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INTRODUCTION

how narrative defines and creates the world around us (Felluga 2003, 1).
The thesis then became about creating a story of site analysis rather than
producing a drawing or report.

When I set out to begin this dissertation, I wanted to write a piece more
expansive and exploratory than reductive and decisive. Yes, I wanted the
work to be informative, but that was only an added bonus to the potential of engagement. Four proposals were drafted and one emerged. The
successful proposal was based on Aldo Leopold’s Sand County Almanac and George Seddon’s Swan River Landscapes. The result: the Swan
River Almanac. Nevertheless, considering the length of the Swan, that
project was too large to be achieved successfully in three months. So the
landscape site was narrowed down to one wetland: the Ashfield Flats. It
is a wetland I grew up playing in, and have returned to since.

We begin then with a theoretical component that describes and explains
the site analysis process: with traditional forms of site analysis such as
site measuring and site visits. I then explain how narrative can be drawn
from site analysis and outline how A Tour of Ashfield Flats was created
and what kind of narrative techniques are employed. From there I return
to where I started with a discussion of Smithson’s ‘Tour of Passaic’.
During this metaphysical stroll I take tangents that lead more often than
not to questions rather than answers; questions that I think broach some
of landscape architecture’s most important concerns.

I had a site, but no subject. I began visiting the site, taking photos, writing poems, walking a video camera through the swamp, (available here:
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MKhsj45fR3Y) talking to locals and
trawling through the local library, university libraries and the internet. I
still couldn’t manifest a subject.
I began to wonder what happens when we write about landscapes
and what examples of writing about landscapes moved me to reconsider
and/or revaluate the way I approach and witness landscapes. I remembered Robert Smithson’s (1979) witty inversion of the Passaic River and
his penetrating essay on Frederick Olmsted and Central Park. Inspired, I
returned to Ashfield and began the first draft of A Tour of Ashfield Flats.
I also began the first draft on my interpretation of the theory behind
Smithson’s ‘A Tour of the Monuments of Passaic’. Somewhere between
these two essays, I believed, was a subject of literature that could be
fashioned into a dissertation: a description of the way we walk through
and describe landscapes, particularly overlooked landscapes like Passaic and Ashfield. Another week of research passed and no immediate connections presented themselves. I returned to Ashfield again and again,
including camping twice on Ron Courtney Island, looking for a clue that
might explain being in a landscape and writing about a landscape.
Away from Ashfield I started studying the theory of site analysis
and the connection between the ‘Tour of Passaic’ and the ‘Tour of Ashfield’. This theory opened up a discussion on narratology; the study of

It was through a reading of James Corner’s ‘Ecology and Landscape as
Agents of Creativity’ (1997) that the possibility of a narratology of site
analysis began to gain momentum. As Corner argues: ‘one must get behind the veneer of language in order to discover aspects of the unknown
within what is already familiar. Such transfiguration is a process of finding and then founding alternative worlds. I can think of no greater raison
d’être for the landscape architect’ (1997, 96). Whereas site analysis is
generally a preparatory step in a professional process leading ultimately
to a design, I began to realise that the act of analysis itself, the act of
representing a site to a given community is in itself a form of design.
The construction of a landscape in a person’s imagination is a
form of landscape architecture. While landscape architects are perceived
as agents of change we are also compelled to represent and document
changes of attitude toward landscapes and ecology. This is the milieu of
social ecology.
In addition to reading Seddon (1970), Smithson (1979) and Corner (1997) I have also consulted the Western Australian poet John Kinsella. Through Kinsella’s poetic interpretations of the social ecologies
of places, I find clues for how to construct a more poetic form of site
analysis. His writing about changing attitudes to ecological issues is
reflected in the way he thinks about moving through landscape: ‘the
objective correlatives are movements from one liminal zone to liminal
zone, rather than from object to object’ (Kinsella cited in Reed 2008).
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The possibilities for ecological change, lie in the imagination, where we
define one liminal zone from another. Hence, A Tour of Ashfield Flats
seeks to explore the possibilities of a personal imagination. It is hoped
that through the imagination, site analysis will occur. Imaginary tribes
of ancient people, fictional contemporary inhabitants and shifts in scale
form a new representation of site.
That is the goal of A Tour of Ashfield Flats: to create what I refer to as
a narratology of site as a method by which site’s can not only be represented but documented for those who decide their fate. It is one person’s
attempt at representing a social ecology. As I have begun to read separate parts of the Ashfield Flats more intimately, I have also begun to pay
more attention, to see via language what secondary reactions support an
overall perception.

STRUCTURE OF THE DISSERTATION
The structure of the dissertation is thus:
Part One starts with a theoretical component that describes and explains
the site analysis process; with traditional forms of site analysis such as
site measuring and site visits. I explain how narrative can be drawn from
site analysis and what influence narratology can have on social ecology.
From here I move on to a discussion of the theory of social ecology
through James Corner and conclude that section by looking at Western
Australian poet John Kinsella. From there, in light on narratology and
ecology, I return to where I began with a discussion of Smithson’s ‘Tour
of Passaic’.
Part Two: We then embark on A Tour of Ashfield Flats, the actual narrative site analysis. Finally, I conduct a narratology of that site analysis
before drawing some overall conclusions on the dissertation.
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PART ONE :
TOWARDS NARRATOLOGY OF SITE AND SOCIAL ECOLOGY

Sensory: a feel for the site
Cultural: how people perceive and relate to the site
Climate: rainfall, temperature, sun path, prevailing wind

Site analysis, for the landscape architect is one small step inside an overall process called design. Kevin Lynch and Gary Hack, in ‘The Art of
Site Planning’ (2002) place site analysis within a cycle of eight events in
the context of site planning. The cycle of eight events are:

Research and graphic surveys are an essential part of site analysis. The
landscape architect may draw upon reports conducted by ecologists,
geologists, geographers, architects, botanists, hydrologists, surveyors,
environmental scientists and so on. The research reports become an
essential part in creating the site analysis and therefore site planning.
However, these reports contain what is known in the profession as ‘grey
literature’: information that is collected and analysed but ultimately
forms part of a report that is neglected or too specific to be published.
(Quinion 2009). Site analysis conducted by a landscape architect may
end up as grey literature too.

1: defining the problem;
2: programming and the analysis of site and user;
3: schematic design and the preliminary cost estimate;
4: developed design and detailed costing;
5: contract documents;
6: bidding and contracting;
7: construction; and
8: occupation and management. 		
						
(37)
In a cycle, site analysis is “the organisation of the external physical environment to accommodate human behaviour” (Lynch and Hack 2002, 37)
. But what is site analysis specifically, and what is its power in the overall design of our environment? Leroy Hannebaum in Landscape Design, A Practical Approach (1998, 30) defines site analysis as a process
‘evaluating the needs of the property itself and the needs of those using
the property’; a balance between the anthropocentric and non-anthropocentric. It is generally accepted and acknowledged that site analysis
involves:
Location: where the site is globally, regionally and locally
Context: what surrounds the site
Size: a measurement of the site, north point
Legal: the deed to the property
Physical features: topography, drainage, vegetation, soil
Man Made Features: walls, buildings, carparks
Circulation: how people and animals move through the site
Utilities: what amenities are within or near the site

James LaGro (2008, 19) differentiates site inventory from site
analysis. Inventory, by his account, is the undifferentiated listing and
‘mapping [of] the site’s physical, biological and cultural attributes’. An
inventory is valid for any use, whereas analysis has a specific use in
mind and therefore is able to determine positive and negative aspects
of the site’s suitability with regard to a stated purpose. Site analysis
for landscape architects is intended to identify opportunities and constraints. Opportunities are regarded as areas where human intervention
will not disturb the landscape (Ndubisi 2002, 56). Constraints may be
density limitations, hazards, ecological limitations (Simonds 1998, 128).
Opportunities and constraints suggest an inherent positive and negative
dichotomy in and of the landscape. Opportunities are favourable to the
design program, constraints are unfavourable. The landscape itself becomes a commodity; an entity to be modified, influenced, cajoled. A
narratological approach to site analysis promises deeper immersion.
What is narratology and how does it relate to a narrative of site analysis?
Felluga (2003) defines narratology as ‘the ways that narrative structures
our perception of both cultural artefacts and the world around us. The
study of narrative is particularly important since our ordering of time
and space in narrative forms constitutes one of the primary ways we
construct meaning in general.’ Jerard Genette in Narrative Discourse
Revisited (1988) considers that ‘there is room for two narratologies in a
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story; one thematic, in the broadest sense (analysis of the story or narrative content), the other formal, or rather, modal (analysis of narrative
as a mode of “representation” of stories, in contrast to the non-narrative
modes like the dramatic and, no doubt, some others outside literature)’
(16). Traditional site analysis as non-narrative graphic and bullet point
approach must surely fit into the latter. I will attempt to represent both
forms of narratology, combining both analysis of narrative content, and
an examination of what the story represents.
Through a series of site visits combined with site analysis research, I was able to construct a narrative that moved through the Ashfield Flats. The narrative tries to document the Ashfield Flats without
opportunities and constraints in mind; only through the words and actions of the characters are attitudes and values represented. It is for this
reason that the story is more than mere inventory: more than a list of the
contents of the site. In the narrative, there is no climax, as there is no
climax in landscape. The values upon which we make such assessments
of place are foregrounded in narrative whereas in orthodox site analysis
they are generally concealed.
We should keep in mind that there is no narrative in landscape.
Narrative is cultural construct that does not necessarily represent nature.
Not only is nature in itself (the object) indifferent to any formal idea but
nature for us (the subject) is indifferent to any formal idea. From a nonanthropocentric point of view, words like erosion and weathering are
meaningless. There is only movement and displacement. But even these
words are inadequate, as are all words in this context.
What can landscape architects learn from narrative of site analysis?
Landscape architects already have the instrumental tools to manifest images useful in manipulating landscapes. However, promoting change to
environmental discourse requires a variety of approaches (M¨uhlh¨ausler
and Peace 2006, 472). What differentiates a landscape architect from a
landscape gardener is their ability to draw from a range of disciplines.
Landscape architects, it is hoped, are more active than reactive when it
comes to changes in ecology and the environment. Corner (1997) argues:
that ecology, creativity and landscape architecture must be considered
in terms other or greater than those of visual appearance, resource val-

ue, habitat structure, or instrumentality. Instead, these somewhat restrictive traditional views might be complemented by an understanding
of how ecology, creativity and landscape architecture are metaphorical
and ideological representations; they are cultural images or ideas (82).

Corner is suggesting that the idea of landscape architects as agents of
ecological relationships are as important as changing the landscape itself. Ideas are not inactive; they can be agents for changing a landscape
as much, if not more than a bulldozer. The notion that scientific ecological approaches are better equipped to deal with the current ecological
crisis than phenomenological forms of ecology needs questioning. The
problem is:
[T]hat subjectivity, poetry and art are welcome in the private domains
of the gallery or the library but are no match for the power of “rational”
instrumentality in solving the real problems of the world is to understand these problems in terms that are somehow external to the world
of symbolic communication and social values. This use of ecology as a
rational instrument in landscape architectural design and planning not
only externalizes the “problem,” but also promotes human domination
over the nonhuman world (Corner 1997, 87).

A socio-ecological approach seeks to explore the causal cultural foundations that affect the manner in which humans are derived from and
are constituted by nature. Cultural/social ecologies are created through
language, and it is the use of language that determines the world we live
in. New representations can have a resounding impact on the actions
we make. Ecology is a crisis of cultural imagination as much as it is a
material one.
The ecological crisis needs to be internalised intellectually and
emotionally before coordinated action can take place. Narrative and storytelling are one way of achieving this goal. By sanctioning the role of
conserving and restoring nature, by leaving the job up to the professionals: ‘only the symptoms of ecological distress are dealt with, while
causal cultural foundations—the social structures that underlie dualism,
alienation, domination, and estrangement—are ignored and unchanged,
if not actually upheld’ (Corner 1997, 91).
Focusing on South Western Australia, the poet John Kinsella has gone
some way in providing examples of shifts in ecological definitions, of
coming to terms with dominion over the earth and of the power of ma7

chinery to cause massive vegetation loss resulting in salinity problems.
Kinsella’s poetry seeks a dialectic that exemplifies the way in which
ecologies exist as we observe them externally and as we enact them internally. Kinsella’s poetry realises that the complexities of the ecologies
we inhabit will not be fully explained, but through describing cultural
constructs these complexities are explained.
I want a poem that evokes a particular space that makes people reflect
on that space, whether they’re familiar with it or not...I wrote this series
of poems about the wheat belt that were the touch of the wheat belt, the
smell of the wheat belt, the taste of the wheat belt, the sounds of the
wheat belt. And really through capturing those sensual things you get
more of an idea of what goes on than ‘this is bad, don’t do this’, you
know, which just doesn’t come across really as poetry (Kinsella 2009).

That’s the theory, but how is the process enacted in the art? It could be
argued that all of Kinsella’s poetry is an allegory for social ecology, but
we see in particular a shift in ecological thinking most explicitly in The
Silo poem ‘Shootings.’ In the beginning the poem illustrates an attachment to place, a desire to own it and to control it:

We march out
past the dams,
past Sand Springs,
and Hathaways,
and close in
on a stand
of York gums.
I take aim
at a pair
of 28s
and drop one.
It’s partner sits
twisting its head,
picking at a branch
and glancing
towards the ground.
			

The place names make the event real, ground the experience. Earlier in
the poem we discover this is a young city kid seeking shooting trophies.
That he is young and inexperienced reflects the fact that the shooter is
unaware that the parrots are not introduced species to the south-west,
though they do eat wheat and so count as vermin. All other shootings in
the poem are of introduced species: sheep, foxes and rabbits. The sheep
are killed for meat, the foxes and rabbits either for fun or to save wheat
or their poultry. A sheep hit by a car is shot by the speaker: ‘I measured its breath/and for once/looked death/ straight in the eye.’ (Kinsella
1995) By seeing his own death in the eye of the sheep, the shooter begins to understand that ‘death is no longer a game played out as means
of claiming place, but a morally charged moment for the speaker when
he must chose who he is by how he chooses to act’ (Reed, 2008, 91).
For Kinsella, the entire gambit of wheat belt experiences is inextricably linked to a society that causes and is part of a chain of intrusions and invasions. It no longer makes sense to see rabbits and foxes as
vermin when one realises that white men are introduced to this ecology
as well:
I empty the breach and drain the powder.
I break the sights and seal the barrel.
I renounce the hunt, the flesh, the kill.
I embrace the sting of cold morning,
the flight of the parrot, the bark
of the fox, the utility of the rabbit.
				

(Kinsella 1995, 51)

(Kinsella, 1995, 55)

Kinsella’s art reflects an awakening to a sense of social ecology. This
shift in consciousness is exemplified by the narrative. But Kinsella is a
poet and words are his tools. His poetics document the changes that occur in agriculture. In this way his poems present a mapping, both of the
individual body, and a culture. In this context it would be ridiculous to
say that Kinsella is the cause for action to ameliorate salinity problems,
but through his mapping of the changes within a culture and the way
they work with the landscape, our language is richer, better prepared for
89

change.
How are landscape architects meant to influence the casual cultural foundations of social ecology? Kinsella introduces a new way of exploring a
familiar set of experiences in an effort to signify one way of addressing
social ecology. Landscape architects too need to invent the new from the
familiar. Corner argues: “one must get behind the veneer of language in
order to discover aspects of the unknown within what is already familiar.
Such transfiguration is a process of finding and then founding alternative
worlds. I can think of no greater raison d’être for the landscape architect” (Corner 1997, 96). Kinsella seems to support this view:
The language of landscape is the language of prosody, of expressing
the inexpressible...language is prospect and refuge, and where the two
planes meet, the liminal space of inwardness and exposure, potential
resides. Our body is a map of where we have been, as in the poem. The
knowledge, the experientiality they encapsulate, work as models for
further progress through the landscape (2008, 84).

Sounds like Kinsella is discussing the traditional view of landscape site
analysis. The movement of the body through a landscape, observing how
objects influence our internal behavior and how that through the design
of the poem, potential resides, not potential arising after the manifestation of the poem. A poem is language’s potential. Perhaps, through language, drawing and construction, a landscape architecture design, too, is
the manifestation of landscape’s potential.

about the world, and makes his art. Smithson, probably the world’s
greatest land-artist, is able to take a prosaic waste site and turn the scene
into something fascinating, a place that we might want to visit.
Smithson takes a bus ride from inner New York out to Passaic, New Jersey. The Paterson area is part of the Passaic River where Smithson grew
up, playing along the river and in quarries. In an interview, Smithson
states that the area became ‘embedded in my psyche’ (Smithson, 1979
148). He also states that when he read William Carlos Williams’s Paterson (1964) he became interested in the part that discusses the strata
levels under Paterson:

DEPTH
65 feet.
110 feet.
182 feet.
400 feet.
404 feet.

DESCRIPTION OF MATERIALS
.
.
.
.
.

. Red sandstone, fine
. Red sandstone, coarse
. Red sandstone, and a little shale
. Red sandstone, shaly
. Shale

				

(166)

NARRATOLOGICAL SITE ANALYSIS AND ‘A TOUR OF THE
MONUMENTS OF PASSAIC, NEW JERSEY’

Smithson also uses this technique to describe the Spiral Jetty later in
his life. Would the ‘Tour of Passaic’ have been possible without Williams’s Paterson? Probably not. Marjorie Perloff also identifies Malevich’s, From Cubism and Futurism to Suprematism as an influence (1986
217). While conjecture, these literary lineages suggest social ecologies,
a theme significant to this essay and one I will return to later.

I will now turn the exploration of narratological site analysis to the example of Robert Smithson’s ‘A Tour of the Monuments of Passaic, New
Jersey’. ‘A Tour of the Monuments of Passaic, New Jersey’ is a hilarious, imaginative, thought provoking exposition of an industrialised river
setting near Robert Smithson’s home town. More than a tongue in cheek
inversion of the default values and perceptions placed on industry, the
‘Tour’ provides valuable examples of the way in which Smithson thinks

It is no accident that Smithson carries a copy of Earthworks as he heads
out to Passaic. It’s a reference to the kind of landscapes that he is interested in. He then addresses a painting ‘Allegorical Landscapes’ in the
copy of The Times he has just purchased. The painting is Smithson’s
opportunity to subtly let his reader know that he is about to discuss his
own allegorical landscape and to indicate the style in which the content
will be presented:
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The sky was a subtle newsprint grey, and the clouds resembled sensitive
stains of sweat reminiscent of a famous Yugoslav watercolourist whose
name I have forgotten. A little statue with right arm held high faced a
pond (or was it the sea?). “Gothic” buildings in the allegory had a faded
look, while an unnecessary tree (or was it a cloud of smoke?) seemed to
puff up on the left side of the landscape (Smithson 1979, 52).

The writing is both subtle (heavily worked), and lazy; does not bother to
check the name of the watercolourist. It’s probably because the watercolourist only existed in Smithson’s mind, and the absurdity is meant as a
joke. With access to Smithson’s notebooks, Reynolds (2003) discusses
how the ‘Tour’ went through a series of drafts; going to great lengths to
provide an example of his axiom ‘high seriousness and high humour are
the same thing’ (Smithson 1979, 66).
The painting of the ‘Allegorical Landscape’ becomes an allegory
for the landscape of Passaic. Smithson is fascinated by something physical that generates ideas rather than ideas that generate something physical (Perloff 1986, 218). The pond and unnecessary tree are confused as
a way of suggesting their metaphorical relationships (is that object really
that object?). A tree unnecessary? Perhaps only in a landscape painting
or industrial zone. A tree out of obligation to a reverie of nature? The
unnecessary tree/plume of smoke in particular foreshadows the cultural
inversion that frames Smithson’s concept of the monument.
Smithson’s criteria for monuments are objects that are detached
from ‘any suggestion of nature’ (Reynolds 2003, 102). The definition
of nature here is twofold: nature as in trees and plants, but also objects
that defy a unified sense of nature, that break up and violate cohesion
(Perloff 1986, 217). A pipe or drain spills out from a bank, but we cannot
literally see where it begins because it is buried. Also we cannot witness
where the water is collected for the catchment process is too great. Likewise a bridge connects two sides of a river, but breaks the continuity of
the banks and creates a dead spot underneath.
The monuments Smithson includes in the ‘Tour of Passaic’ are a bridge,
a pumping derrick, a long single pipe, six pipes that spill into the river
and a sand box. Other minor monuments such as concrete abutments
also get a mention. Each of these major monuments are metaphors for
concepts Smithson wishes to discuss in his article, but are also preoc-

cupations in his other writings. It is important to note that the themes
which the monuments represent are found in different combinations and
are often repeated in different contexts.
The Bridge Monument discusses photography and introduces
Smithson’s fascination with technology. The bridge monument ‘was as
though I was walking on an enormous photograph that was made of
wood and steel, and underneath the river existed as an enormous movie
film that showed nothing but a continuous blank’ (Smithson 1979, 53).
The consideration and consequent commoditisation of Earth as a resource (enormous movie film) is discussed by Shapiro in relation to
Smithson, but with reference to Heidegger. Heidegger is not only interested in industrial waste produced by technology, but argues that ‘technology’s reign is so deeply rooted that it cannot be contested simply by
appealing for a more prudent management of resources’ (Shapiro 1995
128). The issue is more insidious; when Earth is treated purely as a
resource not only has it changed as an object, its meaning has changed
also (Shapiro 1995, 129). Hence, when the Earth is treated as a resource
we see correlative businesses arise, from mining to agriculture to tourism. So for Smithson, ‘technology is both the substance of monstrosity
and the means of recording it’ (Jones, 1996 p.318). Without bulldozers
we would not have mines, but we would not have The Spiral Jetty either.
With The Monument with Pontoons: The Pumping Derrick, we are introduced to Smithson’s thoughts on the pre- and post historic mind: ‘it
was hard to tell the new highway from the old road; they were both
confounded into a unitary chaos. Since it was Saturday, many machines
were not working, and this caused them to resemble pre-historic creatures trapped in the mud, or, better, extinct machines — mechanical
dinosaurs stripped of their skin’ (Smithson 1979, 53). There is tension
here between the external and internal. The elements are presented half
complete, half separate, but in ‘unitary chaos.’ By mentioning Saturday,
a day of economic rest, Smithson alludes to the present, a present that
quickly becomes prehistory. However, it is the mechanical dinosaurs
that cause the mind to recognise them as extinct machines, not the mind
fabricating a transcendental reality. This cryptic scene is unraveled in
Smithson’s (1979) article ‘A Sedimentation of the Mind: Earth Projects’:
11
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The deeper an artist sinks into the time stream the more it becomes
oblivion; because of this he must remain close to the temporal surfaces...Floating in this temporal river are the remnants of art history,
yet the “present” cannot support the cultures of Europe, or even the
archaic or primitive civilisations; it must instead explore the pre- and
post-historic mind; it must go into the places where remote futures meet
remote pasts (91).

Ironically, to access pre- and post-historic periods the thinker must remain firmly within the present. It is only by observing the immediate
“unitary chaos” that the world begins to take the shape. The monuments
that Smithson is presenting to us seem bleak ‘only if we refuse to cast
off a past that might never have existed’ (Perloff 1986, 224). Similarly,
these places seem bleak if we refuse to cast off our preconceived notions
of ugly, good and bad.
In contrast to the ‘gardens of history’ Smithson is arguing that we might
look upon landscapes as ‘sites of time’ (Shapiro 1995, 120). The gardens
of history reflect a specific way of representing nature and earth; a certain temporality, and to a certain preconception of beauty. As a series of
isolated objects, the gardens of history carry values of the final, the absolute, and the sacred’ (Smithson 1979, 133). Such attitudes pervade right
through to suburban gardens where owners are encouraged to ‘strive for
perfection’ (Seddon 1970, 25). This perfection is found in static landscapes: formal gardens.
Sites of time, however, attempt to recognise “the elements as they
exist from day to day, apart from representation’ (Smithson 1979, 133).
As a site of time, a landscape is analysed as it is, documenting what is
there, rather than what could be there. Out of such an analysis we work
toward ‘a dialectic of nature that interacts with the physical contradictions inherent in natural forces as they are—nature as both sunny and
stormy. Parks are idealizations of nature, but nature in fact is not a condition of the ideal’ (Smithson 1979, 133). Sites of time are dynamic;
they change, erode, weather, drift and grow. Through change, they confirm the temporal moment, rather than the atemporal ideal.
Our minds play empirical tricks on us when we treat a site with
a preconceived notion of a landscape, rather than as a ‘site of time.’
As a wetland, The Ashfield Flats present to us some unusual juxtapositions: we expect to find reeds, birds, trees, fish and mud. But when we

see decaying car bodies, rubbish, graffiti spray painted on trees and an
industrial drain, our conception of the wetland is challenged. An immediate reaction might be to imagine a future where the juxtapositions are
erased.
Next, Smithson (1979) introduces his notion of the processes of landscape through the Great Pipes and Fountain Monuments:
The great pipe was in some enigmatic way connected to the infernal
fountain. It was as though the pipes was secretly sodomizing some hidden technological orifice, and causing a monstrous sexual organ (the
fountain) to have an orgasm. A psychoanalyst might say that the landscape displayed “homosexual tendencies,” but I will not draw such a
crass anthropomorphic conclusion. I will merely say “it was there” (54).

The phrase ‘it was there’ is significant in understanding Smithson’s process of the picturesque. To see what is ‘there’ is to invite the viewer to
consider the relationship between subject and object. Smithson argues
that ‘the picturesque, far from being an inner movement of the mind,
is based on real land, it precedes the mind in its material external existence’ (Smithson 1979, 119). In arguing that there exist objects in nature
outside the categories of the mind, Smithson is suggesting that there are
processes in nature that are intricate and beyond our understanding.
Smithson’s picturesque emerges out of the notions of beauty and sublime. The culmination of beauty (smoothness, gentle curves and delicacy of nature) and the sublime (terror, solitude and vastness of nature)
together make the picturesque (chance and change in the material order
of nature). In context of Burke’s The Sublime and Beautiful Smithson
(1979) quotes Price:
When a rawness of such a gash in the ground is softened, and in part
concealed and ornamented by the effects of time, and the progress of
the vegetation, deformity, by this usual process is converted into picturesqueness; and this is the case with quarries, gravel pits etc., which at
first are deformities, and which in their most picturesque state, are often
considered as such by a leveling improver (119).

Deformity may be caused by humans or natural disasters. Price is critical of the ‘leveling improver’ that erase all traces of geological and industrial transformation of the land (Shapiro 1995, 142). In the case of
industrial transformations, e.g. gravel pits and quarries, (or in the case
11

of the Ashfield Flats drain, or the Tonkin Business Park mound), by taking the deformity away, the leveling improver would erase a sense of the
dialogue between humans and nature. Instead of removing it completely,
the ‘gash’ would serve as a reminder of the way we used and thought
about the land.
In considering criteria for determining the picturesque found in the Ashfield Flats I thought it might be possible to simply identify the elements
in the landscape that satisfied the beautiful, the sublime and therefore the
picturesque. The beautiful would perhaps be the long, flowing curve of
the river as it moves from the end of the drain around to White Rocks.
The sublime, possibly the feeling of removal deep in the stand of melaleucas half-way down the drain, or the islands made from dumped rubbish. Is it possible to gain an understanding of the picturesque by locating these opposites? Not quite. A closer reading of Smithson’s argument
reveals that the process is not that reductive. The picturesque cannot
be grasped by the mere presentation of the beautiful or simply addressing the unpredictable character of the sublime: ‘in intricacy, variety,
obstruction, and in the labyrinthine and mazelike forms there is a play
of the presented and the un-presented rather than a reduction to one of
these’ (Shapiro 1995, 144).

that we can create a world devoid of the means of construction (Shapiro
1995, 41).
Smithson is also attacking himself and his entire methodology.
Documents and recordings of artworks and landscapes are just as susceptible to entropy as the designs themselves. In contradistinction, just
because a landscape is industrial or suburban does not mean it is not
worth documenting or preserving. Unlike Rome, or New York these
landscapes lack the ‘big events of history’, yet they are equally if not
more reflective of contemporary society and ecology (Smithson 1979,
55). Dynamic landscapes, and wetlands in particular, have value regardless of whether or not they are beautiful. In this way they challenge
definitions of aesthetics (Giblett 1996, 12).

The final monument we discover in the ‘Tour of Passaic’ is the Sandbox
Monument (also called the desert), Smithson’s (1979) metaphor for entropy:
Picture in your minds eye the sand box divided in half with black sand
on one side and white sand on the other. We take a child and have him
run hundreds of times clockwise in the box until the sand gets mixed
and begins to turn grey; after that we have him run anti-clockwise, but
the result will not be the restoration of the original division but a greater
degree of greyness and an increase of entropy (57).

Smithson’s entropy is a combination of both his conceptions of time. We
are given an anecdote of how we arrive at the view of the world in a state
of continual flux, in ‘unitary chaos.’ Smithson is critical of a paradigm
of ‘false immortality,’ the kinds we find in the gardens of history as supported by the ‘leveling improver’ (Smithson 1979, 57). He is equally
critical of a fundamentally de-humanised nature, a nature that believes
13
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PART TWO: THE TOUR OF ASHFIELD FLATS,
NARRATOLOGY OF STORY AND CONCLUSION

Above: Swan River with Ashfield Flats in white square

Below: Ashfield Flats aerial photo circa 1985 (photo courtesy Bassendean Library)
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A TOUR OF ASHFIELD FLATS
Get in, Janette said, leaning over the centre console
to fling open the passenger door.
Where did you get this from? I asked. A massive
Chevy Suburban, black and spotless, just washed.
I borrowed it from my uncle, she said, now sitting
upright in the driver’s seat, adjusting the rear view
mirror. Now hurry up and get in.
I knew full well she’d stolen the dam dinosaur. Last
week she’d roped me into bush-bashing with her
through Gnangara pine plantation in a stolen Holden. But when I went to chuck a piss, Janette drove
off. Your mind goes one way, your body goes another.
Promise you won’t leave me this time?
I promise, now get in, cry baby.
The leather seat was so clean it made a fart noise.
Where are we going this time? I asked.
All roads lead to the Smashfield Flats, she said, singysongy, there’s a race track in the middle of this wetland. Motorbikes, go carts, you name it. Robert told
me about it. He’s going down there for some rally
tomorrow to protest, so I thought we’d better rip it
up before the wetland gets fenced off.
Robert, the wide eyed environmentalist thinking he
can save the world. As if he can make a difference. All
he and his stupid buddies seem to do is shut down

our bush-bashing tracks. Janette cranked the stereo
up:
It’s your love that I want, da na neh neh na nah
It’s your love that I need, da na neh neh na nah
It’s your love...
What’s next to the moon?

She sang, taking her hands off the stearing wheel
to air guitaring each riff as we drove down Guildford
road, hot Perth air whizzing around the cab. I went
to turn the radio down to ask Janette about getting
something to eat but couldn’t work the stereo out.
What the fuck are you doing? she yelled, frowning
her frown that was both pissed-off and taking the
piss. I had changed the station to parliament question time and couldn’t figure out how to change it
back. The big wigs were arguing about some toxic
mound:
Politician #1: The Bassendean industrial site is another interesting matter.

Politician #2: Tonkin Park. Another great Labor Government!
Politician #1: Exactly, another great Government. One of the
big problems is that it was covered over and has been sold
off as an industrial park.

Your mind goes one way, your body goes another.
Politician #2: The pile of waste is still there.
Politician #1: The pile of waste is still there and it is leaching
into the Bassendean main drain.
Politician #3: Why did you not remove it?
Politician #2: Because it was such a big pile of rubbish left
by the previous Labor Government that no place in Western
Australia would receive it, and the Labor Government would
not allow it to be dealt with.

What a pile of horse shit, Janette said, changing the
channel. We were driving under the Tonkin Hwy,
large limestone blocks under the bridge. That mound
isn’t far from here, I said, stomach starting to rumble.
Wanna check it out? We can try driving to the top.

Politician #2: Is it still unresolved?
Politician #1: Indeed it is. I suppose Hon Derrick Tomlinson
and I are very conscious of these matters because they
are in our electorate. There is no doubt that a lot of highly
contaminating activity took place in what is now the East
Metropolitan Region. I do not know what the name of the
region was at the time the activity took place. That activity
has led to considerable problems for the people who are
living there.

The mound was in the middle of the industrial park.
Yellow with dead grass all over, we couldn’t believe
how big it was: atleast 200 metres long and 40 tall,
like a Ziggurat. We drove down a gravel track to a
fence where the drain sits alongside Mt Tonkin. I had
my camera and took a few shots. There was a hole on
the fence, so I pushed through and walked down the
side of the drain. I wanted to take a shot standing

in the middle of the drain, to get eye level with the
bulrushes.
Thinking the mud was solid enough to walk on;
I moved down the bank and stepped straight onto
the mud. My feet slopped a foot down into the orange goo and I almost fell over. It was as if I was
a giant taking monstrous steps across an inland salt
lake. I pivoted around to take a series of shots to later
make a panorama. When I completed the 360 I was
suddenly dizzy. Perhaps the mud odour was making
me high. In the wind bulrushes moved like seaweed
flapping in a current. Feather duster pampas grass
fell forward, sprang backward. Only the great industrial shed and the clouds were stationary, Mt Tonkin
moved across the sky. My mouth became dry and
had a strange tang. When I moved back up the bank,
I took my shoes off to bash together to remove excess
mud, as I did this orange mud went all over my face
and shirt.
I walked back to the Suburban, spitting mud and
wiping shit off my shirt.
You’re not getting in here with shoes like that, Janette
said.
What do you care? It’s not your car.
There was a Danish patisserie real close. We grabbed
a couple of sausage rolls and a choc milk each. From
there we followed the Chapman Street drain down to
the wetland. To do so, we needed to circumnavigate
the railway museum with its dying, decaying trains.
Below: Mount Tonkin and Chapman Street Drain panorama

15
14

As we drove past we noticed a sign:
THE ROLE BEST SUITED TO RAIL:
FERTILISER, THE UNIT TRAIN CONCEPT.
Beyond the sign were a series of nondescript houses. Like an artery pumping blood around a body the
drain was hidden under the road. Not being able to
see the drain made me uncomfortable. It was as if
there was some sinister subterranean activity going
on without my knowledge. Up ahead, giving away
the pipes whereabouts, two reservoirs sat on either
side of the road. Black and green, they were like year
old sopping sponges sitting on either side of a sink.
Nearby a group of kids were playing in a tree. The
tree had been turned into a fortress. There were signs
all around stating: KEEP OUT. DANGER. DO
NOT ENTER. $1000 FINE TO PEOPLE WHO
ARE NOT STAFF. SHOO NOW! Close by, a baby,
possibly the ring leader’s little brother was playing in

a gray sandbox. Janette, always the shit stirrer, tried
to barge her way into the fortress. This act of aggression did not go unchecked. We were ambushed by a
relentless attack of boondies and had to retreat.
We followed Chapman Street to the end. The Suburban floor was now a mix of orange mud and yellow sand. The pipe was still buried and I imagined
it throbbing underground, all the sand around falling away through the vibration. We mapped the
streets until we found the open drain again, next to
a playground. Large backyards ran all the way to the
boundary of the drain, but turned their backs away
with six foot high fences. Curious to see what was at
the end, we got out of the car, jumped the fence and
walked towards it.
A large concrete turret was at the entrance. Grass
covered everything, except the decaying car left on
one of the banks. Small concrete orifices popped up

every so often, a small trickle of spew coming out.
The drain contained a slow flow of liquid, covered
in algae. In parts the dark green algae became stuck in
front of a fallen branch, log, or mass of buffalo grass.
Here the algae built up and up, filling the drain further back toward the source. Solid, the algae looked
like someone tipped piles of green concrete into the
pond, holding the crater-like edges of the scene together. Two egrets, walking like Egyptians, began
to move away as we approached; their clean, white
underbellies glowed green from the algae. Accidently
rounding them up into a dead end, the egrets finally
took to flight headed east over the brown tiled roofs.
Or was it west? Trapped between houses in drain
world who could tell?
At last, we reached the fountain at the end of this
minor Odyssey. The fountain was made of a fine
specified mix of cement. The way the surrounding
soil perfectly hugged this man made waterfall sug-

gested the pour was undertaken in situ, with close
attention to genus loci. Strands, or runners of buffalo
grass fell over the back flange like earrings. Patches
of Pollock-esque white and black stripes scarred the
front of the concrete. An orange watermark left by
mud ran in a ring half way down its face. At the bottom a verdant algae camp was staying put. In order
to picture where some of this liquid came from I
was forced to imagine a not too distance past, the
time when I stood between the mud and the massive
earthwork. I wondered what would become a ruin
first: the concrete waterfall or Mt Tonkin.
Bored, Janette began walking back down the opposite side of the drain. Someone had pulled their fence
down to expand their property, dumping an old car
Left:
Middle:
Right:

Tree Fortress
Fortress keep out sign
Concrete Waterfall
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Above: Chapman Street Drain with playground

on the bank. I watched her peer into the car and
then look up into the property. Suddenly, she started
running towards me, a look of terror on her face.
Not long after, a salivating German Sheppard bound
around the fence chasing Janette. I started running
too, but on the other side of the drain. When the dog
saw me, he stopped, confused. I stopped too, stepping backwards thinking the dog was going to jump
the ditch to attack me. It moved down the slope
and stopped at the algae’s edge. There it looked up
to where Janette was running. She had made some
ground and was nearly next to me.
Either scared of water or wary of what was in the
drain, the wild dog followed us along the drain on
the other side. As we passed the car carcass and open
fence the owner called out “Cherry” and it ran back
inside.

Below: Best Street; landscape in process

We then drove to Best Street with its landscape in
process and symbolic construction material. If this
place lacked the “big events” of history, it made up
for it by creating an abandoned set of futures. I was
thinking about these holes when we heard a voice:
Hi Janette, how are you? It was Robert; tall, thin,
wearing black jeans, a white shirt and black rimmed
glasses. His face scarred from adolescent acne.
Oh, Hi Robert, what are you doing here? asked Janette.
I’m walking from house to house handing out fliers
for the rally tomorrow. Here, have some. He handed a
couple of flyers to us. To my shock, this was not your
typical pamphlet. Sure it had some dribble about
saving a wetland from canal developers and blocking
off the dirt track to 4x4’s and motorbikes, but it also
had a rundown of the history of the place, and some
historical photos beside contemporary ones: before
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SAVE THE ASHFIELD FLATS!

er, less dramatic series of drains may not have saved
the western section. Ugliness can prevent more ugliness.

Developers want to built a canal through the Ashfield Flats, Perth’s largest remaining river flat in the
metropolitan area. Already houses are built right up
to 100 year flood line, but they want to build more.
The wetland is an important home for birds.
Stirling’s 1827 map points to what is now know as
Garvey Park and states simply: ‘natives’. The flats
were once used for ‘fire stick farming’ by the local indigenous aboriginal people. Fire was used to
smoke kangaroos and wallabies out of the bush to be
speared as they fled. Such manipulation created the
open parkland character of the landscape.

After grazing, the eastern half became a racehorse
training track and dirt bike track. These tracks are
clearly evident in the aerial photograph. We need to
join together to prohibit access to motor vehicles.

Chapman Street Drain 1986

Along the river at the area of the site there is a thin
strip of Swan soil of good texture and fertility. The
alluvial red earth terraces are comprised of loams,
silts, silty sands and clays. The soils of these riverine
flats are richer in nutrients, but are also high in iron
sulphides in some locations. These soils promote the
growth of eucalyptus rudis (flooded gum), melaleuca
rhaphiophylla (paperbark), casuarina obesa (sheoak)
and melaleuca culticularis (Saltwater Paperbark).

Sewerage Block 1986

Come to the Rally tomorrow to help:

Chapman Street Drain 2009

The alluvial soils are subject to severe inundation
after heavy rain. Early photographs show a house
at the end of Elder Parade half underwater. These
floods kept people and cattle out of the Flats until the
1920s, when Chapman and Kitchener drains were
dug “to lower the groundwater table, enabling the
swampy land to be suitable for development.”

Nevertheless humans still access both sides of the haha. Large tractors and small trucks dump household
and building rubbish, car bodies and water tanks into
the swamp. The rubbish is dumped as far in as the
mud and vegetation will permit. These dumps become small islands covered in buffalo grass and saltwater paper barks. Help Us Save the Ashfield Flats!

The Chapman drain is a long, straight, industrial
style incision that virtually splits the Ashfield Flats
in two. It does more than lower the water table, the
drain completely transforms and formalises the entire landscape. It is a ha-ha (a sunken fence) for cattle, sheep and horses, and motorbikes that could not
enter the western half of the flats. A thinner shallow-

Stop the Canal Development.
Close the wetlands off from motor
vehicles.
Help pull out weeds from the flats.
Help remove rubbish from the flats.
Help organise a sculpture
competition.

References:

Sewerage Block 2009

Town of Bassendean 5 Year Bushland Reserve Management
Manual February 2008
Statham-Drew, Pamela. James Stirling : Admiral and Founding
Governor of Western Australia. Crawley, W.A.: University of Western Australia Press, 2003
Carter, Jennie, and Bassendean (W.A. : Municipality). Council.
Bassendean : A Social History 1829-1979. Perth, W.A: Town of
Bassendean
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and after shots.
The flier was unorthodox, to say the least. What’s
the before and after photos about? I asked.
I’m trying to show how the landscape changes, Robert said. It’s about entropy. How objects in the landscape rise and fall into themselves. They reinforce
a sense of transformation, rather than any isolated
formation. Nature is dynamic, not static. This landscape is different from say, the Supreme Court Gardens where we expect everything to be trimmed and
raked clean.
I’m convinced that the future is lost somewhere
in the dumps of the non-historical past. These flats
contain many examples of undocumented dumps

that will be removed soon. Along with the removal
of these dumps is a whole series of historical adjectives of how we used to think of and act with the
land. When we erase these dumps, we are also erasing
a cultural watermark; the process of human intervention. Photographs reveal to us what the memory may
forget, but even the photographs are subject to entropy, rambled Robert.

Clean Fill Terrace:

Clean Fill Terrace:

above 1986
below 2009

Van Delft in 1986. Sometimes it’s difficult to find
the exact spot where the first photos were taken; the
landscape has changed so much.
I suppose you’ve been down here writing poems
about this place too? Janette teased.
I have, as a matter of fact, answered Robert, unabashed. He dug around in his cream cotton shopping bag and pulled out a small black notebook. He
opened to a page, and read out loud:

Your mind goes one way, your body goes another. A
pair of pink and grey galahs cackled overhead.
Do you have any more of these before and after
shots? asked Janette.
I have a few more. The first shots were taken by Ron

above 1986
below 2009

Site Visit Ashfield Flats

Part of the river begins here, car carcasses
Filter run-off, houses fenced off
A two foot foam toy stealth bomber
Discarded in the buffalo – ‘the F27C
Striker Brushless’ neglected, ignored.
Broken, landlocked like concrete islands.

Part of the river begins here
Sweet mud smell, the hill you slide down
On tin, the old man keen to shoot to shoo

Bank near Ron Courtney Island:
		

above 1986
below 2009

Bank near Ron Courtney Island:
		

above 1986
below 2009
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You away, his property as far as his scope.

Buckets, blankets, remnants of small fires

To kill the grass they kill the liquid amber
The clean fill sand will eventually absorb.
Salt bush tagged pink, ready for pruning
A netball ring attached to fence
Bark crunching, parrots munching
A train, a truck, an aero plane.
A fence, a concrete path
Dog shit on the side, a few days old.
Clear blue sky overhead, hazy at the horizon.
With a video camera I imagine walking
Straight through the swamp, a document
Not now – not the right time, never the right time.
The DC266 Evinrude outboard dingy
Its fishermen, shiners of the torch
Throw cigarette butts in the water: 18:35pm.
The bridge monument – maximum load limit
Three hundred kilograms
Hugs the bank like Michelangelo’s staircase
The last of the sunlight, duck tracks,
Great Egrets picking at the rushes
Mistook them for a chip wrapper
As salty as the day purchased
At the supermarket:
The Great Egret Supermarket.
I jump off the bridge – heading home
Find a toy walkie talkie, possibly from the stealth bomber:
You used to be able to see the bottom, over.
‘Surprised by the amount of water in here
At this time of year, over.’ No frog noises
So silence. Still, plenty of mossies and guppies, over
‘Copy, over.’ Now it dawns on me —the camps
We used to see as kids, the piles of rubbish,

Were aboriginal camps, middens under our noses.
‘Fucking Hell’ sprayed blue on a she oak
The totem of Hades, walk around puddles.
Car wrecks half way up the drain
At high tide they become tip islands
Rusting ruins: they dont make ‘em like they used to.
Clay sediments and oxidised metal mixing:
Slowly leaking into the creek;
Follies of the future.
On the side of the drain
You can see the high water mark,
A white horizontal line of phosphate.
Part of the river begins here, car carcasses.

I decided to go for walk. All this poetry and selfrighteousness was doing my head in. I headed west
below the clean fill terrace, where I found the stealth
bomber toy.
At the spray painted tree, I felt a change in territory.
This was an area of heavy municipal mowing. To my
right, a stormwater drain and behind that a retaining wall stopping a house falling into the wetland. A
row of five or so houses each with different fences. I
walked along the fences, noticing the way each house
registered the existence of the swamp by the transparency of their fence.

Stealth Bomber: the F27C Striker Brushless

The Netball Ring

another shot. If the ball went through the ring or
you overshot, the ball would go over the fence and
bounce down the hill to eventually be stopped by
the bulrushes. The player would jump over the fence,
run down the hill, collect the ball, run back up the
hill, stop on the outside of the fence, and take another shot. Again, the ball would fall on one side of the
fence and the player would have to jump the fence
again to retrieve.

ered mistake positioning the pole on a boundary? Or
was there more to it? Looking for clues I peered over
the fence into the garden: a swimming pool, a water feature, paths connecting garden beds, an alfresco
eating area, a gazebo, a balcony, a painted balcony,
potted plants, bbq, and so on.

Imagining playing this game brought about a sense
of fatigue. Did the ring erector make an ill-consid-

I found some shade and reflected on forms of landscapes. First nature: wilderness. Second nature: agriculture and parks. And third nature: gardens. Then
it dawned on me: the garden was someone’s rendition of a perfect third nature. It contained all the ele-

The three natures: From left: third nature (the garden), second nature (the park), first nature (wilderness)

At the top of a grass mound, next to a melaleuca, was
a netball ring bolted to the fence, a peculiar place to
bolt a netball ring. I put myself in the shoes of the
owners. To play this game you would take a shot at
the ring, if the ball bounced back, no problem, take
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ments: a specific intention, an elaboration of formal
ingredients above functional needs (no vegetables
or herbs growing anywhere), an aesthetic endeavour
(the cream bricks tied the entire site together), and
the wish to make a site beautiful.
The netball ring also made sense. The metal circle
was a vortex of thought. It symbolised the movement
across natures.
I heard the low rumble of machinery. It sounded like
bulldozers; the pneumatic whir of hydrolics and reverse beeps. I was close to the Kitchener drain, so I
followed it down to the water’s edge. Half way down
the drain to the west, was a stand of xanthorrhoea,
possibly 1000 years old. When I reached the river, to
my left, standing on a wooden footbridge I could see
Robert and Janette. They were looking and pointing
across the water to where the bulldozers were operating.

Erosion Control at Ashfield Cliffs

What’s going on? I asked.
They’re dredging the point to make an island, said
Robert.
What for? I asked.
Firstly, it’s to widen the river to lower the 100 year
flood line level. And they think it will stop the water
eroding the cliff bank over near White Rocks. The
river runs quite fast here at the bend. Wake from
boats add to the erosion, said Robert. He went on:
over time the cliff would have eroded naturally anyway, but since people have built houses up there, they
need to secure it. The government’s started to rebuild
the banks to try to prevent further erosion. There’s a
lot of ant’s on that island, that’s for bloody sure.
May be that’s why they turned it into an island, Janette said, grinning, it’s infested with ants. Though
they can always jump on a leaf and sail to shore.
While we were looking out toward the man-made
island mullet were continually jumping out of the

water. The sound they made was like bricks being
thrown into a bath tub. Janette started jumping up
and down too; a dolphin, no, half a dozen dolphins
chasing the mullet up and down the river. Six dolphins in a feeding frenzy, a sudden feeling of excitement, we move closer. Their dorsal fins break the
surface, violence as they thrash through the brown
water.
In this moment you cant help but feel a sense of
timelessness, said Robert. Considering the dolphins
apart from the malady of this landscape; The Swan
River, this island, the Ashfield Flats and the Chapman Street drain, feels like entering into a memory.
Though, it’s not a memory at all, it’s a map of a memory. A time where nature was left to its own devices,
without humans. A history in balance, unhindered
by the violence of invasion.
Watching the dolphins, you’d think they had always
lived in these waters, said Robert. But even the dol-

phins are invaders. They couldn’t swim up here until
they dredged out the mouth of the river. If you want
to return the river back to the state it was before, you
have to get rid of the industrial drains, the rubbish
piles, the weeds and the dolphins, concluded Robert.
Janette and I stood there like stunned mullets. By
now it was mid-afternoon, we were in the cool dark
long line of shadows that mark the edge of the channel. Robert had stepped off the footbridge and started
moving back up the drain to where we had left the
Suburban. The banks of either side of the drain had
recently been mown, giving it a formal, backyard
vibe. A white (phosphate?) line sat a foot above the
water level. The drain seemed to be flowing inland.
Small guppies and debris moved upstream. Bubbles
rose from the brown sludge on the bottom and burst
on the oily surface, then another and another. A micro bubble factory recycling gas. Some bubbles re-

Dolphins in feeding frenzy at Ron Courtney Island
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mained complete only to be sucked into small whirlpools. With no fixed point, the eyes grew tired. Two
correllas moved across the water, flying through a sky
of stinky mud. The drain was a mirror, the birds disappeared.

Chapman Street Drain in melaleuca woodland

The Car Carcass

We found Robert sitting on a pile of rotting metal
somewhere in the samphire heath, fiddling with his
camera. We sat either side of him when the treble of
a two stroke motorbike became audible.
End of an era, I said.
Just like the Jack People, said Robert.
The what? asked Janette.
The Jack People, what, you guys have never heard of
the Jack People?
No, we haven’t, Janette and I answered in stereo.
Well, about 45 million years ago, there lived an
ancient peoples in South West Western Australia.
An argument and subsequent conflict over land use
forced these people to move away from the fertile
soils of what is now know as Waroona to the place
now known as Bassendean. Nobody knows why they
chose the swampy wetlands of the Ashfield Flats. Perhaps for the open grass plains with abundant fauna.
Perhaps the good fish supplies and fresh water, Robert said, flicking an ant off his arm.
At one point, warriors from Waroona snuck into
the camp at Ashfield, stealing two women and teenage girls. Pacifists, the Ashfield ancients called council and decided not to retaliate but to seek a peaceful alternative. The solution came in the form of a
simple but effective tool: The Jack.
Millions of jacks were made. They were then placed
about three metres beneath the earth, approximately
a metre apart. The Jack people simultaneously moved
from one section to the next, slowly lifting the landscape. Eventually, a block sliced vertically, rose apart

The Jack Ruin

and above the surrounding area. Once fully elevated
it was impossible for the Waroona warriors to reach
the elevated people up on their slice of earth.
Janette and I were cracking up.
What, you don’t believe me? Robert asked.
Today there remains few traces of the Jack people.
Some 40 million years ago, the jacks started to rust
and then collapse. Some jacks rose to the surface of
the wetland due to the pressure of the fall of the land
from above. Although it is heavily eroded an example
of one of the Jacks remains in the Ashfield Flats today.
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A TOUR OF ASHFIELD FLATS MAP
1: Mt Tonkin
2: Beginning of Chapman Street Drain
3: Tree Fortress
4: Playground/Attacked by Dogs/Drainlane
5: Best Street
6: Stealth Bomber
7: Clean Fill Terrace
8: Netball Ring
9: Xanthorrhoea Grove
10: Ron Courtney Island
11: Ashfield Cliffs
12: Car Carcass
13: Jack Ruin
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NARRATOLOGY OF ‘A TOUR OF ASHFIELD FLATS’

At the beginning of the Tour of Ashfield Flats the reader is introduced
to Janette. Janette is what you would might call a typical bogan; she
swears a lot, likes causing trouble and enjoys ‘bush-bashing.’ Janette
has stolen a car and wants to take the protagonist, the ‘I’ in the story,
bush bashing at the Ashfield Flats. Bush bashing and riding motor
bikes was a major past time in the Ashfield Flats up until the mid to
late 1970’s. The occupations of both Janette and the protagonist remain unknown.
Heading out toward the wetland the characters hear politicians
talk about a toxic mound on the radio. This is the start of the Tour of
Ashfield Flats. The tour, or the story, is constructed to represent interconnections along the Chapman Street drain. While the story does
not discuss the entire ecology of the site, it attempts to show part of
the ecology. The drain becomes a metaphor for ecology. In reality,
the mound, moved from a nearby foundry, is a large mass of dirt, too
toxic to build houses on, which is connected to a subterranean pollution plume that is moving toward the river. According to locals I have
spoken to, at one point the toxins entered the underground water table.
Nearby residents using their bores destroyed their pump motors and
burnt holes in their hung clothes. But the characters in the story could
not have known this.
At one point, the protagonist slips into the drain and when he attempts
to remove the mud the ooze goes all over his face. This event occurred
to the author, attempting to get a feel for the place. My skin smelt
sickly for four days after.
From here, Janette and the protagonist begin to follow the drain
down to the river. They reach a children’s play fortress made out of a
tree. Here the story begins to reference Robert Smithson’s ‘A Tour of
the Monuments of Passaic, New Jersey.’ The child playing in a grey
sandbox points to Smithson’s metaphor for entropy.
Janette and the protagonist then drive down the Chapman Street
drain to where houses back onto the drain. The section is intended to
identify a landscape that could be designed to make greater use of

space. Again, the narrative is trying to draw attention to places in an
unusual context, to represent alternative worlds. However, residents and
the government have chosen to neglect this area for potential residential
or recreational development. This area, and there are a lot more of them
throughout Perth, is unusual as an urban void because it is not near a
highway, people are not moving passed it on their way somewhere else.
The land could be extended as a park with a wetland running underneath. Nearby residents could greatly increase their land size and value
by engaging with the drain, instead of turning their backs on it.
After being chased by a dog, the characters run into Robert. Robert is the environmental narrator. He is at once friend and foe of Janette.
They are friends on the surface, but their actions suggest an antithesis.
In this way they represent cultural incongruities between humans and
their land use interests. Our friends and families may pursue activities
that we perceive and are even scientifically proven to be detrimental to
the environment (drive 4x4’s, go bush bashing, work for mining companies), but nevertheless the association often continues. It is because of
their friendship that Robert, the addresser, is able to speak (on behalf of
the environment) to Janette, the listener.
In the story, Robert is handing out flyers to save the Ashfield
Flats. In this section I have taken some temporal liberties to condense
the tension over the wetland. Firstly, the wetland was closed off from
motorbikes and 4x4’s in the late 1970’s. Secondly, the canal development planning never really got off the ground and the idea was canned
in the mid 1980’s. Thirdly, it describes some of the history of the site in
a sub-narrative. Representing a form of environmental protection, the
pamphlet is both inclusive and exclusive. The pamphlet is the opposite
of the ‘keep out’ sign. The pamphlet invites people to the landscape,
but on the condition that they treat the landscape in the same way as
the pamphleteer. The protagonist and Janette then ask Robert what the
before and after shots are about. Again, this section draws on the theory
of dynamic landscapes as written about by Smithson.
The poem ‘Site Analysis: Ashfield Flats’ is an attempt to show one more
way that we may document artefacts on the site. The poem is set up to be
read by Robert in the story but I wrote it one afternoon walking around
the site. The process involves taking down notes as you would take a
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series of photos. In poetry, even though you are making judgements, it
seems less judgemental, more experiential, than what you would write
in prose. The poem then went through a series of drafts, to the point
where it is now. The poem is not intended to be a reverie or treatise in
the way that for example, ‘The Wasteland’ by T.S. Eliot is. Rather it is
designed to show how moving through a site can be documented with
poetry as well as film or photography.
The protagonist then walks away from what he regards as the annoying
poet. The idea for the netball ring incident came up one day after reading
John Dixon Hunt’s book, Greater Perfections. Hunt discusses the idea
of first, second and third natures. Hunt (2000, 33) argues that Italian gardeners first developed the notion of the third nature to refer to the combination of nature and art in local gardens. The Italian writer Cicero then
coined the terms second nature (cultural landscapes) and first nature (the
natural world). Large mansions determined lines of sight and landscapes
began to be drawn and designed from balconies. I recognised the similarities between the views taken from the balconies in these mansions
and the houses along the north western end of the Flats. It would be
interesting to take a photo from one of the balconies of the houses that
surround the Ashfield Flats. Perhaps it will be an interesting view point
for future designers. The wetland however, still carried the tag of first
nature. On a site visit one day a gardener said to stay out of the swamp
because snakes will bite me. The cultural stigma attached to badlands,
and used to justify infill or ‘reclamation’ as described in Post-Modern
Wetlands by Rod Giblett remains strong.

The ‘The Jack Ruin’ entails taking a modern piece of rubbish and trying
to make a historical anecdote. The goal is to transform what is commonly thought of as banal and mundane into something perplexing and
physically incongruous with what we normally associate with such an
artefact. Like Smithson, and as identified by Marjorie Perloff (1986,
218) in The Futurist Moment, I am fascinated by something physical
that generates ideas rather than ideas that generate something physical.
The site visit involves more than an inventory; it’s an interpretation of
possible futures and imagined pasts. Here I am drawing on Smithson’s
discussion of ‘The Monument with Pontoons: The Pumping Derrick’
and his ideas concerning pre and past histories.
In narrative site analysis, I argue that the information gained through
research becomes more accessible. It is possible to take the ‘grey literature’ of reports and transfigure that information into a format of greater potential. Narrative site analysis has the advantage of opening new
worlds to new audiences. Narratology of site analysis has the benefit
of representing potential and typical users of the site, combining data
collection and site context into one seamless document. Narrative site
analysis also suggests a social ecology and reduces the symbolic pressure placed on images to fully represent a site. Narrative site analysis
contributes greatly to the language of landscape; with application to film
and script.

The section containing the dolphins is the most political part of the story;
discussing the notion of belonging. I draw on the quote by Pierce Lewis
that: “If we want to understand ourselves, we would do well to take a
searching look at landscapes” (Lewis cited in Groth and Bressi 1997, 4).
This part of the landscape – the confluence of island, the different animals vying for a home, the fast flow of the river – epitomises the conflict
of land use and the need for compromise between parties. Only through
the addresser, Robert, are the listeners educated on how all animals contribute to the transformation of the land. Robert also terminates any notions of a return to a romantic era of a pre-human nature in equilibrium.
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CONCLUSION
The hermeneutic or cyclical nature of landscape evades all pinpointing.
The goal to explore, to immerse oneself and see what conclusions can be
drawn from a particular site is a perplexing project. At times it feels like
there is nothing to say, that the landscape is what it is and any metadata
or discourse forced upon the site is inappropriate and unnecessary. At
other times it feels like there is too much to say; the more people you
talk to and the more books you read about a site, or type of site, or ecology of site, raises more questions than answers.
The overall point of this dissertation is that landscapes architects do
themselves a disservice to only produce drawings and reports from site
analysis. The ‘Tour of the Monuments of Passaic’ and the ‘Tour of Ashfield’ are but two examples of site analysis turned into narrative. Narrative site analysis is specific in the same way landscape site analysis
is specific. In other words, and for example, it is not enough to read
a bestselling novel about a river to understand the art or subtlety of a
specific site along that river. Often when a landscape architect obtains
tenure for a project they are requested to present their experience of the
site. This experience is usually expressed in an unrehearsed description
or anecdote in a verbal interaction with the client. These anecdotes, like
the site analysis drawing, generally become grey literature.

compatible with the world being any age at all, including five minutes
old, and nothing on the surface of the world will arbitrate without begging the question’ (76). What Danto means is that the premise ‘the present state of the world’ presumes the conclusion that refers to any other
state in the world. In this context, I’m forced to consider that this entire
project has been begging the question. Perhaps narrative site analysis is
literature and should be left to the novelists and short story writers. The
issue is a question of philosophical explanation rather than of perceptual arbitration. The outcome is identical, but the intention is different.
Consider the difference between a story writer walking into a room and
handing over a copy of A Tour of Ashfield Flats, and a landscape architect walking into a room and handing over a copy of A Tour of Ashfield
Flats. How or why would one be taken more seriously than the other?
Danto (1985, 78) concludes that the answer lies in the recipient and their
apprehension of the work: “the work exists for the spectator and not on
its own account; it exists…only for the individual apprehending it, so
that the apprehension completes the work and gives it final substance.”

In the scenario of narrative site analysis the anecdotes and descriptions of the landscape architect are documented. These documents
are valuable tools in creating a social ecology. Landscape architects are
ideally attempting to change client’s attitudes with contemporary ecological and design knowledge. Again these changes may be incorporated
into the narrative as we’ve seen in the poem ‘Shootings’. On a very basic
level, where the characters in a story move through a site they represent
a cultural ecology. In an ‘un-designed’ landscape what the character(s)
are drawn to and where they spend the majority of their time suggests
some vital clues for incorporating new design elements.
I’d like to conclude this dissertation by opening up yet another line of
enquiry drawing upon Arthur Danto’s (1985) ‘Philosophy As/And/Of
Literature.’ In that article he states: ‘the present state of the world is
25
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