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This is an early sketch of an essay as a response to the first seminar of a 
programme organized by On the Edge and the Scottish Arts Council in 2007.  
 
This is work in progress and ideas are developing - which should be noted should 
this work be cited. Please contact the author for permission to use this work in 
another publication.  Likewise the images cannot be used without permission (with 
one exception - the drawing “I can think what I like” may be used freely.)  
 
Starting point - some concerns 
 
As a starting point, these were the main things I wanted to think about in the seminar 
series. 
 
• Today’s pressing environmental issues mean that work concerned with social 
justice should also challenge environmental injustice. Everyone - especially in the 
rich world - has to question the social and environmental impact of our use of 
resources. 
 
• The time taken to build relationships to make ‘Conversation Pieces’ can feel like a 
painfully slow kind of politics in an era with urgent need for action. Still - if this trouble 
isn’t taken - then individual artists’ contribution is bounded. 
 
• Artists work with expert knowledges in different ways. A choice to do joint-work 
demands mutual respect and preparedness to change your approach - an ethic that 
needs marginal spaces. 
 
• I would like to see a shift of aesthetics towards a ‘make-do’ approach - adapting to 
local resources and local materials, working on local connectedness.  
 

 
Image 1: Welcome to my field. Book cover.  Kate Foster. 



Early response to some issues raised by Seminar One 
 
Seminar One was introduced by the idea that when working in public, “the artist’s 
role lies in constructing spaces and processes that enable us to think critically, as 
well as playfully, as individuals.”  
 

 
 
 
As a new artist, finding personal pathways to work outwith the gallery and with 
different audiences requires making decisions, each bringing its own consequences. 
For example, I have to deal with how to work adjacent to academic enquiry. My 
working process is to seek different perspectives on various specific topics. Trying to 
make sense of environmental issues led me to work with geographers and biologists, 
whose expertise and support has been invaluable encouragement. I aim for 
sustained cross-disciplinary work with supportive networks in order to develop 
shared interests. I have had to try to explain what I did, and identify a “field” of 
interest. 
 
Making a field, or even a lawn, takes a lot of work and then it needs maintaining. I 
can see the appeal of ready-made fields, but they just aren’t quite so interesting. 
One frustration I have with the field I drew is that it is rather a light green - it could be 
a deeper shade of environmental commitedness.  
 
My field is at mean sea level - which as everyone now knows is not a fixed point. 
“Meansealevel” is a heading for ongoing projects, which explore the entwined lives 
of humans and animals in an age of species loss, and the complexity of people’s 
relationship to environment - not just technically, but ethically. This work is about 
finding routes into looking at the enormity and complexity of our global 
environmental crisis. Working creatively with other people helps find ways to 
engage. 
 
 
 



The introduction to Seminar One continued: “We become aware that individuality 
itself is inextricably bound to the social and the political.” 
 

 
Image 2: Think what you like - a piece that can be completed by colouring in your 
own camouflage. 
 
This image is “Figure 2” in a forthcoming article in Cultural Geographies, as part of a 
series about Cultural Geographies in Practice. It is called “Some reflections on art-
geography as collaboration” and is by Hayden Lorimer and myself. It was tricky to 
find a form of words stating that this idea belongs neither to Sage Publications nor to 
us as authors. 
 
This piece began as a stitched letters on cloth, themselves made of camouflage, 
which was first displayed on a noticeboard when I was resident artist in the 
Department of Geographical and Earth Sciences at the University of Glasgow. 
Anyone should be able to think what they like, but is constrained by experience and 
context. Having become immersed in the setting, I found it hard. It took a while to 
remember what my field is, to gain confidence in personal responses and to be less 
hesitant in referring to my own experience. The milieu supported certain kinds of 
expert knowledge and disciplinary infrastructures support particular kinds of 
individuation. In short, what I think is shaped by where I am and what is expected of 
me.  
 
 

 
 
Image 3: I can think what I like - the original work on a noticeboard in Department of 
Geographical and Earth Sciences in the University of Glasgow 



 
I learnt new nations have developed military camouflage patterns to forge identity. 
Apart from each other, people have hunted deer and antelope for millennia. 
Illustrations of these animals usually have them all facing right. In the drawing below, 
each sports its national camouflage. 
 

 
 
Image 4: Camouflage Herd  
 
 
As a final quote from the seminar introduction: “Being present within art experiences 
we act an interlocutor, taking part in a dialogue the artist has helped construct.” 
 
I brought a particular project to the seminar series to think about. Recent 
collaborative work re-mapped the history of an extremely rare skull of an extinct 
animal from South Africa - the Blue Antelope. This is a very rare specimen held in 
Glasgow University, but ‘placing’ this skull is particularly complicated given colonial 
and environmental histories, as well as present realities. The next step is make a 
physical version of the project website (a portable museum) to where the animal 
used to live, trying to create conversations about what it used to be called and what 
would happen if it magically reappeared. To quote from work with Hayden Lorimer: 
“By which world should the Blue Antelope be known? By what territorial arrangement 
should we place it? And according to whose voice, language and values?” 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 
 
Image 5: Blue Antelope / Shades of Liberty 
 
 
My self-set “job” as an artist seems to be to follow leads for investigation, make links, 
look for ways of making and showing new work, try to make the process enjoyable 
for others, and to be persistent. Much work has been informal, but being Leverhulme 
Trust Artist in Residence in the University of Glasgow (2005-2006) greatly helped - 
not least because it gave thinking space, it was steady income, and I had access to 
institutional infrastructures. The trick to learn is to keep thinking what you like.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
Artist’s website: www.meansealevel.net  
Project website: www.blueantelope.info 
Contact: art@meansealevel.net 
 
 


