixteenth 

century masterpiece are available online enabling a technologically enhanced experience 

                                                
2 Charlotte Sleigh, The Paper Zoo: 500 Years of Animals in Art (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 
2017), 12. 
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of the painting.  The digital images of DurerÕs artwork allow the observer to magnify 

details and explore each individual pencil and brush mark.  When the animalÕs eye is 

enlarged in such a way, the glistening white sheen in the creatureÕs pupil is revealed to 

be the reflection of the artistÕs vaulted studio windows (Fig. 2). Whilst it cannot be 

confirmed, we can speculate that this microscopic feature evidences that the artist 

worked from a captive live subject.  This realisation has formed the basis of my research 

project Ð to explore drawingÕs role as an epistemological tool throughout natural history, 

and additionally, to elucidate the intrinsically destructive modes of collecting, 

documenting and categorising natural phenomena characteristic of historical models.  

Just as the digital scans of DurerÕs hare have opened up possible readings of the sublime 

paintingÕs macabre truth, my creative practice explores how the nexus of empirical 

drawing and digital platforms can contribute to new understandings of the relationships 

between humans and the natural world.  Where Durer has represented the hare Òfrom 

lifeÓ in astonishing naturalistic detail, he has simultaneously alluded to his affiliation 

with the hare as that of artist and subject; human and specimen.  Specifically, I 

investigate the abiding impact of Linnaean taxonomy as an inherently colonial system 

with continuing consequences for contemporary environmental awareness.  

Parenthesised by the sixteenth century at the inception of European colonial expansion, 

and the present moment of environmental degradation, this project questions how our 

perceptions of nature have been shaped by the capitalist origins of colonial and post-

colonial values of economic exploitation.  Referencing drawingÕs role as a means to 

understand and document natural phenomena, I seek to explore how art practice can 

help us rethink our place within todayÕs natural environment.   
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My analysis of taxonomy as a fundamentally capitalist system is underpinned by 

FoucaultÕs commentary on methods of classification in The Order of Things: An 

Archaeology of the Human Sciences (1970). Foucault recounts a fabled taxonomy in 

BorgesÕ essay The Analytical Language of John Wilkins (1952) whereby animals are 

catalogued via a seemingly haphazard and irrational set of distinctions including 

categories such as Òbelonging to the emperor,Ó Òhaving just broken the water pitcherÓ 

and Òthat from a long way off look like flies.Ó  Foucault presents BorgesÕ codification as 

an alternative taxonomy and examines how systems of knowledge are culturally and 

historically entrenched.  This research considers how current biological classification is 

firmly engrained in its original sixteenth century colonial values of environmental 

exploitation, and offers a speculative taxonomy facilitated by creative principles and 

processes as an alternative lens through which to view the natural world.  Aligning with 

Walter BenjaminÕs proposition regarding the Òrevolutionary energiesÓ of outmoded 

technologies, my research references archaic optical devices such as the magnifying glass 

and kaleidoscope, and alludes to antiquated creative paradigms including the panorama 

and quadratura.3  Additionally, my practice consistently engages with anachronistic 

values of duration and exactitude to underscore, what Benjamin would describe as, the 

potential of outmoded technologies to symbolise an alternative to capitalist systems of 

commodification. 

 

Operating within Rosalind KraussÕ Expanded Field of drawing, this research oscillates 

between a framework of binary themes and processes including but not limited to: 

empiricism and aesthetic speculation, macro and microcosmic, analogue and digital, 

                                                
3 Walter Benjamin, ÒSurrealism: The Last Snapshot of the European Intelligentsia,Ó translated by 
Edmond Jephcott, New Left Review 0, no. 108 (March 1978): 50. ProQuest Ebook Central. 
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order and entropy.  The underlying network of dyadic motifs reflects Linnaean 

structure, enabling my practice to both critique current biological taxonomies and 

develop alternative modes of relating to the environment.  Zooming in and out between 

a triptych of intricate graphite drawings, a series of enlarged digital prints, and 

immersive animations, my studio-based practice operates rhizomatically as it entwines 

and interweaves an arborescent conceptual and methodological framework.  I propose a 

speculative system of biological relationships removed from ideals of capital which aligns 

with Deleuze and GuattariÕs rhizome, as a subversion of arborescent models of 

knowledge.  In The Plant Contract: ArtÕs Return to Vegetal Life (2018), Prudence Gibson 

emphasises the rhizome as allegorising a system of trans-species connections that 

challenge vertical hierarchies supported by arboreal order.4  This research allies itself 

with GibsonÕs proposition that by adopting a non-hierarchical rhizomic model as a 

metaphor through which to understand the relevance of the organic world, we can re-

evaluate the way we perceive and act towards the natural environment.  My creative 

research is analogous to the strangler fig as it attempts to expand, intersect and overcome 

the time-old epistemological tree. 

 

Whilst my creative approach operates as the rhizomic ficus, transecting and transcending 

binary methodologies, the theoretical component of this research replicates an arborous 

system of bifurcating branches.  This paper has been divided into three chapters to 

emulate the three main branches of the taxonomic tree: Bacteria, Archaea and 

Eurkaryota (or for the nineteenth century naturalist, Ernst Haeckel: Plantae, Protista, 

                                                
4 Prudence Gibson, The Plant Contract: ArtÕs Return to Vegetal Life (Boston: Brill Rodopi, 2018), 168. 
ProQuest Ebook Central. 
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Animalia).5  Each chapter has been defined by a thematic dyad to enable a theoretical 

network of continuing bilateral divisions.  The first chapter explores the ahistorical 

relationship between art in science within the specific parameter of natural history.  It 

introduces the contextual focus for this project, The Macleay Collection of the 

University of Sydney, and establishes a contextual framework by illuminating the 

inherently exploitative implications of natural historical enterprise.  Chapter Two 

addresses the dyadic paradigm of order and entropy and explores methods of 

systematisation as an exertion of control and an attempt to claim sovereignty over the 

environment.  Additionally, it will discuss in depth my triptych of graphite drawings 

and my approach to speculative aesthetics as a means of subverting formal, categorical 

methodologies.  Finally, it introduces my series of large-scale, digital prints as a process 

of experimenting with, and challenging, systems of imposed control.  This chapter also 

begins to explore my approach to digital animation by illustrating the transformation 

from graphite drawing, to digitally distorted print, to immersive environment. The final 

chapter examines how biological analogies, including the macro/microcosm 

phenomenon and the tree of life (as an extension of Linnaean taxonomy), have since 

antiquity supported a hierarchical separation between human and nonhuman.  

Additionally, I explore the role of evolving optical technologies in contributing to our 

awareness of life forms, large and minute.  This chapter analyses how digital virtual 

environments, including a fulldome and a panoramic projection, can dissolve the 

distance between audience and artwork, symbolically flattening the hierarchy cleaving 

people from nature.  Here I argue that a new analogy to represent interspecies 

                                                
5 The three branches are also reflected in the practical components of my research through a recurring 
motif of triads: three drawings, three digital prints, three digital environments. 
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relationships, such as the rhizome, or indeed the ficus, can eliminate perceptions of 

humans above nature, and re-centre people within the natural environmental. 

 

This thesis embarks on its investigation in Renaissance Germany, 1502, with Albrecht 

Durer and his caged hare, and comes to rest in Sydney Australia, 2019, with a fine arts 

student, her pencils, a magnifying lens on an adjustable armature and advanced digital 

technologies and immersive environments.  Compressing five centuries, this research 

draws reference to a wide array of historical scientific pioneers such as Robert Hooke 

and Ernst Haeckel, and contemporary artistic practitioners Mark Dion and Deborah 

Kelly among others.  Shifting laterally between past and present narratives of creative 

and empirical representation, this research acknowledges both the continuing influence 

of colonisation on our perceptions of the natural environment and the temporally 

truncated sources of much recent art.  My transhistorical approach perforates Western 

linear time and provides a temporal platform that is fluid and dilative.  Referencing 

popular methodologies from the Renaissance, Enlightenment and Contemporary 

periods attempts to both elucidate and reinvent historically entrenched perceptions of 

the natural world for a generation of digital natives.  What I have presented here can be 

considered as a selection of stem grafts Ð a bouquet of budding shoots that have been 

consolidated via an expansive rootstock.  It has opened worlds and windows which can 

be explored through future studies.  Whilst this project may only just brush away the 

topsoil, I believe my guiding intention has been achieved Ð to demonstrate my love for 

nature, and my passion for drawing and its possibilities in a digitally-centered world. 
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Figure 3: Eva Nolan, A Paradise of All Things (2018), graphite pencil on paper, 52 x 52 cm. 
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Empiricism & Speculation 

 

 

Art and science, two apparently opposite disciplines, have been inseparably entangled 

since the Renaissance.6  Locating the instigating inspiration for this project in the 

minutiae of DurerÕs nature studies, my research examines artÕs enduring role in natural 

history and investigates how a contemporary creative practice can initiate change in our 

perceptions of the natural world.  Within the scope of this project, science among other 

things refers to eighteenth century taxonomies as a method of systematising, collecting 

and exploiting organic phenomena.  Specifically, I will focus on Linnaean categorisation 

as an hierarchical structure which negates interspecies relations, and examine its 

continuing influence on current attitudes towards the environment.  Contextualising the 

relationship between art and science explicitly in the field of natural history, I aim to 

highlight the dynamic affiliation between empirical analysis and creative practice in their 

overlapping enquiries into the natural world.  The two key subjects of my research Ð 

nature studies and taxonomic specimen assemblies Ð are localised in an internationally 

significant context by the natural history collection of Alexander Macleay, a former 

secretary of the Linnaean Society of London and the second Colonial Secretary of New 

South Wales. 

                                                
6 Lisa Jardin, Ingenious Pursuits: Building the Scientific Revolution (New York: Nana A. Talese, 1999), 6. 
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Figure 4: Linnaean taxonomical ranks. 

 

Carl Linnaeaus (1707 Ð 1778), the Swedish botanist, zoologist and physicist, is credited 

as the innovator of modern taxonomy due to his publications expounding a system by 

which to order and classify the natural world.  LinnaeusÕ framework for biological 

categorisation still remains in general use today.7  In System Naturae (1759), nature is 

divided into a rank-based hierarchy including the following categories: kingdom, 

phylum, class, order, family, genus, species (Fig. 4).  Kingdom, being the broadest 

grouping, could be considered as a macroscopic perspective, whilst the most specific tier, 

species, can represent the microcosm of an individual organism.  As was the objective for 

eighteenth century intellectuals, LinnaeusÕ system reduced knowledge of the natural 

world into an encyclopedic scheme of hierarchies and relationships.8  In Plant-Thinking: 

A Philosophy of Vegetal Life (2013), Michael Marder provides the example of the 

                                                
7 Gordon McGregor Reid, ÒCarolus Linnaeus (1707 Ð 1778): His Life, Philosophy and Science and Its 
Relationships to Modern Biology and Medicine,Ó Taxon 58, no. 1 (February 2009): 18. JSTOR. 
8 Peter Stanbury & Julian Holland, Mr MacleayÕs Celebrated Cabinet: The History of the Macleays and Their 
Museum (Sydney: The Macleay Museum, 1988), 9. 
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Linnaean classification of a sunflower, describing the process of categorisation as a dead 

system that fails to recognise the significance of each individual organism.9  As Marder 

demonstrates, within the taxonomic system the organism becomes reduced to a series of 

classifications and is stripped of its singularity and ontological significance.  Linnaeus 

visualised his cataloguing procedure through dichotomous diagrams which share a 

structural affinity with the commonly known tree of life (Fig. 5). 

 

 
 

 
Figure 5: Dichotomous diagram depicting LinnaeusÕ sexual classification of plants in A New Illustration of 

the Sexual System of Carolus Von Linnaeus, published by Robert John Thornton (1807). 
 

                                                
9 Michael Marder, Plant Thinking: A Philosophy of Vegetal Life (New York: Columbia University Press, 
2013), 4 Ð 5. ProQuest Ebook Central. 
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Whilst the tree metaphor is often credited to Charles Darwin, the concept can be traced 

back as early as Aristotle and Plato.10  Aristotle was the first Western philosopher to 

systematically study animals as subjects of inquiry Ð he formulated a hierarchical set of 

affiliations between living things which has continued to endure throughout Western 

thought.11  LinnaeusÕ diagrams and the tree both illustrate taxonomy as an arborescent 

system based on binaries.  The tree bifurcates into opposing branches, it suggests 

relationships that are static and dissociative.  It divides organisms into tiers of greater or 

lesser significance and fails to include the relations between one species and the next, 

between the macrocosmic and the microcosmic, between humans and nature.  Prudence 

Gibson suggests in her recent work, The Plant Contract: ArtÕs Return to Vegetal Life 

(2018), that adopting a non-hierarchical model of relevance, a system of thinking that is 

aggregated and circular in the natural world is crucial to overcoming our contemporary 

environmental crisis.12  Aligning with GibsonÕs proposition, this thesis will explore 

alternative biological metaphors through which to understand the organic environment 

and our place within it as a means to renew and repair our relationship with nature. 

 

Based on military ranks, LinnaeusÕ system for organising and naming natural 

phenomena on first inspection appears overtly political.13  Highly Eurocentric, LinnaeusÕ 

taxonomy was closely entangled with colonial enterprise both by facilitating the 

collection and trade of exotic specimens and provoking the epistemicide of native 

                                                
10 Isabelle Charmantier, Ò27th April 2017: Trees of Life Ð A Visual History,Ó The Linnaean Society of 
London. Accessed 16 November 2018, https://www.linnean.org/the-society/news/2017/04/28/27-april-
2017-trees-of-life-a-visual-history. 
11 Anita Guerrini, ÒAnimals and Ecological Science,Ó The Oxford Handbook of Animal Studies, edited by 
Linda Kalof (New York: Oxford University Press, 2017): 2. Oxford Handbooks Online. 
12 Gibson (2018), op cit. 149. 
13 John Lavell, ÒThe Power of Naming: Co-option in Fine Art PracticeÓ (Doctoral thesis, Northumbria 
University, 2011), 31. 
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knowledge systems.  Londa Schiebinger refers to this process as ÒLinguistic ImperialismÓ 

whereby cultural identities and indigenous epistemologies were superseded by colonial 

conquest.14  Linnaean nomenclature gave scientists the privilege of naming organisms 

after themselves, effectively erasing local languages and bestowing the collector with 

ownership over the species.15  Nature was considered a resource to be controlled and 

exploited by humans who positioned themselves at the apex of an hierarchy, separating 

and elevating themselves above and from the rest of the living world.  Taxonomical 

classification enabled the monetarisation of natural phenomena, as the systematised 

cataloguing and identification of species permitted the economic evaluation of 

specimens.16  An increased understanding of relative values for exchange and long-term 

collection facilitated the nineteenth century trade boom in organisms.17  Specimen 

collections promoted the growing objectification of nature in European culture and the 

increasing ontological disparity between people and other living things.18  My research 

considers the commodification and exploitation of the environment in the present as a 

continuation of eighteenth and nineteenth century attitudes towards the natural world 

facilitated by Linnaean taxonomies. 

 

This studio-based enquiry investigates the natural history collection of Alexander 

Macleay as an examplar of exploitative taxonomic assemblages.  The specific focus on 

MacleayÕs cabinets is due to his role as secretary of the Linnaean Society, the collectionÕs 

                                                
14 Londa Schiebinger, Plants and Empire: Colonial Bioprospecting in the Atlantic World (Cambridge: 
Harvard University Press, 2004), 195. 
15 Sleigh (2016), op cit. 28. 
16 Anne Coote, Alison Haynes, Jude Philp and Simon Ville, ÒWhen Commerce, Science, and Leisure 
Collaborated: The Nineteenth-Century Global Trade Boom in Natural History Collections,Ó Journal of 
Global History 12, no. 3 (November 2017): 320. Scopus. 
17 Ibid. 
18 Giovanni Aloi, Speculative Taxidermy: Natural History, Animal Surfaces and Art in the Anthropocene 
(New York: Columbia University Press, 2018), 96. 
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international significance and its local historic importance as the first and largest 

systematised inventory of specimens to arrive in Australia.19   MacleayÕs era was both a 

time of extensive collecting, and the intellectual endeavor to facilitate ways of 

categorising and labelling phenomena.20  Alexander Macleay arrived in Australia in 

1826, bringing with him his extensive entomology collection Ð a legacy of British 

Enlightenment.21  The collection was inherited sequentially by his son William Sharp 

Macleay, and later, his nephew William John.  Both Sharp and John were also avid 

collectors, and expanded MacleayÕs cabinets to incorporate a vast multitude of zoological 

specimens including crustaceans, birds and mammals.22  Like Alexander, his two 

successors were closely involved with advancing international work in taxonomic 

classification.23  William John donated the Macleay collection to the University of 

Sydney, which opened the purpose-built, government-funded ÒMacleayanÓ Museum in 

1980.  Currently closed to the public whilst a new facility is being constructed, I visited 

the Macleay Museum during the course of my research to examine fragments of the 

taxonomic assemblages that still remain in their nineteenth century display cases.  

Additionally, I inspected the laboratory temporarily storing MacleayÕs entomology 

specimens in their initial cabinetry, complete with drawers of original, weary-looking 

index cards Ð a fascinating yet perhaps now futile record of the collectionÕs contents.  I 

also visited Elizabeth Bay House, the extravagant residence built by Alexander Macleay 

which now displays part of the collection in situ to replicate the original specimen 

                                                
19 Robyn Stacey and Ashely Hay, Museum: The Macleays, Their Collections and the Search for Order (Port 
Melbourne: Cambridge University Press, 2017), 2. 
20 Jude Philp, ÒThe Natural Object: Exhibiting the Macleay MuseumÕs Specimen Collections,Ó Journal of 
Museum Ethnography 29 (March 2016): 16. Scopus. 
21 Jude Philp, ÒRe-examining the Insides and Attitudes of Animal Specimens,Ó Museums Australia 
Magazine (April 2013): 16. ISSUU. 
22 Ibid. 
23 Ibid. 
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library.  Conducting site visits to the Macleay Museum and corresponding with the 

senior curator of the museum, Jude Philp, elucidated both the local and personal 

relevance of this project.  Being in the entomology laboratory surrounded by countless 

specimens was an overwhelming experience.  Pulling open a drawer and revealing 

hundreds of butterflies roused a gut-churning tension, where my initial admiration of 

their beauty was haunted by inexorable melancholy.  Whilst the fragile, decaying bodies 

had been pinned down, their ghosts continued to drift and quiver across the room.  

Witnessing the collection preserved in storage and learning first-hand about the insectsÕ 

history as objects of economic trade and accolades of scientific conquests endowed this 

research with personal significance.  My studio-based approach has effectively become a 

reimagining of how organisms are classified, perceived and contextualised.  Where an 

assemblage of pinned specimens have been stripped of life and sentience, this project 

aims to restore ontological importance to living things by demonstrating an affinity and 

interdependence between all forms of life. 

 

To return to DurerÕs hare, the creatureÕs eye serves as an allegory for the core 

investigation of this research.  The animalÕs pupil, which Durer has captured in such 

astonishing likeness, reveals the artistÕs workshop where the hare was located during the 

moment of representation.  Opposed to a reflection of mottled rays of sunlight blinking 

through a forest canopy, the animalÕs eye portrays DurerÕs studio windows.  This highly 

nuanced evidence of the creatureÕs excision from its habitat, only discernible through 

magnification of the image, anticipates the devastating implications of natural-historical 

enterprise.  Whereby artists delicately represented the natural world in Òlife-likeÓ 

accuracy, these images in fact alluded to a capitalist endeavor tainted by capture, 
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captivity and death.  Documenting the natural world was an intrusive procedure which 

treated organisms as objects of fascination or resources to be utilised.  Organisms were 

cut, pulled, removed from their environment as many Early Renaissance naturalists 

would rely on animals under human custody, dried specimens or preserved dissected 

body parts for representation.24  Furthermore, in the attempt to approximate 

morphological ÒperfectionÓ, naturalists would combine traits from multiple specimens Ð 

resulting in the large scale killing of a species to produce a single image.25  Naturalistic 

illustrations were aesthetically beautiful, fraudulently presented as a celebration of life 

and the organic wonders of the world.  Many of these delicately rendered artworks were 

drawn from dead animals Ð even those painted from life such as MerianÕs toads or 

CatesbyÕs birds still supported a culture of trade that profited from death.26  Simons 

describes a pattern for the discovery of new species which included: encounter and 

initial description, killing (often eating), preserving and/or capturing live specimens, 

shipment of specimens to England or France.27  Collected natural specimens were 

embroiled in political narratives of power and contributed to the development of 

Western systems of classification.28  The nineteenth century witnessed an increase in 

natural historical activity as hunting and collecting grew progressively popular and 

became interlinked with European colonial and military activities Ð due to their physical 

strength and discipline, soldiers were ideal at collecting and cataloguing exotic species 

from newly settled colonies.29  Killing and categorising was an overtly masculine 

                                                
24 Sleigh (2016), op cit. 15. 
25 Aloi (2018), op cit. 73. 
26 Sleigh (2016), op cit. 34. 
27 John Simons, RossettiÕs Wombat: Pre-Raphaelites and Australian animals in Victorian London (London: 
Middlesex University Press, 2008), 14. 
28 Jennifer Barrett and Jacqueline Millner, Australian Artists in the Contemporary Museum (Dorchester: 
Henry Ling Limited, 2014), 2. 
29 Sleigh (2016), op cit. 35. 
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endeavour, whilst in many cases females would carefully document the specimens, 

exemplified in a local context by Alexander Walker Scott and his daughters Harriet and 

Helena (Fig. 6).  Whilst it is beyond the scope of this project, feminist art practice could 

be further examined as an effective critique of traditionally male-dominated natural-

historical epistemologies. 

 

 

Figure 6: Harriet Scott, Plate 7: Chelepteryx Collesi, hand coloured lithograph from A. W Scott, Australian 

Butterflies and their Transformations Drawn from the Life (1964 Ð 1898). 

 

The ancestral lineage of my studio-based practice exists in the empirical tradition of 

naturalistic representation.  It has been inspired by natural historical values of acute and 

direct observation and the application of drawing as a mode of cognition.  There is 
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currently a strong revival of interest in natural historical, visual and scientific practices as 

evidenced by the recent discovery and identification of a number of original Renaissance 

plant and animal studies.30  My research methodology has included a primary 

investigation into the techniques and attributes of naturalistic documentation by 

participating in the online course, Drawing Nature, Science and Culture: Natural history 

Illustration 101 offered by The University of Newcastle.  The class helped to distinguish 

my practice from traditional organic documentation and to understand the relevance of 

digital modes of observation in my drawing process.  Rather than working from an 

organism that has been extracted from its habitat, or studying a dusty animal hide that 

has been stuffed, stitched and adorned with shiny glass eyes, I gather and scutinise a 

multitude of high-resolution photographs of plants, animals and insects in their natural 

habitat found on the internet (much like a contemporary, digitally-mediated specimen 

collection) (Fig. 7 Ð 14). 

 

Figures 7, 8: Left: Photograph of a white-lined sphinx moth. Right: Flowers Shiver Like Tiny Wings 

(detail) (2019). 

                                                
30 Florike Egmond and Sachiko Kusukawa, ÒCirculation of Images and Graphic Practices in Renaissance 
Natural History,Ó Gesnerus 73, no. 1 (June 2016): 66. Web of Science. 
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Figures 9, 10: Left: Photograph of a boxfish. Right: A Paradise of All Things (detail) (2018). 

 

 

Figures 11, 12: Left: Photograph of a tropical two-wing flying fish. Right: Flowers Shiver Like Tiny Wings 

(detail) (2019). 

 

Figures 13, 14: Left: Photograph of a tree frog. Right: This Grows in the Desert (detail) (2018). 
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Utilising a wide source of online reference material is crucial for practical, ethical and 

conceptual reasons which will be elaborated on throughout this paper.  On first 

accounts, using photographs of creatures in their natural environment is an ethical 

decision.  I choose not to work from ÒliveÓ subjects because, as mentioned previously, a 

ÒliveÓ animal is a ÒdeadÓ animal in regards to natural historical documentation.  By 

utilising internet-sourced photographs, I can operate without directly disrupting the 

environment Ð in contrast to DurerÕs hare, HookeÕs flea and CatesbyÕs birds, my 

approach to drawing does not require hunting or killing.  My methodologies are quiet, 

delicate and sensitive Ð characteristics I believe we need to centre in our relationship 

with the natural world.  In the interest of including species in my drawings which were 

held in the Macleay collection, I was invited to work in the entomology laboratory 

where I could draw directly from the specimens.  I chose not to work from the 

collection due to the overpowering stasis of the insects; their legs and wings were splayed 

out rigidly and fine pins would extrude gruesomely from their bodies (Fig. 15).  

Examining the specimen cabinets, I was overwhelmed by the deadness of the collection 

(made nauseating by the acute stench of naphthalene).  There was an open cupboard 

filled with what I learnt were killing jars used to exterminate trapped moths with 

cyanide.  The specimens included a particular species of beetle which had been immune 

to poison, and so it had been tied up with string and starved to death.  My reliance on 

found photographs as source material is a direct response to the damaging implications 

of traditional methods of documenting organic objects.  Rosalind Krauss argues that the 

occluded message behind new interpretations of an artform, be it sculpture, painting or 

drawing, is that of historicism.31  With regard to my own practice, I engage with KraussÕ 

                                                
31 Rosalind Krauss, ÒSculpture in the Expanded Field,Ó October 8 (Spring 1979): 30. JSTOR. 
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citation of historicism by using traditional drawing approaches as the pupal stage for a 

digital practice in which innovative immersive technologies enable a trans-historical 

experience of spatialised drawing. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 15: Pinned lepidoptera specimens in display case at Elizabeth Bay House. 

 

Contemporary American artist Mark Dion explores the power and politics of natural 

history and challenges scientific taxonomies.  His installations, drawings and public art 

projects examine natural historical ideologies underpinning the human/nature hierarchy, 

our disregard for biodiversity and the extraction of natural resources.32  Furthermore, 

DionÕs work investigates how knowledge structures, and the way we organize and 

                                                
32 Ruth Erickson, Mark Dion: Misadventures of a 21st-Century Naturalist (Yale University Press, 2017), 14. 
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display natural objects, have mediated our relationship to the world of living things.33 

DionÕs Bureau of the Centre for the Study of Surrealism and its Legacy (2005) (Fig. 16) is a 

self-contained hybrid between a sixteenth century cabinet of curiosities and a curatorÕs 

office.  

 

 

Figure 16: Mark Dion, Centre for the Study of Surrealism and its Legacy (2005). 

 

The room houses various antique specimen cabinets filled with a motely array of objects 

including taxidermy animals, tribal sculptures, unidentifiable bones and a dried pitcher 

plant.  The room appears to be a workable space, equipped with a filing drawer and 

writing desk; the desk lamp is switched on and papers are strewn about apparently in 

mid-use, suggesting the occupant of the room, perhaps a scientist or a museum curator, 

has left momentarily.  A small apothecary cabinet is labelled with peculiar taxonomic 

categories including: ÒFragmentsÓ, ÒCurious CollectionsÓ and ÒUnexpected 

Juxtapositions.Ó  The idiosyncratic classifications reflect the categories of the 

                                                
33 Lisa Graziose Corrin, Miwon Kwon, and Norman Bryson, Mark Dion (London: Phaidon Press 
Limited, 1997), 38. 
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International Exhibition of Surrealism in Paris 1938.34   DionÕs unconventionally labelled 

cabinet can be compared to the imaginative and peculiar taxonomy of BorgesÕ Chinese 

encyclopedia which divided animals into classes incorporating:  ÒtameÓ, ÒfabulousÓ, 

ÒfrenziedÓ, ÒembalmedÓ and Òdrawn with a very fine camelhair brush.Ó35  Dion 

references alternative methods of classification as a challenge to Linnaean organisation of 

post-Enlightenment museum displays and attempts to dismantle and reshape our 

experience of the natural world.  The artist critiques environmental politics, and our 

relationship with nature, as a product of the historio-cultural construction of the natural 

world.36  Through his WunderkammerÕesque displays and taxonomical misdemeanors, 

Dion demonstrates the interrelatedness of living things which is negated by biological 

classifications.  DionÕs speculative aesthetics provide the opportunity to acknowledge the 

ways in which our experience of nature has been constructed in the past, and how 

experience in the present may be dismantled and reformed.37   

 

                                                
34 Marion Endt-Jones, ÒBeyond Institutional Critique: Mark DionÕs Surrealist Wunderkammer at the 
Manchester Museum,Ó Museum and Society 5, no. 1 (March 2007): 6. Directory of Open Access Journals. 
35 Ibid. 
36 Amanda Jayne Donnan, ÒThe Purloined Travelogue of William Bartram: Mark DionÕs Reinterpretation 
of History, Genre and the Collection,Ó (Master of Arts in Art History and Criticism thesis, Stony Brook 
University, 2009), 4. 
37 Aloi (2018), op cit. 72. 
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Figure 17: Library of Alexander Macleay at Elizabeth Bay House depicting original specimen cabinetry 

and scientific instruments. 

 

Whilst DionÕs institutional critique of natural historical epistemologies effectively 

enables audiences to reconsider how the natural world is perceived and understood, I 

would argue that his methodologies paradoxically perpetuate environmental 

exploitation.  DionÕs methods of collecting natural phenomena and museological 

specimens could in many ways appear hypocritical Ð the processes he undertakes to 

assemble his installations mirror the practices in which he aims to criticise.  The Great 

Munich Bug Hunt (1993) (Fig. 18) involved the removal of a dead Linden tree from the 

forest and its transportation to K-Raum Daxer, Munich.  Within the white walls of the 
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gallery space, Dion along with a team of graduate students, conducted a ÒCSI 

investigationÓ to uncover the plethora of organisms supported by the decaying tree.38   

 
Figure 18: Mark Dion, The Great Munich Bug Hunt (1993). 

 

The artist performed the discovery, removal, preservation and classification of different 

species of molds, fungi, invertebrates and mineral specimens.  Dion claims to 

demonstrate the importance of the dead tree in forest ecology by documenting the vast 

array of life supported by the tree during its decomposition.  Yet in doing so, he excises 

the tree from the ecosystem of which it had been such an integral part and systematically 

eliminates the life forms relying on the tree for survival.  At the conclusion of DionÕs 

grand bug hunt, there is nothing but a dry and empty husk of a tree, a cabinet of dead 

things, and a dent in the forest floor where an ecosystem once flourished.  

                                                
38 Mark Dion, ÒContemporary Cabinets of Curiosities: Artist Mark Dion,Ó Nasher Sculpture Centre, 
presented January 27, 2013. Accessed 15 May 2019, Youtube 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FnH3UocF2Sk, 26:00. 
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Comparatively, my creative practice makes a conscientious effort to highlight values of 

sensitivity, delicacy and compassion in its investigation of nature.  I engage in patient, 

quiet and nondisruptive methods of non-direct observation supported via digital 

mediation.  It is important to note the role of technology in my practice as being the 

sole enabler of noninvasive methods of creative investigation.  Unlike Dion and other 

contemporaries such as Janet Laurence, my research critiques institutional and scientific 

taxonomical assemblages by utilising technologically assisted drawing as a process of 

non-invasive collecting, documenting and ordering. 

 

The nexus of intricate artistic practice and scientific empiricism resides at the core of this 

creative investigation.  Concentrating on the entanglement of art and science within the 

context of natural history, this project examines contemporary attitudes towards the 

environment as a result of prevailing eighteenth century taxonomies.  Conceptualised 

during the period of European colonisation, Linnaean taxonomy (and subsequent 

methods of categorising organic phenomena) proceed from capitalist values of 

environmental exploitation and ownership.  Additionally, taxonomic illustrations relied 

on hunted, killed and stuffed organisms to document, and endorsed the global 

economisation of living things.  This research examines biological taxonomy as 

facilitating the commodification of organisms and as a means of distancing humankind 

from the natural world and alleviating us from responsibilities of care and compassion.  

By engaging with creative practices that highlight attributes of sensitivity and delicacy, I 

aim to demonstrate the contemporary need to re-evaluate our attitude towards nature 

and to establish a relationship built upon empathy and respect. 
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     Figure 19: Eva Nolan, This Grows in the Desert (2018), graphite pencil on paper, 52 x 52 cm.  
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Order & Entropy 

 

 

The entomology collection of Alexander Macleay is a simultaneously fascinating and 

macabre library of once-living things.  Arranged morphologically, the formal similarities 

between the organisms in each specimen drawer are immediately striking.  Upon first 

glance the collection appears impressively rational, each drawer ordered according to 

Linnaean ranks.  Specimens are pinned in lines representing a working arrangement of 

species related to a specific family or order.39  With further investigation there appears to 

be an underlying entropy haunting the centuries-old cabinetry.  There are collections of 

miscellaneous legs and wings in the corners of the drawers which have fallen off the 

specimens over time Ð whilst some are glued back on, many remain detached due to the 

difficulty in determining which appendage belongs to which body.  The original index 

cards remain with the collection, a yellowed and faded hand-written record of the 

cabinetsÕ contents.  Whilst at one point in time these cards would have provided a 

comprehensive and accurate account of the specimens, today the nomenclature recorded 

on the cards is outdated and many names are no longer attributed to a specific 

organism.  In an attempt to include insects in my drawings which existed in the 

collection, I received some partial digitised species lists from the curator of the Macleay 

Museum.  However, similar to the index cards, many species names have changed over 

time and so it became impossible to identify a majority of the insects listed.  I somewhat 

futilely Google searched the outdated species names, and where I would hope to retrieve 

                                                
39 Philp (2016), op cit. 17. 
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an image of a moth or a beetle, I would receive photographs of horses, deep sea creatures 

and IKEA furniture.40  The underlying discord and confusion of a collection originally 

designed to catalogue natural phenomena is an apt analogy for the exploitative 

environmental implications of taxonomical systems.  Our attempt to classify and bring 

order to the organic world has resulted in environmental chaos and devastation.  We are 

teetering on the edge of a precipice as we bear witness to the beginnings of the sixth 

mass extinction event in the EarthÕs known history.41  This chapter examines the 

order/disorder phenomenon as investigated through creative experimentation with 

digital methods of capture and schematisation.  I investigate the technological 

manipulation of naturalistic pencil drawings as a process of metamorphosis in an 

attempt to highlight how our perceptions of the natural world require transformation. 

 

German zoologist Ernst HaeckelÕs Kunstformen de Natur (Art Forms in Nature) (1899 Ð 

1904) (Fig. 20 Ð 23) is renowned for its empirical exactitude and artistic aesthetic.  The 

series of one hundred exquisitely rendered lithographic and halftone plates, originally 

published in increments of ten, captures a plethora of living curiosities from microscopic 

radiolarians to shellfish, from orchids to hummingbirds.  Of most notable importance in 

the instance of this research, HaeckelÕs publication demonstrates symmetries found 

within nature.  Upon first glance, the harmonic compositions of the images are 

remarkable even to a contemporary audience.  Haeckel sketched each specimen 

separately before ordering them according to his self-developed design principle of 

                                                
40 There are some insects featured in the drawings that directly correlate to species in the collection Ð these 
are the species I could find which had not been renamed. 
41 Damian Carrington, ÒEarthÕs Sixth Mass Extinction Event Underway, Scientists Warn,Ó The Guardian, 
July 2017, accessed 10 July 2019, https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2017/jul/10/earths-sixth-
mass-extinction-event-already-underway-scientists-warn. 
!
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centralistic orientation.42  HaeckelÕs compositional aesthetics reinforced the discernable 

symmetry of individual life forms and highlighted the similarities between organisms 

from multitudinous geographies and habitats.  As a proponent of DarwinÕs theory of 

evolution, Haeckel asserted the structural perfection and differentiation of living things 

could not only assist in biological classification, but could help determine ancestral 

lineage.43  To Haeckel, his picturesque and rhythmical catalogue functioned as evidence 

of the unity between all living things as a result of evolution.44  In the context of this 

project, I would argue that the affinities between living things as depicted by Haeckel, 

can be interpreted as a reminder of the interdependence of all organisms.  I propose a 

contemporary, alternative reading of HaeckelÕs one hundred plates Ð a method of 

understanding these drawings as an illustration of interconnectedness between diverse 

life forms.   

 
In a glossy 2016 reprint of Art Forms in Nature, plate forty-two, Ostracion, presents six 

varieties of boxfish delicately rendered in brass and copper hues accompanied by 

magnified details of a mouth and what one can only assume to be individual scales.   

Browsing through the illustrations chronologically, plate forty-two appears jarring Ð it 

seems haphazardly located within the series; the fish are preceded by forty-one 

illustrations of similar varieties of algae and plankton, peppered with the odd jellyfish.  

The boxfish are sandwiched between a radiolarian and a mollusk and one could not be 

blamed for questioning for a moment whether the pages of the book had been confused 

in printing. 

                                                
42 Richard. P. Hartmann, ÒPreface,Ó in Art Forms in Nature: The Prints of Ernst Haeckel, edited by Michael 
Ashdown (Munich: Prestel, 2016), 7. 
43 Olaf Breidbach, ÒBrief Instructions to Viewing HaeckelÕs Pictures,Ó in Art Forms in Nature: The Prints 
of Ernst Haeckel, edited by Michael Ashdown (Munich: Prestel, 2016), 10. 
44 Ibid. 
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Figures 20, 21: Left: Ernst Haeckel, Plate 42: Ostracion from Art Forms in Nature (1899 Ð 1904).  

Right: Ernst Haeckel, Plate 43: Aeolis from Art Forms in Nature (1899 Ð 1904). 

 

Figures 22, 23: Left: Ernst Haeckel, Plate 98: Aurelia from Art Forms in Nature (1899 Ð 1904).  

Right: Ernst Haeckel, Plate 99: Trochilus from Art Forms in Nature (1899 Ð 1904).  
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The Ostracion are quickly followed by microscopic marine life before plate fifty-two 

immediately transports the reader to a tropical rainforest with the blossoming tendrils of 

a staghorn fern.  The order of the plates appears to become increasingly random; a tree 

frog is neighbor to stony coral, orchids grow beside a colony of parasitic flatworms, box 

jellyfish float beside a frilled-neck lizard followed by an extinct echinoderm.  Perhaps 

most confoundingly, the final plate features various species of antelope, shortly after 

marine worms and a diagram of ferns.  The order of HaeckelÕs plates seems remarkably 

arbitrary such as the unorthodox taxonomy of BorgesÕ Chinese Encyclopedia, yet 

impressively the almost chaotic disarray of marine, animal and plant life is on first glance 

disguised by the artistÕs cryptic use of compositional symmetry.  Arranging specimens in 

a centralised design on each plate overtly illuminates the similitudes between forms Ð the 

curving jellyfish tentacles are reminiscent of the leaves of the staghorn fern, which in 

turn are alike the antlers of the antelope.  Whilst HaeckelÕs cleverly compiled drawings 

of disparate life forms were designed as evidence of evolutionary relationships between 

organisms, I would argue that his illustrations transcend the theory of evolution.  

Despite HaeckelÕs intention, the discordant order of the plates do not follow an 

ancestral lineage Ð there is no sense of timeline, nor a measure of their biological 

significance.  Unicellular organisms are drawn with as much detail, precision and 

aesthetic quality as the bat and the tortoise.  The uniform artistic skill and empirical 

research demonstrated in each plate endows every organism with equal agency.  Art 

Forms in Nature represents the affinities between living things in a non-hierarchical 

order which could be interpreted as a demonstration of an ontological equivalence 

between species multicellular and unicellular, large and minute. 
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In comparison with this proposed alternative reading of Artforms in Nature, my 

drawings operate as speculative biodiverse ecosystems symbolising interdependence and 

equality between all living things (Fig. 24).   

 

 

Figure 24: Eva Nolan, A Paradise of All Things (detail) (2018).  

 

Using the symbolically consequent materials of paper and graphite pencil, my 

methodology requires patient and precise mark-making as a process of synthesising 

environments for various organisms from globally disparate habitats and geographies.  

The overall composition of an image is not planned or structured other than initially 

dividing the paper into quarters along the vertical and horizontal axis to use as 

guidelines.  The three drawings have developed from a single plant variety from former 

European colonial possessions; the Bird of Paradise from South Africa, SturtÕs Desert 

Pea from Central Australia and a Moth Orchid from South East Asia.  These three 

blooming plants were selected based on their formal properties and their contrasting 

originating continents.  In each instance, when the flower is ÒplantedÓ into the paper, it 
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grows like a flourishing seedling, navigating rhizomatically across the paper surface and 

budding entirely new species of organisms; an Australian weevil rests upon an 

Indonesian Corpse Lily, a Cuban butterfly hovers above a chameleon native to sub-

Saharan Africa (Fig. 25). 

 

 

Figure 25: Eva Nolan, This Grows in the Desert (detail) (2018). 

 

Furthermore, the level of detail and exactitude represented in the drawings varies 

between organisms.  Whilst some species demonstrate taxonomic accuracy, such as the 

precise number of spots on a lady beetle, others are deliberately rendered ambiguous or 

scientifically inaccurate.  The wavering degree of verisimilitude is an additional challenge 

to scientific taxonomies and highlights how the relationships between things are fluid 

and all-inclusive. 

 
 
I have adopted the term Òspeculative taxonomyÓ to theorise the synthesis of 

geographically opposing species combined with accurate and inaccurate representation.  
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I was introduced to a similar term by Giovanni AloiÕs recent publication, Speculative 

Taxidermy: Natural History, Animal Surfaces and Art in the Anthropocene (2018).  Aloi 

investigates the role of speculative aesthetics in contemporary art as a mode of 

challenging notions of realism in natural history documentation.  He suggests that 

anthropocentric realism as depicted in naturalistic illustration helped define 

transhistorical processes of animal objectification.  I have utilised speculative aesthetics, 

or indeed speculative taxonomy, to directly address the epistemological and ontological 

functioning of taxonomic illustrations.  The graphite drawings intentionally combine 

species from diverse categorical branches, challenging perceptions of ÒlesserÓ and 

ÒhigherÓ between organisms.  They reject bias between an earth worm and a lyre bird, a 

pangolin and a blossoming vine of bougainvillea.  While some organisms are drawn to 

scale, such as a housefly, others have evidently been enlarged or minimised.  The 

disparity in scale disrupts taxonomic logic and acknowledges, what Jane Bennett would 

describe as the agency of all living things which cannot be ordered hierarchically.45  In 

contrast to HaeckelÕs illustrations, the drawing compositions avoid symmetry.  Rather, 

they demonstrate affinity between things through diversity, exemplifying how such 

various forms can join together in synergic orbit.  Within the meta-microcosm of the 

drawing, LinnaeusÕ taxonomical tiers are flattened into a complex, symbiotic 

equilibrium existing between all organisms.  Organic and imaginative, the drawings 

demonstrate a hypothetical, albeit curious, taxonomy Ð locating and connecting living 

things which, by the standard of our current epistemological understanding, should not 

go together.  The first drawing created in the triptych, A Paradise of All Things (2018), 

was exhibited as part of The Tim Olsen Drawing Prize 2018 at UNSW AD Space.  

                                                
45 Jane Bennett, Vibrant Matter: A Political Ecology of Things (Durham: Duke University Press, 2010), 98. 
ProQuest Ebook Central. 
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Whilst gallery minding, an audience member turned to me after examining the drawing 

and asked, with brow furrowed and nose crinkled, what is it?  I offered a brief 

explanation of my research and the woman continued to challenge, where is it from? Has 

it been copied from somewhere? What is it?  The womanÕs reaction could be regarded as a 

reflection of the rigid perceptions of how things should be, how things are ordered and 

how they are understood in Western culture.  On reading BorgesÕs mythical taxonomy 

in the Chinese encyclopedia, Foucault attributes the charm of this alternative system of 

thought to the realisation of the limitations of oneÕs own understanding.46  The animals 

Òhaving just broken the water pitcherÓ and those that are ÒsirensÓ or Òsucking pigsÓ, 

creatures which could not conceivably be related to one another, have been harmonised 

through the common locus of language.  In the case of BorgesÕ fabled encyclopedia, 

language has provided a matrix through which speculative relationships between things 

can be formed.  In my body of work, I have utilised drawing as a mode through which 

the limitations and implications of pre-existing taxonomies can be challenged, and an 

alternative system of biological classification can be explored. 

 

My approach to a drawing taxonomy is organic, informal and spontaneous and is based 

purely on creative principles of composition, whereby living things are positioned to 

achieve aesthetic harmony.  The planar paper substrate enables natural forms to expand 

across the horizontal plane, avoiding distinctive tiers or echelons.  The drawing process 

operates rhizomatically as graphite marks weave and wander across the paper in multiple 

directions, like the creeping fig sprouting evermore roots. 

                                                
46 Michel Foucault, The Order of Things: An Archaeology of the Human Sciences (New York: Vintage 
Books, 1973), xv. 
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Figure 26: Progression of This Grows in the Desert demonstrating development of composition over time. 

 

A fundamental principle of art can be considered as the representation of visual balance 

and unity, which I argue endows creative practice with the ability to effectively challenge 

taxonomic segregation of living things.  As Krauss explains in regards to sculpture, 

drawing too is bound by its own historically-entrenched, internal logic.47  Drawing 

practice is underpinned by a set of rules that strive to represent and make sense of the 

world around us, a logic that enables us to visualise relationships between things.  The 

logic of drawing, it would seem, is inseparable from the logic of interconnectedness.  In 

light of this, my research examines drawing as a method of seeking affinity between 

organisms.  My practice lends from scientific procedures of empirical observation and 

detailed representation, yet it also relies on creative speculation as a means of re-

                                                
47 Krauss (1979), op cit. 33. 
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evaluating current systems of biological taxonomy.  Foucault describes the process of 

ordering things as exceptionally tentative and empirical, and requires a sharp eye attuned 

to formal qualities.48  I argue that these are undoubtedly the attributes of a drawer, and 

my body of work aims to demonstrate these qualities in an attempt to imagine a 

taxonomy that emphasises a symbiotic harmony amongst all living things. 

 

My creative practice coheres natural historical illustration with contemporary 

technologies to elucidate drawing as a valuable tool for rethinking human and 

nonhuman relationships. The drawings are scanned at ultra-high resolution on an 

EPSON Expression flatbed scanner to produce digital proxies of the original images.  

These digitised drawings are imported into Photoshop where they are distorted by 

fracturing, multiplying, rotating and blending.  The kaleidoscope, as an analogue optical 

device used to transform a viewerÕs perspective of something, was the originating 

inspiration for my digital methodology.   

                                                
48 Foucault (1983), op cit. xix Ð xx. 
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Figure 27: Eva Nolan, The Garden of Forking Paths (detail) (2017), pigment ink on cotton rag, 100 x 100 

cm. 

 

This research has, since its inception, been interested in technologically-mediated 

imaging and its effect on our perceptions of the world.  The kaleidoscope provides a lens 

to directly transform our way of seeing and it suggests that our relationship with the 

organic environment also requires renewal.  Furthermore, the kaleidoscope offers what 

Benjamin theorises as the potential of outmoded technologies to imagine alternative 

futures removed from ideals of capital.  In this instance, the archaic and playful optical 

device replaces the colonial-inscribed lens through which we view the natural world.  

The distorted, kaleidoscopic drawings have been developed by cropping small samples 

from the original digital scans.  These samples are transferred to a blank canvas and 



! 46 

multiplied to form a collection of identical images.  This digital process of cutting and 

pasting is reminiscent of natural historical specimen gathering, whereby organisms are 

extracted from their habitat and pasted into an artificially arranged cabinet.  The 

samples are individually rotated, layered one upon the other, and multiplied to condense 

the separate images.  An automatic blending mode applies a computer-generated 

algorithm to the drawings, resulting in a rosette-like design that shivers between 

ambiguity and clarity; the original illustrations become cryptic and obscured, whilst 

foreign hybridised shapes and grotesque chimeras materialise from the systematised 

confusion.  The Garden of Forking Paths (2017) (Fig. 27 Ð 28) depicts six-horned bulls, 

pimple-crowned toads and vacant-eyed rabbits emerging from labyrinthine layers of 

digitised drawings.  The aggregated grotesqueries did not exist in the original material, 

yet they spawned like a toxic bloom within the kaleidoscopic centrifuge.   There is an 

unsettling tension between order and entropy Ð the design is perfectly symmetrical, 

appearing mechanical, schematised, and yet the degradation of the original illustrations 

and the evolution of semi-amorphous organisms and ghoulish hybrids is disturbingly 

chaotic.  Applying a computerised, algorithmic order to the collection of images, has 

ultimately destroyed what was originally there and created something both artificially 

controlled and organically tumultuous.  This process demonstrates order as a method of 

imposed control and an attempt to claim sovereignty over nature.  

 

The triptych of digitally-manipulated drawings, The Garden of Forking Paths (2017), 

Passage to Arcadia (2018) (Fig. 29) and Stitching a Web of Winged Things (2018) (Fig. 

30) serve as the intermediary stage in my creative methodology.  To expand my drawing 
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further, I have animated the kaleidoscopic images to create experimental, immersive 

environments.   

Figure 28: Eva Nolan, The Garden of Forking Paths (2017). 
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Figure 29: Eva Nolan, Passage to Arcadia (2018), pigment ink on cotton rag, 100 x 100 cm. 
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Figure 30: Eva Nolan, Stitching a Web of Winged Things (2018), pigment ink on cotton rag, 100 x 100 

cm. 
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Figure 31: Eva Nolan, The Pinned Moth Cannot Fly (video still) (2019), single channel ultra-high 

definition video animation, 15 min 11 sec. 

Vimeo Link to animation sample: https://vimeo.com/344450975 Password: Nolan19 

 

The Pinned Moth Cannot Fly (2019) (Fig. 31 Ð 33) was developed by importing 

digitally-manipulated drawings into After Effects to create a sequence of layers in virtual 

three-dimensional space.  Each sequence consists of five unique images, slowly rotating 

clockwise and counterclockwise.  The drawings have been hollowed out, allowing each 

individual layer to overlap and integrate with one another Ð spatially the images are 

disconnected, yet from the camera point-of-view they are a cohesive whole.  Where one 

drawing intersects another, such as an intricate vine extending over a conglomerate piece 

of bone from the image behind, there is a synthesis of two distinct entities.  As the layers 

continuously rotate, the relationships between the drawings are infinitely forming and 

disintegrating, dissecting and reconnecting.  This process suggests that all things are 

interrelated as part of a universal whole.  The series of layers is repeated multiple times 

and extends backwards in three-dimensional space, creating a fractalesque pattern.  A 

ring of moths gently flap their translucent wings at dissonant rates, creating a subtle 
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point of departure from the symmetrical, centralised design.  A camera gradually zooms 

through the hollow centre of the layers to produce a mesmerising, tunnel-like effect, 

whereby the audience is pulled into this enigmatic, animated world.  The video plays 

with parallax, attempting to extend beyond the confines of the screen to create a truly 

immersive experience.  This ruptures the divide between artwork and audience by 

inviting people to participate in the work, to enter inside of it and journey through it.  

Displayed on a 65-inch, ultra-high definition monitor, The Pinned Moth Cannot Fly 

retains the intricacy and complexity of the original graphite drawings.  The audience are 

encouraged to move back and forth, tracking in on the animation to analyse the delicate 

linework, and zooming out to experience the video in its panoptic entirety.  The 

animationÕs configuration as a linear series of layers mimics Linnaean categorical 

structure to reinforce hierarchical taxonomies as a site of critique.  The filmÕs format in 

After Effects is a tiered sequence of nested compositions, imitating taxonomical ranks.  

However, whilst the video infinitely loops, it diminishes any sense of significance being 

assigned to an individual sequence Ð tracing a linear trajectory through the tiers or 

classes becomes futile as it never reaches an endpoint Ð the ordering of layers become 

meaningless.49  Additionally, the looping sequence ruptures the audienceÕs sense of 

passing time as they may become almost hypnotised by the revolving images.  Time 

appears to come to a standstill Ð a glitch in the Matrix Ð as the animated sequence 

slowly, infinitely repeats itself.  Underscored by an ambiguous soundscape of layered 

water and chirping crickets, the video can become entrancing.  This calmative effect 

reflects the durational, cathartic qualities of the original drawing process Ð the slowing 

                                                
49 Whilst there is an apparent ÒopeningÓ and ÒclosingÓ sequence in the animation (the video appears to 
begin and end on a macroscopic perspective of the drawings), this departure can be read like taking a deep 
breath Ð it creates a moment for the audience to pause and reflect, and to enhance the experience of 
journeying through space and time. 
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down of the body, the vanishing of the world outside the drawing as I become 

completely absorbed in the creation process, is open to be experienced by the audience 

through the animation.   

 

 

Figure 32: Eva Nolan, The Pinned Moth Cannot Fly (video still) (2019). 

 

Figure 33: Eva Nolan, The Pinned Moth Cannot Fly (video still) (2019). 
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Keith Moxey argues for the potential of artworks to create their own sense of time 

identified through aesthetic experience.50  Through its fluid and delicate state of flux, 

The Pinned Moth Cannot Fly attempts to destabilise Western perceptions of linear time.  

Dilating and constricting potentially infinitely, the animation generates its own 

polychronic, temporal bubble, where each individual may experience the passing of time 

differently.  Linear, monochronic time is a Western concept which underpins capitalist 

and colonial practices.51  Johannes Fabian claims that, during colonial expansion 

Western powers could justify their desire to control other world cultures if they were 

identified as temporally backward.52  In the aftermath of colonisation, Òeconomic, 

technological, military and cultural factorsÓ continue to uphold the time of Western 

Europe and North America as the standard for which all others are measured.53  My 

creative methodologies and theoretical investigation attempt to underscore a 

decolonising awareness of timeÕs heterochronicity and elucidate systems of thought that 

are multilateral and dynamic.  Like travelling through wormholes in space or clicking on 

hyperlinks on a webpage, this research oscillates between time periods, disrupting 

linearity and exploring ahistorical narratives and creative processes rhizomatically.  In 

her analysis of contemporary Chinese environmental art, Elizabeth Ann Brunner 

explains how our understanding of time impacts how we interact with the natural 

environment, and can influence our awareness of climate change and how we treat 

natural resources.54  If we analyse the animated works, The Pinned Moth Cannot Fly and 

                                                
50 Keith Moxey, Visual Time: The Image in History (Durham: Duke University Press, 2013), 6. 
51 Elizabeth Ann Brunner, ÒContemporary Environmental Art in China: Portraying Progress, Politics and 
Ecosystems,Ó Environmental Communication 12, no. 3 (2018): 411. Taylor & Francis Online. 
52 Johannes Fabian, Time and the Other: How Anthropology Makes Its Object (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1983), 50 - 51. 
53 Moxey (2013), op cit. 5. 
54 Brunner (2018), op cit. 410. 
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A Chamber to Wonder (to be discussed in the following chapter) through an 

environmental lens, their effect of time slowing down or coming to a standstill can be 

read as contesting the accelerating exploitation of natural resources, our insatiable 

consumer-culture and rapid overdevelopment.  My creative research emphasises 

processes that require stillness and patience to reinforce the urgent need for us to pause 

for a moment to reflect on our relationship with, and interdependence of, the natural 

world.  
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Figure 34: Eva Nolan, Flowers Shiver Like Tiny Wings (2019), graphite pencil on paper, 52 x 52 cm. 
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Arbors & Rhizomes 

 

 

Figure 35: Albrecht Durer, Young Hare (1502) Ð extreme digital magnification on reflection of studio 

windows in pupil. 

 

If we apply a magnifying glass, or zoom in on a digital image of DurerÕs hare, the 

macrocosm of the artistÕs studio glimmers in the microcosm of the creatureÕs eye.  

Within the dark orb of the animalÕs pupil, two worlds collide; the anthropocentric 

perspective of a manÕs empirical efforts, and the trepidation of a wild hare held captive.  

The human/nature divide has been underpinned by a plethora of metaphors since 

antiquity including Platonic microcosmic theories and DarwinÕs evolutionary tree of life.  

Such analogies based on binary logic have continuously enforced a schism between 

people and other living things by dictating an ontological hierarchy amongst organisms.  

My body of work entwines traditionally-inspired and contemporary practice, analogue 

and digital methodologies, immersive and intimate platforms, to challenge static 

polarities as it bends, breaks and reconnects the branches of arborescent epistemologies.  

Transcending pre-established systems of ordering the natural world, I am offering a 

speculative, contemporary metaphor for biological relationships Ð the rhizome Ð as an 
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analogy that nurtures and supports the interconnection and interdependence of all living 

things. 

 

Macro/microcosmic theories, reinstituted during the Renaissance and originating from 

Pythagorean-Platonic tradition, dictated a system of relationships between living 

organisms (microcosm) and the greater cosmos (macrocosm).55  Employing the Greek 

translation of microcosm as Òlittle worldÓ and macrocosm as Ògreat worldÓ, the internal 

processes and structure of all life could be considered parallel to the universe as a 

whole.56  This metaphor enabled humankind to locate themselves within their 

environment by conceptualising a system of relationships between people and nature.  

Most significantly in the context of this research, Platonic microcosmic theories depicted 

humanity as a perfect imitation of the divine cosmos and subsequently established a 

hierarchy amongst organisms according to their degree of Òperfection.Ó  This enabled 

humans to be ranked above animals and animals to be followed by plants.57  

Microcosmic philosophy elevated humankind above all other living things and separated 

organisms into tiers of ontological significance.  As we have noted throughout this 

thesis, this epistemological structure also underpins modern taxonomy as a mode of 

distinguishing the prominence of diverse species of organisms. 

 

From its ancient classical origins, the macro/microcosm paradigm has evolved to 

become a flexible system of relationships whereby the microcosm no longer refers 

                                                
55 Richard McDonough, ÒKantÕs Microcosmic Doctrine(s) and his Transcendental Philosophy,Ó META: 
Research in Hermeneutics, Phenomenology, and Practical Philosophy 8, no. 1 (2016): 100-101. Meta.  
56 George P. Conger, Theories of Macrocosms and Microcosm in the History of Philosophy (New York: Russell 
& Russell, 1967), xiiv. 
57 McDonough (2016), op cit.102. 
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specifically to the human body.58  With the invention of the microscope in early 

seventeenth century Europe the microcosm could refer to the extraordinary life forms 

invisible to the human eye, miraculously revealed through the magnifying lens.   

 

Figure 36: Eva Nolan, Flowers Shiver Like Tiny Wings (detail) (2019). 

 

Additionally the newfound ability to journey visually through the microcosm of the 

natural world instigated a renewed interest in visual scientific documentation.59  Robert 

HookeÕs Micrographia: or Some Physiological Descriptions of Minute Bodies Made by 

Magnifying Glasses (1665) most notably depicted a precise and intricate rendering of a 

flea, a louse hanging on the end of a human hair, and the eyes and face of a drone fly.  

The technical precision of HookeÕs drawings and his observational prowess were those of 

a trained draughtsman.60  HookeÕs drawing aptitude combined with mechanically 

enhanced vision could be considered a catalyst for a developing appreciation of living 

                                                
58 Peter Grzybeck, ÒThe Culture of Nature: The Semiotic Dimensions of Microcosm, Mesocosm, and 
Macrocosm,Ó Origins of Semiosis: Sign Evolution in Nature and Culture, edited by Winfried Noth (New 
York: Mouton de Gruyter, 1994), 125 Ð 126. 
59 Martin Kemp, ÒSeeing the Smaller Picture,Ó Nature 453 (May 2008): 596. Nature. 
60 Jardine (1999), op cit. 62. 
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things previously considered common or insignificant.  Galileo modified his telescope to 

use as a magnifying lens so that instead of viewing faraway stars, he could observe 

houseflies.61  In Vibrant Matter (2010) Jane Bennett recounts Charles Darwin studying 

the behavior of English worms.  Darwin noted the wormsÕ attentiveness to the task at 

hand, burrowing, mating, eating; they demonstrated a level of concentration and will-

power which had only been attributed to Òhigher animals.Ó62  People carry a self-

proclaimed existential essence, which separates us from, and ultimately elevates us above, 

other living things.63  This research aims to demonstrate equality between living things 

perceived as small or common, grand or exotic, macroscopic or microscopic.  

Recognising the sentience of all life, and the significance of all organisms, is a vital step 

to mending the relationships between human and nonhuman. 

 

My creative methodology engages with both analogue and digital modes of 

magnification which facilitates the exploration and representation of the macro and the 

microcosmic in my visual research.  Referencing the ahistorical influence of optical 

devices on our perspectives of nature, my practice demonstrate how technology can 

continue to propel a renewed understanding of the natural world in a contemporary 

context.  My drawings are composed with the aid of an illuminated magnifying glass on 

an adjustable armature (Fig. 37). 

                                                
61 Jardine (1999), op cit. 95. 
62 Bennett (2010), op cit. 97. 
63 Martin Heidegger, ÒLetter on Humanism,Ó in Pathmarks, edited by William McNeill (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1998), 253. 
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Figure 37: Studio documentation with magnifying glass. 

 

Slowly integrating the lens into my practice required training my body to use the device 

efficiently and habitually; my eyes grew accustomed to looking through the lens, my 

breathing became slow and shallow so as not to condense on the glass.  Like a naturalist 

working in the field who remains quiet and calm so as not to disturb the animal they are 

trying to capture, drawing with the magnifying lens is an embodied experience. The 

process requires stillness and sensitivity Ð qualities which would suggest a harmonious 

and respectful way of being with nature.  Lorraine Daston and Katharine Park draw a 

comparison between acutely detailed processes of a natural philosopher and the 

meditative practices of religious movements.64  The magnifying glass becomes an 

extension of the body, a prosthesis which enables catharsis and endows enhanced vision.  

As I draw, I instinctually move the lens back and forth, or adjust up and down, 

                                                
64 Lorraine Daston and Katharine Park, Wonders and the Order of Nature 1150 Ð 1750 (New York: Zone 
Books, 1998), 313. 
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effectively zooming in and out repeatedly.  With the magnifying glass applied, I can 

concentrate on a specific area of detail Ð a microcosm of an individual organism.  When 

the lens is removed, I zoom out to examine the composition in its entirety, analysing the 

macrocosm of conglomerating, interweaving species.  The small-scale drawings on 

circular paper represent hermetic biodiverse universes, whilst simultaneously alluding to 

natural historical pursuits of specimen collecting and technologically enabled 

observation.  The encircling edge of the paper references a magnifying glass or a 

microscope lens, suggesting the graphite world could exist at any possible scale, and has 

been mediated through an optical device.  Furthermore, the drawings could be 

construed as specimens in a petri dish or beneath a cover glass on a microscope slide.  

The interpretation vacillates between organic ecosystem to a subject of scientific 

scrutiny.  This is objectified by the circular Perspex frames encasing the drawings (Fig. 

38). 

 

Figure 38: Detail of Perspex frames. 
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In addition to the magnifying glass, my creative approach incorporates digital 

enlargement of downloaded source material.  High resolution photographs can be 

magnified to observe the minute details of organic subjects without losing image quality.  

The University of NewcastleÕs natural history illustration course discouraged the use of 

photographs as references, and recommended using ÒliveÓ objects or taxidermy 

specimens.  Attempting to work entirely from real objects such as found seashells, 

seedpods and dead insects, was an unexpected challenge.  The inability to zoom in on an 

object, such as a digital screen allows, greatly inhibited my capacity to observe and 

render fine details.  Whilst I could still study the object through a magnifying lens, the 

subject could not be cropped and portioned into individual fragments of enlarged detail, 

such as the effect of zooming on a computer screen.  When magnifying a digital image, 

the automatic crop function enables the ability to focus entirely on a specific feature.  

The specimen in its entirety is removed, and replaced with a collage of ultra-magnified 

details.  In this regard, drawing could be considered analogous to stitching together 

individual fragments of digitally-amplified material.  Every insect or leaf, flower or 

animal, is a miniature aggregation of images that have been digitally enlarged, cropped 

and manually stitched together again with hand and pencil.  This method of collaging 

occurs both at the microscopic level of each individual organism, and on a macroscopic 

scale with the composition at large.  Eclectic photographs of organic phenomena have 

been gathered together and harmonised through drawing, in the same fashion that each 

separate image has been magnified, fractured, and reconnected.  My methodology of 

magnifying in and out, detaching and recombining organisms from all scales of life 

attempts to conflate macro/microcosmic dichotomies separating the miniscule from the 
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magnificent. The collaging process of stitching together myriad images at varying 

degrees of magnification attempts to dissolve the distinctions between classes, phyla and 

kingdoms and aims to reorganise and reform relationships between living things from all 

tiers of the taxonomic tree.  Michael Marder suggests in Plant-Thinking that the division 

between people and nature loses its stasis when taxonomical categories become confused 

and ambiguous.65  This creative research oscillates between microcosmic and 

macrocosmic life, between species and kingdoms, intending to shatter the classificatory 

divides between living things and close the distance between people and nature. 

 

The phylogenetic tree of life, theorized by Charles Darwin in On the Origin of Species 

(1855), is arguably the most influential analogy to prevail in current biological science.  

Darwinian evolution has foregrounded our understanding of biodiversity as a result of 

genealogical descent through geological time.66  Linnaean taxonomy could easily be 

translated into evolutionary biology due to its inherent system of nested ranks.  Biologist 

Stephen Gould describes the Linnaean nested hierarchy: Òimplies a single branching tree 

with a common trunk that ramifies into ever finer divisions of boughs, limbs, branches, 

and twigs.Ó67  Somewhat serendipitously, LinnaeusÕ structure describes how relationships 

between species follow a genealogical hierarchy established by evolutionary branching.68  

LinnaeusÕ taxonomical dichotomous diagrams also follow a Òtree-likeÓ branching 

structure, designed to be read from left to right in a linear sequence of biological 

divisions.  The prevailing tree of life can be considered as the metaphorical visualisation 

                                                
65 Marder (2013), op cit. 9. 
66 Stephen Jay Gould, ÒLinnaeusÕ Luck?Ó Natural History 109, no. 7 (September 2000): 2 Ð 3. ProQuest 
Ebook Central. 
67 Ibid. 
68 Ibid. 
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of Linnaean taxonomy, a graphic map of hierarchical relationships between organisms.  

Ernst Haeckel illustrated DarwinÕs phylogenetic oak tree in his Generelle Morphologie der 

Organismen (General Morphology of the Organisms) (1866) (Fig. 39).  The diagram is 

considered to be one of the first depictions of the modern tree of life demonstrating the 

three main branches Protista, Plantae and Animalia.  The tree of life, whilst 

continuously sprouting new shoots, nourished by enhanced knowledge of the natural 

world, remains a prolific system of thought.  The tireless tree is firmly rooted in our 

perception and comprehension of the environment around us, or rather as the tree 

paradigm suggests, below us.  In his article, Metaphorical Vision: Changes in Western 

Attitudes Towards the Environment (1982), William J. Mills describes Òmetaphorical 

visionÓ as the tendency for a society to employ an individual metaphor as a lens through 

which to understand the world.69  He warns that such an analogy is chosen to facilitate 

the requirements and aspirations of the society, leading to the exploitation of its 

metaphorical implications.70   

                                                
69 William. J. Mills, ÒMetaphorical Vision: Changes in Western Attitudes Towards the EnvironmentÓ 
Annals of the Association of American Geographers 72 no. 2 (June 1982): 238. Taylor & Francis. 
70 Ibid. 
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Figure 39: Ernst Haeckel, genealogical tree diagram from Generelle Morphologie der Organismen (General 

Morphology of the Organisms) (1866). 

 

The contemporary environmental climate can be identified by a plethora of human-

generated crises, including but not limited to mass extinction and global warming.  We 

can consider these challenges we face as a result of operating on a metaphorical, 

hierarchical world vision.  The bifurcating branches of the tree discredit interspecies 

relationships and establish a vertical rank of ontological significance.  Foucault claims 

that our perception of empirical order through which we engage with the world is based 
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upon the fundamental codes of our culture.71  Originally based on the hierarchy of 

military ranks during the period of European expansion, taxonomical classification and 

the tree by extension, reflect and reinforce eighteenth century colonial values of 

conquering  and claiming ownership over new lands.72  The tree of life, whilst it may 

operate as an effective scientific tool in determining biological diversity, is also loaded 

with materialistic bias.  The hierarchy, used as a vehicle through which to understand 

and interact with the natural world, alleviates us from the responsibility to respect and 

care for our environment.  It affirms a false sense of entitlement to exploit and damage 

those species that are of ÒlesserÓ importance, or are Òfurther removedÓ from ourselves.  

The phylogenetic tree is an outdated metaphor in an era when environmental 

conservation and interspecies cooperation is vital to ensure a living future.  For too long 

humans have claimed sovereignty over nature, and it is due time to dismantle the 

human/nonhuman hierarchy in order to address the issues of the Anthropocene.73  

Interdisciplinary collaboration of the sciences and humanities could assist in the 

development of a new metaphor which would better align with contemporary values of 

environmental awareness and protection.74  This research aims to offer a new 

metaphorical vision through which to perceive human and nonhuman relationships.  It 

elucidates the relationships between living things as analogous to the rhizome (Fig. 40) Ð 

a system of thought that is nonhierarchical, planar and all-encompassing.  Gibson 

                                                
71 Foucault (1973), op cit. xx Ð xxi. 
72 Cynthia Taylor and Brian. M. Dewsbury, ÒOn the Problem and Promise of Metaphor Use in Science 
and Science Communication,Ó Journal of Microbiology and Biology Education 19, no. 1 (2018): 3. 
American Society of Microbiology. 
73 Gibson (2018), op cit. 17. 
74 Taylor and Dewsbury (2018), op cit. 4. 
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suggests the rhizomic model, theorised by Deleuze and Guattari, can be adopted as a 

method of rethinking human-environment relationships.75   

 
 

Figure 40: Rhizomes. Diagram from The Missouri Botanical Garden Annals 70, no. 1 (1983). 

 

The rhizome subverts arboreal systems of knowledge that support vertical and 

hierarchical configurations.76  Deleuze and Guattari describe binary logic, or the tree-

model, as an outmoded and ÒwearyÓ Western thought process.77  The arborescent 

model, a Òtop-down hierarchical structure plagued by binary oppositionsÓ has acted as 

the foundation for which the Western thought organises, conceptualises and 

                                                
75 Gibson (2018), op cit. 168. 
76 Ibid. 
77 Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia (Minneapolis: 
University of Minnesota Press, 1987), 5. 
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understands the world.78  Deleuze and Guattari offer the subterranean fibrous root 

system as an epistemological structure which favors lateral and cyclical connections as a 

progressive shift from dichotomous thought.  In the fibrous root, or the Òradicle-

systemÓ, a primary lineage is replaced by multifarious secondary roots as a unified, 

bourgeoning multiplicity.79  The generative space of the rhizome transcends 

metaphorical binaries and enables the coexistence and coextension of differential ideas 

and images (or in the case of this research, living things).80 The rhizome, operating as 

the subverted tree, provides a contemporary metaphor to describe the relationships 

between organisms, whereby people, plants and animals are distributed along a planar, 

non-hierarchical alignment.  The lateral connections of the root system demonstrate 

non-taxonomical affiliations between species, encompassing all life within a cyclical, 

symbiotic ecosystem.  Amidst our contemporary, global environmental crisis, the 

rhizome is an effective metaphor for interspecies collaboration, as it provokes us to 

consider nature and humans not as separate, but as intertwined in dynamic flux.81 

 

As has been stated earlier, the intersection of apparently opposing methodologies, such 

as analogue and digital, large and minute, resides at the core of my creative research.  

This nexus of dyadic artistic practices can also be investigated in the work of 

contemporary Australian artist, Deborah Kelly.  KellyÕs whimsical and contemplative 

collages investigate themes of gender politics, heteronormativity and creative 

collaboration.  The artist collects discarded books and magazines from charity shops, 

                                                
78 Vera Coleman, ÒEmergent Rhizomes: Posthumanist Environmental Ethics in the Participatory Art of 
Ala Plastica,Ó Confluencia 31, no. 2 (Spring 2016): 95. Project Muse Journals. 
79 Deleuze and Guattari (1987), op cit. 6. 
80 Charles R. Garoian, ÒSustaining Sustainability: The Pedagogical Drift of Art Research and Practice,Ó 
Studies in Art Education: Sustainability and What it Means to be Human 53, no. 4 (2012): 288. JSTOR. 
81 Brunner (2018), op cit. 410. 
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garage sales and council pick-up piles.  Either as a solo undertaking, or in a collaborative 

workshop, she will dexterously extricate images from found material, intricately freeing 

nude figures, botanica, birds and animals, lengths of glossy feminine hair and a 

miscellany of everyday objects from a necropolis of discarded books.  KellyÕs focus has 

recently been preoccupied with the reinterpretation of the female nude model 

throughout Western art history.82  By collecting and conglomerating multiple 

reproductions of the same artworks extricated from art history books, the varying colour 

tones and print qualities of the images begin to challenge the authority of the original 

painting (Fig. 41).83  The seemingly repetitive compositions elucidate the individuality 

of each image, and in doing so, restore female bodily autonomy.  Kelly utilises collage to 

reclaim agency which has been stripped from women throughout Western art history.  

Comparatively, my creative research also engages with art historical iconography in an 

effort to restore agency to the subject of representation.  In this instance, I acknowledge 

and critique natural history documentation in an attempt to revive natureÕs ontological 

significance. 

                                                
82 Deborah Kelly, Deborah Kelly, Rococolonial wall notes, Hazelhurst Regional Gallery, (2019). 
83 Ibid. 
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Figure 41: Deborah Kelly, Venus Envy Redux (2019), dye sublimation print on die-cut aluminium, 

lacquer. 

 

Furthermore, KellyÕs delicate excision of subjects from found materials can be compared 

to the intricate mark making of my naturalistic drawing practice.  Where I will insert a 

gently rendered mantis into an organic composition, Kelly will just as carefully extract 

an organism from its two-dimensional confines.  Both practices engage with qualities of 

feminine sensitivity, manual dexterity and durational labour.  There is an evident 

similarity between KellyÕs collaged images, and my speculative compositions which have 

also been synthesised from found photographs.  Collage can also be noted for its 

prominence as a technique of ordering and cohering naturalistic illustrations in a bound 

document by Renaissance collectors.84  KellyÕs aggregated artworks are imbued with the 

narrative history of print media, softly alluding to the death of the analogue image, and 

the possible extinction of the environment pictured in the photograph.85  Her bodies of 

                                                
84 Florike Egmond, Eye for Detail: Images of Plants and Animals in Art and Science 1500 Ð 1630 (London: 
Reaktion Books, 2017), 49 Ð 50. 
85 Fiona McGregor, Bodies of Work, catalogue essay, Penrith Regional Gallery (2015), 4. 
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work contest established histories and how power is constructed.  Whilst overtly 

entwined with contemporary politics, her practice is also interlaced with historical 

modes of visualisation.  Kelly describes the collage process as anachronistic labour; it is 

durational, contemplative and requires manual dexterity and finesse.86  Her 2011 video, 

Beastliness (Fig. 42), is a digital animation based on her analogue compositions, whereby 

hybrid female-animal creatures dance in blissful, seductive abandon to a carnivalesque 

soundscape.  The bodies bend on a digital structure of rotation points, mimicking the 

movement of a paper cut-out puppet whose limbs are joined together with fastener pins.  

Beastliness is a charming and witty cross-pollination of analogue and digital, historical 

and contemporary modes of practice.  The animation retains the original quality of 

paper cutouts, elucidating and championing the handmade object.  Where traditional 

collage techniques of cutting and pasting could be considered outdated in a digital era, 

Kelly has effectively demonstrated the capabilities of an amalgamation of old and new 

creative methods.  Her composite approach transcends temporal boundaries enabling 

the artist to engage with both past and present political narratives. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
86 Deborah Kelly, ÒThe Social Life of Collage: A Provisional Glossary,Ó (Master of Fine Art thesis, UNSW 
Art & Design, 2016), 77. 
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Figure 42: Deborah Kelly, Beastliness (video still) (2011). 

 
 
 

In comparison to Kelly, this research has explored methods of conflating traditional 

creative processes with contemporary digital animation.  Utili sing high resolution digital 

scans of my drawings, I have developed immersive, dynamic environments to 

underscore an energetic network between microcosmic graphite drawings, large-scale 

digital prints and macrocosmic animations.  Krauss stipulates in her analysis of the 

Expanded field of practice, that art is not defined in relation to a given medium, but 

rather in relation to a set of cultural terms.87  In consideration of Krauss, I suggest that 

the digital mediums I have engaged with in this research can be read as both virtual 

environments and expanded drawings.  A Chamber to Wonder (2019) (Fig. 43) is an 

ultra-high definition digital projection in a six-meter diameter fulldome exhibited in 

UNSW EPICentreÕs DomeLab.  The animation is a looping sequence of digitally 

                                                
87 Krauss (1979), op cit. 42. 
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metamorphosed pencil drawings on a Wedgwood blue background.  Simultaneously 

organic and artificially constructed, the animation connotes the ornate architecture of a 

Gothic cathedral.  Whilst some details of the drawings recede into the delicate blue 

backdrop, other elements have been painted in white to protrude from the background, 

highlighting the structural qualities of the vaulted ceiling.  The projection is 

accompanied by a nature-based soundscape composed by compiling individual 

recordings of birds, insects and organic ambience downloaded from sound effect 

databases.  The audio reiterates the drawing process by utilising online material to 

synthesise species from globally disparate environments.  The speculative nature-scape 

entwines the echoes of the Amazon jungle with Australian whip birds and Eurasian 

nightingales, creating a peaceful melody that is both familiar yet fanciful in its 

intersection of diverse natural habitats. 

 

Illusionistic imagery in art, such as that displayed in the fulldome, dates back to 

antiquity, from the frescoes of Pompeii, to Renaissance panoramas and quadraturas.  

Virtual spaces throughout art history can be compared by their common attributes of 

total audience immersion and the ability to dismantle the boundaries between observer 

and image.88  Within the animated fulldome, the audience becomes submerged by the 

cooling blue hues and gentle, delicate movement of the images.  The entrancing, 

cathartic response replicates the embodied effect of drawing with the magnifying glass; 

the body stills, breathing slows down.  The digital environment imbues an overpowering 

sensation of tranquility, of quiet and connectedness between the spectators and the 

animated, virtual space.  The boundaries between people and environment appear to 

                                                
88 Oliver Grau, Virtual Art: From Illusion to Immersion, translated by Gloria Custance (Cambridge: MIT 
Press, 2003), 25. 
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disintegrate as the audience becomes immersed within the digital, graphite ecosystem.  

By comparison, when the audience examines the Perspex-covered, minute drawings 

beneath the gleaming gallery spotlight, they adopt the role of an outsider observing a 

thing of curiosity.  The schism between human and environment is overtly apparent as 

the onlooker stands opposite to, and disconnected from, the imagined, organic network.  

This division between spectator and artwork references natural historical attitudes of 

nature as specimen and challenges the separation of humanity from the natural world as 

enabled through taxonomic categorisation. 

 

Figure 43: Digital simulation of A Chamber to Wonder (2019) in UNSW EPICentreÕs DomeLab. 
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Oliver Grau claims in Virtual Art: From Illusion to Immersion (2003), that when an 

observer is immersed in a high resolution, 360¡ degree illusionistic space, they are 

unable to maintain any distance from the artwork, or to objectify it.89  In the instance of 

this body of work, A Chamber to Wonder reflects a diminishing distance between 

humans and nature and mirrors an intimate way of being with the organic world which 

negates its objectification.  The macroscopic projection relocates people from extrinsic 

witness to central participant, subverting taxonomic hierarchies and repositioning people 

within the natural world, surrounded, encompassed, enfolded.  The comfort of the 

darkened dome environment and the meditative looping drawings create a womb-like 

serenity, signifying the necessity to return to a respectful, symbiotic affiliation with 

nature Ð a relationship based on care and companionship.  Within this digital 

macrocosm, people become part of the projected environment, it enables the audience 

to envision themselves as integral to the speculative, biodiverse ecosystems represented in 

the original graphite images.  Opposite DomeLab is EPICylinder, a seven metre 

diameter, 340-degree panoramic projection, where I have presented a slideshow of 

drawing stills (Fig. 44 - 45).  On first accounts, the encircling parameter of the cylinder 

reflects the magnifying lens used in the drawing process.  Like the magnifying glass, the 

cylinder also enables the magnification of intricate details, providing a digital, 

macroscopic exploration of the graphite microworlds.  In this way, the digital 

environment makes my studio methodology available to be experienced by the audience.  

The cylinder, evoking the glass magnifying lens, similarly references zooming in on the 

pupil of DurerÕs hare.  Similar to the digital zoom required to examine DurerÕs studio 

windows in the hareÕs glistening eye, the advanced visualisation technology in 

                                                
89 Grau (2003), op cit. 202. 
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EPICylinder enables the close scrutiny of the minutiae of my graphite drawings.  Like 

the two animations in this body of work, The Pinned Moth Cannot Fly and A Chamber 

to Wonder, which successively dilate and constrict, the cylinder also facilitates a 

fluctuation between the macro and the microscopic.  Further, I would argue that the 

panoramic projection enables the macro and the microcosmic to exist concurrently, 

seamlessly intertwined.   

 

 

Figure 44: Drawings projected in EPICylinder. 
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Figure 45: Drawings projected in EPICylinder. 

 

The drawings projected in the cylinder vary in degrees of magnification Ð some 

displaying the compositions at large and stitched together side-by-side, others zooming 

in on specific details.  EPICylinder projects the graphite drawings in extraordinary 

resolution, revealing minute details that can be difficult to identify in the original 

illustrations.  The 340-degree digital panorama enables the audience to feel entirely 

encompassed, whilst also allowing them to navigate the space to observe distinct areas of 

intricacy.  A lady beetle the size of a pinky fingernail in the original drawing becomes 

larger than a dinner plate in the cylinder.  A splendid fairywren that is the length of half 

a pencil suddenly stands waist height against an average adult.  A whimsical novelty 

develops in a game of locating hidden creatures.  I relate this experience to being out in 



! 78 

the wilderness, marveling at colourful mosses blossoming over rocks, a spider cradled 

between two gum leaves, a tiny bird flitting by.  For others it may connote the 

experience of a zoo, pointing at the miscellany of creatures in their enclosures.  In the 

immersive spaces of the fulldome and the cylinder, a feedback loop between the digital 

and the analogue emerges; graphite pencil drawings metamorphose into virtual 

environments, which in turn transform the experience of the original drawings.  The 

trajectory of my research methodologies becomes fluid, malleable, cyclical Ð an 

arborescent system of dyads including analogue and digital, macro and microscopic, 

empiricism and speculation, become entangled and interwoven, disintegrating 

distinctions between one and the other.  Here I would suggest that my research located 

in the Expanded Field of drawing burgeons rhizomatically as it connects and intersects 

binary modes of practice.  If LinnaeusÕ taxonomy is an enduring, tenacious oak tree, this 

creative research is the strangler fig that encircles and intertwines the oakÕs myriad 

branches, sticks and twigs.  I argue that in our current environmental context, it is truly 

time for the centuries-old tree to go to rest and in its wake leave us with the fig, an ever-

expanding web of life. 

 

This body of work flits back and forth between the grand and the miniscule, the hand-

drawn and the digitally-automated, interweaving all the branches of biodiversity into its 

gravitational pull.  It forms a dynamic exchange between dichotomous pairs to critically 

evaluate arborescent trajectories as a metaphor for biological relationships.  In light of 

microcosmism and the tree of life foregrounded by Linnaean structure, this research 

suggests that we require a new, non-hierarchical metaphor to understand the 

interconnection between humans and nonhuman organisms.  Where existing biological 
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analogies have distinctly separated people and nature they have both negated the 

relevance of interspecies cooperation and relieved humankind from the responsibility to 

protect and respect the natural world.  The prevailing tree of life remains firmly rooted 

in eighteenth century colonial values of environmental exploitation and ownership and 

continues to yield highly destructive consequences.  This project critiques the 

arborescent epistemologies underpinning biological taxonomy and offers the rhizomic 

model as an alternative to thinking through interspecies relationships. 
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Conclusion 

 

 

The draughtsman makes one final brushstroke with a delicate flick of her wrist.  

Setting her brush down she leans back slightly in her chair and expels a tired 

breath.  Her fingers ache, there is a dull pain cupping the backs of her eyes.  She 

has spent long months in her studio completing her painting with naught but the 

hare for quiet company.  She has grown strangely accustomed to her presence, 

fetching tufts of fresh grass and changing her little dish of water have become as 

routine as sharpening her pencils.  The completed image on the table is testament 

to how well the artist has come to know her furred companion Ð she is familiar 

with every curve of bone and muscle, every bristling whisker, every expression to 

pass across her obsidian eyes.  She glances at the creature in the wire cage and the 

animal returns a knowing look Ð the hare understands her work too is now 

finished.  The artist lifts the cage from her desk and the hare thumps her powerful 

back feet in alarm.  She hushes the animal with a gentle whisper and carries the 

cage outside. 

 

The woman heads to the outskirts of Nuremberg fringed by an undulating 

expanse of long grass and a distant curtain of beech and linden trees.  This is the 

meadow where the artist first captured the wild hare a season ago.  She lowers the 

little cage onto the ground and watches the animalÕs nose begin to twitch rapidly 

and her ears tilt forward Ð she can undoubtedly smell the fresh grass, the light 
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breeze carrying the warm scent of her family from the other side of the down.  

The woman unties and opens the cage door.  She silently gestures farewell but will 

not say the words out loud.  The hare cautiously reaches forward and lowers her 

front paws onto the soft earth.  In an instant she senses the rush of liberation and 

the gentle yet firm embrace of her world welcoming her home.  Without a second 

glance she darts across the field and vanishes amongst the grass. 

 

From a hare in Renaissance Germany to the beetles in Alexander MacleayÕs cabinets, to 

the digital moths alighting the curved ceiling of UNSW Art & DesignÕs DomeLab, this 

research has undergone an ambitious journey to investigate ahistorical attitudes towards 

the natural environment underpinned by taxonomies.  Inspired by the empirical 

exactitude of natural history documentation, it has unearthed the macabre undercurrent 

of hunting and killing that has supported traditional naturalistic illustration.  

Establishing a framework of intertwining, binary methodologies, I have examined 

taxonomy as a firmly arborescent system, and explored how expanded contemporary art 

practice can subvert static, colonial-originating epistemologies.  Operating 

rhizomatically by interweaving a series of graphite pencil drawings, large-scale digital 

prints and immersive animations, this project has aimed to conceptually bend and break 

the branches of taxonomical lineage.  Combining an empirical approach to drawing, 

with speculative aesthetics and digitally-mediated source material, I have demonstrated a 

methodology that reflects values of patience, sensitivity and delicacy.  Transforming the 

drawings into immersive virtual environments effectively diminishes the distance 

between artwork and audience, human and nature, representing a flat ontology between 

all living things.  Developed during a period of exponential environmental crises, this 
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research hopes to elucidate the conceptual implications of the hierarchical, taxonomic 

tree, and to offer an alternative lens through which to view our relationship with nature.  

Expanding multidirectionally like the strangler fig, this creative project follows a 

network of tangled roots, and highlights the rhizomeÕs relevance as an alternative 

biological metaphor.  Through a network of creative authorship it has examined how 

the nature of expansion is internal to the drawing process, that drawing is both 

transformative and has the ability to initiate transformation in our perceptions of the 

world. 
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