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Abstract
The Hikurangi Subduction Zone is located off the east coast of New Zealand and is
responsible for powerful earthquakes, land upheaval, and tsunami. This project is
situated in the Māhia Peninsula, which is significant from both cultural and scientific
perspectives. Through repeated visits to Māhia, it became evident to me that simply
taking photos of this place was not going to be enough to convey its geologic intensity
and the processes that shape the landscape. As a result, I embarked upon a shift from
traditional landscape photography towards a practice that encompassed a collaborative
approach; one that involved working with the agency of the natural elements present in
this Miocene landscape. My research question emerged: ‘how can photography extend
the limits of its optical boundaries to engage with and reveal non-visual elements of the
landscape?’ The experimental methods developed in the course of my practice resulted
in a new understanding of the way in which certain dynamical processes within natural
systems are echoed in the interactions between these elements and the photographic
c-print. The resulting body of work is ‘Experiments in the Transient’.
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SECTION 1 - Introduction
The beginning
There is a powerful geologic intensity here at the teetering, uneasy boundary
between two tectonic plates. The Hikurangi Subduction Zone, located off the east
coast of New Zealand, is where the Pacific plate dives (or subducts) beneath the
Australian plate (GNS Science, 2022). Subduction zones are responsible for
some of the most powerful earthquakes in the world (GNS Science, 2022). The
Māhia Peninsula sits along the Hikurangi Subduction Zone, at the very edge of
the Australian continental shelf. Upon this millenia old continental shelf are
distinctive marine terraces, which were once a part of the sea floor (Berryman,
1992, Berryman et al., 2018). Ranging in age from the neophyte, represented by
the present shoreline at approximately only 300 years old, to the oldest, the flat
top of the peninsula, at 120,000 years old, each marine terrace has its own story
to tell; one that involves bygone earthquakes, violent tsunami as well as the more
everyday evolutionary natural forces. Their stories are narrated in the distinctive
structure and scorated rock formations that fringe the milky, turquoise waters and
sandy beaches of Māhia Peninsula.

Fig 1. Kahutara Point, Lloyd Homer, GNS Science
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Fig. 2 Kahutara Point, Lloyd Homer, GNS Science

Fig. 3 Kahutara Point, Lloyd Homer, GNS Science

7

The dynamic and visceral behaviour of the landscape is largely evident to the
trained, scientific eye. Data, meticulously collected through sensors and precision
instruments, is one approach to narrating this story. Graphs and equations speak
of bygone earthquakes and tsunamis, as well as wind, tides and the more
gradual evolutionary forces. Painstaking hours of precise measurement and
interpretation of this data, narrate not only what has already been, but foretell
what is to come. This land is significant from a scientific perspective. It is an
important global geological field site with preserved and visible marine terraces,
making it an ideal site to study landscape evolution (Berryman, 1992). The land
is important culturally. The placeholder of a profound connection between
tangata whenua and those that have been. The ancestors, navigating by the
stars to cross thousands of miles across the Pacific, were among the first people
to land on the shores of Aotearoa. They now rest here amongst layers of scoria
and rock.
I have been visiting Māhia on family vacations and scientific trips for the last 15
years. My husband, Mark Dickson, is a coastal geomorphologist at the University
of Auckland. He has been studying this site for many years, and is also part of a
multidisciplinary Royal Society of New Zealand Marsden Grant 18-UOO-139 Will
It Stay or Will It Go? Determining the relationship between marine terraces
formed by earthquakes and coastal erosion. Through this work, Mark and his
colleagues have developed a relationship with some of the people who live here,
many of whom have been here for generations. Three years ago, at the very
beginning of this project, the late Sophie Dodd, of Ngāti Rongomaiwahine took us
for a drive in her jeep along the platforms of Kahutara Point. She told us stories
of her people and this land. How every point in the landscape has its own
kaupapa. At the end of this drive, Sophie entrusted us with the keys that allowed
us to visit this site as a field site, walk on these shores, lay instruments down and
collect measurements and data.

8

Fig. 4 Kahutara Point with Sophie Dodd, Jan 2019

Fig. 5 Kahutara Point with Sophie Dodd, Jan 2019
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Fig. 6 Kahutara Point with Sophie Dodd, Jan 2019
.
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The photographs taken during my time here initially observed a more traditional
path of landscape photography and were largely a record of the place. Over time
though, and owing largely to the scientific work being done by my husband as part
of a larger team of scientists, I have been privileged to a deeper insight into the
evolution of this landscape. Through this, it also became evident that simply
taking photos of this place was never going to be enough to convey the concealed
geologic intensity of this Miocene landscape, within which each strata chronicles
its own narrative. It also became clear that the geologic and scientific was
inextricably interwoven with the histories of the people of this land. Two seemingly
opposing narratives nestled together in a somewhat fractured way. My early
photographs were primarily a record of the place in the singular, visual dimension,
displaying the surface only, where the light can be reached and bounce back into
the camera’s sensor. These were not going to adequately represent this
landscape in which I Increasingly felt a sense that the elements of the place
needed to be involved in the co-authoring of its own narrative. And so, this project
evolved into one that embarked upon a navigation from the scientific, in so far as
it represents precision and control, to the poetic. These central factors in my
photographs needed to be surrendered in order to allow a more open negotiation
with the evolutionary forces of this place….to open to the esoteric.
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SECTION 2. Literature
Human and non-human interconnectedness in the Anthropocene
For millennia, western culture has espoused an Anthropocentric viewpoint
(White, 1967). Humans are identified as having consciousness and this, by
implication, reduces that of the other elements of the natural world because they
are not conscious beings in the same way (Latour 2018). White (1967) argues
that the roots of the Anthropocentric viewpoint lies in Western Judeo-Christian
religion which removed the spirituality and veneration given to natural
phenomena by pagan religions, and placed humans in a position of superiority
and mastery over other elements in the universe.
The present geologic epoch (following the Holocene) has been named the
‘Anthropocene’ in recognition of humans as the most significant agents of
planetary geophysical change (Crutzen, 2002). While the early roots of the
Anthropocene can be traced in the fossil record to the Agricultural Revolution,
human impacts expanded dramatically through the Industrial Revolution through
the rapid growth of fossil-fuel economies, urban development and pollution of
water, land and air (Zalasiewicz et al., 2011).
The literature on the Anthropocene is vast, and within this setting I chose to focus
on contemporary philosophical thought on the relationship between human and
non-human. Many philosophers view the non-human as ‘actants’, referring to any
entity, human or non-human, that can modify another entity, make a difference,
produce effects, and alter the course of events (Latour, 2004, Bennett, 2010).
Much of the root of this philosophy has arisen from scientific work that has
challenged the Anthropocentric viewpoint. In particular, the Gaia Hypothesis (now
a theory) proposed an interconnectedness between human and non-human, in
which the earth’s biochemical and geophysical systems work in a complex
self-regulating manner in order to maintain the perfect conditions for life on Earth
(Lovelock and Margulis, 1969). Gaia suggests that humans are a part of the
Earth system and not separate from it, and that there is ‘agency’ in non-human
lifeforms, where ‘agency’ refers to the ability of living things and their extensions
to fashion their environment (Latour, 2018)
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Philosophers have drawn upon the Gaia Theory to question the notion of human
supremacy in the world. In Facing Gaia, Latour (2017) suggests that the concept
of human and non-human is “a construct of language and culture” and therefore
we do not have the framework with which to view and understand the agency of
non-human entities (Latour, 2017, p75). Bruno Latour, Jeremy Yunt, Isabelle
Stengers and Timothy Morton, amongst others, advocate a pressing need to
encompass flora, fauna and nonhuman lifeforms into our circle of ethics (Yunt,
2019) and to politically recognise the rights and freedoms of non-human entities
(Latour, 2018).
Navigating from the scientific to the esoteric
In July 2021 I had the privilege of sitting, at Kahutara Point, Māhia, with the late
Mana Cracknell, brother of Sophie Dodd. Mana was born on the Māhia Peninsula
and lived between Māhia and the Chatham Islands. He was a Kaumātua of his
iwi, Rongomaiwahine from Māhia. Mana explained how he saw the landscape
here at Kahutara Point in the Māhia Peninsula. His ideas, spoken over a few
hours alongside cups of tea and scones, told of the connection between Māhia
and the universe. He spoke of dimensions hidden to the usual human senses
that connected the present day with universal ancestral knowledge. This was
intimately aligned with natural systems, both of the earth and universe at large.
The scientific and the intuitive both coexisted here and there was a sense that
there are dimensions in the natural world that are not measurable by any current
methods we have access to.
Philosopher Timothy Morton refers to similar themes in the “profoundly
withdrawn” nature of things that prevent us from completely knowing non-human
entities in the usual human manner, for example, through thought, taste, touch,
measurement and painting (Morton, 2018, p. 21). Morton’s view of reality is that
we cannot know or see everything, and that reality is magical and mysterious
because “beings withdraw and because beings influence each other” (Morton,
2018 p. 22). Sometimes, it is the very causality that becomes aesthetic and
causality (the way things affect one another) is not direct (mechanical) but rather
vicarious and indirect (Morton, 2018, p. 21-22).
Morton’s (2018) description of the new and radically different conditions of
visuality provides a theoretical platform from which to (1) explore a more
perceptive approach to photographic image-making, and (2) embrace the
concept of the aesthetic being in causality, that helps provide a visual guide to
13

the “profoundly withdrawn” nature of things (Morton, 2018, p. 21). For example,
one could venture outside of the boundaries of a direct photographic image, the
limiting confines of the camera as the only tool, and the photographer as the only
author of an image. One could also embark on this process, beginning with
scientific data.
Science is increasingly becoming a part of contemporary culture. While this has
been made starkly evident over the course of the Covid pandemic, there is also a
growing sense that the elements and forces of nature have become an intrinsic
condition of everyday life (Ellsworth & Kruse, 2012). This comes from the
recognition that we are not only agents of geological change but also vulnerable
to the geologic (Ellsworth and Kruse 2012). Art regularly draws source material
from contemporary culture and we increasingly now live within an expanded
circumference of geology in which art institutions and public art projects not only
base themselves upon geophysical themes but do so using methods and formats
and experiences that are aimed at recalibrating what it means to be human in
relation to the geophysical (Ellsworth and Kruse, 2012).
While science has had a critical role in revealing the agency of non-human
actants, science alone has not been able to provide the emotional connection to
human consciousness. This is most evident through the fact that it has not
stopped humanity from ecological destruction on a scale that now constitutes an
existential crisis through climate change (Latour, 2013). Latour (2017) argues
that, in the Anthropocene, it is the arts which have the capacity to bring an
epistemological shift in human consciousness, and be a more effective medium
to influence human emotion. If art is able to provide a conduit for navigation
between the geologic, as it is represented in Western science, and human
consciousness, I began to wonder how photography can also work in a more
open, experimental and intuitive manner to connect the viewer to the non-human
elements of the natural world around us?
Images transform, but images also anaesthetise
The camera was invented during the Industrial Revolution and has since become
the primary tool by which images of the Anthropocene have been recorded.
Since its invention, photography of the environment has been transformative in
many ways. Photographers such as Ansel Adams have consciously and
successfully used the power of beauty (of the natural environments they
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photograph) as a tool to protect and safeguard these areas (Abel-Hirsch, H.
2019).
There has been a steadily growing environmental and political consciousness
that has paved the way for (some) photographs of the environment to influence
human behaviour. For example, photographs of human-made disasters, such as
ocean oil spills and its impact on nature and wildlife, have resulted in strong
penalties for those responsible and led to subsequent policy changes (Thulin,
2019). As Susan Sontag states, while photographs cannot create a moral
position, they are capable of enhancing a nascent one, especially if there is
already a corresponding “relevant political consciousness” (Sontag, 1978, p.19).
Despite this, however, photographs of environmental beauty and environmental
disasters have not been able to prevent our march towards an existential
ecological crisis.
It is clear therefore that photography has drawbacks. While images are capable
of transforming thought and action they are also capable of anaesthetising
(Sontag, 1978). An event can be brought to reality through photographs,
however, continuous exposure to these images can also make it seem less real.
Therefore, in recent times “concerned photography” has done at least as much to
reduce our conscience as to arouse it. (Sontag, 1978, p. 21). Sontag’s critique of
this aspect of photography rings true. For example, the aid agency Oxfam stated
that the majority of people they asked claimed that they had become
desensitised to photographs depicting hunger and poverty in Africa (Telegraph,
2012). Similarly, Nixon (2011) states that the quantity of photographs on the
environment is paradoxically making the outcome of human alterations to
planetary systems opaque, while Emmelhainz (2015) claims that the intensive
documentation of wildlife has served to reduce the visibility of the fact that many
of these species are on the brink of extinction. Therefore, the growing magnitude
of images has been its own downfall in reducing the effectiveness of photography
(Sontag 1978, Emmelhainz, 2015).
Photographs, however, have become a part of our everyday lives and are here to
stay. Through mobile technology we carry high calibre cameras around with us
wherever we go, whether on vacation or to the supermarket. Millions of images
are uploaded every day on social media websites such as Instagram and Twitter
and society consumes them voraciously. Sontag (1978) was ahead of her time
when she wrote that images not only capture our view of the world, but shape
how we view reality.
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As a result of the sheer volume of images having a paralysing effect on us
(Sontag, 1978) it is important then to explore the ways in which photographs of
our environment can still be affecting. According to Irmgard Emmelhainz,
photographs now demand a simultaneous development of the “optical mind”
(Brakhage, 1978, p.120) and are increasingly “dependent on perception” (Davis
& Turpin, 2015, p.132). As a result, this has brought in a “radical change in the
conditions of visuality” (Emmelhainz, 2015, p. 131). Emmelhainz compares this
change in vision and perspective on a similar scale to the change in perspective
brought about by the cubist movement in art. Cubism was the antithesis of the
Renaissance linear perspective. It separated the image from the object, and
vanquished the treasuring of “resemblance as a guarantee of life” (Einstein,
2004, p.165). By breaking up the picture-plane and redefining spatial experience,
cubism radically changed the way in which we perceive reality (Georges-Didi
Huberman, 2007). It “decomposed anthropomorphism” (Emmelhainz, 2015, p.
132).
In the 21st century, Anthropocene philosophers are also advocating for a radical
change in human perceptiveness and vision; a shattering of anthropomorphism,
with a similar phenomenological and epistemological effect as cubism had on art
and society. This recalibration of human vision to include non-human entities is
considered critical because the idea of matter being inert has played a large part
in feeding “human hubris” and bringing us to this “earth destroying” point of
“conquest and consumption” (Bennett, 2010, p.ix). While some would “like to
destabilise human vision as the privileged mode through which we make sense
of the world” (Schuppuli, 2015), at the same time, photography is largely based
upon what we see. The question then is how can photography extend the limits
of its own boundaries and take from these concepts to provide a visual reference
to new modes of reality? How can it contribute to art and narrative as an
“alternate world-making” device? (Davis, 2015, p43)
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Working with natural, non-human elements in photographic processes
The literature on how photography can engage with agency alongside
non-human entities is sparse. In practice, artists, and some photographers, have
been working with these concepts in various forms. Through this, they have
contributed to new points of view of what is considered art and the art-making
process. Robert Smithson’s land art was profoundly informed by geologic and
scientific concepts. Smithson espoused a view of the world in which humans saw
themselves as being a part of the natural world and not above it. His work
reflected a concerted move away from Humanism, the belief “premised on
ontological differences between humanity and the rest of nature”, which is
accorded priority “in the explanation of society, history and culture” (Smithson &
Flam, 1996, p. pxix). For Smithson, this kind of explanation cut art off from a
deeper and broader sense of reality, and falsified the relationship between art
and the surrounding universe, making the art experience isolated from the “real”
(Smithson & Flam, 1996, p. pxix). This world view predated the era of the climate
crises and the subsequent renewed philosophical investigation into the
anthropocentric view of the world.
“One of Smithson’s main ambitions seems to have been to create works which
are not “natural” but which nevertheless aspire to engage and reveal, even if they
cannot contain, the whole of nature and the distant extremes of time”. (Smithson
& Flam, 1996, p. pxiv). This is perhaps most evident in Smithson’s “sculpture”,
The Spiral Jetty, located at the northeastern shore of the Great Salt Lake in
Utah. The Great Salt Lake is a ‘terminal’ lake, referring to one that does not have
an outlet. The water that arrives here has nowhere to go and relies upon
evaporation. As a result this lake is mineral rich and multihued (Spiral Jetty, Dia
Art) and this was a key reason that it was chosen as a site for this work. Spiral
Jetty was constructed in April 1970 out of 6000 tonnes of black basalt, earth and
mud in a spiral approximately 1500 feet long and 15 feet wide that runs counter
clockwise to the lake (Spiral Jetty - diaart.org. (n.d.).
The process was as much a part of the art as the final product, which in itself
existed alongside the experiences gained through photographs, a film
documenting it and an essay. Since being finished, the Spiral Jetty has changed
considerably. To begin with, only three years after construction, water levels rose
and the sculpture was submerged for about 30 years, until it’s salt-crusted form
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reemerged in 2000 when water levels fell in Utah as a result of extended drought
conditions. At present, it is still visible.

Fig. 7 Photograph © Estate of Gianfranco Gorgoni; Artwork from the Collection of Dia Art
Foundation

Māhia Peninsula struck me as having a similar sense of a geologic prehistory
and the “distant extremes of time” (Smithson & Flam, 1996, p. pxiv). Located at
the edge of an ancient, mostly submerged, continent, it is reminiscent of a time,
tens of millions of years ago, when Zealandia, having broken away from
Gondwanaland, pushed up against the Pacific plate creating the Hikurangi
Subduction Zone (Mortimer and Scott, 2020). This millenia old event has
generated a tableau of seismic activity which has resulted in geologically ‘young’
landforms, spanning thousands rather than millions of years (Berryman, 1993).
This story has evolved in complexity with evidence of the ash from volcanic
eruptions (arising from volcanic centres between Taupo and the Coromandel)
found to be within the geological features at Māhia (Berryman, 1992, Carter at
al., 2003). Even within this more contemporary chapter, time is layered and
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complex. Both geologic and human time are present, even interwoven, here.
Each, individual, marine terrace indicates specific seismic earthquakes that
caused the seafloor to rise and become new land. But between earthquakes,
erosion processes begin to wear away the land and can even remove terraces
completely. Hence, some terraces are ephemeral features, coming into existence
violently in the space of seconds, and then slowly erased from the landscape
over hundreds of years. Embedded in the terraces in this shoreline are also
vestiges of mana whenua, the lives of the people who lived here, ancestors to
many who continue to live on these shores. Ancient burial sites or pa’s, kumara
pits and historic sites for learning are present in this landscape. This cultural
landscape gives further significance to the effects of erosion processes, amplified
by rising sea levels.

Fig. 8 Ancient site of a school. As described to me by the Mana Cracknell, Jul 2021
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Fig. 9 Shore platform, Kahutara Point, Jan 2019. This has been cut within the last 300 years.

Fig. 10 Volcanic dyke, Kahutara Point, July 2020.

20

Fig. 11 Shore platform, Kahutara Point, Dec 2019. ‘Water layer weathering’ processes (see
Wentworth, 1938)

Fig. 12 Tuff, ash and ripples in the seafloor from when the ash was laid down that has now firmed
into rock, Jul 2020
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Fig. 13 Shoreline, Māhia, Jul 2020. Water layer weathering.

My growing understanding of the site at Māhia, gave further grounding to the
notion that photographing on the foreshores of Māhia required a greater
interaction between myself and the place. Like Smithson, the ambition became to
engage with the natural elements on this peninsula and work with the natural
systems in the here and now in order to also perceive “the distant extremes of
time”. (Smithson & Flam, 1996, p. pxiv).
As I returned to my studio in Auckland, with images, rocks and organic oceanic
material, the question of how I could create works that represented the agency of
this landscape continued to occupy my thoughts.
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SECTION 3 - Methodology and process
Beyond the photograph
Within the last decade a small number of photographers have been creating
works in which the environment / non-human subject of the photograph is
engaged in production of the final work through leaving a physical impact on the
photographic image. Contemporary photographers such as Stephen Gill and
Matthew Brandt have been using natural elements to process and impress upon
the photographic chromogenic print (c-print). They use these prints as their
canvas upon which environmental agents acting as ‘additive mediums’ are able
to change and produce effect. Matthew Brandt in his work Lakes and Reservoirs,
dipped his photographic prints of man-made lakes around the US in the water
from those lakes. The place became the additive medium for his images.

Fig 14. Brandt, M, from Lakes and Reservoirs, 2011,
retrieved from
https://matthewbrandt.com/se-lakesandreservoirs
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Fig. 15 Gill, S, from Hackney Flowers 2007, Nobody Books, retrieved from
https://christopheguye.com/artists/stephen-gill/selected-works/hackney-flowers

In a similar vein, Stephen Gill, in his work Hackney Flowers, took images of
Hackney, London, and buried them in the soil around this neighbourhood. In
doing so, he ‘collaborates’ with the place - it’s soil, alongside elements of time
and pressure, which leave an impression of the place upon the photographic
print. These techniques present conditions in which the photographer is not in
complete control of the image; it is open to chance-driven processes that reveal
the effect of the agency of natural elements working on the photograph. As a
result of the process and subject matter combining with each other, and the effect
of some of the original visual matter being taken away from the image, Gill has
stated that this conveys a more potent impression of that subject (Gill, 2015). It
creates a nuanced visibility in his images, resulting in questions that keep
viewers coming back to them - a more emotional conduit, requiring perceptive
skills from the viewer.
Photographers such as Mariah Robertson and Marco Bruer also work in this
field, utilising the properties of the c-print alongside time and chance-based
processes. Both Robertson and Bruer work with unexposed c-prints that they put
through chemical solutions in a darkroom. However, the primary difference
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between their works and that of Brandt and Gill is that with the latter group, the
image of the place or site is a base or background to the resultant work, which, I
believe, portrays a more immediate and compelling connection between subject
matter, process and the final image.
While looking at this type of work, I had also considered working with the
photographic negative. Anne Noble, for example, in her Observations from the
Critical Zone, buried unexposed negative film in the soil between trees. The
impressions on the negative were classed as a language of the trees, a language
without words. For my project, however, working with the physical c-prints
resonated on several levels. On one (broad) level, it fits with Latour’s concept of
the critical zone, the thin biofilm upon which life on earth as we know it exists,
which arose from a recognition that images of our round planet have not
ultimately translated into care for the environment (Latour, 2015).

Fig. 16 Woodburn.S et al., 2018, DOE/Lawrence Berkeley National Library. Retreived from
https://www.eurekalert.org/multimedia/pub/165931.php

On a much more site-specific scale, images of Kahutara Point, as c-prints
composed of three physical layers of gelatin, represented its own specific biofilm,
a site from which my exploration could begin. The physical, flat plane in the form
of the c-print provided a tangible, visual reference to this Critical Zone and a zone
for exploration in the photographic medium of natural elements as actants, to
directly place their impressions upon the print.
One outcome of looking closely at the work of the photographers in this field,
combined with the scientific concepts that inform my practice, is that I have
25

gained a new understanding of the work of these artists. Much of their work
focuses on the development of co-creative processes through which the artist
and nature collaborate in the production of images with outcomes designed to
impact the observer in new ways. What is yet to be recognised, at least to the
extent this is represented by the published literature, is that the physical process
through which c-prints undergo changes when subject to natural elements, is
remarkably consistent with the mechanics of fundamental processes known in
science. Smithson intuited this, in part, during the course of his long-standing
preoccupation with entropy (Haber, 2005). For instance, in describing the Spiral
Jetty, it is noted that the “fractured rocky landscape and fluctuating water levels
of Great Salt Lake also appealed to the artist’s distinct definition of
entropy…fixated on the chance operations of nature that lead to a state of
transformation” (Spiral Jetty - diaart.org, 2022).
Smithson’s notion of the chance operations of nature is mirrored by the nature of
the physicochemical interactions that occur when photographic c-prints interact
with natural elements. At one extreme, if these prints are left indefinitely to
interact with these elements, all evidence of the original image is eventually lost:
the entropic process proceeds to completion. An ultimate equilibrium is
established in which the print has no colour, no image, no information. This ‘end’
state lies at the opposite end of the spectrum to the starting stable state, the
original image. Between these extremes, c-print images traverse countless,
irreproducible, dynamic physical states.
The exciting transitions between stable physical states are relatively well
understood in the scientific fields of chaos theory, complexity theory, and the
theory of dynamical systems (e.g. Lorenz, 1963, Lorenz, 1972, Manson, 2001).
The chaotic transition between stable states in some scientific literature is known
as the ‘transient’ (e.g. Walkden and Dickson, 2008). It is marked by flux,
uncertainty and rapid non-repeatable changes. These same types of processes
play out in the physio-chemical alteration of c-prints. The artist cannot fully
control the interactions and could never reproduce the same outcome. Lorenz
(1972) described how small shifts in atmospheric conditions give rise to
completely different hurricanes. Equally, chaos theory implies that imperceptible
differences in the initial conditions of a manipulated c-print will lead to
fundamentally different outcomes in the resulting artefact.
The realisation that transient dynamics are fundamental to this project led me to
title my body of work ‘Experiments in the Transient’.
26

Methods
My process began with exploring methods by which the Māhia landscape could
be involved in the co-authoring of its own narrative in ways that also resonated
with photographic processes and the scientific work informing this project.
To begin with, the methods used by photographers Gill and Brandt aligned with
the intent of my project. I initially began an open experimentation with smaller
prints, 5x7 and A4 size. The c-print is composed of chemical emulsion layers,
each of which is sensitised to a different colour. Ordinarily, when exposed to
chemicals, the resultant colour image is formed. I decided to experiment with
images of flora for these initial experiments in order to keep my subject matter
consistent with Gill’s thereby gaining a greater understanding of the process.
I set up photographic trays filled with tap water in my studio and submerged
these prints.

Fig. 17 - Botanical 8x10 images above and Māhia foreshore images below. Shona Dey, 2019

I also added biological elements on top of these prints. Examples include fungus
growing on orange slices, apple cider vinegar, sand, moss and other plant matter
which I collected from around my studio.
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Fig. 18 - botanical prints just submerged in plain water with additives - left, orange slices with fungus and
right, moss. Shona Dey, 2019

Fig.19 - orange slice print, after 4 days in the studio, Shona Dey 2019

Through this process, I found that tap water took anywhere from 4-7 days to
begin the transformation of the c-print and that different biological elements did
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give different results.

Fig. 20 - botanical prints in water with fungus - day 6 of submersion. Shona Dey, 2019

Fig. 21 - Final result, photographed in the tray, through water in the studio. Shona Dey 2019

29

After several weeks of experimenting with these processes, I felt more confident
to work in this way and, at this point, I returned to review the images I had taken
of the Māhia Peninsula.
Māhia prints

Fig. 22 A4 / 8x10 prints, Māhia

Mathew Brandt, in his work, ‘Lakes and Reservoirs’, submerged his c-prints of
the lakes in the same lake water. Borrowing from this, I began experimenting with
submerging my Māhia prints in sea water. I added sand, as well as fragments of
seaweed and shells to some of these trays.Through these initial experiments it
soon became evident that the sea water prints had a markedly different chemical
reaction to tap water. Some initial results below:

30

Fig. 23 - Between 2-4 days after submersion in seawater, Shona Dey 2019
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Prints submerged in sea water also seemed to ‘go’ (ie the chemical layers
dissolve) a lot more quickly than those submerged in tap water. I would often get
into the studio to find that prints that were still intact the previous afternoon were
very nearly wiped off the surface by the morning. Some examples below:

Fig. 24 - prints ‘gone’ too far, Shona Dey 2019

In general though, these seawater prints presented a more fluid, yet volatile,
aesthetic that felt like an appropriate representation of the subject matter, that
being the nearshore landscape which, over millennia has been shaped by both
volatility of large earthquakes as well as the more gentle, but constant, pressure
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exerted by the daily rising and falling of the tide. It appeared to speak with the
subject matter in a more direct manner and I began to see similarities between
the natural processes that drive landscape evolution in Māhia and my own
processes in the studio with these prints.
At this point in the process (June 2021) I attended a hui at Tuahuru marae,
Māhia, and spoke to tangata whenua about my creative practice. As an
immigrant to Aotearoa it was humbling to hear the local people talk passionately
about their connection to the physical landscape. More deeply understanding that
the people are the land, led me to reflect on my methods in working with the
c-prints. One change that occurred following this hui, is that I shifted away from
the notions of erosion, as a primarily scientific and geologic concept, influencing
my work, and shifted my focus further to one of co creativity with the processes
that shape this landscape. While seawater remained one of the main elements in
my processes, I also started bringing in other features of this landscape. Stones,
rocks and organic material started to be used alongside seawater to create their
impressions upon these images.
Scale
“Size determines an object, but scale determines art” (Smithson, R, 1972, The
Spiral Jetty, from Robert Smithson: The Collected Writings, 1996, edited Jack
Flam, p147)
I started with small prints for the practical purpose of being able to conduct more
experiments within the size of the trays that I had. However, the qualities of the
landscape, vast and volatile, looking towards a fathoms deep ocean, felt like it
would be represented more authentically through an increase in the scale of the
images. An increase in scale also resonated with themes of co-authorship with
this landscape as it firstly, allowed for more elements, such as volcanic rocks and
organic material, to be physically present on the surface of this print and
secondly, led my work towards outcomes that were less predictable and therefore
more reflective of the agency of these elements. I began printing A4 and 16 x 20
sized images and then, a few months later, I commissioned the design and
construction of a purpose built tank, capable of holding prints up to A0 in size.
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Fig. 25 The Subduction Zone, UNITEC Gradfest, 2019. 6 x 8 prints, framed.

Fig. 26 The Subduction Zone, 2019. 5 x 7 prints
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Fig 27. Custom designed tank for holding large prints

Fig 28. Prints with seawater, rocks, organic matter in the tank at 2 stages.
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Fig. 28 Mahi Night Skies 2
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Print vs the artefact
I also had to consider whether I would present the original, unique, prints as my
final works or rephotograph the images in the photography studio and present
these reproducible digital prints as the final work. Smithson’s Spiral Jetty was
effectively part of a triad for which the physical sculpture was one part; most
people have experienced this work through photographs, a documentary film,
and an essay. However, with respect to the results that I was getting with the
Māhia images, the original print took on a three dimensional quality, almost
sculptural quality. The layers of the image, to me, reflected the layers of the
Māhia landscape. In some images you can also clearly see the sand and salt on
them. As a result, these images took on a materiality, an “archeological evidence
of causality” (Morton, p100) that conveyed a heightened sense of authenticity
and place that was not as evident to me in the photographed print versions.
This approach also provided the opportunity to ‘capture’ a unique moment in the
dynamic chaotic c-print state change. Lorenzo’s (1972) butterfly effect, suggests
that the flap of a butterfly’s wings in one part of the world can eventually cause a
tornado in another. Imperceptible changes in initial conditions can initiate a chain
to events with near unpredictable results. This is the foundation of Chaos Theory,
which gave rise to a new understanding of how nature works, which is, in a non
linear manner, setting off independent chains of reactions which are near
impossible to precisely predict. Similar processes have played out on my prints in
the studio, where the initial conditions of the c-print, sea water, time and
temperature, some which to me almost seem identical, create a chain reaction of
changes to the c-print that results in a unique print every time. In some ways, this
seems similar to the unique moment captured by a camera when the shutter is
pressed.

37

Fig. 29 A1 sized print, framed.
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Fig. 30 A1 sized prints, framed
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SECTION 5 - Final thoughts
Since embarking on this project, I began a process of working outside the
boundaries of traditional photographic image making in order to represent the
agency of the landscape of Māhia Peninsula. I learned from the literature and
practices of other artists, but I also learned from tangata whenua of Māhia. These
interactions, over a period of years, shaped my creative practice and are now
represented in some way in my images. While the elements of traditional
photography were engaged, this was a starting point; a visual, physical surface,
upon which a more dynamic exploration, utilising the layered properties of the
c-print, could begin. Through extensive experimentation, I gained experience and
new knowledge of these methods. My practice has also led me towards a greater
understanding of the geography and evolution of this landscape based upon the
scientific work being conducted as part of the Marsden funded project. In the end
however, my work aims to take a more intuitive approach to representation of this
landscape. The geologic and tangata whenua as one, almost interchangeable,
presence amongst these terraces, cliffs and shorelines.

Fig. 31 - Kahutara Point, sitting in the car on a rainy day, Dec 2018
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Fig. 32 After the pōwhiri, Tuahuru Marae, Māhia, July 2019.
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GALLERY HANG, GALLERY ONE, UNITEC, APR 2022

A1, A0 & A3 (size) framed

A1 and A0 (size) framed
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A0 and A3 (size) framed

A1(size) framed
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A4 and A1 (size) framed

A1 (size) framed
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Appendices

The Subduction Zone, 5 x 7 c-print, seawater
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Studio works, untitled, 12 x 18 c-print, sea water, rocks
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Blacks Beach - 12 x 18 c-print, seawater

Mahia shore platform - 12 x 18 c-print, seawater,
rocks
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Mahia rocket skies, 12x18 c-print, sea water, sand

Mahia water life, 12x18 c-print, sea water, rocks
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Mahia night skies 3, 12 x 18 c-print, seawater, rock

Mahia night skies 4, 12 x 18 c-print, seawater, rocks
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Studio works, untitled, A1, c-print, sea water, rocks and organic material
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Studio works, untitled, A1, c-print, sea water, rocks
and organic material
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l

Studio works, untitled, A1, c-print, sea water, rocks and
organic material
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Studio works, untitled, A4, c-print, sea water, rocks
and organic material
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Mahia moonrise - A1, c-print, seawater, seasalt, rocks
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Mahia rockpool 1 - A1, c-print, seawater, seasalt, rocks

59

Mahia night skies 5 - A1, framed c-print, seawater, seasalt, rocks
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Mahia rockpool 2 - A0, c-print, seawater, seasalt, rocks
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Mahia seaweed 2 - A1, c-print, seawater, seasalt, rocks
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Mahia night skies 6 - A0, c-print, seawater, seasalt, rocks
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Mahia night skies 7 - A1, c-print, seawater, seasalt, rocks
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Mahia seaweed 3 - A1, c-print, seawater, seasalt, rocks
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