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Abstract:  

   

This research project seeks to find a visual language that addresses and responds to the 

states of mind such as guilt, avoidance and ambivalence that are experienced in relation to 

the ongoing global crisis of climate change. In contemporary discourse there is an 

acknowledgement that human culture is not changing quickly enough to respond 

adequately to the threat of catastrophic climate disruption. This lack of responsiveness is 

linked to the difficulty most people have in connecting the distant and threatening idea of 

climate change with the everyday reality of their own lives. I have chosen to bring the 

climate crisis within reach by using my own body in the setting of my domestic 

environment, as a vehicle to explore the complex and difficult emotions it arouses. 

The research questions my work addresses are:  

 

• How can my emotional responses to the crisis of climate change find visual 

expression through my body? 

• How can this resonate with the experience of others? 

• How can an exploration of guilt, avoidance, and ambivalence about climate action 

give voice to the emotional burden of the crisis and clarify some of the barriers 

people feel towards mitigating against catastrophic climate change? 

 

My approach is informed by the feminist thought of Karen Barad concerning the nature of 

reality as a performative engagement composed of interactions. Ideas about the way 

humans need to connect with non-human realities from Deborah Bird Rose, Elizabeth Grosz, 

Luce Irigaray, Val Plumwood, and Donna Haraway, also influence the project. My work 

occupies a place in the field of contemporary visual art which uses the body as a focus for 

addressing environmental issues including artists such as Jill Orr, Mary Mattingly, and Roni 

Horn. 

 

The works in this submission are comprised of woven forms made from domestic waste 



v 
 

plastic and my own body, as well as video performances involving my encounter with the 

damaging aspects of climate change in my domestic environment. They are generated 

through strategies which employ closeness, rawness, laboriousness, discomfort, humour, 

and material agency as a means to give voice to an intimate and personal experience of the 

climate crisis. 

 

The contribution my work makes to the field is to provide a visual means of bridging the 

distance we often experience when confronted with the enormity of the crisis of climate 

change. By using my own body as a focus and locating it within a domestic setting, I give a 

voice to the experience of many people who, while insulated from the worse effects of 

climate change, are aware of the environmental damage their ordinary activities cause. 

 

Through the flawed and ambiguous nature of my own engagement with the climate, I hope 

to provide the viewer with an opportunity to reassess the nature of their own role in climate 

change, in a way that is playful and free from moral condemnation.  
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Introduction 

 

At the heart of this Masters research project is a desire to make sense of the climate crisis. I 

give voice to the conflicted experience of being both threatened by the climate crisis and 

insulated from it by making visual art works which engage the viewer in an intimate 

exploration of the connections between domestic life and environmental damage. 

 

I look for a visual language that responds to the states of mind such as guilt, avoidance and 

ambivalence that people experience when faced with the ongoing global crisis of climate 

change. In the contemporary discourse there is an acknowledgement that human culture is 

not changing quickly enough to respond adequately to this threat. This lack of 

responsiveness arises in part from the difficulty most people have in connecting the distant 

and threatening idea of climate change with the everyday reality of their own lives.   

 

In order to bring the distant issue of environmental destruction closer, and to examine my 

own role as a deeply compromised individual living within the confines of a consumerist 

society, I have chosen to centre my research activity within my own home. Inspired by 

feminist theorists such as Elizabeth Grosz, Val Plumwood, Luce Irigaray, Karen Barad and 

Donna Haraway, I have adopted an embodied approach to the question of how the climate 

crisis impacts upon the lives of people who are insulated from the worst emerging effects of 

the changing climate, and have chosen to focus upon my body as a point of connection.  

 

I pursued an investigation of the particularities of my own personal connection to climate 

and the effects it has on my body in order to be able to maximise the potential to show a 

full and flawed individual engagement with the climate crisis. I weighed the possibility of 

following a socially engaged approach with a participatory mode of making, however I 

decided that the essence of the work was in allowing an audience to observe the frailty, 

faultiness and failure of my own engagement in order to elicit empathy which can then be 

extended to include the viewer’s own actions and engagement. 
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The motivation for engaging in this particular research has been to try and understand how 

a problem that is so serious can fail to register with people who should know better, myself 

included. My motivation as an artist has been to explore the ways artwork can catalyse 

changes in preconceived ideas, and loosen restrictive thought patterns, so that audiences 

can use the work as a way to access a different way of understanding the world. In drawing 

attention to the connections between the domestic realm and the climate crisis I also shed 

light on the deeply conflicted experiences people living in the West have with the 

environment, and with the concept of climate change. 

 

This is the gap that I feel my work can occupy. In placing the issue of climate change in the 

domestic sphere, I bring the issue to where we live, to the everyday, and to the body, the 

site of our interactions or intra-actions with the world. 

 

The research questions I formulated are as follows: 

• How can my emotional responses to the crisis of climate change find visual 

expression through my body? 

• How can this resonate with the experience of others? 

• How can an exploration of guilt, avoidance, and ambivalence about climate 

action give voice to the emotional burden of the crisis and clarify some of the 

barriers people feel towards mitigating against catastrophic climate change? 

 

In order to address these questions, I engaged in studio work, exploring the ways my body 

might be able to express the creeping guilt and horror that arises in the light of knowledge 

of facts about the scale and breadth of environmental destruction for which my lifestyle is 

partly responsible.  

 

My inability to tolerate bad news about the climate, and the sense of being overwhelmed 

and suffocated, is not just a character flaw of mine, but a fundamental tendency of human 

beings. Norgaard (2011, pp. 70-80) supports the idea that people are discouraged and 

deterred from acting on problems that seem overwhelming, and often choose to ignore 

them in favour of dealing with easier issues. 

 



3 
 

By expressing these unpleasant feelings, and describing their numbing effect on my ability 

to act with logic and determination to mitigate against negative climate consequences 

through my everyday activities I feel that I can open up a space for others to explore the 

mechanisms of denial and avoidance in their own lives. Because the denial explored is my 

own, and the life under the microscope is mine, audiences can look at the barriers to 

engagement which might be present in their own lives in a safe way which avoids prompting 

more guilt. By using humour I enable the viewer to reflect upon human shortcomings with 

compassion rather than judgement. 

 

The burden faced by consumers in making choices about what they buy and bring home is a 

heavy one. Despite my knowledge of the climate crisis, I am regularly guilty of buying things 

I know to be unethically made and unsustainably packaged. The task of divining what the 

least unsustainable product that can meet my needs might be seems never ending and 

overwhelming and it is all too easy to take the path of least resistance and succumb to the 

dictates of the throw-away society. 

 

In the context of this project I have chosen to gather together this evidence of my guilt, the 

plastic waste I have for so long railed against, hated, and thrown away like a ‘good’ 

consumer. In plastic there is a symbol both of the human manipulation of the matter around 

us, and of the energy expended in the process, since plastic is composed of fossil fuels. It is 

also a symbol of our desire to better ourselves and improve our way of life, and I feel that 

the core of my work is in the conflict between protecting and destroying in the same action. 

As well as works made from woven plastic waste found in the home, I have also produced 

video performances involving my encounter with the damaging aspects of climate change in 

my domestic environment. By using my own body as a focus and locating it within a 

domestic setting, I seek to give a voice to an intimate and personal experience of the climate 

crisis that resonates with others.  

 

In chapter one I outline the key ideas the work addresses, namely the massive scale and 

seeming impossibility of doing anything about the climate crisis. Drawing on Timothy 

Morton’s conception of climate change as a hyperobject, I discuss the scale and depth of the 

climate change problem, then explain some of the barriers people face in trying to 
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understand and act upon it. In developing an alternative path to approach the climate crisis I 

then examine the work of feminist authors who have challenged the dichotomous modes of 

thinking which underpin our destruction of the environment. Val Plumwood and Luce 

Irigaray suggest that it is separation from nature that has driven us humans into a combative 

stance against the non-human world and counter this by seeking to make connections 

between the body and the environment. I also address the work of Karen Barad, who draws 

on insights from quantum physics to support the theory that interaction is the stuff reality is 

made of, rather than objects. I discuss the implications this has for the ways humans think 

about their role with regard to the climate, arguing that we might better think of ourselves 

and non-humans as co-performers of climate change. I finish the chapter by discussing 

Donna Haraway’s idea of ‘staying with the trouble’ as a guide to treading a middle way 

between despair and hope that tenaciously engages with the ‘trouble’ of environmental 

devastation regardless of the discomfort of doing so. 

 

In chapter two I examine the ways three artists tackle the human relationship with the 

environment using the body as a focus. Jill Orr, Roni Horn, and Mary Mattingly each bring a 

different aesthetic and approach to the topic of the human relationship with climate and I 

discuss how my work relates to each, and the themes and approaches we share.   

 

In chapter three I unpack the methodological basis for my work and address the strategies I 

used in making the work: closeness; discomfort; rawness; laboriousness and humour. In the 

process of describing the ways my video and sculptural work arose out of these strategies, I 

make reference to the work of other artists using similar techniques. I also discuss the 

connections between the methodological strategies and the theoretical basis for the work, 

and the ways material itself can have an agential role in the forming of sculptural work. 

 

The conclusion summarises the projects outcomes, my contribution to the field, and 

speculates on future directions which might arise out of this body of work. 
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Chapter one: Key Concerns 

Climate Crisis 

 

We live in an era of environmental destruction. Geologically this era is known as the 

Anthropocene, an era defined by the overwhelming impact of human activity, which will be 

visible in the geological record in future (Davis and Turpin, 2015 p. 4). We have changed the 

very climate of the earth, along with the chemistry of the ocean (Strong et al 2014, p. 581). 

Human activities threaten the existence of more species now than at any other time in our 

history, with about one million species facing extinction in the next few decades (Díaz et al 

2019, p. 3). We participate in consumer systems that monopolise land and ocean for our 

own use, leaving only inaccessible and barren areas as wilderness available for the use of 

other species (Díaz et al 2019, p. 3). We produce enormous volumes of plastic, and dispose 

of it by putting it in landfill, or allowing it to go out to sea, where it is estimated that over 

five trillion particles of plastic are floating, weighing over 250,000 tons (Ericson et al. 2014) 

Plastics have been found in the digestive systems of fish even in the southern ocean (Seon, 

et al. 2016, p.1), far from the original sources of production, use and disposal.  

 

However, while I am intellectually aware of these problems, this awareness is not enough to 

bring about consistent changes that would minimise my detrimental impact on the 

environment. This disconnect from the reality of the climate crisis, and the way it seems to 

be difficult to fit into the everyday business of our lives is a major theme in the literature 

concerning our inability to adopt more sustainable lifestyles. Correspondingly, David Hulme 

(2015, p. 895) notes that though there is broad consensus from scientists about the 

existence of climate change, and its anthropogenic origins, this does not easily translate into 

action. He suggests that this is because in order for people to act upon facts, they must first 

make their own judgement so that the data comes to have meaning. To make these 

judgements in the first place, cultural frameworks are vital (Hulme 2015 p. 897). Likewise 

Nisbet (2009, p. 22) has noted the need for a way to ‘reframe’ climate change which 

minimises scepticism and despair and promotes action necessary to deal with the problem.  
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Climate change is a problem that offers unique challenges to artists interested in engaging 

with it. Not only is climate change a so called ‘Super wicked’ problem (Auld et al. 2007, p. 2) 

in that it is multi-systemic, resistant to easy solutions, and requires immediate and ongoing 

action from many different organisations and individuals; it is also intangible.  

 

To render climate visible and quantify the impacts of ecological disruption, Western culture 

often turns to the imagery of the graph (Davis and Turpin 2015, pp. 3-4), or dramatic 

environmental pictures: imagery of spectacular landscapes under threat, melting ice caps, 

cracked earth, or islands sinking beneath the waves (Nisbet 2009, p. 19). Both of these ways 

of illustrating climate change are distant from our everyday lives. This can make climate 

change seem like a problem for someone else, and a problem with which we are not 

emotionally or practically equipped to cope (Latour 2014, p. 1).  

 

Imagery of the huge and threatening force of nature was traditionally seen in the West as a 

glimpse of the sublime (Shaw 2017, p. 6). The world seemed so huge it dwarfed us with its 

power, but it could inspire and elevate when viewed from a safe distance. Now that human 

activity has upset the balance of the ecosphere to the extent that we threaten our own 

future existence as a species, these images of the huge and wild have become curiously 

powerless to move us to action (Rose 2013 p. 211).   

 

In the work of artist David Buckland (figure 1) we see an iceberg - the quintessential image 

of climate change - inscribed with text reading ‘Another world is possible’ (2004 – 2005). 

The text marks the ice as subject to human influence, despite its remoteness. However, 

while the text seems to imply there may be a way we can once again be welcome in the 

environment, from this image it is hard to feel hopeful. The blue icy wall seems cold and 

inhospitable. It denies us access.   
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Figure 1 David Buckland, Another world is possible, Ice Texts, 2004-2005.  

 

Deborah Rose offers an interesting interpretation of the Anthropocene: ‘Rather than giving 

agency to the human, it seems that the earth is speaking a language so powerful and 

expressive that human pretensions to mastery and control are shattered’ (Rose 2013, p. 

209). Rose suggests that at the moment of our declaration of mastery, we have suddenly 

had it forced upon our notice that our agency is out of control and is wrecking what we 

intend to harness to our will (Rose 2013, p. 210). Bruno Latour suggests that part of the task 

before us in understanding how to live in the Anthropocene is distributing agency as widely 

as possible (Latour 2014, p. 15). Buckland’s work mirrors these messages. The icy wall is a 

barrier to our dominion; the image seems to show that we cannot get to a place where 

another world is possible without acknowledging the reality of the ice. This object is seen to 

exist independently of our perceptions, and has an agency of its own, which must be 

respected. Works like Buckland’s Another world is possible clearly show that there is a 

problem and present insights into the scale of our predicament. However, the image seems 

to offer scant hope, despite its title. Another world might be possible, but we are not 

currently doing much to get there. 
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Timothy Morton offers the idea of the ‘hyperobject’ as a way of framing climate change that 

accounts for the enormous difficulty people have in understanding it. Morton’s hyperobject 

is a thing dispersed in time, porous, pervasive and impossible to see all at once. We live in a 

welter of hyperobjects, but they are all about us and invisible (Morton 2013a, p. 43). 

Morton explains our difficulty in dealing with hyperobjects as an effect of their extremely 

large scale, temporal dispersion and differentness from other objects. Unlike things in our 

everyday life, hyperobjects cannot be seen, touched or acted upon in ordinary ways. In 

addition, hyperobjects act upon us. He explains that we cannot be free of the climate 

change hyperobject, because every action we take has some implication for the climate 

(Morton 2013a, p. 37).  

 

Morton regards art as vital for helping people grapple with hyperobjects, but rejects the 

idea that art should inform - since there is already plenty of information available - or try to 

convince people to act, claiming that approach is just operating in the sphere of advertising 

(Morton 2013, pp. 184-185). The kinds of qualities Morton feels could be helpful for 

understanding climate change are ambiguous, uncanny works that deal with the 

strangeness and mystery of our relationships with objects (Morton 2015, p. 29).  

 

In a similar vein, Leiserowitz suggests that visual art can access emotional understandings 

(Leiserowitz 2016). Leiserowitz explains that analytic and experiential understandings occur 

through the activity of separate but intertwined systems in the brain, and that when art 

activates the experiential system, this has a profound capacity to influence future actions 

(Leiserowitz 2016). Wood and Vedlitz have found that cold facts tend be interpreted 

according to our pre-existing biases and dismissed, whereas visual art has the capacity to 

draw viewers into a more ambiguous and less guarded stance where preconceived ideas can 

be questioned (Wood & Vedlitz 2007, p. 564).  

 

One of the works Morton cites as an example of art that employs ambiguity and mystery to 

address the hyperobject of climate change is Chris Wainwright’s Red Ice White Ice (figure 2).  
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Figure 2 Chris Wainwright, Red Ice-White Ice, 2008-2009 C type colour photographs on aluminium, Disko Bay, Greenland. 

In this image, we see bloody red icebergs floating on a dark sea. The colour suggests 

oppressive warmth, and there is a feeling we could be looking at chunks of meat. This 

image, like Buckland’s work, brings the tale of human interference to the furthest reaches of 

the globe. The smaller bergs in this image are threatening to disappear completely under 

our fiery gaze. The blurring in the image implies a temporal dimension, as if the bergs are 

subliming into the brooding sky as we watch. The title reminds us however, that the red we 

see is constructed by the artist. He has shone a red light onto the bergs, revealing the way 

their interface with human influence is threatening. It is not the bergs themselves which 

threaten, but this point of connection.  

 

While I agree with Morton that Red Ice White Ice is effective in introducing ambiguity and 

subtlety to our thinking about climate, I have reservations about the use of such distant and 

otherworldly subject matter. O’Neil and Nicholson-Cole’s study on the effects of different 

kinds of climate imagery, found that images of distant and threatening landscapes increase 

the perceived importance of climate but reduce the empowerment people feel in their 
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ability to do anything about it (O’Neil & Nicholson-Cole 2009, pp. 374-375). This disconnect 

between the scale of the ecosystem and the scale of the home, and the psychological 

factors that prevent climate engagement are central to my project.  

 

Amitav Ghosh presents some arguments about why art, and in particular literature, fails to 

effectively engage with climate change as forcefully or insightfully as would seem to be 

demanded by the scale of the problem. Ghosh’s The Great Derangement posits that climate 

change is so far outside the ordinary, or the everyday, that novelists seldom engage with it 

out of fear of seeming implausible (Ghosh 2016, p. 21). His ideas about the restrictively 

individualistic nature of the Western novel are also pertinent. For Ghosh, the tradition of 

telling a story that focuses on the personal experiences of one person tends to restrict the 

form’s possibilities for telling stories that engage with broader issues (Ghosh 2016, p. 116). 

In my work, I seek to challenge this dichotomy between the global and the individual by 

finding a way to use the personal as a conduit to express abstract issues such as climate 

change. 

 

The enormous scale of climate change can make it difficult to connect with the immediate 

reality of everyday life. Climate change is seen as distant from us, something out there in 

nature, difficult to connect to our everyday experience. There is something about the idea 

of nature that removes us. We do not feel ourselves to be part of nature, but opposed to it. 

I feel that this separation is at the heart of our inability to deal with climate change. Though 

we make the climate, we still feel like it is something that happens to us. It is not something 

we feel that we ‘own’.  

 

This is the gap that I feel my work can occupy. In placing the issue of climate change in the 

domestic sphere, I bring the issue to where we live, to the everyday, and to the body, the 

site of our interactions or intra-actions with the world. By centring my work on my own 

body within the domestic environment I intend to offer a way for audiences to engage with 

the confusing concept of the climate crisis through observation of a personal and frank 

engagement with objects that have climatic resonances. Employing an approach that 

eschews objective detachment in favour of emotion, I hope to illuminate the ways in which 

the climate interfaces with everyday life in a non-judgemental and open manner. 



11 
 

 

Effects of the Climate Crisis on the body 

In my work I try to show the way climate change impacts the body, and the way the body is 

a creator of climate. Ideas which explain the inseparability of the body from the 

environment are a strong influence on my making and thinking. Judith Butler, Elisabeth 

Grosz, and other feminist authors (Barad 2008, p. 27) challenge the binaries into which 

Western thought divides the world such as: male and female; mind and body; self and 

other. This concern is evident in my work as I try to introduce visual scenarios that 

undermine the separateness of my body from its context by emphasising the way the body 

is dependent on its context, and a collaborator in its construction. 

 

In Volatile Bodies Elizabeth Grosz discusses the way gender and mind/body binaries 

influence Western thinking about embodiment. Grosz points out that the phenomenological 

perspective of the work of Maurice Merleau-Ponty offers a way of thinking about 

experience which avoids problematic binary assumptions by emphasising the way both 

subject and object are implicated in sensory experience (Grosz 1994, pp. 95-97). This union, 

or inseparability of subject and object offers a way out of binaries that seem to keep us 

separate from the world. 

 

Grosz’s later writing offers a view that feminist theory should move beyond identity politics 

and a concentration on the idea of the nature of the self, and concern itself with the 

broader issues: 

Feminist theory can become the provocation to think otherwise, to become 

otherwise. It can be a process of humbling the pretensions of consciousness to 

knowledge and mastery and a spur to stimulate a process of opening oneself up to the 

otherness that is the world itself (2011, pp. 84-87).  

 

Val Plumwood’s Environmental Culture: The Ecological Crisis of Reason does exactly that, 

concerning itself with the way our dualistic Western tradition of thinking of the world as 

separate and dispensable has led to the impoverishment of our ecosphere (Plumwood 2002, 

p. 18). Plumwood offers the idea that we have grown so distant from the environment that 
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we are unable to perceive the potential catastrophe happening around us. She suggests that 

regaining closeness and achieving communication with the non-human world, as well as re-

evaluating the way we structure cultural and economic life is necessary if we are to be able 

to continue into the future as a viable civilisation (Plumwood 2002, p. 240). Irigaray shares 

this view. In Through Vegetal Being (Irigaray & Marder 2016), she speaks passionately about 

her encounters with the vegetal world and the richness it has brought to her life. Both of 

these writers challenge the dualistic Western thinking that separates nature from culture, 

suggesting that our experience of the world is diminished by our separation from nature, 

and that this separation is not an irredeemable divide, but a habit of thought and culture 

that limits our understanding and potential (Irigaray & Marder, p. 23; Plumwood 2002, p. 

15). 

 

In Meeting the Universe Half Way: Quantum Physics and the Entanglement of Matter and 

Meaning Karen Barad explores the ways science supports feminist ideas of 

interconnectedness and challenges binary assumptions about the nature of reality (Barad, p. 

35). Barad’s (2008, p. 26) concept of ‘agental realism’ extends upon Judith Butler’s (2006, p. 

XV) ideas about the nature of gender as performative, and explores the ways in which 

quantum physics suggests that the whole of reality is performative. By examining the way in 

which instruments of measurement define the possible behaviour of particles, Barad 

expands Bohr’s philosophical ideas on indeterminacy to describe the world as composed not 

of discrete objects with their own inherent characteristics, but of phenomena, or intra-

actions between objects (Barad 2008, pp. 183-185). In Barad’s thinking, objects do not exist 

prior to interaction, be they particles, objects, or people (Barad 2008 pp. 136-137). These 

ideas open up the possibility of appreciating the real and powerful way in which my body is 

a part of the climate. Barad’s work also encompasses physics and the humanities in a way 

that creates the possibility of understanding reality in a different way. The idea that in a very 

real and scientific sense we are not separate individuals, but products of the interactions we 

perform is exciting, in that it emphasises the flexibility and fluidity of reality. In the context 

of climate change, which can seem monolithic and inevitable, performativity invites us to 

think about the way reality is constantly being created, and the ways in which we might 

perform climate and consider reality differently. In acknowledging my own participation and 
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creative role, I hope to be able to overcome my feelings of helplessness and despair, and 

offer visual works which embody these ideas. 

 

In Neimanis and Walker’s work, the body is discussed as a part of the climate system, as a 

‘weather body’ (Neimanis & Walker 2013, p. 558). They investigate the way the actions of 

the body influence climate, and the way the body is weathered, in the sense of being 

touched and changed by the weather (Neimanis & Walker 2013, p. 560). Neimanis and 

Walker believe that seeing ourselves as weather bodies, we can begin to understand our 

role as climate creators, and begin to use this ability to change our actions in ways that can 

create a more hospitable future climate (Neimanis & Walker 2013, p. 573). 

 

Several terms have been invented to describe the effects of climate change on the body:  

Somaterratic illnesses (soma=body, terratic=earth-related) threaten physical 

wellbeing and are caused mainly by living in ecosystems that have been 

contaminated by pollutants and toxins. Psychoterratic illness is defined as earth-

related mental illness where people’s mental wellbeing (psyche) is threatened by the 

severing of ‘healthy’ links between themselves and their home/territory. (Albrecht et 

al 2007, p.1) 

 

It is the latter term which is of most relevance for this project. The role of the body in this 

enquiry is not that of a victim of the climate crisis, but rather as the vehicle through which 

emotional understandings of the interface between the individual and the climate can be 

expressed. Indeed, through a new materialist lens, the body seems less of a discrete object, 

than a porous site of becoming. Tim Ingold describes this way of viewing the body as 

fundamentally inseparable from its surroundings, and continually in flux: 

Topologically, the body is not a closed container but an open vessel, its surfaces so 

intricately infolded that it is practically impossible to distinguish its interior and 

exterior regions. Normally, we see only one part of every person: namely the fleshy 

part. The part we don't see is the breath, the air we inhale and exhale, and without 

which we could not live (Ingold 2019, p. 668). 
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Emotional responses to the Climate Crisis 

As an emerging area of academic interest, there are a range of specific terms for the 

emotions conjured by the climate crisis. ‘Solastalgia’ is a concept first introduced by Glen 

Albrecht in 2003 (Galway et al 2019, p.5) who defines it as: ‘the distress that is produced by 

environmental change impacting on people while they are directly connected to their home 

environment’. The concept of solastalgia is useful for understanding the feelings associated 

with direct experience of environmental impoverishment. However, I am reluctant to use 

the term in relation to my own work, as my main concern is about the way mediated 

knowledge of destruction impacts upon an otherwise insulated life.  

 

An alternate term for a more distanced state of distress is ‘Eco Anxiety’ defined as a ‘term… 

used to describe various difficult emotions and mental states arising from environmental 

conditions and knowledge about them.’ (Pihkala, 2019, p. 546). Chu and Yang list anger, 

fear, anxiety, sadness, guilt, shame, and hope as central emotions people report feeling in 

response to climate change (Chu and Yang 2019, p. 768); these are the emotional states 

which my work locates firmly and uncomfortably in the body in order to connect them to 

the realities of everyday life.  

 

In dealing with these emotions, my aim is to acknowledge the difficulties of confronting the 

issue of climate change while avoiding complete despondency. Haraway’s approach is 

salutary in this respect. She advises against both the extremes of unmitigated despair and 

utopian hope, feeling that both fall into a trap of thinking either that we can remedy the 

situation, or that any attempt at remediation is futile (Haraway 2016, p. 4). Instead she 

advises an approach called ‘staying with the trouble’ (Haraway 2016, p. 1). This approach 

acknowledges difficulty and tenaciously decides to be present for an engagement with it 

which is not designed to find a solution, but to remain responsive or ‘response-able’ 

(Haraway 2016, p. 78). Haraway uses this term to denote a kind of openness to others, 

especially non-human others, and believes the key to tackling the problems of the 

Anthropocene is acknowledging, and working with non-humans, whose fate is intimately 

intertwined with our own. 
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Conclusion  

There is now such a wealth of information available about the way human activity has 

changed and impoverished the planet’s ecosystem that there is no real question that the 

world’s climate is in crisis. Though some attitudes to the climate crisis seem discouraging, 

the majority of people in Australia (or the West) believe climate change is happening 

(Leviston and Walker 2011, p. 4), but face cultural and psychological barriers to taking 

positive action (Norgaard 2011, p. 71). 

 

The physical and psychological effects of ecological destruction affect not only people with 

direct experience of climate related disasters, but also reach into the lives of those insulated 

from destruction by favourable circumstances. By exploring my own emotions of guilt, 

despair, anxiety, fear, and the avoidance and reluctance to engage, I hope to be able to 

adopt an attitude of persistence and tenacity in making work. My intention is to express 

through visual means my own complicity, and the difficulty of grappling with environmental 

destruction in order to allow the domestic experience of the climate crisis to have a voice. 

 

Chapter 2: Revealing connections between the body and climate 

Contemporary visual art which deals in some way with the climate crisis is becoming more 

common as awareness of the underlying issues begins to intrude upon public consciousness. 

Responses to the climate crisis range from dramatic photographic work to sizable interactive 

installations. Artists such as Chris Jordan, David Buckland (figure 1) Chris Wainwright (figure 

2) and Edward Burtynsky make photographic images which capture the astonishing scale 

and seriousness of the climate crisis by showing landscapes dramatically altered by human 

activity. In the first chapter I discussed the way imagery of distant landscapes can diminish 

people’s ability to feel like they can make a difference, and that is why I have chosen a more 

personal way of expressing ideas of connection to climate. 

 

Other works such as the large scale installations and altered landscapes produced by artists 

such as Olafur Eliasson (figure 16), Linda Tegg and Mel Chin deal with climate and the 
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environment in a more interactive way, introducing raw environmental elements into city 

landscapes, as a way for audiences to be able to touch them. While I admire the way such 

works destabilise preconceptions about the character of urban environments, I feel that the 

nature of the connection I want to explore with the environment is one that needs to arise 

from the normality of my home and surroundings rather than bringing an externalised idea 

of wilderness into my life that was not there before. Though introducing elements of 

regional and remote landscapes into a city or a gallery creates a sense of wonder and awe, I 

worry that it may also emphasise rather than overcome the binary distinction between 

nature and culture by highlighting the contrast between the two. In order to create work 

which confronts this binary rather than reinforces it, I feel it is important to examine climate 

change from the prosaic perspective of someone who lives mostly in a domestic setting with 

the trappings of consumerism arrayed about me. Though domesticity seems remote from 

wilderness, I felt it was important to trace the entry of the climate crisis even into this most 

protected and private domain. 

 

The urgency and breadth of the climate crisis has also prompted contemporary artists in the 

creation of many works which focus upon engaging directly with community participants, as 

a way to allow these participants to experience ownership of the work and hence the issues 

at play. The Coral Reef Project as discussed on p. 46 created by the Wertheim sisters, Mary 

Mattingly’s Swale as discussed on pp. 28-29, and Yin Xiuzhen’s Washing River - a work which 

allows participants to ‘wash’ frozen blocks of river water with more river water (Detached 

2014) - effectively employ community participation, and though I did consider this type of 

engagement I realised that it was important to deeply engage with the impact of the climate 

crisis on one individual for the purposes of this research. I felt that in developing personal 

ways of grappling with the subject matter I could make work which has intimacy and nuance 

which may be at odds with the collective nature of participatory strategies. 

 

The value of focusing on my own body in addressing environmental concerns is that the 

body is at the centre of everyone’s experiences of climate. The seat of all our concerns and 

understandings is the body, and an embodied approach underscores the intimate way the 

climate crisis is relevant and personal to each of us. 
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In this chapter I have chosen to concentrate on an analysis of the work of a few artists 

whose work uses the body as a site of interaction with the environment, focusing in 

particular on works by Jill Orr, Roni Horn and Mary Mattingly. These artists are of particular 

relevance to my project since I am also seeking to approach climate change in an embodied 

way.  

 

Wilch argues that an acknowledgement of embodied inseparability from the climate is a 

vital way to express sadness and complicity, and that by performing art in ways which 

highlight the breakdown of barriers between the human and the non-human, artists can 

participate in meaningful change (Wilch 2020, pp. 67-68). Works which use the human body 

as a focus have the advantage of being able to draw in our sense of empathy and our 

fascination with the shape of our own kind. By connecting the climate to the body, they 

allow the audience to experience the works through feeling and emotion. Works which 

depict the human body have a very long history and provide a means of making more 

accessible, abstract ideas such as those associated with climate change. In doing so, they 

offer an entry into ideas which may otherwise be difficult or unappealing. 

 

The body as a surrogate for the non-human 

Jill Orr’s performances for the camera depict the artist in performative collaboration with 

the Australian landscape. Orr explains that her work expresses a desire to act with the earth, 

and not just upon it (Orr 2018). In so doing, she positions her body in literal proximity to the 

earth and takes on the role of a representative of the non-human world. Human gestures 

and form elicit our interest in and sympathy for the mysterious lives of plants and other 

beings with which we share the world. 

 

In early works, Orr uses her body as a way of expressing the feelings or emotions of the 

earth. In Screaming Trees (figure 3), Orr’s body is taut with effort, and submerged or 

subsumed by the earth, offering a substitute for the earth itself, a human face for the 

inhuman, as a way for viewers to empathise with the earth. The emotion conveyed by the 

work is disturbing and compelling. The posture of Orr’s foreshortened body, and her open 
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gasping mouth suggest a struggle for survival, and the cropping of the image brings the 

viewer uncomfortably close. 

 

 

Figure 3 Jill Orr, Screaming Trees, 1979, performance for the camera, photographer: Elizabeth Campbell. 

Looking into Orr’s open mouth is somehow like looking into the earth itself, a frightening 

glimpse into the unknown, where the differences between human and world are erased by 

darkness. It is as though what Orr wants to say cannot be expressed in words. The emotion 

of the encounter with her distorted body is what is most powerfully conveyed. The burial of 

Orr’s head also interferes with her ability to see, hear, smell. It is as though she is in contact 



19 
 

through feeling with a world we are unable to see, and is electrified, or galvanised by the 

experience.  

 

Orr’s body is roughly caked with white clay, alluding to human rituals intended to structure 

and make sense of the world, yet the foreshortening of her body creates an uneasy 

truncation of humanness. Her relationship with the landscape here is mysterious and 

uncomfortable; her body has burrowed into the soil, intruding upon its wholeness, and in 

doing so, the body’s outline has been blurred and violently clipped by the framing of the 

image. This work alludes to the connections that define and constitute human relationships 

with the earth, as Orr’s body could be imagined as a wild vegetal sprout springing from the 

soil or as the screaming ghost of a tree ripped from the earth. 

 

Orr’s Antipodean Epic (2016) shows the artist engaged in performative movements whilst 

costumed in animal or plant-like forms. In one example from this work –Strawman (figure 4) 

– Orr’s body is merged with the forms of the wheat stubble of the dry land farming area 

where the performance is sited. Tait explains that Orr’s work goes beyond 

anthropomorphising the landscape or interpreting the emotion of animals and plants 

through a human lens, by generating a mysterious field in which we can empathise with the 

non-human without necessarily understanding it (Tait 2018, p. 98).  

The curious half-human strawman Orr performs is seen to stir up the dust, highlighting the 

fragility of the living substrate on which our farming practices depend. In the image shown, 

dust, smoke, and cloud blur the boundaries of landscape, sky, and body, alluding to the way 

these elements are deeply interconnected and reliant on each other. Orr’s work attempts to 

bridge the divide Plumwood describes between people and the environment. As Tait 

comments: 

The site-specific performance on film drew attention to the environment in a radical 

challenge to the belief that the human body remains somehow unchanged when the 

environment is remade or destroyed. (Tait, 2018)  
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Figure 4 Jill Orr, Strawman, Antipodean Epic, 2016, performance for the camera, Photographer: Christina Simons. 

Orr creates a situation in which the audience and the landscape, with all its human and non-

human inhabitants, converge upon the body of the performer, creating a deep emotional 

strangeness that permits blurring of the separations and habits of categorisation we usually 

allow to guide our perceptions.  

 

Saffran argues that people’s capacity to understand the importance of the climate crisis is 

compromised by normalcy bias, and that art can help by destabilising the sense of certainty 

we feel: 

If normalcy bias allows the brain to smooth over frightening signs so we don’t see 

them—the crack in the street, the smoke in the air, or the gun in the stranger’s 

hand—then the real power of art and literature is to render even familiar things 

porous and strange. It alerts you to messages hiding behind silence, to subtext 

(Saffran 2020, p. 182). 

Orr’s performance uses spectacle and visual grandeur as well as strangeness to heighten our 

attentiveness to a narrative that accepts both destruction and renewal as inevitable.  
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These two works by Orr are pertinent to my project as they demonstrate her ongoing 

concern with environmental themes of destruction, renewal, and uneasy co-existence. Of 

particular interest to me is the way Orr uses her own human form to embody the concerns 

about the health of the environment despite also being the cause of these same 

environmental problems.  

The body as a site of ‘intra-action’ 

Roni Horn’s work You are the Weather (figure 5) also uses the body as a medium to express 

the connections between humans and the environment. You are the Weather shows many 

images of the face of the same woman, chosen by the artist ‘to hold the potential of 

expressing something broader than her individual identity’ (Horn in Kilston, 2009). The 

images were taken using a telephoto lens, during different weather conditions in the hot 

springs of Iceland. The images are closely cropped around the face of the woman, and the 

viewer is invited to see the way the face is changed by its context of the weather.  

 

Figure 5 Roni Horn, You are the weather (detail), 1994–1995, 64 C-prints and 36 gelatin-silver prints, 100 parts, each: 255 x 
205 mm. 
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The moments shown are neither happy nor sad, more like faces between expressions, 

emphasising the climatic clues visible over the expressive potential of the human face. The 

images reveal the inseparability of the woman and her surroundings in that moment 

captured by the camera. Both are required and neither can be omitted; it is through the face 

that we see the weather. The eyes of the woman always stare into the camera, and in the 

directness of her gaze there is a sort of frisson, a sense of both observing and being 

observed.   

Horn’s work embodies Neimanis and Walker’s ideas of a ‘weather body’. Through paring the 

series of photos back to just the one face and the steamy air of Iceland, the degree to which 

the woman and the weather define and constitute each other can be clearly seen. The 

woman in Horn’s You are the Weather is both ‘weathered’ by the elements, in that the wind 

and steam act upon her, and ‘weathering’ in that her actions contribute to the weather. 

Horn’s work embodies Karen Barad’s ideas of ‘intra-action’ where neither the woman nor 

the elemental forces can be imagined as having an existence outside the interaction 

between them.  

Horn’s work is not focussed on a particular issue or theme, but rather she describes the 

country of Iceland as her muse. Horn does not frame You are the Weather as an 

environmental work. Rather, the depth and fierceness of her observational skill and her 

openness to materiality generates a space for the viewer to be immersed in connectivity. 

She makes work which has an impact upon the environmental thinking of audiences not 

because it pushes an activist agenda, but because the feelings it arouses are so powerful 

that an attitude of care and respect seem inevitable in their presence. Through a fascination 

with weather and what it means to people, Horn also alludes to what people mean to the 

weather. 

 

The neutrality of expression in You are the Weather is relevant to my video and 

photographic works where my face and body are allowed to just exist, without striving to 

use anything other than their presence and engagement in ordinary activities like eating or 

resting to express feeling. This neutrality of expression seems to me to be a raw and 

powerful method of conveying emotion. Facial expressions could seem like acting, whereas 
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their absence, in a face capable of expression, alludes to a mysterious inner world held in 

check. 

 

Figure 6 Roni Horn, You are the Weather Part 2 (Detail), 2010-2011, 66 colour prints, 34 black and white prints, 26.5 X 21.4 
cm. 

Through her continuing relationship with Iceland, Horn has maintained an ongoing practice 

of care and reciprocity, which has allowed her to return to the same subject again fifteen 

years later in You are the Weather part 2. Horn’s work seems to me like an embodiment of 

Haraway’s ‘staying with the trouble’, as her practice seeks to understand and respect this 

place through time. Though Horn was not born in Iceland, it is clear from her continuing 

interest and commitment that she is far more than a tourist. It is this continuing 

commitment and care that my practice aspires to explore with plastics, as I replace a 

thoughtless habit of disposal with an open-minded curiosity about what an ongoing 

relationship might offer by working with the materials after their intended period of 

usefulness has passed. 

Domestic life as a microcosm of global life 

Whereas the locations of the works of Orr and Horn are far removed from the domestic 

sphere, Mary Mattingly’s work engages directly with the consumer items we encounter in 

our daily lives and for this reason is particularly relevant to my project. She uses her body 

and life as a starting point for examining the way consumer culture is affecting ecosystems 

in a practice which spans sculpture, performance and participatory art.  

 

In her 2013 series of works, House and Universe, Mattingly examined her own life and 

bundled up the majority of her possessions into large cubes and spheres with twine.  These 

objects were then wheeled or dragged through the streets in a series of performances. A 

physical struggle with the bundled objects is an expression of Mattingly’s conceptual 
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struggle with the knowledge of their origins. Objects have gone from benign helpers to 

sinister burdens.  

 

 

Figure 7 Mary Mattingly, Pull, 2013, chromogenic dye coupler print, 40″ x 40″. 

Mattingly’s work looks deeply and fearlessly into the ways her life is dependent on the 

continuing commercial exploitation of landscape and beings all over the planet, as she 

catalogues each possession and notes its origins and the processes of mining and 

manufacture that contributed to its existence.  In Pull (figure 7), Mattingly leans into the 

weight of a bundle of possessions as she drags it along a city sidewalk. Her expression is 

serious, and it is clear the bundle is difficult to manoeuvre. This bundle seems to contain a 
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lot of books and papers, repositories of knowledge rendered useless by their enclosure in 

twine, and made monstrous in scope by their accumulated weight and bulk. Through the 

action of bundling and dragging these possessions, Mattingly reveals the shocking reality 

and solidity of her household goods, and by extension those of the viewer. 

 

The contents of the bundle are not arranged in an aesthetic way; objects are arrayed 

randomly without regard for their shape or colour, agglomerating into a rough sphere 

whose size is defined by the ability of the artist to drag it. This raw appearance alludes to 

the future of these carefully chosen and thoughtlessly hoarded goods as rubbish in a landfill. 

Mattingly’s struggle with the bundle takes on a resonance of struggle with the philosophical 

basis of our consumerist drive to acquire. Indeed, through her performances, the artist 

takes away the veil of ignorance that generally accompanies our purchases, allowing us a 

comfort in the enjoyment of the desired object, separate from the consequences of its 

making and transport. By making her own life the object of scrutiny Mattingly avoids an 

accusatory tone, and invites audiences to contemplate the way their own lives may hold 

unseen stories and consequences, connected by the objects which are a part of them. 

 

In Life of Objects (figure 8) a nude body is pictured curled up underneath the weight of a 

bundle of personal effects. The body seems frail, and uncomfortable under the burden it 

bears. The roundness of the bundled mass resonates with an image of the globe, but 

horribly transformed into a mess of human artefacts, transected and encompassed by the 

arbitrary lines of human influence. Mattingly’s image evokes Atlas from Greek mythology 

bearing the weight of the earth; however, unlike Atlas, the figure is not muscled and striving 

but overpowered by the earth’s weight. Mattingly seems to suggest that though we have 

captured the earth and exert control over its fate, we are not up to the task of looking after 

it.  The body shown can be imagined as sleeping, and perhaps the objects were intended to 

provide warmth and comfort, echoing our motivation for purchasing material goods. 

However, the objects here do not softly enclose the figure in a reassuring cocoon, but 

instead press down uncomfortably in a demonstration of what happens when our 

motivations so badly mismatch with reality. 
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Figure 8 Mary Mattingly, Life of Objects, 2013, chromogenic dye coupler print, 40″ x 40″. 

In this work, the body is familiar to us, but so are the colours and forms of the household 

objects that form the mass which pins the body down. Some of these objects may have 

twins in the home of the viewer. An inescapable message is that our objects have power 

over us; in order to preserve the wholeness and health of the world we need to understand 

that power and be mindful of exactly what it is we are buying when we acquire something 

new. Mattingly’s sturdy wrapping and securing of the objects with twine suggests the way 

we are accustomed to pack away notions of responsibility and environmental impact when 

it is convenient, and the way origins of objects are rendered opaque by the practical 

exigencies of consumer supply lines. 
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Mattingly’s quest to understand her objects extends in the performance work pictured  

below (Figure 9) where she dragged her objects over the Bayonne Bridge to the port where 

most of the objects entering her city are imported – a pilgrimage to a point of origin, beyond 

which are further points all over the planet. The bundles are like the earth itself, derived 

from all corners of the globe. The matter in Mattingly’s possession is seen to be a 

microcosm, not just of her life, but of the consumer experience. As Mattingly comments: 

 

Figure 9 Mary Mattingly, Artist Mary Mattingly at the Bayonne Bridge, 2013, performance. 

The intense struggle of bringing the large sculpture over the bridge was painful. A 

minute pain to that felt the world over, from the over-extraction of the earth, to the 

working conditions of the makers, to the chemicals that enter the air and water 

affecting all of us. This sculpture contains the stuff wars are started over. How can I 

be complacent? How can I expect it to not be painful to carry these things, laden 

with hurt, a 1/2 mile uphill with a police escort? (Mattingly 2013, Artist website) 

 

These works resonate with my own approach through the artist’s determination to address 

the role our domestic life has in the climate crisis. Like Mattingly, I have chosen to focus on 

the objects that we accumulate in the course of an ordinary life; focusing in particular on 

the plastic packaging of household goods. Mattingly concentrates explicitly on discovering 

and documenting the processes that led to the existence of these domestic items, such as 
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the mining of the minerals of which they were made, and the routes they travelled; while 

my focus in on the waste that is made and discarded as an unintentional consequence of 

consumption choices. Like Mattingly, I express the seriousness of this subject matter by 

allowing the objects to accumulate into bulky structures which transform an abstract 

wrestle with ethics into a physical struggle. Also in common with Mattingly, is the way I 

construct objects that are rough, and reject aesthetic considerations in order to destabilise 

our readiness to dismiss their constituent parts as ordinary and unworthy of contemplation.  

 

Figure 10 Mary Mattingly, Swale, 2017, installation. 

 

As well as incorporating domestic objects as part of performative gestures, Mattingly also 

uses participatory strategies to engage with environmental issues. In Swale, Mattingly 

created a space for people to forage for food in city areas where local laws would usually 

prevent this activity (Wong 2016, p. 11). She circumvented this prohibition against picking 

fruits, vegetables, and medicinal plants by having a barge on the water planted out with 

crops that participants could come and harvest. Involving people in interacting with the 

work in this way produces an exciting sensory experience, and invites participants to think 

about ways city environments might respond to a resource-constrained future.  
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In Swale it is the bodies of the participants that occupy the central position in the way the 

work operates. The sensory experiences of being on the barge, touching, smelling and 

tasting the produce is the prompt for people to think further about the way their lives are 

positioned with regard to the wider environment, and how they might be able to grow 

foods at home. 

 

Like Mattingly, I offer audiences an opportunity to touch some of my works in order to 

activate alternate sensory experiences. In Head thing, and Human trap the audience can 

wear the works, or climb into them so that they can feel the texture and weight of the 

materials, which are unexpectedly heavy and stiff when woven, in contrast to the light, 

flimsy nature of soft plastic bags. Haptic interaction shifts the relationship of the audience 

from that of a passive viewer to an embodied interlocutor in a way I hope offers a fuller and 

more inspiring experience. 

 

Conclusion  

In conclusion, Mattingly, Horn and Orr use the body as a fulcrum on which to balance the 

enormous issue of the climate, providing models for how the issue of climate change can be 

expressed in an embodied way. Their works are also important to my project insofar as they 

highlight the centrality of emotion to understandings gleaned through interactions with 

particular sites of significance. For Horn it is the steamy springs of Iceland, in the case of Orr, 

it is the dryland farming areas of outback Australia, while for Mattingly it is the river, and 

city streets. The site I have chosen to focus on is my own domestic environment. 

In the next chapter I explore the particular methodological strategies I have used to address 

the interconnectedness between the body and the climate. 

Chapter Three: Methodology 

As discussed in chapter 1, this enquiry is a practice led investigation into the interface 

between the body and the climate crisis. Influenced by feminist theorists such as Elizabeth 

Grosz, Val Plumwood and Luce Irigaray, my own body has formed a focal point from which 
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to observe the effects of climate change. By acknowledging my perspective as an embodied 

individual, I have sought to interrogate the ways in which I am a part of the climate crisis, 

rather than a disinterested observer. Everyday activities and actions identify the ways the 

climate crisis is present in the domestic environment of the home. I find the climate crisis in 

a free-flowing tap, in the plastic wrappings of food, and in polluting activities like car travel, 

putting the bins out, and using electricity. By working in the domestic context, the abstract 

idea of the climate crisis is seen to be here at home, touching my body intimately, just as my 

body’s movements touch the climate.   

The methodology I have employed to generate the work is influenced by the notion of 

material thinking, and an embodied understanding of knowledge as a ‘performative 

engagement’ (Bolt in Barrett and Bolt, 2010, p. 5) between the artist and materials. I have 

explored emotions related to the climate crisis discovered through a reflexive process, and 

applied them in the work through strategies of closeness, discomfort, rawness, 

laboriousness, and humour. In this chapter I will outline how these strategies operate in my 

work, making reference to the work of other contemporary artists where relevant. But first, 

it is necessary to address the methodology underlying my studio practice. 

Bolt states: ‘…material thinking involves a particular responsiveness to or conjunction with 

the intelligence of materials and processes in practice’ (Bolt, in Burnett and Bolt, 2010, p. 

30). It entails a way of responsively working with the material qualities of matter to come to 

new understandings. Though material thinking focuses on insight gleaned through a process 

of engagement with materials, the process I use is equally focussed on respecting the 

existence and agency of materials themselves, and on facilitating their inherent propensity 

to become something more via collaboration. 

In my case, the studio work began with applying climate-like forces and objects to my body, 

using video and painting, and progressed towards incorporating ideas of material agency 

through sculptural objects woven from soft plastic waste.  
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Figure 11 Eva Nilssen, cable tie 2017, oil on canvas, 20 x 30 cm. 

 

Works from the earlier phase of my candidature such as cable tie (figure 11) represented 

relationships with the climate crisis through visual metaphors. These small paintings forced 

the body into an uncomfortable relationship with small waste plastic objects, with the aim 

of emphasising the connection and responsibility we have for the continued existence of 

these immortal yet fleeting visitors into our lives.  

 

These ideas were further extended in my video and performance works which enabled me 

to explore the themes of connection to global environmental threats in an even more 

personal and intimate way. Through the direct presentation of myself in these works, I show 

the seepage of the climate crisis into the domestic space in which I live, and the way it 

touches my body. 
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Figure 12 Eva Nilssen, Self Portrait as a Hole, 2018, soft plastic, coutil fabric, thread, steel boning, laces, LCD lights, 
dimensions variable. 

 

My sculptural works draw upon the significance plastics have as a symbol of the way human 

life and ecology are connected. In early experiments (figure 12), I used corsetry techniques 

to try and evoke the conflict between confinement, and comfort that I feel is central to our 

experiences of plastic. However, I felt that these works strayed too far from the plastic 

material itself, and in incorporating a whole new craft of corset-making, brought in too 

many resonances incompatible with the territory I was exploring. In order to focus on the 

way the plastic matter itself could have agency, I chose to embrace working methods that 

used only the plastic and allowed it to reveal its character through its behaviour. 

 

In later experiments I sought to evoke a more visceral experience of climate change by 

making physical objects out of the soft plastic debris that accumulates in my home, which I 

reconfigured in a way that helps it to express my concerns about climate change. Moving 
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the work beyond visual metaphor to an actual physical experience was a means to more 

actively engage the viewer and bring the climate change crisis closer to home.  

According to Henderson and Green (2020, pp. 12-13) many people do not necessarily 

connect their own domestic plastic use with the global problem of micro-plastic pollution, 

even if they are aware that micro-plastics are a problem. Plastics provide a feeling of safety 

in the domestic realm, insofar as they protect foods from bacterial contamination, and keep 

consumer products shiny and new until they reach the home; however, once they are used, 

plastic objects become a problem, as the very quality of imperishability that makes them so 

useful, becomes a curse. Plastic has significance for the climate crisis in that it is made of 

hydrocarbons, mostly derived from fossil fuel deposits. Working with plastic feels like 

working with condensed energy, ready to either pollute, transform, or remain unchanging 

for centuries. Heather Davis describes plastics as an essentially profit driven, consumerist 

invention which in its deadly accumulation has become an insidious symbol of our desire to 

separate ourselves from living systems and to control the environment (Davis, in Davis & 

Turpin 2015, pp. 347-358). 

 

Figure 13 Eva Nilssen, Soft, 2018, waste soft plastics, dimensions variable. 
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These ideas informed my works made from woven plastics. The soft plastics are torn or cut 

into strips, which are then twisted into a string which loops through previous layers, forming 

a net-like structure as more material is woven in.  While weaving my plastic works, the 

intention was to form a safe configuration of an otherwise dangerous material, which if left 

in the environment has enormous capacity to cause damage. I wanted to allow the 

predictability of my weaving practice to bring out the qualities inherent in the material, 

allowing it to have a voice, and to be a sort of collaborator in the process rather than 

assuming its mute complicity in what I wanted to make.  

In this respect I have found Linda Erceg’s work to be of interest. Linda Erceg’s work uses an 

engagement with plastic materials through stitching and weaving as a way to visualise the 

growth of living systems. In Growth System 2 (figure 14) Erceg has used different ways of 

looping and growing forms from a variety of commercially available plastic materials. By 

choosing the stitches, knots, and repetitive processes which best suit each type of fibre, 

Erceg allows the material the agency to grow itself into forms which echo natural systems. 

Erceg describes ‘The true character of plastics as a shape-shifting, invasive, “undead” 

material’ (Erceg 2017, p. 145).  

 

Figure 14 Linda Erceg, Growth System 2 (detail), 2016, heat treated and stitched plastics, installation dimensions variable. 
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In the development of my work, a number of key strategies emerged, the first of these 

being closeness. 

Closeness 

Closeness is a strategy used in the work which seeks to counter the distance people feel 

from the causes and effects of the climate crisis. Distance can prevent people from engaging 

with the climate crisis, especially in countries where there is a level of privilege which allows 

a buffer from the more obvious consequences of a damaged environment (Norgaard 2011, 

p. 71). In order to bring the problem into focus, the work uses techniques and materials that 

are close to the body and come from within the domestic sphere. 

 

Figure 15 Eva Nilssen, IFeelYa, 2017, video still. 

In the video work IFeelYa (figure 15), closeness is present through the framing of the face 

and body. The background is excluded, except for a white curve of bathtub. This extreme 

close up encourages a feeling of uncomfortable proximity, and is intended to eliminate the 

distance we usually perceive between us and the forces of climate change by embodying 

climatic forces of sea level rise in the domestic manifestation of water rising over a body. As 

the viewer watches the action of the water gradually submerging the contours of the face 

there is time to invest in wondering about the outcome, and a feeling of intimacy is 
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promoted through the use of sensations with which the audience is familiar. Water touching 

the face can be easily recalled and empathised with in a physical way, and the work invites 

the viewer to extend this sympathetic feeling to the abstract and distant idea of inundation 

due to the climate crisis.  

Closeness is also used to imply connection and inseparability. The body is seen to be acted 

upon, distorted, and changed by the materiality of the rising water. This point of blurring 

and porosity between the body and water can be seen in the way the sheen and colour of 

skin changes, and the way the water takes its shape from the contours of the face. The work 

references Barad’s contention that the reality of objects exists not in their individual nature 

and qualities, but rather in their interaction with other objects and entities. (Barad 2008, pp. 

136-137). 

 

In developing this strategy of closeness, I also considered how the audience could be drawn 

into greater proximity to the work. Olafur Eliasson’s work Ice Watch (figure 17) was of 

interest to me in this regard as it permits the audience to be directly exposed to ice from 

disappearing glaciers. The audience can touch the ice, and see how it melts over time. 

Exposure to the climate and the attentions of people cause melting, bringing a feeling of 

loss closer. The otherwise remote consequences of our actions are brought into the places 

in which we live. As Eliasson has stated: ‘When we touch these blocks of ice with our hands, 

we are not just struck by the chill; we are struck by the world itself. We take time from the 

glacier by touching it’ (Eliasson in McLellan, 2017). 

Figure 17 Olafur Eliasson, Ice Watch, 2014. 
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These considerations led to the creation of two works –Head things and Human trap–which 

invite active audience participation. The sculptural work Head thing (figure 15) allows the 

viewer to be close to the work by actually touching it, and playing with it, wearing the work 

as an extension of the body. In this work, closeness allows the audience to access tactile 

understandings of the material in a way that supplements and complicates visual 

understanding. The woven plastic has an unexpected firmness and stability that reinforces 

its reality and is intended to refer to the intractability of a substance we are used to thinking 

of as disposable. By allowing the audience of the work to become participants, and feel the 

weightiness of soft plastics when collected and woven together, I hope to allow a space for 

an expanded understanding between the participant and the material. 

 

 

Figure 16 Eva Nilssen, Head things, 2019, waste soft plastics, dimensions variable. 
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Discomfort 

Another key strategy employed in my works is discomfort. Discomfort is in the background 

of all thoughts and feelings around the climate crisis. It is an existential threat after all, and 

my personal experience of engaging with the topic is one of acute discomfort. In my work, 

the capacity of the audience to share discomfort and pain of another being is utilised in 

order to harness the audience’s sensorium as a warning system to alert to problems which 

are much larger than those perceptible to the physical body. Discomfort warns that 

something needs to be done to regain comfort. Viewers can choose to look away; however, 

discomfort experienced vicariously can also draw viewers in as is evinced by the fascination 

of audiences for horror movies and other alarming media images (Clarsen 2017). This 

indicates that the use of this strategy is not necessarily a deterrent to audience 

engagement.  

Discomfort is present in my video and performance work via the referred sensation felt by 

an audience seeing a human body in awkwardness and sometimes pain. There is a 

physiological basis for this sensation, as people and animals have been shown to have 

‘mirror neurons’ in various parts of the brain which respond to the sight of the distress of 

others (Keysers & Gazzola 2013, p. 666-669).  

 

Figure 18 Eva Nilssen, Cloud Eating, 2017, video still. 
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In Cloud Eating (figure 17) the mouth of the artist is seen to chomp on pieces of plastic 

intermingled with soft porridge. The work references the unwitting consumption of plastics 

by fish and other marine creatures which has harmful, and sometimes fatal, health 

consequences (Markic et al. 2020, p. 659). Human health is also likely to be affected by the 

secondary consumption of microplastics through seafood, though there is a need for more 

research in order to establish the extent of this problem (Barboza et al. 2018, p. 341). There 

is also evidence microplastics are regularly inhaled by humans and other air breathing 

creatures (Enyoh et al. 2019) - a fact alluded to by the cloud form of the plastics in the work.   

Discomfort is present in the work in the referred sensation of an interaction between hard 

plastic fragments and the soft flesh of the inside of the mouth and lips of the artist. Most 

people have some experience of eating something non-edible, hard, and possibly sharp; this 

feeling is remembered under the conditions of witnessing the activity in the video.  This 

visceral memory of discomfort is intended to activate the viewer’s desire to avoid such 

sensations in the future, and to allow an intellectual connection to be made to the problem 

of plastics in the environment as a hazard to people as well as the environment. By placing 

the artist naked in a domestic setting, the work emphasises vulnerability, and the proximity 

of the activity to everyday life. The distortion of the human shape caused by the placement 

of the wide angle lens of the camera enlarges the mouth and lips, which, along with the 

fleshiness of the arms make the being in the work seem babyish, thereby heightening the 

sense of defencelessness. Furthermore, the speed of the footage transforms the act of 

eating and sucking the plastic fragments into a frenetic, abject munching that hints at an 

animalistic unawareness. The compulsive consumption in Cloud Eating suggests our desires 

can be destructive, not only to others but to our own health and wellbeing. 

In Untitled Performance work at Sawtooth ARI (figure 18), the artist’s body is gradually 

encased within a plastic cocoon, expressing both the frustrating and suffocating aspect of 

being part of a system of consumption which is at odds with life and the necessity of 

working to alleviate and ameliorate the problems of the climate crisis. The act of cocooning 

and emerging is also intended to allude to the hope that a transformation is possible, and to 

allow the work to speak to the discomfort of in-between stages of growth, where the 

current situation seems untenable, yet the future is uncertain. The audience is invited to 
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share in the discomfort of the performer, witness the struggle of performing an activity 

which strains physical and mental limits, with seemingly little reward.  

 

Figure 19 Eva Nilssen, Untitled Performance at Sawtooth ARI, 2018. 

My use of discomfort as a strategy to evoke the disturbing emotions to which the climate 

crisis gives rise has been inspired by performance works of artists such as Kirsten Justesen. 

In her performance Pedestal Piece 1 (figure 19), where she presses her body against a block  

of ice, her naked body is seen as ‘a corporeality which is both tough, and precariously 

exposed’ (Alamio 2016, p. 104). 
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Figure 20 Kirsten Justesen, Pedestal Piece 1, 2000-2003. 

As Justesen is shown struggling with a pillar of ice, the cold cannot help but be palpable 

upon her naked skin. In the baring of flesh there is a power and vulnerability which artists 

and activists use to indicate that an uncomfortable truth is being revealed. Nakedness can 

also indicate interconnectedness with the environment, and is a strategy protesters use to 

emphasise their human frailty and commitment to a cause, to attract attention, and 

sometimes to shock (Alamio 2016, pp. 80-100).   

 

In Justesen’s naked body, pragmatically booted and gloved, there is a daring and strength 

that calls to an audience to be better, to strive as the straining body shown strives. Though 

the task of moving such a monumental block of ice seems impossible, paradoxically the 

warmth of the body provides a clue about how this might be achieved. Justesen’s striving 

body is both a call to arms, and an invitation to explore what that effort and discomfort 
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really mean, to look at how we employ our strength, and what discomforts we might be 

prepared to tolerate in order to mitigate against the impacts of our actions.  

 

In keeping with the discomfort provoked by my works is a sense of rawness where the 

materials are allowed to remain in a crude or distressed state.   

Rawness 

Rawness or crudeness is a strategy which emphasises the immediacy of the making and 

process over the results. Rawness rejects polishing and editing and is seen in the work as a 

commitment to embracing the particular material inconsistencies of the medium rather 

than the superiority of demonstrating mastery. Rawness is also a way of avoiding smoothing 

over the unpleasant reality of my personal complicity in the climate crisis, and of 

authentically expressing the strong emotions stirred up by this complicity. These feelings of 

guilt, frustration, and suffocation are not refined and considered responses, so the raw 

immediacy of hurried and imprecise working methods suits their expression. 

Rawness in Loop finds expression in different ways. The video component of the installation 

is projected from the ceiling into the enclosing loop which is made of tightly twined soft 

plastics. The projection shows the naked body of the artist, (literally in the raw) in the 

flickering restlessness of doing nothing except allowing time to pass. 

The imagery is unpolished, and like the other video works IFeelYa and Cloud Eating, is 

unedited except to speed up the action. This allows the work to honestly reveal the flaws 

and shortcomings of my own fat female body, which evokes a voyeuristic discomfort in the 

viewer, as well as revealing vulnerability. Though the particularities of the body portrayed 

have the potential to derail interpretations of the work, and lead the viewer to think of the 

work as about fatness, or femaleness, or whiteness; in the end the body of work is about 

the way the climate crisis is felt in my own body. The particularities of that body cannot help 

but play a role in this interface. Through the shameless exposure of my own being, 

audiences may be moved to feel a kinship, a shared generosity in resisting judgement of 

their own shortcomings, both physically and in their own particular connection to the 

climate crisis.  
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Figure 21 Eva Nilssen, Loop, 2020, waste soft plastic and video projection, dimensions variable. 

The sculptural element of the work Loop is made of repurposed domestic waste, capturing 

some of the frustration and suffocation which arise out of the knowledge that as consumers, 

we are unwilling, but complicit instruments of destruction. The resultant loop forms the shape 

of a serpent eating its own tail, and is rather lumpen and ungainly. The peculiarities of the 

different textures, colours, and thicknesses of the material defines the appearance of the 

object. This approach to making which does not aspire to a perfect finish might be thought of 

as ‘sloppy’ and poorly made. However, Adamson suggests that this manner of doing craft 

without expertise can key into a core human desire: ‘we value craft's irregularity -- its human, 

indeed humane, character. We want craft to stand in opposition to the slick and soulless 

products of systematised industrial production’ (Adamson 2008, p. 40). This conflict between 

the shiny appealing perfection of the original plastic bags intended to preserve and sell us 

products, and the rough results of tearing them into strips and weaving them together into a 

structure, mirrors the conflict inherent in a well-meaning domestic consumer’s experience of 

the climate crisis.   

Rawness is also intended to allude to the dark and shambolic refuse generated by our use of 

beautifully packaged goods, as the colour palette of the woven plastics mirrors the visual 

appearance of a tip face. The work of American artist Judith Scott is inspirational in this 

regard. Taking found objects, she wraps them repeatedly in layers and layers of yarn, creating 
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bundles which are expressive through their directness and lack of contrivance (Hirsch, 2015, 

p. 101). 

 

Figure 22 Judith Scott, Untitled, 2004, fibre and found object sculpture, photograph: Brooklyn Museum. 

The constraints imposed by the process of assembling the materials results in a rough finish, 

rather than it being the product of deliberate intent on the part of the artist, just as in my 

work.  

While the rawness of my work may initially be seen to be due to sloppiness of execution, in 

fact it is a highly labour-intensive process and this laboriousness is an important element of 

my approach to the creative process. 

Laboriousness 

Laboriousness is a strategy of emphasising the repetitive, and time-consuming nature of the 

work involved in making the object. In learning to twine plastic and doing these movements 
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over and over, the plastic seems to gain some of Barthes’ alchemical quality of becoming 

‘less a thing than the trace of a movement’ (Barthes 1988, p. 92).  

 

The soft plastic from which Loom is constructed has already gone through a complex 

process of transformation in order to reach the domestic realm. Each of the steps toward 

creating a plastic bag consumes energy, people’s time, and the earth’s resources, and yet 

the resultant object is generally discarded within minutes of reaching the home. 

Laboriousness is intended to reveal some of the work that has gone into making these 

objects, and to pay homage to the work that is needed to address the problems which are 

the core of the climate crisis. The pricing of plastics does not take into account the difficulty 

of disposal, or the energy consumed in sending them across the world, as it can appear to 

be in the short-term interests of industry and governments to pass these costs of climate 

change mitigation on to future generations rather than risk the economy (Thomas, 2017, p. 

7). 

 

As an individual thing, the plastic bag seems light, flimsy, disposable, and inconsequential. 

Yet when gathered together and twisted into a firm twine, interlocked and held by the 

power of its own material qualities it becomes weighty – a net that can enclose the body of 

a person. A human sized void within the work looms, like the hours and hours of time 

required to make it. By transmuting my feelings of suffocation and frustration at the illogical 

position of being both a destroyer and a protector of the environment, I hope to mirror the 

repetitive activities of everyday life in which we as consumers intend to protect ourselves 

and our loved ones, yet damage the environment and the climate in the process.  

 

Labouriousness is also intended to reference the care and effort needed to mend 

relationships with the natural world. In this way Loom (Figure 23) is a ‘labour of love’. The 

way we view paid, and unpaid labour in contemporary society is radically different, arguably 

because of the value we place on monetary wealth at the expense of connectedness and 

wellbeing (Berentson-Shaw 2019, p. 50). The invisibility of unpaid labour, and the way it is 

exploited to benefit the economy, mirrors the way the value of a healthy ecosystem is 

invisible to current economic understandings. In order to enact a more sustainable way of 
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being with the planet, an acknowledgement of the value of both unpaid human labour, and 

the unpaid labour of non-humans is needed.  

 

Figure 23 Eva Nilssen, Loom, 2018-2019, waste soft plastic, dimensions variable, photo by Gerrard Dixon. 
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When seen as a complete object, the impression created by laboriousness is one of 

commitment and time, as each layer of the material attests to the durational quality of the 

effort involved, and the accumulation of these moments of effort are arrayed like geological 

strata of care. 

 

In this context, the work of Christine and Margaret Wertheim is particularly relevant to my 

own approach. The Wertheim sisters’ work spans art and science through a collaborative 

and socially engaged project called Crochet Coral Reef (2005-present). The project began in 

the sisters’ interest in crafts, and a project they undertook making hyperbolic surfaces in 

crochet based on the work of Dr Daina Taimina (Wertheim & Aloi 2019, p. 168).  

 

They began to make reefs, and grew the collaboration to include many other crafters, 

mostly women. To date, more than ten thousand people have participated in making reefs 

as part of the project which have ‘spawned’ in forty different countries all over the world 

(Wertheim & Aloi 2019, p. 170). The works represent many hours of work and embody the 

care and dedication of the participants, using a low-fi approach that harnesses the joy of 

hand-making to express and represent the complexity of reef communities, and the 

unexpectedly advanced mathematics that these creatures use to make their homes.  

 

Offshoot works such as Bleached Reef (2019) act powerfully on the imagination as a way for 

the audience to connect to an ecosystem which is otherwise inaccessible. Observing the 

dedication of the people who made the work also suggests that people can work together to 

address difficult problems like coral bleaching.  

 

Leslie Dick explores this aspect of the project explaining that the undervalued nature of 

crafting can open the participants to ‘reverie’, a state of openness to thought and reflection, 

an act which seems revolutionary in a society where our time is monetised, where crafting 

seems unnecessary and self-indulgent (Dick 2009, p. 18). 
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Figure 24 Margaret and Christine Wertheim and the Institute For Figuring, Bleached Reef, 2019. 

The urgency of the climate crisis seems to cry out for a more prompt response than this 

deliberate, measured stitching, yet there is something hopeful about the way enacting such 

a slow cumulative effort results in the chaotic and mesmerizing reefs. It seems that applying 

Haraway’s policy of ‘staying with the trouble’ disperses the horrifying monumentality of the 

idea of the climate crisis, and reduces it from an incomprehensible ‘hyperobject’ to a 

manageable process of working one small act at a time. Haraway describes the makers of 

Crochet Coral reef thus: 

They explore the facts of the already-in-place inevitability of some extinctions, but 

also the opening to prevent at least some damage and to restore and rehabilitate 

partially. This is not a project of melancholy and mourning. Theirs are figures of 

response-ability. The crochet coral reef project is a materialization of response-

ability, of cultivating, of caring with and for coral reefs and their situated critters, 

including people (Haraway in Davis & Turpin eds. 2015). 

 

Like the Wertheim sisters’ reefs, my soft plastic works display many hours of effort.  

However, the outcome of these hours can be seen to be of questionable benefit, as the 

forms lean and collapse. They do not perform any useful function, being unsuitable both as 
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shelters due to their porosity, and as cages due to their flexibility. These incongruities lead 

to a feeling of foolishness and misguidedness, which allows the audience an opportunity for 

amusement. 

 

Humour 

This strategy is deliberate as humour allows an artist to approach difficult and distressing 

subject matter without forcing the audience to turn away. Klein (2008, p. 48) explains that 

humour in visual art is generated by incongruity. The surprise and the physiological 

response that laughter generates can be a way to make the ideological content of work 

about difficult topics more palatable and appealing. Humour permits the work to retain the 

uncertainty and interest despite the existence of strongly polarised views amongst potential 

audiences. Shewry discusses the use of humour in dealing with complex relationships 

between people and a damaged environment in her study of Hawaiian literature, noting 

that unlike scientific paradigms, which can further undermine emotional and traditional 

relationships with nature (Shewry 2015, p. 565), humour can express the uncertainty and 

loss inherent in such a relationship, and allow an opening for different perspectives. Going 

further, Jo Anna Isaak argues that humour is inherently rebellious, implying that there is a 

communal desire in the audience for pleasure, and to see the status quo overturned (Isaak 

1996, p. 5). Isaak identifies this shared openness created by humour as key to 

understanding its use by women artists (Isaak 1996, p. 6). As outsiders working against the 

status quo they are more likely to be able to see the ridiculous side, and bring a reasoned 

perspective to bear on the structures of power within society, as they are not the 

beneficiaries of these structures (Isaak 1996, pp. 2). Humour also has a capacity to engage 

audiences more effectively than fear, and is less likely to produce anger, an emotion found 

to have a negative effect on people’s capacity to engage with climate in an empowered way 

(Skurka et al. 2018, p. 186). 
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Figure 25 Eva Nilssen, Soft, 2018, soft plastic waste, dimensions variable. 

 

In Soft, the form is intended to enclose my body in an inadequate and questionably useful 

way. This net-like structure could be seen as trapping a seated human inside - it was made 

to fit my cross-legged shape - but also speaks of the effect of the material if it were to 

escape into the environment and become an element of the ocean ecosystem. The woven 

object leaves an impression of the body which is like an amalgam of the properties of body 

and plastic. When not placed upon the body, the form droops and leans ineffectively. It is 

meant to present an amalgam of human and non-human properties, and allude to the 

inseparability of the plastic from its human context. However, because display with me 

inside is not always practical, what is left is a melancholy reminder of absence. This doomed 

attempt by the object to stand up on its own can stir a sort of wry pathos, because both 

failure and hybridity can be funny. In Soft, humour’s ability to stir empathy is directed at a 

representative of the non-human world made monstrous through human intervention. 

 

There is also humour in the way in which I treat my own body in my works. For instance 

the work body bits (Figure 26) presents a strange and unflattering vision of limbs separated 

from their context and poorly clad in inappropriate and non-functional coverings. The works 

are not hilarious, and are not intended to cause the audience to roll about laughing; 
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however, the absence of grim seriousness is integral to the way the work operates, allowing 

the work to offer a perspective rather than dictating what the audience should think. 

  

Figure 26 Body Bits, 2018, waste soft plastic, dimensions variable. 
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By becoming the butt of my own joke, I hope to reduce the defensiveness audiences may 

feel about viewing art about the climate crisis, and evoke a willingness in others to admit to 

their own frailties.  

 

In this regard, I have been influenced by Iiu Susiraja’s use of humour. She uses her own body 

and domestic context ruthlessly as subject matter for her work, and her compositions are 

playful, yet hold weighty social critiques and resonances. Her juxtaposition of domestic 

objects with her own flesh is silly, yet undeniably grim as exemplified by her work Pizzat, 

2019 (figure 27). According to Caroline, Susiraja’s bruises in this work were a ‘happy 

accident’ due to a fall downstairs (Caroline 2020), but it is Susiraja’s willingness to use this 

fresh injury for display that is both shocking and awe inspiring. Susiraja’s deadpan 

expression, her lack of an expected modesty, and the ridiculousness of her postures add up 

to humour which implies something more serious. 

 

 

Figure 27 Iiu Susiraja, Pizzat, 2019, chromogenic print in artist’s frame. 

As the artist makes fun of herself, we feel for her, for her courage and boldness, as well as 

her ordinariness. Fat women are not common subjects of contemporary art, and in 
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Susiraja’s unflinching self-portraits, we are drawn to her bewildered persona, and the 

strength of character that must be there, for her to be able to bear making such 

embarrassing self-examinations. There is a sense of collaboration, or even struggle in the 

works, as Susiraja is undermined and tripped up by the objects around her. These objects 

have a life, a force and agency of their own which, through Susiraja’s playfulness, becomes 

visible. Susiraja’s self-portraits reveal her as flawed, yet strong, and through this 

contradiction we feel a connection.   

 

The figure of Susiraja is reminiscent of the noir hero as described by Rose. In Rose’s thinking 

in ‘Anthropocene Noir’, the flawed figure of the noir hero is the archetype most suited to 

expressing the dilemmas of life in the Anthropocene. The noir hero, for Rose (2013, p. 215) 

is both sinner and sinned against, and yet strives for justice. The dark past and shady habits 

of the noir hero do not stop them seeking the truth, and the hypocrisy and weakness of 

their character drive their search for justice. Rose sees all of us as compromised by the 

everyday activities we perform which cause damage to the climate and the environment, 

yet in the noir hero there is a model for us to aspire to that is not pure or virtuous, yet 

struggles on nevertheless. 

 

I find this model a powerful archetype to aspire to. In my self-portraits, I try to show my 

flaws, highlight the ways in which I am not perfect and have sinned. I offer the viewer a way 

to think of climate that acknowledges guilt, but is not overwhelmed by it. In my struggles on 

video, I try to tap into the desire we all have to make the future better, despite the things 

we do that seem to contradict this desire. 

 

Conclusion 

Through the use of the strategies of closeness and discomfort, I intend the work to draw the 

audience into an unfamiliar and potentially distressing proximity to the climate crisis. This 

potential to repel is kept in check by rawness and humour, which reveal the work as flawed, 

and appealing in a non-threatening way. Laboriousness demonstrates respect and diligence 

towards the problematic relationship that exists between my life in the domestic realm and 
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the reality of the world outside. Thus, my work explores ways to understand the climate 

crisis that move beyond a judgemental condemnation of consumption, to a more nuanced 

and hopeful stance of collaborative discovery, side by side with our non-human 

companions. 

Conclusion 

This project has explored the ways the problem of the climate crisis can be addressed 

through a visual arts approach. In approaching this problem, I formulated three research 

questions: 

• How can my emotional responses to the crisis of climate change find visual 

expression through my body? 

• How can this resonate with the experience of others? 

• How can an exploration of guilt, avoidance, and ambivalence about climate action 

give voice to the emotional burden of the crisis and clarify some of the barriers people feel 

towards mitigating against catastrophic climate change? 

 

In order to address these questions, I first had to establish what these emotional responses 

were through a process of self-examination and reflection. Noticing my feelings of 

avoidance, sadness, impotence and distress suggested approaches which sought to bring 

the issue of climate change into close proximity by locating it within my domestic 

environment and employing my own body as a vehicle to express these emotions.  

 

Guided by the theoretical work of Irigaray and Grosz, I adopted a posture of openness to the 

connectedness between my body and the climate, and in the spirit of Haraway’s Staying 

with the trouble, I use my own flawed body as a focus. I tried to express the notion that 

though the problem is huge and we are all in some way to blame, our flaws need not 

necessarily prevent engagement. Fear is a barrier to climate action, as noted by O’Neil and 

Nicholson-Cole (2009, p. 363), and there are ways to mitigate against the disengagement 

produced by guilt and fear. O’Neil and Nicholson-Cole’s research supports the idea that 

visual images which emphasise the size and urgency of the climate crisis through distant 

distressing imagery can often cause viewers to feel insignificant and hopeless (O’Neil & 
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Nicholson-Cole 2009, p. 370). In order to counter this I attempted to make works and 

imagery that are personal, domestic, and funny, so that an audience can engage without 

feeling the horrifying personal burden of guilt which is often there in the background of our 

relationship with the climate. 

 

I felt that if I could show myself struggling, trying to do something in an approachable, low 

tech and rough way that anyone could do if they wanted, that I could capture a sense of 

potential that the threatening hyperobject of climate change can be broken down into a 

series of small actions that we can choose to do or not do. My aim was to suggest the 

possibility that action to address the climate crisis does not need to be heroic or bold, that it 

can be small, silly, laughably misguided, and still be meaningful. 

 

The discomfort of dealing with such a serious and threatening issue as the climate crisis 

found expression in my video and performance work as awkwardness and exposure of my 

body to undignified and gruelling situations, used to both emphasise the difficulty of climate 

engagement, and to elicit a visceral sympathetic response from the viewer. Furthermore, 

the strange gracelessness of my attempts to process emotion via video performances led 

me to accept an element of humour in my work as a way of allowing an audience to become 

engaged without feeling that they are under attack.  

 

Likewise, in my sculptural works made out of woven plastic collected from my household 

refuse, there is an element of humour in the seeming irrelevance of my labours as I spent 

endless hours working waste soft plastic packaging into netlike structures through a simple 

rope twist. At the same time however, in the light of the views of feminist theorists such as 

Haraway and Alamio, this process of labouring over objects became an expression of care, 

intended to denote a willingness to engage rather than a formula for fixing the climate. 

 

The project has changed the way I feel about the plastics in my life. Engaging with these 

waste items I have developed a sort of regard for them, a respect which never existed 

before I thought of them as art materials. In learning to make with them I have also found a 

type of love for them, I want the best for them. I want their time on this earth to be spent 

well, for them to have a real role in my life. I feel protective towards them. I wonder if this is 
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a much more powerful emotion in motivating me to limit my use of plastics than the simple 

visceral hatred I felt when I regarded them as merely pieces of pollution. Having a stake in 

their fate is a responsibility I want to discharge well, because I now have regard and respect 

for these items as individuals with their own personality and identity. 

 

I know from my own gathering of plastics that this choosing, cleaning and bundling of 

plastics to use in my artmaking encourages a hyper-consciousness of plastic use, which 

motivates me to avoid plastic packaging wherever possible. In sharing this process with my 

network, it has become evident to me that although I think of my practice as solitary, in fact 

it is deeply intertwined with the community in which I live. There is a possibility that in the 

future my practice could expand to share the process of making with waste soft plastics as 

part of a more socially engaged practice. 

 

The contribution I have made to the field is that I have explored a personal experience of 

the climate crisis which focuses on the conflicted and failing ways people in relatively 

privileged societies try to engage with the issue. By approaching the climate crisis in a more 

intimate and personal way than the grandiose iconography used by artists such as David 

Buckland, Chris Wainwright, Edward Burtynsky, and Olafur Eliasson, I provide an entrance to 

thinking about the connections between individuals and the climate in a way that reflects 

contemporary feminist thought about the inseparability of the climate crisis from everyday 

life. This embodied approach is informed by the work of feminist theorists such as Grosz, 

Plumwood, Barad and Irigaray and artists Jill Orr, Roni Horn and Mary Mattingly. 

 

By basing my work in the domestic realm, a setting not generally associated with work 

about environmental issues, I offer an alternative angle from which to think about the 

climate crisis. This allows audiences to relate to the topic in a way that is different from the 

distant and frightening imagery of climate change presented by the mass media to which we 

have become accustomed, and offers an opportunity to think about our roles as creators of 

climate in a more empowered manner. By making the emotional experience of the climate 

crisis plain, and having this feeling at the centre of the work, I have sought to provide an 

avenue for coming to terms with the enormity of the problem of climate change in a way 
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which does not lead to resignation and despair but to the hope that any attempt at remedial 

action, no matter how small, is preferable to avoiding the issue altogether. 

 

Future directions my work might take could include a further exploration of the ways my 

body and plastics can learn to co-exist and mutually construct each other’s lives in a 

collaborative way, through the respectful co-creation of further objects and visually 

documented experiences.  

 

 

 

Bibliography: 

Adamson, G 2008, ‘When Craft Gets Sloppy’, Crafts, no. 211, pp. 36–41, viewed 16 June 2020, 

<http://search.ebscohost.com.ezproxy.utas.edu.au/login.aspx?direct=true&db=asu&AN=505286606

&site=eds-live>.  

 

Alamio, S 2016, Exposed: Environmental Politics and Pleasures in Posthuman Times, University of 

Minnesota Press, Minneapolis, London. 

 

Albrecht, G, Sartore, GM, Connor, L, Higginbotham, N, Freeman, S, Kelly, B, Stain, H, Tonna, A, 

Pollard, G 2007, ‘Solastalgia: the distress caused by environmental change’, Australasian Psychiatry, 

vol. 15, viewed 4 August 2019, <https://doi.org/10.1080/10398560701701288>. 

 

Auld G, Bernstein S, Cashore B, & Levin K 2007, ‘Playing it forward: path dependency, progressive 

incrementalism, and the "super wicked" problem of global climate change’ IOP Conference Series: 

Earth and Environmental Science, vol. 6, session 50, pp. 1-25, viewed 20 May 2017, 

<http://iopscience.iop.org/article/10.1088/1755-1307/6/50/502002/pdf>. 

 

Barad, K 2008, Meeting the Universe Halfway: Quantum physics and the entanglement of matter and 

meaning, Duke University Press, Durham and London. 

 

Barad, K 2017, ‘No Small Matter: Mushroom Clouds, Ecologies of Nothingness, and Strange 

Topologies of Spacetimemattering’, in A Tsing, H Swanson, E Gan, and N Bubandt eds., Arts of Living 

on a Damaged Planet, University of Minnesota Press, Minneapolis, pp. G103-G120. 

 

Barboza, LGA, Dick Vethaak, A, Lavorante, BRBO, Lundebye, AK & Guilhermino, L 2018, ‘Marine 

microplastic debris: An emerging issue for food security, food safety and human health’, Marine 

Pollution Bulletin, vol. 133, pp. 336–348, viewed 15 June 2020, 

<http://search.ebscohost.com.ezproxy.utas.edu.au/login.aspx?direct=true&db=edselp&AN=S00253

26X1830376X&site=eds-live>. 

 



58 
 

Barrett, E & Bolt, B eds. 2010, Practice as Research: Approaches to Creative Arts Enquiry, I. B. Tauris 

& Company, Limited, London, viewed 27th June 2020, <https://ebookcentral-proquest-

com.ezproxy.utas.edu.au/lib/utas/detail.action?docID=676435>. 

 

Barthes, R 1988, ‘Plastic’, Perspecta, vol. 24, p. 92, viewed 16 June 2020, 

<http://search.ebscohost.com.ezproxy.utas.edu.au/login.aspx?direct=true&db=edsjsr&AN=edsjsr.10

.2307.1567125&site=eds-live>. 

 

Berentson-Shaw, J 2019, ‘Where There is a Will: encouraging policymakers to value unpaid labour’, 

Policy Quarterly, vol. 15, no. 1, pp. 46–53, viewed 30 June 2020, 

<http://search.ebscohost.com.ezproxy.utas.edu.au/login.aspx?direct=true&db=asn&AN=135029121

&site=eds-live>. 

 

Butler, J 2006, Gender Trouble: feminism and the subversion of identity, Routledge classics, New 

York, viewed 21 March 2018, <https://ebookcentral-proquest-

com.ezproxy.utas.edu.au/lib/utas/detail.action?docID=710077>. 

 

Caroline, J 2020, ‘Iiu Susiraja: “Doing Things, Similar Things…”’ viewed 2 July 2020, 

<https://filthydreams.org/2020/03/15/iiu-susiraja-doing-things-similar-things/>. 

 

Chu, H & Yang, JZ 2019, ‘Emotion and the Psychological Distance of Climate Change’, Science 

Communication, vol. 41, no. 6, pp. 761–789, viewed 14 July 2020, 

<http://search.ebscohost.com.ezproxy.utas.edu.au/login.aspx?direct=true&db=eue&AN=140293462

&site=eds-live>. 

 

Clasen, M, Kjeldgaard-Christiansen, J, & Johnson, JA 2018, ‘Horror, personality, and threat 

simulation: A survey on the psychology of scary media’, Evolutionary Behavioural Sciences, viewed 

15 June 2020, <https://doi.org/10.1037/ebs0000152>. 

 

Davis, H 2019, ‘Blue, Bling: On Extractivism’, Afterall: A Journal of Art, Context, & Enquiry, vol. 48, no. 

1, pp. 12–19, viewed 4 September 2020, 

<http://search.ebscohost.com.ezproxy.utas.edu.au/login.aspx?direct=true&db=asu&AN=138577275

&site=eds-live>. 

Davis, H & Turpin, E, eds. 2015, Art in the Anthropocene: Encounters among Aesthetics, Politics, 

Environments and Epistemologies, Open Humanities Press, Netherlands, Europe. 

Detached website, 2014, Detached Cultural Organisation, viewed 1 March 2021,   

<https://www.detached.com.au/washing-river>. 

Díaz, S, Settele, J, Brondízio, E, Ngo, H, Guèze, M, Agard, J, Arneth, A, Balvanera, P, Brauman, K, 

Butchart, S, Chan, K, Garibaldi, L, Ichii, K, Liu, J, Subrmanian, S, Midgley, G, Miloslavich, P, Molnár, Z, 

Obura, D, Pfaff, A, Polasky, S, Purvis, A, Razzaque, J, Reyers, B, Chowdhury, R, Shin, Y, Visseren-

Hamakers, I, Wilis, K & Zayas, C 2019, ‘Summary for policymakers of the global assessment report on 

biodiversity and ecosystem services of the Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform on Biodiversity 



59 
 

and Ecosystem Services’. Project Report. IPBES, Paris, France, viewed 7 July 2019, 

<http://www.ipbes.net/sites/default/files/downloads/spm_unedited_advance_for_posting_htn.pdf

>. 

Dick, L 2009, ‘Hyperbolic Crochet Coral Reefs: The Institute for Figuring and Companions’, X-tra: 

Contemporary Art Quarterly, vol. 11, no. 4, pp. 18–21, viewed 9 September 2020, 

<http://search.ebscohost.com.ezproxy.utas.edu.au/login.aspx?direct=true&db=asu&AN=505445774

&site=eds-live>. 

Enyoh, CE, Verla, AW, Verla, EN, Ibe, FC & Amaobi, CE 2019, ‘Airborne microplastics: a review study 

on method for analysis, occurrence, movement and risks’, Environmental Monitoring and 

Assessment, no. 11, p. 1, viewed 15 June 2020, 

<http://search.ebscohost.com.ezproxy.utas.edu.au/login.aspx?direct=true&db=edsgao&AN=edsgcl.

603763762&site=eds-live>. 

Erceg, L 2017, Biomorphic Loop: Visualising patterns of growth, PhD thesis, University of Tasmania. 

Eriksen, M, Lebreton, LCM, Carson, HS, Thiel, M, Moore, CJ, et al. 2014, ‘Plastic Pollution in the 

World's Oceans: More than 5 Trillion Plastic Pieces Weighing over 250,000 Tons Afloat at Sea.’ PLOS 

ONE 9(12): e111913, viewed 9 July 2019, <https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0111913>. 

Galway, LP, Beery, T, Jones-Casey, K & Tasala, K 2019, ‘Mapping the Solastalgia Literature: A Scoping 

Review Study’, MDPI AG, International Journal of Environmental Research and Public Health, vol. 16, 

no. 15, p. 2662, viewed 4 August 2019, <https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph16152662>. 

Ghosh, A 2016, The Great Derangement: Climate Change and the Unthinkable, University of Chicago 

Press, Chicago. 

Grosz, EA 2011, Becoming undone: Darwinian reflections on life, politics, and art, Duke University 

Press, Durham, viewed 31 March 2018, <https://ebookcentral-proquest-

com.ezproxy.utas.edu.au/lib/utas/reader.action?docID=1172982&query=>. 

Grosz, EA 1994, Volatile Bodies: Towards a Corporeal Feminism, Allen and Unwin, St Leonards, NSW. 

Haraway, D 2016, Staying with the Trouble: Making Kin in the Chthulucene, Duke University Press. 

Henderson, L & Green, C 2020, ‘Making sense of microplastics? Public understandings of plastic 

pollution’, Marine Pollution Bulletin, vol. 152, viewed 24 February 2020, 

<https://doi.org/10.1016/j.marpolbul.2020.110908.>. 

Hirsch, F 2015, ‘Judith Scott’, Art in America, no. 2, p. 101, viewed 2 October 2020, 

<http://search.ebscohost.com.ezproxy.utas.edu.au/login.aspx?direct=true&db=edsgao&AN=edsgcl.

402802359&site=eds-live>. 

Hulme, D 2015, ‘(Still) Disagreeing About Climate Change: Which Way Forward?’, Zygon: Journal of 

Religion & Science, vol. 50, no. 4, pp. 893-905, viewed 14 April 2017, 

<https://doi.org/10.1111/zygo.12212>. 



60 
 

Ingold, T 2019, ‘Art and anthropology for a sustainable world’, Journal of the Royal Anthropological 

Institute, p. 659, viewed 16 July 2020, 

<http://search.ebscohost.com.ezproxy.utas.edu.au/login.aspx?direct=true&db=edsggo&AN=edsgcl.

605112371&site=eds-live>. 

Irigaray L & Marder M 2016, Through vegetal being: two philosophical perspectives, Columbia 

University Press, New York. 

Isaak, JA 1996, Feminism and contemporary art : revolutionary power of women’s laughter, 

Routledge, London and New York. 

Keysers, C & Gazzola, V 2009, ‘Expanding the mirror: vicarious activity for actions, emotions, and 

sensations’, Current Opinion in Neurobiology, vol. 19, no. 6, pp. 666–671, viewed 15 June 2020, 

<http://search.ebscohost.com.ezproxy.utas.edu.au/login.aspx?direct=true&db=edselp&AN=S09594

38809001433&site=eds-live >. 

Kilston, L 2009, ‘Roni Horn, collector of identities, comes to Tate Modern’, Modern Painters, vol. 21, 

no. 1, p. 12, viewed 22 August 2020, 

<http://search.ebscohost.com.ezproxy.utas.edu.au/login.aspx?direct=true&db=asu&AN=505387571

&site=eds-live>. 

Klein, SR 2008, ‘Comic Liberation: The Feminist Face of Humor in Contemporary Art’, Art Education, 

vol. 61, no. 2, p. 47, viewed 23 June 2020, 

<http://search.ebscohost.com.ezproxy.utas.edu.au/login.aspx?direct=true&db=edsjsr&AN=edsjsr.27

696276&site=eds-live>. 

Latour, B 2014, ‘Agency at the Time of the Anthropocene’. New Literary History, vol. 45, pp. 1-18, 

viewed 1 March 2017, <https://muse.jhu.edu/article/543416/pdf>. 

Leiserowitz, A 2016, ‘Interview by Alexis Frasz: Can Art Change How We Think About Climate 

Change?’ GIA Reader 27, no. 3, viewed 14 July, 2020, <https://www.giarts.org/article/can-art-

change-how-we-think-about-climate-change>. 

Markic, A, Gaertner, JC, Gaertner-Mazouni, N & Koelmans, AA 2020, ‘Plastic ingestion by marine fish 

in the wild’, Critical Reviews in Environmental Science & Technology, vol. 50, no. 7, pp. 657–697, 

viewed 15 June 2020, 

<http://search.ebscohost.com.ezproxy.utas.edu.au/login.aspx?direct=true&db=eih&AN=141980032

&site=eds-live. 

Mattingly, M 2013, artist website, viewed 9 September 2020, 

<https://marymattingly.com/html/MaryMattinglyBlog2.html>. 

McLellan, R 2017, Your Waste of Time: Art-Based Geographical Practices and the Environment, 

Bristol Society and Space, viewed 26 April 2018, 

<https://bristolsocietyandspace.com/2017/08/14/your-waste-of-time-art-based-geographical-

practices-and-theenvironment/>. 



61 
 

Morton, T 2013, Hyperobjects: Philosophy and Ecology after the End of the World, University of 

Minnesota Press, Minneapolis. 

Morton, T 2013a, ‘Poisoned ground: art and philosophy in the time of hyperobjects’, Symploke, vol. 

21, nos. 1-2, pp. 37-50, viewed 5 April 2017, <https://muse.jhu.edu/article/532809>. 

Neimanis, A & Walker, RL 2014, ‘Weathering: climate change and the “thick time” of 

transcorporeality’, Hypatia, vol. 29, pp. 558-575, viewed 29 January 2018, 

<http://doi.org/10.1111/hypa.12064>. 

Nisbet, MC 2009, ‘Communicating climate change: why frames matter for public engagement’, 

Environment, vol. 51, pp. 12-23, viewed 15 March 2018, <http://doi.org/10.3200/ENVT.51.2.12-23>. 

Norgaard, KM 2011, Living in Denial: Climate Change, Emotions, and Everyday Life, MIT Press, 

Cambridge, Mass, viewed 4 February 2018, <https://ebkcentral-proquest-

com.ezproxy.utas.edu.au/lib/utas/detail.action?docID=3339221oo>. 

O’Neil, S & Nicholson-Cole, S 2009, ‘Fear won’t do it: promoting positive engagement with climate 

change through visual and iconic representations’, Science Communication, vol. 30, no. 3, pp. 355-

379, viewed 2 April 2017, <https://doi.org/10.1177/1075547008329201>. 

Pihkala, P 2019, ‘Eco-Anxiety, Tragedy, and Hope: Psychological and Spiritual Dimensions of Climate 

Change’, Zygon, vol. 53, no. 2, pp. 545–569, viewed 4 August 2019, <http://doi.org/ 

10.1111/zygo.12407>. 

 

Plumwood, V 2002, Environmental culture: the ecological crisis of reason, Routledge, London. 

 

Rose, DB 2013, ‘Anthropocene noir’, Arena Journal, vol. 41/42, pp. 206-219, viewed 14 March 2018, 

<https://search.informit.com.au/documentSummary;dn=860610859642687;res=IELAPA>. 

 

Saffran, L 2020, ‘The world behind the world: art and the climate emergency’, Lancet (London, 

England), vol. 395, no. 10219, pp. 182–183, viewed 27 July 2020, 

<http://search.ebscohost.com.ezproxy.utas.edu.au/login.aspx?direct=true&db=cmedm&AN=319544

53&site=eds-live>. 

 

Seon, ME, Cannon, JL & Lavers, BF 2016, ‘Plastic ingestion by fish in the Southern Hemisphere: A 

baseline study and review of methods’, Marine Pollution Bulletin, vol. 107, no. 1, pp. 286-291, 

viewed 9 July 2019, <https://doi.org/10.1016/j.marpolbul.2016.03.057>. 

 

Shaw, P 2017, The sublime, [electronic resource], Second edition, The new critical idiom, Routledge, 

Taylor & Francis Group, viewed 4 November 2020, 

<http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=cat02831a&AN=UTas.b2759558&site=ed

s-live>. 

 

Shewry, T 2019 ‘Vital Humor: Extinction and Arts of Laughter in Hawai'I’, Configurations, vol. 27, 

issue 4, pp. 561-569, viewed 18 June 2020, <doi:10.1353/con.2019.0036.>. 

 



62 
 

Strong, AL, Kroeker, KJ, Teneva, LT, Mease LA, & Kelly, RP 2014, 'Ocean Acidification 2.0: Managing 

our Changing Coastal Ocean Chemistry', BioScience, no. 7, pp. 581- 592, viewed 3 July 2018, 

<https://login.ezproxy.utas.edu.au/login?url=http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&

db=edsjsr&AN=edsjsr.90006871&site=eds-live>. 

 

Tait, P 2018, ‘Performing Species Kinship and Strange Emotions’, Performance Research, vol. 23, no. 

3, pp. 92–99, viewed 20 August 2020, 

<http://search.ebscohost.com.ezproxy.utas.edu.au/login.aspx?direct=true&db=hsi&AN=131350733

&site=eds-live>. 

 

Thomas, V 2017, Climate change and natural disasters: transforming economies and policies for a 

sustainable future, Transaction Publishers, viewed 17 June 2020, 

<http://search.ebscohost.com.ezproxy.utas.edu.au/login.aspx?direct=true&db=cat02831a&AN=UTa

s.b2925287&site=eds-live>. 

Wilch, CM 2020, ‘Embodying Climate Change: Self-immolation and the hope of no escape’, 

Performance Research, vol. 25, no. 2, p. 61, viewed 15 July 2020, 

<http://search.ebscohost.com.ezproxy.utas.edu.au/login.aspx?direct=true&db=edb&AN=144260554

&site=eds-live>. 

Wertheim, M & Aloi, G 2019, ‘Crochet Coral Reef’, Antennae: The Journal of Nature in Visual Culture, 

no. 47, p. 166, viewed 5 September 2020, 

<http://search.ebscohost.com.ezproxy.utas.edu.au/login.aspx?direct=true&db=edb&AN=136668211

&site=eds-live>. 

Wong, K 2016, ‘All Aboard the Food Forest’, Stanford Social Innovation Review, vol. 14, no. 4, pp. 10–

11, viewed 5 October 2020, 

<http://search.ebscohost.com.ezproxy.utas.edu.au/login.aspx?direct=true&db=bsu&AN=117596390

&site=eds-live>. 

Wood, BD, & Vedlitz, A 2007, 'Issue definition, information processing, and the politics of global 

warming', American Journal of Political Science, no. 3, pp. 552-568, viewed 3 March 2018, 

<https://onlinelibrary-wiley-com.ezproxy.utas.edu.au/doi/full/10.1111/j.1540-5907.2007.00267.x>. 

 


