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Abstract

Degrowing Peotics is an inquiry into an eco-systemic
mode of practice with film, poiesis, and other life. |
argue for a critical re-assessment of the infrastructure of
the photochemical experimental cinema tradition.

Our film, protocol, and this paper proposes to raise
questions about the ethics of agency in experimental
film practice. In my research, | coined the term
“relational poeisis from the milieu”, based on
conversations with the work of Gilbert Simondon, Erin
Manning, Carry Wolfe, Timothy Morton, Kristupas
Sabolius, and others.

My main argument is that coming from “whitestream”
worldviews, we can never speak on behalf of other life
without reinforcing our dominant agency as humans.
Many have tried to reason their way out of this
problem by abstracting knowledge, finding arguments
in biosemiotics (Karel Doing), the rhizome metaphor
(Deleuze and Guattari), or process-relational
philosophy (Manning via Whitehead). A profound and
simple proposition, however, comes from Indigenous
research and discard studies, where the question of
agency is approached from a different starting point.
How could artists borrow from these propositions and
is it ethical to do so?

Degrowing Peotics [1]

Degrowing Peotics is an inquiry into an eco-systemic mode of practice with film, poiesis, and other life.
After critically re-assessing my relationship with photochemical experimental film, | arrived at a point
where | couldn’t go on under my previous assumptions. But | chose to go on. How to degrow my practice?
Where to begin on a spectrum between unlearning and re-composing? [2]

I’'m speaking from several places. I'm from “so-called” central-europe, which is a varied landscape of
ethnicities and rhetorics. My ancestors spoke multiple tongues (Hungarian, but also Romanian, Slovak,
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English, French). Language has been a powerful currency during the different turmoils and ruptures. Today
| live and work in Vilnius, Lithuania — a land that could be characterized by post-Soviet sub-whiteness, a
sense that we are secondary on the european stage.

In short, my relationship with this borrowed tongue, English, is at best conflicted. | accept this contradiction
as a reality; | participate in uneven structures, where | do much more than resist or blindly reproduce the
social order (Tuck, 2009).

Cinema as a language promised an appealing alternative out of this messy situation. Calling cinema a
language is a neat simplification with a set of easy-to-transfer conventions. Today my practice
incorporates writing, 16mm handmade filmmaking, and a sustained engagement with ecological thought.
(4]

Glossing Degrowing Peotics

| use degrowing to mean purposefully reducing the energetic needs one holds against their environment.
Degrowing and regenerating are an organically occurring, cyclical process of balancing, weathering,
eroding, and spawning. But when it comes to the production of cultural techniques, such as analogue
imaging, degrowing also means critically investigating assumptions around what growth—and the
accumulation of archives—entails. Peotics (poetics) refers to making, from the ancient Greek word poiesis.
My focus is on forms of poeisis that include more than ideas in a human mind, or in language, and
incorporate all relations in the world. Therefore, it is less a matter of poetry than making with other
relations, other material, other life.

Degrowing peotics is unmaking dominant ideas about making.

If there are dissenting edges within a practice of degrowing peotics, they should be located and felt in
situatedness and specificity. | side with the pluriverse over the universe. Cinema is only essence-less insofar
as silver mining and cloud computing — both are related with my artistic activities. In other words, cinema
is very specifically entangled with material extraction and the reproduction of culture.

Still, I'm holding onto a sense of unease. Coming from my own default “whitestream” worldview, | cannot
easily speak on behalf of other life without reinforcing the dominant agency of the human. Something has
to decompose or re-compose. Many before me tried to reason out of this entanglement by abstracting
knowledge through biosemiotics (Karel Doing); the rhizome metaphor and distributed agency (Deleuze and
Guattari, Latour etc.); or process-relational philosophy (Erin Manning via Whitehead). We have seen
artists wash film in rivers; we have seen poets stick moths onto film and re-photographing them optically.
But these gestures suggest trouble ahead, and the unease remains.

Holding this tension, | encountered a profound and simple alternative, coming from Indigenous research
and discard studies (by way of process-relational philosophy). The question of agency can be approached
from a different place. The knots of not-knowing that have been driving my film and performance work
lately are:

How could |, a non-indigenous film artist, move with other-than-western understandings of agency? Are
these belief systems compatible with my inherited worldview on what (artistic) research should do?
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On the troubles at the heart of photochemical practice

I’'m working from a cultural context where my children and | go mushroom picking with grandma; where my
partner and | collect and preserve berries as a family activity; and where family’s elders still remember
the medicinal properties of some herbs. Around me many search for connections through a return to pagan
practices and a pre-Christian worldview. There’s an emerging affinity with indigenous, non-western
research and cultural paradigms. [5]

Importantly, within a DIY (amateur) tradition of artist-run darkroom photography and film, there appears
to be something essential in the encounter with the elements. Karel Doing proposes that “film is both reliant
on and responsive to the natural world and our bodies.” The materials of photochemical experimental films
are similar in their body choreographies to cooking and magic tricks, and the “darkroom mimics processes
in nature” (Doing, 2024).

The boundaries delineating this practice are well-rehearsed. We, film enthusiasts, embrace the unknown
with references to experimentality and laboratory relations. We critically engage and embrace "the
coincidence of the transcendental and the rational" (Doing, 2024). We deal with vibrant matter, where the
material seems to afford connection to something beyond the human (Bennett, 2010), after all emulsion is a
living formula, which is degradable (to some extent). In sum, while I'm in the artist’s film lab standing with
my hands in the buckets, I'm directly in contact with layer upon layer of matter and history, animate as well
as inanimate.

Which brings to light some more uncomfortable material facts. One, that photochemical practice is toxic
and produces long-term latent chemical relations; two, that we’re usually rather uninformed on the question
of circularity and waste involved in the practice. Ecologically speaking, one could better accept the
presence of silver (a culturally “ancient” material) in the gelatine than that of polyester (the strips making
up the reels we mythologize as cultural heritage). The question of plastic and archives should begin to
trouble and excite many a scientist and engineer.

Some argue that photochemical imaging is colonial by definition. Through chains of extraction, it's deeply
entangled with capitalist production, as investigated by Alice Cazenave (2022), Max Liboiron (2021) and
others. Film is mostly an inanimate and human-centered technology, which is difficult to move beyond the
problem of representation, image politics, and an ideal of technical progress. We read that photochemical
moving images — with their cinematic specificity (Walley, 2020) — are essence-less (i.e. not essential).
Images are facile, mobile things in circulation, with a potential for a distributed commons of poor images, a
better reality than the sheltered spaces of cinema-as-art (Steyerl, 2009). The moving image archive is
precious heritage yet accessible, toxic yet captivating.

As anyone who has worked in darkroom or an analogue projection booth will report, something essential
happens there.

In degrowing peotics, | challenge the maintenance of an idealized archive, out of the belief that place and
land should carry as much value linear time and knowledge artefacts. | began degrowing my own practice
and archive of 16mm filmmaking, as a micro-scale experiment, hoping that a new imaginary might emerge
by giving up my own human-centredness. [6]
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Investigating different definitions for ecology in artistic practice, | found out that the archiving habit is
counter to an indigenous worldview which works with here and now, orders of purpose, animate /inanimate
beings, and the concept of place as agency-filled. [7] As Vanessa Watts points out very clearly, a
western ontology describes a "reality that isn't written into our [indigenous] flesh," because it’s a de-
essentializing abstraction of who can know and what can be known and how we know. But place is of
essence.

On the compatibility of worldviews

"Everything exists in deep fundamental relation to everything else, and while functions of the ecology may
interact with one another, no relationship of sub- or superordination can be established between them. The
louse is not inside me and | am not inside Papatlanuku. All of us exist in dynamic equity with each other."
(Emmy Rakete, 2022)

For film practice, then, questions of storytelling, archiving, and agency come to the fore. In my segment for
INEFF 2025, I'm recalling, rather clumsily and in an unrehearsed fashion, the story of uncontacted
indigenous peoples in the Amazonian rainforest. No-contact is a principle for staying in respectful distance
to fellow humans who remain outside of a western view of progress — and colonial violence. However, we
“must” document and measure, and for this, Funai’s specialists use automated cameras. [8] This image
archive is evidence for upholding (and thereby acknowledging) the existence of a different way of
knowing and way of being in the world. Uncontacted tribes are full aware of the dangers beyond their
territories, so they are on the move. They know about the dangers because of violence around them, past
and present. In this encounter, no-contact is considered a viable method.

In my research | decided to seek consultation, and to distill a value-based enacting of what I'm learning. |
spoke with a knowledge-keeper from the Anishinabee community, from so-called Canada, on how | could
work with an indigenous research paradigm. With her help, | further crafted a protocol for degrowing
peotics (see below). It wouldn’t be common for the Anishinabee to write down such a protocol, so we were
working through it in a live video call, where | attempted to capture, for the sake of institutional
documentation, her situated comments.

An indigenous research paradigm is a “unitary and holistic system of relationality” (Rakete, 2022; also
Wilson, 2008). The closest | have come to such an experience was when | worked with systemic
constellations in psychotherapy. In phenomenological work, relations can be brought to life here and now,
using stand-ins or markers, in a designated “sacred” space. In this system, relationality is held in the
"undercurrent”, a place of non-linearity. | managed to encounter ancestors in this setting — with life-
changing effects. To understand how this experience differs from my acquired worldview, I'll briefly discuss
Place-Thought.

Indigenous scholar Vanessa Watts describes Place-Thought as a “non-distinctive space where place and
thought were never separated,” based on the premise that “land is alive and thinking and that humans and
non-humans derive agency through the extensions of these thoughts." In this worldview, a peoples’
cosmology is a “literal and animate extension of place-thought." Thus, for example, the origin stories of
Anishinabee and Haudenosaunee are not abstractions or moralizing tools, they are what really happened.
The mythic is not mythic or an abstraction, [?] but an extension of Sky Woman's thought. [10] It is not a
technique for fixing relations or resolving transgenerational traumas (such as systemic constellations), but a
way of being in the world.
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Similarly, Maori activist Enmy Rakete explains that "from a political ecological perspective rooted in
Papattanuku, we could translate ‘tangata whenua’ instead as ‘land-people’ —‘people’ not as its own
epistemological category, but as a function of the land, of the whenua. We are not beings who are of the
land, but the land itself in the act of being. We are a function of the ecology; we are ecology foremost"
(Rakete, 2022; emphasis mine). In other words, in the indigenous worldview, the human is an extension of
the ground they walk upon.

If one is able to act without separating what is there to know (episteme) from how and why
(ontology/axiology), the whole question of analogue practice can shape-shift into: How does a form of life
express itself materially? The different orders of purpose aren'’t hierarchised over each other, the agency
of rivers, hills, plants, fungi, bacteria, animals isn’t subjugated under human agency. [11]

"As we can see from the process of colonization and the imposition of the epistemology-ontology frame,
our [indigenous] communication and obligations with other beings of creation is continuously interrupted”
(Watts, 2013, 24) To what extent, | ask, am | interrupting my own obligations with an unreflected impulse
to image life (capture, represent, fix) using the industrial protocols of film?

Unfortunately, | have invited myself into the conversation, which isn’t exactly the best starting point.
Vanessa Watts, Max Liboiron, Michelle Murphy and others have voiced concerns about uninvited
participation. It seems that historical indigenous events (such as Sky Woman or the Three Sisters in
Anishinabee cosmology) are increasingly popular because they are “non-oppressive and provocative or
interesting interfaces of accessing the real". Watts criticizes Donna Haraway for a similar abstracted
engagement, where “indigenous histories are still regarded as story and process — an abstracted tool of
the West” (Watts, 2013). [12]

On what terms can my artistic research practice lean into another’s story to change its own sedimented
tendencies? [13] What am | learning in conversation, and to what purpose? Is film, as a medium, able to
avoid subjugating agency, and avoid reproducing hierarchies?2 What would this imply for conventions of
production? [14] Some of our shared answers are now emplaced within Degrowing Peotics — a protocol
for photochemical imaging practices.

The physicality of analogue imaging, and my own appetition for engaging further, has allowed me to
engage with worldviews that trouble an otherwise dominant set of conventions. This, in turn, has affected
how | make. For exampe, now | work with circular setups that include discarding protocols; | do a carbon
footprint audit to keep my emissions in check; | have at hand various degrees of “ecological” developer
formulas; | ask for permission before engaging with plants; | avoid second takes; | use my own analogue
camera and rent additional gear; and | use all the material that | have, with a quiet frugality.

The practice is degrowing. [15]

degrowing peotics
— a protocol for photochemical imaging practices
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1. | use peotics (over poetics) to capture the misspelling that happens when | think or type in English (neither
my mother or my father tongue); a misreading is a potential for something new to appear.

2. I'm not alone in this inquiry. I'm investigating this field with others: the Independent Imaging Retreat in
Ontario, Canada (Film Farm), through working with Phil Hoffman, Terra Long, Scott Miller Berry; the
Sustainable Darkroom in the UK and their efforts at publishing recipes, thought-experiments, and artistic
reflections for “so-called” alternatives in analogue practice; my collaborations with the Grenoble-based
radical ecological artist community; and recent conversations Adrian Kahgee, an Anishinaabe artist from
Saugeen First Nation. All these relations have been instrumental in shaping my thinking and practice.
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.In my forthcoming book Degrowing Peotics, | tell a story of encountering soil fungi through the mediation of
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I’'m borrowing some of my labels here from Afropean anti-colonial activist Kamal Ahamada.

The craft of handmade experimental film was passed down to me by film artist Els Van Riel, and eco-punk
16mm performance artist Etienne Caire.

The first issue of the Vilnius-based artistic research journal Landing attests to this growing interest in
scientific animism, from diverse contexts: baltic, nordic, oceanic, as well as queer feminist. The chapters
Poiesis and Agency, and Relations and Obligations provide examples for such artistic research practices.
https:/ /landing.vda.lt /journal

Mick Wilson makes a distinction between the 'imagination' as being individual (to create image) and the
'imaginary’ as being collective and social-political. The imaginary has a specific currency in different
domains.

The notion of circularity — recursivity, loops etc — appears to form a link between an Indigenous
research paradigm, theoretical biology, and recent industrial innovation (eg. industrial symbiosis; hubs for
circularity).

FUNAI is the Brasilian foundation for the protection of indigenous peoples of the Amazonian region.

Read this as: this is what our common ancestor did and thought, this is how societies, such as the nation of
eagles, of nettles and so on were formed.

This origin story is retold in Robin Wall Kimmerer’s book Braiding Sweetgrass (201 3).

an agar-coated film frame in a microbiology laboratory and in my garden compost pile. This is audio-
visually recounted in our film Let Them Vanish with a Trace (2025), Ambrézy-Gricitté.

Importantly, the western critique of essentialism doesn't hold up here: "Essentializing categories of
Indigenous cosmologies should not be measured against the products of Euro-Western mistakes. Nor should
Indigenous peoples be the inheritors of these mistakes. Rather, to decolonize or access the pre-colonial
mind, our histories (not our lore) should be understood as they were intended in order for us to be truly
agent beings. To disengage with essentialism means we run the risk of disengaging from the land." Watts
continues: "...it can be easy to forget that our ability to speak to the land is not just an echo of a mythic
tale or part of a moral code, but a reality” (Watts, 2013, 32)

I'm writing this as someone who has made an experimental video, based on the principle of encountering,
with Fitri, Julie, Talenta and others | met in the streets of Medan, Indonesia. In the film, | situated myself
merely through image and sound, without any recourse to language, exposition, or explanation. While this
was undoubtedly an asymmetrical situation, the film read for some like a colonizing act familiar from
ethnographic filmmaking. https: //mikiambrozy.com/the-one-to-be-taken

An inspiring example is the research practice of Eva La Cour (2022), who experiments with live-editing in
order to bypass some of these inherent problems: Geo-Aesthetical Discontent: Svalbard, the Guide and
Post-Future Essayism (Goteborg: University of Gothenburg, 2022).

The principles of such a re-composed protocol were fully embraced in my artistic collaborations on the film
Let Them Vanish with a Trace.
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Emulsion lift, film frame 8. Miki Ambrézy with Asp. Fumigatus.
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