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A dialogue about 
performance, artistic 
research and trees

“Year of the Pig with a Tatarian 
Maple (mini) (9 min 10 sec) 
was performed and recorded 
in Nobelparken in Stockholm 
between 9th January 2019 and 
15th January 2020 and contains 
all in all 108 sessions with the tree. 
This version with 5-second clips, is 
for viewing on mobile devices. The 
basic version, Year of the Pig with 
a Tatarian Maple (1 h 48 min) with 
1-minute clips of each session is 
made for installations.”

Annette Arlander,  
https://annettearlander.com/
current-projects/year-of-the-pig-
with-a-tatarian-maple/

————————————————————
QUESTION I
To begin with, I must say that  
I greatly admire the way you link 
artistic practice and artistic 
research (1), art and nature (2), 
environment, time and repetition 
(3), nature and technology (4) — 
thus producing a very creative 

intermediality between silent 
dialogues with trees and the most 
up-to-date devices, in order to 
share your aesthetic experience in 
the heart of nature. 

Are you at all concerned with 
the notions of Remediation and 
intermediality when you conceive 
these artistic projects? In other 
words, do you also have the artistic 
research aim of renewing the 
“classical” notions of Remediation 
and intermediality?
————————————————————

→ Thank you for the appreciation. 
Although the terms are familiar, they 
are not part of my active vocabulary. 
As you say, I move between artforms 
or in the border zone between them, 
mainly performance art, media art 
and to some extent environmental art. 
Intermediality as a term, I associate 
more with performing arts, with stage 
performances utilising various media 
technologies as part of the show, and 
that has never been a real concern 
of mine, because I have been more 
interested in space, site and location 
than in technology. Although I use 
technology as best as I can. And there 
is of course the term intermedia coined 
by artist and poet Dick Higgins, which 
relates to performance art, and multi-
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-art, as they call interdisciplinary art 
forms in Finland today. Remediation I 
do mention, however, in my research 
plan for the project Performing with 
Plants, although I have mostly been 
thinking in terms of documentation to 
begin with. When I got my first video 
camera in 1999, right after finishing 
my artistic doctorate on performance 
as space, I approached it as a new 
toy and a new way of recording the 
world (comparable with my previous 
documentary sound recordings for 
radio plays), not as a tool to remediate 
what I had done in performance 
before. In some sense remediation 
describes the transformation that 
took place, although at the time I saw 
it as documentation. I made repeated 
performances in the landscape and 
the video recording of them was 
only a documentation, some kind 
of evidence that the performances 
took place. When I had my first works 
archived in the distribution centre for 
Finnish media art and had to choose 
a category to place them in, I chose 
documentary, without realizing how 
specific the discourse on documentary 
film is. And I was very surprised when 
some works where shown in the 
context of experimental film instead. 
Over the years the relationship 
between performance and the 
recording of it changed, performance 
became a means of creating the video, 
which was the main thing, the real 
artwork. There are, however, many 
elements related to performance still 
lingering in my practice, like the use of 
a static camera on tripod as a witness, 

almost as a viewer or spectator 
watching over my repeated poses 
with the trees... In some sense my 
relationship to media technology and to 
the camera is very naive. There is rarely 
any problematising of the presence of 
the camera or the choice of framing 
etc. in a manner that would become 
part of the work, as is customary in 
contemporary art. Often, I am actually 
leaving a lot of agency to the camera, 
using the automatic functions of the 
camera, letting them react to the 
circumstances, light conditions and the 
weather. This is partly due to my being 
a complete autodidact in camera use. 
But it is also influenced by the legacy 
of performance art, the emphasis on 
the “real”, an action taking place there 
and then, without postproduction or 
other manipulation. By cutting away my 
entering and exiting the image  
I do engage in a kind of manipulation, 
of course; the durational year-long 
performance created in the rough 
time-lapse video takes place only in 
the image space, almost as a comment 
to classic ordeal performances by 
Tehching-Hsieh or Linda Montano and 
others. Although each clip is  
a documentary recording of a session 
with the tree, the actual video is a 
fiction, perhaps a remediation  
in that sense.
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QUESTION II
I should tell you that I find secret 
connections between some of your 
dialogues with trees (namely those 
where you act and talk alone, close 
to the shadow, trunk and branches 
of the trees, without facing the 
camera or the pencil) with some of 
Caspar Friedrich’s paintings, where 
the German painter represents 
a standing or sitting figure next 
to a single tree or small groups 
of trees, as if listening to nature’s 
whisperings. 

Would it be right to say that we 
can find some signs of “sublime” 
atmospheres in your performances 
with landscapes? I mean, new 
means of creating and provoking 
the experience of abyss between 
us and nature?
————————————————————

→ Well, I cannot deny that I did love 
the romantic paintings by Caspar 
David Friedrich when young, but I 
am not deliberately reproducing or 
commenting on his “rückenfiguren”. 
The gesture of turning my back to the 
camera serves many purposes, like 
guiding the gaze of the viewer to look 
at what the human figure in the image 
is looking at, perhaps even to identify 
with the figure. And perhaps more 
importantly, it makes the human figure 
more of an abstract shape, a figure. 
In the rare instances where I show my 
face the result is much more like a diary 
or even a self-portrait, which is not my 
aim usually. The stillness of the figure 

in many of the videos also reminds 
of romantic paintings, although its 
main purpose is to help the tree and 
the human figure appear on a more 
equal footing; movement immediately 
catches the attention of the viewer. 
On an experiential level sharing at 
least a moment of stillness with the 
tree means participating in same kind 
of existence or in a more similar way 
of being. Thus, rather than pointing 
at the abyss between us and nature, 
as you suggest, I am rather trying to 
emphasize our shared participation in 
the business of living, and to diminish 
the distance, to emphasize our 
similarities our commonality in zoe. 
Zoe sometimes refers to bare life but 
Rosi Braidotti suggests it as a primary 
concept instead of bios, which refers 
only to human life, as an extended view 
of life including its many non-human 
forms. Another interesting notion is 
trans-corporeality, coined by Stacy 
Alaimo, to describe all the chemical, 
molecular or radioactive exchanges 
taking place between bodies all the 
time, and which are of course not 
all benign. By resting and breathing 
together with a tree I nevertheless 
hope to become more attuned with the 
existence of the tree and somehow also 
to convey that to the viewer.

QUESTION III
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“Repetition can be a problem, too 
— the inertia and obsessiveness in 
repetition —a resistance to letting 
go, a fear of change; or perhaps 
sheer obsession, a link to the death 
drive, as Freud would have it. 
From that perspective, repetition 
could be said to have an inherently 
conservative drive, sticking to 
the tried and the true. Therefore, 
repetition can be a dangerous tool 
in art, if one gets stuck repeating 
old ideas. In most cases, however, 
repetition will somehow twist things 
a little, and something slightly 
different will emerge, which will 
develop into something new — a 
variation which will lead somewhere 
else. A small change can break the 
pattern and shift the repetition just 
enough to dislocate it or open up 
new possibilities...”

I agree with this point of view 
and I do think that we can use 
this notion of “repetition” both in 
performative arts and visual arts 
(in printmaking, for example). Since 
it is a very strong notion in your 
artistic research practice, may 
I ask whether you acknowledge 
any relation or “bridge” between 
your researching attitude and 
Kierkegaard’s notion of Repetition 
(Gentagelsen)?
————————————————————

→ Yes, repetition is my main tool, and I 
use it to emphasize how everything is 
moving and changing, in a process of 

constant transformation. By keeping 
some things constant, or as constant 
as possible, everything else that 
changes can come to the fore. Many 
people have suggested Kierkegaard 
to me, but I never found anything to 
identify with in the struggles of a young 
man unwilling to marry. Repetition is 
not a problem for me but a tool. My 
first philosophical encounter with 
repetition was probably Nietzsche’s 
idea of eternal return, the ultimate test 
of your will; your total acceptance of 
what happens means to gladly accept 
the possibility of its eternal return. 
On a practical level, the fact that 
absolute repetition is impossible has 
always been reassuring in my view. I 
am more influenced by the Deleuzian 
notion of repetition with difference, 
first encountered via writings by other 
artists, like Anthony Howell, or Barbara 
Bolt. My first impulse for repeating 
the same image was to show how the 
landscape is constantly changing due 
to shifting light and weather conditions 
and how no two moments are never 
the same. Pointing at the cyclical 
repetitions in nature, which we no 
longer are so dependent on and often 
ignore, by creating an image of time 
passing can attune the viewer to the 
subtle changes taking place. The effect 
of accumulation is important, too; 
repetition is a great way to accumulate 
material, to generate data, if we use 
research terminology. By repeating 
something and by using all the 
recorded repetitions in chronological 
order I have a documentation of the 
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process. And sometimes the changes 
are much stronger and quite different 
than what you expect; you never  
know what happens.

————————————————————
QUESTION IV
After watching some of your 
performances and reading some 
of your texts, I am led to deduce 
that, over the last two decades, 
you have explored and embraced 
different methodologies and 
perspectives on Artistic Research. 
Could you talk a little about two 
or three of them in relation to 
the evolving contexts of artistic 
production and reflection in your 
own work?
————————————————————

→ Yes, this is a big question, and would 
need serious reflection, but here I can 
perhaps make a few observations  
to begin with. First of all, the discourse 
on artistic research has evolved and 
changed enormously, and therefore 
also my understanding of what  
artistic research can do and be and 
how best to promote or support it has 
changed. When I defended my doctoral 
work in November 1998 at the  
Theatre Academy in Helsinki, we did not 
speak of artistic research but  
of doctoral work with artistic emphasis 
as opposed to works with scientific 
emphasis, such as studies with  
a historical or arts education focus. 
Speaking of artistic research was 
seen as a dangerous hybridization. 

The dichotomy was introduced after 
I began my studies and was later 
abolished. I have described that briefly 
in a text which uses artistic research 
as an umbrella term (Riley & Hunter 
2009). Because of my dual background 
including university studies besides my 
vocational training in theatre directing, 
my initial approach to research was 
bridging those two worlds, or somehow 
combining theory and practice, 
thinking and doing. Later I was very 
much concerned with developing 
research on artistic ground, with artistic 
methods as the starting point, rather 
than uncritically adopting methods 
and ideas from other fields, trying to 
empower artists to develop research 
from their own point of view, both in the 
context of performance as research 
and in artistic research. I stressed 
the role of practice in the continental 
debates, where artistic research was 
seen as a mode of thinking, continuing 
the legacy of conceptual art — for 
example in a short network text for JAR 
called “Artistic Research as Speculative 
Practice” in 2017. More recently I 
have tried to emphasize the diversity 
and multiplicity of artistic research 
and also the various interdisciplinary 
entanglements in various types of 
artistic research. This shift is probably 
discernible already in the two articles 
written for the books you edited, 
“Artistic Research as Situated Practice 
— Performing with Lichen” in Research 
in the Arts — The need for artistic ideas 
(2018) and “Authentic trees? — Artistic 
research, non-human collaborators 
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and the documentary” in Research 
in the Arts. Authenticity, Polymathy 
and Dissimulation (2019). Using Karen 
Barad’s thinking as a starting point 
I would now say that the question 
is not necessarily bridging theory 
and practice or artistic research and 
other types of research, but rather 
to understand how those categories 
are created and maintained by our 
activities; the question is more where 
you draw the line between them in each 
instance. Whether these shifts in my 
understanding of artistic research are 
reflected in my actual research projects 
is hard to say. Everything is so context 
dependent and influenced by the aim 
and purpose of each project. Probably l 
am less concerned with articulating the 
research in a formal sense, because I 
know the project will produce outcomes 
on several levels, works that can be 
shown in an art context and texts or 
video essays for a variety of scholarly 
contexts. I am also more concerned 
with sharing the process rather than 
working towards a final outcome. This is 
to a large extent thanks to the changes 
that have taken place. Artistic research 
has not only developed, multiplied, 
diversified and mutated in various 
ways; in many disciplines conventional 
academic research has also evolved 
and opened up to new methods of 
producing and sharing knowledge and 
knowing, concepts and practices alike.

QUESTION V

“Phaedrus:
Yes, Socrates, you can easily invent 
tales of Egypt, or of any other 
country.

Socrates:
There was a tradition in the temple 
of Dodona that oaks first gave 
prophetic utterances. The men of 
old, unlike in their simplicity to 
young philosophy, deemed that if 
they heard the truth even from “oak 
or 
rock,” it was enough for them; 
whereas you seem to consider not 
whether a thing is or is not true, but 
who the speaker is and from what 
country the tale comes.”

Plato, Phaedrus, 275b — 275c

How would you relate Socrates’ 
tale with your project “Performing 
with Plants — Att uppträda med 
växter”, and also with the particular 
instance of a performance with  
a tree: Listening I (Pinus Sylvestris) 
on Örö?
————————————————————

→ There is a strange duality in the 
European relationship to trees. On  
the one hand there is a long tradition  
of venerating old trees in different 
areas, like the druidic practices  
of the Celts, related to oaks (duir), 
but also in other cultures. The Nordic 
world tree, Yggdrasil, is an ash tree, 
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but sometimes also an oak, and there 
is the Karelian veneration of “house 
trees” protecting your homestead and 
so on. This mythic respect for trees is 
probably what the oaks in Dodona also 
refer to. On the other hand, there is the 
neglect of plants as lower beings, often 
considered close to the inanimate, 
which is reflected in Socrates 
statement, also in Faedrus, that the 
trees won’t teach him anything, while 
the people in the cities do. The legacy 
from the Aristotelian division of three 
souls, which we all have, the vegetative, 
the animal and the human soul with 
the vegetative as the lowest, of course 
is still influencing our thinking. Elaine 
Miller and especially Michael Marder 
have investigated philosophers’ 
approach to plants, and also tried to 
remedy the prevalent “plant blindness” 
together with many scholars and 
scientists who focus on vegetation. 
In the wake of animal studies there 
is a real flourishing of critical plant 
studies now, as well as an interest in 
popular accounts of recent scientific 
findings about the capacities of plants, 
like memory and learning. They really 
seem do make decisions with regard to 
changes in their environment, although 
the idea of plant intelligence is still very 
much contested, strangely. 

Concerning my work with the 
pines on Örö Island in 2020 and 2021 
and elsewhere, they are part of a kind 
of follow up to my project Performing 
with Plants (2017-2019), where I now 
focus consciously on trees, rather 
than plants in general. Although most 

of the plants I performed with in the 
previous project were trees, I realized I 
should consciously focus on trees, and 
developed the project Meetings with 
Remarkable and Unremarkable Trees. 
It is more of an artistic project in terms 
of funding, but my artistic practice and 
my research are now so entangled that 
they cannot really be easily separated. 
During this project I have abandoned 
the year-long time-lapse videos, 
which easily turn attention to time 
and the seasons rather than the tree 
and made time-lapse videos of one 
day or one month with a tree instead, 
besides experimenting with writing 
letters to trees by the trees. The video 
you mention — Listening I — is a fairly 
recent work, a one-off performance 
and almost a visual joke. Two pine 
trees were growing next to each other 
in a way that seemed like they were 
engaged in conversation, so I sat first in 
one of them and then in the other and 
imagined listening to the other one as 
my interlocutor. Thus, Listening I and 
Listening II form a kind of diptych. At 
first, I thought you meant another work 
in relationship to Socrates tale, made 
with another pine on Örö, where my 
aim was to try to interview the pine tree 
repeatedly during a day. I wanted to 
experiment with the interview form and 
tried to concentrate on listening, with 
the hope of sensitising myself to the 
pine tree by really listening to it, leaving 
some room for the tree to respond. 
Without much success, however, I 
must confess; the pine did not reply 
in a manner I could recognize. The 
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questions I asked the pine, in Swedish, 
chosen in the very moment I was sitting 
in the pine, where not so interesting 
either, except for the first one, which 
could be translated into “what is 
important?” That is a question they 
might have asked the oak in Dodona 
as well. And it is also a question we 
perhaps should ask the trees a bit more 
often today…
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