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Abstract: A preoccupation with the aesthetic ideal of beauty has marked an anthropocentric notion of 
civilisation and a human centred approach to the way we design our urban environments. By untaming 
aesthetics this study explores a broader definition of aesthetics beyond the human to connect species via 
their sensory perceptions. Through a design-led aesthetic conversation designers can engage with 
alternate animal perspectives to create environments that enhance a gradient of engagement possibilities 
from cross-species cohabitation to co-creation.  
This Study proposes a cross-species design led approach that uses aesthetics as common ground. 
Firstly, by engaging with multi-disciplinary perspectives to enable an understanding of alternate animal 
sensory perceptions and secondly using this understanding to develop an aesthetic approach that can 
engage other animals in a design conversation. Through analysing the perspectives of an Australian peri-
urban household’s dogs, cats and birds the paper illustrates how a cross-species design conversation 
could work. Through this design-led aesthetic conversation the paper starts to articulate a more-than-
human understanding and considerations for how we design our built environment. 
This paper aims to open up for discussion the possibilities enabled by untaming aesthetics for a post-
anthropocentric urban environment. 
Key words: urban, animal, aesthetics, design, built environment. 

 
1. Introduction 
Re-imagining and designing our cities, towns and suburbs as a post-anthropocentric built environment 
aims to be more inclusive of others, our collective wellbeing and innovative potential. This requires 
expanding the notion of ‘others’ in our practice of everyday life to not only difference in humans but also 
other organisms of all sorts, not just as existing but having agency in the urban environment. That is, 
rather than the others living on the periphery of our consciousness, we humans and other species could 
be encouraged to cohabit through design. Intentionally creating urban artifacts for other organisms, not as 
trespassing pests or novel distractions but part of a collective notion of everyday life.  
 
If Rittel (1972) considered human contexts as ‘wicked problems’, then by broadening that context to 
include other species like urban-animals would be immeasurably more complex, that is ‘hellish’ by 
comparison. Giving other species agency in our urban environments seriously challenges these spaces as 
uncompromising human domains. For all the benefits to wellbeing from cross-species relationships other 
species can also seriously disrupt human wellbeing in the urban environment – eg. noisy, dirty, viscous 
dogs to noisy, dirty, disease carrying birds – but humans are also very good at disrupting other human 
wellbeing – eg. by being equally noisy, dirty, viscous and disease carrying. From the ‘wicked’ to the 
‘hellish’ these are intractable problems, they are complex contexts that will never find a solution so require 
‘ongoing engagement to produce dynamic and resilient outcomes with no clear end point’ (Hocking, 2013, 
p.8). By trying to simplify the world, the modernist ‘machine aesthetic’, has caused more problems than it 
has solved (Law 2004, Manzini 1992). It is worth remembering the following quote: 

The extraordinary “invention” of modern thought consists of simplifying reality to simple and even easily 
attained goals.... The links that have been neglected are reappearing as problems. The grand project of 
the simplification of reality is showing its limitations. The systemic complexity that was thrown out the 
window is entering now through the front door. To confront it, to find a type of behavior that can bring up 
to date our Western idea of “doing,” we must first develop new models with which to comprehend 
reality. We need models that will let us understand reality without losing what we have discovered about 
its irreducible complexity. (Manzini, 1992, p. 12). 

Since Manzini’s criticism of modern thought there have been many advances in design for social 
innovation and sustainability that have seen design discourse start to address the ‘irreducible complexity’ 
of everyday life. However, the legacies of modernist styling have not yet faded away (as Winkler 2001 
may have hoped) and criticisms from over a decade ago of ‘superficial photogenic styling’ (Jones, 1990, p. 
17) still persist today. Regardless of designerly advances during this time, an overly tame modernist ideal 
of urban aesthetics devoid of meaning still proliferate the pages of popular media, magazines and 
newspapers – a random selection of the September 16th 2017 All Homes Spring Advice Guide provides 
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examples of this urban tamed aesthetic – products against white backgrounds, highly minimalist homes 
garnished with a vase of flowers, manicured garden or potted plant but otherwise devoid of life. This is the 
proliferation of the modernist machine aesthetic as highly artificial but also anthropocentric ideal. 
Untaming aesthetics will be more complex and messy and it will require sharing our agency in the urban 
environment but it could also help us design a built environment that restores a balance to our collective 
health and wellbeing. 
 
Grose (2014, p.70) describes urban environments as constructed ecologies existing in two types: the 
unintentional ‘as accidental or haphazard by-products of human exigency’ such as urban infrastructure 
that might inadvertently provide opportunities or difficulties to other species and the purposeful ‘the 
deliberately planted and designed landscapes, perhaps with nominated species’ such as in a public park 
or wetland. There are also innovative design initiatives emerging that explore a gradient of cross-species 
engagement:  

‘Natalie Jeremijenko's Ooz sites where animals and humans interact, Lenskjold and Jönsson's design 
experiments with urban animals as significant others and Ned Dodington's animal architecture’ 
(Hocking, 2015) 

Although, still largely constrained to the realm of design experimentation. In contrast, most current 
practices in design for urban animals have several large, obvious but generally overlooked problems, 
especially for ‘pets’ – domestic animals such as cats, dogs and birds. Advances in design for social 
innovation and sustainability have not been applied to pet products. These products may use recycled 
materials but otherwise have limited sustainable considerations. Often, pet products represent the worst 
case of unsustainable consumer products, being low quality and highly novel. These products usually lack 
consideration for other species aesthetics, favouring instead the general human aesthetic. Despite the 
growing number of pets cohabiting with their human owners in urban residences as ‘fur babies’ 
(Greenebaum 2004) the urban built environment has not yet fully incorporated design considerations for 
these other species. There are large gaps in home design considerations, relying mainly on minor or 
superficial product reliant manipulation of interior and exteriors for pet containment and management. For 
example, water for urban residential animals does not utilize plumbing infrastructure instead relies on 
manual human maintained water bowls. Most urban house design does not consider animal management 
such as a more traditional farm house ‘mud room’ for pet maintenance and grooming. The solution to 
these issues and the advancement of a post-anthropocentric built environment, I propose, can be found in 
developing a cross-species design approach based on a broader more inclusive definition of aesthetics. 
 
This paper continues the conversation from Home Habitat Habitus (Hocking, 2015) by considering other 
urban animal species alternate perspectives as untaming aesthetics to start to open up how we think 
about and design for our urban environments. This is about challenging our notions of Aesthetics. 
 

2. Aesthetic Problematic 
Popular notions of aesthetics have concentrated on the ideal form of beauty, taste and styling1 from 
bodybuilding use as the ideal body type2 to more traditional aesthetic discourse focus on high art. Each 
era has set a new aesthetic ideal until (as Eco 2004 argues) the contemporary plurality ‘polytheism of 
Beauty’ (p.428) established by postmodernism. Contemporary directions have problematized aesthetics 
and broaden its use beyond the philosophy of art to design, nature and the everyday such as in works by 
Yuriko Saito (2008, 1998, 1997). The proliferation of modernist styling (as described in the introduction 
above) has problematised aesthetics by removing associated meaning in favour of a universal minimalist 
appeal for the artificial and a western anthropocentric ideal. Fundamentally, aesthetic considerations are 
interpretations formed from a combination of the senses and hence part of how we construct knowledge 
and meaning from the world around us. This re-assessment of the fundamentals of aesthetics allows us to 
both reinvest the term with meaning (in line with contemporary directions in the study of aesthetics) and 
consider a diversity of perspectives. 
 

                                                 
1 Aesthetic as ‘belonging to the appreciation of the beautiful… in accordance with principles of good taste’ 
as defined by the 1960 edition of the Concise Oxford Dictionary 
2 Aesthetics is used in bodybuilding as a term referring to the ideal body eg. ‘Size, shape, proportion, 
conditioning, symmetry, and balance: combine all of these into one human body and you get amazing 
aesthetics’ https://www.bodybuilding.com/fun/physique-training-5-keys-to-an-aesthetic-body.html 
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Aesthetics, I ague, is what we animals have in common. A definition of aesthetics far from an elitist status 
holder of ideal beauty from body glamor to high art. Rather, a definition perhaps closer to the Greek 
origins of aisthesis ‘perceptions through the senses’ (Erlhoff and Marshall, 2008) and the design 
disciplines usage of aesthetics as a kind of ‘visual language’ with an experiential quality as a ‘look and 
feel’. My argument for aesthetics as ‘what we animals have in common’ is based on the idea that we all 
perceive the world through our senses to recognise patterns in the world and act by this understanding but 
act in our own way based on our nature and characteristics – eg. where one animal might pounce the 
other might flee. Here I propose a definition and key terminology of cross-species aesthetics as follows: 
 

2.1 Cross-Species Aesthetics: Definition and Key Terminology 
Aesthetics as a non-linguistic way of knowing, of constructing patterns from our sensory perception – 
sight, sound, smell, touch, taste and so on. This definition of aesthetics is about how we understand and 
act in the world around us ‘the systemic apprehension of complex reality’ (Findeli, 1994, p.63). I include 
under this umbrella term for a cross-species definition of aesthetics theoretical notions of tacit knowledge, 
ergonomics, semiotics and biosemiotics as well as notions of experience and emotion.  
 
Important terminology in such a definition includes the following: 

We and Our, could be all species but for the purposes of this paper the collective chosen is from 
the animal kingdom and refers to urban-animals in general. 

Others a term borrowed from postcolonial theory to not only consider a more diverse array of 
humans (as defined below) but is further broadened here to include other species 
particularly other urban animals. 

Human as challenging the generalised anthropocentric notion of human. That is, a consideration 
of the diverse range of what it is to be human, from the very young to the very old, the 
colour blind, differently-abled or the vast array of other neurological, biological, 
sociological or cultural differences. The traditional anthropocentric subject of design 
focused on a very specific kind of human, not individual differences but a particular kind of 
generalization of body measurements, abilities and age group (for better or worse and not 
without criticism or alternate theories eg. Universal design). In addition, designers tended 
to use themselves as the primary case-study of what is human (Winkler, 2001). This 
designer as ‘identity’ has become both an important part of the design process and a 
limitation (Hocking, 2011). The human, like consideration of other urban species, includes 
a diverse range of perspectives. 

De-centered Design is about dislodging anthropocentric design, finding an approach that 
considers more than just the generalised human (as described above) to include a 
transspecies design process. 

Umwelt follows a trend among design theorists who have picked up on the concept of Umwelt 
from the Biosemiotic work of Jakob von Uexküll (1864-1944), recently republished in 
English (Von Uexküll et.al., 2010). Umwelt, in ethology, means the world as it is 
experienced by a particular organism and originates from the German, literally meaning 
‘environment’.  

‘Every organism creates a different world in its brain. It lives in that world. We are 
surrounded by millions of different worlds’ (Foster, 2016, p.6).  

Uexküll (2010) uses umwelt to talk about an organism’s environment as the world they 
live in, understand and construct meaning from. Uexküll makes the distinction that even 
though different species may live in the same environment they will have vastly different 
umwelts not only because they live in different parts of the environment at different scales 
but also understand and construct a different meaning from that environment with 
attention to different significant attributes. 

Umwelt-Ergonomics is used here to not only consider the measure of the urban-animal but also 
consider scale, spacial relationships and ‘mental mapping’ (Lynch, 1960) – which might 
be implied but generally outside the scope of standard design ergonomics focused on the 
‘conventions of human body dimensions and stances’ (Erlhoff & Marshall, 2008, p.149). 
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Combined with the overlapping of umwelt to consider varying spacial relationships across 
species in the urban environment. 

 
Although not linguistic, I include into this description an aesthetic literacy, a kind of reading and writing. 
We read the aesthetics of our environment, understanding certain patterns to mean certain things so we 
can act by our predictions (Glanville 1999) – eg. a humid scent in the air, wind across the 
hairs/fur/feathers on the skin, grey clouds building overhead might evoke a feeling of unease that there is 
rain coming and time to seek shelter, if you are a human (or a cat) but maybe not if you are a duck who 
would ‘read’ the aesthetic in a different way, less perturbed more excited perhaps for the opportunity rain 
brings to soften the ground and find bugs. Then there is the ‘writing’ aspect of aesthetics in creating by 
manipulating our environment that many animal do to varying extents (as explored in Hocking 2015). 
Human purposefulness ‘culture of doing’ (Manzini, 1992, p.8) creates a vast array of artifacts, from the 
very small everyday objects like a hair-tie, to mammoth systems of objects like cities, to objects of high 
culture like sculptures. Other animals also ‘write’ aesthetics, moulding their environment to create their 
own aesthetic. Birds are a prime example of this active aesthetic ‘writing’, from the example of my goose 
who moulds the straw into her nest (Fig 1) to the bower bird who forms his decorative stage some even 
employing foreshortening techniques (Doerr and Endler 2015) to further manipulate the aesthetics for his 
performance and the Palm Cockatoo with his tool to drum a rhythmic beat (Heinsohn et. al. 2017). Even 
the domestic dog will dig at their foam bed to create a little typological silhouette of themselves or 
appropriate a chaff bag (see fig 2.) forming an aesthetic of comfort in which to curl and snooze. Then 
there is scent perception, a large part of the aesthetic literacy of our dogs and cats who actively read and 
write onto the landscape. Darwin even talks about his observations of earthworm’s creating particular 
textural aesthetics by placing bead like objects through their tunnel systems (Flannery, 2010). It is 
possible to consider all animals have a form of aesthetic literacy. 
 

  

Figure 1: Farm Goose’s aesthetic agency 
molding straw into an of the nurturing nest 

Figure 2: Yukiko the Shiba Inu’s aesthetic agency 
appropriating a chaff bag into restful comfort 

 
Whether by instinct or intent other animals do have a part to play in untaming the human notion of 
aesthetics and can become active participants in the design context. 
 

3. A Cross-Species Design Approach: aims and methods 
I propose we urban animals can have a (non-linguistic) design conversation through aesthetics. Following 
the same design-led research approach proposed in Designing Sustainable Urban Futures (Hocking, 
2011). By opening up the design process and the ‘bigamatic’ collaborative approach beyond just the 
humans to a transspecies scale. The original intention of this design-led approach was to ‘enable design 
from within the system of the everyday’ (Hocking, 2011, p.2). Here that context is broadened to an 
ecology of the everyday where both humans and other animals (domestic and wild) can be given agency 
within the design process. This design-led approach (Hocking 2011) proposed six iterative steps – 1. brief, 
2. background research, 3. concept, 4. concept development, 5. design outcome and 6. presentation. The 
iterations within each step circled through five internal processes – 1. collect, 2. select, 3. analyse, 4. 
translation and 5. transformation. The ‘transformation’ outcome of each step aimed to define the next step 
until the final design outcome was reached – a final outcome established not as ‘true’ but perhaps as 
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‘better’ or ‘good enough’. The focus here is to consider how this aesthetic conversation can enable 
humans along with other urban animals such as dogs, cats and birds to design our collective urban 
artifacts. Below, I use my own household as a case study to illustrate the first few steps of a broader 
urban-animal design-led approach, particularly the brief (3.1 The Urban-Animal Brief), background 
research (3.2 Decentered design-led research) and some initial dalliances with concept (4. 
Postanthropocentric Concepts: Results and Discussion) and concept development (4.1 Design-led 
Experimentation and Observation). The purpose of applying this approach using a transspecies scope is 
to move the ‘centre’ from the human – anthropocentric to post-anthropocentric – in reimagining the urban 
built environment. It is about both acknowledging and enhancing the relationships between us urban 
animals in the artifacts we can collectively design, use, manipulate and enact our daily lives. 
 

3.1 The Urban-Animal Brief? 
The proposition, for this brief, is to translate animal sensory perception into the design language of 
aesthetics. That is, to propose an aesthetic treatment of urban artifacts (of all scales – eg. from furniture to 
city scale) that considers multi-species perspectives and designing artifacts as what ecologists might call 
‘novel structures’ for urban habitat. Hence, designing for urban environments as ‘novel ecologies’ 
(Kowarik, 2011) or ‘purposefully constructed ecologies’ (Grose 2014). For the purpose of exploring and 
experimenting with built environments where we urban animals can actively co-habit, facilitating a greater 
engagement through conviviality (Hinchliffe and Whatmore, 2006), reciprocity (Lenskjold and Jönsson, 
2013) and improve wellbeing. 
 
Using my own household and collection of urban species as an example, I apply this brief to illustrate how 
such a design approach might work. The urban animals focused on in this case study relate specifically to 
the dog, cat, diurnal bird and human within an Australian peri-urban context. These three types of animals 
are generally the most commonly kept co-inhabitants of the Australian built environment (identified from 
the Regional Wellbeing Survey4) and also provide an opportunity to explore not only the domestic but also 
the feral and wild aspects of urban co-inhabitants. There is a wide variety among these four categories. 
The term ‘diurnal bird’ refers to many different domestic, invasive and wild avian species. Dogs (Canis 
familiaris) and humans (Homo sapiens) have a vast array of interspecies differences. Cats (Felis catus) 
are probably the least variable of the four but still contain a diverse range of individual characteristics – eg. 
short hair, long hair, petite, hefty, domestic, roaming, feral. These terms mix common usages with 
scientific understanding to explore the aesthetics of urban-animals. There is inevitably a generalisation 
that occurs, a starting point but something that cannot be taken forgranted and individualism for all 
species is something that needs to be reinvested back into the design process. My household animals do 
not represent all dogs, cats and birds (having their individual quirks), they are only intended as an 
example of one set of urban animals for the purpose of illustrating the proposed design approach. 
 

3.2 De-centred Design-led Research? 
Initiating a de-centred design-led research process (ie. the background research step identified above), I 
propose, requires A. cross-disciplinary discourse and B. cross-species dialogue. 
 
A. Cross-Disciplinary Discourse – identifying the elements of urban-animal aesthetics 
In exploring a transspecies design process the designer cannot assume (as perhaps designers more than 
often do for other humans) to know the subjects (ie. urban species as users/clients/inhabitants) for the 
design. In this case (and perhaps there is an argument here also for human-centered design) there needs 
to be an engagement with cross-disciplinary understanding, such as biological and neurological sciences 
among others, to help inform the cross-species aesthetic conversation. The importance of entering into 
such a cross-disciplinary discourse (as discussed in Hocking, 2007) can help to initiate a de-centered 
design approach and go some way to avoiding misguided assumptions and cross-species 
misunderstandings. There are always limitations to what we can know about others perception of the 

                                                 
4 This publication uses data from the Regional Wellbeing Survey (RWS) conducted across Australia. The RWS was initiated 
and is managed by the University of Canberra, and is funded by a number of organisations. The 2015 RWS data were 
generated as part of the University of Canberra’s MDBfutures research network. We acknowledge the funders of 
MDBfutures, in particular the Australian federal government Department of Education. The findings and views reported in 
this publication, however, are those of the author and should not be attributed to either the funders or managers of the 
RWS. The RWS was approved by the University of Canberra Human Research Ethics Committee, protocol number 12-186.’ 



SOAC 2017 
 
world but an analysis of the sensory perception of humans and other species can help to identify some 
elements of urban-animal aesthetics. 

 
Colour, for example, is an important aesthetic element for humans. Vision dominates the human senses 
(Zeki, 1993) and consequently the design disciplines (graphic, industrial, landscape, interior, architecture, 
etc.) and aesthetic discourse. This reliance on vision in humans and the importance of colour in particular 
is perhaps more similar to diurnal birds ‘avian vision probably represents the most highly evolved colour 
vision in the animal kingdom’ (Bowmaker, 1980, p.196) significantly less so in other mammals (Jacobs, 
1994; Tan and Li, 1999; Heesy and Ross, 2001; Arrese et al., 2002). Mammals are thought to have 
evolved from dusk-dawn dwelling creatures, maximising low light situations in the liminal durations 
between day and night (Hessy and Hall, 2010). Consequently, most mammals have dichromatic colour 
vision6, only having two cones to detect colour in day light (Jacobs, 2009). In contrast, these cones are far 
outnumbered by rods which give the mammalian animal good vision in lowlight conditions (Hessy and 
Hall, 2010; Jacobs, 2009) but less colour vision. An understanding of which suggests a significant shift in 
designing for other urban animals like dogs and cat’s aesthetic perception.  
 
Humans are trichromats having all three long-, mid- and short- wavelength sensitive cones (ie. red, green 
and blue cones), which gives designers the familiar RGB colour mixing of screen/light based graphical 
applications. There are variations within the human population with genetic differences in colour vision 
causing complications generally between the mid- to long- wavelength sensitive cones for a variety of 
reasons, which we call ‘red-green colour blindness’, causing a range of effects including some humans to 
have dichromatic vision (Gordon 1998) similar to other mammals. There are also variations due to age, for 
example infant humans, while highly sensitive to light, have reduced visual perception – lower acuity, 
contrast and colour sensitivity – compared with adults (Teller, 1997). Hence, infants find it easier to see 
high contrast, high saturated colour and simple shapes as demonstrated in the graphical quality of their 
age appropriate books like the Meg and Mog series by Helen Nicoll and Jan Pieńkowski. As infants grow 
their visual senses approach that of adult vision and the graphical quality of their books also becomes 
more sophisticated like Possum Magic by Mem Fox and Julie Vivas. Regardless of these variations 
design considerations for the built environment focus on a trichromatic aesthetic with a rich array of 
cultural connotations intuitively intertwined into these design considerations and our visual perception of 
place. 
 
While colour is a vital aesthetic element for humans and birds, it is less significant for other mammals. 
Dogs and cats are similar in having dichromatic vision from blue and red cones. Although, cats have less 
density of cones and researchers are still unsure how important if at all colour is to the cat perception of 
the world, which is focused on low light conditions (Clark and Clark 2016). Compared to cats, dogs7 
clearly can distinguish between some colours (Kasparson, Badridze and Maximov 2013), although have 
trouble distinguishing between greens, yellows and oranges (Price 2008). The aesthetic element of colour 
for some mammals like the dog’s dichromatic vision require a more limited colour palate with high 
differentiation between colours represented by wavelengths either side of 500nm ‘put in human color 
terms, anything that is bluish can potentially be discriminated from objects that reflect more long-
wavelength light (browns, reds, yellows, greens, etc.)’ (Jacobs et. Al. 1993 p.179). Other mammals like 
cats probably find tone (ie. hue gradient from light to dark), tonal contrast and low light conditions more 
significant aesthetic elements. Similarly, the human colour palate is limited in comparison to the bird’s 
tetrachromatic vision and designing for urban birds can consider aesthetic elements not visible to humans. 
An example of this is Ornilux Bird Protection Glass by Arnold Glas, which uses these aesthetic elements 
for designing windows that look transparent to humans but display visible patterns for birds, alerting our 
avian others to the architectural barriers ‘skyscrapers’ erected in their flight path (see 
http://www.ornilux.com/index.html). 

                                                 
6 Most mammals dichromatic colour vision have the short wavelength sensitive cone (ie. blue cone) but it 
is the mid and long wavelength sensitive cones that varies between mammals; some (like guinea pigs and 
cows) having the mid- (ie. green cone) and others (like goats, cats and dogs) the long- (ie. red cone) 
wavelength sensitive cones (Yokoyama and Radlwimmer 1998). 
7 Dogs have relatively good vision, with only slightly lower acuity and a wider field of vision in comparison 
to humans, although variable depending on snout length and distance between eyes (Miller and Murphy 
1995). Dogs have better vision in low light conditions than humans and most diurnal birds but less than 
cats. 

http://www.ornilux.com/index.html
http://www.ornilux.com/index.html
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However, despite the importance of colour as an aesthetic element in the human built environment, 
senses do not work separately but together as an interplay of sensory perception (Talsma et. al. 2010). 
That is, we understand the world through a combination of senses; for example, sound, tactile as well as 
visual design aids functionality in products – a button may be differentiated by colour and shape from the 
rest of the product and clicks when pushed giving a sound and resistance to indicate it has been switched 
to on. In addition, other animals like cats and dogs have superior olfactory and auditory senses to 
humans, they also have additional senses to aid in low light conditions like ‘tactile facial hairs, called 
whiskers or vibrissae, are also used by many mammals.’ (Von der Emde and Warrant 2016, p.vi) as well 
as the magnetic sense of some mammals and particularly birds (Johnsen and Lohmann 2008; Mouritsen 
2013). Although senses other than the visual are considered as part of design, like touch as part of 
textural consideration and sound design, de-centred design has the potential to further explore more of 
these senses and their interplay as part of the design approach. 

 
Although there is more to be done both in terms of analysing the literature and filling the gaps in our 
understanding of animal perception, the example above starts to identify the importance of forging better 
access and communication between disciplines. The recent Untaming the Urban Symposium at the 
Australian National University in December 2016 is an example of current efforts to form conversations 
across the disciplines for the purposes of reimaging the built environment for cross-species cohabitation. 
This cross-disciplinary discourse can help to identify the elemental parts of urban-animal aesthetics. Next, 
through engaging in cross-species dialogue this de-centred design-led process can consider the question 
of – how do the elements go together to form principle parts and then ultimately how are the parts put 
together to make a compositional whole. 

 
B. Cross-Species Dialogue – understanding the umwelt ergonomics of urban-animal 
aesthetics 
The design-led research process can have an aesthetic conversation with our fellow urban-animals to 
start to understand how these perceptual elements go together to form principal parts. Particularly, 
through exploring an understanding of the urban-animal’s ‘umwelt ergonomics’ (defined in 2.1 above) – 
principals of spatial relationships. To illustrate how such an approach might work I have utilized visuals 
collected through the use of the ‘Narrative Clip’ (see http://getnarrative.com/) on my two large house cats, 
Dr Sverdrup and Prof Coupon, and three Shiba Inu dogs, Yukiko, Sakai and Shojo8. The Narrative Clip is 
small enough to be clipped on to the animal’s collars (see example in first photo of Table 1 below). The 
device takes three photos every minute and uploads the photos to an online site 
(https://narrativeapp.com) when plugged into the computer. The site uses an algorithm to select photos of 
‘something’. This method is not rigorous enough if I were using the photos as visual data collection; 
however, although limited, is good enough to illustrate a visual collection for a design-led process looking 
for aesthetic ideas of umwelt ergonomics (rather than a rigorous traditional qualitative or quantitative 
analysis). This Narrative Clip visual collection spans three years (2014, 2015 & 2016) from a similar time 
each year (over the Christmas holidays). Firstly, with the two dogs; then secondly the dogs, cats and a 
human; then thirdly with the addition of a new Shiba Inu pup Shojo.9  

 
The first visual collection (Table 1) acts as an example of comparing alternate perspectives and a starting 
point to consider the different umwelt-ergonomics. In December 2015, my ‘furry friends’ dogs, cats and I 
collected some alternate perspectives to see out the year. Each of the five of us wore a Narrative-Clip a 
day each in the last week of 2015. I selected first a small collection of photos from each of these days 
(Table 1, rows 1-5) and then an observation of some common favourite places from the cat and dog 
perspectives – sunlight, staircases and windows (Table 1, row 6). These images where posted at the time 
to my tumblr blog http://crypticmusing.tumblr.com/ and represented here in Table 1.  

                                                 
8 This ‘data’ was sourced from the household’s normal festive activities and personal photo documentation 
before devising this research application thus ethics approval was not needed. 
9 Including a bird perspective is more challenging and my birds are not use to wear a collar or harness in 
order to attach the device. I have had some ideas of including one of my Australian Game Fowl (avoiding 
my ducks and geese for obvious reasons of water issues) but as yet have not added the bird perspective. 

javascript:void(0);
http://getnarrative.com/
http://crypticmusing.tumblr.com/
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Table 1: Urban-Animal Perspectives – December 2015 
(retrieved from http://crypticmusing.tumblr.com/ posts) 

1. Prof Coupon’s cat perspective of Boxing Day, 26th Dec 2015 (notice the only evidence of guests is the extra cars out 
the window) 

  

2. Sakai’s dog perspective of the 27th December 2015 (with an interesting perspective on a dog’s armpit) 

  

3. Dr Sverdrup’s cat perspective on the 28th of December 2015 

  

4. Yukiko’s dog perspective of the 29th of December 2015. (Yukiko is very good at watching Richie prepare food… and 
she took a great photo of her tongue) 

  

5. Now for my human perspective of the 30th of December 2015 (as a comparison to the alternate animal perspectives) 

  

Narrative Clip 

http://crypticmusing.tumblr.com/
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6. Sunlight, staircases and windows 
seem to be some favourite features… 
as an observation from the cat and 
dog perspectives of the last week in 
2015 

   

 
The second visual collection (Table 2), explores the photos selected from all three years and from all cat 
and dog perspectives. From this visual analysis I can start to collect ideas on the umwelt-ergonomic 
principles form my fellow mammalian co-inhabitants (Table 2): 

1. Dogs and cats find edges, nooks and crannies where the dust and detritus collect (Row 1). 
2. Dogs experience human feet, floors and furniture (Row 2). 
3. Cats find elevations and vertical transverses (Row 3). 

 

Table 2: Umwelt-Ergonomic Principles 

Visual Examples from Cats and Dogs Perspective 

1. Dog and Cat Aesthetic Perspectives – edges, nooks and crannies. These are a selection of photos, from across the 
three years 2014-16, taken by the two cats and three Shiba Inu Dogs 

       

2. Dog Aesthetic Perspectives – feet, floors and furniture. These images are taken by the three dogs and are a 
selection of photos captured from the dogs perspective in the home. The images from Yukiko and Sakai span across 
the three years 2014-16. The first photo is of Shojo wearing the Narrative Clip, Christmas Eve - 24th December 2016 

      

3. Cat Aesthetic Perspectives – different vertical positions through the interior space 
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From this visual collection and observation (represented in Table 2), I can then consider overlapping 
umwelt-ergonomics (Fig 3). Starting by thinking of ‘Humans’ (generalised to adults in the example) as 
exist at a mid-range scale, from sitting to standing eye-level, in the built environment. Dogs (especially 
small dogs like the Shiba Inus in the example) exist in the lower range from floor to just below the human. 
Cats exist across dog and extending above human as they monopolies the verticality of the interior. Birds 
are excluded from the interior of this example10 but range from ground level and perhaps subterranean 
(eg. duck bills submerged in the mud fossicking for worms or diving under water), extending into the air 
(eg. wild ducks and magpies among others) high above the human, dog and cat. 
 

 

Figure 3: Diagraming the Umwelt Ergonomics of Urban-Animals 

 
The idea of umwelt-ergonomics is to consider the principle parts in the overlapping spacial relationships 
between urban-animals. Urban environments are designed for a human scale, this photo collection 
facilitates a cross-species aesthetic conversation to starts to explore ‘cat scale’ and ‘dog scale’ in the 
human built environment and observation of spatial relationship between urban-animals like dogs, cats, 
birds and humans. 
 
This cross-disciplinary and cross-species processes can identify what are the elements and principles but 
aesthetics is largely integrated intuitively into the design process (Findelli, 1994). So how can we better 
include alternate perspectives into the design process? This requires, first having a purposeful intention – 
ie. a concept. Then a further design-led, object-oriented experimentation and observation, with other 
animals. This is the next part of the process to consider how the elements and principe parts are put 
together to make a compositional whole. 
 

4. Postanthropocentric Concepts: results and discussion 
The concept formed out of this design-led research is (as the title would suggest) Untaming Aesthetics. 
This concept statement implies an act of becoming or perhaps un-becoming. It is a concept that 
challenges modernity, the machine aesthetic (Eco 2004) and the modern project of the totally artificial 
world – clean, tidy and controllable. Untaming aesthetics means giving others agency in the urban built 
environment – letting go of control and allowing for the messy and untidy. It is about exploring the 
possibilities enabled by untaming aesthetics for a post-anthropocentric urban environment.  
The next step is translation and transformation into design aesthetics for the urban built environment. 
There is much more to be done but (in part 4.1) I have included some initial forays into the concept 
development process. 
 

4.1 Design-led Experimentation and Observation 
From incorporating cross-disciplinary to cross-species conversations lead to design experimentation and 
observation. I have utilized, as examples, some small object-oriented experimentation from my own 
experience with my animal others. Some observations include:  
1. White picket fences seem to be really good at keeping animals out, even the difficult ones like 

chickens and goats (Fig 4.). This suggests that there needs to be further investigation into traditional 
animal-structures across cultures. 

2. Ladder structures are difficult for cats to negotiate (Fig 5). I built a dual-purpose bookshelf cat-
structure with a ladder function. One cat, Dr Sverdrup, will use the structure but the other, Prof 
Coupon, will not. After observation and further research, I found that the ladder structure is awkward 

                                                 
10 I am actively excluding Christopher Alexander’s idea of bird trapped in the cage as design feature 

examples. I am also assuming all cats are house cats and all dogs stay in their house and yard area. 
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for a cat to navigate given its physiology, preferring a smaller angel of grab and release like for 
climbing a tree or a curtain. 

3. Animal appropriated forms and spaces (Fig 6). For example, when the goose appropriated the space 
behind the house as an aesthetically pleasing nesting site although without consideration of safety 
from foxes, I tried large dog houses filled with straw placed in their pen, which the geese instantly saw 
as a good nesting site. 

 

 

 

   

 

 

Figure 4: White Picket 
Fences as Effective 
Animal Barriers 

Figure 5: Cat Ladder Structures v’s More Cat-
Appropriate Climbing Structure 
 

Figure 6: Animal 
Appropriated Space and 
Forms 

 
This design-led experimentation needs to continue to explore a gradient of engagement possibilities from 
cross-species cohabitation to co-creation.  
 

4.2 Proposed Cross-Species Design Approach 
There is much more to be done, further engagement with and implementation of a cross-species design 
approach. However, the examples from the case study above start to illustrate such an approach (Fig 7) 
from a post-anthropocentric brief, to cross-disciplinary and cross-species research, distilled into an 
untaming aesthetics concept, developed through design experimentation and observation engaging other 
urban species, compiled into a cross-species composition. The proposition illustrated here hopefully is 
able to initiate a conversation into further possibilities. 
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Figure 7: Cross-Species Design Approach - from a post-anthropocentric brief, to cross-disciplinary and 
cross-species research, distilled into an untaming aesthetics concept, developed through design 
experimentation and observation engaging other urban species, compiled into a cross-species 
composition. 
 

5. Conclusion 
This paper has intended to open up for discussion the possibilities enabled by untaming aesthetics for a 
post-anthropocentric urban environment. The process documented (Fig 7) is a starting point from which 
there is more to be done. Continuing the cross-disciplinary conversations, finding a de-centred language 
from which to discuss this broader context and engaging with knowledges across time and cultures. 
Continuing the cross-species aesthetic conversations, observations and experimentations to explore a 
variety of engagement possibilities from cross-species cohabitation to co-creation. Further engage in the 
iterative design-led steps to continue the concept development, form design outcomes and presentation of 
these forms within our collective urban spaces. I propose through untaming aesthetics we can use this as 
a way to engage our fellow urban species in a system of collective activity that is constantly in the process 
of designing and re-constructing our built environment to support a dynamic and fluid culture of living on 
an ecological scale. 
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