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Abstract 

 

RE:source RE:main RE:claim is an experiential installation that encapsulates artistic 

entanglement with ideas of materiality, intra-action and agency. Using natural materials 

harvested from ecosystems found in the pot-hole region of the prairies, as well as video 

documentation, and sound,  I explore relations where humans are part of the entangled natural 

world. What might occur if we permit ourselves to consider artmaking as a tool that is finely 

tuned to attend to both the human and more-than-human/material entities at play? The works are 

gestures that emerged and took shape from intimate acts of witnessing, when the ambiguity of 

truth, causality, and purpose was allowed to breathe. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 iii  

Acknowledgements 

 

I would first like to thank my MFA supervisor, Susan Shantz. I am indebted to her for 

sharing her expertise and encouragement, and for guiding me through the writing of this support 

paper by offering insightful comments and asking hard questions. I would also like to show gratitude 

to my committee, including Lisa Birke and Tim Nowlin.  Their varied perspectives expanded what I 

thought was possible in art practice and facilitated my engagement in a broader exploration of my 

work. 
My sincere thanks also go to Joan Borsa and jake moore for their enlightening classes and 

their commitment to sharing alternative views.  Thank you, as well, to Joseph Anderson, Todd 

Lyons, and Nadine Penner for making my experience in the Fine Arts Department seamless and 

enjoyable. 

I am also indebted to Kelly Jo Burke for her friendship and support, as well as her feedback, 

proofreading and editing skills. 

My acknowledgements would not be complete without thanking my husband Angus 

Ferguson who is my partner in crime. He is my soundboard, my measuring stick, and my compass. 

Without him, I would float aimlessly above beloved Earth. 

  



 

 iv 

Dedication 

 

To my husband Angus Ferguson, my sons Dylan and Gabriel, and to planet Earth for filling me with 

awe and joy. 

 

 

 

 

 

  



 

 v 

Table of Contents 

 

Permission to Use i 

Abstract ii  

Acknowledgements iii  

Dedication iv 

Table of Contents v 

List of Figures vi 

Exhibition Statement 1 

RE:source 5 

Sounding: Locating Source 5 

Mapping: Charting the Provenance 8 

RE:main 14 

Becoming: Finding a Purchase 14 

RE:claim 15 

Lingua Franca and My Art Practice 15 

Agency 16 

More-than-human World 21 

Vorhandenheit/Zuhandenheit 23 

Object-oriented Ontology 27 

Dark Ecology 31 

Uncanny 33 

Truthfeel 36 

RE:cap 39 

Bibliography 43 

Appendix 46 

          RE:source RE:main RE:claim, Snelgrove Gallery Installation Views 

Photographs by Carey Shaw, September 2022 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 vi 

List of Figures 
All photos by Louisa Ferguson unless otherwise indicated. 

 

Figure 1 Louisa Ferguson, Drift , 2018, Glass, copper wire. 83 x 55 x 25 cm. Photo: Ron Cooley. 2 

Figure 2 Paula Cooley and Louisa Ferguson, Casten, 2018. Ceramic, metal, cast glass. 66 x 23 x 36 

cm. Photo: Ron Cooley 

 

3 

Figure 3 Louisa Ferguson, Well, 2021. Cheese cloth, photographic paper, embroidery thread, food 

coloring. 67 x 102 cm. 

 

5 

Figure 4 Detail of paper made with plant pulp and dyed with red clay drying in the studio 7 

Figure 5 Detail of cattail pulp price tags for Saving Grace onsite installation being painted with 

cochineal ink. 

8 

Figure 6 Louisa Ferguson, Typha, 2021, site-specific installation, cattails, ice. 9 

Figure 7 Louisa Ferguson, detail from Typha, 2021, site-specific installation, cattails, ice. 9 

Figure 8 Louisa Ferguson, detail from Typha, 2021, site-specific installation, cattails, ice. 10 

Figure 9 Louisa Ferguson, 871, 876.744, 2022. Site-specific installation, clay, snow, ice. 11 

Figure 10 Louisa Ferguson, detail of The RE:counting, 2022,  Kochia (Russian Thistle), handmade 
paper, red ink.  

 

17 

Figure 11 Louisa Ferguson, detail of The RE:counting, 2022. Kochia (Russian Thistle), handmade 

paper, red ink.  

20 

Figure 12 Louisa Ferguson, detail of Saving Grace, 2022. video, cattails, intravenous drips, water. 22 

Figure 13 Overhead drone shot of local slough, 2021. Digital image. 24 

Figure 14 Louisa Ferguson, detail of paper pulp replica of slough ecotones, 2022. 25 

Figure 15 Detail of harvested cattails used in Saving Grace, 2022.  26 

Figure 16 Harvesting Cattails, 2021. Digital image. 29 

Figure 17 Work in progress image of Tuning, 2022.  30 

Figure 18 Louisa Ferguson, detail of Saving Grace, 2022.  32 

Figure 19 Louisa Ferguson, detail of Drought, 2022. Plant pulp, clay, earth, utility bills.  34 

Figure 20 Louisa Ferguson, Ground Truth, 2022. Plant pulp. 109 x 237 cm 36 

Figure 21 Standing by the Slough, 2021. Digital image. 40 

 



 1 

Exhibition Statement 

 

 RE:source RE:main RE:claim is an experiential installation that encapsulates my artistic 

entanglement with ideas of materiality, intra-action1 and agency. It is the outcome of the 

absorption, filtration and accumulation of the last two years spent exploring art, social issues, 

ecology, and the uncanniness of being. It engages my deep conviction that art is inseparable from 

everyday living. The heart of my Master of Fine Arts degree has been the evaluating and 

reconsidering of my decade-long artistic practice; the culmination is the consolidation and refocus 

of my work. 

Over the course of my 10-year art practice, I have negotiated a complicated, nebulous, 

and constantly morphing redefinition of what being ecological means. Views regarding the 

environment and ecology can differ widely, depending on oneôs cultural and economic 

orientation. However, these views can generally be sorted into one of three positions: the 

development view2, the preservation view3, or the conservation view4. Though I have never 

aligned myself with the development view, which believes humans to be the masters of nature 

and that Earthôs resources are meant to be used for human benefit, I have waffled between the 

preservation and conservation views. Like preservationists, I believe that the natural world has 

 
1 ñIntra-action is a Baradian term used to replace óinteraction,ô which necessitates pre-established bodies that then 

participate in action with each other. Intra-action understands agency as not an inherent property of an individual or 

human to be exercised, but as a dynamism of forces (Barad, 2007, p. 141) in which all designated óthingsô are 

constantly exchanging and diffracting, influencing and working inseparably.ò  

Stark, ñIntra-action.ò  

 
2 World Economic Forum, ñHere's How We Can Balance Conservation and Development.ò  

 
3 Ibid. 

 
4 Our Endangered World, ñConservation vs Preservation: The Differences.ò  
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inherent value and deserves protection; much of my previous work, like that of environmental 

artists of an earlier generation, played with trying to show the beauty of the natural world and 

promote the importance of the natural environment. Like conservationists, I am deeply aware of 

the unsustainable commodification of 

natural resources and the misguided 

dependence on unlimited economic 

growth. Yet, none of these positions 

accurately speak to what I hold at my 

core. 

For the last 3 decades, I have 

been immersed in the rolling 

landscape of the pothole region of the 

prairies; a land unhindered by 

concrete. The horizon seeps through 

the wooden walls of my home, a 

renovated village schoolhouse built in 

1947. A direct and tangible connection 

between me, the elliptic of the sun, and 

the cycle of the moon keep me 

grounded. Every slough and bluff present themselves as a gathering; they are an assemblage of 

sentience that composes the soundtrack of my experience. This connection to the local landscape, 

as well as my preservationist/conservationist values have informed my decade-long practice as a 

glass artist. I have created work that I called ñdwellsò that serve as reliquaries of witnessing, 

Figure 1: Louisa Ferguson, Drift , 2018. 

Glass, copper wire. 

Photo: Ron Cooley. 
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remembering and meditation all with a concern deeply connected to the more-than-human world 

and my place in it. Transparent and translucent, able to reveal and amplify, glass has been my 

material of choice. I have used this resource with abandon, absorbed by its variable nature.  

Yet as global warming unfolds and the potential impacts and associated risks grow more 

dire, I have become deeply aware of how my choice of artistic medium is at odds with my 

connection to my surroundings. The making of glass requires a non-renewable resource: silica 

sand. Sand is the highest volume of raw material used on earth after water. The worldôs 

consumption of 40 billion tonnes per year is twice the yearly amount of sediment carried by all the 

rivers of the world.5 I feel, in good conscience, that I must examine my ecological relationship 

 
5 Green Facts, ñThe Mining of Sand, a Non-renewable Resource.ò  

 

Figure 2: Paula Cooley and Louisa Ferguson, Casten, 2018. 

Ceramic, metal, cast glass. 

Photo: Ron Cooley 



 

 4 

with the more-than-human world and take on the ñethical obligation to intra-act responsibly in the 

worldôs becoming, to contest and rework what matters and what is excluded from mattering.ò6 

Adding to my urgency is witnessing first-hand the ecological damage to my local 

environment: the ever-growing encroachment of natural habitat by cultivated fields, water being 

drained from wetlands, and bluffs being bulldozed to make way for larger farm fields. The refugia, 

which are zones where flora and fauna can survive during environmental instability,7 are 

disappearing one plough width at a time. So, I choose to put this moment of attentiveness here, in 

the middle of my Master of Fine Arts. All that has come before, the crisscrossed lines of cause and 

effect, swell to this moment, where I feel very vulnerable, and as ecologist and philosopher 

Timothy Morton suggests, I attune to the thing that isnôt me. 

The reading and writing practices I have undertaken during the last 2 years, including this 

support paper, are for me as much a part of my art practice as the process and the physical artworks. 

They have allowed me to crystalize and ingest insights and revelations that emerged during my 

study and have greatly assisted me in finding purchase for my deep belief in the agency of the 

more-than-human world. My studies have taken me outside the boundaries of art into spirituality, 

ecocriticism, new materialism, philosophy, and the social sciences. This interdisciplinary 

scholarship makes sense to me. I have always come to artmaking as a soundingïa sonar ricocheting 

against environments, objects, and ideologies in search of unsettling moments of uncanny truth. 

My art practice, my philosophy, and my spirituality yearn for this place. This support paper and 

my thesis exhibition are no different. 

 
6 Barad, Meeting the Universe Halfway, 178. 

 
7 Morelli et al,  ñClimate Change Refugia.ò  
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RE:source 

Sounding: Locating Source  

 

I began my MFA interested in studying relational aesthetics which centred around 

diversity, inclusion, and the immigrant experience. This interest stems from being the daughter of 

Portuguese immigrants and having dual 

citizenship between Canada and Portugal. 

I have intricate roots in both places. The 

contrasting geography, climate, and socio-

cultural systems have intrinsically shaped 

my persona and perspectives, and much of 

my sense of place and belonging, which is 

fluid, arises from this diversity. I sense 

that I am neither fully Canadian nor 

Portuguese, but both my identities are 

vital and inseparable.  

 During my first semester, my 

studio explorations included identity/word 

portrait collages about intersectionality 

and hanging tapestry experiments with 

cheesecloth and mixed media utilizing 

images from my childhood and Portuguese culture. I was trying to connect my complicated sense 

of identity with place.  I am, after all, the child of immigrants, who was born in the province of 

Quebec, obsessed with ideas of being a distinct society, who then moved from inner-city Montreal 

Figure 3: Louisa Ferguson, Well, 2021. 

Cheese cloth, photographic paper, embroidery thread, food coloring. 
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to a village of 80 people in rural Saskatchewan; place and belonging are meaningful for me. 

Following this train of thought, my studio explorations expanded into questions about migration 

and how perceptions of the movement of peoples seemed to correspond to attitudes about flora 

and fauna. More than once I have heard immigrants called ñinvasiveò and that ñtheir numbers 

should be controlled.ò  

At the end of my first semester seminar presentation, I included digital images of the road 

allowances near my home as an investigation into how invasive plant species, Indigenous peoples, 

the Metis8 and immigrants seemed to occupy the same challenging space in the cultural and 

geographical landscapeïessentially the margins of places. Images of throngs of displaced people 

behind migrant camp fences reminded me of road allowances thick with invasive flora trapped 

between cultivated fields and gravel roads. Not seeing invasive plants in a negative light, I saw the 

road allowances as places of refuge, hope and vitality. Coming from a large city like Montreal, 

green spaces, regardless of their makeup, have always given me a sense of relief. An MFA 

classmate, seeing the images and registering how my enthusiasm seemed to grow when speaking 

about the natural landscape versus the intersectionality I was exploring, asked why I wasnôt just 

focussing on the natural environment. It was a pivotal question. Upon self-questioning and 

reflection, I changed my focus to the natural world and my place in it.  

 
8 Logan, ñM®tis Road Allowance Communities.ò  
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This repositioning prompted me to look at different movements found in environmental 

art, to research other artists, to read the history of land art, and to connect ideas within the fine arts 

to what was being explored in 

ecology, philosophy, and 

psychology. Instead of seeing 

science, spirituality, and art as 

distinct areas that overlap, I see the 

relationship between these 

disciplines in a way that is similar to 

that of Mark Sprinkle, director of art 

and cultural engagement at a church 

in Richmond, Virginia: as a web similar to soil, ña complex system that provides a matrix within 

which communities can determine ultimate goods.ò9 Through this expanded MFA study, I was 

able to sift through ideologies and approaches, and piece together a way to situate my art practice. 

I became interested in site-specific work that included sculptural objects made from natural 

materials found on site. This then led me to start to focus on experiential installation art. The 

impulse came from wanting to create embodied experiences like the ones I was encountering in 

my local environment. 

 

 

 

 

 
9 DiPasquale, ñArt Bridges Communication Between Science and Religion.ò  

 

Figure 4: Detail of paper made with plant pulp and dyed with red clay drying 

in the studio. 
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Mapping: Charting the Provenance  

 

At the beginning of this repositioning, my study of environmental art led me to focus on 

how the materials I used in my artistic practice were harming the environment. Using toxic paints 

and chemicals, consuming large amounts of energy to run glass kilns and other electrical 

equipment, and the disposal of studio waste filled me with dread. I questioned my motives and 

approaches, and in response, I began to focus on materiality. Using the landscape around me as 

my resource, I taught myself to make natural dyes, natural inks, and charcoal, and I experimented 

with turmeric and cyanotype in sun printing. A new sense of embodied practice emerged out of 

the foraging, drying, grinding, and mixing that took place. This sense was intensified by the 

process of making paper out of local flora. The transformation of plant pulp into paper illustrating 

local surroundings felt appropriate and deep-seated.  

I then began a series of site-specific installations at a local slough, where I would place 

objects I had made from the natural materials back into their location.  Ice blocks embedded with 

Figure 5: Detail of cattail pulp price tags for Saving Grace onsite installation being painted with cochineal ink. 
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cattails, clay footprints, and ice telescopes 

acquired a heightened sense of purpose and 

magnetism.  They called attention to themselves 

and requested that viewers slow down and look.  

For me, the experience felt relational. I was 

offering the slough tokens of my interactions 

with it, and the slough responded to my offers, 

subsuming my objects.  

Concurrently, in the second term of the 

MFA program, I was also discovering artists 

within the environmental art movement that 

straddled a host of differing approaches, 

methods, and beliefs. These artistsô works 

Figure 6: Louisa Ferguson, Typha, 2021. Site-specific installation, cattails, ice. 

 

Figure 7: Louisa Ferguson, detail from Typha, 2021. Site-

specific installation, cattails, ice. 
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spoke to reconnecting and returning to the natural world, educating about the fragility of the 

environment, employing green methods and natural materials in artistic practice, and investigating 

how the environment works. I studied the first major environmental art exhibition, Earthworks, 

which took place in 1968. It was organized by American artist Robert Smithson, who was known 

for sculpture and land art. Showing work by Walter de Maria, Claes Oldenburg, Mike Heizer, 

Robert Smithson, Sol Lewitt, Robert Morris and Dennis Oppenheim, the exhibition illuminated 

the usage of manmade material in the wilderness, often using heavy earth-moving construction 

equipment to dig into and alter ñemptyò desert landscapes.  It was said to be revolutionary for its 

Figure 8: Louisa Ferguson, detail from Typha, 2021. Site-specific installation, cattails, ice. 
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time, representing ña special and conceptual involvement with literal nature.ò10  Earthworks was 

approached by critics as an ideological and political challenge to historical definitions of art, as 

well as a chaffing at the restrictions of exhibiting within museums and galleries by the artists 

involved. In hindsight, and from my 21st century perspective, it had little to do with the ecological 

realities and implications around Earthôs environment. I continued to search for art that spoke 

directly to me.  

I turned toward environmental artists of the late 20th centuryïMel Chin, Christo, and Agnes 

Denesïwho create site-specific sculptures and installations that called into focus the beauty of 

nature, addressed social issues, and highlighted the ecologically detrimental effects that humans 

 
10 Tillim, ñEarthworks, and the New Picturesque.ò  

Figure 9: Louisa Ferguson, 871, 876.744, 2022. Site-specific installation, clay, snow, ice. 
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are having on the planet. Mel Chinôs work was of interest to me as it is situated in social practice 

and urban ecology. Concerned with resources, technology, restoration ecology and waste, his work 

is explored through the parameters of the health and well-being of citizens. His project, Operation 

Paydirt, focused on detoxifying soils in impoverished communities, while Revival Field initiated 

the use of flora to remove toxic, heavy metals from contaminated soil found in those communities.  

Even though, for me, it has a more tenuous connection to environmental art, I was drawn 

to the large-scale work of artist couple Christo and Jeanne-Claude. Inspired by Joseph Beuys, 

Christo and Jeanne-Claude began by wrapping everyday items in fabric to explore the idea ñthat 

the concealment encourages the viewer to look with renewed curiosity to the object beneath and 

the space in which it exists, whilst also adding new sculptural qualities to ordinary shapes.ò11 In 

1968, they began wrapping objects of a much greater scale. Their biggest wrapping was 

Surrounded Islands, in which they surrounded islands in Miamiôs Biscayne Bay with 6.5 million 

square feet of flowing pink fabric. Christo would often say ñthat their work had no deeper meaning 

than its ephemeral aesthetics with its only true purpose to create joy, beauty, and new ways of 

seeing: óI make things that have no functionïexcept maybe to make pleasure.ôò12 

I found the symbolism and activism of Agnes Denesô practice inspirational, and of the three 

artists mentioned, I feel it is closest to what I would call environmental art. Agnes Denesô 

Wheatfield - A Confrontation: Battery Park Landfill, Downtown Manhattan13 revolves around 

growing wheat on a two-acre land-fill site two blocks from Wall Street. Her work, like Mel Chinôs, 

is situated in social practice and is concerned with food security, equality, and access to land. 

 
11 Ricci, ñSubtracting Reality, Revealing Beauty.  A Tribute To The Unique Legacy of Christo and Jeanne-Claude.ò  

 
12 Ibid. 

 
13 Denes Website  
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ñWheatfield was a symbol, a universal concept; it represented food, energy, commerce, world 

trade, and economics. It referred to mismanagement, waste, world hunger and ecological 

concerns.ò14   

From a post-humanist perspective, which is where I now consciously stand at the end of 

the MFA program, all three artistsô works manifest an anthropocentric view of the natural world, 

leaving the agency of the more-than-human inhabitants outside the equation. The preservation of 

the environment is seen through the lens of how it benefits the human species. Although I can see 

in Mel Chinôs work that the remediation and restoration of land does have positive results for soil 

and the environment, the philosophy behind the actions is squarely placed on the bettering of sites 

for the human inhabitants. Christo mentioned on his website that he saw Surrounded Islands as ña 

work of art underlining the various elements and ways in which the people of Miami live, between 

land and water.ò15 Here, the sharing of land and water with the more-than-human inhabitants is 

not considered. In fact, there is much controversy around issues of ecology and sustainability in 

the work; Surrounded Islands was seen by environmentalists as an ecological threat to ospreys and 

eagles.16 I appreciate that Agnes Denesô Wheatfield wasnôt considered problematic in 1982. 

Awareness that the amount of soil and habitat disturbance created by agricultural seeding as 

ecologically problematic17 were not issues generally understood at the time of Denesô intervention. 

 
14 Ibid. 

 
15 Christo Website, ñSurround Islands.ò  

 
16 Greenberger, ñChristoôs Most Controversial Artworks: Protests, Political Outcries, Deaths, and More.ò 

 

 
17 Recent studies have explored the carbon footprint of growing wheat and making bread. Tilling, irrigating, and 

harvesting wheat has ecological implications. ñForty-three percent of breadôs greenhouse gas emissions can be 

attributed to the fertilizers used to grow wheat. Of that percentage, two-thirds of the emissions come from actual 

fertilizer production, which relies heavily on natural gas.ò  There are also concerns around monoculture which 
elevates the risk of exposure to pests and diseases. The use of petroleum-based fertilizer and sprays against mildew 
fungus on the wheat and the set-up of an irrigation system bring up questions about the overspray of chemicals and 

the sourcing of the water. 
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The understanding of ecosystems and sustainability has progressed greatly since then. My concern 

with the work is that Wheatfield focused on food security for humans, and the harm done to habitat 

was not considered, nor were thoughts on how pollinators, birds or other animals would be 

affected. 

These three artistsô practices clarified for me what I found missing in the environmental art 

I was studying. Essentially, I agree with philosopher and feminist, Rosi Braidotti, author of 

Posthuman Knowledge, that ñThe pursuit of adequate knowledges needs to stay attuned to and 

work in tandem with the ethical pursuit of the power to act in transversal alliances with human and 

non-human actors.ò18 As an artist, I am drawn to the new ethics surrounding the post-human, and 

engaging my relational faculties in order to come to a wider understanding that strives to include 

the more-than-human world.  

RE:main 

Becoming: Finding a Purchase  

 

The ideas around nature, ecology, and human interaction that are brought to the fore by the 

artistic practices above have driven me to investigate how emerging trends in philosophy and 

science intersect with my understanding of art. For example, fascinated by the observer effect in 

quantum mechanics, where the mere act of observation affects the findings in experiments, my 

curiosity wonders if this same interconnection happens in viewing art. The study of plant behavior 

in biology, and the recent revelation that plants are sensitive beings capable of agency and 

communication,19 add to my questioning. This line of enquiry led me, in the second year of the 

 
 
18 Braidotti, Posthuman Knowledge, 132. 

 
19 Marder, A Philosophy of Vegetal Life, 2013. 
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MFA program, to the study of American philosopher and academic, Graham Harmanôs object-

oriented ontology and ecologist and philosopher, Timothy Mortonôs dark ecology. For me, these 

philosophies deconstruct the pervasive belief that the artist is the primary agent in artmaking. This 

decentering has now become central to my art practice. Standing like a bean plant searching for a 

pole, my artistic impulses coil around ideas such as that of physicist and feminist, Karen Barad, of 

my agency and the agency of ñmore-than-humanò (a term coined by cultural ecologist and 

philosopher, David Abrams) co-creators. I  feel out, in ever-widening circles, other supports for 

further growth. 

In addition to Harman, Morton, Barad and Abrams, my thinking has been informed by the 

writings of political theorist, Jane Bennett and environmental and forest biologist, Robin Wall 

Kimmerer, and the ideas of Vorhandenheit/Zuhandenheit of philosopher, Martin Heidegger. Their 

theories have deeply informed and repeatedly transformed the works in my thesis exhibition as I 

will describe below. Exploring these thinkers helped me find what remains after this period of 

filtering and assisted me in unearthing the language to speak of the constant and underlying 

philosophies that now more consciously inform my art practice. Immersing my latest work in these 

new languages has helped me decide what I want to reclaim.  

RE:claim 

Lingua Franca and My Art Practice  

 

As outlined above, there are several thinkers, vital concepts, and definitions that I have 

learned about throughout my study and that have expanded certain foundational elements of my 

artistic practice. I will briefly provide an overview of these elements, and then connect them to 

individual works in my exhibition.  
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Agency 

Agency is the ability of acting or of exerting power. In sociology, agency can be 

classified as either unconscious/involuntary behaviour or purposeful/goal-oriented action.20 In 

philosophy, it is thought of as belonging to an ñinstrumentò regardless of whether it is manifested 

in a fictitious character, or some other non-existent entity.21 In physics, agency is seen as a 

physical apparatus that converts low entropy into data.22 All three disciplines agree that agency 

results in some sort of effect.  

 In her book, Meeting the Universe Halfway, Barad expands agency by stating that it is not 

exclusively associated with human intentionality or subjectivity, nor is it restricted to the 

possibility of human action: ñCrucially, agency is a matter of intra-acting. It is an enactment, not 

something that someone or something has.ò23 Every thing has within it the possibility of doing or 

being. Humans are one agential part of the ñbecoming of the universe.ò24  

 
20 Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, ñAgency.ò  

 
21 Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, ñPlatoôs Middle Period Metaphysics and Epistemology.ò  

 
22 Openstax, ñ12.3 Second Law of Thermodynamics: Entropy.ò  

 
23 Barad, Meeting the Universe Halfway, 178. 

 
24 Ibid, 178. 

Figure 10: Louisa Ferguson, detail of The RE:counting, 2022. Kochia (Russian Thistle), handmade paper, red ink. 
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As an artist, I believe the artist, the material/object, the process, the viewer, and all other 

parts of art, have intra-acting agency. This locus leads to the decentring of the human experience, 

and a widening of what is allowed to take up space and importance. The non-human (a human-

centric perspective) becomes the more-than-human world. I view the following work, The 

RE:counting, as this kind of collaboration with a particular plant found in the local landscape. I 

hear a narrative emerging from it and attune myself to it.  

 

I was brought here in seed form  

No one asked for my consent  

Hidden deep in the folds  

of migration and inheritance 

I was carried across the border  

I embodied possibility  

 

Like all beings 

I strove to flourish  

The soil and climate stood me well 

Dressed in a scarlet red dress  

I ornamented your summer gardens 

a welcome respite  

from the dull, drawn-out winters 

You coddled me and cooed 

 

I grew well 

Too well  

I began to succeed and to take up presence in places 

not meant for me  

I did not see the unwritten rules 

did not read the room carefully enough 
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I followed you  

and thrived in the places  

for which you had scant use  

 

My industry affronted you  

I needed to be tamed 

You tried to control me  

but every method you threw at me  

I used to my advantage  

and transformed it into a lesson  

in getting stronger  

Frustrated  

you tried to eradicate me  

 

But I am wily 

I settle in the places  

you have disturbed and used 

I am up with the early bird 

to catch the worm  

I birth my little ones close  

and tell them they are wanted 

I ride the winds of change 

so they can flourish 

 

 I was brought here in seed form  

No one asked for my consent 

but I have a will 

 

 

The RE:counting is the first installation encountered upon entering the Snelgrove gallery. 

Three organic barriers dissect the gallery into 4 separate spaces. The above narrative is displayed 
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to the left of the gallery entrance, attached to the wall in six handmade paper sheets made from 

recycled paper and Kochia pulp and seed; the story is handprinted in red ink, onto a semi-

transparent layer glued to the top of the sheets. A subsonic drone permeates the gallery. As viewers 

enter, they encounter a space delineated by walls of Kochia25 that rumble with sound. The walls 

of the barriers are made of Kochia and to access the adjacent spaces, viewers must walk through 

gaps in the Kochia. Kochia is an invasive tumbleweed that has spread across the prairies; a native 

to southern and eastern Russia, it was introduced to North America by way of Europe, where it 

was grown as an ornamental hedge around gardens for its beauty. Yet for many Saskatchewan 

farmers it is scorned and hated because it wonôt behave. It embeds itself into spaces where it is not 

welcome. It has agency. This rounded mass of intricate, weblike limbs, bending itself into an 

ephemeral orb, taking up so much space, yet airy, has intentions of its own. It collaborates with 

the wind, tumbling across fields, dropping its seed over 500 metres from where it sprouts, into soil 

ready to welcome it. The above narrative, The Re-counting, is written in the first-person in such a 

way that it could be the either Kochia or an immigrant speaking. The agency of the viewer will 

choose which narrative to follow.  

Kochia materialize only when I notice them. First one; I am drawn in by their globe shape, 

their pale straw colour in the sepia scenery. Then a few more, further along the field, dotting my 

view like runaway peas. Then a pile of them tangled in a fence line. I can no longer unsee them. 

 
25 Inspired and in complete agreement with Robin Wall Kimmererôs statement when speaking of our acceptance of 

capitalizing human names but not the names of other beings, I have chosen to capitalize Kochia. Robin Wall 

Kimmerer, Braiding Sweet Grass, 385. I have chosen to use the proper noun Kochia instead of the common word, 

tumbleweed, as there are many kinds of tumbleweed.  
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The RE:counting is a collaboration between Kochia and me. To work with them, I must listen to 

what they are willing or not willing to do. Wanting to stack them in the gallery requires being open 

to their ability to intertwine and manage gravity. They are an actant in the work. An actant never 

Figure 11: Louisa Ferguson, detail of The RE:counting, 2022. Kochia (Russian Thistle), handmade paper, red ink.  
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really acts alone: ñIts efficacy or agency always depends on the collaboration, cooperation, or 

interactive interference of many bodies and forces.ò26 

More-than-human World 

 

Coined by David Abram, the ñmore-than-human world,ò points to the need for decentring 

the human perspective from the definition of the natural world.27  Adopted as a key term within 

the broader ecological movement, it roots human understanding in the continuing entanglement of 

our corporal experience with the uncanny capacity of other beings to experience feelings and 

sensations and to have agency. It makes room for the experience of the other and requires the 

countering of ñthe narcissism of humans in charge of the world.ò 28 In fact, it can be said that as 

humans, we are the world, and the world, including the more-than-human, is us. We are not 

separate. We are embroiled and captivated by our world, and we are fully present in it, not just 

within our intellect. Karen Barad explains that all matter, which includes humans, ñdoes not refer 

to an inherent, fixed property of abstract, independently existing objects.ò29 She speaks to what I 

think is the creative act of becoming: matter, being a collection of atoms, develops qualities as 

objects only through their relations to other atoms. When a new relation is made, they transform 

again. Seeing that all is made of atoms, including humans, being is becoming, and creating art is 

an ever-shifting relationship with the world surrounding the artist. This ever-shifting relationship 

explains the push and pull I experience when I am tuning into a landscape. It is a creative act. I am 

 
26 Bennet, Vibrant Matter, P.35 

 
27 Envision, ñDavid Abram.ò  

 
28 Bennett, Vibrant Matter, P. xvi 

 
29 Barad, Meeting the Universe Halfway, 151. 
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neither instigator nor recipient, thinker nor feeler. It is the becoming that lives between me and the 

other.  

In my gallery installation, by moving through an opening to the right in the wall of Kochia, 

one encounters Tuning, a 24-foot wide by 5-foot-high piece of handmade paper. This piece 

explores my personal experience of walking through a prairie landscape in winter. Being a 

synesthete, I experience space as sound. Visual stimuli are present as instrumental composition so 

that walking through a landscape is an auditory experience. In winter, what I see does not ring 

clear; I must tune in like a shortwave radio. I tune in to the thing that isnôt me so that I can know 

where I begin and end. The profusion of whiteness of the winter landscape registers as silence 

intercepted by auditory static. The lack of visual diversity in the landscape requires that I 

constantly tune with my hearing to remain attentive. I experience the agency of the more-than-

human world acutely: ñSince a thing cannot be known directly or totally, one can only attune to it, 

with greater or lesser degrees of intimacy. Nor is this attunement a ómerelyô aesthetic approach to 

Figure 12: Louisa Ferguson, detail of Saving Grace, 2022, video, cattails, intravenous drips, water. 



 

 23 

a blank extensional substance. Since appearance canôt be peeled decisively from a thing, 

attunement is a living, dynamic relation with another beingïit doesnôt stop.ò30 

Vorhandenheit/Zuhandenheit 

Martin Heidegger is best known for his contributions to phenomenology, hermeneutics, 

and existentialism.31 One of the concepts at the core of Heidegger philosophy is the distinction 

between two ways of approaching the world and our experience of it: the present-at-hand 

(Vorhandenheit) and the ready-to-hand (Zuhandenheit). The first, present-at-hand, refers to our 

abstract understanding of a world made up of objects. It is where we encounter the discipline of 

science, but also where all the background of our lived experience hangs. Things that surround us 

and hover in the background, as we focus on what is directly within our sight, are present-at-hand. 

They can, at the right moment, make their presence distinctive and known. When they do, they are 

ready-to-hand. The ready-to-hand is our practical connection to things that are handy or useful. 

They are the things that we interact with every day because they fulfill a specific purpose.  

According to Heidegger, being isnôt presence. Many things around us ñare,ò yet many of 

these things go unnoticed. They have no ñpresence.ò In his philosophy of deconstruction, he pulls 

apart the idea that some things are more real than others and replaces the hierarchy of reality with 

the constantly present superposition of the unobserved. While Heideggerôs theories predate object-

oriented ontology by several decades, I see a connection since OOO contends that the present-at-

hand of things sits on top of something more profound and much stranger than the normal state of 

affairs. As an artist, I cover one eye then the other and strain to witness the ready-to-hand.  

 
30 Morton, Being Ecological, 89 

 
31 Wheeler, "Martin Heidegger." 
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In the gallery, to the left of the entrance and through a gap in the Kochia structure, is Saving 

Grace, a sculptural installation and video projection. Both reveal entanglement between me and a 

local slough. To the right is a large, meandering maze of cattail stalks, also from the slough, hung 

upside down by fishing line. Interspersed on the floor, among the cattails and between the maze 

and video projection, are circles of varying sizes of shredded cattail leaves. Seven intravenous 

drips are distributed randomly over some of the circles, with one circle being dripped on by three 

IVs. Although I physically entered the ecosystem to participate in the work shown on the video, I 

have chosen to remove any image of myself from the video documentation projected on the wall 

adjacent to the installation to displace the common instinct of centring human action. The actions 

and reactions of both me and the beings within the environment remain equally anonymous.   

Figure 13: Overhead drone shot of local slough, 2021. 
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The slough lives 

to the west of the town 

where I live, along a 

gravel road travelled by 

those, and  by others 

speeding by in vehicles. 

Rarely noticed, it has 

witnessed many 

milestonesïfrom my tiny sons throwing rocks into its belly, their efforts rewarded with resonant 

plops, to the inquisitive ñsnumedgingò of two generations of dogs, noses to the ground and ears 

pert, to moments of sorrowful contemplation underwritten by the sharp song of the red-wing 

blackbird. Sometimes overflowing, other times dry and bedazzled with fragile snail shells, it is a 

perfectly round slough fringed by cattails, its borders often circumnavigated by my footprints.  

Nestled between the edge of a farm field and the grid road, the slough survives not despite 

its lack of value but because of it. Its banks are too steep for farm machinery to navigate, and the 

possible boost in harvest too small for the effort required to tease out the extra rods of grain, so it 

is left uncultivated. Uncultivated: a strange word, that, when used to describe humans, means 

uneducated or socially inept and when used to describe land, means unsown, bereft of seed. Yet 

every part of the sloughôs cattail fringe is an edible feast, its medicines sought after by Indigenous 

Figure 14: Louisa Ferguson, detail of paper pulp replica of slough 

ecotones, 2022. 
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peoples, and the water it purifies necessary for survival. In Braiding Sweetgrass, Robin Wall 

Kimmerer lists its magical properties when out with her students on a cattail marsh in upstate New 

York: ñOur shopping canoes are already 

filled with leaves for clothing, mats, twine 

and shelter,ò32 likening harvesting cattails 

from a marsh with shopping at Walmart. 

The tiny ecosystem of the slough I walk is 

a Mobius strip; it is invaluable but not 

profitable. In  my video, Saving Grace, the 

change occurring in the ecosystem is 

documented without showing the doers of 

the actions. We do not witness the cattails 

growing, or my action of attaching price 

tags to them, nor do we observe the 

agricultural swather that is cutting down 

the vegetation, or the wind depositing 

tumbleweeds onto the sloughôs banks. What we witness are touches of all the different intra-actions 

between the different instruments. By removing humans from the documentation, I remove the 

focus on them and place attention on the results of the various exchanges. ñWhoò is causing them 

is decentred. The addition of the price tags to the fringe of cattails expresses ideas of value and 

worth. The subsequent destruction of the price tags along with the cattails by a swather unsettles 

 
32 Kimmerer, Braiding Sweetgrass, 229. 

Figure 15: Detail of harvested cattails used in Saving Grace, 2022 
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the notion that value and worth is the same for everyone. Returning the natural fibers to the earth 

through weathering and disintegration accentuate their inherent ecological value and purpose. 

The cattail material installed in the gallery continues this exploration. IVs drip water onto 

a smaller circle made of shredded cattail leaves, which absorb the water and release a smell like 

the one found at the slough site where the plant material was harvested. Here too the human is 

absent. What is present is the result of human action collaborating with the capacity of waterïa 

vital life element symbolized by the intravenous bagsïto release the aroma inside the cattail 

material. The cattails comply. The present-at-hand or the ready-to-hand is triggered depending on 

the positionality of each actant: the cattails, the water, the wind, myself, or any witness. What 

comes to the forefront and what remains in the background is fluid.  

Object-oriented Ontology 

Object-oriented ontology (OOO)33 proposes a deeply anti-anthropocentric re-analysis of 

our connection with the world and the objects and hierarchies we find within it. It rejects the 

favouring of human existence over the existence of nonhuman objects. It maintains that objects 

exist divorced of human perception. Founded by Harman in 1999, this philosophical movement 

includes scholars such as Ian Bogost, Levy Bryant, and Timothy Morton. Vividly described by 

ecologist and philosopher Timothy Morton, ñOOO offers us a marvelous world of shadows and 

hidden corners, a world in which things canôt ever be completely irradiated by the ultraviolet 

light of thought, a world in which being a badger, nosing past whatever it is that you, a human 

being is looking at thoughtfully, is just as validly accessing that thing as you are.ò34 Through my 

encounter with OOO in the second year of the MFA program, I have discovered that the 

 
33 Elsby, ñGraham Harman, Object-oriented ontology: A new theory of everything.ò  

 
34 Morton, Being Ecological, xli. 
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witnessing and reflection of the more-than-human world explored in my work has been an 

unconscious and intuitive gravitation to a letting go of the human as the centre of meaning and 

power.  Instead, my explorations strive to narrate stories where humans are part of the entangled 

natural world. I posit that the artistic endeavor of describing, dissecting, and understanding 

ñthingsò causes them and us to dissolve:  ñOOO argues that nothing can be grasped, or accessed, 

all at once in its entirety.ò35  

According to Ulrich de Balbian, philosopher and director of the Meta-Philosophy 

Research Centre, questions such as, ñDo things, animals, and other non-human entities 

experience their existence in a way that lies outside our own species-centric definition of 

consciousness? Itôs precisely this questions that the nascent philosophical movement known as 

Object-Oriented Ontology is attempting to answer or at lease seriously pose, and theyôre setting 

certain segments of the art world on fire.ò36  De Balbian points to Pamela Rosenkranz and 

Eduardo Navarro as artists said to be working with ideas attributed to object-oriented ontology. 

Rosenkranzôs work, Our Product, at the 2015 Venice Biennale, is described as follows:  

Rosenkranz covered the Swiss Pavilionôs floor with a mixture of various substances (including 

silicone, Evian water, and Viagra, among others) to create a liquid imitating what the press 

release calls óa standardized northern European skin tone,ô the same color that the release says is 

utilized in contemporary advertising as ña proven way to physically enhance attention.ò37 I feel 

that Rosenkranz is only ñimitatingò what she has decided she wants her audience to see.  The 

silicone, Evian water, and Viagra are being used as empty objects to accomplish Rosenkranzôs 

 
35 Ibid, xl. 

 
36 de Balbian, ñObject-oriented ontology: the philosophical movement sweeping the art world.ò 

 
37 de Balbian, ñObject-oriented ontology: the philosophical movement sweeping the art world.ò  
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artistic ends, in effect denying the objectsô agencies. Artist, Eduardo Navarro, interprets OOO by 

putting on a turtle-skin suit and chicken-wire-frame carapace with the goal of trying to occupy 

the consciousness of the turtle he is imitating. In my opinion, these artists are missing the mark. 

Navarroôs anthropomorphizing of the turtle recalls Walt Disneyôs portrayal of Dumbo or Bambi. 

Why not let the turtle speak for itself? Filtering the turtleôs agency through human emotions tells 

us about Navarro and nothing of the turtle.  

For me, object-oriented ontology is concerned with the energy between things. Allowing 

my positionalityïwhether it be background, culture, approach to artmaking, or personal 

recollectionsï to function as a 

collaborative entity throughout 

my exploration of artmaking, 

embodiment, materiality, with 

agency is at the centre of my 

artmaking impulse. That 

impulse is then received and 

responded to by the 

positionality of the object I am intra-acting with. It too brings its history and situated experience 

to bear on what is created. I am curious to know what can occur when we permit ourselves to 

consider artmaking as a tool that is finely tuned to attend to both the human and more-than-

human entities at play. I am curious to know what happens when the trope of artist as primary 

agent in artmaking is disrupted. What are the implications that arise when, as an artist, I listen to 

both nonhuman and human agencies? How does objected-oriented ontology expand notions of 

material/materiality, and in turn, how does this extension impact how artmaking is studied and 

Figure 16: Harvesting Cattails 



 

 30 

practiced? If what Timothy Morton says is true that, ñThere is always a multiplicity of parts that 

exceed the whole, rather than the whole swallowing the part perfectly. An artwork is 

subscended38 by its parts,ò39 which part do we as artists decide to ignore or silence?  

Two artists whose work I feel comes closer to this listening are Basia Irland and Lynne 

Hull. Irland, an American sculptor, poet, and installation artist, has focused her creativity on rivers 

for thirty years. Irland has created more than two hundred ñIce Booksò from the waters of rivers 

all over the world. Her ice books are time-based sculptures carved from ice and embedded with 

local native seeds. After being launched into rivers, they melt, and the seeds are released into the 

ecosystem and help in the restoration of riparian zones along the river.    Importantly, collaboration 

with area botanists and other scientists is integral to Irlandôs process, and participants from the 

communities where she has been invited help with ñsowingò the seeds into the books and launching 

them into the water.  During their involvement, citizens learn about their local watershed, and the 

ecosystems that border them.  

American artist Lynne Hull creates work that is aimed not for the viewing pleasure of 

people but for animals and habitat that have suffered due to anthropocentric causes. Hullôs projects 

are a collaboration between herself, ecosystems, wildlife biologists and zoologists. Raptor Roosts 

is a series of sculptures intended to provide safe roosting platforms away from dangerous power 

lines. Made out of recycled tree trunks and branches, the perches stand like beautifully crafted 

sentinels, visible and accessible to birds of prey. Hull embodies the change in artistic thought that 

I am drawn to, namely a practice that shifts the emphasis of art away from the centring of the 

 
38 ñWholes subscend their parts, which means that parts are not just mechanical components of wholes, and that 

there can be genuine surprise and novelty in the world, that a different future is always possible.ò Morton, 

ñSubscendence.ò  

 
39 Ibid, 84. 
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human viewer and toward humanityôs relationships with the more-than-human world. The work is 

still aesthetically pleasing to the eye, like well-crafted pergolas, but the central focus is trying to 

address the needs of eagles, hawks and ospreys. In my opinion, both these artists exhibit a deep-

seated listening to the natural world and are concerned for both human and more-than-human 

perspectives. 

Dark Ecology 

 

Reading Timothy Mortonôs Dark Ecology offered me the perspective that being ecological 

is accepting that although we call ourselves human, we ñcontain nonhuman symbionts as part of 

Figure 17: Work in progress image of Tuning, 2022. 
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the way in which we are human. we couldnôt live without them.ò40 We are an amalgam of about 

39 trillion microbial cells and 30 trillion human cells, making us only about 43% human.41 We 

must not forget that as symbionts, we are entangled with other symbionts, and together we are 

ecology. Dark ecology is the realization that the vague, undefinable space that sits between all the 

inflexible categories that humans adhere to due to our reliance on Cartesian dualism, is in fact 

where we coexist with all other lifeforms.  

When I reach for my pen and pick it up, or when a lilac bush rubs against me, we do not 

actually touch. In quantum physics, we know that electrons orbiting the central nucleus of an atom 

never come in direct contact. What we are feeling is the energy of the penôs atoms pushing against 

the energy of my fingersô atoms, and vice versa. If I were to ñtouchò the pen, I would become the 

pen. This suggests that we live within the vibrancy of that energy field. All matter is vibrant. In 

vital materialism, ñthere is no point of pure stillness, no indivisible atom that is not itself aquiver 

with virtual force.ò42 Yet as humans, we blithely underwrite humancentric ideologies that 

pigeonhole and limit vibrant existence of the other and the agential cut.43 I strive toward what 

Karen Barad points to as ñmeeting the moment, being alive to the possibilities of becoming, [as] 

an ethical call, an invitation that is written into the very matter of all being and becoming. We need 

to meet the universe halfway, to take responsibility for the role that we play in the worldôs 

differential becoming.ò44 As an artist, I feel the urgent need to move beyond the normalization of 

 
40 Morton, All Art Is Ecological, 23. 

 
41 Lee, ñWe're Only About 43% Human, Study Shows.ò  

 
42 Jane Bennett, Vibrant Matter, 57.  

 
43 The agential cut speaks to being happening within the ever-moving relationship between things and not as a static, 

pre-defined object . Leonard, ñThe Arts and New Materialism,ò 3.  

 
44 Barad, Meeting the Universe Halfway, 396. 
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things brought on by an adherence to dualism. I want to stop feeding what feels to me as the 

distortion that is created by thinking that only humans have true agency, and that what happens in 

the moment of creation is only made to 

happen by the artist. 

I continue to grapple with the 

strange loop of radical self-knowledge 

and the dark ecology principle that while 

ñlittle meò may not be guilty of causing 

global warming, I understand its cause, 

and so I am still responsible. I endeavor 

to apply this unsettling, yet paradigm-

shifting concept to my practice, and by 

doing so, nurture an intensely personal 

cultivation of a meaningful relationship 

with the more-than-human world that surrounds me.  I accede, like Morton, to the principle that 

ñthings are exactly what they are, yet never how they appear, yet appearance is inseparable from 

being, so a thing is a twisted loop like a Mobius strip in which the twist is everywhere, it has no 

starting or ending point.ò45 It is here, in this acceptance, that the powerful and beguiling uncanny 

lives. 

Uncanny  

 

Karen Baradôs understanding of new materialism underscores the idea that ñmatter does 

not refer to a fixed substance; instead, matter is substance in its intra-active becoming. Thus, 

 
45 Morton, Being Ecological, 27. 

 

Figure 18: Louisa Ferguson, detail of Saving Grace, 2022. 
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becoming can be thought of as mattersô continuous stabilizing and destabilizing process of iterative 

intra-activity.ò46 As humans, our ñbeingò is also continuously stabilizing and destabilizing, which 

leads to a sense of the uncanny. According to Morton, uncanniness exists in the ñmayò mode, 

where anything is possible, and where art flourishes; he describes art as ñspooky action at a 

distance. It makes things happen without needing to touch things.ò47 Most of us have experienced 

the telepathic ability of a work of art to draw us in. The uncanniness of this gravitational pull 

reveals the ñmostly nonhuman world of influences and designs that go beyond us and violate our 

idea of who óownsô what and who is running the show.ò48  

The uncanny, initially defined by German psychiatrist, Ernst Jentsch, as intellectual 

uncertainty,49 was further expanded by Sigmund Freud to encompass social taboos and repetition 

compulsion,50 and extended by Julia Kristeva in the concept of abjection.51 The uncanny is defined 

in many ways, including ideas independent of psychoanalysis and the human mind. For me, the 

uncanny and the Anglo-Saxon word, wyrd, are interchangeable. Wyrd is derived from the verb 

weorthan, which means to become. Wyrd, having no beginning or end point, persistently happens 

around us in a loop. Sporadic and momentary awareness of this constant becoming leads to the 

wyrd experience. As a synesthete, I am immediately aware of when I enter the realm of the 

uncanny because I instantly hear a deep subsonic reverberation that permeates the space around 

 
46 Barad quoted in Leonard, ñThe Arts and New Materialism,ò 4. 

 
47 Morton, All Art Is Ecological, 81. 

 
48 Ibid, 75. 

 
49The British Psychological Society,  ñUncanny dehumanization.ò  

 
50 DeName, ñRepetition Compulsion: Why Do We Repeat the Past?ò  

 
51 Willette, ñJulia Kristeva and Abjection.ò  
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me and makes my bones hum. It is 

the auditory earmark of the 

transcending experience, where 

the uncanny or wyrd is closer to 

the truth of being and appearing. 

On the gallery wall 

perpendicular to Tuning, is 

Drought, a 5-foot wide by 6-foot-

high piece of paper made from 

natural plant material, soil, and 

recycled water bills. It investigates 

how making paper during a 

drought on the prairies is a 

complicated experience: in 

making Drought, I used a 

significant amount water to create 

the large sheet of paper. Drought entangles me in the Mobius strip of using water from the prairies 

to make paper to explore the idea of drought on the prairies. As  humans, we need access to water 

in order to survive, yet our exponential growth as a species requires more and more water 

resources, which in turn, depletes water resources. We are uncannily entangled with water. Morton 

explains this entanglement well when he states: ñThe amazing conclusion is that no neat circle of 

context will ever fully explain the thing you are trying to explain. Ecological awareness gives you 

a world in which everything is relevant to everything else, but it is also unique and vivid and 

Figure 19: Louisa Ferguson, detail of Drought, 2022. Plant pulp, clay, earth, 

utility bills. 
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distinct at the very same time.ò52 In creating Drought, while trying to bring attention to questions 

surrounding ecology and the use of water, I cannot extricate myself from engaging in an action 

that uses water in what some people may find is a superfluous way. How can I create without being 

entangled in all the results of my creation? I am cognisant that everything I do has an ecological 

footprint; even though I tried to be mindful by collecting and recycling as much of the water as I 

could in making the sheet, I am still implicated. My actions are wyrd. There is no beginning or 

end, just a constant twisting in a loop. 

Truthfeel 

Inspired by John Keatsô enigmatic last lines of his Ode on a Grecian Urn, óBeauty is truth, 

truth beauty,ôðthat is all ye know on earth, and all ye need to know,"53 Morton coined the term 

ñtruthfeel.ò54 He is questioning the contemporary art worldôs misunderstanding and subsequent 

rejection of beauty. Though Morton reaches back to Keats and the romantic notions of beauty, 

where he parts ways with 19th-century ideas is in his rejection of the romantic notion of the primacy 

of the individual.55 Morton may come from a romantic lineage; however, the world he inhabits is 

a drastically different world than the one Keats was responding to. In the late 18th and early 19th 

centuries, ñpristine natureò was still a possible concept. There were large tracts of unblemished 

wilderness. In ours and Mortonôs time, this is no longer a realityïeven Antarctica, one of the most 

remote environments on Earth, has been defiled by plastic pollution. Mortonôs beauty is wyrd; it 

still finds majesty in the heart-breaking disintegration of the world that once was being overtaken 

 
52 Morton, Being Ecological, 43. 

 
53 Keats, Ode to a Grecian Urn. 

 
54 Morton, ñD.R.E.A.M.W.E.A.P.O.N.S.ò  

 
55 For individualism as a central to Romanticism see: Britannica, T. Editors of Encyclopaedia, "Romanticism."  
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by the magnificent world that is. It is truthfeel. In his redefinition, Morton challenges conventional 

aesthetic understandings of beauty by redefining it not as an adjective, but as the agency between 

entities: ñBeauty gives you a fantastic, óimpossibleô access to the inaccessible, to the withdrawn, 

open quality of things, their mysterious reality.ò56  Here, again, Morton points to reality not being 

born out of solely human experience,  but  of a coming together with the experiences of the more-

than-human world. 

I engage with the beauty of truthfeel as the brief phenomenological intra-action with an 

ungraspable thing. It is experiencing art, whether producing it or receiving it, as a pandoraôs box 

where we find ourselves overcome by an uncanny sensation. Truthfeel is what unsettles and 

mesmerises us in art, and shimmers, never settling one way or another. Truthfeel radiates from 

mutual agency, which Morton describes as having indistinct edges: ñThere is not a sudden point 

or rigid boundary at which the truthy becomes actually true. Things are always a bit fumbly and 

 
56 Morton, Being Ecological, 74. 

 

Figure 20: Louisa Ferguson, Ground Truth, 2022. Plant pulp. 109 x 237 cm. 
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stumbly. We are feeling our way around. Ideas sound good. Truthfeel.ò57 In my experience, 

truthfeel and beauty are entangled with the uncanny. They are not pristine but full of glitches. 

There is always the possibility of a lie within a truth, and truth can come enveloped in a lie. Looking 

at a Mark Rothko painting, I experience the magic of how it causes me to disappear, yet I carry 

the awareness of the illusion at the centre of seeing. Neither my disappearance nor the sense of 

illusion is real or unreal. It is uncanny.  

Ground Truth is displayed on the wall in the space to the right of the gallery entrance along 

with Tuning. The phrase ñground truthò has a resonance for my process of making this piece. 

Looking at digital maps of the local landscape, there are often disparities, both large and 

imperceptible, between the gathered information and the real landscape. The processes I am 

entangled in create a ground truth that gathers and lifts my embodied experience of being within 

the landscape and transforms it into a visual and tactile truth. It is a piece of handmade paper made 

from the pulp of plants harvested from the local road allowances. The various fibres and textures 

gifted by the flora are collaged together creating a visual map of the intersection of wildness and 

cultivation that I see etched upon the landscape. The terrain of the prairies is a laying and 

overlaying, a patchwork of mycorrhizae below humus below rotting foliage, sometimes blessed 

by water. Borders of roads, fields, sloughs and forgotten patches of undisturbed soil transition into 

ecotones of ecological communities recording the intra-action between the human and the more-

than-human.  

This work plays with notions of entanglement with landscape and a western cultural 

impulse to document it by plotting it on paper. The plants in specific sites offer up their fibres and 

coach my hands in the making of the paper that will represent them and their environment. The 
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making of paper feels to me like the mastication of place, the taking into body memory: consuming, 

digesting and regurgitating. By cutting, boiling, blending, and couching plant pulp, I embody and 

give voice to the agency between myself and place. Paper can store and conduct fleeting moments 

of connection in perfect, portable skins that unfurl the land through the very fibres of its being. 

Paper has been at the centre of art practices for centuries, older than the printing press and, as 

Lothar Muller describes in his book White Magic, encompassing a metaphorical world where the 

language we use every day refers, for example, to people being blank pages or how we can turn 

over a new leaf. I see Ground Truth not as a representation of the landscape, but the ñtruthyò 

realization that it is the landscape, ingested, digested and transformed.  

RE:cap 

 

ñAnd in the absence of a single authoritative (anthropocentric) standard of taste with which to 

judge art, how we regard it is also about how wholes are always less than the sum of their parts.58ò  

 

 

The concepts of agency, the more-than-human-world, Vorhandenheit/Zuhandenheit, 

uncanny, and truthfeel sit at the heart of my support paper and the creation of the artworks in my 

exhibition. The works are gestures that emerge and take shape from intimate acts of witnessing 

where the agency of the more than-human-world connects with my own, and where the ambiguity 

of truth, causality, and purpose is allowed to breathe. As an artist, I have always felt that the intra-

action between what I consider myself and the material/object/entity I collaborate with shapes the 

articulation of my fingertips as I make, as it in turn is shaped by my fingers. What I have 

experienced and learned in the two years of my MFA has given me the endorsement and 
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confidence to pursue my artistic impulses, and  it has shored up my ability to remain steadfast to 

my vision. Intuitively, I think of  ñthe curious ability of inanimate things to animate, to act, to 

produce effects dramatic and subtle,59ò and how these effects affect me. This is the main reason 

my artistic process never has a clear beginning or end. It is comparable to feeling my way through 

a cluttered room in the dark. I am in essence sifting through the ready-to-hand and the ready-at-

hand. As Timothy Morton states, ñthings arenôt directly, constantly present. They only appear to 

be when they malfunction or are different versions of the same thing than weôre used to.ò60 I can 

confidently rely on uncanny experience to illuminate the ring of truthfeel. 

The consolidation and refocus of my work that has occupied the last two years in the MFA 

program and has resulted in RE:source RE:main RE:claim has taken me down an unanticipated 

but very fruitful road. Most important has been the discovery and accumulation of language that 

articulates ideas and impulses that have been with me through the length of my artistic practice. 

Without this new language, the intuitive inclination emerging from my work up to now has been 

largely hit and miss. I felt as though I was aiming at a moving target with tethered hands. Being 

able to finally name the motivations behind my intuition and my impulses has made my aim more 

accurate and responsive. The examination of what is ecological, how agency presents itself and to 

whom, and the perspective of art as collaboration with the more-than-human world offered by 

scholars such as Jane Bennett, Timothy Morton, Karen Barad, and Robin Wall Kimmerer is 

exhilarating and freeing, and assists me in staying grounded and remaining closer to my intentions. 

I believe a necessary paradigm shift is taking place across many established systems. Ways 

of thinking about science, government, culture, and the agency of all beings within the more-than-
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human world are beginning to radically change. The development, preservation, or conservation 

views of the environment and ecology no longer adequately address the necessary outlooks that 

will be required to mitigate the climate collapse humans are now witnessing. The fundamental 

realization that ñnot only do human beings not form a separate imperium unto themselves, they do 

not even command the imperium, nature, of which they are part,61ò is vital to finding our way out 

of these dangerous times. This decentring is where I am drawn to centre my study. I posit that the 

creation of art, from process, to exhibition, to absorption happens between the artist, the object, 

and the viewer. Leaning on quantum physics and the position that matter is not ñontologically, 

epistemologically, or ethically separate,ò62 I am concerned with exploring ideas of entanglement, 

 
61 Bennett, Vibrant Matter, 2. 

 
62 Leonard, The Arts and New Materialism, 4. 

 

Figure 20: Standing by the Slough, 2021. Digital image. 
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intra-action, and most importantly how ñart is important to understanding our relationship to 

nonhumans, and to grasping an object-oriented ontological sense of our existence.63ò 

I am interested in art that is inseparable from me and the more-than-human, and where the 

responsibility for what is unfolding on planet Earth is held by all involved. I see moving forward 

with an artistic practice, which does not assume that as the artist, I am the primary active agent. I 

want to focus on an artistic practice dedicated to questions around the implications that arise when 

I listen to both the more-than-human and human agencies.  
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