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Abstract 

In the last ten years, a growth of interest in plant intelligence in the humanities has aligned with what Giovanni 

Aloi and Michael Marder (2023) have termed artôs ñvegetal turnò. This approach seeks to decentre the 

historically hierarchical relationship between humans and the natural world by considering the plant beyond 

representation, positioning it as an agent within creative practice. Drawing on these contexts and theories of the 

photographic index, this thesis argues that creative practice can offer new ways of embedding plants in 

photographic processes. 

 

To do this, the thesis takes the English oak tree as a case study, exploring its cultural, social and political 

histories through a mixture of traditional, experimental and alternative photographic methodologies. These 

variously incorporate parts of the oak treeôs material in photographic processes and use its biological functions 

as inspiration to make photographic images. Alongside, the thesis considers the oakôs historical connections to 

the origins of photography to question how new notions of plant intelligence might reframe the place of the tree 

in contemporary photographic practice. 

 

To structure the enquiry, the practice-based research is split into three projects: each approaching the oak tree 

from different yet overlapping perspectives. In Arboreal Encounters, a series of tannin-toned cyanotypes, I work 

with six heritage oak trees across England, examining their individual histories, while also exploring tannin as a 

historical substance and contemporary toner for cyanotype prints. Organic Impression continues the use of plant 

material to make photographs, producing a series of Chthonotypes and Rhizotypes (prints made with soil and 

roots) to visualise unseen aspects of the oak treeôs material existence. Lastly, in Perceiving Phytochrome, I take 

inspiration from the photoreceptor ñphytochromeò, a leaf protein which allow trees to perceive light on the far-

red spectrum to determine leaf growth and proximity to other trees. The resulting images use slow shutter 

speeds and infrared film to imagine how oak trees might apprehend their surroundings. 

 

The written thesis is arranged into chapters that mirror the physiognomy of the oak tree from the ground up. 

Root analyses photographers and photographic artists who have made work around trees and plants to examine 

creative methods and identify gaps in knowledge. Trunk covers my practice-based research, explaining its 

methods, inspirations and relationship to theory. While Crown explores the meanings and criticisms of plant 

intelligence and plant blindness and their implications for creative practice that aims to bridge the philosophical 

distance between plants and humans. These aims are then set in relation to plant-based photographs and their 

relation to the photographic index, examining how such photographs come to embody, not just refer, to their 

subject. The conclusion reflects on my original contribution to knowledge, examining how cultural histories of 

trees, vegetal art practices and philosophies of plant intelligence can work together to re-centre the oak tree in 

photographic methods of representation, while reflecting on the workôs broader potential to operate as a 

template for new artistic, philosophical and material encounters with plants.   
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Setting Out: To see both the forest and the trees 
 

This introduction provides the initial foregrounding of the thesis formatted into six sub-sections. In 

Setting Out, I introduce the projectôs early development, outlining my early research interests in 

national identity and the reasons for my shift away from this towards a study of heritage oak trees and 

plant intelligence. In Phyto-Photo-Genesis I briefly introduce my practice-based research, outlining its 

beginning with predominantly traditional photographic strategies and its movement towards 

experimental processes that incorporate plant matter. This is then positioned alongside the use of gallic 

acid in historical photographic processes, illuminating the oakôs chemical properties in the production 

and origins of photographic technology. In Seeing Green, I further contextualise this research in 

relation to theory, in particular what art historian Giovanni Aloi and philosopher Michael Marder define 

as artôs ñvegetal turnò (Aloi and Marder, 2023) and what the botanists James H. Wandersee and 

Elizabeth E. Schussler describe as ñplant blindnessò (Wandersee and Schussler, 1999). I then give brief 

awareness of these concepts in relation to ideas of plant intelligence, its growing interest in the arts and 

humanities, and how this informs my research questions. 

 

 After this, a brief analysis of the oak tree in English culture is given in Hearts of Oak to provide 

additional context to the oak as a research subject. As the origin of the project was rooted in heritage 

oak trees and their inclusion in a tree register that was made to commemorate Elizabeth IIôs Golden 

Jubilee, I examine the relations between the oak tree, the monarchy, tree planting, conservation and 

myth. This additional context is concluded in Defining the Ancients where I examine how the concept 

of ancient trees is constructed through scientific and mythological strategies to bestow meaning and 

value on specific trees. Finally, in Stepping Back, I conclude this chapter by outlining the overall thesis 

structure and their poetic relations to the oak tree. 

 

In late 2018, when I first began my part-time research for this PhD thesis, two years had passed since the 2016 

European Union referendum (more popularly referred to as Brexit) and notions of nationalism and nationality 

were on my mind. It was then my intention to produce a body of photographic work that referenced and 

subverted the politicised use of the English landscape, whether as a concept or as a visual identifier of the 

nation, that reproduced concepts of ñnativeò or ñethnicò authenticity (Smith, 1985: 1991; Anderson, 1991; 

Kumar, 2003). To do this I began looking at the work of photographers who explored English national identity 

through tourism, pastimes, and folk customs such as: Simon Robertsô Merrie Albion (2007-2017), National 

Property (2013-2015) and We English (2008-2009); Fay Claridgeôs A Child for Sacrifice (2014); Homer Sykesô 

Once a Year: Some Traditional British Customs (1977) and Henry Bourneôs Arcadia Britannica: A Modern 

British Folklore Portrait (2015). Combining this early research on photographic practitioners, alongside reading 

scholars who argue that the use of folklore and landscape (and particularly its visual representation) helps to 

construct visions of national identity (Jªger, 2003; Bate, 2009; Wells, 2011), I moved towards the question of 

how I could use photographs, as an artist practitioner, to rupture perspectives of landscape and folklore that 

considered multiculturalism as a so-called ñerosion of British cultureò, in the words of the British National Party 

(BNP, 2010: 44-46). In effect, to find and photograph locations that were a vibrant result of multiculturalism. To 
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the musicologist Caroline Lucas, this perceived erosion indicated a shift in political policy seen in far-right 

nationalist parties (that can now be arguably found among mainstream parties) that ñmove away from the earlier 

concern with biological racism towards a subtler brand of racism based on cultureò (Lucas, 2011: 6). Because of 

this, I proposed to explore such notions of landscape without photographing people, positioning audience 

attention away from how people looked and towards the idea of landscape as an ñenduring record of [é] the 

lives and works of past generations who have dwelt within it, and in so doing, have left there something of 

themselvesò (Ingold, 1993: 152). In these early stages, I proposed that this strategy would root Englandôs 

multiculturalism historically in the physical landscape, moving the focus away from politicised bodies to 

counter racism based on culture, itself bolstered by the framing of traditional folk customs and culture as a form 

of cultural authority (Boyes, 1993; Lucas, 2011).  

 

To explore this idea, I initially decided on three materials that signified a sense of Englishness in their use in 

visual culture, inspired by scholarly research that conceptualised such materials as symbols of the nation, which 

included wider arguments that considered landscapes as a material composite of symbols (Jussim and Lindquist-

Cock, 1985; Matless, 1991; Wells, 2011). The original materials I chose were oak, straw, and chalk, all of which 

hold material and symbolic significance to England and are all similarly embedded in the rural landscape. To 

begin, I chose the oak tree and discovered a list of trees that were named by the environmentalist organisation 

and tree charity, The Tree Council, as ñGreat British Treesò in 2002, to commemorate Elizabeth IIôs Golden 

Jubilee. As the list contained fifty trees of varying genus within the U.K, I picked the twelve oak trees in 

England from this list as the basis to form a case study for further exploration. As my research on, and visits to, 

the trees began, my interest in the notion of so-called ñheritage treesò, and the stories that surrounded them, 

started to unfold. When travelling to my first tree in 2019, the Queen Elizabeth I Oak in Easebourne, West 

Sussex, the closest to me while I was living in Brighton and Hove, there seemed a disconnect between a) the 

heritage discourse around the trees that signified their cultural importance and encouraged people to visit, and b) 

the lack of signage and general ambiguity around the treesô whereabouts, making them difficult to find. This 

gave the Queen Elizabeth I Oak a mystic quality, reconfiguring my visit as a kind of quest or pilgrimage as a 

method for research. Following this route of study into heritage trees, I became fascinated with the role of 

conservation management in natural heritage, as well as its wide variance among the ñGreat British Treesò. This 

range of stewardship and the quality of management between them seemed largely to stem from the treeôs 

location and ownership, depending on whether the trees are tended to by a local authority (for example, in the 

case of the Kettôs Oak), private ownership (the Queen Elizabeth I Oak) or nature reserves (the Major Oak). 

Considering that the trees on the ñGreat British Treesò list were all named as heritage trees and therefore carry 

with them a degree of national importance relative to their naming, local value, or mythology, I became curious 

that their quality of preservation seemed to hinge more on their location and specific relationships to history, or 

monarchy, rather than their unifying heritage status on terms such as size, age or other characteristics.  

 

Around this time (2019-2022), several new books concerning plant intelligence emerged, and I became 

interested in the dual properties of heritage trees as both ñsocial constructions and as real dynamic material 

entitiesò, as explained by the geographers Paul Cloke and Owain Jones (Cloke & Jones, 2002: 3-4). Recent 



13 

 

research, emerging from a range of scientific and cultural fields, which discusses the underground interactions 

formed by the combination of tree and mycorrhizal roots that develop symbiotic networks in the sharing and 

movement of nutrients (Wohlleben, 2017; Sheldrake, 2020; Simard, 2021), became of significant interest to me, 

as it signified treesô ability to co-exist and cooperate with a species other than themselves. As the human stories 

and cultural associations that surround the trees of my original study have, in most cases, acted as a form of 

defence against the treeôs destruction and enabled them to survive while other trees around them were felled, I 

began to think of how these ideas could also be framed as forms of poetic co-operation or collaboration across 

species. In addition to this, the cultural context of the trees in my study is widely defined by human associations 

with historical figures, especially the monarchy, and with aristocratic families, private estates, and formally 

designated conservation landscapes. Furthermore, this context informs the physical encounter between humans 

and the historic trees, presenting the oaks almost as a kind of living cultural artefact, something that I too 

experienced by formulating my own relationships with them through research visits, photographs, and collecting 

material about them. As my reading around plant intelligence deepened, the acknowledgement that the historic 

trees of my study had come to signify the human, rather than the plant, I began to feel that further attention 

should be paid to their organic nature; in essence, to balance their identity between the human and the plant.  

 

Due to my fascination with the management of these trees as cultural heritage products, together with the rise of 

innovative and experimental exhibitions and publications surrounding plant intelligence, my focus shifted from 

its initial emphasis on national identity and folklore towards the interrelation of nature and culture as embodied 

in the oak tree. However, because of these treesô inevitable linkages to my previous interests (some of the stories 

that surround them being folktales or legends, for example, and as the oak, at least pre-industrial revolution, 

played a significant part in English cultural identity) they remain a component of my research and operate as 

historical context and individualising characteristics for each of the trees I visit. In this sense, the trees in my 

study are constructed by a convergence of natural and cultural worlds. Trees on heritage registers are preserved 

to lengthen their life, which is of benefit to the tree and their survival, but only insofar that the human stories 

related to them survive. As histories and myths are projected upon them and are thus upheld and maintained by 

the living trees, they also operate as visible, tangible markers of those myths upon the landscape. This makes the 

trees significant due to the cultural value bestowed upon them, as well as the myriad forms of biological, 

cultural, social, and political systems that function to maintain and reinforce the treeôs national significance.  

 

A recent example of this phenomenon, the felling of the Sycamore Gap tree in 2023, demonstrates the 

intersection of trees and sociocultural attitudes and their impact. The overwhelming affective public response to 

the felling of the tree, the ongoing police inquiry, and the creative and cultural practices that have emerged as a 

response, offer fascinating and telling insights into the national, regional and personal relationships that humans 

can have with prominent, culturally valued trees, in real time. The subsequent legal implications of felling trees 

in public spaces that are representative of wider social value may also provide insight into the ways in which 

violence towards trees is (re)negotiated in the U.K., particularly around policy related to notions of ñecocideò 

(White, 2018). A significant branch of this concept, the legal theory known as ñEnvironmental personhoodò, 

assigns legal personhood to the non-human, considering them as self-governing (Gordon, 2019). One prominent 
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international example of this is the Te Urewera national park in New Zealand, the historical home of the TȊhoe, 

a MǕori tribe, which draws upon indigenous practices and beliefs of nature as having a form of consciousness 

(Gordon, 2019: 3). Although the U.K. has yet to adopt or consider such legal practices, the felling of the 

Sycamore Gap tree and the subsequent ambiguity around what crime the assailants would be eventually charged 

with, reveals the precarity of physical and legal protections around trees despite their cultural value.  

 

It is this entanglement of relations that brought me to the thesis title, These Rooted Bodies: Photographic 

Encounters with Plant Intelligence and the English Oak Tree through Material, Theory and Practice. On one 

hand the title refers to the many oaks I have visited and made images with, their roots stretching across both the 

breadth of England and the breadth of time. However, it also refers to the human bodies whose lives have 

become connected with them, including my own. As These Rooted Bodies can be read with both a full stop or as 

the beginning of a sentence and can refer to both the oak trees independently or to humansô co-rooted lives, it 

was chosen to demonstrate how trees and human nature are consistently and complexly interwoven. My 

decision to use the word encounter, a word I use consciously throughout this thesis, was made to recognise the 

relational, or perhaps even reciprocal, environment between myself and the trees I visited and made photographs 

with.  

 

Having outlined the projectôs beginnings, I now introduce the practice-based research. This section provides 

some scene setting of my PhD projectôs movement from early photographic experiments that conceptualise my 

encounter with oak trees as portraits, towards more alternative techniques that expand this original idea and 

incorporate plant matter into photographic material. These initial discussions provide an outline of how aspects 

of plant intelligence inform photographic practice beyond the representational, however, they also provide 

reference to historical photographic processes that have utilised oak matter, locating the oak tree at the origins of 

photography. 

 

Phyto-Photo-Genesis: Photography and the English oak 

 

In the above introductory section, I have provided the thesisô original interests, its journey into the 

study of heritage oak trees and the emerging literature of plant intelligence. To explain how these 

concepts are incorporated within practice-based research I now outline the reasons for my shift from 

traditional photographic practice towards experimental methods that incorporate organic tree matter, 

using my practice-based research projects as reference points. Drawing on the oak as material, 

reference is then made to the oak treeôs presence in historical photographic processes, in particular 

using gallic acid, suggesting that these historical connections between the oak tree and photography 

require a timely reframing of the oak in contemporary photographic practice.  
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I began my photographic-based research by travelling to the Queen Elizabeth I Oak with my medium format 

Bronica ETRS, fitted with B&W Ilford 400 ISO film. When I began, it was my intention to make pictures of the 

trees using analogue techniques with black and white film. I will expand upon the practice-based research fully 

in Chapter II, however, in brief, these methods emphasised aesthetic and conceptual notions of form and slow-

looking, something that the photographer Barbara Bosworth describes in relation to her project ñTrees: National 

Championsò (Bosworth, 2016). As much of the treeôs individuality is experienced culturally, I began by 

choosing photographic strategies that focus the eye on the tree rather than their environs, considering them as 

portraits. This, in turn, helped formulate my choices and analysis of other practitioners that photographed trees 

as single subjects (as will be explored within Chapter I), to scope out varying methods of photographic 

encounters with trees.  

 

In February 2020, around seven months after I first visited the Queen Elizabeth I Oak, I attended a workshop, by 

the cameraless artist Hannah Fletcher, titled ñSoil Chromatographyò. Alongside her work as a photographic 

practitioner, Fletcher, is Co-Director of the London Alternative Photography Collective (LAPC) and founder of 

their associated artist-run research group ñThe Sustainable Darkroomò. This series of ongoing workshops is a 

result and an extension of Fletcherôs personal project, ñCircles: A Record of Our Timeò (2017), which explored 

soil as a medium for both for examining its organic composition and as a tool for image-making (Fig. 10). The 

intention of her project was to raise awareness of the level of carbon dioxide in the atmosphere, its impact on 

soil health, and the growth of trees, and in particular growth rings. At the time of this workshop, I had begun to 

think of the protective fencing placed around many of the heritage trees I visited as a barrier between myself and 

the trees of my study; they were not just physical barriers but also conceptual ones. As the fences prevented, or 

at the very least discouraged, direct interaction with the trees themselves, I felt that their presence enforced ideas 

of reverence, which was in turn maintained by the distance placed between the tree and the human visitor.  

 

Representing the trees photographically, with these physical barriers in place, therefore presented some complex 

obstacles. If the trees in my study were to be approached not just as vessels of human memory but as poetic 

expressions of independent, animate beings, then the fences, as human constructs, required me to rethink my 

photographic methods. There are, however, practical reasons for the fences. Famous trees, such as the Major 

Oak, Nottingham, can attract thousands of visitors each year. This, in turn, places the trees at risk from what is 

known as ñsoil compactionò (a direct result of regular human visitation), a phenomenon that refers to the 

displacement of air between soil grains that increase the soilôs density which, if left untreated, can eventually 

suffocate the treeôs roots, causing them to die (Gilmartin, 2018). To observe the barrier is to therefore respect the 

life and preservation of the tree, however, doing so equally provoked questions, for me, about my photographic 

methods and how they might replicate the distance placed between the heritage trees and the public, further 

situating them as cultural products. Fletcherôs soil chromatography therefore presented me with two solutions. 

Implementing this strategy meant I could metaphorically breach the fence between myself and the trees by 

engaging with the oakôs soil ï a part of the treeôs material world. By extension, through using soil in 

photographic processes I could also breach representational distance by producing images that interact with, and 
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incorporate, part of the tree itself. The photographic material therefore becomes a trace, or an index, of the 

subject it represents (Krauss, 1977). 

 

These experiments later became what I have come to call ñChthonotypesò and feature as part of my project 

Organic Impressions ï explored in more detail in Chapter II ï which unearths and explores aspects of the oak 

treeôs life underground. One year later (2021), having become fascinated by the potential of combining plant 

matter and photographic processes, I expanded my original engagement with the heritage oak trees as a series of 

black and white medium format photographs, to explore more experimental aspects of my practice-based 

research. Midway through 2021, I began experimenting with more alternative photographic techniques, such as 

cyanotypes, and at the same time won an open call to become a member of a group titled ñReturn of the Lightò 

run by Lumen Studios, an arts organisation focused on themes of astronomy, light and the natural world.1 The 

group aimed to bring together artists from different creative disciplines with a shared interest in human-plant 

relations. During this time, I began some initial experimentation with oak leaf anthotypes which, despite having 

failed, left me with a mixture of fibrous material and tannin solution that I did not want to throw away. After 

consulting the artist, founder of LAPC, and co-director of Lumen Studios, Melanie King, she suggested I use the 

leftover solution to tone my cyanotype experiments. Having put this into practice with some initial success, I 

then began to turn the heritage oak portraits into cyanotype prints toned with tannin (a polyphenolic biomolecule 

widely distributed within many species of plants, including the oak tree), resulting in my project Arboreal 

Encounters. In doing so, new connections emerged which alluded to the historically interconnected roots of the 

oak tree and the origins of photography. For example, in 1841 William Henry Fox Talbot (1800-1877) was 

granted a patent for the calotype process, a solution containing silver nitrate and gallic acid harvested from the 

galls of oak trees, to produce a technique that prepared photosensitive paper, but also the printôs enhancement 

post-exposure, which would later become known as ñdevelopingò (Doing, 2020).  

 

As the artist and film theorist Karel Doing explains, the use of organic compounds in photographic developer 

ñhas lived on ever since, but this fact has often been obscured by technical languageò (Doing, 2020). Fox 

Talbotôs friend and co-inventor of the paper-based negative, Sir John Hershel (1792-1871), made his own 

photographic engagements with plants through the invention of the phytotype, now more popularly known as 

the anthotype, drawing on the photosensitive properties in flowers and leaves to make images (Yapper, 2023). In 

the last ten years, research surrounding the organic chemist and photographer Victor Regnault (1810-1878), a 

friend of Fox Talbot and Hershel, and his early work in thermodynamics that led to the production of pyrogallic 

acid (an organic compound produced from heating gallic acid, which can also be obtained from tannin), has 

further situated the oakôs chemical properties within the production and origins of photographic technology 

(Dahlberg, 2005). Further discussion of Regnault in relation to this process, as well as visual analysis of his 

photograph, Oak Tree at St. Laurence's Church (1853), will take place in Chapter II. Hershel was also the 

 
1 Through a combination of artworks, exhibitions, residencies and seminars, Lumen examines how humans have understood 

the cosmos throughout time, ñpeering through the lenses of spirituality, science and ecologyò (Lumen Studios, 2024). The 

organisation is co-directed by the artists Rebecca Huxley, Louise Beer and Melanie King and can be found online at: 

https://lumenstudiosldn.wixsite.com/lumenstudios. 

https://lumenstudiosldn.wixsite.com/lumenstudios
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inventor of the cyanotype process, otherwise known as ñblueprintsò, made by combining ferric ammonium 

citrate and potassium ferricyanide to create a light sensitive solution. As I will discuss later in Chapter II, my 

project Arboreal Encounters not only references these historic processes through the production of cyanotype 

prints of heritage oak trees which I then tone with tannin, but they also combine them. To be clear, this project is 

not an historical examination of the oak treeôs organic compounds and the scientific advancement of 

photography. Instead, this historical research provides context of the oakôs presence within the material and 

scientific history of the medium, situating the genus as an important player and contributor to the advancement 

of photographic technology. As I will explain in the next sub-section, and the outline of my research questions, 

the thesis argues for a timely re-framing of the oakôs presence within photography, material and practice, 

contextualised in history but also by emerging theories of plant intelligence. Combining creative practice with 

concepts drawn from the disciplines of critical plant studies, ecocriticism and artistic practice, this thesis 

approaches the English oak as both a subject and material of critical enquiry, drawing on the oakôs historical 

significance within the medium as well as its position within contemporary concerns. As I will argue in greater 

detail later in Chapter II, my photographs do not just depict oak trees through photographic processes but they 

are also made with them. Again, to be clear, I do not imply that the oaks with whom I work have cognitive 

awareness of their participation. Instead, I argue, through the assistance of critical plant theory, that including an 

aspect of the oak tree within the material of their representation enables me to attribute the oak with a poetic 

dimension of agency, in that one cannot view or otherwise engage with the photographic prints without 

encountering the treeôs material presence or biology. This latter concept, the encounter with tree biology, is 

specifically explored in my third and final artistic project Perceiving Phytochrome, which, rather than using 

plant matter in photographic processes directly, instead takes the oakôs biology as inspiration to make images. 

Inspired by the concept of ñplant blindnessò and the ability of trees to perceive their surroundings through the 

photoreceptor phytochrome, this body of work poetically examines the notion of plant sensation by 

photographing a mature oak tree with infrared film. As phytochrome perceives light on the far-red spectrum, 

which is only dimly visible to the human eye, my decision to use infrared film transforms the images into a 

visual bridge between human and plant perception, inviting audiences into the (humanly constructed) visual 

realm of plants. These three projects, rather than giving focus solely to the tree as either subject or material, 

endeavours to blend their cultural and biological relations together to understand better how oak trees are 

constructed both with and without notions of human intervention.  

 

In part, as will be shown, the argument I construct is that through the combination of my and, in turn, the 

audienceôs direct engagement with the subject of artistic representation, the oak is given a physical presence 

rather than being simply depicted through traditional photographic processes. One of the key branches of the 

thesis, the work-in-progress exhibitions staged in 2022 and 2023 (discussed in more detail in Chapter II), also 

include a living oak within the display space, facilitating audience engagement with a young sapling and 

therefore with a living embodiment of the ideas explored photographically on the walls and in the thesis. Placing 

a living subject amid the ideas explored through photographic practice has several implications. Firstly, it brings 

an element of the non-human into the gallery, allowing audiences to interact directly with a living embodiment 

of the creative subject hung upon the walls. Secondly, it enhances audience engagement with the creative work 

and the space itself. Rather than the oak becoming subsumed by its various photographic representations, the 
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tree instead takes precedent through its physical presence as a living being, as material in the photographic 

prints, and as biological inspiration. As I have mentioned, these specific ideas will be explored and explained in 

more depth in Chapter II, however, in short, and as I will explore in the following section, these approaches 

deploy what Aloi and Marder describe as ñde-objectifying aesthetic strategiesò associated with artôs vegetal turn, 

which aim to de-centre human constructions by placing the plant conceptually at the centre of creative practice 

(Aloi and Marder, 2023: 5).  

 
Seeing Green: Art and photographyôs vegetal turn  
 

Having outlined my photographic methodologies (which will be explored further in Chapter II), I now 

briefly outline my strategies in relation to theoretical concerns ground the practice-based research, 

(which will be explored in more detail in Chapter III). I close this section with my research questions 

and a summary of how photographic practice offers a unique contribution to knowledge for creative 

encounters with plant intelligence, emphasised by notions of the photographic index. 

 

Aloi and Marder describe artôs ñcurrent vegetal turnò as the ñmany de-objectifying aesthetic strategies 

contemporary artists have thus far devised [é] in combating plant blindness in artò (2023: 5). Despite emerging 

from the field of botany, Aloi and Marder position plant blindness as an identifiable phenomenon that can be 

undone through cultural practices that work in union with plants, educating both the artist and the audience in 

the process. A concept outlined by the botanists James H. Wandersee and Elisabeth E. Schussler in 1999, "plant 

blindness" was first introduced as a method to identify the phenomenon of humans either ignoring plants or not 

being aware of their existence in everyday life (Wandersee and Schussler, 1999). An example of this in practice 

might be thought of as the inability of those without botanical training, or other educational instruction, to 

distinguish one plant from another, thereby encountering mass vegetation as an amorphous blob of green, rather 

than as an intersection of independent organisms. Another example may be that although basic visual 

distinctions can be made to tell trees apart from each other, it can be difficult for non-specialists to name them or 

acknowledge their distinctive differences. As Aloi and Marder argue, the growing number of artists that have 

shifted focus towards new notions of interconnectedness not only work to undo such forms of plant blindness 

through their aesthetic strategies, but they also ñforeground plants as crucial actors in bionetworksò (Aloi and 

Marder, 2023: 5). Drawing creative emphasis to aspects of plants that move beyond their cultural associations, 

however, indicates not only an experiment in aesthetics, but also a changing philosophy that considers plants as 

something other than mere set dressing. As Aloi and Marder continue, to attribute plants with agency offers 

novel ways of destabilising ñanthropocentric certainties, parameters, and limitationsò, but also invites ñradical 

perceptual shifts and deep reconsiderations of subject-object relationsò (Aloi and Marder, 2023: 5).  

 

This attribution of agency to plants is specifically explored in Chapter III via the concept of plant intelligence, or 

the idea of plants having a form of ñgeniusò (Irigaray, 2016) or ñthoughtò (Marder, 2013). Ideas of plant 

intelligence, however, have their own complex history and remain divisive among the scientific community. In 
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2017, the German forest scientist, Peter Wohlleben, published a popular text, The Hidden Life of Trees, which 

introduced into mainstream discourse the concept of the ñthe wood-wide-webò (a concept attributed to the 

Canadian forest scientist Suzanne Simard, which proposes the cross-species collaboration between trees and 

fungal root systems, functioning as the sharing and distribution of nutrients across a wide network. Since then, 

several European art exhibitions have emerged inspired by the intersection of art and the subject of plant 

intelligence such as Trees, Fondation Cartier pour lôArt Contemporain, (2019); Among the Trees, Hayward 

Gallery (2020); The Botanical Mind, Camden Art Centre (2020); and Rooted Beings, Wellcome Collection 

(2022); to name but a few. This flowering of interest indicates how, regardless of its truth, ideas of plant 

intelligence have captured the human imagination. As I will discuss, this emergence of popular interest is not a 

new phenomenon, but in fact a second wave, the first of which began in 1973 after the publication of The Secret 

Life of Plants by Peter Tompkins and Christopher Bird, neither of whom were scientists. Although now 

dismissed as pseudoscience, the book made several bold ñscientificò assertions of the abilities of plants, such as 

their preference for classical music and their ability to respond to ñnegative feelingsò; these claims damaged the 

then-emerging field of plant intelligence (Pollen, 2013; Schlanger, 2019). These arguments, although not central 

to my critical enquiry, are included to acknowledge the field of plant intelligence as a complex notion with its 

own divisive history. More critically, however, as I will discuss in Chapter III, it also highlights the risks of 

using forms of plant intelligence to anthropomorphise plants, to the point they are ñreduced to their human 

relationsò (Gibson, 2018). 

 

I would like it to be clear that it is not my intention to prove or disprove whether plants are intelligent. As I will 

explain, these ideas instead inform my creative strategies to examine if photographic practice might be able to 

work with the trees of my study, rather than simply view them from afar. In the context of artôs vegetal turn, 

these methods also hold the potential to resist plant-based art merely replicating extractive or ñparasiticò 

methods that continuingly relegate plants to the background of human action, considering them only for their 

consumable characteristics (Serres, 1990). To this, Aloi and Marder highlight that the historical treatment of 

plants within Western art and philosophy as ñthe background of human concernsò demonstrates the human 

failure to recognise them as sensory beings with their own lives (Aloi and Marder, 2023: 4). To pull the oak to 

the foreground and to engage in ecologically mindful forms of photographic practice, therefore, is to 

consciously re-frame the oak tree both in philosophical and creative approaches. To the botanist Robin Wall 

Kimmerer, such ideas are reminiscent of non-Western, indigenous knowledge and practices that understand and 

respect non-human beings as both agents and co-habitants (Kimmerer, 2013; 2021). Producing forms of creative 

practice that work physically with the subject of their encounter, therefore, is to imagine the resulting artworks 

as a poetic collaboration between myself and the oaks of my study. Furthermore, this form of engagement, if 

mitigated through forms of photographic or lens-based practice, could be thought of as what Doing defines as 

ñphytographyò, or the ñinteraction between the phytochemical properties of plants and photochemical emulsion 

[é] that strives for a deeper relationship with plants, both through observation and educationò (Doing, 2018).  

 

It is from these principal discussions, including those discussed in the previous sub-sections, that I have arrived 

at three research questions:  
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1) How can historical encounters with trees, and in particular with oak trees, be re-framed by 

contemporary photographic practice? 

2) How might creative photographic processes, using plant matter and biological inspiration, support 

experiments in working-with oak trees? 

3) How can concepts of plant intelligence help de-centre the human in plant-based art? 

 

Having provided some direction for the thesis argument through the practice-based research, its relation to 

theory, and my research questions, I now move to two sub-sections on the oak tree. The first, Hearts of Oak, 

provides further contextual relevance to the oak as a subject of critical enquiry and provides depth to the oakôs 

historical significance within English culture. As many of the oaks within my study are old-growth trees, the 

second, Defining the Ancients, considers the term ñancientò, a category of trees in botany, to understand how 

certain oaks are bestowed with greater value than others. 

 

Hearts of Oak: The oak in English culture 
 

So far, I have outlined connections between photography and trees through reference to aspects of 

photographic history and oak tree materiality, and I have provided some navigation about concepts of 

trees (and plants) and their prominent (re)emergence as a subject of study within contemporary cultural 

discourse and photographic practice. These discussions set the scene for the more detailed discussions 

that emerge in the chapters to follow. However, as my study examines the oak tree in particular, the 

oakôs specific relevance to these debates, and to this thesis, requires some additional discussion. In this 

section, I approach the oak as a cultural product, using the heritage trees in my artistic project Arboreal 

Encounters and their many connections to the monarchy to outline the ways in which oak trees come to 

embody ideas.  

 

The historic significance of the oak tree and its material within England, as well as its representation within 

contemporary visual culture (for example, as symbols of environmental and heritage campaigns, or as emblems 

of political parties) is well documented (Jones and Cloke, 2002; Miles, 2013; Farjon, 2017). My aim here is not 

to provide a general, historical account of the oak treeôs relevance throughout English history, but to re-assess 

the role of the oak (and specific oaks) within human culture during a time of climate emergency and in the 

context of a recent growth of literature on the cognitive and communicative properties of plants. As mentioned 

previously, the oak tree as a case study was initially chosen because of my interests in national identity and the 

oakôs association with England as a national tree. However, it is in part because of the oak treeôs symbolic 

association with English national identity that many of the trees included in my study have become attributed 

with folk tales, mythology, and local and national history related to the monarchy. It is because of these layered 

viewpoints that consider English oak trees through their biological, historical, cultural, social, and even political 

lenses, that, I argue, make them a unique form of study to bridge the gap between human-nature relations.  
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According to Aljos Farjon, botanist and author of Ancient Oaks in the English Landscape, England is unrivalled 

in its number of ancient native oaks, having more than the rest of Europe combined, and most of which are in 

the county of Herefordshire (Farjon, 2017: 3-5; 164). Farjon analyses this phenomenon through data collection, 

visits to each tree, taking photographs, and drawing from historical accounts of the landscapes in which they 

live, how they developed and declined over time, and to what extent they are now managed. His conclusions as 

to why England has the most ancient oaks are drawn from the existence of deer parks and royal forests, as well 

as English social, cultural and political history (Farjon 2017: 186-200). However, Farjon proposes that it is 

Englandôs grand estates, based upon the principle of primogeniture (the right of succession given to the first-

born child, most often the eldest son), that emphasised and enforced private ownership of land which in 1879 

made up 16,260,452 acres and encompassed ñabout half of Englandò (Farjon, 2017: 199). Ancient and culturally 

valuable oaks, therefore, could be said to embody (and justify) norms of wealth, status and power. Their 

protections, and the stories that surround them, provide examples of how the noble familyôs power might be 

perceived to be natural and enduring, by nature of being literally and figuratively rooted in the ground. An 

example of how such ideals become transferred to trees could thought of in relation to the Son of Royal Oak 

(Fig. 14). Although now a famous tree in their own right, Son of Royal Oak, as its name suggests, is actually the 

descendent tree of ñThe Royal Oakò, an oak said to have provided coverage for Charles II while he fled the 

Parliamentarians in 1651 (Miles, 2013). After the restoration, ñThe Royal Oakò became a royalist symbol and a 

site for pilgrimage. According to diarist Samuel Pepys in 1702, the treeôs popularity with those who wanted to 

keep a physical memento of a famous period of history eventually stripped it of its bark, causing it to die 

sometime in the early 18th century (de Groot, 2018). To preserve the original eventôs history, and likely the 

familyôs linkages to the crown, an acorn from the original tree was planted and given the nomenclature ñSon of 

Royal Oakò, perhaps an unsurprisingly gendered title given its royalist associations that are themselves saturated 

with notions of male primogeniture. Colloquially, the oak is referred to as both ñSon ofò and ñRoyal Oakò, the 

distinctions between them often remaining subtle and interchangeable. As such, the new tree has come to inherit 

their royal association from the parent tree both in name and symbolism, much as a son would inherit a title and 

land from their father.  

 

The art historian Christiana Payne, author of Silent Witnesses: Trees in British Art, notes in 2019 that old oaks 

within the grounds of estates could become both a symbol of longevity and a signifier of an old family, perhaps 

even representing literally the ñfamily treeò as a network of lineage, which brought with it claims to status and 

legitimacy within the physical (and visible) landscape (Payne, 2019). The survival of such trees therefore 

become, in part, an enduring symbol of the noble familyôs survival and by extension its claims to land, property, 

titles and wealth. The tree, as an organic metaphor for the family, binds families to place metaphorically by 

spreading its roots deep within and across the earth as a means of taking possession. Trees in this sense serve 

identity functions in the service of elite property, power and nationality, and in the British aristocratic system of 

blood lines and inherited wealth and status. They therefore function as a powerful container of human memory, 

or what artist Uriel Orlow calls a kind of ñplant hauntologyò, where plants exist as ghosts or ñvegetal spectres 

from the past that live on in the present and remind us of colonial and other injusticesò (Orlow, 2023: 314).  
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This is particularly important as almost all heritage trees within Arboreal Encounters, a sub-project of my 

practice-based research discussed in more detail in Chapter II, fall within the ground of rural estates and are 

named either directly or indirectly in relation to their royal associations. Themes of royalty and aristocracy 

therefore permeate the list ð Kettôs Oak (Fig. 18) in Norfolk for example, signifies the origin site of the Kettôs 

Rebellion in 1549, a revolt fought against the appropriation of common land by the aristocracy, later called 

enclosure, which removed the rights of access and privilege of land for commoners. Indeed, the very existence 

of the ñGreat British Treesò list originates from the commemoration of the monarchy and its enduring legacy. 

Legacy in relation to trees, however, relies as much on nurturing the new as it does in preserving the old. In 

2022, during the Platinum Jubilee celebrations, the then Prince Charles (now Charles III) introduced ñThe 

Queenôs Green Canopyò, a tree-planting initiative set to mark seventy years since Queen Elizabeth II ascended 

the throne. The ritual of tree planting is a distinctively royal practice, made to commemorate events, as well as 

to signify specific visitations by Elizabeth II, King Charles III and other members of the royal family. It is also, 

however, often framed as a tool to prevent or curtail climate change. Included within the initiative is the 

ñidentification of seventy ancient woodlands and ancient treesò, as well as a call to action for citizens to ñplant a 

tree for the jubileeò (The Queenôs Green Canopy, 2022). Such mass calls for tree planting as a method to help 

solve the climate crisis, however, has been long criticised by ecologists, primarily for its lack of deeper 

understanding of ecological practices. In some cases, these events are argued to represent a distraction from 

state-subsidised deforestation (Horton, 2022).  

 

According to Simard, the emphasis is often on random tree planting, rather than the preservation and 

development of already-present ancient woodland and forests. This further demonstrates a disconnect between 

humans and trees, perpetuated by a capitalist economic model (Simard, 2021). Simard argues that such 

discussions often rely upon on the economic value of timber within forests and woodland and therefore on 

young growth trees, rather than the inherent value that ancient trees have in relation to biodiversity and their 

substantial carbon dioxide storage, which ends up contributing to the climate crisis once those trees are cut 

down and burnt, releasing the carbon back into the atmosphere (Simard, 2021). Though seemingly separate 

issues, one being tree planting and the other being preserving ancient woodland, such schemesô prioritisation of 

commemorative tree planting over conservation creates questions as to why not more is done to assist in 

preserving and developing what is already there. Furthermore, as ancient trees in woodland are considered high 

value timber and are cut down as a result, it begs the question as to why some trees, like the ones on the ñGreat 

British Treeò listò, have managed to survive while others have not. This specific argument in relation to ñThe 

Queenôs Green Canopyò has been made in an article by The Guardianôs environmental reporter, Helena Horton. 

She notes that several of the Queenôs Green Canopy corporate sponsors, such as McDonalds and the energy 

company Drax, are not only linked to global deforestation but also financially benefit from it (Horton, 2022). 

According to Louisa Casson, head of forests for Greenpeace UK, ñSadly, the number of trees that this scheme 

might help to plant is a tiny fraction of the number the schemeôs corporate sponsors have helped to destroy. Itôs 

an insult to the volunteers taking part to use their efforts to greenwash the reputations of companies that drive 

deforestation across the worldò (Horton, 2022). 
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The complex relationship between the climate crisis, large corporationsô need to demonstrate performative green 

credentials, and the use of trees as emotive symbols for environmental protection and renewal (whether ancient 

or saplings) speaks back to the origins of the 2002 ñGreat British Treeò register, upon which this research 

project was initially based. Twenty years on, there is an ostensible effort to combine tree planting with the 

ñidentificationò of seventy ancient trees, ñto be part of a special project to grow new trees by propagation [é] 

from many of the UKôs most important Ancient Trees, to ensure that the genetic resource is conserved even 

when the trees themselves have diedò (The Queenôs Green Canopy, 2022). 

 

Identification, however, appears to have an intentionally abstract meaning, making it difficult to pin-point or 

extrapolate from in relation to what their ñidentificationò achieves. To be clear, ecologists do not argue against 

tree planting in general but critique its use in commemorative culture as a primary solution for climate change, 

particularly when not coupled with preserving existing woodland and forests (Simard, 2021; Mancuso, 2021). 

This continued (re)produced narrative, especially when considering corporate interests in the spoils of 

deforestation, could be read as a distraction technique aimed at producing a thinly veiled veneer of investment 

towards preventing climate change. Additionally, due to the abstract nature of the above statement taken from 

the website of ñThe Queenôs Green Canopyò, it is difficult to discern how the ancient treeôs ñgenetic resourceò 

will be conserved. To refer again to the work of Simard ï whose book Finding the Mother Tree (2021) explores 

the ways in which genetic information and knowledge learned by what she calls ñmother treesò is passed on to 

their descendants through their complex root systems ï  unless the new trees are grown and looked after with an 

acknowledgement that it is their connections with each other that will preserve their genetic resource, there is 

little practical reason for their propagation other than the public relations statement that assumes and implies 

their environmental importance (Simard, 2021). 

 

An alternate reading of such focus on an ancient treeôs genetic resource, might be that areas of woodland, or 

particular trees and their association to the monarchy, no longer carry with them the weight of cultural value 

they once had, requiring them to have an illusion of scientific or ecological significance to provide additional 

evidence of their importance. In addition, it is well documented that Englandôs colonial history was built on oak 

timber, its wood having been used extensively in the building of ships which led to England becoming a marine 

superpower (Miles, 2013; Lewis-Stempel, 2018). The symbolism of the nationôs ñheart of oakò is in turn a direct 

result of the quality of oak timber, an acknowledgement of the importance of the oak tree as a material resource, 

as well as the skills and technologies which were able to transform the tree into a form of colonial power (Jones 

and Cloke, 2002: 35). These cultural attitudes of the oak tree inform the enduring historical importance of oaks 

and their relationship to national identity. This thesis, however, is not a study of the oak tree in relation to class 

and colonialism. Instead, this information acts as important context to understand how treesô cultural value, but 

also ancient trees in general, are encountered both physically and in the imagination. As many of the trees of my 

study are considered ñancientò, I now move on to a brief analysis of the termôs use and how it is constructed.  
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Defining the Ancients: Heritage, conservation and myth 
 

In this section I draw on botanical research and forest science to analyse the use of the term 

ñancientò to describe old growth trees. As not all trees have the same lifespan, the term does 

not refer to a specific age but instead to a period of time relative to the specific genus. This 

section focusses solely on the oak tree to examine how the concept of ancient trees is 

constructed through scientific and mythological strategies to bestow meaning and value on 

specific trees. A saying attributed to English foresters which takes many forms due to its own 

long history refers to the growth of oak trees and their latter stages is that they grow for three 

hundred years, mature for another, and decay for a final three hundred years (Lewis-Stempel, 

2018: 35) 

 

In 2024, the age of oak trees in my case study taken from list of ñGreat British Treesò ranged from around three 

hundred to approximately one thousand years old. Although the youngest tree of my study, the ñSon of Royal 

Oakò, has a more robust ageing criteria due to its relative youth, many of the so-called ñancientò trees in my 

study, and ancient trees in general, are consistently given ages that appear more symbolic or mythical than 

rooted in science. The ageing of trees, however, is a complex task, especially when attempting to age those 

purported as ancient. Ancient status is applied depending on a wide range of factors that relate not just to the 

physical characteristics of the tree, but also the cultural and biological value it has to the local area. As the word 

ñancientò, when used in relation to trees, figures both in the cultural imagination and certain ecological practices 

(such as tree conservation), it is important to outline the use and definition of this word to understand how it 

relates and informs the status of certain trees and, in turn, whether they are conserved and protected because of 

this status. Though primarily a practice set out to determine conservation, classifying ancient trees is not 

exclusively ecological. According to the guidelines set out by the British-based Ancient Tree Inventory (ATI) 

project, a treeôs aesthetic or cultural interest plays just as much a part in designating and defining a tree as 

ñancientò (The Woodland Trust, 2020). This interplay between culture and ecology will be used to discuss the 

process by which ancient status is placed upon certain trees, why this is done, and the impact this has on the 

local ecology and environment as a result. 

 

According to the ñOperations Instruction No. 31ò, a set of guidelines used to assist the protection of Trees of 

Special Interest (TSIs) during forest operations, organised by the Forestry Commission England (2013), certain 

procedures are in place to protect trees which have ñecological, social, cultural or historical value, due to their 

age, character or past historyò (Spencer, 2013). The scope is wide ranging in terms of which trees fall under this 

category, and extends to ñancient, veteran, champion, historic, notable or rare treesò (Spencer, 2013), most of 

which are placed within their respective category (except for notable or rare trees) due to their associated age or 

size of their trunk. Indeed, both ñancientò and ñveteranò are both terms used to refer to the specific life stage of 

trees relative to their species and genus, however, there is confusion between them, as they are often used either 

independently of each other, or even as substitutes (Farjon, 2017: 29). In terms of the oak, the botanist Farjon 

places them within three categories of life: young, mature and ancient (somewhat mimicking the English 
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forestry proverb), the latter being an umbrella definition within which veteran oaks belong (Farjon, 2017: 14). 

Although age plays a factor in their definition, biological factors that attribute to the growth of the specific tree 

when analysed are far more commonplace and produce more rigorous scientific data about how old a tree might 

be. As many ancient oaks, both in general and specifically in relation to those within my study, are almost 

completely hollow inside, the traditional method of analysing and counting the ring growth to determine age is 

virtually impossible (Farjon, 2017:24). Farjon extrapolates from this that the tendency to age ancient trees, such 

as the Queen Elizabeth I or Big Belly oaks, as one thousand years old or more, ñseems to have a special 

fascination, perhaps linked to ancient millenarian beliefs endorsed by Christianity. Many ancient oaks are thus 

claimed to be ña thousand years oldò without the slightest evidence. Such mythical ages of ancient oaks can be 

dismissed as mere folklore; mentions of them as probable ages of ancient oaks in publications, in print or online, 

are misleading.ò (Farjon, 2017: 25).   

 

He later concludes that, due to the many variables, caveats, irregularities, and sources of error within which the 

authentic age of ancient oaks is given, which also include proxy data such as ñdiameter of trunk, growth rates 

during various life stages of a tree, and archaeological and historical evidence,ò the older the tree ñthe more 

fragmentary and uncertain the evidence becomesò (Farjon, 2017: 26).  Age, however, as indeterminate as it may 

be, is not the only factor in determining a tree as having ancient status. In the guidelines set out for volunteers as 

part of the Ancient Tree Inventory (ATI) project, a treeôs aesthetic or cultural interest is included as part of what 

defines an ancient tree, as well as those that are old ñrelative to others of the same speciesò (Ancient Tree Hunt, 

2022). The Woodland Trust, however, includes further guidelines, most of which refer to the physical damage, 

health, and girth of the individual tree. Damage, girth, and culture therefore appear as the common 

characteristics that define trees as ancient, however this is still not a definitive method. Damage, though 

inevitable with age, is not exclusive to the process of ageing. Girth, though associated with age and tree growth, 

can become complicated with pollarded trees and those, such as Queen Elizabeth I, that have split and buckled 

under the weight of their crowns, causing them to bow at the trunk. Myth and folklore, although helpful in 

identifying trees with symbolic meaning to both the local area and the nation, is not an accurate measure in 

determining age, particularly with trees claimed to be one thousand years old or more.  

 

Age, therefore, in relation to ancient oaks, rather than being determinate, instead becomes an interwoven nexus 

of biological and cultural associations. ñAgeò in a sense, and as a concept, even begins to lose its emphasis as a 

factor in determining a tree as ancient due to the lack of evidence to prove it. If a tree is therefore unable to be 

dated biologically, cultural history, including myth, appears to intervene and come to the fore. But why is this 

important? Age as a factor in determining whether a place or an object (such as a tree) has value, is a commonly 

used trope in conservation practices to give weight and reason for preservation. Whether accurate or implied, 

age is a means by which a tree is attributed with cultural status and, as a corollary, with protection. Furthermore, 

the outcome and process of aging ancient trees which draws from scientific methods and cultural research 

demonstrates it as a practice that blurs the lines between science and myth, emphasising the ways in which 

mythology or folklore can even influence public policy. As the geographers Jones and Cloke point out, such 

observations ñare evident in many facets of the planning system, which places considerable emphasis on the 
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retention and conservation of mature trees [é] the layout of new developments such as housing estates has to 

accommodate large old trees into the new landscape formation. Indeed, such trees add value to and often 

become a focal point of the new developmentò (Jones and Cloke, 2002: 34). 

 

Additional emphasis of the sociocultural nature of native trees also plays a role in securing their survival. Old 

oaks often attract more attention than old conifer trees, for example, including ñthe place in which they stand 

and the relations which bind them to other materialities and symbolismsέ which add yet further depth and power 

to these associations (Jones and Cloke, 2002: 34). Trees with more cultural power therefore yield more 

protections, which in turn reinforce their preservation. These cultural powers are themselves complexly 

constructed, produced through a combination of historical, social, cultural and scientific lenses that understand 

oak trees a complex series of inter-relations. To understand oak trees is to therefore combine their identities as 

social, cultural and scientific entities. As in the ageing of trees, often these identities collide, blurring science, 

culture and society into one.  

 

Stepping Back: Mighty oaks from little acorns grow 

 
 

In this introduction I have so far provided background information on the projectôs 

beginnings, an outline of the practice-based research and photographic methodologies, and 

some navigation of theoretical frameworks. To provide further understanding of my choice to 

focus on the English oak as a case study, I have given some historical context to understand 

the oak as a cultural construct. To conclude the introduction, I now provide signposts for the 

overall thesis structure together with a brief outline of each chapter. The chapter titles, Root, 

Trunk and Crown, draw inspiration from the anatomy of the oak tree and act as poetic guides 

to the growth of the project, beginning with its roots. To approach and to leave the tree, 

however, one must travel through a Landscape. My decision to bookend the thesis with 

sections using the same title was made to guide the reader as if they were walking through a 

landscape towards an oak tree in their imagination. Once reached, their eyes gaze slowly 

downward to the oakôs roots, before moving upwards to their trunk, and finally to its 

sprawling crown. After experiencing the tree up close and in detail, they step back once more 

into the wide expanse of the landscape to view the same tree in a different light. 

 

As I have outlined, what began as an interest in national identity and the ways in which a sense of Englishness 

can be drawn from the material landscape, later matured and developed into an experimental photographic 

examination of the oak in contemporary culture in relation to plant intelligence. From this, the projectôs 

formulation as a case study of twelve heritage oak trees evolved into an exploration of the oak through various 

stages of its life and through three specific photographic methodologies. These strategies (which will be 

described in detail in Chapter II) have become an important approach in considering the genus not just through 
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the lens of history and myth, but also how the oak is configured within the here and now, particularly in relation 

to the study of plant intelligence. Principally, this route was taken to enable a fresh perspective on the 

experience of trees: to challenge their norms of viewing, representation and engagement, and to experiment with 

ideas of collaboration. Although the project remains materially grounded in the trees as cultural and historical 

objects, these multidimensional artistic approaches guard against restricting the oaks to a study of their cultural 

and historical properties alone. Each chapter of the thesis is divided into titles that correspond to the oakôs 

material form, starting from the ground up.  

 

Roots begins with an analysis of photographic methods and concepts related to trees in which I survey a group 

of photographers and artists who have made work on, about or with trees. This study is split in two -- Trees as 

Subject and Trees as Material and Form -- to provide a scope of contemporary and historical photographers (or 

photographic artists), to position my own creative strategies within the field, and to provide the rationale for 

how my study provides an original contribution to knowledge. In Trunk, I outline the creative practice. This 

includes detail on my three individual artistic projects (Arboreal Encounters, Organic Impressions and 

Perceiving Phytochome), their backgrounds, photographic methodologies, outcomes and relation to theory. After 

outlining their individual strategies, I then move to explore their connections to one another in An Ecology of 

Images, explaining that by viewing them as a whole, rather than as individual projects, their subject matter 

forms a complete photographic oak tree. As the principal outcome of the practice-based research takes form as 

an exhibition, I close this chapter with an analysis of curatorial methods and outcomes that have informed the 

development of the practice and exhibition strategies, with particular emphasis on the inclusion of a living oak 

tree.  In Crown, I begin with a brief introduction of the theory of plant intelligence, its branches of terminology, 

and my understanding of its complex history. From this, aspects of plant blindness are discussed in relation to 

photography and how working directly with trees functions as a de-objectifying aesthetic strategy (Aloi and 

Marder, 2023) to de-centre the human voice in photographic practice. This is deepened further through scholarly 

discussions regarding the photographic index, and how plant-based photographs may come to embody, not just 

point to their referent. I then conclude by reflecting on the practice-based research, its relation to theory, how my 

practice-based research has answered my research questions, as well as outlining potential gaps that I have been 

unable to fulfil. I close with ideas for the projectôs future, including its potential development and my growing 

interest in the discipline of queer ecology.  
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Chapter I Roots: 
An analysis of photographic methods and concepts related to trees 
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Introduction 

 
Tree roots form an integral part of tree physiognomy. They are used to locate and draw up water and nutrients 

from the soil, they partner with mycorrhizal networks to break down organic matter, such as rocks, that may 

impede their development (Sheldrake, 2020) and can form lateral mats just a few inches below the surface of 

the earth to prevent the tree from being uprooted (Smith, 2022: 102-104). Roots are the foundation, the baseline 

structure of a treeôs life cycle. In an anthropomorphic sense, roots are often conceptualised as the brain of a 

plant due to their ability to collect information and send knowledge to parts of the plant that correspond, or 

require, such knowledge. In addition to plantsô independent root systems and their ability to collect information 

themselves, mycorrhizal networks that link together with plant systems in symbiotic (or parasitic) ways to 

produce innovative methods for intelligence gathering, demonstrate a form of sharing and distribution of 

knowledge akin to the process of research that will be developed here.   

   

The following piece of writing is an analysis of photographic artists and/or lens-based practitioners who, 

broadly speaking, have made work around the subject of trees. I provide this contextual survey to demonstrate 

and discuss the creative strategies and concepts that photographers have used to image trees. Ranging from 

forms of portraiture that capture them in their entirety, to specific studies of parts of their anatomy. These 

discussions are then placed in relation to my own practice (discussed in Chapter II), noting their similarities and 

differences to identify gaps in knowledge. First, I concentrate on artists interested in trees as individual 

subjects. Much like my own project Arboreal Encounters, these artists deal with concepts surrounding a single 

treeôs individuality, or that which makes them appear or feel unique due to the treeôs age, their form and size, 

associations with human events and relationships to human history. Second, I focus on artists who have 

developed projects on components of a treeôs form, such as their leaves, bark or soil, analogous to my own 

methods in Organic Impressions and Perceiving Phytochrome.    

   

Before coming to my list of photographers mentioned in the following sections, I initially began with a long list 

of fifty photographers. This larger selection was produced to consciously balance the age, sex and ethnicity of 

my chosen group to ensure I was exploring a wide range of perspectives, concepts, influences and cultural 

contexts. To do this, I drew on my own frames of reference, but I also used an experimental form of 

crowdsourcing as a social experiment: I asked my photographic network, using my social media accounts 

(Instagram and Twitter), to respond to me with photographers/photographic artists who make work around 

trees. This created a lively public dialogue that illuminated why certain artistsô work and premises were 

resonant to other practitioners, which I found productive for thinking about trees, networks, and their human 

relations. I also conducted my own research using online and printed sources, which included a survey of 

several exhibition catalogues that focus on trees in art.2 From this list of fifty I then began a visual analysis of 

 
2  The exhibition catalogues mentioned feature: The Tree in Photographs (Fran­oise Reynaud, 2011), published by Getty 

Publications, L.A. featuring work from the exhibition In Focus: The Tree at the J. Paul Getty Museum from February 8th ð 

July 3rd 2011; Nous Les Arbres (Fondation Cartier pour lôart Contemporain, 2019), featuring work from the exhibition of the 

same name from July 11th ð November 10th 2019; Into the Woods: Trees in Photography (Martin Barnes, 2018), featuring 
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each project to find patterns in creative methods and/or concepts related to my own work. To allow more direct 

correspondence between my work, the subject of the oak tree (a tree found mostly in western Europe), and the 

analysis of a diverse range of creative practitioners, my final choices are spread across geographical locations 

within Europe, the U.S., South and Southeast Asia. To enable in-depth analysis of selected patterns, I prioritised 

eight of the original fifty photographic artists which I then organised into two groups: 1) The Arboreal Portrait: 

Trees as Subject, featuring work by Victor Regnault (b. 1810-1878, France), Barbara Bosworth (b. 1953, U.S.), 

Tacita Dean (b. 1965, U.K.) and, Myoung Ho Lee (b. 1975, South Korea), and 2) Photographic Morphology: 

Trees as Material Form, featuring work by: Anna Atkins (b. 1799-1871, U.K.), Woong Soak Teng (b. 1994, 

Singapore), Hannah Fletcher (b. 1989, U.K.) and Seungwon Jung (b. 1992, South Korea).    

   

For clarity, my decision to limit the number of historical photographers in my list is not to intentionally omit 

them from the wider conversation. Instead, I have chosen to focus on strategies that expand photographic 

practices and consider experimental photographic processes that speak directly to my own methodologies. My 

decision to include historical photographers is also to acknowledge the historical links between photography, 

plants and certain photographic processes, such as the use of pyrogallic acid by Victor Regnault, which situates 

the oak tree not just as a subject but also as a material in photographic history. In doing so I aim to highlight the 

growing interest in human-nature relations and their historical roots, while outlining contemporary responses to 

plants and trees in photographic practice that consider them as living beings with agency. This discussion also 

allows me to establish my own photographic methods as they both relate to and divert from those mentioned 

above.    

   

In Part I: The Arboreal Portrait, I focus on the photographic strategies that focus on trees as individuals, 

drawing particular emphasis to the relationship between the trees and their environment. Comparisons are made 

throughout between the chosen photographers and my own creative choices, outlining their crossovers and 

distinctions. By doing so, creative methods are discussed in relation to how certain compositional decisions or 

editing techniques either compromise or amplify the treeôs agency. As many of the artistic strategies within this 

section focus on whether a treeôs context makes it appear as an individual, there is an emphasis here on how 

trees are constructed both in the imagination and through imagery. In Part II: Photographic Morphology, I 

move towards the combination of plant matter and photographic processes that situate the plant itself as a 

component of image making. Often this results in the artist centring the treeôs biological processes as the initial 

form of creative inquiry, before developing ideas through various cultural, spiritual and social structures that 

weave connections between tree and human worlds. My argument here is that the methods deployed in this 

section make a conscious effort to centre the treeôs biology and agency within the process of image making, 

particularly when organic material from the tree itself is used within the creative process.    

 

 
work from the exhibition of the same name held at the V&A Museum from November 18th 2017 ð 22nd April 2018. 

Research conducted using online resources for other exhibitions where the catalogue is either out of stock or currently 

unavailable feature: Do Not Destroy: Trees, Art, and Jewish Thought (The Contemporary Jewish Museum, San Fransisco, 

U.S.A, 2011); The Botanical Mind: Art, Mysticism and the Cosmic Tree (Camden Art Centre, London, U.K, 2020); Among 

the Trees (Hayward Gallery, London, U.K, 2020); Seedscapes: Future-Proofing Nature (Impressions Gallery, Bradford, U.K, 

2020). 
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Part I: The Arboreal Portrait  

Trees as Subject 
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Victor Regnaultôs Oak tree at St. Laurence Church 

 
 
Victor Regnault (born Henri Victor) was born in Aix-la-Chapelle, France, now modern-day Aachen, Germany 

in 1811. A friend of Fox Talbot and Sir John Hershel, Regnault was an early adopter of photography, taking a 

particular interest in Fox Talbotôs invention of the paper-negative process (Harrison, 1887: 28). A chemist and 

physicist by profession, Regnaultôs specialism was in early thermodynamics, lending his early scientific 

research to the domain of photography which included the introduction of pyrogallic acid as a developer 

(Poncet and Dahlberg, 2011: 392).     

   

Although Regnault was considered a technical expert in photography at the time ï his expertise leading to 

several accolades such as being elected as the first president of the Soci®t® Fran­aise de Photographie (SFP) in 

1854 (a French organisation founded to advance photography within the arts, science and industry), his 

personal photographic archive was rarely exhibited unlike his peers (Poncet and Dahlberg, 2011: 392-93). 

According to the mechanical engineer, S®bastien Poncet, and photographic historian, Laurie Dahlberg, in their 

co-written article The legacy of Henri Victor Regnault in the arts and sciences, Regnaultôs approach to 

photography was mostly scientific, eschewing any form of artistic presentation of his work (Poncet and 

Dahlberg, 2011: 393).3 As the historical anthropologist Elizabeth Edwards points out, despite this personal 

ñeschewingò, early photographerôs such as Regnault still made aesthetic choices about methods of developing, 

printing and toning, particularly as certain finishes were seen to be more authoritative or enduring than others 

(Edwards, 2012). Despite his personal view, Regnault participated in a variety of photographic expression, 

ranging from still life to family portraits and landscapes. One such landscape is ñOak tree at St. Laurenceôs 

Churchò (1916), a photograph depicting a now fallen and removed oak tree held up by a brick wall and 

wrapped together by a mixture of chains and wires (Fig. 1). It was the distinctive characteristics of the wall, 

which appears to have been built with great care, that initially drew me to the photograph, as walls and wires 

remain present in contemporary practice as conservation devices (see Major Oak, Kettôs Oak, Son of Royal Oak 

as examples).   

   

 

 
3 Laurie Dahlberg is also the author of a 2005 book on Henri Victor Regnault, an extension of her PhD thesis on 

the same subject, titled óVictor Regnault and the Advance of Photography: The Art of Avoiding 

Errorsô. Among her discussion of his work in relation to nineteenth-century fears around the effects of 

industrialism, Dahlberg also notes Regnaultôs resistance to having a public profile as a photographer, contrary to 

his friends and colleagues who took full advantage of the ñburgeoning photographic salon culture in 

Europeò (Poncet and Dahlberg, 2011: 395). Despite this, Dahlberg notes that Regnaultôs private photographs, 

particularly his portraits of his family and friends, demonstrated an artistic sensibility that transcend his interests 

in photography as a purely scientific ambition (Poncet and Dahlberg, 2011: 395). The decision to keep his 

photographs relatively private, shown only to close friends and family, seemingly contributed to his work (and 

its participation in the advancement of photographic technologies) to sink into relative anonymity, at 

least since the last two decades. His relative obscurity as an exhibiting photographer may have also impacted 

wider awareness of Regnaultôs scientific contributions to photography, particularly his introduction of pyrogallic 

acid (the process of heating gallic acid to remove carbon) as a photographic developer. Not only does this 

provide information as to Regnaultôs historical significance in photographic history, it also further positions the 

oak tree and its organic material as a component of early photographic experimentation. Further strengthening is 

roots within the origins of photographic practice. 
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Fig. 1 Henri Victor Regnault, Oak tree at St. Laurence's Church. 1853. Collotype on paper. Courtesy of The 

Royal Society, London.  

 

 

Building on this initial interest, I conducted visual analysis to ascertain the similarities between modern day and 

historical conservation methods, and how monochromatic photographic strategies might function to visually 

blend aspects of human and non-human phenomena together. On close inspection the wall is built on a diagonal, 

emerging from the ground below to support the oakôs leaning trunk, giving the impression it is part of the treeôs 

anatomy. In my view, this strategy is intentional, as it would have required a skilled labourer to construct the 

wall and its trajectory. The wall also appears to maintain a relatively seamless connection between the wall, the 

tree and the ground beneath, at least from the perspective of the viewer. These seamless connections are further 

maintained by their rendering in monochrome. The texture of the brick appearing to reference the rough, worn 

texture of the treeôs bark so that when the image is viewed from a distance, human intervention is not 

immediately obvious. This is emphasised further by the choice of brick which appears to closely resemble the 

tonal range of the tree and its trunk, in contrast to the church wall behind it. Monochromeôs ability to flatten the 

immediate visual differences between aspects of the tree and its human intervention are also present in the 

appearance of the chains, which appear to have been wrapped around the central trunks of the oak, perhaps to 

keep them from splaying and splitting the tree in two. A single metal rod can also be seen emerging from the 

treeôs right-hand bough towards its main branch, perhaps for additional support. A wooden pole features in the 
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centre of the frame too, reaching up alongside the churchôs gate towards the oakôs only leaf-laden branch. It is 

difficult to ascertain with clarity if this is an additional supporting method, however almost all listed 

preservation methods (aside from the bricks and mortar) above feature as part of contemporary conservation 

techniques used for the six heritage trees within my sub-project, Arboreal Encounters. They are evidence of a 

human-made intervention, even in a tree which might otherwise seem to embody the natural and the enduring.   

   

Compositionally, Regnaultôs oak tree sits slightly off-centre, sharing the central focus with the church and its 

surrounding environment rather than dominating the frame. This decision sits as a contrast to the photographic 

strategies that follow in this section, including my own, all of which position the tree directly in the centre of 

the image. In the above example, the tree shares attention with the church in the background not just through 

photographic strategies but also through its titling (this latter point, however, may well be the result of their 

archival properties, rather than the conscious choices of Regnault himself). Although rendering my photographs 

in monochrome was a conscious decision, the tonal range employed across Regnaultôs and my own 

photographic strategies flattens the visual distinction between human and non-human subjects, preventing the 

oak from sinking into the background. The tonal range of Regnaultôs collotype, however, (which is similar to, 

but more emphasised in, my own images for Arboreal Encounters) appears to reduce the imageôs overall 

contrast, allowing for mid-range tones to merge more seamlessly with their surroundings. A particular effect of 

this, visible in both Regnaultôs and my own work, are the ways in which conservation infrastructure blends 

with the tree and its environs as a result, rather than visually contrasting it. Regnaultôs tonal ranges and colours, 

due to the restrictions of his time, are more limited than mine, however, this is not to say that his decisions were 

not conscious or deliberate. My own approach to tone and colour evokes the historical roots evident in 

Regnaultôs imagery, situating my images as a form of antiquarian method in digital times (Rexer, 2002). 

 

 

Tacita Deanôs Majesty 
 

As a filmmaker and an ardent supporter of celluloid film in an age of digital technology, Deanôs approach to 

filmmaking is an intentionally analogue one. In 2011, after the closure of the motion film processing 

department of Soho Film Lab in London, the last professional lab to print 16mm film in the U.K. (Dean, 2011), 

Dean authored an article in ñThe Guardianò titled Save celluloid, for artôs sake, asking why digital and celluloid 

technology cannot coexist. In describing her process, Dean outlines the similarities between analogue 

photography and filmmaking through their mutual, direct engagement between artist and material processes (at 

least in comparison with digital technologies) writing that; ñmy relationship to film begins at that moment of 

shooting, and ends in the moment of projection. Along the way, there are several stages of magical 

transformation that imbue the work with varying layers of intensity. This is why the film image is different 

from the digital image: it is not only emulsion versus pixels, or light versus electronics but something deeper ï 

something to do with poetryò (Dean, 2011).   

   
Although Deanôs filmmaking is not the subject of this piece of writing, her approach to the motion camera sets 

out the wider context and philosophy underpinning her practice. It is Deanôs direct involvement with the 
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Fig. 2 Tacita Dean, Deformed Trees. 2005. 4 x 6 in. (10.5cm x 14.8cm) Gouache on found postcard.  

 

material aspects of her chosen medium, informed by her use of 16mm film, that contextualises her 

photographic work and, in particular, her series on ancient trees. Born in 1965 and raised in Canterbury, U.K.,  

Dean studied her BA in Fine Art in 1988 and her MA in Painting at the Slade School of Fine Art, London in 

1992. Following a group show held in 1995 by the British Council at the XLVI Venice Biennale called General 

Release: Young British Artists, she rose to prominence as a key figure in the group known as the Young British 

Artists, or ñYBAsò. Since then, Dean has worked in multiple forms of media that include large-scale chalk 

drawings, sculpture and photography.   

   

In 2005, Dean created a series named Deformed Trees (2005), a collection of found black and white postcards 

from her personal collection depicting trees from around the world (Dean, 2006). Painting their backgrounds 

white, Dean built up a collection that separated the trees from their environments, drawing focus on the variety 

of their tangled branches and aesthetic formations (Fig. 2). One year later, Deanôs interest in trees was 

prompted once again by a series of coincidences related to her contribution to October magazine (Dean, 2006). 

In an interview with the novelist Jeffrey Eugenides for Bomb 95, Dean details the process leading up to the 

making of her photograph Majesty (2006), noting that ñI made a photograph for an edition recently for October 

magazine called Fontainebleau Postcard [é] and it reminded me that I had found all these old postcards of 

The Forest of Fontainebleau when I was in Kitakyushu in Japan, and I remember thinking thatôs so strange, 

why would they have so many postcards of Fontainebleau? [é] I always need that tiny thread to get myself 

going. Iôm now shortly off to photograph similar trees in the area for a new projectò (Dean, 2006).    

   

This new project, a series of large-scale triptychs (e.g. Fig. 3) of ancient trees from the U.K., began with an 

image of Majesty, the name of an ancient Kentish oak (also named the Fredville Oak) said to be around 800 
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years old, situated in the village of Nonnington, Kent, close to where Dean herself grew up. At first glance, 

Majesty (Fig. 3) is depicted as a vast, weaving nexus of branches reaching beyond its frame. The background, 

reminiscent of Deanôs previous creative methods for Deformed Trees (2005), is painted with white gouache. 

However, rather than painting over the background entirely and rendering it opaque, pockets of dark hues peek 

through from the undergrowth, conjuring visions of plant-life peering through a half-frozen window. This is, in 

a sense, a part-erasure, softening the treeôs surrounding context enough to make the tree stand out and to focus 

attention away from its background. This emphasis on the oakôs form, a result of Deanôs decision to also 

photograph the tree in winter, is also highlighted through her choice of black and white. It seems logical that 

the decision not to use colour in her large-scale images of trees was at least partly influenced by her early 

experiments with black and white postcards, a method which is also largely sympathetic, in terms of 

monochromatic tonal range, with the use of white gouache.    

   

Turning to ideas of process, the care taken in her brushstrokes that surround the curvature of each branch (of 

which there are many) and the decision taken to almost completely obscure the treesô place, both support and 

draw emphasis to the oak's unique form. The printôs size also provides insight into the level of care and  

attention given to the tree post-production. As the scale of the work stands at 300 x 420 cm and would therefore  

 

 
 

Fig. 3 Tacita Dean, Majesty. 2006. 118.1 x 165.4 in (300 x 420 cm). Gouache on fibre-based photograph 

mounted on paper. Frith Street Gallery, London. 
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require the space and equipment large enough to print and paint the resulting artwork, as well as its 

transportation and subsequent exhibition, it could be said that the print itself becomes an analogy for 

theattention given to the tree post-production. As the scale of the work stands at 300 x 420 cm and would 

therefore require the space and equipment large enough to print and paint the resulting artwork, as well as its 

transportation and subsequent exhibition, it could be said that the print itself becomes an analogy for the 

vastness of the treeôs form. Deanôs decision to title the work Majesty, rather than the treeôs alternate name ñThe 

Fredville Oakò (a name derived from the name of the park where it resides), is as much a reference to the treeôs 

physical appearance as it is to its own unique history. Majesty is actually one of three ancient trees living within 

Fredville Park, all of which were historically given names relating to their physical appearance, the other two   

being Stately and Beauty.4 As Majesty is an individual subject, and the creative methods used by Dean in both 

her processes and naming are intended to elevate the oakôs physical appearance and unique physical form, it is 

hard not to conceive of her photograph of Majesty as a portrait. These methods also bear relation to the trees in 

Arboreal Encounters, which often connect to royal figures and can act as metonymic forms of noble 

portraiture.   

   

Comparing Deanôs series Deformed Trees (2005) with Majesty also reveals the significance of naming specific 

trees with cultural value. Whereas none of Deanôs postcards are named in relation to their overall content or the 

trees depicted, Majesty stands out as eponymous individual, both distanced from its surrounding context and 

displayed large-scale as if to both emulate its naming, its physical grandeur, and to translate the physical 

encounter with Majesty in Fredville Park into a gallery setting. Most recently exhibited as part of Among the 

Trees, an exhibition at the Hayward Gallery, London, which I attended in mid-2020, there is no doubt of 

Majestyôs impressive ability to fully immerse, or envelop, the viewer in its vast, towering presence. This visual 

and curatorial strategy of immersion is put into practice for my project Perceiving Phytochrome, taking form as 

a series of three landscapes (each at 42 x 59.4 cm) displayed on top of each other, depicting an oakôs trunk and 

crown (Fig. 25, 26 & 28), together with two additional portraits (59.4 x 84.1 cm) that sit either side of the 

central column, displaying the treeôs extended branches (Fig. 29 & 30). Like Deanôs print and exhibition 

strategies, Perceiving Phytochrome aims to confront the audience with the treeôs grandeur (or majesty) and 

unique characteristics that present it as an individual. These strategies also underline my own photographic 

methodologies in Arboreal Encounters and Perceiving Phytochrome as forms of portraiture, which has also 

influenced the workôs titling. In reference to both Dean and Regnault, both projects identify the treeôs name, 

their genus, but also their specific location. In doing so, emphasis is drawn to the treeôs unique characteristics in 

relation to its form, but also its individual history specific to its locale.    

 
4 It has been difficult to glean so far where the names Majesty, Beauty and Stately come from other than the fact that they are 

named so locally, and that their names relate directly to their physical appearance. Whose decision this was and why such 

names were chosen is, at the time of writing, unknown. The earliest documentation I have found related to their names arise 

in John Evansô travelogue (a teacher of geography at Pullins Row, Islington) ñThe Juvenil Tourist: Or Excussion Through 

Various Parts of the Island of Great Britainò, published in 1805. They then appear again nineteen years later, in Jacob George 

Struttôs ñSylva Britannicaò, published in 1824. However, only Majesty, described by Strutt as ñThe Great Oak at Fredvilleò, 

appears directly by name. Majestyôs alternative name, as I mention above, seems to have several variants, including the one 

by Strutt. According to the 20th century author Lillian Boys Behrens, two of the largest oaks nearest to the Fredville estate 

house were known to have been flourishing in 1554 and were then known as ñThe Ancient Bearò and ñKing Fredville Oakò 

(Behrens, 1926: 49). Due to the latterôs naming having consistent association with Majesty, this could have been their 

original name and, if so, therefore places its age at around 470 years old. 
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Myoung Ho Leeôs Gestures of Concealment 

 

Born in Daejon, South Korea in 1975, Lee studied photography at the University of JoongAng, graduating in 

2003. He later gained both his MFA (2006) and his PhD in photography (2008) from the same university and is 

currently Professor of Photography at Kyungil University in Gyeongsan, South Korea. In 2007, and as part of 

his PhD research, Lee set about to materialise a seemingly simple idea: to photograph trees using a white 

backdrop, visually separating them from their natural environment. Huge swathes of white fabric, reminiscent 

of studio backdrops used for photographing still life, commercial portraiture and botanical photography, were 

hung behind a selection of native trees across South Korea, artificially pushing the trees front-and-centre and 

simultaneously depicting them both in-situ and out of context. Several years later, Lee expanded his Tree series 

into Tree Abroad (see Fig. 4) using the same photographic methods to examine his subject throughout Europe 

and Southeast Asia.   

   

In a paraphrased version of a longer essay, published on the website LensCulture, art critic, Sang Yong Shim, 

outlines how Leeôs series ñseparates subjects from their original circumstances to [unbalance] the difference 

between subject and imageò (Shim, 2010). In short, two things occur simultaneously in Leeôs images. First, the 

trees depicted become highlighted as the subject through their partial separation from their environment. Like 

Deanôs use of gouache in the previous section, by partially removing the tree from its environs its individual 

features are strengthened and brought to the fore. However, due to the visible and striking nature of Leeôs 

method, the act of separation itself also becomes the subject. What results is a methodology of image-making 

constructed to disorientate the subject matter, challenging the viewerôs perceptions around images of trees and 

how they were made. By bringing together different forms of visual language ï like using materials such as 

backdrops which are traditionally used in studio spaces ï the tree simultaneously becomes both a subject in a 

landscape and a commodified product. As the backdrop is pictured as if suspended in mid-air, the audience is 

invited to question whether theyôre looking at a form of collage, a digital construction, or if other pre-

production methods were used that are now hidden from view. Lee's images are in this sense not just 

photographs of trees themselves, but photographs of the actions (and material culture) of photography.    

   

In the introduction to an interview with Smith Journal during a segment on still life, the writer Nadia Saccardo 

writes that Lee ñobserves each chosen tree for four seasons before setting up a photograph, and is happy to 

produce just one image per yearò (Saccardo, 2012: 89). Leeôs image below (Fig. 4) of an unknown tree set 

within a harvested field, possibly in autumn, is just one example of his annual observations, as well as his 

personal, aesthetic conclusions of the treeôs peak of visual beauty. Leeôs approach to selecting the trees and his 

chosen form of depiction are, much like the treesô own cyclical biological processes, both seasonal and annual. 

Cranes, scaffolding and the backdropôs extended support structure are required for each individual photograph, 

making their production expensive and logistically complex. Once the photograph is made, Lee then digitally 

retouches each image in Photoshop to remove ñthe stilts and any objects involved in the set up, that [draw] 

attention away from the treeò (Kearney, 2017). As each tree is a different height and width, the canvasses that  

 



40 

 

 
 

Fig. 4 Myoung ho Lee, Tree...#3. 2013. 31 7/16 x 75 1/2 in (80 x 192 cm). Archival ink-jet print. Yossi Milo 

Gallery, New York.  

 

 

Lee uses must therefore be made to measure for each of them, thus exemplifying Leeôs attention and 

acknowledgement of the treeôs individual nature. Such labour-intensive creative decisions rely on close, repeat 

encounters and are an example of slow looking (and as a corollary, of slow practice), or what educational 

researcher Shari ke describes as ñtaking the time to carefully observe more than meets the eye at first glance [to 

help] discern complexities that canôt be grasped quicklyò (Tishman, 2017: 2). In my own practice, repeat 

encounters with an individual tree are experienced with a mature oak in Hergest Croft, Kington, the market town 

where I live in Herefordshire. For three years I have travelled to, photographed, and observed the seasonal and 

environmental effects upon its vegetal body which later informed the developmental and subsequent final 

images for Perceiving Phytochrome (Chapter II), taking form as a series of infrared photographs. Due to the 

technical nature of infrared photography, in a sense my own images are both photographs of the tree and 

photographs of a method of photographing. As these images (Fig. 25, 26 & 28-30) use slow shutter speeds to 

capture the effect of wind moving through the treeôs branches, it is the treeôs body, rather than human apparatus, 

that act like Deanôs brushes of gouache, or an arboreal backdrop, to partially erase its background while drawing 

emphasis to its form.    

   

In part, this discussion relates to Leeôs photographic methods as gestures of concealment, something which may 

also be thought of in relation to Regnaultôs use of monochrome to conceal the immediate differences between 

the oak and its surrounding conservation infrastructure. Leeôs methods, however, screen a portion of the world 

around the tree to block out important visual and ecological information that might further ground and situate 

the treeôs lived environment, whereas Regnaultôs methods work to flatten them. Despite Lee partly emphasising 

the treeôs individual features, it is his photographic methods and visible human intervention in the landscape that 

inevitably becomes prioritised. It is in this sense a view of trees as they exist as commodities, or objects, 

something which I argue is supported though Leeôs choice of titling for his images. Although the trees are his 

subject, Lee decides not to disclose their genus or location in the individual imageôs titling or description, 

referring to them instead only by numbers (e.g. Tree #1). This sits in direct contrast to the examples given 
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above, in which both the genus and their name, if relevant, is presented to the audience alongside the work. Not 

only does this inclusion provide important contextual information about the treeôs whereabouts, but it also 

functions as a means of identification for the tree, in some cases making them ñnamedò individuals. In Arboreal 

Encounters, this form of tree identification is developed through a geographic mapping of the trees, their names, 

their history, and their place (see Appendix 4.1). All which function to contextualise them in modern day and in 

history. From this perspective, Leeôs trees, although somewhat identifiable by their visual characteristics, are 

ironically re-introduced to the audience as the backdrop to human action (Ingold, 1993). To de-individualise the 

treeôs identities, therefore, reinforms pre-existing and objectifying tropes of vegetal life, reducing them to their 

function as the subject of photographic methodologies, rather than choosing to portray their existence as living 

beings. 

 

Barbara Bosworth and Americaôs Big Trees 
 

Born in Cleveland, Ohio, U.S.A in 1953, Bosworth later grew up in the smaller town of Novelty, just 30 miles 

from Columbus, the state capital. After studying at Bowling Green State University, she gained her BS in 1975, 

earning her MFA in photography from the Rochester Institute of Technology in 1983. She became Professor of 

Photography at the Boston-based Massachusetts College of Art and Design a year later, retiring in 2020 after 

thirty-seven years. Bosworthôs artistic practice takes nature at its centre, picturing what she refers to as the 

ñovert and subtle relationships between humans and the rest of the natural worldò (Bosworth, 2020). In 

considering human life as an extension of the natural world rather than in opposition to it, Bosworth conceives 

of nature, both in her personal and artistic approach, as being interwoven with human culture. It is this 

overarching concept that drives both Bosworth's overall photographic practice and her conceptual methods for 

her series Champion Trees (1993-present), particularly as almost all tree subjects are depicted in relation to 

human life. Bosworth reflects on this in her use of triptychs (and occasional diptychs) in an interview with the  

 

 

Fig. 5 Barbara Bosworth, Former National Champion American Elm, Kansas, 2001. 2001. 7 5/8 x 19 3/8 in 

(19.4 x 49.2 cm). Gelatin silver print. Smithsonian American Art Museum, Gift of Haluk and Elisa Soykan, 

2008. 
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filmmaker David Plicata for his blog A Lifeôs Work, noting that ñitôs not just about the tree. Itôs everything 

around it, as wellò (Bosworth, 2013). Bosworth underlines here her use of multi-panelled portraiture as not just 

an aesthetic decision, but as a means of examining the tree as both an individual and a part of the various 

interlocking cultural and environmental elements that surround it.    

   

Much like the ways in which the heritage trees of my study are depicted within Arboreal Encounters, 

Bosworthôs pictures depict the trees not in isolation, but within the wider, multispecies community in which they 

live. As the philosopher Emanuele Coccia notes in the 2019 translation of his book The Life of Plants: A 

Metaphysics of Mixture, ñone cannot separate the plant ï neither physically nor metaphysically ï from the world 

that accommodates itò (Coccia, 2019). The biologist Merlin Sheldrake, author of Entangled Life: How Fungi 

Make our Worlds, Change our Minds and Shape our Futures, notes this physical integration of plant life in 

radical and symbiotic ways through his research into fungal mycorrhizal networks that form an inter-related 

lattice together with other organic root forms, such as trees, beneath the surface of the earth (Sheldrake, 2020). 

These examples embed trees within the vegetal and fungal worlds they inhabit, however trees also form 

networks with other animals, insects, and humans above ground.   

   

In Fig. 5, Bosworth depicts an American Elm within grassland, or a park. In the left frame lies a picnic bench, 

whilst on the right, wooden fencing runs from the background to the fore. The elm is central. Their shadow 

falls towards the foreground which, along with the visible width of the treeôs trunk, provokes a sense of 

grandeur that places the viewer, along with the photographer, under the treeôs shade. The human aspects, set in 

contrast with the centrality of the elm, are subtle, and a contrast to other images (Fig. 6) where the treeôs 

relation to their human surroundings is far more visible. Although these visual qualities are indications of the 

overlapping features of the human and non-human, they are also a photographic method used to emphasise the 

size and material presence of the tree. As Bosworth continues in her interview with David Plicata, "including 

recognizable human artifacts in the scene provides a sense of scale. We can read the size of the tree by its 

proximity to a car, or a bicycle or a fenceò (Bosworth, 2013). Relating this to my own practice, although human 

proximity and the enormity of the oaks is not my principal interest, the cultural infrastructure that surrounds the 

trees and indicates their human associations remain visible to further highlight the oaks as forms of cultural 

heritage. My choice, however, displays their references subtly, drawing from Regnaultôs use of tonal range and 

Bosworthôs personal reflections on the use of monochrome to level audience attention to trees and aspects of 

material culture. As Bosworth notes    

   

In a black-and-white photograph the world is pared down to forms in tones of grey, not distracted by 

that red sign or blue house or orange fence. I wanted these photographs to simply be about the tree and 

its environs. At times, in a color photograph, a red sign takes on greater importance than a brown tree. 

In these photographs, I want us to be aware of the sign, the house and the fence, but not to let the 

colors dictate their importance in the scene (Bosworth, 2013).   

   

This contemporary use of black and white rather than colour is, on the one hand, an echo to the origins of 

photographic practice, visually flattening the time in between historical and modern images and producing  
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Fig. 6 Barbara Bosworth, National Champion Valley Oak, California, 1994. 1994. 9 1ù2 x 23 1ù8 in. (24.1 x 58.7 

cm). Gelatin silver print. Smithsonian American Art Museum, Gift of Haluk and Elisa Soykan, 2008.  

 

 

visual signifiers of the past (Grainge, 1999). Bosworth uses monochrome specifically as a tool to draw out the 

interconnectedness between the human and the non-human worlds, using black and white tonality to prevent 

man-made phenomena from overriding the visual presence and individuality of the trees, similar to Regnaultôs 

own use of monochrome at the beginning of this chapter. 

   

In The Arboreal Portrait I have analysed four photographers and their creative approaches to tree portraiture. 

Beginning with Regnaultôs photograph of an oak tree, I have outlined out the historical use of gallic acid as a 

developer (explored in more depth in Chapter II) and the use of tannin as a toner for my photographs in 

Arboreal Encounters. By examining approaches to ancient oaks as a subject in Rengaultôs and Deanôs 

photographs, and by drawing comparisons to my own methods, I have established the rationale behind my 

depiction of specific trees and their conservation, as well my decisions to render the images in monochrome. 

These latter ideas are further rooted through my analysis of Bosworthôs photographs and her use of 

monochrome as a visual tool to resist over-emphasising human material culture in the photography of trees. 

Subsequent visual strategies, such as those undertaken by Lee, are positioned as a contrasting method that 

although appears to bolster the treeôs individual qualities, instead runs the risk of amplifying their human uses 

or attributes. In addition to visual analysis, I have also explored the titling of artworks as a method to signify 

(or erase) the treeôs agency in images, while also evaluating scale in relation to my own work (Perceiving 

Phytochrome) and Deanôs immersive curatorial strategies. Having situated my own work in relation to 

contemporary and historical approaches to tree portraiture, I now move to creative methods that either use or 

incorporate plant matter in photographic materials, to expand and deepen the ways in which treeôs might be 

centred in forms of photographic practice.   
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Part II: Photographic Morphology  

Trees as Material and Form 
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Anna Atkinsô Blueprints 

 

Born in Tonbridge, Kent, in 1799, Anna Atkins was a botanist and an early adopter of the cyanotype process, a 

combination of ferric ammonium citrate and potassium ferricyanide, invented by family friend Sir John Hershel 

in 1842. She is perhaps best known to have produced the first known photographically illustrated book titled 

Photographs of British Algae: Cyanotype Impressions (see Fig. 7), published in 1844, one month before 

William Fox Talbotôs The Pencil of Nature, the first commercial book to contain photographs (Garascia, 2019 

:270). Atkinsô father, John George Children, was a chemist and worked as the assistant keeper of the Natural 

History Department at the British Museum, becoming Keeper of the Department of Zoology in 1837 before 

retiring after three years (Garascia, 2019: 271).5 Children is known to have encouraged Atkins in her dual 

pursuits as an artist and scientist, lending her skills in illustration to the likes of Jean-Baptiste Lamarck, a 

leading French naturalist of the time, for Childrenôs translation of Lamarckôs 1840 publication Genera of Shells 

(Garascia, 2019: 271). Ш 

   

As a continuation of these dual pursuits, Atkinsô cyanotype impressions were originally intended to accompany 

Irish botanist William Henry Harveyôs 1841 Manual of the British Marine Algae, however they were instead 

eventually gifted to friends and family as bound manuscripts (Garascia, 2019). Despite historians of Atkinsô 

noting a lack of her personal papers that would otherwise round out her life in conventional ways, Cyanotype 

Impressions has come to be considered an ñautobotanographyò of sorts (Garascia, 2019: 271). A creative 

neologism that, as literary theorist Ann Garascia notes, in addition to Atkinsô hand ñpromises two more authors, 

her surrounding ecosystem and the plantsò (Garascia, 2019: 271). This consideration of shared authorship 

between plants and people are similarly echoed in the very construction of the cyanotype. As an example, I 

draw on my own series of root impressions that I call Rhizotypes (explored and explained in greater detail in 

Chapter II), a collection of six oval cyanotypes that depict dead oak roots taken from an oak sapling. Despite 

existing as a series of compositions arranged by my own hand, the Rhizotypes are also a direct result of their 

physical contact with the surface of the paper. As the roots act as both subject and material, their impression 

demonstrates a physical trace, re-imagining the cyanotypeôs construction as a form of dual authorship between 

the subjectôs material form, and the human who positioned it on the paper. These ideas could also be thought of 

in relation to the photographic index, or the theory of photography as a direct trace of the physical world it 

represents (Krauss, 1977). In this sense the plant is conceived as a co-creator, however there are other features  

 
5 Curiously enough, John George Children and Anna Atkins are also linked to the concept of historic trees 

through Childrenôs purchase of the Waterloo Elm in 1818. The Elm, located in Waterloo, Belgium, was the site 

of the command post for the Duke of Wellington for most of the Battle of Waterloo, but was subsequently 

damaged by a series of souvenir hunters after the battle had ended, a similar fate that also fell the Royal Oak in 

1725. As the tree stood in a cornfield owned by a local farmer whose crops were continually damaged by 

visitors in their pilgrimage to the tree, the elm was determined to be felled to prevent any ongoing harm. 

Coincidently, Children and Atkins were visiting the battlefield the same year and, having heard of the tree at risk 

of being felled, bargained with the farmer to purchase the tree and have it sent to England. Atkins, presumably 

to preserve its likeness as it still stood as a marker of the battle, made a drawing of the tree that still survives and 

is part of the Collection at the Royal Collection Trust (de Bellaigue, 1978: 14). After its purchase in 1818, the 

dead tree was shipped to England where it was made into various pieces of furniture, most notably of which was 

an armchair designed by Thomas Chippendale Jr., and a bust of Wellington with a companion stand which 

retains an element of the original bark, featured as part of its design (de Bellaigue, 1978: 15). 
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Fig. 7 Anna Atkins. Chordaria flagelliformis, from the book ñPhotographs of British Algae: Cyanotype 

Impressions. 1843. 9 15/16 x 7 7/8 in (25.3 x 20 cm). Cyanotype on paper. New York Public Library 

Collections. 

 

 

at play here.  As both the water used to wash the prints and the paper made to formulate them were locally 

sourced by Atkins, their material interconnectedness in addition to the plantôs impression, also carries with it an 

embodied sense of place. This consideration of material used in the production of creative work could be 

referred to as a form of ñmaterial ecocriticismò, or what cultural ecologist Hubert Zapf calls ñthe links between 

matter and textsò (Zapf, 2014: 54). In this context I exchange text for visual art, however the point remains that 

images are not only what they depict but also what they are made of, again evoking references to theories of 

photographic indexicality. As the algae preserved through images were all found in Kent, locality also becomes 

an important aspect of the cyanotypeôs construction. Much like my own Chthonotypes, a series of six 

photographs made with soil collected from the roots of the Queen Elizabeth I Oak (explored in greater detail in 

Chapter II), such impressions produced from materials derived from specific ecologies allow one to trace and 

create linkages to their specific location, forming among the Chthonotypes a kind of ecology of images (a 

concept I will expand on in Chapter II).   

  

These interrelations become even more interesting once historical processes are brought back into play. 

Although water was used as it is today to develop, fix, and preserve the images, Atkins used sponges to gently 

dab the surface and pull out the chemicals, rather than the contemporary method of immersing them in water 
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(Garascia, 2019: 277). Here, Garascia draws connections between the use of a sponge, a porous organic 

material, and the concept of ñtrans-corporealityò, a form of relations with humans and their environments that 

conceptualise their boundaries as porous, signifying how local ecologies can impact the production of paper 

and the quality of water on a material level (Alaimo, 2010: 2). This indicates, in part, that even the basic 

elements of the cyanotype process, such as water and paper, can be thought of as a form of what the political 

theorist Jane Bennett calls ñvital materialityò, or the acknowledgement that agency flows thorough all things 

and is often initiated in their coming-together with other materials, non-humans or human agents (Bennet, 

2009). As the algae is first dried before being placed on the treated paper and later dabbed with water, this 

process speaks to Garascia as jump-starting a ñreconstitution process that incites textural and elemental changes 

in the algae which change again when exposed to sunlight. Making the algal imprints relies on processes 

initiated only through intimate, transcorporeal contact among seaweed, organic and inorganic substances, 

cyanotype paper, and weather patterns to enable the porous interconnectivity of different environmental agents 

(Garascia, 2019: 277).   

   

Placing Atkinsô cyanotype impressions within this framework imagines the plant through ñdifferent stages of 

plant flesh through an environmental-technological process that dissolves the nature-culture dualism just as the 

sunlight dissolves the cyanotype liquidsò (Garascia, 2019: 278). In essence, the cyanotypes themselves become 

a porous boundary of traces for human-nature encounters that dislodge anthropocentric authorship of the prints 

as a solely human effort. Like my own work with roots and soil within my project Organic Impressions (the 

latter half of the title being inspired by Anna Atkinsô description of her work), my use of physical material that 

performs functional tasks as part of the treeôs life cycle release certain decisions. Both their form and chemical 

compounds are the restraints within which I work, and dictate ï rather than inspire ï the aesthetic outcomes not 

despite, but because of, their direct involvement with the paper and the solution that supports their material 

trace. 

 

Woong Soak Tengôs Leaves 

 

Born in 1994 in Singapore, Woong graduated with a BA in Photography and Digital Imaging from the Nanyang 

Technological University in 2018. Describing her practice as being at ñthe intersections of art making, 

producing and project managingò (Woong, 2019), Woong's personal projects examine the human desire to 

ñcontrol natural phenomena and nature at largeò (Woong, 2019). A resident of Singaporeôs capital city (also 

named Singapore), which in 1967 and under the direction of then Prime Minister Lee Kuan Yew, began 

extensive development towards what he called a garden city, Woong is no stranger to the cultural concept of 

human intervention in the natural world. In 2019, Woong produced a collaborative exhibition titled the leaf is 

the tree is the land alongside fellow Kwek Leng Joo Prize of Excellence in Photography (2018) winner, 

photographer Ernest Wu, which debuted at DECK, Singapore (Fig. 8). Her portion of the display, a project 

titled how they grow where they fall (Fig. 9) produced alongside Wu, took the life cycle of leaves as a source of 

inspiration. Inspired by the imagery of shadow fall through the canopies of urban trees  
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Fig. 8 Woong Soak Teng and Ernest Wu, Installation view of ñhow they grow, where they fallò at the exhibition 

ñthe tree is the leaf is the landò, DECK, Singapore. 2019. Photo courtesy of Carlos Alba. 

 

 

while walking through the capital city, Woong produced a series of camera-less photographs that fall 

somewhere between traditional darkroom printing and photograms.   

  

After collecting leaves from her and Wuôs collaborative walking throughout the city and inspired by her 

observations of dappled light through the canopies of urban trees, Woong brought the foliage into the darkroom 

(Woong, 2019). Through a series of darkroom experiments, Woong placed the leaves into an enlarger as if they 

were negatives, producing prints that vary between detailed impressions of individual leaves and abstracted 

prints, reminiscent of leaf shadow as it falls upon the pavement (Fig. 9). As artworks that use leaves in the 

process of their own depiction, Woong offers new photographic perspectives around how one might put 

theories of creative ñcollaboration with natureò into practice (Bakchormeeboy, 2019). Much like my own and 

Atkinsô cyanotype impressions, Woongôs images move beyond the representational to produce indexical works 

made directly with the plants themselves. Conceived as a collaboration with each other and the plants depicted 

in their photographs, Woong and Wuôs exhibition is imagined as a provocation to inspire questions of what 

leaves are, what they are made of and how they function (Bakchormeeboy, 2019). Leaf functionality in trees 

preoccupies my own thoughts for Perceiving Phytochrome (discussed in more detail in Chapter II), which 

examines the leaves of oak trees to imagine how trees might sensorily perceive their surroundings. Using the 

photoreceptor protein phytochrome as inspiration, the series aims, much like Woongôs exhibition, to draw 

attention to the inner worlds of plants and, in so doing so, reveal their animism. In an online interview with the 

writer and critic Bakchormeeboy, Woong notes her desires for the audience to walk out of the exhibition feeling 
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as if ñthey can look at a leaf a little differently, with a heightened awareness and understanding that a leaf is 

more than what we would usually think ofò (Woong, 2019). As a ubiquitous and repetitive organic pattern 

across the globe, Woong and Wu conceive of leaves as both individual objects and as symbols of the wider 

vegetal world.     

   

To the philosopher Emanuele Coccia, leaves signify their importance through their transformational capacities, 

noting that ñleaves have imposed upon the vast majority of living beings a unique environment: the atmosphereò 

(Coccia, 2019: 26).  Coccia here conceptualises life on Earth much like Woong and Wu conceive of their 

exhibition, as the predominant domain of plants. By this definition, traditional hierarchies that situate plants 

beneath or behind humans are therefore subverted, emphasising the human reliance on oxygen as the gaseous 

by-product of vegetal beings. This notion is even subtly expressed in the exhibitionôs title, the tree is the leaf is 

the land, its construction suggesting the synergy, or oneness, of trees, their extremities and their dual 

relationship with the soil, the land, within which they live. In this sense, the exhibitionôs titling expresses the 

tree both as an extension of the earth and its symbiotic properties, while simultaneously as a form of pre-earth; 

an awareness of life as a process, of which decay and regeneration are an integral part. 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 9 Woong Soak Teng, series of two images from the project ñhow they grow where they fallò. 2019. Various 

sizes. Gelatin silver prints. 
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Hannah Fletcherôs Chromatographs 

 

Hannah Fletcher (b. 1995) is a London-based artist who works predominantly with aspects of the non-human 

using photographic processes and materials. She is the founder of the Sustainable Darkroom, a not-for-profit 

organisation dedicated to ñresearching and disseminating lower-toxicity photographic materials and methodsò 

(Fletcher, 2024) and is codirector of the London Alternative Photographic Collective. As an environmentally 

conscious practitioner, Fletcher interweaves alternative, experimental and camera-less photographic techniques 

by incorporating organic materials such as soils, algae, mushrooms and roots into photographic mediums and 

surfaces, often combining the subject of her study within the photographic object itself. In 2017, her project 

titled Circles: A Record of Our Time explored the tree as a potential for making art, producing what she calls 

ñan ecology of imagesò that examine how human activity and human-nature relationships can be ñreadò from 

organic material (Fletcher, 2017).    

   

As a body of work, the project is made up of a series of photograms, soil chromatographs, a wall-mounted tree 

slice and a section of bark, all of which, especially when exhibited, employ what Fletcher calls a 

ñpseudoscientificò method of engagement with the tree and its organic composition (Fletcher, 2017). Fletcherôs 

research led her to Martin Bridge, lecturer of dendrology (the scientific study of trees) at UCL, who explained 

that due to rising carbon dioxide levels in the atmosphere, urban trees have been growing faster and their rings 

have been getting wider due to their excess absorption of CO2. This information led Fletcher to conceive of 

trees as potential recorders of human activity, particularly in London, where Fletcher conducted her research 

and began her experimental works with soil samples. These soil sample experiments eventually resulted in a 

series of circular images called soil chromatographs, made using Pfeifferôs circular chromatography, an 

analytical method used to test the quality of soils (Kokornacyzk, M; Primavera, F; Luneia, R; Betti, L and 

Baumgartner, S: 2016). Also known as a ñpicture formingò method in science, Fletcher became interested in the 

idea of images formed by nonhuman agents and the idea that the value inherent in such visual information ñis 

entirely directed and informed by the environmentò (Fletcher, 2024). Before filtering the soil composition into 

the paper (which is mixed with sodium carbonate to act as a photographic fixer), the filter paper is first infused 

with silver nitrate solution (Fig. 11). This enables the resulting soil solution to form a photographic record of 

the components held in the soil which would have otherwise been absorbed by the tree, contributing to its 

growth (a more comprehensive outline of this process is explained in Chapter II). As most of the minerals 

within the soil are invisible without the silver nitrate, the photographic process acts as a conduit to visualise and 

confront the audience with a material aspect of climate change that is otherwise hidden from view (Fletcher, 

2017).    

   

Fletcherôs use of soil, her direct contact with it and her conception of the tree as potential artmaker, could also 

be thought of as a form of what zoologist and ecofeminist Donna Haraway calls ñsympoieisisò, or making-with. 

As Fletcher not only makes-with the material of her interest but the resulting artwork is a synthesis between 

organic and inorganic surfaces, their co-reliance is made visible through their collaborative effort (Haraway, 

2016). Aesthetically comprising of concentric circles, the visual outcomes of the chromatographs also refer to 

the circles of tree rings ñbringing the work in a full circleò (Fletcher, 2017). As a primary inspiration for my  
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Fig. 10 Hannah Fletcher, Installation of images and ephemera associated with the project 'Circles: A Record of 

Our Time'. 2017. Various sizes. Mixed media (photograms, soil chromatographs, tree slice). 

 

 

project Organic Impressions and having learnt the process from Fletcher herself in 2020, my own version of 

chromatographs resulted in a series of what I have come to call Chthonotypes, a neologism derived from the 

photographic term anthotype (itself made from the Greek anthos, meaning flower, and tĨpos, meaning imprint) 

and the Greek for soil and underworld, khthon. The rationale for this is more deeply explained within the next 

chapter, however, in brief, this decision was taken primarily to distinguish my differing methods and approach 

from Fletcherôs and to name them appropriately, particularly as they no longer resembled chromatographs.    

   

Another interesting aspect of Fletcherôs practice is the incorporation of related materials within the projectôs 

display. Although the chromatographs remain a central element of Circles, other modes of engagement between 

the tree, the soil, and photographic processes are present in her photograms. During her carving of the tree slice 

to make it suitable for exhibition, Fletcher produced a series of wood shavings which she then repurposed in 

the darkroom, placing them in the enlarger head to produce a series of photograms, or luminograms, evoking a 

similar process to Woong Soak Tengôs leaf images. Fletcher subsequently deepens this creative inquiry between 

human and non-human agents with the installation of the tree slice (Fig. 10). In 2024, Fletcher explained her 
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rationale behind this as a strategy to bring the audienceôs eye into direct proximity with the centre of the tree, 

noting that    

   

It puts you, the viewer, in the middle of the tree ï in the middle of the environment, reinforcing ideas 

of humans being part of nature, part of the environment, and more visibly as contributors to the visual 

changes of tree rings as the carbon in the atmosphere increases. The rings of the eye become the rings 

of the tree. Itôs a sort of cyclical mimicking (Fletcher, 2024).   

  

By establishing visual connections between the soil chromatographs, photograms and the tree slice, Fletcher 

makes the mostly hidden movements of CO2 in the internal processes of the tree, as well as the impact of 

human activity upon the non-human world, visible. Though employing strategies of fragmentation, Fletcher 

deconstructs the anatomy of the tree (its soil, roots and bark) to examine its human impacts, before 

reconstructing it again before the eye of the audience. These display elements not only present the audience 

with visible aspects of the treeôs life that lie predominantly hidden, but they also situate the human ñin the 

middle of the treeò, emphasising the interdependence between humans and their non-human companions.   

 

 

 

Fig. 11 Hannah Fletcher, Close up of two Soil Chromatographs from the project 'Circles: A Record of Our Time'. 

2017. Approximately 9.8 x 9.8 in (25 x 25 cm). Mixed media (soil, silver nitrate and salt on coffee filter paper).  
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Seungwon Jungôs Threaded Bark 

 

Born in 1992 in Seoul, South Korea, Jung lives and works in London, U.K. Following her MFA in Fine Art 

Media at the Slade School of Fine Art in 2019, two of Jungôs pieces, Bark (2018) and Memories Full of 

Forgetting (2017), both of which were made during her time at the Slade, were chosen for display as part of 

The Photographersô Galleryôs TPG New Talent exhibition in 2019. Both works, which feature photographic 

prints of bark and water printed onto fabric and then mounted on paper, are meditations on time, memory, and 

space. Using a method of detaching and then re-attaching pieces of thread, Jung creates a ñseries of repeated 

gestures of erasure and reconfiguration, including de-threading, unpicking, rethreading and reconfiguringò 

(Jung, 2017). These gestures are further conceived as visual metaphors for how memories and the images that 

represent them are often ñtransformed by deconstructionò (Jung, 2017). To Jung, the empty spaces in between 

the threads are just as important as the threads themselves, performing as markers of loss, gaps in knowledge 

and as visual referents to the ñneurological process of forgetting and memory loss [é] the imperfect nature of 

what is left behindò (Jung, 2017).   

   

Photographs themselves, as noted by photographic theorist and historian Liz Wells, are often discussed ñin 

terms of time, most particularly through the notion that photographs ófreezeô a moment in time, referencing 

something pastò (Wells, 2011: 263). Jung, however, disrupts this notion through her decision to frame notions 

of time and memory by printing on fabric which then through her disassembly becomes a revisited site of 

production. References here are also made to the photographic object. To use my images from Arboreal 

Encounters as an example, Jungôs methods of revisitation can be seen through my own extended encounters of 

my subject through the photographôs printing. Existing first as a cyanotype which is then bleached and washed 

before leaving in a toning bath of tannin ï which must be extracted from oak bark beforehand ï requires around 

five daysô worth of work to produce just one print. As Jung notes in a short artist biography, works such as Bark 

(Fig. 12) take ñmonths to produce, at a rate of perhaps two to three inches a dayò at which point time becomes 

literally and visibly woven into the process of production (Jung, 2021). Such methods of (de)constructing the 

photographic image result in an artefact of several moments captured and held together. Additionally, the 

materiality of her chosen medium allows the deconstruction process to function simultaneously as a made and 

unmade object, further emphasising time as a process. Discussing her choice of tree bark as a visual referent for 

this process, Jung notes how she perceived the tree images from Bark as both location points in her everyday 

life and as visual markers for time passing, stating that   

   

I was intrigued by the fact that trees observe the past and present from one location and its forms, 

peeled bark layers and rings reflect[ing] the passing of time. I wasn't necessarily looking into the 

species [or] genus. The way time left traces on trees really connected to the way I observed time and 

memory (Jung, 2021)   

   

This form of engagement with trees, rather than focusing on individuals or specific species, provides a wider 

perspective of trees and their relationship to temporality. A notion that similarly refers to the ways in which 

ancient trees are often conceptualised as traces, or vessels, of human memory and myth. As Fletcher notes in 
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Fig. 12 Seungwon Jung, Untitled VI, Bark. 2018. 11 x 11 in (28 x 28 cm). Mixed media (digital print on fabric, 

handmade paper).  

 

her examination of urban trees and carbon dioxide, the sessile, or fixed, nature of trees means that time and the 

environment, as well as human impact upon them, are consistently interwoven in the organic formation of a 

treeôs material. Soil and roots, in addition to bark, also bear witness to time and the distinct ecology in which 

they are embedded. To transform their matter to photographic materials and surfaces, as demonstrated by Jung 

and Fletcher, can therefore not only extend temporal relations between artist and subject, but also reveal their 

processes and chemical compositions, making their usually hidden functions visible. Time itself, however, is a 

vast concept, particularly in relation to photographs. There are also different modes of distinguishing and 

measuring time, such as cyclical time, which is itself understood by seasonal shifts and the dependency on 

recurrent events (Wells, 2011: 53). As Jungôs own work is self-defined by repetition, the action of consistently 

reworking threads into one another could be viewed as a visual echo to the repetitive, cyclical nature of tree 

growth.    

  

The philosopher Michael Marder explores such linkages between plants and the notion of time and space by 

thinking of space as if it were a plant and how plants themselves ñexpress timeò (Marder, 2013: 96). In short, to 

Marder, plant life is both an expression of its potential and current reality (Marder, 2013). To use the example 

of fruit bearing trees, the bud of a flower is considered both an expression of a bud (how it is both observed and 

exists in current time) and a blossom (its potential existence in the future). This theoretical position frames 

plant life as a permanent unfolding of its current and potential existence, a dynamic process. These dynamic 

processes are also present throughout my own work which, like Jungôs Bark series, approaches the potentiality 
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of photographic materiality to mimic and make visible temporal organic processes inherent in plant life. As 

cultural objects, the works also refer to human labour in their construction, as with Atkinsô cyanotypes, but also 

their co-authorship. In short, they are an expression of ways of working-with the non-human, not against.   

   

In Photographic Morphology I have discussed four creative encounters that utilise the physical plant, or a 

specific component of the treeôs anatomy as a visual referent, in photographic image-making. Beginning with 

comparisons between Atkinsô cyanotypes and my Rhizotypes, and their subsequent connections to the work of 

Woong and Fletcher, I have explored how physical interactions between plants and photographic surfaces (or 

their indexical qualities) may suggest notions of co-authorship. By examining creative strategies by Woong and 

Fletcher that focus on specific elements of tree anatomy, such as leaves and soil, I have established my own 

rationale for an expanded form of photographic practice that depicts plants not just as individuals but also as 

fragments of the ecologies from which they originate. As I have discussed in relation to Fletcherôs curatorial 

methods (and will explain further in the next chapter), such fragments allow for deep investigation of a treeôs 

biological functions and offer novel ways to situate the human in relation to the life of the tree, emphasising 

their interdependency. In addition, I have explored photographic methods that refer to my own strategies in 

Perceiving Phytochrome, in their attempts to make visible, or draw attention to, the interior lives and 

functionality of trees. These ideas have been specifically approached through the work of Jung and Fletcher, 

who consider creative strategies that emulate or refer to vegetal life not as static, but as an ongoing process of 

which humans are a part. Finally, attention has been given to notions of the photographic object and its ability 

to act as an ongoing site of encounter between artist and subject.    

   

In this chapter I have surveyed eight photographers, or photographic artists, who have made work around 

plants and trees. In doing so, I have provided context for my own work in relation to photographers and lens-

based artists, drawing out distinct creative strategies and their application to trees as a creative subject, and 

established the rationale for several of my own creative methodologies. To deepen this exploration, I now move 

to the analysis of my practice. Providing the background to each project, their methods and processes, as well 

as their relations to the strategies and theories I examine above.   
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Chapter II: Trunk  
An analysis of creative methodology and practice 
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Introduction 
 

The trunk of an oak tree forms one of their main structural organs. Due to their height and girth, trunks are often 

the most visible to the human eye, second only perhaps to the crown in summer when the eruption of leaves can 

enfold the vast majority of the treeôs structure. In conservation practices, the girth of a treeôs trunk is often 

measured to ascertain ancient and protected status (Gilmartin, 2022). Biologically, the trunk acts as a conduit 

between the roots and the crown. In spring, for example, the network of xylem and phloem (transport tissues in 

vascular plants) pull up nutrients and water from within the earth to fuel new leaf growth. In oaks, the bark 

contains a rich amount of tannin that can be used by the tree as a defence mechanism, releasing high volumes of 

tannic acid into the bark and leaves causing its edible tissues to become too bitter for insects or grazing animals 

(Miles, 2013).  

 

As trunks are not only often the main mass of an individual tree but also the central component connecting the 

crown and the roots, I have chosen the trunk to represent and display the core themes of my practice-based 

research. This chapter outlines out the methods, processes and ideas involved in the production of photographs 

and prints within my three creative sub-projects: Arboreal Encounters, Organic Impressions and Perceiving 

Phytochrome. Within this section I cover each projectôs title and their backgrounds, expanding upon each 

projectôs individual methods and processes. Each section also contains an introduction to my theoretical 

engagements which will later be expanded and reflected upon in more detail in Chapter III. 

 

The images displaying the practice-based research feature in this chapter as single or double-page inserts, 

interspersed throughout their corresponding sections. Images that refer to the development of each project are to 

be found in the appendix with their associated number. As this has been a six-year project, my decision to place 

process-based images and additional ephemera (such as QR codes and maps) in the appendix was taken to 

mitigate the risk of too many images obstructing the flow of reading, particularly as in this chapter I also refer to 

photographers who have occasionally influenced a sub-project. 
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Arboreal Encounters:  

Heritage Oaks in the English Landscape 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



62 

 

To introduce this chapter, I begin with my project Arboreal Encounters. A series of six photographic prints of 

heritage oak trees across England, chosen from the list of ñGreat British Treesò by The Tree Council. As the 

original project that began the practice-based research, its history and development is slightly longer than the 

two that follow. Particularly as its initial development (along with Organic Impressions) coincided with the 

2020 COVID-19 pandemic which shut down travel opportunities and public access to outside spaces (especially 

those on private land) for a considerable amount of time, preventing me from exploring new photographic 

methodologies that required me to travel. 

 

To recap, originally, I chose twelve oak trees to photograph as the basis of a case study that would form the 

practice-based research. As the project grew and branched into the combination of photographic practice and 

ideas of plant intelligence, two more projects (continued below) drew out my focus to deepen ideas of the plant-

as-agent and its impacts on photographic practice. As I began to read more around the theory of plant 

intelligence and agency, representing the trees using my camera without an attempt to ñincludeò them in the 

photographic process began to feel strange, even exploitative. Comments by Peter Wohlleben surrounding the 

ñwood-wide webò, the idea that trees form webs of communication and nutrient distribution through their fusion 

with mycorrhizal roots, as one example, began to have an impact upon the way I engaged philosophically with 

trees (Wohlleben, 2017). Although I had encountered spiritual and mythic forms of engagement with the non-

human through the theoretical discipline of new animism (Buenffeld and Clark, 2020), the scientific study of 

trees and their relationships with each other, particularly within woods or forests, provided for me a new form of 

legitimacy to the idea of plants-as-agents. This personal philosophical shift had subsequent impacts on my 

creative practice, turning my traditional engagement with the trees into something distant and potentially 

reductive. Although the question of including the trees in their photographic representation presented a further 

challenge, I felt the larger risk became that to not do so would end up reinforcing anthropomorphic approaches 

to plants, rather than demonstrating a form of creative practice that aimed to de-objectify the trees of my study. 

 

In short, Arboreal Encounters has come to encompass the concept of heritage trees, as well as how and why 

such ideas are produced, determined and applied. As I began with the Queen Elizabeth I Oak (Fig. 13) and later 

continued to the others, I realised during my field research that although certain expectations that I had (such as 

how more generally heritage trees were conserved) were built upon these original visits, they could not be 

realistically carried forward to each individual tree. The Queen Elizabeth I Oak, for example, is one of three 

heritage trees in my case study that still retains the commemorative plaque from 2002, signifying its association 

to The Tree Council and Elizabeth IIôs Golden Jubilee. The reasons for this are unknown, however it is worth 

noting that the Queen Elizabeth I Oak lives within a deer park in the grounds of a privately owned estate. The 

estateôs visible connections to the historical monarch, Elizabeth II, as well as the landôs historical connections 

with the crown and more directly with aristocracy, therefore, greatly underpins the treeôs royal roots. Between 

1542-1840, the estateôs ownership belonged to the Browne family, subsequently bought by the 6th Earl of 

Egmont, George Perceval in 1840 and then by Weetman Pearson in 1909. In 1917, Pearson was made Viscount 

Cowdray, aligning the name of his estate with his peerage. Although the treeôs own lifetime outlives the complex 

exchange of landownership over this approximately five-hundred-year period, its plaque offers a visual  
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Queen Elizabeth I Oak, 
Cowdray Park, 
Midhurst, West Sussex, 
U.K. 

 
 

Fig. 13 Epha J. Roe, Portrait of Queen Elizabeth I Oak, Cowdray Park, Midhurst, West Sussex. 2024. 21 x 29.7cm oak-

tannin toned print on 29.7 x 42cm watercolour paper. 

 

The tree is named due to the story of Queen Elizabeth I having allegedly shot a deer from beneath its branches, 

while visiting the Cowdray Estate in 1593 (Questier, 2006: 170-174; Miles, 2013). As one of the rarer examples 

of trees that bear royal association with monarchôs in that there is evidence of Queen Elizabeth I indeed 

travelling to the estate and staying for several days (Questier, 2006: 170-174). Whether or not this was the tree 

she stood against, if the event even occurred, or if indeed she did shoot a deer at all, remains a mystery. 
 
According to the Woodland Trust, the tree is the third largest sessile oak to be recorded in the U.K, having a 

girth of around 41.9 feet in circumference (12.8 meters) and standing at 28 feet tall (8.54 meters). Additional, or 

corruptions, of the tree's name include the ñQueen Elizabeth Oakò or ñQueen Elizabeth's Oakò. The latter, 

however, is more likely a confusion with a deceased oak whose dead wood resides in the grounds of Greenwich 

Park, London, alongside a descendent oak planted by the late-Prince Phillip in 1992, to commemorate the 

Elizabeth IIôs Ruby Jubilee. One of the Queen Elizabeth I Oak's major characteristics is a huge split down the 

centre of its trunk. The interior of the tree is entirely hollow and, to give a sense of scale, is said to be able to 

house around twenty people. Found in the historic deer park a short walk from the car park just off the A272, 

there is no discernible signage to direct interested parties to the tree (as of May 2021), however the plaque to 

mark it a óGreat British Treeô in 2002 remains as a form of identification, once discovered.  

 

 



64 

 

reminder to the public of the legitimacy of the estateôs family within the land, regardless of the current ownerôs 

personal legacy. The tree, as both a metaphor and physical marker, retains the familyôs value and status in 

association with the crown through both its name and preservation. By extension, such values extend into the 

landscape itself through the tree as a conduit, literally rooting their legitimacy to land within the soil. 

 

This is just one example of how certain trees are elevated to heritage and cultural status, and how such values 

are upheld and maintained. The inconsistencies across each individual treeôs maintenance, their public visibility, 

the financial investment in the tree as tourist destinations, as examples, all reinforce how human-centred and 

considered such ideas of heritage trees are. As Iôve discussed previously, this form of categorisation relies 

heavily on cultural associations and outlines how certain practices are deployed and upheld to maintain the trees 

as living cultural artefacts. What became clear through the practice-based research was that even the term 

ñheritageò in this context referred solely to the stories or ideas attached to the trees; their vegetal presence 

becoming vessels of, and witnesses to, specific human events, or even becoming synonymous with specific 

people (Orlow, 2017). Furthermore, as the word heritage, etymologically speaking, is derived from the concept 

of inheritance, property, or objects of human possession, its transference to trees reproduces the assumption that 

plants are property (Oxford English Dictionary, 2022). These important and contextual elements of Arboreal 

Encounters simultaneously reveal a set of creative challenges. If the treeôs value is primarily humanly 

constructed, how might the introduction of plant intelligence act as a critical tool to shift this focus towards the 

plants themselves? Conversely, as the stories and cultural associations that surround them are largely what has 

come to define them and prolong their life, the erasure of these cultural associations would deny and withhold a 

significant portion of the treesô identities. To reconsider the term heritage, therefore, could be thought of as a 

form of ñrewilding of the mindò, releasing preconceived ideas of trees and land as property to acknowledge 

them instead as living, breathing, co-habitant entities (Gibson, 2018: 56). 

 

The challenge was to strike a balance between the cultural and organic properties of the trees, and to produce a 

different form of photographic methodology that explored the oaks as a series of independent organisms that 

were not solely defined by their cultural value. This development resulted in a narrowing of my original number 

of heritage trees to make the overarching practice-based research that has since produced three projects in total, 

more manageable and concise. However, despite the reduced number (decreasing from twelve trees to six) and a 

shift in my research interests, Arboreal Encounters retains much of its original intentions. I began the project 

with a total of five visits between 2019-2020 to the Queen Elizabeth I Oak (Fig. 13), a wide and squat ancient 

oak that lives in Cowdray Park, Easebourne, East Sussex. During this time, I was just as interested in the 

journey to the tree as I was in the tree itself, particularly whether there was any existence of cultural 

infrastructure that guided visitors to the tree. When I last visited the Queen Elizabeth I Oak in 2020, no signs for 

the tree were present and instead I had to rely heavily on online research to find it, which was sometimes 

contradictory or out of date. Three out of the total five visits took me through several fields and over a golf 

course to reach the tree before I accidently stumbled upon a nearby carpark that was just a few metres from it. 

No signage was available for either route, which made my visitation and encounter with the Queen Elizabeth I  
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Son of Royal Oak, 
Boscobel House, 
Boscobel, Shropshire, 
U.K. 

 
 

Fig. 14 Epha J. Roe, Portrait of Son of Royal Oak, Boscobel House, Boscobel, Shropshire. 2024. 21 x 29.7cm oak-tannin  

toned print on 29.7 x 42cm watercolour paper. 

 
Sometimes also called 'The Royal Oak', the tree as it stands today is a descendant of the original tree who was 

named due to their association with King Charles II (1630-1685). The name arises from the story of Charles II 

allegedly having hid among the tree's branches as he was taking refuge in Boscobel House and the surrounding 

oak woodland, while on the run from the parliamentarians (Miles, 2013). After the King was restored to the 

throne the tree became a site of pilgrimage for royalists and those wishing to preserve a memento of Charles' 

restoration. According to Samuel Pepys in 1702, the tree's popularity eventually rendered it completely without 

bark, causing the Royal Oak to die sometime in the early 18th century (de Groot, 2018). To preserve the event's 

history, an acorn from the original Royal Oak was planted as a replacement and has since grown into the modern 

day 'Son of Royal Oak'.  
 
Because of this, the name of the current tree within the grounds of Boscobel House was adapted to signify its 

linkages and cultural ties to the previous tree and, I imagine, to retain their royal connections. Due to this 

adaptation, the naming of 'Son of Royal Oak' also acts as a kind of organic repurposing of human activities, 

namely primogeniture ð placing significant importance on gendered notions of inheritance, of land, status and 

class upon the tree. In 2000, the tree was badly damaged during a violent storm, losing many of its branches and 

developing its now characteristic shape. Ten years later, after a review of the tree's health, Son of Royal Oak was 

also found to have developed large and dangerous cracks. The subsequent fencing and ties that hold a piece of 

wood against the tree's trunk are to ensure the tree's health and the safety of visitors. 
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Oak feel at times secretive and private; feelings which were exemplified by my mostly solitary time spent with 

the tree. Later, I discovered a map on the Cowdray Estate website which more formally located the tree within 

the grounds. Since all information regarding the treeôs whereabouts relied either on online information, local 

knowledge, or a combination of the two, there felt a tension between the treeôs existence as both a nationally 

significant and locally guarded secret. As many of the trees, due to their notability, have been historically 

damaged because of their popularity and the consequent visits to them (most notably the Royal Oak and Major 

Oak, as examples), this tension is potentially due to the management of footfall that simultaneously protects the 

tree from further damage while upholding them as cultural artefacts. 

 

Methodology: Plant-based photographs and prints  

 

As the images I made for Arboreal Encounters encapsulate both the photographic and print process, it is 

important to outline the methods and rationale behind both. To avoid confusion, the methodology will be loosely 

split between the photographs and the prints. However, as they are closely related and have often informed each 

other, there will be natural points where they overlap. On my first visit to the Queen Elizabeth I Oak in 2019, I 

took my 35mm Olympus OM-2 as a form of recceing the site, documenting my journey as well as the tree itself 

using Ilford HP5 Plus, a black and white film at 400 ISO. 

 

As well as making landscapes of the deer park which the oak lived within, I also made several close ups of the 

tree and its fencing made from wood which, rather than being cut to produce straight edges, was left wobbly and 

undulating (Appendix 1.1 & 1.2); its organic form sympathetically blending into its surroundings. 6 After 

reviewing the developed negatives, I decided that larger format landscapes of the trees were necessary for a 

higher degree of detail and ability to size up for printing. Similar to exhibition methods used by Uriel Orlow, 

Tacita Dean and Barbara Bosworth, I imagined the resulting prints to be large format, around A1 and above, 

allowing visitors to encounter the tree at scale, much as they would if they were in their natural setting. As the 

project progressed and the prints became handmade (I will talk more in detail about this process later), their size 

has adapted to accommodate the printmaking methodology. On my second and subsequent visits to the Queen 

Elizabeth I Oak, I decided to make portraits of the trees with my Bronica ETRS, a medium format camera that 

required a slower and more considered form of observation and action while on site, drawing inspiration from 

Bosworth and Leeôs methods of slow looking (Appendix 1.3). For these images I used the 120mm version of 

Ilfordôs HP5 Plus with the same ISO setting. As the photographs over the course of the project ranged in 

location and time of year and were therefore exposed to a variety of weather conditions, I decided on 400 ISO to 

compensate for unpredictable light levels and to allow myself flexibility when on site. After making images of 

the Queen Elizabeth I Oak I later travelled to and made photographs with the Big Belly Oak in Savernake Forest,  

 

 
6 When using the term landscape I refer to landscape orientation, not landscape as subject. I make this distinction as I will 

often refer to the photographs of trees within Arboreal Encounters as portraits rather than landscapes, due to the subject 

matterôs focus on individual trees within a larger environment.  
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Big Belly Oak, 
Savernake Forest, 
Marlborough, Wiltshire, 
U.K. 

 
 

Fig. 15. Portrait of Big Belly Oak, Savernake Forest, Marlborough, Wiltshire. 2024. 21 x 29.7cm oak-tannin toned print on 

29.7 x 42cm watercolour paper. 

 

Perhaps one of the most enigmatic of the trees of my selection, mostly due to the lack of information available 

on its history or naming, the Big Belly Oak is one of several great oaks within Savernake Forest, others being 

The King of Limbs and The Cathedral Oak, as examples. Its name appears to derive directly from its physical 

appearance ð its trunk bellowing at the bottom resembling a bloated human stomach. It is also, however, 

occasionally referred to as the Big-Bellied Oak. According to a BBC article in 2002, a local legend surrounding 

the tree tells of how, if one were to dance naked twelve times, anti-clockwise around the tree, the Devil may be 

summoned (BBC News, 2002).A major characteristic of the tree is their large metal ócorsetô that holds the tree 

together just above the 'belly', a conservation method implemented in early 2002 to prevent the tree from 

splitting in half (BBC News, 2002; Dalton, 2023). As a pollard, the large cavity that subsequently emerged is a 

direct result of this method is also a reason for its taring; the limbs either side of the tree's trunk effectively 

pulling it slowly apart.  
 
Despite this preventative measure no fences are in place to block visitors from getting close to the tree or 

stepping inside its hollow trunk. This is most likely due to its proximity to the A346, being just a few meters 

from the road. Because of this, visibility is good if travelling to Savernake by car, or if you just happen to be 

passing, however good local knowledge is required to find the tree on foot as there are no signs (as of July 2023) 

directing you to the tree within the forest. Two signs identify the tree when found, one being the plaque to 

identify Big Belly as one of 50 Great British Trees, the other being a name plate by those who manage the 

forest. 
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Fig. 16 Almudena Romero, Installation image depicting images from ñThe Pigment Changeò, Les Rencontres 

dôArles, Arles, France. 2021. Various sizes. Photographic leaf prints.  

 

Wiltshire, Son of Royal Oak, Shropshire, the Major Oak in Nottinghamshire, Kettôs Oak, Norfolk and the 

Panshanger Great Oak in Hertfordshire (2021-2024), repeating my photographic methodology (see Appendix 

1.4-1.6 for examples). Finding the trees once I got to their location varied between them and were also impacted 

by COVID-19 restrictions, depending on whether the trees were in public or private land. For example, to get to 

Son of Royal Oak in 2021, I travelled through several fields to reach the external fencing of Boscobel House, the 

English Heritage home of the tree which was closed due to COVID-19 restrictions in March at the time of my 

visit. This presented a challenge to an otherwise simple approach to the tree which would have otherwise been 

through the house itself and then into the gardens behind.7  

 

At the same time as conducting my field research and photographing trees I came across several photographers, 

such as Hannah Fletcher, mentioned in the previous chapter, and Almudena Romero (Fig. 16), whose practice 

engages with a form of anthotype that, rather than extracting photosensitive solutions from leaves to then paint 

onto paper and make prints, instead uses the leaf itself as the printed material. This alternate form of anthotype 

printing inspired my own thinking around how the plant can become a more visible component, or even a poetic 

 
7 Among the final six trees that form my practice-based submission, Son of Royal Oak is the only tree which requires paid 

access (Ã11.00 as of May 2024 to access the grounds through the house), but one of three (the others being Major Oak and 

the Panshanger Great Oak) that has a form of cultural infrastructure to direct visitors to the tree. 
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co-author, of photographic material through experimental processes (Garascia, 2019). From this, I began a series 

of experiments with oak leaves to form an anthotype solution, using A5 acetate negatives of the Queen Elizabeth 

I Oak to make prints and therefore synthesising subject and object within the photographic print. Unfortunately, 

due to the chemical properties of the oak leaves and potentially the strength of the tannin, the anthotypes were 

unsuccessful. This led me to the use of cyanotypes to produce a series of prints that could then be dyed with 

leftover tannin from the original anthotype experiments, resulting in sepia-like toned prints. As more 

experiments and more thinking around this developed, I began to perceive the watercolour paper prints as a kind 

porous membrane, as discussed in relation to Atkinsô cyanotypes. These prints are thus considered as matter that 

binds the human representation of the tree (the photograph) together with an inherent organic compound within 

it (the tannin); their fibrous combination conceived as a collaborative effort between myself and the tree. Since 

the tannin from the oak leaves shifts the colour profile and the tonal range of the print, it also functions as a 

metaphor for the ability of plants to change perspectives on how they are perceived, and how plants themselves 

might have agency within that process. 

 

To produce the series of cyanotype portraits, the original 120mm negatives are first scanned and digitised onto 

my desktop computer. From this began a selection process to choose the final image, mitigated by aesthetic and 

theoretical factors (see Appendix 1.4, 1.5 & 1.6). To take the example of the Major Oak (Fig. 17), my choice 

was influenced by the prominence of the treeôs wooden staves and metal wiring that held up its gigantic boughs. 

In some of the photographs these features either took up too much visual attention or were too hidden by the 

surrounding foliage. A prime concern of mine was not to shift focus away from the tree towards the 

infrastructure that held it up (a feature held in place to maintain the tree and its cultural associations). However, 

I also didnôt want to entirely obscure a prominent feature that arguably has become a part of the treeôs identity. 

My final choice, therefore, was a considered effort in balancing these features. These decisions are 

photographic, aesthetic and compositional; however, they also draw on theoretical notions that attempt to 

decentre the heritage treeôs humanly constructed values. Whereas most of these values are expressed through the 

invention and subsequent categorisation of certain trees, they are also materialised through the physical 

infrastructure put in place to maintain the life and health of the trees e.g. the staves and metal wiring 

surrounding the Major Oak. Some of these preservation methods are more obvious than others. Fencing, for 

example, is a method used to prevent soil compaction which can lead to root suffocation and the subsequent 

death of the tree (examples of this can be seen in images of Queen Elizabeth I Oak, Royal Oak, Panshanger 

Great Oak and Kettôs Oak). The Big Belly Oak is the only heritage tree on the list without a fence to protect it, 

however this may be due to its proximity to the A346 making a fence difficult to construct and maintain. In lieu 

of a fence, however, Big Belly Oak does have a large metal ócorsetô around the centre of its trunk to hold it 

together and prevent it from splitting (Fig. 15). 

 

After the final image is chosen, the digital positive is then inverted to resemble a negative and edited to increase 

its contrast, providing greater depth of detail for the resulting cyanotypes. This inverted image is then printed 

onto A3 acetate, effectively creating a large negative. After this is done, cyanotype solution is painted onto A2 

watercolour paper and left to dry in dim light. Once dried, the acetate negative is placed on top of the prepared 
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Major Oak, 
Sherwood Forest, 
Mansfield, Nottinghamshire, 
U.K. 

 
 

Fig. 17. Epha J. Roe, Portrait of Major Oak, Sherwood Forest, Mansfield, Nottinghamshire. 2024. 21 x 29.7cm oak-tannin 

toned print on 29.7 x 42cm watercolour paper. 

 

The Major Oak is allegedly Britainôs largest oak in scale with an estimated weight of 23 tonnes, a girth of 33ft 

(10 meters) and a height of 92ft (28 meters). The treeôs fame derives from its connections to the legend of Robin 

Hood, as it was allegedly the home providing him and his Merry Men with shelter (Miles, 2013). It is one of a 

few trees on the list of ñGreat British Treesò in a public space that has a form of cultural infrastructure in place 

(the Major Oak trail) to direct visitors to it (Visit Nottinghamshire, 2022). Despite is mythic connections to the 

story of Robin Hood, the Major Oakôs current name actually stems from the British soldier and antiquarian 

Major Hayman Rooke, whose name became associated with the tree after he featured a drawing of it in his 1790 

book Remarkable Oaks. Before this it was known as the ñCockpen Treeò, a reference made to its hollow trunk 

being used to hold baskets of cockerels for fighting (The Woodland Trust, 2019).  

Evidence of why the tree is so large, aside from its perceived grand age (between 600-1,000 years old), is 

contested, however according to The Woodland Trust it may have come from being a working pollard, a method 

of tree management to create a series of dense branches to maintain a regular source of wood for harvest. Other 

theories suggest the tree could be a series of saplings which have fused together to make one large tree, a natural 

phenomenon called ñinosculationò. In 1908, chains were fitted to the tree to help keep it together, and a series of 

wooden staves wrapped together by the chains have been in place since the 1970's. In the same decade a large 

fence was erected due to the tree's roots beginning to suffer from compaction, a result of thousands of visitors to 

the tree each year (Sherwood Forest Website, 2024).  
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paper and moved to a large wooden board for stability. A plane of glass the size of the wooden board is then 

placed over the top of the negative, acting like a transparent weight, and is exposed to the sun for approximately 

nine minutes to make a print. It is then washed in water to fix the image. The print is then left to dry and oxidise 

for twenty-four hours before being bleached in a mix of baking soda and water, removing the traditional blue 

tone of the cyanotype. The bleached print is then washed to rinse away any residual bleaching solution before 

being left for anywhere between one to seven hours to tone in a bath of tannin that I extracted from oak bark 

some time before. Extracting the tannin from bark is a relatively simple task of plunging the bark into boiling 

water and leaving to soak for around forty-eight hours, or until you are left with a deep-brown liquid. Each print 

follows this methodology and amounts to around five to seven days of work. This time also accounts for 

exposure tests to determine the correct exposure time on the day of printing so as not to risk under or 

overexposing expensive large prints. 

 

Phytography: Deepening Photographic and Theoretical Thinking  

 

To deepen the analysis of this series of processes, I will now break down certain aspects of my photographic 

methodology to explore the ways in which it engages with notions of plant thinking. As every tree grows within 

a different environment, is surrounded by differing levels of plant life, and is subject to varying levels of 

conservation methods, the conclusions I have drawn from my original experiments back in 2019, are that ideas 

and actions, especially surrounding composition, must adhere to each location and therefore to each individual 

tree. With this rooted approach, I resist implementing a specific template of photographic engagement and 

forcing each tree into a predetermined structure. In effect, I mould myself and my vision to the location I am 

within, encouraging a form of embodied practice, akin to the methods of Lee and Bosworth. 

 

As photographing outdoors means I am open to inclement weather conditions (for the Major Oak portrait, for 

example, the negative was produced during pouring rain), my practice is exposed directly to the elements and 

unpredictable conditions. This is in part also an element of my methodology: to choose photographic strategies 

that can be controlled to a certain extent, but do not rely on wholly reproducible actions and environments. 

Applying rigorous structure to the photographic methodology in terms of light, time of day and of weather 

conditions, for example, would be to apply artificial constraints to the trees that would, again, work against 

rather than with the trees of my study. This flexible formula also enables me to be instinctive and develop a kind 

of photographic reciprocity between myself, the tree and the environmental conditions we find ourselves in at 

the time. This approach is also a means of grounding the project at the very beginning with notions of centring 

the tree while simultaneously rejecting a certain level of artificial control over the production of plant-based 

imagery.  

 

This is an example of thinking and making phytographically, a self-invented neologism made from the word 

phyto, meaning ñplantò in Latin, and the suffix -graphy, meaning either ñthe study ofò (Latin), or ñdrawingò  
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Kettôs Oak, 
B1172, 
Wymondham, Norfolk, 
U.K. 

 
 

Fig. 18. Epha J. Roe, Portrait of Kettós Oak, B1172, Wymondham, Norfolk. 2024. 21 x 29.7cm oak-tannin toned print on 29.7 

x 42cm watercolour paper. 

 

Perhaps the tree on this list with the most unpleasant story attached to them, Kettôs Oak is the traditional 

location of what became known as the 1549 Kettôs Rebellion, named after the brotherôs William and Robert 

Kett. The Kettôs Rebellion was, in short, a revolt in response to wealthy landowners enclosing ócommon landô (a 

term to describe collective land that all people have the rights to use), by fencing off newly proclaimed 

boundary lines and pushing poorer workers from their homes. Robert Kett, a local yeoman (someone who owns 

or cultivates land, or is a middle-ranking servant within a noble household), rather than resisting the revolt, 

became their leader and spearheaded the tearing down of enclosure fences before leading his followers to battle, 

eventually losing to the forces of John Dudley, 1st Duke of Northumberland. 

After losing the battle, the Kett brothers were subsequently captured, tried for treason and hung later that year (it 

is worth noting that John Dudley was also later tried and executed for treason). Nine of their followers who were 

also captured are said to have been hung from the boughs of Kettôs oak. As such, the tree became a symbol of 

the rebellion and was occasionally referred to as the óOak of Reformationô. However, allegedly the original óOak 

of Reformationô no longer stands, having been cut down sometime in the 1960ôs to make way for a local car 

park. The specific association of the revolt to this tree, therefore, is ambiguous. Nevertheless, the tree has 

several fascinating preservation features contributing to its continued protection. On the left of this photograph, 

a huge, A-frame constructed to hold up an enormous bough can be seen emerging from the ground, as can a 

fabric support held by wire on the far-right hand side. The tree is protected by a narrow fence, similar to Son of 

Royal Oak, however due to the treeôs proximity to the B1172, there are no further fences to protect them. 
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 (Greek). I came to its construction via Sir John Hershelôs original name for photographs made using plant and 

flower matter called ñphytotypesò which has since fallen out of fashion in favour of the term ñanthotypesò, 

mostly due to the more popular use of flower petals (the Latin for flower being ñanthoò) to create images 

(Gapper, 2023). Although this process was conceived independently, I later learned that the term existed in 

relation to both literary and lens-based practices. In filmmaking, for example, the term is more closely 

associated with interdisciplinary artist and academic Karel Doing who coined the term ñphytographyò to 

describe the philosophical and practical method of engaging with plants through cinema as a means of co-

creation between them, enabling the interaction between the phytochemical properties of plants and 

photochemical emulsion (Doing, 2017). A separate, but just as interesting and relevant usage of the term, also 

exists as a form of plant writing or what environmental philosopher Patricia Vieira refers to as ñphytographiaò, 

or an encounter between the plantsô inscription in the world and the traces of that imprint left in literary works 

(Vieria, 2015). Phytography, as I see it, combines the act of making photographs together with notions of plant 

thinking and study, resulting in photographic images that are made intentionally with the subject matter of their 

focus. Rather than concerns around plant life and their relationships with human life being built around images 

as contextual knowledge, phytography imagines ways in which such concerns can become embedded within the 

images themselves, acting as a material embodiment of both the plant, its environment, and the ideas that 

formulate around them. 

 

After the roll of film has been filled and the negatives processed, the cyanotypes produced from them generate, 

when thinking phytographically, some interesting metaphorical parallels. As a combination of my initial 

interactions with the tree (both in person and through the camera), the negativeôs rendering into a large digital 

acetate and its transformation into a cyanotype, the print, even at this early stage, has been worked further into 

notions of material embodiment by its exposure to the sun. As cyanotypes are made and rely upon a high level 

of ultraviolet light to properly produce a print, Arboreal Encounters is seasonally restricted to the late-Spring 

and Summer months, coming into bloom much like the leaves and flowers more generally associated with the 

cyanotype process. Although UV lamps can be bought and used to compensate for the lack of ultraviolet light in 

Winter and Autumn, at the time of writing I have been unable to procure lamps of the size needed to produce 

them.  

 

One final strategy to highlight here is the inclusion of each treeôs name, specific location, nearest English town 

(if appropriate) and county in their digital and physical exhibition, for example Son of Royal Oak, Boscobel 

House, Boscobel, Shropshire (Fig. 14). As previously mentioned, this strategy sits in direct contrast to methods 

by Myoung Ho Lee, whose decision to withhold information about each treeôs genus and location is a result of 

the projectôs focus on the self-reflexive apparatus of photographic strategies, rather than the treeôs organic or 

cultural identity. It also, however, expands upon the titling methods by Dean and Bosworth which either only 

concentrate on the name of the tree or the state where they live. Mine, by contrast, includes detail of the treeôs 

specific location both locally and nationally. Although subtle, such geographic information provides the images 

with additional context related to their whereabouts, their placement within forests or public spaces, as well as 

their proximity to each other. 
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Panshanger Great Oak, 
Panshanger Park, 
Welwyn Garden City, Hertfordshire, 
U.K. 

 
 

Fig. 19. Epha J. Roe, Portrait of Panshanger Great Oak, Panshanger Park, Welwyn Garden City, Hertfordshire. 2024. 21 x 

29.7cm oak-tannin toned print on 29.7 x 42cm watercolour paper. 

 
The Panshanger Great Oak is known as the largest maiden oak tree (maiden meaning un-pollarded or clear 

stemmed, unlike the Major Oak) in the U.K. They reside in Panshanger Park, a once great estate whose grounds 

were designed by Humphrey Repton (regarded as a successor to Capability Brown), however, it is now owned 

by the British building materials company Tarmac, who extract sand and gravel from the site. Visits to the tree 

are assisted by various maps located around the car park off Thieves Lane, which direct walkers via the óOak 

Trailô, not dissimilar to the Major Oak trail in Sherwood Forest.  

The oakôs height stands at 65 feet (198 metres) tall and is 26 feet (7.8 meters) in circumference. Estimated at 

around 450-500 years old, Panshanger is thought to have been planted by Queen Elizabeth I herself, drawing a 

secondary connection to the tudor Queen within this selection of trees (Panshanger Notice Board, 2024). 

Winston Churchill, who once stated the tree was ñthe finest and most stately oak growing in the southeast of 

Englandò, favoured the tree so much as to plant one of its acorns within the surrounding woodland, which 

survives to this day. Another descendent from the Panshanger Great Oak also exists near Speech House, 

Gloucester (built in 1669 as a hunting lodge for Charles II), having been planted by Prince Albert in 1861 

(Miles, 2021). A grand tree in their own right, Panshanger also has a section of characteristic scar tissue on the 

trunk that resembles an eye, perhaps a result of the tree self-shedding branches, a natural phenomenon called 

ñcladoptosisò. 
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Organic Impressions: 

Unearthing the Chthonic 
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One principal challenge of Arboreal Encountersô photographic methodology and the initial introduction of plant 

intelligence as a mode of critical enquiry, was that the original case study of six heritage trees produced a series 

of physical restrictions between myself and tree that upheld both physical and conceptual human-centric 

boundaries. Creating material distance between visitors and the trees is one means of securing their mythic 

qualities, in a sense reproducing the ways in which visitors interact with museum objects held at a distance and 

as metonymic repositories of memory. This projectôs origin draws from these original concerns and grew from a 

desire to connect to some of the trees in my study that were fenced off due to conservation practices that 

restricted physical access to them, informed by my theoretical research. As I began to read and incorporate 

issues regarding plant intelligence into the production (the thinking and doing) of creative practice, before the 

incorporation of tannin into the prints of Arboreal Encounters began, I started to feel as if the conservation 

methods that placed physical distance between myself and the heritage trees in my study, may risk replicating 

anthropomorphic engagement with them.  

 

Around this time, I encountered the work of Hannah Fletcher (Chapter I), a camera-less artist who leads 

workshops on the integration of organic matter in photographic surfaces. In February 2020, I attended one of her 

workshops to learn how to incorporate soil into the process of photographic image-making, specifically using 

chromatographs ð the combination of photosensitive solution with the scientific method of separating out 

components in a mixture, typically with inks and dyes. After the workshop I made several experiments using 

soil I had collected from the roots of the Queen Elizabeth I Oak during one of my visits, reproducing Fletcherôs 

methodology. In these early experiments I discovered that I had bought the wrong filter paper for making 

chromatographs but as I had already put together the solutions required to produce the images, I instead decided 

to try painting the soil onto A5 watercolour paper. What resulted was a series of images that visually resembled 

the patterns and fissures of tree bark, primarily due to my use of a paintbrush to transfer the soil solution to the 

paper.  

 

Their composition of soft vertical lines, wobbly in places (Fig. 20 & 21; Appendix 2.1-2.4), are partly a material 

witnessing the accidental aesthetic references to bark that my soil images (Chthonotypes) took when I first 

began painting them, I decided to alter my brushstrokes to intentionally mimic the composition of tree bark. 

Whereas the small grains of soil were previously discarded to give priority to the solution and allow for better 

filtration when I took part in the soil chromatography workshop, I found the addition of the soil matter gave 

conceptual depth to the images made and provided them with texture; in effect making the soil more visible. 

What first began as a method to achieve a sense of symbolic proximity to the heritage trees which were fenced 

off to protect them from damage, then became an investigation of the material in which an essential element of 

the tree lives. This conceptual turn was informed by wider reading and research which focused on the 

mycorrhiza of fungal networks that bind tree roots together, forming avenues of nutrient and knowledge 

distribution between them (e.g. Wohlleben, 2017; Sheldrake, 2020). Indeed, as I learned, many of these 

processes are not only absent from average human sight as they happen beneath the earth under dense volumes 

of soil, but they are also so microbial that without specific equipment they would remain invisible. Soil is the  
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Fig. 20 Epha J. Roe, Untitled Chthonotype I, made with soil from the roots of the 

Queen Elizabeth I Oak. 2020. 14.85 x 21 cm. Soil and sodium chloride solution on 

silver nitrate treated watercolour.  
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Fig. 21 Epha J. Roe, Untitled Chthonotype II, made with soil from the roots of the 

Queen Elizabeth I Oak. 2020. 14.85 x 21 cm. Soil and sodium chloride solution on 

silver nitrate treated watercolour.  
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matter, the environment in which this process occurs; however, it is also a writhing, dynamic system of 

interspecies organisms, all of which contribute to the on-going health and regeneration of the earth and the treeôs 

surrounding ecology (Dupr® & Anderson, 2020). Much as Fletcherôs chromatographs resemble tree rings due to 

the specific processes described above, but also the circular materials used, my own images reflect their subject 

through their rectangular form and varying depth of texture in that they resemble bark. These visual connections 

bringing subject and object ñfull circleò (Fletcher, 2024). This branching methodological approach to soil also 

indicates a separation of our working methods, meaning that although our conceptual frameworks already 

differed, rather than my soil images replicating Fletcherôs work in method and appearance, they have instead 

grown from them, developing their own visual identity and contextual relevance.  

 

Three years later, after my two solo work-in-progress exhibitions (discussed in more detail later), I noticed as I 

was re-potting the oak sapling that was part of the exhibition, that there were several roots growing further up 

the trunk of the tree that were not beneath the soil. Rather than burying the trunk further I decided to cut these 

small roots off with the intention of making prints with them, using the physical roots of an oak tree to produce 

a series of six cyanotypes called Rhizotypes. These subsequent images, paired with the soil prints, which I have 

come to call Chthonotypes (more on this later), form the basis of Organic Impressions. In short, the series could 

be thought of as a visually abstracted counter to the more literal Arboreal Encounters, building upon the 

photographic methods used for the heritage oak portraits that utilise elements of the oak treeôs materiality (bark 

tannin). One could further understand the distinction between Arboreal Encounters and Organic Impressions as 

the former exploring the visible tree as a cultural construction, and the latter exploring the invisible tree as an 

organic construction. Although the imagery used to examine this invisible world is not directly illustrative in 

that it does not depict the visual functionality of mycorrhizal networks through images, the use of photography 

to incorporate soil into the image-making process and its use to reveal the root structure of a pot-bound tree, as 

well as the theoretical context that roots the work, all impress upon the viewer the complexity and density of a 

tree, its diverse functions, and its place in a wider eco-system. 

 

In part, these images aim to visualise, and allude to, a far more plant-oriented perspective of and approach to life 

underneath the soil, as opposed to the more commonly held relationships humans have with trees above ground. 

As the project has grown, Organic Impressions has also come to encompass different forms of photographic 

engagement, particularly with an oak tree sapling. This sapling (approached in more detail later within the thesis 

section entitled Curatorial Strategies) later featured both as a living plant in two work-in-progress exhibitions, 

but also as a series of three images titled ñStages of unearthing an oak tree saplingò, which also documented the 

saplingôs re-potting to a glass fishbowl for display (Fig. 24 and Appendix 2.5 & 2.6). A cropped image of the 

visible roots of the oak sapling was also made into a cyanotype print on raw silk paper, the silk threads within 

the body of the paper drawing visual references to the roots of the oak (see Appendix 2.7). These additional 

elements broaden and deepen Organic Impressionsô intentions to visualise, unearth, and ñpointò to the oak and 

its processes, as well as its presence in images as both subject and material.  
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Material as Method / Print as Process  

 

Prior to attending Fletcherôs chromatography workshop in February 2020, I had made a visit to the Queen 

Elizabeth I Oak to gather soil to use both in the workshop and for later experiments. Before collecting the soil, I 

had to contend with a wooden fence with metal wire inserts between the panels that surrounded the tree and its 

roots, preventing any form of access. During my research around the biology and anatomy of oak trees, 

however, I discovered that their roots, once properly established, can stretch two times the breadth of their 

crown, meaning that the oakôs roots may reach far beyond the stretch of the fence that claims to contain it 

(Smith, 2022). Here is, again, where a sense of balance must be adhered to. To breach the protective fencing 

risks causing harm to the tree, however by simply replicating the (understandable) restrictions, there lies a 

similar risk of reproducing anthropomorphic distance that Organic Impressions actively attempts to undo. As a 

compromise I took with me a dessert spoon (I felt a trowel or something more specific to digging or extracting 

soil could be more harmful, especially as I had limited experience with either of these tools) and I dug a few 

inches below the soil close to the fence until I saw tree roots. I then gathered soil from around the visible roots 

and placed it in a small glass jar I had brought with me, before covering the hole with the surrounding topsoil.  

 

During the workshop, Fletcher took me and the other participants through her creative methodology. First, the 

soil solids are ground to a fine powder using a pestle and mortar which is then mixed with water and salt, the 

latter acting as a fixing agent. A solution of silver nitrate and water is then made of approximately 0.03mg silver 

nitrate to 300ml of water and set aside. Once both solutions are set and ready, a section of filter paper is torn 

from a spare circular coffee filter and rolled into a cylinder before being placed into the hole in the centre of the 

coffee filter. A small amount of soil and silver nitrate solution is then poured into separate, shallow petri dishes 

which the coffee filter with the additional cylindrical filter in the centre is placed into, the latter acting as a draw 

for the solution to be pulled up into the coffee filter. First, the filter is placed into the silver nitrate solution until 

fully saturated, before being left to dry. Once dried, it is then placed into the soil solution until the absorption 

process ends and the result resembles a series of brown rings of differing hues that signify the separated 

chemical properties within the soil. The print is then hung to dry. 

 

My own method replaces the coffee filters with A5 watercolour paper and removes the filtration process 

altogether. The soil solution process is also augmented as I decided, through early experimentation, that I 

preferred the images that contained parts of the solid soil, rather than just the liquid solution. This was partly 

because the images with more visible soil content act more as a texture form and less of a dye; effectively as a 

more visible material impression held upon the surface of the print. From the Queen Elizabeth I Oak soil 

solution I made six original prints that when placed together move tonally from light to dark, as do the level of 

detail and the impressions of mark making made by the paint brush and the soil itself. This variance across the 

print surfaces also mirrors the bark of mature and ancient trees which often shifts in its shape, colour and depth 

of fissures across the trunk.  
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Fig. 22 Epha J. Roe, Untitled Rhizotype I, cyanotype made with roots and soil of an 

oak sapling. 2023. 12 x 6 cm (approx). Oval cyanotype print, oval mount, roots and 

soil of an oak sapling on watercolour. 
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Fig. 23 Epha J. Roe, Untitled Rhizotype II, cyanotype made with roots and soil of an 

oak sapling. 2023. 12 x 6 cm (approx). Oval cyanotype print, oval mount, roots and 

soil of an oak sapling on watercolour. 
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Chthonotypes: Decay and Regeneration as Photographic Process 

Regardless of either my own or Fletcherôs process, it is interesting to think of the resulting Chthonotypes 

functioning as a conduit for the visual transformation of soil material to the appearance of bark. As the resulting 

prints detail, in part, an inscription of the soilôs physical movement from one environment to another (from the 

earth to the print), they also visualise the transformation of material from one part of the tree to another. In plain 

words, and to refer to my own comments in the introduction of the thesis section, Trunk, the combination of soil, 

water and bark all relate to the trunkôs ability to draw up water from the soil through its vascular system using 

the roots below ground. As the Chthonotypes begin their life as soil and result in images that resemble bark, it 

could be said that they impress this method upon the surface of the paper. These images in turn become a trace 

of the Queen Elizabeth I oak and its impact upon the soil, using water and silver nitrate to effectively 

reconfigure a soil solution into a bark composition, before fixing it into place.  

Expanding on this idea, such images that contain and are made with part of the treeôs organic material, and that 

also visually represent an element of the treeôs form, exemplifies a type of plant/human, phyto/photo 

hybridisation that positions photographic practice as a malleable, porous medium. Furthermore, as the chemical 

and physical structure of soil is a result of both the independent tree and its collective community, the prints that 

emerge also act as a kind of fingerprint of the specific tree and its specific environment, as well as being 

representative of its chemical make-up and soil type. Whereas in Arboreal Encounters the treeôs unique 

character is presented through their aesthetic and historical individuality, here the Chthonotypes express this 

chemically through their unique soil composition. To philosopher of science John Dupr® and artist Gemma 

Anderson, plants and their roots contribute ñto one of the most vital features of soil, its structureò (Dupr® and 

Anderson, 2021), continuing that ñthe arrangement of the physical particles of soil into more or less compact 

components of various sizes, and with more or less spaces between particles to facilitate the circulation of air, 

water, and nutrients has a decisive influence on the ability of soil to sustain plant growthò (Dupré and Anderson, 

2021). This symbiotic relationship between soil and plant roots presents new forms of seeing and 

contextualising them, setting out their interdependence (Kumar, 2015: 10), while also illuminating them both as 

ñstuffò and as processes (Dupré and Anderson, 2021). The composition of soil as a body of material often made 

up by the very thing it sustains, i.e. a mass of decayed plant and animal matter that feeds and sustains living 

ones, gives rise to a form of ancestral, cross-species nourishment that implies not only that soil is a 

transgenerational entity, but also functions as an independent ecosystem. 

To return to the prints with this new perspective, each Chthonotype print is therefore unique, individual and a 

material embodiment of both the organism it is made from and inspired by, as well as its surrounding ecology 

and their own unseen traces of impact upon the soil. This focus on components of the oak tree that 

predominantly exist unseen within the earth could be thought of here as exemplifying the chthonic, a Greek term 

that refers to living in, under or beneath the earth. As photographic historian Jane Vuorinen notes, the chthonic is 

often associated with notions of death; soil being a repository for decay and degeneration or ña dangerous 

underworld where living beings should not enterò (Vuorinen, 2023: 10). To ecofeminist scholar Donna J. 

Haraway, the chthonic is conceived as regenerative. A conceptual tool to move away from notions of the 

Anthropocene (the acknowledgement of human activity having a significant impact on the earthôs climate and 
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ecosystem) and towards what she calls the Chthulucene, that which requires a form of ñsympoeisisò, or making-

with, holding at once the intertwined realities of humans, animals and plants (Haraway, 2016: 59).   

In terms of creative methods, notions of sympoeisis, as Haraway describes it, also function for me to reflect on 

the ways that my own practice engages with plants to create images with them. These concepts are not unique to 

Organic Impressions but relate to all the sub-projects. In the case of both Organic Impressions and Arboreal 

Encounters, these forms of sympoeisis result in images that are not only of something but also are something in 

and of themselves: ñthey are not the absent subject made present by way of a figurative likeness, but the actual 

presence of that subject, in its ever-changing, ever-evolving temporal ongoingò (Vuorinen, 2023: 11). These 

reflections however also refer to the photographic ñindexò, a theory related to the direct connection between 

photographs and the physical world they are made from (Seppªnen, 2017). I will speak in more depth of the 

relationship between my images and the photographic index in Chapter III, however, its relevance here speaks to 

my photographôs material embodiment of their subject. 

Although these observations are more directly related to the Chthonotypes in that the prints both represent and 

are made of the earth, the Rhizotypes also embody this function through the cyanotypeôs slowly fading 

impermanence as well as their coming into being through the physical contact between roots and paper. 

Haraway suggests through the concept of the Chthulucene, that to move away from the extractive, or what 

philosopher Michel Serres describes as the parasitic aspects of human-plant relations (Serres, 1990), one must 

make-with plants, not against them. Considering that the Chthonotypes and Rhizotypes could not exist without 

the soil and roots used to make them and would not be representative of the materialôs importance in a vast 

ecosystem if I were to imitate it artificially, by making-with the soil I again release an element of creative and 

aesthetic control to a chemical aspect of the oak. This process, however, is furthermore reflected in the very 

production of the Chthonotypes. As a branch of soil chromatography, the process of the Chthonotypeôs 

development and fixing is, in fact, inverted. During an interview with Maddie Rose Hills, host of ñThe Mater 

Podcastò, a series of talks exploring materials through the eyes of artists and researchers, Fletcher explains that 

ñin chromatography [the image] reaches the stationary phase, but it still needs a lot of time in the light to 

develop, so your image will be fixed in the paper, but it will still be latent in photography terms [meaning] it 

will be mostly not visibleò (Fletcher, 2024) 

In essence, Fletcher refers to an inversion of the photographic process; an image becoming fixed before it is 

developed. Whereas in traditional photography the image would be destroyed if light were to pass over the 

surface of the film or photographic paper before it was developed, in chromatography light is required to 

properly develop the image. In the context of the vegetal turn, this form of inversion is indicative of plants, or 

plant matter, challenging traditional or dominant forms of knowledge. To consider photographs in the context of 

the vegetal turn (Aloi and Marder, 2024) alongside the (re)emergence of historical modes of photography in 

modern day, or what the art critic Lyle Rexer calls the ñantiquarian avant-gardeò (Rexer, 2002), it is worth 

noting how such practices that hinge on impermanence, that are ephemeral, are so often the chosen medium to 

explore and depict the non-human. In my view, this is due to the photographôs subtle depiction of process. Much 

like the plants they work with or were inspired by, and in contrast to more traditional forms of photography, the 

Chthonotypes and Rhizotypes by their very nature are at risk to change and decay.  
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Fig. 24 Epha J. Roe, Stage II of Unearthing an oak tree sapling. 2024. 29.7 x 42 cm. Digital gicl®e print. Please 

see Appendix 2.5 & 2.6 for the additional images in the series. 
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Perceiving Phytochrome: 

Arboreal Sight and Sensation 
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Inspired by the documentary Oak Trees: Natureôs Greatest Survivor (2015) by the entomologist George 

McGavin and the associated research into how trees know when to drop their leaves in preparation for the cold 

winter months, Perceiving Phytochrome imagines how trees might perceive, sense, or potentially ñseeò their 

surroundings through a chemical pigment in their leaves called ñphytochromeò. Acting as a bridge between the 

visual strategies and concepts behind Arboreal Encounters and Organic Impressions, Perceiving Phytochrome 

poetically takes the perspective of a tree to imagine how they might visually perceive their surroundings, and 

how the camera might be able to articulate a form of arboreal vision. 

 

According to the research of forest and evolutionary ecologists such as Suzanne Simard (2021), Monica 

Gagliano (2018) and Stefano Mancuso (2021), plantsô ability to sensorily perceive the world around them, rather 

than centralised to a particular organ like it is for humans, is instead de-centralised and articulated throughout 

their entire bodies. To think, therefore, of trees ñseeingò is to try and imagine arboreal perception from every 

point of their body all at once; a potentially blinding, chaotic view to translate into the action of the camera. To 

narrow down this potentially chaotic view, Perceiving Phytochromeôs initial experimentation in 2021 began with 

the leaf as its subject and conceptual focus. Inspired by leavesô ability to perceive red light, I made a series of 

red-toned landscapes that were made from pre-existing images made while visiting the Queen Elizabeth I and 

Big Belly Oakôs, which focussed my camera on their surrounding landscape. Originally these decisions were 

taken to subvert the visual strategies of Arboreal Encounters that focussed on their portraiture and align myself 

physically with the tree, imagining the camera lens as the treeôs symbolic ñeyeò looking outwards towards its 

environs (Appendix 3.1). Throughout Perceiving Phytochromeôs journey, however, there have been three 

separate iterations that have significantly impacted its development, which can also be categorised sequentially.  

 

As mentioned, my original experimentations began with a series of digital edits of digital photographs that I 

made while recceing the sites of two trees. These images translated into several red-toned landscape images of 

the surrounding ecology of two ancient oaks (Queen Elizabeth I Oak & Big Belly Oak). The images I chose 

were photographs I made when standing close to the oak tree and looking out into the surrounding area, placing 

myself in the position of the oak. A year before I began Perceiving Phytochrome, I preserved some fallen 

branches from the living oak sapling and made some preliminary still lifes with them (Appendix 3.2), one of 

which has since featured in the work-in-progress exhibitions in 2022 and 2023 (Figs. 31 & 32; Appendix 3.10). 

As the subject of these images were oak leaves rather than landscapes, I used the same editing techniques to 

tone the abstract still lifes of the leaves the same red colour. Aligning the original subject matter and the 

conceptual structure more clearly. Although I liked these images, I felt their digital focus jarred with the 

alternative and experimental processes I was exploring in the previous two projects and risked weakening both 

the coherence and theoretical structures I was working in. At the same time as these experiments, I began 

exploring cyanotypes for Arboreal Encounters and decided to see if I could find a way of creating red-toned 

cyanotypes. The rationale behind this was that now a project was being conceived around leaves and sunlight, it 

felt important to revisit photographic methodologies that utilised sunlight more directly.  
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Fig. 25 Epha J. Roe, Susurration I, base of a mature oak in Hergest Croft Estate, Kington, Herefordshire. 2023. 

42 x 59.4 cm. Digital gicl®e print.  
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These ideas led to its next iteration and the discovery of SolarFast, a sun-printing process generally used in 

domestic and commercial spheres to make printed T-Shirts. In contrast to cyanotypes, SolarFast has a variety of 

base colours, including red, which I began my initial experiments with. The process to make cyanotypes and 

SolarFast images are very similar. Both use a transparency and sunlight to make photographic prints, however 

where cyanotype solution must dry before being placed in the sun, SolarFast needs to remain wet. This caused 

some initial challenges, as placing acetate onto a wet surface and exposing it to the heat of the sun caused the 

transparency to occasionally stick to the paper, peeling off parts of the print with it once the exposure time was 

finished. I also found that my early SolarFast prints, when placed next to their cyanotype counterparts, lacked 

certain levels of detail and clarity. This latter point wasnôt necessarily an issue, as I felt these early formulations 

of imagined arboreal vision did not have to mirror the sharp quality of human photographic sight, however, 

these results spurred further experimentations in combining cyanotype solution and SolarFast together. These 

hybrid cyano-fast images produced prints that were a mixture of purple, blue and red hues that varied depending 

on which solution was painted onto the surface of the paper first, how they were washed, and how long they 

were exposed for. A print from this series was part of the 2021 exhibition Queer Constellations at the Museum 

of English Rural Life (MERL), curated by Joe Jukes (Fig. 27), which brought together queer rural artists 

working in a variety of media, to ask questions about the queerness of rural spaces.9 

 

 

This experience allowed for a re-contextualisation of the work, causing me to reflect on whether I should 

continue with SolfarFast as a dominating feature of experimentation. After the exhibitionôs de-installation, I 

returned to the projectôs original inspiration to think more deeply about the projectôs relationship to the research 

and theory to which it referred. As the red light that leaves use to grow and perceive their surroundings exists on 

the far end of the visible spectrum, dimly visible to human eyes, just before infrared light, I began to think about 

how to visualise something almost-invisible, a notion similar to the exploration of soil and roots in Organic 

Impressions. During this time, I came across the project ñInfraò (2012) by the Irish conceptual documentary 

photographer, Richard Mosse, a series of photographs that image the ongoing war between rebel factions and 

the Congolese national army in the Democratic Republic of Congo, using a now discontinued infrared colour 

film called Kodak Aerochrome (Appendix 3.5). In addition to portraiture, Mosse also captured the Congolese 

landscape, the infrared film transforming the characteristic greens of vegetation into vibrant hues of red and 

pink. Rather than showing the conflict, Mosseôs images instead portray the aftermath, plunging the land into a 

surreal or unnatural state, forcing the audience to encounter a visibly altered landscape (Williams, 2021). What  

 
9 Queer Constellations (2022), curated by queer geographer Joe Jukes, posed the question as to whether there is queerness in 

rural life. Drawing on seven queer artists across the U.K., the exhibition explored how queerness might be ñhiddenò in rural 

areas and how artists, through either existing as queer people in rural life, or who make work in relation to their queer 

identity, made queerness both visible and embedded in rural spaces. In addition to the visual art display, the exhibition 

featured a collection of objects from the Museum of English Life (MERL) that represented the lives of historical gay men 

with rural occupations. The exhibition also accompanied the play The Stars are Brighter Here, a site-specific performance 

piece written and directed by actor Timothy Allsop, that led audience members through the museum to meet modern and 

historical LGBTQIA+ characters, who in turn shared their stories and experiences. Joe and I later reflected on our experience 

of the exhibition at the MeCCSA PGN Conference, ñDreaming of Another Placeò (2022), which resulted in a publication in 

Networking Knowledge titled ñQueer Constellations: Reflections on Curatorial and Creative Practice at the Museum of 

English Rural Lifeò (2023).  
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Fig. 26 Epha J, Roe, Susurration II, trunk of a mature oak in Hergest Croft Estate, Kington, Herefordshire. 

2023. 42 x 59.4 cm. Digital gicl®e print.  
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metaphorically make visible the ways in which conflict alters landscapes, as well as people. To me, these images 

portray landscapes altered in the mind as well as being physically altered due to artillery, bombs or shifting 

boundaries. 

 

From this, I became interested in the visual effects of infrared film upon natural phenomena and the conceptual 

capacity for photographs to make the invisible, dim, or unseen, visible. As Kodak Aerochrome is no longer 

manufactured, there remains limited stock that can be bought on E-commerce sites such as eBay which, at the 

time of writing, approximates to around Ã180 per 120mm film. To combat this financially unsuitable route, I 

began to experiment with images that replicated the visual effects of colour infrared film digitally rather than 

through the camera (see Appendices 3.6 to 3.10), developing a series of editing techniques that shifted green 

tonal ranges into reds and pinks. To focus my subject, I chose to photograph a mature oak tree that lives in the 

public grounds of Hergest Croft Estate, in Kington. After moving to Kington in December 2021, I came across 

the tree on my first walk around the town after becoming intrigued by the symbol of an acorn on a nearby sign, 

learning later that the symbol signified the route to Offaôs Dyke Path. As a regular site of visitation, the oak 

became a significant location point, much like the tree that came to be symbolised in Jungôs Bark series. Over 

time, having passed by the oak on my regular walk to the local wood, I became acutely aware of the treeôs 

gradual changes throughout the seasons as well as the effects of weather upon its body. These year-long 

observations evoke Leeôs methods of slow looking, long before he even opened his shutter. Due to this 

familiarity and repeated visitation, I decided to focus the development of Perceiving Phytochrome on this single 

tree. These experiences, in turn, developed a certain level of intimate knowledge of the treeôs lived environment 

which I began to think of as its own de-objectifying strategy, something which I will explain further in Chapter 

III.  

 

While I worked on these digitally altered images, I felt that while the colour edits were visually striking and 

engaged directly with the theory I was interested in, their otherwise static quality or flatness felt contradictory to 

the aliveness and dynamism of the trees I aimed to image. Having established that phytochrome demonstrates 

plants as sensorial beings, I felt their dynamism could be further emphasised. Motion, therefore, became a 

crucial factor in shifting my creative methodologies. To explore this, I used slow shutter speeds to capture the 

effect of wind upon the leaves of the Kington oak to consciously blur them; opening the shutter only when the 

wind began to blow and thus imbuing the images with a longer duration of time. The visual and methodological 

strategies for this were inspired by the photographer John Blakemoreôs Wind Series II, a project that aimed to 

capture the effect of wind (Appendix 3.11). In 2011 Blakemore notes the ñparadoxò of photographing such an 

ephemeral subject stating that: 

 

The idea of photographing the wind contains a paradox, the photograph describes surface appearance, 

the wind is invisible. To depict the traces of the wind, movement etched in light, I evolved a method of 

multiple exposure. The relationship of the photograph to time was thus extended, became itself a 

process, a mapping of time, an equivalent of the process of the landscape itself (Blakemore, 2011). 
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Fig. 27 Epha J, Roe, Susurration III, crown of a mature oak in Hergest Croft Estate, Kington, Herefordshire. 

2023. 42 x 59.4 cm. Digital gicl®e print.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



95 

 

Blakemoreôs choice to use plants, particularly grasses and trees in summer, to depict the movement of wind and 

its effects upon the surrounding vegetation, is rooted in his landscape practice. Although the projectôs focus is on 

wind, what drew me specifically to his images is the level of vitality emphasised in the movement of branches 

that are occasionally blurred to the point of invisibility. Thinking further on Blakemoreôs self-titled paradox, the 

result of making wind visible is to project or visualise its presence through the movement of natural phenomena. 

To subsequently pair the photographic depiction of wind with the technique of long-exposure and its effects 

upon tree branches, for example, is often to render the tree blurred to the point of invisibility. One challenge of 

photography, or of the still image in general, can be to imply movement and, concurrently, to display the 

passing of time. Indeed, one dominant discourse around photography is in its ability to ñfreezeò time and to 

therefore act as a kind of artefact of an event, or person (Wells, 2011: 263). In that sense there are interesting 

similarities in the ways in which humans develop symbolism around events or people in relation to both trees 

and photography. Both can, in independent but overlapping ways, act as tools, triggers, or artefacts (such as the 

subjects of Arboreal Encounters) for the practice and experience of memory. They are also, of course, both 

direct products of light. The difference between plants and photographs is obvious; trees are not flat, domestic 

objects that, unlike photos, can be pulled out over a family dinner or kept folded in a wallet. As sessile beings, 

they are rooted to the ground and even command a sense of power in that if memories are to be evoked one must 

travel to them, unless one makes a picture.  

 

Blakemoreôs comparison between his multiple exposure process that inscribes a longer passage of time into one 

negative, and the ways in which landscapes are themselves a product of time passing (and of people who have 

passed through them), reflect even more so the intriguing symbolism of photography as both a time and light-

based medium to both critique and engage with natural processes. Perceiving Phyochromeôs final phase is a 

culmination of this research and experimentation. In 2023 I was awarded a grant by the Richard and Siobh§n 

Coward Foundation for the development of analogue black and white infra-red images that drew many of these 

symbolic aspects together.10 Using my Bronica ETRS, I returned to photograph the Kington oak in Spring and 

Summer. This shift from digitally modified images to infra-red film presented a new set of challenges for me as 

it was an entirely new way of producing photographic images that I had no prior experience with. To achieve the 

maximum effects from infra-red film, a red UV filter is used to block out as much ultraviolent light as possible 

from entering the lens. As these filters also range in their opaqueness, light-metering for exposure does not 

function in the same way, meaning one must consider the amount of light the filter reduces to compensate for 

correct exposure. As more light is required to make images, the shutter speed is therefore extended which has 

further implications for the camera, requiring me to flick a switch on the lens to prevent the shutter from 

automatically closing by default (a specific characteristic of my model of camera). This means that rather than 

using a pneumatic air shutter release to open and close the shutter, the lens switch is first turned from A (its 

default position) to T mode. The shutter is then opened as normal, and a timer is set for the projected period  

 
10 Established in 2017 to honour the life and work of photographer and artist Richard Coward, the Richard and Siobh§n 

Coward Foundation is a registered charity that offers financial support for artists to develop their creative practice. In early 

2023, I submitted a proposal to the charity for their Analogue Photography grant, which supports submissions between Ã500 

and Ã1,500 for ñprojects for which use of analogue techniques are central to implementationò (Richard and Siobh§n Coward 

Foundation, 2024). 
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Fig. 28 Epha J, Roe, Susurration IV, branches of a mature oak in Hergest Croft Estate, 

Kington, Herefordshire. 2023. 59.4 x 84.1 cm. Digital gicl®e print.  
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Fig. 29 Epha J, Roe, Susurration IV, branches of a mature oak in Hergest Croft Estate, 

Kington, Herefordshire. 2023. 59.4 x 84.1 cm. Digital gicl®e print.  
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(around 5 seconds) and then closed by turning the switch back to T. Another challenge with infrared film and 

making images on a different electromagnetic spectrum is that infrared light is not humanly perceived at the 

same focal length as visible light, an effect called the infrared focus shift. To compensate for this, cameras like 

my Bronica ETRS have built in red lines or dots on the lens to help adjust for the infrared focus shift. This 

means that the camera is at first focussed traditionally, a note is then made of the focal length before being 

realigned with the red dot (or line), indicating the point of focus for infrared light. In practical terms what this 

means is that at the point of releasing the shutter, the image through the viewfinder becomes blurred. Meaning 

that by attuning my camera to an electromagnetic field that is more visible to the plant, my own vision becomes 

unstable. These interesting practical effects, however, also have conceptual implications. As there is an aim here 

to approach plants in their own electromagnetic field (which I occasionally refer to poetically as a form of 

arboreal sight) the fact that the photographic method chosen to do so contributes to a distortion of my own 

vision is yet another symbolic effect of how centring the plant and its processes in photographic practice can 

help destabilise the human.  

 

Taking influences from the creative strategies of Bosworth and Dean, the final images for Perceiving 

Phytochrome form a series of five photographs that when placed together constitute a fragmented view of the 

Kington oak (Fig. 25, 26 & 28-30). Structurally, the images comprise a vertical column of three landscape 

orientations of the Kington oak (rather than the horizontal orientation of Bosworth and Deanôs trees), leading 

from the base of its trunk to its crown (Fig. 25, 26 & 28). Two additional portrait orientations that depict the 

branches of the treeôs crown sit either side. Evoking similar exhibition strategies to Fletcher, my aim here was to 

create an immersive experience of the tree through images that positioned the audience both in front of and 

below the tree, almost as if one were within it. As the imagesô visual influence stemmed from the effects of wind 

upon the leaves of the tree, I titled each image ñSusurrationò, a word defined as the whisper or rustling of leaves, 

with corresponding Roman numerals, I-V. 

 

As I have examined, trees are very much of the place they inhabit. This can be thought of holistically; in that 

they are vessels of cultural and social memory which are intrinsically bound to the place where memories of 

them were formed or experienced (such as in Arboreal Encounters). But also, in that they are a direct product of 

the soil in which they are rooted, and the atmosphere in which they are imbedded (as demonstrated in Organic 

Impressions). They are, in this sense, a material and cultural embodiment of place (Cloke and Jones, 2011). 

However, although sessile and of place, both of which suggest their fixed nature, neither are they static in their 

processes or functions. As much of their functionality is hidden from view or near invisible to the naked eye, 

except from the more visible and familiar seasonal change above ground, Perceiving Phytochrome aims to bring 

awareness to the oakôs sensorial perception ð to uncover and depict the treeôs engagement with place. In part, 

these creative methods refer to Aloi  and Marderôs de-objectifying aesthetic strategies that challenge the cultural 

implications of plant blindness (Aloi  and Marder, 2023: 3). Before I explore and deepen these ideas in the next 

chapter, however, I now turn to a reflection on the three projectsô combined aims and intentions before moving 

to a discussion of the projectôs curatorial strategies and their philosophical implications on the practice-based 

research.  
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The Oak Tree as Photograph:  

A Convergence of Photographic and Curatorial Methods 
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An Ecology of Images 

During my research I have had several influential conversations with friends, colleagues, peers and family 

members around how the individual projects have developed. However, one of those conversations that has 

stood out to me more than others require further reflection. When viewing the projects as a whole rather than as 

individual projects, as I have done so above, several people have observed that together their subject matter 

forms a complete photographic oak tree. In essence, by focussing on every substantial component of the treeôs 

organic form (the leaves, branches, trunk, roots and soil) I have managed to simultaneously de-construct and re-

construct the oak treeôs anatomy in photographic form. To a certain extent this method refers to Hannah 

Fletcherôs description of a pseudo-scientific practice, breaking down the oak into its constituent parts as a form 

of examination, before putting it back together again informed with the knowledge of its construction (Fletcher, 

2017). It also, however, builds upon Fletcherôs additional description of her project Circles as ñan ecology of 

imagesò (Fletcher, 2017), a phrase more commonly associated with the art critic Susan Sontag, who in her 1977 

book On Photography used it to describe the treatment of photographs as if they were an ecosystem (Sontag, 

1977). Fletcherôs own use, building from Sontagôs idea of the overconsumption of images, is an intentional shift 

in its meaning to direct attention towards her choices to depict non-human subjects using ecologically conscious 

methods. In this sense, her use of organic matter, their presence in photographic surfaces and as ephemeral 

components of display, in addition to the traces of her own hand, all constitute a form of ecological practice. 

 

As ecology is defined as the study of relations between living organisms (including humans) and their physical 

environment (Molles and Sher, 2022), and as my own practice incorporates aspects of human-tree relations and 

plant material from their mutual physical environments, it could be said that the photographs function as an 

example (or result) of ecological practices. Across the three projects, I have encountered and made work with 

several oak trees, some of whom are visually represented through photographs, others who are represented 

through their physical material. In Arboreal Encounters, tree material gathered from dead oaks are incorporated 

in images of individual trees with cultural importance, hybridising their identity and representing the prints as 

more than one organism. Thinking on this, I am reminded of nutrient distribution between trees who are 

connected via mass root systems, and how the sharing of resources can indicate individual trees as collective 

entities (Simard, 2021). The tannin, a product of deceased oaks which has been absorbed into the visual identity 

of Arboreal Encounters, also performs certain decay and renewal processes inherent in trees that also function to 

maintain its surrounding living ecosystem (more on this later). 

 

These concepts feed directly into notions of the ñwood-wide-webò except that rather than connections between 

trees being produced through root systems, they are instead thought of through cultural webs (Wohlleben, 2017).  

In fact, it could be said that in this sense they function to transform the material symbiotic connectivity of trees 

into a photographic methodology, unearthing the roots from the purely physical into the metaphysical. This 

approach is conducted creatively and photographically, however, here I perceive cultural history, photographic 

history, knowledge of individual trees, theories of plant intelligence and so on, all contributing to the wider 

ecological complexity of how, when placed together, the oak tree is constructed in the human imagination. 
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These of course also contribute to an awareness of human-tree relations within their environment, providing 

insight into their entangled histories and the ways in which human approaches to trees may continue to bend, 

splinter and reform over time. These ideas are also expressed in Organic Impressions and Perceiving 

Phytochrome, both of which focus more specifically on components of the treeôs anatomy. Considering that the 

photographic images also contain material aspects of the tree, e.g. those that have been made by them or with 

them, it could even be said that the tree has transferred its reproductive qualities into the production of prints; 

their likeness being reproduced and distributed, albeit within humanly constructed environments and worlds. 

Through our mutual symbiosis, the oak and I have produced collaborative images that focus on their whole as 

well as their component parts (some of which are far more unseen than others in day-to-day life), the aims being 

to understand the function of those components but also how they relate to forms of human life and culture. 

When placed in relation to each other, the individual projects form a holistic view of how oak trees are 

approached and considered from human perspectives, but also how they live out their own lives.  

 

In Arboreal Encounters, ñancientò oaks are considered through their historical contexts, their relation to English 

heritage, the conservation efforts that support and lengthen their lives, but also the significance of tannin, their 

own form of organic preservation. In Organic Impressions, images are made with and of soil, similar to the 

ways in which I engaged with tannin but instead placing more emphasis on the material as subject matter. This 

was then later extended to the roots of an oak sapling which also features as a living sculpture within my 

exhibition practice, producing a series of cyanotypes with the treeôs roots and therefore more directly with an 

aspect of the treeôs living anatomy. Finally, in Perceiving Phytochrome, I approach the oak on a cellular level 

through the protein phytochrome to imagine how I might visualise a form of arboreal vision, as well as the treeôs 

ability to mitigate the growth, size, shape, number and movement of their leaves. Together these aspects could 

be thought of to move vertically up the tree beginning with the roots and ending with the leaf (much as the thesis 

itself is constructed), however, they also move horizontally from macro views of an entire tree within a 

landscape through to the micro details of tree bark fissures. As Perceiving Phytochrome concentrates on plant 

proteins, this metaphor could even be thought of as moving from the external to the internal, exploring visible 

and invisible aspects of how a tree might live and express itself.  

 

To build on these discussions I now move to reflections on my curatorial methods and outcomes, deepening the 

exploration of how each project relates to one another through their exhibition. In addition, I examine the effects 

of my expanded photographic practice, specifically the inclusion of a living oak tree as part of my work-in-

progress exhibitions, and the development of an audio piece as a form of research dissemination, made in 

collaboration with sound artist Joe Davin. 
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The Living Oak: Nature on Display 
 

I close this chapter with a discussion on curatorial methods and outcomes from two work-in-

progress exhibitions held in 2022 and 2023. How specific projects are displayed and their 

impact on audience engagement are both important aspects of the projectôs overall 

development. In addition to this, the two work-in-progress exhibitions allowed me to 

experiment with and gather feedback on a) the ways in which the projects interact with each 

other and b) what methods of communicating research work effectively. Because of this, I 

have split this next section in two to focus on specific aspects of display that have impacted 

the ways in which I have thought about curatorial strategies and communicating research in a 

gallery environment. These aspects are a) the inclusion of an oak sapling within the exhibition 

practice as a living embodiment of my research subject b) the use of sound as a method to 

disseminate research. 

 

In late June 2022, I answered an open call from the Brighton-based environmental arts charity and gallery 

ONCA, which requested proposal briefs for a three-week exhibition in August. Due to ONCAôs status as a 

gallery and organisation that champions the creative arts and environmental justice, I felt my work would fit 

neatly into the remit of their programming. A few weeks later I was notified I had won the open call and that my 

submission, which proposed my first solo exhibition titled Photosymbiosis (then the PhDôs working title), was 

accepted, bringing together the three sub-projects within it to explore their visual and thematic connections for 

the first time. After meeting Lydia Heath, ONCAôs Exhibitionôs Curator and Gallery Manager, a week later, 

ONCA decided to extend the show from its initial three weeks to a full month run, from 11th August ï 8th 

September 2022. A prominent yet experimental component of the exhibitionôs proposal at ONCA was the 

display of a living oak tree in a glass bowl within the space placed upon a low, white plinth in the centre of the 

room (Fig. 31). 

 

The sapling, a self-seeder grown from an acorn from a near-by, mature oak in the grounds of my parentsô 

neighbourôs back-garden, was uprooted and potted up by my mother soon after I developed an interest in oak 

trees as a cultural (and national) symbol. Its potting, both personal and intimate, was intended to preserve a 

sapling specific to my parentsô environment, which my mother would then nurture until I had my own outdoor 

space in which to plant it. Through this method the oak tree came to embody many inter-related subjects, such 

as notions of family, of place, of time, and of human-nature relations. As such, its age almost directly correlates 

with the amount of time I have spent conducting my PhD research; its physical growth both literally and 

poetically becoming demonstrative of the growth of my own knowledge and fascination with the scientific, 

social and cultural aspects of the oak tree. Its significance as a visual focal point, being literally put front-and-

centre (Fig. 31), was a way to spatially and metaphorically centre the plant and its exploration through research 

and creative encounters with trees. Placing the oak centrally is of course a literal technique to ñcentreò the non-

human in a cultural context, however it also performs other functions. Between my own observations and 

gallery staff who invigilated both spaces over the course of both exhibitions, the sight of the audience was first  
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Fig. 30 Epha J. Roe, Installation of images from my display of ñPhotosymbiosisò, ONCA Gallery, Brighton. 

2022. From left-to-right, five framed photographs from Arboreal Encounters, a photograph of ñStage I of 

unearthing an oak tree saplingò and a grid of six ñChthonotypesò, both from Organic Impressions, and the living 

oak tree. Please see Appendix 1.8, 2.7 & 3.8 (and Fig. 31) for additional images of the work-in-progress 

exhibitions. 

 

drawn to the tree, their attention then travelling to the related artworks which the oak inspired. Although subtle, 

this effect mirrors my own creative processes and places the audience within my shoes as they move through the 

space. Although my own methods replicate human perspectives rather than plant perspective, they provide a 

triangulated relational experience between human, oak tree and the oakôs visual representation. In short, placing 

the physical subject of photographs and research within the same space aims to destabilise the divide between 

nature-culture in the audienceôs minds. 

 

In this sense, the exhibitions were expanded beyond the bounds of a purely representational space to open up the 

potential for a dialogue between object and subject. To include a living plant within an exhibition space also 

presents some practical and logistical challenges, the most prominent being the introduction of something living 

within an environment that is more suited, and manufactured, for the non-living. As the project has developed 

these challenges have been incorporated into the curatorial methodology, meaning that natural light and gallery 

invigilation are essential components in the safety and support of the oak tree.11 A branching point from this is 

that the inclusion of a plant within the gallery space for a prolonged period disrupts everyday experiences for the 

 
11 For the exhibition Photosymbiosis in 2022 I wrote and sent a tree care kit for the galleries to give out to invigilators. In it I 

outlined potential concerns, risks, watering routines and contact details in case of any questions related to care. The details of 

this care kit can be seen in Appendix 4.3. 
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audience, the gallery staff, and the tree itself. In their shared encounter with the oak, the audience and gallery 

staff in effect become custodians, whether directly or indirectly, through the shifted social dynamics in the space 

(I will come back to this later). 

 

One example of this custodianship, particularly surrounding gallery staff, was the attention to care regarding the 

oak treeôs health. During its placement the gallery, I received several emails from the gallery, particularly 

surrounding its health and the appearance of several Oak sawfly larvae that began feeding on the leaves of the 

oak midway through the exhibitionôs timeframe. The insectôs identification came about due to the oakôs weekly 

watering and the monitored attention paid to it throughout its time in the gallery. Aloi describes this effect of 

increased attention as a form of ñspeculative phytopoeticsò, or the disruption of ñcapitalist modelsò of plants and 

their objectification, through the sustained encounter between humans and domestic plants (Aloi, 2021: 3). I 

return to this idea later in Chapter III, however, my reference to them here is taken to emphasise the similarities 

between the oak tree sapling and the heritage trees of Arboreal Encounters, particularly in relation to care. In 

addition, proximity between human and tree, and the oak-as-symbol, are both intrinsic factors that unite the 

young sapling and the ancient trees. Inclusion, as I have alluded to in the preceding discussions, not only gives it 

agency but largely gives the artwork and concepts that orbit them some tangible relation. In short, the audience 

can put the knowledge gained within the space around oak trees into practice, merely by turning attention 

towards the living plant in the centre of the room and recognising its identity as a living, breathing, sensorially 

perceptive being, as well as its significant identity as a cultural symbol. 

 

Exhibiting the oak during different moments of its life cycle also provided a type of temporal dynamism which 

demonstrated and made visible the material changes an oak makes over its lifetime. The process-led nature of 

both the plant and the photograph were made visible and tangible across the gallery, displaying jars of tannin 

and soil, as well as bark and leaf artefacts alongside the images they participated in creating. This curatorial 

choice was a decision taken so as not to crowd vitrines or tables with objects and to allow for a more direct 

relationship between material, process, and practice. In a literal sense, many aspects of the exhibition explored 

attempts to ñcontainò the non-human, whether by frames, in glass vessels, or within vitrines (Gibson, 2022). 

However, alongside these visual indicators of containment, theoretical and creative concepts that attempted to 

liberate the oaks from their human containers were simultaneously explored. The inclusion of the living tree as a 

constant reference point meant that not only would such ideas become un-contained through their immediate 

application to the living tree in the space, but also as they were carried outside, beyond the gallery walls. In 

other words, the display and containment of concepts was, in some sense, also a way of releasing them into the 

world. Although not representative of the nation, of grand battles or grand people, the oak grown by my mother 

instead demonstrated personal symbolism and an intimate example of human-nature relations. It was both small 

scale in its obvious qualities ð the fact that it was small in height and age ð but also in its unobvious ones ð 

in portraying human-tree symbolism and relations in the miniature.  
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Our Roots: A Research Soundscape 
 

For the second work-in-progress exhibition, titled Roots: A Journey of Creative Discovery with Englandôs 

Heritage Oak Trees (Fig. 32), I decided to address the dissemination and display of research within the 

exhibition space.12 Several practices that stood out to me during the curation of Photosymbiosis were notions of 

accessibility and the display of artistic and research processes. Due to time restrictions, there was only a limited 

amount of research ephemera on display for Photosymbiosis. However, as many of the artistic processes are 

influenced by my research, I wanted to find a means to reveal this information to the public in my second work-

in-progress exhibition without potentially overwhelming them with text. As Roots took place in a community 

gallery space, I also did not want to risk alienating audience members from the work by contextualising the 

practice with too much theory or academic jargon that might be unfamiliar to them. A balance therefore needed 

to be struck to both allow the knowledge to be present while not detracting focus from the visual art.  

 

After some preliminary discussions I settled on the idea of a soundscape that could be accessed within the space 

using a QR code (Fig. 31), shifting an element of the exhibition into a digital space. Codes were distributed 

throughout the gallery alongside text encouraging audience members to interact with them, allowing them to 

listen to the audio while they moved around the gallery. To make the audio piece I first wrote the text and then 

recorded myself narrating it before sending it to sound artist Joe Davin, someone I had previously collaborated 

with for my audiovisual exhibition At Land and Sea (2017).13 After receiving my original recording, Davin then 

responded sonically to the words and themes present in the narrative, adding in sounds that featured in the text, 

such as birdsong and wind rustling through oak leaves. Originally the work was intended as a series of short 

films meant to disseminate research themes related to the sub-projects. As part of my funding from the Centre 

for Digital Cultures and Innovation at the University of Brighton, the films were to weave together art-film, 

documentary and soundscape into three vignettes that would also mirror the chapters of the thesis, drawing on 

my background in video art. The inspirations for this were partly inspired by the American avant-garde artist 

Laurie Andersonôs Heart of a Dog (2015), whose film explored the death (and life) of her dog, Lolabelle, told 

through her imagined passing through the bardo, a Buddhist liminal state between life and death. In Heart of a 

Dog, Andersonôs form of storytelling weaves narrations of life and death told through various personal events, 

which are then visually portrayed through still and moving images that range from abstract colours to videos of 

Lolabelle playing the piano. As the film also introduced me to the concept of the bardo, I began to think of how  

 
12 My second work-in-progress exhibition took place at The Artery Studios, Worcester, between the 21st of July and the 2nd of 

August 2023, and was funded by the former Center for Digitial Cultures and Innovation at the University of Brighton. As 

noted, this exhibition was made as a continuation of my experimentation with methods of display, with an emphasis on 

research dissemination. It was also a means for me to test plausible titles, this time choosing to highlight the presence of 

heritage trees as well as re-working concepts of human-tree collaboration into the sub-title.  
13 At Land and Sea: An Audiovisual Study of Sussex (2017), was a collaborative, audiovisual exhibition between myself and 

sound artist Joe Davin which broadly surveyed the county of Sussex through smartphone photography and field-recordings. 

Photographs taken in black & white using in-camera filters were made over a period of two years, culminating in a 

crowdfunded exhibition. As I began to explore the smartphone camera as a primary means of creating work, mostly due to 

lack of access to darkrooms and analogue print-making, At Land and Sea was, on one hand, a exploration in the potential of 

the smartphone as a legitimate photo making device, and on the other an experiment in sound as a means to expand the 

photographic medium beyond the walls of the gallery.  
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Fig. 31 Epha J. Roe, Installation view from my display of Roots, The Artery Studios, Worcester. 2023. Three 

photographs from the project Arboreal Encounters surround the living oak, placed on a tall plinth in the centre 

of the room. QR codes providing access to the audio ñOur Rootsò can be seen both on the right-hand side of the 

far-left photograph, and on the right-hand side next to the wall text. 

 

poetic forms of filmmaking, rather than their documentary counterpart, could be approached as a means of 

disseminating research. However, once I began, I realised that the variance in visuals required to produce 

interesting, interactive and immersive strategies would take too much time to produce for the impending 

exhibition. The ideas and written narrative originally intended for the films were therefore recycled into a single 

eight-minute and forty-second soundscape titled Our Roots (2023).  

 

To continue my research on poetic forms of storytelling, I re-listened to the Canadian sound installation artist 

Janet Cardiffôs 1991 Forest Walk, as I wished to narratively ground the audio piece using the walk taken to the 

Kington oak that forms the subject of Perceiving Phytochrome. Drawing on both Cardiff and Andersonôs work, I 

developed a written piece that mixed creative writing, guided meditation, introductions to the collaborative 

relationship between plants and humans, as well as light as a symbol that links together the action of the camera 

with the action of photosynthesis. After accessing the audio through their phones, visitors to the exhibition were 

then encouraged to walk around the gallery as they listened to the soundscape, the sound also functioning as a 

form of audio-tour. In addition to the soundscape for Roots, I expanded the quantity of research material 

available to include more books, image prototypes (experiments and tests for the larger prints exhibited), 

material such as bark pieces used for the extraction of tannin, and an oak seedling placed within an acorn vase 

(Appendix 4.2). The seedling, not strictly part of practice-based research, was grown from an oak tree that my 
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stepfather planted in his parentôs garden around forty-three-years prior to the exhibition. The acorn was 

collected on our way back from packing up Photosymbiosis the year before and germinated in my parentsô home 

before transferring it to the vase. This addition of the seeding to the exhibition (which also contained the acorn 

from which it grew) thus extended the temporal, symbolic and familial approaches to the tree. What resulted 

was the display of the oak represented across time, from its birth through to its eventual decay. However, the 

seedling and its connection to a tree my stepfather planted also draws together concepts explored in the 

introduction surrounding tree planting and legacy. Although these trees are un-named and not nationally valued 

like the heritage oaks, the oak sapling and seedling display examples of the transference of personal and familial 

value to trees, and how their planting or sustained nurture might create material connections between the oak 

and the humans that encounter them. 

 

I close this section with some reflections on the work-in-progress exhibitions and their influence on the projectôs 

curatorial methods. What has emerged as a principal theme in my experimentation has been the emphasis on 

creative processes and their visibility in the exhibition space, beginning with the inclusion of a jar of tannin and 

soil, as well as a preserved branch fragment from the living oak, all of which formed part of the 2022 display at 

ONCA. My intention here was to draw attention to the non-photographic elements of display as trace elements 

of physical interactions between myself and the oaks of my study. Themes which are also reflected in the 

theoretical context of the photographs (discussed in more detail in the next chapter). These traces continue 

through to the oak seedling and saplingôs presence in the space which also, through their connections with 

myself and my family, refer to concepts of heritage and personal associations with trees. As discussed at the 

beginning of this sub-section, the collection of each project into one space has also caused me to reflect on the 

practice-based research as an ecology of images, exemplified by their shared authorship between myself and the 

trees of my study. The experimental aspects of these work-in-progress exhibitions have in effect produced a 

method of curation for each project and their unification, crystallizing the ways in which each project is 

displayed and why. In 2024, I was able to put this curatorial research into practice for a third exhibition at 

Hereford College of Arts, between the 12th of October and the 15th of December, combining the finished sub-

projects together in full for the first time. To do so, I drew on the curatorial strategies developed from the 

previous work-in-progress exhibitions as a method to structure the display in a new, unfamiliar space. The 

intention being to carry forward these strategies for the projectôs future development. 

 

Having examined the projectôs creative and curatorial methodology, including their respective backgrounds and 

intentions, I now turn to the theoretical concerns of the practice. In this chapter, the thesis deepens discussion on 

concepts of plant intelligence, plant blindness, and the photographic index, to examine further how my 

photographs do not just depict plants but also come to embody them. 
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Chapter III: Crown  
An analysis of theory related to trees and photography 
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Introduction 

 

The crown of a tree is made up of branches, leaves and reproductive structures extending from its trunk or main 

stems. In forestry, crowns are often distributed into classes known as Kraft classes, named after Gustav Kraft, a 

Royal Prussian Forester, who in 1884 developed further ñsocial classesò to define them, categorised by height 

(Kraft, 1884; KaŦmierczak & Zawieja, 2015). Ranging from ñpredominantò to ñsupressedò, the naming of such 

classes conjure visions of a social order not dissimilar to that made by and for humans, attributing certain trees 

with words that imply value depending on their proximity to the sky and their ability to corral resources. Tree 

classifications are not specific to their crowns, however, but also extend into categories that position trees as 

either ñnativeò or ñnon-nativeò species, that blur the lines between scientific and cultural classification (Jones 

and Cloke, 2002). Indeed, even the word ñcrownò and its association with the monarchy bestows a kind of 

arboreal hierarchy upon trees, separating them from the rest of the vegetal world, implying the formerôs rule 

over all other green beings. 

 

In this chapter there are three parts. The first deals with the concept of plant intelligence, its meaning(s) and 

criticisms, its emergence as a thematic and conceptual structure for art exhibitions, and the conceptôs application 

within the thesis. The second deals with the phenomenon known as plant blindness and its use by art theorists 

and Critical Plant Studies scholars to examine how visual art practice that engages with plant life has a role in 

undoing the philosophical proximity between humans and plants. The third builds upon ideas of philosophical 

proximity through the theory of the photographic index, examining how my photographs expand ideas of the 

trace through their printed material. I conclude this chapter by arguing that my expanded photographic practice 

attempts to dissolve forms of plant blindness by becoming materially inseparable from their subject to the point 

that they cannot be seen without the oak. 
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From green fingers to green brains: Thinking vegetally on plant intelligence 

 

In this section I explain the concept of plant intelligence (Hall, 2003; Trewavas, 2003) and its 

meaning, scoping out its theoretical use and application to photographic practice. To begin, I 

introduce several related terms that are associated with plant intelligence to outline its specific 

use within the thesis. From this, I provide a background to the development of plant 

intelligence, its emergence within mainstream discourse and its impact upon cultural attitudes 

towards the discipline. These cultural attitudes, such as the projection of human attributes onto 

the non-human, is positioned against the risks of anthropomorphising plants. I conclude this 

section by contextualising this discussion in relation to my practice-based research and how 

my photographs work, both theoretically and materially, with ideas of plant intelligence to 

challenge notions of plant blindness.  

 

Although the idea of plants having, variously, agency, cognition, intelligence and community is not new, and in 

fact can be located in many ancient religious systems and forms of indigenous cosmology, its popularity and 

existence within mainstream discourse in the Western world has risen substantially in the last decade (Buenffeld 

and Clark, 2020ύΦ Since the publication of Peter Wohllebenôs The Hidden Life of Trees in 2017, concepts 

regarding or associated with ñthe wood-wide-webò, a notion derived from the research of Suzanne Simard 

conducted in the 1990ôs (2022), has inspired several exhibitions and publications dedicated to the ways in which 

scientists, broadcasters and artists engage with trees through these concepts. Plant intelligence has also 

generated many related terms which are associated with, and branch from, ideas of plants having a form of 

intelligence. These terms include, but are not limited to, plant cognition (Michmizos and Hiloti, 2019), plant 

agency (Jones and Cloke, 2011), plant neurobiology (Brenner et al., 2006), plant genius (Irigaray, 2016) and 

plant-thinking (Marder, 2013). Although distinct in their differences and developed conceptually by their 

respective scholars in relation to their disciplines of philosophy and botany, what links them together is a core 

concept: plants are decisive. For the sake of continuity and clarity, I have chosen to use the phrase ñplant 

intelligenceò throughout, except when referring to a specific theory related to its associated scholar. 

Understanding plants and other non-human entities as decisive, or having agency, however, has existed before 

formal ideas of plant intelligence were conceptualised. Forms of indigenous knowledge and animist spirituality, 

for example, have a long history of situating human beings and plants on the same hierarchical plane 

(Kimmerer, 2013 & 2021; Buenffeld and Clark, 2020). Although these theories do not appear here as a direct 

form of critical inquiry, their prior existence and their relevance to the field is acknowledged through my 

engagement with the work of specific scholars who work with these approaches, such as Robin Wall Kimmerer. 

 

First and foremost, it is important to clarify that my research is not an to attempt to prove or disprove claims of 

plant intelligence by means of photographic practice. Rather, it is the effects of reading around plant intelligence 

that provoked thoughts of plants and their interactions with photography that drew me to its study. For Aloi and 

Marder, plant intelligence and its relationship to critical plant studies opens new approaches to art history and 
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contemporary art criticism, providing tools to examine why and how artists incorporate representations of plants 

in artistic practice (Aloi and Marder, 2023; 2024). Doing so, he argues, offers the potential of unearthing past 

and present perspectives on the proximity of humans and plants, including why plants might become artistic 

subjects, and what meanings may be derived from such questions that illuminate historical and contemporary 

relations between nature-culture (Aloi and Marder, 2024). Such ideas are also noted by critical plant studies 

scholar Prudence Gibson, whose examination of art and aesthetic relationships to plants emphasises artôs 

capacity to ñtie together plant knowledge and cultural studies, so that we can re-learn why our connection with 

plant life is importantò (Gibson, 2018: 6).  

 

However, although many researchers in the arts and humanities have engaged in the concept of plant 

intelligence as a subject, the concept remains largely divisive among the scientific community. Firstly, scientific 

engagement with plant intelligence is generally structured around ideas of ñplant cognitionò, a term derived 

from the research of plant learning and memory retention (Michmizos and Hiloti, 2019: 209). The field has 

since moved through a series of definitions, originating in some form as ñplant neurobiologyò, both to 

synthesise research ideas and approaches but also to address the issues that they pose, such as the simultaneous 

recognition of plantsô ñinteractivityò and their existence as ñbackground environmentò (Michmizos and Hiloti, 

2019: 209-10). For some scholars, this demonstrates a dichotomy, where plants are simultaneously active and 

passive. Plants perceived simply as ñbackground environmentò is of course not a new concept either, however 

this enduring perception, and challenges to it, provokes questions around how wider cultural perceptions of 

plants, or dominant narratives, might impact Western scientific modes of thinking, which have traditionally 

(since the Enlightenment) maintained a classificatory distance between human and non-human worlds. What has 

emerged during my research of the discipline is that conflicts appear to arise over whether or not plants exhibit 

sensory capabilities; the misleading comparisons made between forms of plant behaviour and human 

intelligence (such as the term ñplant neurobiologyò, which is perhaps confusing as plants do not have neuronal 

tissue); and the fractures within the scientific discipline that concern plants having a form of cognition and its 

precarity around notions of spirituality (for a more detailed discussion of these points please see Michmizos and 

Hiliotiôs 2019 paper A roadmap towards a functional paradigm for learning & memory in plants). Suggestions 

have also been made by scientists such as the evolutionary ecologist Monica Gagliano and plant biologist Robin 

Wall Kimmerer, that coloniser narratives which, perhaps unconsciously, undermine traditional knowledge that 

speaks of plants as kin to humans, are pervasive within the scientific community and provide social and cultural 

blockages to the growing scientific discipline (Gagliano, 2018: 24-36; Kimmerer, 2013 & 2021).  

 

Such perspectives within the sciences also connect to notions of plant blindness which, among its various 

defining features, is described as ñthinking that plants are merely the backdrop for animal lifeò (Wandersee and 

Schussler, 1990). The emerging term ñplant gnosophysiologyò (ñgnososò being Greek for knowledge, and 

ñphysiologyò being the scientific study of functions and mechanisms in a living system) is a newly proposed 

scientific concept that attempts to overcome this (Michmizos and Hiloti, 2019). By acknowledging plantsô 

ability to perceive sensorily without the use of neurons, the term attempts to distinguish itself from the more 

controversial study of plant neurobiology, which implies sentience (Michmizos and Hiloti, 2019: 209). This 
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recent renewal of terminology highlights the scientific communityôs ongoing internal disputes for outlining the 

parameters of what plant intelligence may, or may not, mean.  

I outline these debates to demonstrate that efforts to prove or disprove such theories are turbulent even within 

the sciences, largely due to its condition as an emerging domain of study. These debates inform public 

engagement with science as well as arts and humanities scholarsô application of such ideas, The journalist Zo± 

Schlanger (2019) and the author Michael Pollen (2013), for example both note that the 1973 book The Secret 

Life of Plants by Peter Tompkins and Christopher Bird (neither of whom were scientists), almost irreparably 

damaged the field of plant intelligence before it began, in its combined popularity and irresponsibility in 

misrepresenting and simplifying the underlying science . When scientists attempted to reproduce some of the 

more exciting research presented in the book (such as the claims for plantsô abilities to feel emotion and hear 

music), none were successful. This later led to science funding and peer review boards to become nervous about 

supporting research on plant behaviour studies, meaning ñproposals with so much as a whiff of inquiry into the 

subject were turned down. Pioneers in the field changed course or left the sciences altogetherò (Schlanger, 

2019). A decade after the publication of The Secret Life of Plants, a paper subtitled Evidence for Pheromonal 

Sensitivity of Willows (1983) by the zoologist and chemist David Rhodes reopened questions of plant 

communication. Rather than examining root communication, Rhodesô paper suggested trees might also be able 

to signal to each other about impending insect attacks via airborne pheromonal activity. The paper was, 

Schlanger notes, as groundbreaking as it was ñheretical to the whole premise of how scientists thought plants 

worked. Plants were not supposed to be that active, or have such dramatic and strategic reactionsò (Schlanger, 

2019). Despite eventually being published, Rhodesô hypothesis continued to be met with ridicule by his peers 

both in journals and at conferences. This indicates an attitude that some may feel all too familiar with today, 

with evolutionary ecologist Monica Gagliano and forest ecologist Suzanne Simard having both felt ostracised 

from various scientific communities for their ñhereticalò claims of plant intelligence (Gagliano, 2018 & Simard, 

2021). Developments in plant communication have continued, however, as has evidence to suggest that although 

the specific modalities regarding them remain in dispute, their existence now has growing support (Michmizos 

and Hilioti, 2019).  

 

This is just a brief history outlining some key terms, some key debates, and their wider effects. I am not a 

scientist, but these domains inform my practices and the purpose of this thesis as an artistic exploration. It is 

worth noting, too, that complications and disputes arise not just in science but also in Western cultural and 

philosophical perceptions of plants. There are situations, too, where the two overlap. According to the botanist 

Stefano Mancuso and the philosopher Michael Marder, there remains a historical basis for philosophical plant 

blindness, demonstrated within a distinct lack of plants and the wider vegetal world as subjects of study within 

the realms of philosophy, owing to its continued and sustained ñotheringò, and leading to its primary conception 

in western thinking as simply a commodity (Mancuso, 2019; Marder, 2013 & 2016). In Plant Thinking, Marder 

states that the distance between human beings and plants can be traced back to Socratesô statements that 

philosophy should not happen in the countryside but only within the city walls, demarcating both metaphorically 

and literally the boundaries between human and vegetal worlds and their capacity for knowledge (Marder, 

2013). This Western philosophical tradition that separates humans and plants provide a complex problem, 
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particularly under the increasing shadow of the climate emergency. This thesis is not an attempt to resolve this, 

nor do I address this specific problem in detail, however it is important to ground the debate in the wider 

challenges of bringing the plant as agent into conversation, and to acknowledge its historical distance from the 

realms of western philosophical thinking. Working with and against ideas with such historical pedigree therefore 

has its challenges. However, this thesis scopes out the context in which recent research on plant intelligence has 

been founded and conducted, including the effects of cultural attitudes and phenomena on scientific interests 

and funding.  

 

In contrast to scientific studies on plant intelligence, using human empathy as a method to understand plant 

communication, although not unusual or unreasonable, can also be a risky strategy. Drawing too much on the 

ways in which humans navigate their worlds as a way of understanding the worlds of others may risk impressing 

anthropomorphic values and attitudes of the human onto forms of non-human-being, which may impede 

understanding rather than facilitate it. What can be posited is that, as plants exhibit more activity than previously 

thought, this may inspire new ways of thinking and engaging with them. This includes artistic forms of 

engagement and, as I have touched on in Chapter II, the ability for creative media to become more-than-

representational through the physical interaction with, and inclusion, of the oak in creative strategies. My 

enquiry scopes out the boundaries of plant intelligence as a way of understanding plants as more-than-

background and as having some form of sensory awareness, while at the same time resisting anthropomorphic 

associations, such as the capacity for human-like emotion.  

 

It is here that my photographic methods diverge from traditional modes of representation in that they consider 

the oak as a component of the creative practice and explore creative ways in which I might work with them to 

produce work about them. By working with aspects of the oak that mitigate and alter the physical form of the 

photograph, like using tannin in Arboreal Encounters, oaks are centred in the method of production as a visual 

subject (the ancient tree) and as the physical matter (the tannin). Creative engagements with notions of plant 

intelligence have other capacities, too, in that they offer the potential to critique the philosophical distance that 

humans have placed between themselves and the vegetal world, to the point where they have become all but 

separated. As I alluded to in my introduction, this distance / proximity (which may be thought of in relation to 

Mancusoôs hierarchical analysis of humans and plants) also contributes to wider arguments surrounding the 

climate emergency (Mancuso, 2019). To place philosophical and physical distance between humans and their 

non-human environment has practical implications, such as feeling responsibility for, but also acknowledgement 

of, human causes of changes to climate. Drawing again from the example of Arboreal Encounters, ideas of 

proximity and distance are challenged materially through the combination of oak and photographic material. 

Rather than approaching the oak at a distance, through photographs, my photographs reintroduce a material 

component of the photographic subject, meaning that to encounter them is to also physically encounter a part of 

the oak itself.  
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Although notions of plant intelligence have made their way into creative disciplines, and into exhibitions, 

conferences and artistic projects, often the concept has been used to re-contextualise pre-existing work so that a 

new form of vision can be cast. Unfortunately, this form of retrospectivity can often result in miscommunication 

or an obscuring of scientific research in favour of anthropomorphic language or relations. For example, in 

Rooted Beings, an exhibition in 2022 at the Wellcome Collection, London, the introductory text makes the claim 

that the words for ñhumanò and ñhumusò are etymologically linked through a Latin root, however, there remains 

little evidence to date to support this beyond the theory that the Latin ñhumanusò may be a composite of its 

earlier form of ñhomoò, meaning man, with ñhumusò, meaning the earth (Wellcome Collection, 2022). 

Regardless of its truth or otherwise, its presence in the introductory text of an art exhibition in a gallery well 

known for interdisciplinary exhibitions and research at the intersection of art, medicine, and science, is an 

interesting indication of how human-nature relations are built as much upon myth are they are upon science. The 

phrasing, written as the introductory text for Rooted Beings, similarly demonstrates a curatorial tendency to 

recontextualise pre-existing art media within the concept of plant intelligence, rather than highlighting 

contemporary practices that attempt to work with and demonstrate the concept. It is here that my own work 

branches out. Rather than simply placing the theory in front of the eye as a lens through which the work must be 

seen and read, my photographic practice engages with theory in a material sense, testing out ways that plants-as-

agents can in fact become part of their own photographic representation.  

 

There are further questions that arise about aesthetics and the ways in which plants can physically change the 

way an artwork looks. In the framework of plant intelligence and critical plant studies, the production of 

artworks and the alteration of their visual outcome could be positioned as a direct result of the plant-as-agent 

within the creative process. To literary theorist Patric²a Vieira, the process of plants becoming embedded within 

human cultural productions is a form of ñphytographiaò, or plant-writing, which she describes as an ñexample of 

the porous boundary between artistic portrayals of flora and the imprints left within texts by the plants 

themselvesò (Vieira, 2017). Although grounded in literary theory, to translate Vieira's comments into the 

mechanisms of photography and the watercolour paper prints from Arboreal Encounters, the concept provides 

insights into the ways in which the materials of visual art can become porous boundaries between the plant and 

the human. These efforts also illustrate how plants have the capacity to alter, blur and shift perspectives of the 

material they become part of due to their presence within it.  

 

In a material sense, such porous boundaries are expressed in the capacity for watercolour paper, for example, to 

absorb both organic and chemical solutions within a photographic object; the photograph in this sense becomes 

the porous boundary where plants and human culture meet. This concept of photographs as porous boundaries 

bears comparison with Gibsonôs concept of the plant-human hybrid; that is, aspects of visual art that go beyond 

simple representations of plants and instead embody concepts of collaborative art-making (Gibson, 2018: 56) or 

making-with (Haraway, 2016). As I have often utilised semi-porous papers to incorporate elements of the oakôs 

material, my images could be argued to act as physical examples of ñphytographiaò in that they combine the 

artistic portrayal of their subjects together with the imprint of the plant. By subsuming elements of the plantôs 

material within the print that visually represents it, I have developed a photographic method to disrupt plant 
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blindness, a phenomenon used to describe the literal and philosophical blindness that humans have constructed 

between them and the vegetal world (Wandersee and Schussler, 1999).  

 

To see both the forest and the trees: From plant blindness to plant sightedness 

 

In the previous section, I outlined the use of plant intelligence, its meanings and relationship 

to photographic practice, showing how these ideas challenge notions of plant blindness. In this 

section, I explore plant blindness as a concept and examine how forms of photographic 

engagement with plant intelligence undo or challenge these notions. To do so, I introduce the 

termôs origin and history before examining how my own practice resists forms of plant 

blindness through its direct interaction with the oak trees of my study. 

 

In their 1999 Guest Editorial paper in The American Biology Teacher, the botanists James H. Wandersee and 

Elisabeth E. Schussler introduce, outline, and define the cultural and social phenomenon of ñplant blindnessò, 

including potential methods to prevent it (Wandersee and Schussler, 1999). After surveying American children 

between the ages of 9-13 and their interests in learning about plants, they discovered that out of 274 students 

who were queried only 7% expressed an interest in plants (1999: 82). Their argument, in brief, suggests that as 

animals differ substantially from plants, are more physiologically relatable to humans, and that biology is taught 

by members of the animal kingdom ñthere is a recognized tendency, even for knowledgeable biologists, to 

overlook, underemphasize, or neglect plants when teaching introductory biology coursesò (1999: 84). To this 

end, they ask, and attempt to answer in five succinct points, why do humans overlook plants? In point three, 

notions of visual perception are briefly explored in relation to Richard D. Zakiaôs 1997 book on photography, 

Perception and Imaging, noting that: 

 

Static proximity is a visual cue humans use to group objects [é], so individual plants and different 

plant species tend to be de-emphasized, with the totality merely categorized as ñplantsò. This helps to 

explain the ñplants as backdropò phenomenon. Contrary to the clich®, we are actually more likely to 

see the forest, and not the trees (Wandersee and Schussler, 1999: 85-6). 

 

In summary, plant blindness occurs through a mixture of intellectual, visual and perceptual engagement with the 

plant world which, due to its enormity, can feel imperceptible (Wandersee and Schussler, 1999: 86). However, 

challenging this brings with it certain complications. Theorists in the domain of critical plant-studies and art 

history, such as Gibson and Aloi, have noted the tendency for artists and writers in science communication to 

overuse anthropomorphic language as a method to strengthen an understanding of plants, suggesting that there 

remains a risk in over-anthropomorphising the non-human to the point that scientific research becomes 

submerged under a metaphorical humus. Such an approach may pull the reader towards the science, but it does 

not properly expose them to it (Aloi, 2023). Similarly, Gibson argues for the significance of and potential for 
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creative engagement with science and plant studies, suggesting that ñart can address the problems of no longer 

recognizing nature, by re-introducing us to itò (Gibson, 2018). She later continues this statement by reminding 

the reader that ñyes, art raises awareness for critical issues but it also infiltrates our cultural and social being. 

Plant art has a greater capacity than mere aesthetic instrumentalism. Just as art has its own independent [é] 

energizing force, so too plants exist outside any human manipulation of them (Gibson, 2018: 3). 

 

Gibsonôs ideas of artôs ability to ñre-introduceò humans to nature can be considered in relation to my practice 

both physically and conceptually. To produce a series of works dedicated to the oak tree is to re-introduce the 

oak as an artistic subject worthy of individual critical enquiry, which is then further deepened through the literal 

introduction of oak tree material into the physical prints. In terms of Arboreal Encounters, these forms of re-

introduction can also refer to historical methods that used gallic acid and tannin in the early production of 

photographic technology, performing contemporary examples of how tannin (also a product of gallic acid) has 

been ñre-introducedò into photographic practice. Other aspects, such as the Chthonotypes and Rhizotypes in 

Organic Impressions, which like Arboreal Encounters use a predominantly unseen component of the tree to 

image it, could also be thought of as a form of re-introducing the viewer to parts of the oak that are essential to 

its survival. To do so, I contend, may confront the audience with the oakôs active biological functions, which are 

predominantly unseen, using photographic processes to not only make them visible but also physically present. 

These creative strategies demonstrate ways to challenge ideas of plant blindness more literally; however, the 

project goes one step further in that by concentrating on one single genus, knowledge is not abstracted through 

the imperceptible category of ñplantsò or ñnatureò but is instead explored exclusively through the oak tree as an 

individual species and as a series of individuals. 

 

My intellectual and creative endeavours therefore combine references to the ways in which oak trees function 

outside of human manipulation, with the ways that they are also culturally perceived and encountered. This 

combination does not seek to prioritise the plant without the human, nor the human without the plant, but to 

acknowledge their shared participation and the inability for humans to perceive oak trees outside of social and 

cultural relations. The latter here is not positioned as a problem requiring a solution but is instead approached as 

a strategy that expands the identity of trees as objects while retaining a quality of otherness. As I have 

previously explored, although the rise and popularity of exhibitions that (re)contextualise creative work within 

the domain of plant intelligence and blindness can create new forms of engagement and thinking about trees and 

creative practice, they do not challenge the role of humans and their use of trees within the creative processes. In 

part, my argument is that if one wishes to seriously engage with ideas of plant intelligence and blindness, then 

one must think differently about not only how one encounters plants, but also how they are represented in 

images. 

 

My own travel to and research on the trees in my study, including interactions with their material through 

physical touch and scientific research, offer examples of how direct experience has contributed to, and 

developed, my own knowledge and my creative strategies. According to Wandersee and Schussler, direct 

experience with individual plants or species offers people the capacity to look beyond the amorphous forest and 
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towards more personal relations between humans and the vegetal world, offering practical insights into how 

more intimate relationships between plants and people might help close the gap between human-nature relations 

(Wandersee and Schussler, 1999). Notions of the ñpersonalò, however, are tricky to navigate. To imagine 

personal relations with trees, at first glance, may seem to imply anthropomorphic or new animist forms of 

spiritual connection between myself and the trees of my study, however this is not the case. To explain this 

further, I draw on Aloiôs notion of ñspeculative phtyopoeticsò (Aloi, 2021). Described as a set of intimate 

relations between house plants and the domestic space they share with their human companions, Aloi argues that 

the practice of sustained encounter with individual plants may resist certain objectifying capitalist models of 

plant care (Aloi, 2021). In the domestic space, he argues, personal relationships are derived through direct 

contact and nurture and in doing so offer potential for a radical form of engagement ñthat enables us to reclaim 

plants from the cultural objectification of capitalismò (Aloi, 2021: 3). These modalities break down historical 

preconceptions of plants as immobile, inert, or as consumer products that are quick to die and are easily 

replaced, and instead allow the custodians of domestic plants to experience their vegetal companionsô aliveness 

through their gradual witness to change and movement throughout their mutual co-habitation. This is not to say 

that plants somehow become people or person-like. Instead, speculative phytopoetics invites an expansion of the 

understanding of plants beyond their otherness as they become more-than-decorative objects, while 

simultaneously acknowledging the ñimpossibility of gaining complete access to the otherness of the non-human 

[é] not as a diminishing factor or a limitation but as a productive opportunity to attempt to creatively bridge 

human and non-human worldsò (Aloi, 2021: 4). These creative bridges (or what could be thought of as another 

example of porous boundaries), Aloi continues, are speculatively maintained through sharing ñtime and space 

with an individual plantò (Aloi, 2021: 4). This practice is reminiscent of Wandersee and Schusslerôs methods of 

resistance to plant blindness and reflect my own personal and sustained encounters with the oaks of my study 

through fieldwork, research and creative practice. 

 

Trees, however, are not domestic plants encountered daily within enclosed, intimate spaces. Although my own 

experience with heritage oaks cannot be lived with, in a domestic environment, day after day, my relationship 

with them is continuous through the development of photographic prints that reproduce their image and that 

work directly with oak tree material. Moving beyond the image, practices of sustained encounter could also be 

exemplified by my on-going research practice, which collects information about each tree and its individual 

histories. It is here that ñpersonalò relations can be understood more as a series of physical and poetic encounters 

between myself and the trees of my study; here I develop certain intimacies. Such intimacies occur through the 

physical ways in which I interact with oak materials, such as my handling of oak bark to extract the tannin, my 

immersing of the print within the tannin solution to re-introduce subject and object, my collecting the soil and 

turning it into a photographic texture to produce prints, or my cutting of the oak saplingôs dead roots to make a 

series of Rhizotypes. Rather than existing as a series of romantic notions of connection between myself and the 

oak trees of my study, which could render the trees into myth, my intimate encounters with them are just as 

material as they are personal. To expand these thoughts towards my exhibition practice, although trees are not 

domestic plants, the oak tree sapling used in my exhibition displays acts to explore forms of domesticity through 

its inclusion in a gallery space. By placing the tree in this environment, the audience and gallery staff are invited 

to share time and space with the oak on a regular basis, mimicking the forms of speculative phytopoetics 
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experienced within a domestic space. As these instances rely on temporal relations, they refer to notions of 

ñvegetal temporalityò (a term linked to the philosopher Michael Marder), that is, the acknowledgement that 

plants live on a different timescale that require humans to slow down for their aliveness to become perceptible 

(Marder, 2016; Aloi, 2021: 4). Methods of slowness and human adherence to forms of vegetal temporality can 

also be applied as photographic strategies. As discussed in Chapter I, photographers such as Barbara Bosworth 

and Myoung Ho Lee employ a slowness of observation in their photographic methods. Bosworthôs approach to 

her subject encourages an embodied awareness of her surroundings, separating her from the experience of 

photographing trees as either an objective or extractive encounter (Bosworth, 2018). In this, she is similar to 

Myoung Ho Lee, who visits each tree several times over the period of a year before deciding which season is 

best (for him) to photograph it. Both Bosworthôs and Leeôs photographic encounters with trees, as well as my 

own for Perceiving Phytochrome, therefore engage with the slowness of plant time and are an expression of 

patience, what Marder describes as ñan attitude most respectful toward the time of plantsò (Marder, 2018: 32). 

Although these processes do not transport humans directly into the treeôs temporal existence, the embrace of 

slowness demonstrates the potential of what Aloi and Marder term as the ñcreative bridgeò between the human 

and non-human worlds (Aloi and Marder, 2024: 4).  

 

These are, however, creative approaches that consider a treeôs aliveness which, although important, remain 

relatively hidden from view. To re-consider how creative bridges may be further developed through 

photographic materials, I now turn to art historian Elizabeth Howieôs examination of the printed photograph in 

relation to plant blindness. In her 2021 article ñContesting Plant-blindness with Photographyò, Howie uses the 

example of a photograph by Michael ñNickò Nichols, who photographed the second largest tree known in the 

world, a giant sequoia called the ñPresident". She examines how ñlengthy considerations between the 

photographer [é] the tree, and its biocommunityò might challenge cultural plant blindness and confront ñthe 

ethics of representation of plants [and] in particular trees, when the images are printed on plant-based paperò 

(Howie, 2021: 521). Through considering the imageôs distribution, as the result of a 2009 commission by 

National Geographic magazine, Howie argues that by printing an image of a tree using paper derived from plant 

materials, the ñprinted photograph asks the viewer to interact with it in specific ways that may cause us to 

consider plants as beings rather than thingsò (Howie, 2021: 529). To explore this in relation to Arboreal 

Encounters, in its most basic terms, the paper used could act as a literal ñdead plant-derived material supportò 

for the image (Marder, 2018: 29). In short, it provides the structural integrity for the image to exist. Although it 

may be perceived as morbid to think of pictures of trees being reproduced and represented through the 

processing of dead trees, these ideas also reinforce and re-materialise notions of regeneration. Reflecting on 

these ideas further, in the Chthonotypes of Organic Impressions, and the philosophical implications of soil, both 

result from decaying plant matter and could therefore be thought of as sites of regeneration. As the plant-derived 

paper used in my projects existed previously as living plants and has now, through their decay, been transformed 

into new structures, the paper contains its own regenerative properties. In essence, the paper acts as a 

reconstituted surface from which the photographic representation of oak trees can emerge and become 

perceptible, mirroring in some sense the role of soil as a foundational structure that generates both the growth of 

trees as well as human perception of them. This conceptual framework therefore considers both the life and 
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death of trees as a component of my photographic strategies, demonstrating the tree-as-process. 

 

With this in mind, I contend that my own portraits of trees challenge notions of plant blindness in almost every 

aspect of their production. Through the combination of sustained consideration, through practical and 

philosophical engagement, and through photographic encounters with oaks that I have developed personal 

relations with, my creative strategies donôt just disrupt aspects of plant blindness, but they actively aim to 

disable them. To return to a quote by the photographic historian Jane Vuorinen in Chapter II as an example, my 

photographic prints donôt just depict ñthe absent subject made present by way of a figurative likeness, but 

[communicate] the actual presence of that subjectò (Vuorinen, 2023: 11). As the tannin was once part of the 

body of the tree, and the soil and roots beneath the immediate surface, all of which are aspects of trees that are 

usually unseen, their presence in the print requires the audience to encounter the internal and external presence 

of the oak simultaneously. These processes therefore aim to pull the hidden life of the tree to the foreground, to 

demonstrate and thus confront its aliveness. This effect is further reproduced through my poetic encounters with 

the hidden aspects of the oakôs cellular structure in Perceiving Phytochrome, which imagine how trees may have 

a form of visual perception. These collective creative strategies not only draw attention to the treeôs biological 

functions that signify and reflect its ñtemporal ongoingò (Vuorien, 2023), but they also collectively represent a 

series of creative bridges that decentre the human experience of trees by emphasising the oak as a living, 

animate being. As I have argued, my aim is that my photographs can do this through a variety of interactions 

that offer deep, radical forms of disruption that not only trouble but resist historical and contemporary plant 

blindness, as one cannot look at them without encountering the trees themselves. 

 

Vegetal Traces: The oak and the Photographic Index 

 

Having defined both plant intelligence and plant blindness and established their application in 

the thesis, I now move to notions of the photographic index to demonstrate how my images, as 

photographic objects, not only point to but come to embody their referent. As a well-

established idea in photographic theory, this section does not provide a review of the literature 

on indexicality. Instead, I approach the photographic index in relation to my practice to 

explore the capacity for photographs to become a site for repeat modes of encounter with my 

referent, which extend beyond the initial meeting with each tree. These modes are then 

reconsidered in relation to plant intelligence and the photographic prints in an exhibition 

context, to explore how, by combining oak material with its visual referent, each image 

becomes inseparable from, and may then de-objectify, the oaks that bear their likeness. 

 

The term ñindexicalityò, coined by the philosopher Charles Sanders Peirce (1839-1914), first emerged from the 

discipline of philosophy and semiotics to describe a sign that ñpointsò to its object (i.e. using the index finger), 

thereby implying a form of inherent connection between that which points (the index) and the subject (that 

which is being pointed at). To use my photographs as an example, it could be said that each photograph ñpointsò 
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to its referent, e.g. the oaks, through my physical and photographic encounter with them. Their imaging, in turn, 

creates meaning and directs the viewersô attention to the interests of the photographer. A further example of this 

concept can be provided from Peirceôs own words, quoted by the photographic historian Nina Lager Vestberg in 

her 2008 article Archival Value, in which he states that photographs ñproduced under such circumstances that 

they [are] physically forced to correspond point by point to natureò (Vestberg, 2008: 52-53). Despite outlining 

an element of the photographic act, this statement is somewhat bound to the historical context in which it is 

written, limiting photography to its identity as an analogue form of recording device. Since its emergence, 

indexicality has often been used in the humanities and social sciences to examine the ñtruth claimò of 

photography (Gunning, 2004: 39) due to its existence as a ñphysical imprintò (Kraus, 1977: 75) or a ñtraceò 

(Seppªnen, 2017) of its referent, as the analogue camera records light reflecting off its subject, which is then 

captured on a light sensitive surface. These ideas summarise one side of the debate in photography theory that 

surrounds the photograph as an example of authentic truth, as something to be trusted, or as proof of a referent 

which exists (or existed).  

 

Although my argument here does not concern notions of photographs as truth, these debates underscore ideas 

(and provide historical context for) the photograph as a trace of its subject. My own concerns, however, are with 

how aspects of my photographic practice not only ñpointò to their referents as a trace of my encounter with 

them, but also to the physical trace of the trees themselves. To the visual culture theorist Janne Seppªnen, this 

interpretation of the photographic index refers to the indexôs material cause; photographs are literally made up 

of the traces of the physical world being photographed (Seppªnen, 2017). In relation to analogue film, Seppªnen 

describes the formulation of the trace as beginning with the open shutter and receiving of light as it reflects from 

its subject, before hitting the photosensitive emulsion of the film where it then remains after the shutter closes 

(Seppªnen, 2017: 114). To place this in the context of my practice, notions of encounter not only allude to my 

own physical proximity with the trees, but also to the formulation of its latent image in the form of the negative, 

almost as if it were a fragment gathered (or one might say foraged) from the tree itself (Pierce, 1965: 137). This 

analogy considers analogue photographic encounters as traces upon the negative, but it does not quite release 

photographs from enduring notions of objectivity.  

 

As the critic Susan Sontag points out, to view photographs as objective is to ignore the intentions and creative 

disposition of the photographer (Sontag, 1977: 6). To place these two distinct but overlapping views of 

objectivity and subjectivity together is to imagine photographs as a material fragment of their subject mediated 

through the eyes of the photographer, resulting in images that are both representational and a material trace. For 

this discussion, therefore, rather than subscribing wholly to either view, I approach the index as a porous 

boundary between the representation of its subject and as a material trace. However, reflecting on this in relation 

to my practice also invites subtle reconsiderations of the oakôs agency in photographic processes. These ideas of 

photography allude to what Fox Talbot described as ñthe pencil of natureò (Fox Talbot, 1844), or the founding 

notion that photographs held the capacity for nature to image itself as an automatic process. These ideas were 

similarly shared by Talbotôs childhood tutor, George Butler, who in 1841 wrote to Fox Talbot to express how 

photographs, or ñphotogenic drawingsò of trees, such as oaks, would demonstrate their portraiture as ñthe touch 
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of the great Artist, Natureò (Schaaf, 2002: 64). Although Fox Talbot and Butlerôs statements allude to ideas of 

nature-as-agent, it is worth noting that such ideas were formulated in relation to the camera as a form of 

scientific record of nature unimpeded by artistic interpretation; they are therefore another iteration of expressing 

photography as a means for garnering objective truth. 

 

Fox Talbotôs calotypes, with their characteristic brown hues, are the direct result of combining gallic acid with 

silver nitrate (Harrison, 1887: 31). His early photographs, such as ñAn Oak Tree in Winterò (Fig. 33), 

demonstrate not just the ñtouchò of nature though the treeôs visual representation, but also a chemical touch as a 

developer. In short, these processes signal two forms of trace, the initial latent trace and the secondary organic 

trace of the plant that both develops and alters the physical appearance of the developed image. Although my 

images in Arboreal Encounters do not use gallic acid or tannin to develop images, my use of tannin as a toner 

for cyanotypes acts as a reference to the historical presence of the oak as both a subject and a material at the 

origin of photographic technology. As noted by artists and scholars alike, many of these early photographic 

practices are volatile and toxic as substances and have become outdated as a result (Henning and Mikuriya, 

2021; Fletcher, 2022). Contemporary artist-researchers, such as the London-based Sustainable Darkroom, 

however, have worked with tannin as a sustainable plant-developer using oak leaves, acorns and galls to produce 

photographic chemicals that are both non-toxic and safer to use than standardised substances (The Sustainable 

Darkroom, 2020; 2022). The oakôs presence in photography, therefore, is significant in the mediumôs 

development, its material traces stretching back to the dawn of photographic experimentation. Its relative 

reemergence as a chemical component in contemporary sustainable practices (what may be called, with 

reference to Aloi and Marder, as the ñsustainable turnò) additionally solidifying its presence in the culture of 

photography. By focusing on the oak, as I have done throughout this thesis, connections have been made 

between current contemporary movements that use the oak in a variety of sustainable photographic processes 

and the oakôs presence in historical developers. Through paying attention to the oak as an individual species, my 

creative interests have prompted me to gain historical knowledge of the oakôs presence in photography. By 

turning attention to the oak and its processes, and its existence as an active, living entity, and by enacting 

creative strategies analogous to the ñvegetal turnò, the oak has been revealed as its own form of index through 

its pointing to its own relevance in photographic history. To use my own images in Arboreal Encounters as an 

example, my creative strategies therefore not only ñpointò to their referent through the material trace of the oak 

itself, but also to the historical presence of the oak in photography. As these combined traces refer, in part, to 

their activation through the printed image, I now move to a discussion of the index in relation to the 

photographic object. 

 

Building on previous references to Howie and the printed photograph, it could be said that printing photographs 

on plant-based paper provides the images with an additional trace of the tree that further foregrounds the 

photographôs organic attributes. In terms of Organic Impressions, physical components of the tree are used both 

as subject and material, existing as traces either because of their coming into contact and then leaving the 

surface of the paper (such as the Rhizotypes), or due to their subject becoming inseparable, at the level of fibres, 

from the print (Arboreal Encounters and the Chthonotypes). However, although such notions of inseparability  
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Fig. 32 William Henry Fox Talbot, An Oak Tree in Winter. 1842-43. 7 5/8 x 6 9/16 in (19.4 x 16.6 cm). Salted 

paper print from paper negative.  

 

are materially present in the Chthonotypes and the prints of Arboreal Encounters, I argue, through the theory of 

indexicality, that all my images are inseparable from the oaks that bear their likeness. To discuss this further, I 

turn to what philosopher Mikael Pettersson describes as the ñproximity effectò, or the idea of closeness between 

the viewer and the subject represented in photographs (Pettersson, 2011: 186), something which bears particular 

weight due to the exhibition aspect of my practice. Referring to the French literary theorist Roland Barthes, 
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Pettersson draws connections between photographyôs proximity effect and Barthes description of certain images 

evoking the experience of intimacy (Barthes, 1981). An experience Barthes likens to an ñumbilical cord [that] 

links the body of the photographed thing to my gazeò (Barthes, 1981: 80). I would argue, here, rather than an 

umbilical cord, that these intimacies resemble roots. As a cord implies a single view or connection, roots present 

a myriad of potential modes of connection from different directions. To imagine roots emerging from the tree 

towards the gaze of the audience is to reflect on the multiple, intimate relations between the viewer and the trees 

depicted, but also to my own relationship with the trees Iôve worked with. As intimacy, according to Wandersee 

and Schussler, is a prerequisite for establishing meaningful connection with individual plants or genus, it could 

be said that my photographic prints develop such roots between photographs and audience by bringing them into 

encounter. By creatively approaching the trees through the lens of plant intelligence, questions are raised about 

the historical distance placed between humans and trees predicated on the idea of plants as inactive. My creative 

works question this, not just as a philosophical concept, but also through their inclusion and impact upon (and 

within) photographic processes and materials.  

 

These are ideas are considered in more literal terms through the sub-projects Organic Impressions and Arboreal 

Encounters, in their engagement with organic matter and its presence in the photographic prints. However, in 

terms of Perceiving Phytochrome, rather than meeting organic components of the oak tree, the audience is 

instead presented with views of the oaks in an entirely different electromagnetic field, one which is not visually 

perceptible to the naked eye. In making this visible through infrared film, I aim to create proximity between the 

audience and the oak but also to an element of the oakôs life that is otherwise invisible; projecting the audience, 

in a sense, into an imagined environment in which trees might ñseeò themselves. In doing so, conceptual 

proximity to the oakôs organic functions is also given by providing information of the plantsô cellular workings, 

both through the projectôs titling and through information panels which detail the treeôs use of phytochrome. 

Creatively approaching the oak via the theory of plant intelligence has therefore allowed me to imagine and test 

out the ways that photographic processes can symbolise certain plant functions and exist as material traces of 

them, to the extent that the images come to materially embody their subject.  

 

Due to the layered nature of my images and their presence within an exhibition space, modes of encounter with 

the oak are repeated through material, physical and symbolic means, which I hope will bring continued attention 

to the oak as a living, dynamic being. This, in turn, is part of my ambition to de-objectify the oak through 

creative methodologies that resist its existence in images as solely representational, without supressing the oakôs 

cultural identity. As mentioned in the photographic inserts in Chapter II, each oak in Arboreal Encounters is 

paired with research that explores the treeôs individual history, demonstrating the ways in which each tree has 

been elevated to cultural status. These aspects, rather than simply acting as contextual tools, also deepen the 

indexical qualities of the prints by focusing the point onto each treeôs location, histories and lives. In part, these 

efforts refer to a series of creative efforts that aim to establish meaningful connections and shift attention away 

from the oaks as mere representational devices, but as active and present subjects. This is further deepened 

through my curatorial strategies which expand my photographic methods to feature a living oak as part of the 

display, making the oak a physical presence in the gallery. In this sense, not only do the artworks point inwards, 
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to the traces of their subject, but they also point outward into the gallery towards the living tree as a referent. 

Considering that tree is itself a sapling and not one of the historical trees of my study, it could be said that this 

oak too becomes its own index. Pointing back to the photographs that bear its likeness, its potential future, and 

its constituent parts as an ecology of images.  
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At the beginning of the thesis, I opened the discussion with the title of Landscape, poetically 

locating the reader in an environment that provided guidance on what was to come. After 

trekking in the imagination towards an oak tree in the distance, their gaze having slowly 

analysed its anatomy from root to crown, I now ask the reader to step back and observe the 

tree again in full  view, with new knowledge gained.  

 

My conclusions here are two-fold. Firstly, I reflect on my practice-based research how my 

creative methodologies answer my research questions and provide original contributions to 

knowledge. Secondly, I consider the merits and limitations of my approach, outlining areas for 

further development. To finish, I explore potential future branches of the practice and ways 

that my methodology could be applied to new projects.  

 

As I reflect on the journey of this practice-based research, I note that its development followed the well-worn 

paths of my encounter with the first heritage oak, the Queen Elizabeth I. When I started out, my surroundings 

were unfamiliar. Carrying with me the tools of my trade, a camera, a tripod, and a bag of film, I traversed 

unknown ground towards a specific yet ambiguous destination. When I finally reached it, I was surprised by 

what I found there, and by what additional tools I realized would be required to uncover what needed to be seen. 

What transpired was a literal as well as philosophical uncovering; the digging of soil around the tree mixed with 

the digging through literature to scope out the boundaries of nature-culture relations.  

 

To encounter an old oak tree is also to encounter personal and philosophical ideas. It prompts questions about 

what events the tree has witnessed, and it prompts visitors to imagine a time long gone. Ancient oaksô 

physicality and longevity often evoke feelings of human mortality. The encounter prompts an acknowledgement 

of the disparity, and perhaps incomprehensible difference between human and vegetal time. The oak existed 

long before us, and will  most likely continue long after those who encounter it in the present. This perspective 

can in turn create feelings of veneration and wonder, which vary in intensity depending on the person and the 

circumstance. And this is just one condition of encounter. What has become most evident to me, through this 

study, is the deeply complex, historical relationships that have been constructed between humans and oak trees, 

and the contradictory ways in which humans approach and consider plant life. An example of this contradiction 

was explored in the thesis via the concept of plant intelligence and its own complex roots. The tendrils of this 

phenomenon reach into modern day life and position the study of plants, and their definition, as productively 

complex and contradictory. Throughout the thesis, a significant concern is the exploration of ideas of 

philosophical and material proximity and distance between humans and plants, beginning first with my 

misunderstanding of the use the fences provided to protect the heritage trees of my study. My examination of 

this perceived distance between humans and plants is both a relevant context for my study and the groundwork 

for my creative attempts to move beyond it. This approach developed over the course of the research process: I 

did not have this knowledge at the outset, and I discovered it as part of the journey. As a consequence, I have 

discovered the transformative qualities of centering plants in creative practice.  
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A guiding set of principles of my practice-based research, encapsulated in my research questions, has been to 

ask how photographs might be made with oaks, rather than just of them; to ask how historical encounters with 

oak trees may be re-framed by contemporary practice; and to ask how concepts of plant intelligence may help 

de-center the human in plant-based art. As pointed out in the introduction, English oaks come with a great deal 

of cultural weight attached to them; these associations cannot simply be pruned away. Rather than pruning, I 

have instead adopted a coppicing approach. I have sought to understand the mutual interdependence between the 

organic and cultural lives of oaks as a kind of ñreciprocityò (Kimmerer, 2018) held between humans and 

specific trees that hold symbolic or personal value. At times, when I have approached such trees with their 

significant human ties, I have felt that their cultural stories somewhat overcrowded them, making it difficult  to 

sometimes encounter the oaks as individual trees in a landscape. Indeed, as was the case with the original Royal 

Oak that succumbed to its injuries as a result of its fame, these difficulties demonstrate the risks of cultural 

overcrowding. Stories can lead to the death of valued trees despite efforts to protect them. To overcome the risks 

of creative practice that reaffirm trees as living cultural artefacts, I have acted as a gardener. To extend the 

metaphor, my photographic methodologies have become like tools to weed the oaks of their cultural 

associations, so that they may be seen and encountered as they are, not just for what they represent. In the spirit 

of reciprocity, however, I intended not to clear the grounds of their human touch, only to cultivate them so the 

trees may be centered, and their cultural associations continue to thrive (Kimmerer, 2018).  

 

By situating my creative practice in plant intelligence as a theoretical framework, I have argued that 

incorporating oak tree matter into photographic material, by using their biology as inspiration for making 

images, and by using physical parts of the tree to make photographs, does not just disrupt plant blindness but 

actively disables it. Drawing on the work of artists, such as those outlined in Chapter I, my practice builds upon 

creative methodologies that approach trees as individuals and as matter by incorporating both perspectives. My 

argument is that to produce a project from one perspective alone would be to risk applying too much pressure to 

one given outcome. Approaching the oak in multiple forms and in multiple ways has therefore allowed me to 

explore how the complex and contradictory theory of plant intelligence may be applied to generate layers of 

creative and philosophical depth to the images I (co-)produce.  

 

The practice-based research in These Rooted Bodies provides an original contribution to knowledge by 

establishing three distinct methodologies that de-centre the human in plant-based art by literally making-with 

the oaks of my study, sometimes to the point that the oaks become materially inseparable from the images that 

represent them. As one of the primary outcomes of this research is the production of work in an exhibition form, 

my strategies have extended beyond the photographic to question how practices of decentring the human might 

also play out for audiences in an exhibition context. The display of an oak sapling, planted at the start of my 

research journey, has therefore, become an intrinsic part of the practice. This oak has participated in three work-

in-process exhibitions, allowing audiences to come face-to-face with the subject of my research. In more 

practical terms, as I have argued, the oak disables plant blindness not only through its presence, but also by 

becoming a physical referent to the ideas and creative strategies explored upon the walls of the gallery.  

Historical references form a core part of my research. This emerged first in relation to the heritage oaks, but also 

through the historical use of tannin, its linkages to the oak tree, and its combined traces at the origins of 
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photographic practice and technologies. In its use as a developer, this knowledge situates the significance of the 

oak and its material as an essential component in the advancement of the medium, but also in its continued 

relevance in contemporary sustainable darkroom models. The practice, as I have argued, integrates these 

elements by approaching the oak tree as both photographic subject and material, for example, by producing 

contemporary cyanotype images of heritage oaks toned with tannin that simultaneously refer to its historical use 

and modern reframing. This use of tannin, I have argued, also enables physical proximity between the viewer 

and the tree, permeating the fibres of the print. As tannin as a substance is reconsidered, moving from a 

historically volatile material to a sustainable component in contemporary photographic practice, the thesis 

provides evidence for the oakôs material significance to photography. It is as relevant today as it was in 

historical technologies.  

 

Through the several stages of my experimentation, there have been areas where I would have liked to deepen 

my understanding and research but was unable to do so for practical reasons. One method was the production of 

oak leaf developer, that I planned on learning from the artist Hannah Fletcher but was not able to achieve. These 

methods would have enabled me to develop the infrared film for Perceiving Phytochrome in oak tannin, 

deepening the material trace of the oak leaf even further through its chemical touch upon the surface of the 

negative. Despite being unable to do this for the thesis, I plan to develop my own knowledge around sustainable 

plant-based developers in the future. Another aspect of discovery that I would have liked to pursue further was 

the printing of cyanotypes on glass to produce a large photographic window. Imagined as another 

developmental aspect of Perceiving Phytochrome, the window would have taken form as a piece of installation, 

or photo-sculpture, which would also act as a piece of site-specific art in response to the movement of light. The 

cyanotype panels would depict the branches of oak trees as they appear in woodland and produce visual 

references to the experience of walking through a forest under the dappling of light. This remains an ambition. 

At the beginning of my experiments, the Chthonotypes were imagined as a series of soils taken from each 

heritage tree of my study. As some soil samples were easier than others to obtain, their current form relates only 

to a single experiment with the Queen Elizabeth I Oak. In part, my rationale for remaining with one oak only 

was a question of whether the project required me to repeat the model with each tree when one mode of soil-

encounter may be enough. In hindsight, although I had initially  considered this to be a limitation, it allowed me 

to consider new methods of approach, such as the Rhizotypes, which opened the project from its focus on soil 

towards a broader discovery of the treeôs life underground. 

 

During the final two years of writing, I have been able to pursue projects that have expanded and developed my 

current knowledge. As a spin out from this research, I developed an academic article titled ñQue(e)rcus robur: 

Orlando and the Oak Treeò, published by Antennae journal in April  2024. This explored the presence of an oak 

tree as a literary device in Virginia Woolfôs 1928 novel Orlando, interpreted through a queer ecology lens. This 

paper was a response to my experience of being part of Queer Constellations, a group exhibition at The 

Museum of English Rural Life held in 2021 that explored queerness and rurality which, due to the nature of its 

content, caused me to reflect on my past. As a queer person growing up in rural middle-England, I often felt the 

contradictory tension of being painfully visible while also feeling unseen. These ideas made their way into my 

early experiments with photography which, around that time, generally consisted of staged self-portraits inspired 
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by performance artists from metropolitan cities. Being part of Queer Constellations, where I was represented by 

works-in-progress from this PhD, propelled me back to this biographical space and reminded me of my own 

distinct experiences as a queer person living rurally. Since that exhibition, I have kept returning to this point, 

with questions about how my current research interests interact with my personal history. Eventually this has led 

me to the discipline of queer ecology which I began investigating in more depth around the same time I decided 

to re-read Orlando. These represent areas that connect my life to my PhD studies; as such, I aim to explore them 

further in ongoing work. 

 

Together, these points of reference have directed me to the early development of a new project, a study of 

queerness and lavender, through which I intend to examine the origin of lavender as a queer slur in the 1940s 

which, according to the queer historian Keava McMillan, led to several emergent phrases such as the ñlavender 

setò, ñlavender scareò and ñlavender menaceò (McMillan, 2022). Drawing from the methodologies outlined in 

the thesis, I plan to approach this new project from the intersecting perspectives of queer ecology and plant 

intelligence to examine how, and why, lavender became temporarily synonymous with queerness. This approach 

will  develop pre-existing research methods by incorporating self-portraits, bringing my original participation in 

photographic practice as an exploration of gender and sexual identity into the present day. During my early 

research, I discovered the use of lavender oil in the French inventor Nicéphore Ni®pceôs early experiments with 

photography (Harrison, 1883), thus foregrounding the plant, alongside the oak, at the origins of photography. At 

these early stages I cannot say how the project will  manifest, however it is intriguing that both plants appear to 

have had significant involvement in the development of photography. Drawing on my existing research, it is not 

difficult  to imagine a plant-based history of photography, particularly in relation to sustainable or ecologically 

focused photographic methods, which re-imagines photographyôs historical and contemporary relationship with 

plants. These de-objectifying strategies offer radical potential in their capacity to reveal lost histories and 

foreground new perspectives. Offering fertile ground for creative methods that decentre the human and draw 

attention to the traces of plants that have, through working-with humans, left their impressions upon the 

materials of photography, theory and practice.  
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Appendix 1: Arboreal Encounters 

 
 
 

 
 
Appendix 1.1 Epha J. Roe, Untitled. Image detailing the fencing surrounding the Queen Elizabeth I Oak, 

Cowdray Park, Easebourne. Taken on Ilford 35mm B&W film using my Olympus OM-2. 
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Appendix 1.2 Epha J. Roe, Untitled. Image detailing the squat trunk of the Queen Elizabeth I Oak and the 

fencing around it, Cowdray Park, Easebourne. This image was later made into one of the first tannin-toned 

cyanotypes and featured as part of my 2021 display at Queer Constellations (see Appendix 3.4). Taken on Ilford 

35mm B&W film using my Olympus OM-2. 
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Appendix 1.3 Epha J. Roe, Untitled. Example image of the Queen Elizabeth I Oak, Cowdray Park, Easebourne. 

Scanned Ilford 120mm B&W negative, taken using my Bronica ETRS. 
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Appendix 1.4 Epha J. Roe, Portrait of Major Oak. Image detailing the final image chosen for the Major Oak, 

Sherwood Forest, Nottingham. Scanned Ilford 120mm B&W negative, taken using my Bronica ETRS. 
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Appendix 1.5 Epha J. Roe, Portrait of Major Oak. Unedited example of an alternate view of Major Oak. Here I 

chose to feature the fence in the forefront of the image. As the fence surrounding the Major Oak was much 

larger than the Queen Elizabeth I Oak, I felt that its prominence diminished the presence of the tree, pushing it 

further into the background. My visit to the tree coincided with some particularly poor weather conditions, 

making the woodland walk much darker than I had anticipated. To compensate, I decided to use the fence as a 

temporary tripod to produce brighter negatives, resulting in its surrounding infrastructure becoming more visible 

(see Appendix 1.3). Scanned Ilford 120mm B&W negative, taken using my Bronica ETRS. 
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Appendix 1.6 Epha J. Roe, Son of Royal Oak, Boscobel House, Shropshire. Unedited example of an alternate 

view of Royal Oak. The bubbles that appear on the imageôs surface appear on all images of the tree and seems to 

be a mistake in the developing process. They were originally edited out for their first display in 2022 at ONCA 

Gallery, Brighton (see Appendix. 1.6), however, I later decided to keep them somewhat as an example of my 

process and materials-led practice. Scanned Ilford 120mm B&W negative, taken using my Bronica ETRS. 
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Appendix 1.7 Epha J. Roe, Portrait of Son of Royal Oak, Boscobel House, Shropshire. Photograph of tannin-

toned cyanotype depicting the Royal Oak. Here you can see the edited-out bubbles which later feature unedited 

in the final image located in the Arboreal Encounters section of the thesis (Fig. 14).  
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Appendix 1.8 Epha J. Roe, Installation view from my first solo show Photosymbiosis at ONCA Gallery, 

Brighton, in 2021. From left to right the image displays: a jar of tannin on a small white shelf, two photographs 

from Arboreal Encounters (Major Oak & Big Belly Oak), a vitrine displaying research ephemera such as books 

and tree fragments, and five images from Organic Impressions with a jar of soil between them, displayed on a 

small white shelf. 
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Appendix 2. 

Organic Impressions 

 
 

 
 

Appendix 2.1 Epha J. Roe, Untitled Chthonotype I.  
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Appendix 2.2 Epha J. Roe, Untitled Chthonotype III. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 












































