
Moving and listening in relation to trees and ‘A Wardian Case’ 
Bruce E. Phillips 

Moving 

Tī kōuka (cabbage tree) have a certain reserved patience in comparison to the 

early joy of fruit trees. At least, this was one observation I made on a recent spring 

afternoon while walking past gardens adjacent to the Thames River in London.  1

The tī kōuka appeared to shield their modest blooms within hard bead-like buds 

whereas the impatient cherry and crab apple trees exploded in candy-coloured 

hues only to shower their petals on the pavement. 

Tī kōuka is a type of palm endemic to Aotearoa New Zealand but in London I find it 

to be just as common as the ornamental blossoming trees that I passed. The 

prevalence of tī kōuka on my walk was a comforting reminder of Aotearoa but it 

was also an uncomfortable mnemonic of the plant’s movement across oceans to be 

situated at what was the heart of the British Empire  during the mid to late 2

nineteenth century. I was further reminded, as I walked, that this history and its 

ramifications in the present is what has also concerned the artists Miranda Bellamy 

and Amanda Fauteux in making their multichannel video and sound work A Wardian 

Case  that documents plants on Kawau Island.  3 4

The movement of tī kōuka trees to London echoes the journey that people, plants 

and other life forms have made, from the seventeenth to nineteenth century, as 

part of European exploration and conquest then later the race of empire expansion 

and colonial capitalism. A movement which, on an ideological level, was 

predicated on the understanding that deemed humans, and in particular White 

 Regarding the shifting global context of this particular time due to the COVID-19 pandemic, I feel it is important to further 1
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Europeans, as superior to other life forms.  This mindset in turn enabled the 5

exponential acceleration of movement across the globe that sought to control, 

manipulate and extract life as a commodity and resource.  It is from this time of 6

significant loss, destruction and devastating violence that substantial scientific and 

technological innovations were also made.  Innovations of urban infrastructures, 7

industrial agriculture, global transits systems, communication networks, medicines 

and medical procedures, and machines of all kinds—which many, if not all, of us 

are now complicitly dependent on to the extent that they augment our reality and 

are intimately enmeshed in our existence.  8

In aid of this accelerated momentum leading to our current moment, was a 

nineteenth century invention known as the Wardian case or Ward’s Case.  The 9

Wardian case is a timber and glass box designed to operate as a type of 

microclimate that protected plants from the corrosive salt-air while in transit 

across the world.  During the seventeenth century, prior to the use of the Wardian 10

case, voyages struggled to keep their specimens alive.  This innovation, therefore, 11

was consequential in the transportation of numerous plant species sent to and 

from the British colonies  especially via Kew Gardens in London (during the mid to 12

late nineteenth century),  which was the destination of my spring walk. The 13

director at Kew Gardens at this time was the botanist Sir Joseph Dalton Hooker, a 
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close friend of Charles Darwin  and an acquaintance of Nathaniel Bagshaw Ward, 14

the designer of the Wardian case.   15

Hooker has been attributed as the second  to use the Wardian case for 16

international transport of plant specimens.  Hooker first used the Wardian case on 17

his 1841 return voyage from Antarctica in which he reportedly took plants and 

trees from the Bay of Islands in Aotearoa and successfully transported them to 

London.  Notwithstanding technical difficulties and failures over the subsequent 18

years,  Hooker embraced and persisted with the Wardian case technology by 19

sending cases across the globe to exchange, import and export plants with various 

botanists, enthusiasts and colonial envoys.  One notable recipient of Hooker’s 20

Wardian cases was Sir George Grey, owner of Kawau Island, and who was a 

Governor and Premier of New Zealand as well as holding comparable positions in 

Australia and South Africa over the course of his lifetime.  Grey could further be 21

described as a naturalist, collector, amateur anthropologist, soldier, politician, 

colonial pioneer and settler.  22

As is recorded in their correspondence,  Hooker and Grey exchanged many species 23

via Wardian cases from England to Aotearoa and vice versa, and also from other 

British colonies .  It’s probable that Grey introduced many of these plants to the 24
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soil of Kawau Island leading to the island’s abnormally varied flora.  These 25

introduced plants, alongside native species, feature in Bellamy’s & Fauteux’s video

—including footage and sound from a tī kōuka tree which, on my walk, I imagined 

as a likely distant cousin of those I encounter in London. Among these introduced 

plants are precariously overgrown pines. Aside from threatening to fall or lose 

branches at random, thereby endangering those who pass underneath,  this gangly 26

forest of pines and the needles they shed contribute pathogens, additional noxious 

weeds and acidity to the soil preventing the growth of native species.  Similarly, 27

in another part of the island, as the footage in A Wardian Case attests, a forest of 

kānuka stands in similar towering dominance. Despite being endemic to Aotearoa, 

in this out of kilter environment lacking in biodiversity and with the absence of 

larger trees, the kānuka have become a dominant monoculture , overgrown 28

beyond their natural role as ground cover supposedly aided wallaby grazing which 

has in turn reduced understory growth and increased erosion of the topsoil.  29

It must be acknowledged that Grey has had a consequential impact upon 

Aotearoa’s history and its contemporary context.  By many accounts, his legacy is 30

influenced by an idiosyncratic combination of roles: paternalistic humanitarian, 

murderous colonist and manipulative politician.  This character, which shifted in 31

temperament throughout his life, was conceivably driven by his personal 

ambitions, his family expectations and ideologies within his wider socio-political 

environment.  In terms of Kawau’s environment, Grey’s contribution appears to be 32

the product of a sense of personal entitlement and an unrestrained search for 
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knowledge and lay experimentation.  I do not wish to centralise Grey’s 33

importance here over others, especially that of tangata whenua —whose history 34

on Kawau precedes Grey’s by at least a few hundred years.  In this colonial 35

narrative, Grey is but a node within a larger web of power relations, and yet to 

overlook his influence would be to minimise the destruction he evidently left in his 

wake—a destruction which has created a type of cyborg-island as I will discuss 

later. 

The peculiar environment of Kawau Island is not only made of plant life but also 

entwined with human and animal habitation.  I am told that among the built 36

structures on the island (which includes a disused copper mine, holiday homes and 

wharfs),  Grey’s Mansion House is the most imposing and operates as a sort of 37

curiosity cabinet devoted to his exploits. This is broached across the multiple 

screens of A Wardian Case where living Kauri trees on Kawau are brought into 

conversation with the Kauri panelling and furniture inside Mansion House. Animals 

on the island, introduced by Grey, included kangaroos, kookaburra, wallabies, 

monkeys, peacocks, zebra and many others.  While many of the most exotic 38

animalia, such as the monkeys, were eradicated by Grey,  others including the 39

wallabies and peacocks, as featured in A Wardian Case, remain on the island as a 

type of politically fraught tourist novelty.  

As I walk aside the Thames these images from A Wardian Case and what they 

signify wear away at my conscience. They complicate my dream of home and I feel 

a desire to rectify the environment of Kawau—to have the caustic pines felled, to 

 Hooker to Grey, ‘Letters (1865-1884)’, n.d.; Ray, ‘Governor: The Story of Sir George Grey - Part 2’; Yarwood, ‘The 33
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have the damaging wallabies culled and to re-populate the island with native trees 

and birds. My longing for a ‘pure’ pre-European-contact ecosystem that comes so 

readily to the imagination is perhaps not too distant from Grey’s form of twisted 

humanitarianism,  one that sought to change the world on their terms. Today we 40

may call this desire White saviour syndrome,  or what educator and philosopher 41

Paulo Freire describes as ‘pseudo-participation’ in which those in power attempt to 

absolve their “guilt though paternalistic treatment of the oppressed” and insisting 

that “they must be the executors of the transformation.”  42

This pseudo-participation is a manifestation of implicit White supremacy and 

perhaps also related to what cultural theorist Stephen Turner terms ‘settler 

dreaming’.  I understand settler dreaming to be the motivation of Pākehā  to 43 44

assert their settler identity and ‘dream’ over Indigenous knowledges, perspectives 

and self-determination.  I would further extend this mindset to being to some 45

degree bound within a Pākehā culture of environmental conservation which is 

bound to a form of nationalism and a desire to form a connection to the land.  46

Anecdotally speaking, there can also be a tendency within the Pākehā psyche of 

conservation to become desensitised  to the killing of introduced species which, if 47

not done with respect, could be further distance a connection to other life forms.  

Weighing up these thoughts, during my walk, caused me to scrutinise my mobility 

in London and how this movement might be a direct result of inherited privilege 
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and proximities to power.  This self-reflexive assessment of my physical agency 48

mixed with events shaping the present. For, this walk was my one permitted 

outdoor excursion allowed during the UK government’s COVID-19 lockdown 

restrictions. Movement at that precise moment was considered a privilege and a 

freedom that was not equally shared. On this point, the geographer Doreen Massey 

now comes to mind, who once wrote that “the world is specific, and structured by 

inequalities” and so it “matters who moves and how you move.”  Perhaps, given 49

this mounting inequality, it also matters who listens, how you listen and what 

change this listening might amount to.  

Listening  

While continuing further west along the Thames towards Kew Gardens I happen to 

be listening to a podcast in which, coincidently, the biologist and theorist Donna 

Haraway is recounting a spring walk she had in 1968.  She was walking from a 50

lecture in cellular molecular biochemistry and heading towards a Women’s 

Liberation Consciousness raising group.  In seeing the trees leafing out she had an 51

epiphany that connected two bodies of knowledge—biology and feminism.  52

According to Haraway she had a profound feeling of  

coming into oneness with the burgeoning leaves of the tree that was made 

potent for me by a profound imagination of how the electron transport 

systems and oxidation reduction reactions and He+ molecules and all the 

rest of it, how the molecular biochemistry of the burgeoning leaves was 

working was part of my coming into a neurotic oneness including—a kind of 

whole-body lubrication—a kind of profound erotic oneness.  53

In the moment of my own walk, the electronically driven soundwaves of Haraway’s 

voice provoked me to pause and attune to the season’s gasp for life around me—I 

try to imagine it, as she had experienced, as an all connected electrochemical and 

 And conceivably also that of Bellamy’s & Fauteux’s movements on Kawau.48

 Massey, ‘Some Times of Space’.49

 Young, ‘Donna Haraway on Staying with the Trouble’.50
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socio-political event unfolding around me. Electrochemical events, as Haraway 

alludes to, are the process through which chemicals pass though neural networks in 

plants, animals and humans alike enabling them to think, move, listen and change, 

not to mention many other markers of life.  Electrochemical signals are also the 54

means through which Bellamy & Fauteux have ‘listened’ to the trees and other 

plants they encountered on Kawau Island by translating recorded biodata into 

sound.   55

However, as the process of producing A Wardian Case attests, the means through 

which humans might listen,  at least in the cultural construct of our modernity, 56

are likely the product of the same scientific modes of thought which has argued for 

a division between humans and other life forms. After all, we humans are 

technological creatures. As opposed to trees, we experience and manipulate our 

environment and perceive the world via tools, implants, prostheses, buildings, 

vehicles, medicines, algorithms, robots and many other ingenious contraptions. Via 

her spring afternoon epiphany, Haraway supposedly accommodated this tension of 

technological dependency and our inherent oneness with the environment, and the 

political implications of this oneness, with a new understanding—an understanding 

which led to her famed 1985 essay A Cyborg Manifesto […].  57

The ‘cyborg’, Haraway outlines, is both a real and imaginary construct which can 

be a helpful political metaphor in traversing ideological divisions—in particular 

between the Judaeo-Christian technocratic patriarchal US state and the feminist 

political and activist movements of Haraway’s 1960s past and intersectional 

debates contemporary to the 1980s when she wrote the text.  Haraway outlines 58

that the cyborg is an entity bound in irony and blasphemy by being the 

 Baluška, Mancuso, and Volkmann, Communication in Plants, VI–VIII; Volkov, ‘Electrophysiology and Phototropism’, 351–54
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‘illegitimate’ progeny of militaristic technological determinism while also being an 

indeterminant “hybrid of machine and organism, a creature of social reality as 

well as a creature of fiction.”  By sustaining a betwixt position, the cyborg, she 59

argues, sustains a powerful irony due to the fact that it dispassionately 

understands the conditions of its abomination but also its in-built subversive power 

to counter the force that created it.  60

It is from this indeterminant cyborg state that I consider Bellamy’s & Fauteux’s 

experiment in listening to the trees and plants of Kawau Island.  It could be said 61

that the technologies that the artists employ are ideologically and materially 

bound within the same or similar extractive industries and capitalist imperatives 

that produced the bereft biodiversity of Kawau. However, this cyborg state need 

not contradict the artist’s efforts to listen nor lack in agency. It could similarly be 

observed that Kawau is now a type of cyborg-island, just as we humans might be 

cyborgs, but this does not mean that the island is without value as a contributor to 

the larger environment. As Haraway explains, there is a subversive potential to be 

gleaned by embracing such ironies, blasphemies and apparent contradictions of the 

cyborg as illegitimate offspring.  One avenue of potential, I propose, is the 62

attempt Bellamy & Fauteux have made to listen via translating biodata from the 

plants of Kawau Island into sound. 

In A Wardian Case the sonically translated biodata morphs and at other times 

abruptly cuts between sounds resembling theremins, synthesised pipe organs, 

digital bleeps, vibraphones and even the white noise of a detuned radio.  In the 63

translation from raw data to sound it could have been tempting to render it into 

grand orchestral symphonies, and while there maybe inklings of the orchestral in 

some moments, most are more akin to the sound a cat might make ambulating 

across piano keys. Other sounds, such as the glitched-out buzzes and drones, 

 Ibid., 291.59

 Ibid., 291, 295–300.60

 Kimmerer, Braiding Sweetgrass, 10, 48, 49, 53, 305, 311, 333, 341, 349, 354, 369, 374, 386.61
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conjure 1950s sci-fi imaginaries. No doubt more nuanced descriptions could be 

listed here by a writer more accustomed to sounds of these registers, compositions 

and modalities. To be fixated on the qualities of the sound, however, can risk 

missing what is being listened for. As a form of listing, as opposed to sound 

making, the soundtrack of A Wardian Case is more an effort at recognising and 

valuing the emanations of another living entity than trying to make an affecting 

musical score.  64

Some might claim that this attempt at translating biodata to sound for human ears 

seeks to anthropomorphise plants.  Being drawn into this debate, however, there 65

is a tendency to be caught in an unhelpful circular logic which I think overlooks the 

potential in front of us—that there are means, technologies and bodies of 

knowledge, that can be used to become attuned to the life forms around us and 

perhaps through an attempt at such listening we can begin to value them on their 

own terms.  

It should be clarified that I am not arguing for being attuned to ‘Nature’ with a 

capital ‘N’ separated and distinct from the human.  Rather, what I appeal to here 66

is more in the spirit of what Haraway advocates when she claims “the cyborg 

would not recognize the Garden of Eden” —a political positioning through which 67

subversively resists idyllic conceptions of a ‘pure’ environment and its difference 

from the more ‘superior’ human.  As Turner similarly describes, by recognising this 68

artifice of human superiority, via a deep listening, it could be that an aperture is 

prised open from within the dream state of the Pākehā settler imaginary—an 

opening that might “give us pause to stop and think” and become cognisant of the 

 By this I don’t mean that the soundtrack is not affecting or that the artists did not wish to elicit emotions in the audience 64

by their choice of sounds attributed to the plants’ compositions. Indeed, as a viewer of the work there are moments that 
emotionally connected with me. Rather, what I am trying to emphasise here is that the act of listening is, for me at least, 
the core significance and motivation of the work. This point I think differentiates A Wardian Case from other artworks that 
have translated plant, insect, celestial and other data from ‘nature’ to sound more in line with human expectations of music 
or tasteful sound.
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“[s]tates of abandonment or dissolution” affecting all life.  In this sense, if there 69

is a subversive potential to the form of listening attempted in A Wardian Case 

maybe it is simply found in the seeking out the kinship  of other life forms and 70

valuing their lives alongside ours.  

In concluding my walk, I paused overlooking the river in the direction of Kew 

Gardens. I imagined ships voyaging past containing Wardian cases incubating tī 

kōuka and other trees originating from Kawau Island sent by Grey destined for 

Hooker at Kew. Aside from dwelling with the discomfort of this history and its 

continuing presence, I am hearted after contemplating the confluence of spring 

life and the subversive potential for socio-political and ecopolitical change. For me 

this optimism may not have manifested as the ecstatic oneness that Haraway 

experienced on her spring walk, but it is a renewed confidence based in the fact 

that there are electrochemical events sparking in our collective neurons, roots, 

leaves, nerves and cells—vital signs indicating towards our co-dependant 

existence.  

 Turner, ‘Settler Dreaming’, 119.69
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