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CoB BUILDING: MOVEMENTS AND MOMENTS OF

SURVIVAL

JEANINE MARIE MINGE

ABSTRACT

Cob, as an arts-based research process, creates movements and moments of
survival. Survival is an ideological construction and an actual, local practice. Survival is
also about desiring and fulfilling arts-based desires to work with the land through
academic and material scavenging. Cob creates strategies for surviving, for working with
our respective environments wisely. Cob building teaches people how to negotiate the
natural economy and their relationships to labor and each other through an artistic and
intimate practice. From a feminist poststructural lens, survival happens on the local level,
between and with people. Cob building creates knowledge through creative, kinesthetic,
and collaborative engagement.

As a feminist poststructuralist, arts-based research allows me to examine local
action and interaction among people, positionalities, and competing differences. Rather
than appeasing the modern impulse to objectify and rationalize an end-point or an object-
oriented view of the production of art, feminist poststructural theory works to
problematize the end-point. Through cob building, a rich, arts-based process, I call into

question the modern impulse to find Truth and ask that we be aware of developing new

X



oppressions when working toward equity and justice. Cob building teaches people how to
engage together within the form of artistic creation. Cob is an arts-based research process
that includes the land as an integral part of its canvas.

In order to articulate, uncover, and engage the claim that, as an arts-based process,
cob creates movements and moments of survival, I use the arts-based process,
a/r/tography. This a/r/tographical text does not offer an end point but works to recreate
moments and movements of cob building as an arts-based research project. A/r/tography
helps to layer the movements of arts-based survival within cob building and this text.
Throughout this work, the arts-based process of cob building is the overlying metaphor
for the construction of the structure of this text. As the chapters move forward, the

structure builds up.



PREFACE

With respect and concern for the future, we can live so that the world will be
good for our descendants seven generations to come.

-lanto Evans, Michael G. Smith, and Linda Smiley, The Hand-Sculpted House

Fig. 1. Weathered cob house

As I scan this photograph, my hands feel the cool of the cob walls. I feel the
process of building with cob in my bones. I was one, out of many, who helped to sculpt
this cob building (see fig. 1). Cob is a one form of natural building. Cob is similar to

adobe in that the main ingredients are clay, sand, water, and straw. However, where



adobe is sun-dried into bricks, which are then used as building material, cob is not." Cob
is picked up with our hands. Cob consists of big, wet, gobs of material that is sculpted
together. Cob lends itself to organic shapes rather than straight forms or rectangular
materials. Both cob and adobe are forms of natural building.

Natural builders use a whole systems environmental approach, which takes into
consideration the interconnected, impermanent, and consequential relationship we have
to our environment and to each other. “Natural building implies profoundly different
attitudes to places, building sites, ecology, work, and how we live in buildings.”” Natural
builders believe that in order to create environmental change in our society, we need to
change our local building practices. “Above all is an overarching respect for Nature,
respect or the place where your building stands, and respect for distant places where the
cumulative effects of each of our activities will be felt.”” Natural builders believe that we
need to work with and within the land, not against it.

The building pictured above was built two years ago when two organizations
came together. Earth Work, the organization a colleague and I started, was dedicated to
teaching people about natural building practices. Teens Alive was a subset of the Tampa
Children’s Museum, Mini-City. This youth program within Mini-City was dedicated to
helping teenagers with financial hardship. Both of these organizations have since
dissolved. The cob building still stands, though not for long. There are plans to tear down
Mini-City and to rebuild a new children’s museum in downtown Tampa. Impermanence

is one of the principles of nature. Everything gradually falls apart. All life feeds on death.

! For further discussion of cob as a building material, see Chapter One, Building: The Process and
Pulse of Cob.

? Janto Evans, Michael G. Smith, and Linda Smiley, A Hand Sculpted House: A Practical and
Philosophical Guide to Building a Cob Cottage (White River Junction, VT: Chelsea Green Publishing,
2002) 7.

* Evans, Smith, and Smiley 8.
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Life cycles also include decay.® While a cob building survives the elements for some
time, eventually, it will decay.

For the past two years, the cob building has survived the elements. It has survived
Florida’s torrential rain and wind. “Like any other kind of structure, cob buildings need
good roofs and adequate foundations to protect them from water damage.” The roof that
was once green and alive with young plants is now brown. This roof—no longer living—
protected the cob walls. I scan the wooden door. I see the remnants of its golden brown
color. The screws that keep the door hinges in place are loose. Despite these perceived
flaws and failures, this building has survived. Cob buildings that are constructed correctly
and adequately maintained will survive for centuries. “In England there are tens of
thousands of comfortable cob homes, many of which have been used for more than five
centuries.”® Materially, this cob building has survived for the past two years. If there
were no plans to tear down Mini-City, | am sure it could survive for many years to come.

Physically and ideologically, cob cultivates movements and moments of survival.
As a form of survival, cob is a creative action as well as a discursive and ideological
practice of survival. Cob is artistic, ecologically aware, communal, and a consciousness-
raising practice. | map the localized practices of cob and write the story of cob building,
as I understand it, to articulate survival strategies. Through cob, I argue that learning to
survive is to be able to envision, articulate, and to materialize proposals for new
consciousness and ways of living in terms of environmental, social, relational, and

political change. Strategies for material change and the articulation of an environmental

* Evans, Smith, and Smiley 9.

> Tanto Evans, “Introduction,” 4 Hand-Sculpted House: A Practical and Philosophical Guide to
Building a Cob Cottage. ed. lanto Evans, Michael G. Smith and Linda Smiley, (White River Junction, VT:
Chelsea Green Publishing, 2002) xix.

® Evans xix.
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consciousness exist within a reciprocal relationship. I argue that to survive is to enact
strategies that spur social change.

As a feminist poststructuralist, I call into question the modern impulse to find
Truth. Rather than appeasing the modern impulse to objectify and rationalize an end-
point, feminist poststructural theory works to problematize the end-point. If everything in
nature is part of a cycle, then there is no end-point. There is decay that feeds other life.
As a feminist poststructuralist, it is important for me to examine local action and
interaction between people and positionalities.” Addressing these local actions and
interactions allign with a natural builder’s orientation to the environment. As part of the
larger interconnected whole, our local actions impact our ecosystem. As part of the
ecosystem, human actions impact both living and non-living entities.

From a feminist poststructuralist and natural builder’s perspective, I believe if we
work towards equity and justice at the local level, we will impact the larger whole. Cob
offers a space to create this change. Cob creates a form of knowledge through creative,
kinesthetic, and collaborative engagement. Cob building creates possibilities for
engagement. Cob building, a rich arts-based process, teaches people how to engage
together. These forms of engagement happen on the local level in order to create spaces
of survival.

Feminist theorists have long been articulating powerful and innovative ideas
about survival that have catalyzed social change.® When I think about cob as a frame for

survival, [ am brought into the work of feminist theorists Rosi Braidotti and Chela

"1 follow Patricia Anne Lather in Getting Smart: Feminist Research and Pedagogy With/in the
Postmodern (New York: Routledge, 1991) in her assertion that the nature of the individual is a de-centered
subject, culturally inscribed/constructed, contradictory, and relational. The individual is continuously
recreated and recreating. For me, this de-centered subject is part of the larger, interconnected ecology.

¥ Judith Butler, “Performative Acts and Gender Constitution: An Essay in Phenomenology and
Feminist Theory,” Theatre Journal 40 (1998) 522 states, “Feminist theory has sought to understand the
way in which systemic or pervasive political and cultural structures are enacted and reproduced through
individual acts and practices, and how the analysis of ostensibly personal situations is clarified through
situating the issues in a broader and shared cultural context.”
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Sandoval. These theorists map out proposals for a new consciousness, which might create
change in postmodern, postindustrial, and postcolonial societies. These proposals help me
articulate how cob offers a new conceptual mapping of survival. Cob reweaves old
technologies into our conceptual and material frames to rearticulate strategies for survival
because cob creates spaces of ecological and relational change.

Rosi Braidotti, in Metamorphoses: Towards a Materiality of Becoming,’ argues
that there is a gap in how we live and how we represent this living to ourselves. She
deploys a language that is more suitable than modern discourses for theorizing change
and transformation. She states,

I believe that the processes of transformation are ongoing and that the
equivalent process of transformative repossession of knowledge has just

begun. With that comes also the quest for alternative figurations to express the
kind of internally contradictory multi-faceted subjects that we have become.'”

Braidotti believes our subjectivities are complex in an increasingly schizophrenic,
technology driven, and cybernetic society. Braidotti desires “not to know who we are,”
but “what, at last, we want to become.”' She argues, “Filling in this gap with adequate
figurations is the great challenge of the present. And I cannot think of a bigger one for the

12
future.”

Mapping these structural transformations demands a nomadic subjectivity, one
that can shift and change with contexts and discourses. As multi-faceted subjects, we are
also a part of an ecological whole. A natural builder’s approach includes these
contradictory subjects that change shape, move, and scavenge through our society to

learn how to survive.

? Rosi Braidotti, Metamorphoses: Towards a Materiality of Becoming (Cambridge, MA: Polity, 2002)
' Braidotti 2.
"' Braidotti 2.
12 Braidotti 2.
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Braidotti explores the figurations of the body, technology, and the post-human
body in order to interrogate how our subjectivities have been too long grounded in
anthropomorphic hegemony. She states, “The human organism is neither wholly human,
nor just an organism. It is an abstract machine, which captures, transforms and produces
interconnections. The power of such an organism is certainly neither contained by nor
confined to consciousness.”"”

Braidotti calls for a new set of alliances of a more transversal and
transdisciplinary nature. She asks that scholars and activists connect with sustainability as
a rallying point. Sustainability grounds the subject in material and environmental
responsibility. She states, “What ‘sustainability’ stands for, therefore, is a re-grounding of
the subject in a materially embedded sense of responsibility and ethical accountability for
the environments s/he inhabits.”'* She argues that sustainability can alter our
consciousness, subjectivities, and ultimately create new spaces for social change. The
nomadic subject can actively resist the commodification of their diversity through
becomings. She states,

Becomings are un-programmed as mutations, disruptions, and points of
resistance. Their time frame is always the future anterior, that is to say a

linkage across present and past in the act of constructing and actualizing
possible futures.'

Cob as material, ideology, and process of building is one response to Braidotti’s
call to create becomings that highlight and work towards sustainable shifts for the future.
Sustainable shifts include a re-grounding into the environment we inhabit. Cob ties a

whole systems approach to Braidotti’s nomadic subject and her claim for renegotiating

' Rosi Braidotti, “Meta(l)Morphoses: The Becoming-Machine,” The Body: Critical Concepts in
Sociology, ed. Andrew Blaikie. (New York: Routledge, 2004) 103.

'* Rosi Braidotti, Transposition: On Nomadic Ethics (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2006) 29.

'* Braidotti Transposition 29.
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sustainability. Cob also realigns this discussion with the pre-industrial argument that we
are a part of the ecological whole. Our building practices should reflect the image of
nature’s basic rhythms, shapes, and process. Cob, as an embodied practice, reciprocally
informs discursive practices to create spaces of social change. For example, cob informs
our ideas of survival by shifting political and social consciousness in terms of modern
building practices. Cob informs and materializes our understandings of each other
through artistic and communal practices. Within each of the following chapters, I work to
describe how cob creates localized and discursive spaces of social change. Cob is also a
compromise. Indeed, cob is a becoming.

In a similar discussion and call for social and political change, Chela Sandoval
asks us to work within local sites of political oppression. 4 Methodology of the
Oppressed'® proposes the mobility of differential consciousness over the perceived stasis
of cognitive mapping, which is forever trying to recover a vanished vantage point, a
transcendent point of ideological certainty. Instead, Sandoval proposes that the site of
political struggle, in what she calls the “neo-colonizing postmodern world,” should be the
eminently unstable, constantly changing, and adaptable immanent territory. According to
Sandoval, one creates social change by living in it and learning to navigate that terrain
effectively. Political struggle needs to happen from within the system, through a process
of assimilation, digestion, and re-appropriation. Cob works within localized, institutional,
and political boundaries to create local and material change. I had to learn each specific
terrain before I could articulate how cob works to create changes within the larger
territory. Then, we physically changed the territory by building cob structures.

A methodology of the oppressed offers a network of resistance that shifts its
tactics as demanded by the situation. Sandoval employs five strategies; semiotics,

deconstruction, meta-ideologizing, differential movement, and democratics, which

'® Chela Sandoval, A Methodology of the Oppressed (U of Minnesota P, 2000).
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eschews feminist movements towards identity politics in favor of a mobility of ideology
and political strategy to create strategies and tactics for survival. Sandoval uses semiotics
to understand the codes of power relations and ideological constructs. Through
deconstruction, she denaturalizes these power relations. Through meta-ideologizing, she
reconstitutes the codes. Differential movement mobilizes these discursive and ideological
movements according to each person’s needs. She states,

The differential mode of social movement and consciousness depends on the

practitioner's ability to read the current situation of power, and self-

consciously choosing and adopting the ideological stand best suited to push

against its configurations, a survival skill well known by the oppressed
peoples."’

In short, differential consciousness works from an ‘instinct for survival.’
Differential movement also allows for localized movement based on geographical,
cultural, social, and political circumstances. Sandoval also proposes that through
democratics these movements are always made in the interests of egalitarian values.

The technologies of this method of the oppressed are the skills necessary for
accomplishing sign reading across cultures; identifying and consciously

constructing ideology; decoding languages of resistance and/or domination;
and for writing and speaking a neorhetoric of love in the Postmodern world."®

For Sandoval, the methodology of the oppressed “generates ever new meta-
ideological formations for the purpose not only of survival but of bringing about new
ethical and political standards in the name of egalitarian and democratic social change:
the technology of democratics.”'’ Her work argues that new terminologies create
different modes of agency, consciousness, and collective action. Cob is not a new

technology. It is a recycled process and idea. Reintroducing the discursive and material

17 Sandoval 60.
'8 Sandoval 2.

' Sandoval 114.
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functions of cob into our conversations and daily practices can transform our
consciousness and our material building practices to create ecological survival.

Cob, while an old technology, allows me to follow Braidotti and Sandoval in their
work to enact articulations of social change through developing new consciousness. Cob
helps me to articulate how ecological survival reintroduces old technologies into our
everyday ideological and material practices. Ecology is not only the land that we stand
on. Ecology is the study of relationships between living things and their environments.
Ecology is also a system of relationships within a particular environment.”’ Ecology is
made up of living and non-living beings. Ecological survival functions not only in terms
of our environment, but the people and organisms that live and exist within it. Ecology is
based on balance, compromise, relational negotiations, and an intimate understanding of
the land. Cob building cultivates movements and moments of ecological survival as a
critical, emotional, activist, and material practice.

Survival strategies are contextual. Working on the local level frames the
discursive elements that map each person’s specific mode of survival. I do not believe
that each reader will go out and begin to build with cob. I do believe that theorizing about
cob can help to articulate a new ecological consciousness. | cannot argue that cob is the
appropriate building material for everyone. I can, however, argue that cob is an
ideological construct that helps to articulate and realize the importance of changing how
we relate to and in our own environments. My argument throughout this text is based on
localized moments of survival through cob building. These localized moments are also a
juxtaposition of differing positionalities or colliding subject positions such as the artist,
committee member, academic, reader, community member, and cobber. These subject
positions speak with and within the larger institutional, discursive, and ideological

concerns that frame and map our survival tactics. | also argue that these discussions of

2% Each paraphrased definition of ecology originated from The American Heritage Dictionary of the
English Language, 4th ed. (Boston, MA: Houghton Mifflin, 2004).
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ecological survival can be translated into other contexts. Without a vision of ecological
change, material changes cannot happen.

Throughout the chapters in this dissertation, the process of cob building, as a
theoretical and material framework for survival, is the overlying metaphor and means for
constructing this text. As the chapters move forward, a foundation is laid and a structure
is built. As the structure builds up, my theoretical discussion of ecological survival
becomes more complicated and layered.

In the most literal sense, building with cob is a tool that can be used for functional
and ecological survival. Chapter One, Building: The Process and Pulse of Cob, is a how-
to guide. It walks you, the reader, through the process and tactics for building a functional
and sustainable building and structure out of cob. For example, cob captures and retains
heat, as such, cob can be carved into ovens. Food can be baked in these ovens. Cob can
also be sculpted into shelters. As a form of shelter, cob is sustainable, inexpensive,
versatile, and practical.”! Because of its versatility, cob has the potential to transform and
inform modern building tactics. This how-to chapter moves you through strategies for
building with cob, thereby cultivating survival skills. Cob building is not only learning
about these strategies to build with cob. Cob addresses the complexities of subject
positions at the cob building site as well as within these pages.

Surviving the writing process involved crafting a story that recognizes that the
characters, voices, and contexts of cob are acts of disappearance and reappearance. |
argue throughout Chapter Two, Sketching Voices, that writing about cob, as a survival
strategy, needs the voices of all the cobbers and characters that influenced the cobbing
process but including every voice is impossible. Some elements of the story disappear

because as soon as I craft the plotline, the narrative, the text, another element of the story

21 Cob building is practical for people located in certain geographic locations. For further details,
other techniques, further investigations, and information for larger projects, please review the texts I
reference throughout this document.
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disappears. Then suddenly, as I move into another element of the story, they reappear.
Throughout the text, I hear the voices of people who participated within the cob projects.
Without each of these voices, [ wouldn’t be able to complicate my understanding of cob
as a means of survival and agent for social change. These voices help the cob projects
survive within this story. As acts of appearance and disappearance, these voices outline
and complexify the story.

Survival depends upon the intersection of diverse elements. I argue in Chapter
Three, Desire: Engaging With/In Arts-Based Research, that cob is a form of arts-based
research in the present moments of cob building. A/r/tography is the method that helps
me articulate how cob is an arts-based research process that includes the land as an
integral part of its canvas. A/r/tography helps to layer the movements of survival within
cob building and within this text. The intersection of linguistic, artistic, tactile, and visual
texts creates a hybrid method, as well as a hybrid ontological position that represents an
ecologically diverse range of discourses, ideologies, subject positions, and possibilities. I
use charcoal, sketches, photographs, poetry, and narratives to uncover the possibilities of
cob as a form of arts-based research. The possibilities for engaging cob as an arts-based
research practice are strategies for surviving, of working with our respective
environments wisely.

Chapter Four, Land, investigates how surveying the land is an important step
when building with cob that cultivates an awareness of the intersection of land and home.
Some cobbers argue surveying is the most important step for building a structure out of
cob.” I argue that surveying the land is also a complex metaphor for cob within a
corporate and capitalist system that seems to create an unforgiving environment for cob.

While I survey the land, I move back and forth between my personal and intimate

22 Evans, Smith, and Smiley state, “Selecting a building site is one of the most critical design
decisions you will make and should precede the rest of the design process. You can’t have a good building
on a bad site. For the magic to flow, the building and site need to grow together, each improving the other,
like an excellent marriage” (emphasis theirs, 60).

XX



memories of home to create a juxtaposed definition of home and land. A home can mean
many different things-a place where one lives, a dwelling place with a social or family
unity that occupies it, a valued place regarded as a refuge or place of origin.”® In each of
these definitions, the land as a space of home is not highlighted. A cobber understands
land in terms of all of the elements that make up the surrounding site as a system of
relationships between the institutional discourses, political, cultural, and social elements
that shape our ideas of the land and ultimately home. I argue that when we consider land
to be our home, a space of survival is created.

Survival is also about making theoretical compromises. These compromises do
not impede the arguments I make in this dissertation but rather make them stronger.
Survival is about theoretical and material balance. I work in Chapter Five, Scavenge, to
explore what it means to be an academic scavenger, sifting through ecofeminism,
postmodern feminism, and ultimately, feminist poststructuralism for a theoretical
stronghold and for a way to articulate what it means to use different forms of materials
and theories to construct an argument that is based upon ecological balance and
ultimately survival. While I am personally dedicated to my spiritual ecofeminist
perspective, there are some elements of this branch of thought that are problematic when
theorizing about cob as a movement and moment of survival. There are some elements of
feminist postmodernism to which I am drawn, but again, other ideas within postmodern
feminism aren’t helpful when I theorize about cob. Feminist poststructural scavenging
allows me to scavenge through these theories and contextualize these ideas. Scavengers
help cob survive, theoretically and materially.

Working as the feminist poststructural scavenger, Chapter Six, Practical Realities,
is dedicated to the material practice of scavenging for materials. Throughout this chapter,

cob survives through material and practical compromise. Throughout this chapter, I argue

23 Each paraphrased definition of home originated from The American Heritage Dictionary of the
English Language.
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that the term natural is not helpful when scavenging for materials. Scavengers try to use
as many recycled, primary processed, and local materials as possible. Primary processed
materials have not been manipulated through industrial processes. Finding and using
local and primary processed materials isn’t a simple task. It is almost as difficult to find
local labor. The practical realities of cob building serve as a guide to help cob projects
survive. Scavengers make these compromises carefully with an environmental ethic in
mind. The practical realities aren’t failures but prompts, reminders, and important
components of survival.

Chapter Seven, Commune, works through the current definitions of community
and argues that cob building can cultivate movements of contextual, relational survival.
As a verb, to commune is the act of coming together. To commune is to create through
aesthetic practice a state of intimate and heightened receptivity. To commune is to
collaborate, to work together, in a joint intellectual effort. As a noun, commune is a
material space, defined through and by spatial and geographical relations. The space of
commune offers a heightened awareness of the features of each potential definitional
space. Materially, the space of commune created through cob building heightens a
person’s artistic and creative sensibilities. I rest on relational aesthetics to create the
argument that community is based on the intersection of subject positions and the
cultivation of relationships. Commune is the bundle of relationships that create these
spaces of negotiation.

Within Chapter Eight, Embodied Blueprinting, I articulate how cob building in its
many social, institutional, personal, embodied, political layers, and stages of building
creates movements and moments of survival. This chapter summarizes the movements
and moments of survival through the documentation of an installation performance piece
I created when I revisited Mini-City almost two years after the initial project had
finished. The building still stands (see fig. 1). The performance is a revisiting, a
remembrance, and an articulation of cob as a strategy, ideological, and material practice

of survival.
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The first step towards articulating movement and moments of survival is to learn
how to build with cob. Building with cob takes practice. Survival is a learning process.
Cob building is a material and theoretical practice. In the most literal sense, cob building
cultivates moments of survival because it teaches us the necessary skills to provide
shelter. It also allows us to learn how to scavenge for materials, to work within and
outside the corporate, capitalist climate. Cob building teaches us how to compromise and
to create spaces of community. Cob building teaches through the act of doing, of
creating, and collaborating. I see each of these elements as movements of survival
because we learn we can’t do it alone. We survive with each other. But this discussion

comes later. First, let’s learn about the fundamental elements of cob. Welcome!
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CHAPTER |

BUILDING: THE PROCESS AND PULSE OF COB

In this book we encourage you to go out and build something yourself that is
highly relevant to the place and the space that you inhabit, to become tuned to
the structure and the pulse of your particular place.

-Adam Weismann and Katy Bryce, Building with Cob: A Step-by Step-
Guide™

The only proven way to learn about cob building is to try it!

-lIanto Evans, Michael G. Smith, and Linda Smiley, The Hand-Sculpted
House™

I have to admit that I am a natural building novice. I learned how to build with
cob through practice and playing. I was guided by the hands-on instruction of my dear
friend, Tim. Tim is a cob expert from Chicago who lives and builds communities with
cob. His story comes later. For now, I thank him for all of his help, expertise, and
enthusiasm. His knowledge helped this project survive. I also thank the authors of such
texts as Building with Cob: A Step-by-Step Guide and The Hand-Sculpted House.
Without these illustrated books, I wouldn’t have made it this far. When I started my

* Adam Weismann and Katy Bryce, Building with Cob: A Step-by-Step Guide (UK, Green Books,
2006) 7.

%% Evans, Smith, and Smiley 1.



natural building journey, I did not understand the scale, weight, or depth of a cob building
project. I took on each project in stride with a bit of naiveté.

I offer you this how-to-cob guide to get down to the nitty-gritty of cob building. I
want you to feel the dirt and grime of building with cob. As lanto Evans so accurately
says above, the only proven way to learn about cob is to try it. I want you to learn how to
shape the earth beneath your feet responsibly, through cooperation with others, and with
your environment in mind. Building with cob aligns people with the pulse of a space.*®
Knowing and feeling the pulse of a space is recognizing with the whole body that what
surrounds us is alive. When cob builders enter a potential site, they listen to the pulse of
the earth. Cob builders look to the past to inform their futures. They look to the practices
of our pre-industrial ancestors for models of efficiency and resourcefulness. They listen
to the natural rules of the environment. They build.

These first pages serve as a guide for you, the reader, to learn about the process of
cob building. Through examples, sketches, and a step-by-step tour through the cob
building process, [ want to teach you how to cob. In order to do this, I want to teach you
about the natural laws of the environment. As a new cobber, you should try and let
yourself work through the process, to learn about cob building through brilliant attempts

and teachable failures. I want you to kick your shoes off and step in the cob.
How to Make a Batch of Cob

While there are plenty of steps that come before and during the actual process of
cobbing, I think it’s important to first introduce you to the materials. What is cob? Where

does it come from? Cob is a mixture of clay, sand, water, and straw. Each of these

% Michel De Certeau in The Practice of Everyday Life, Trans. Steven Rendell, (Berkeley: U of
California P, 1984) 117 states, “A place is thus an instantaneous configuration of positions. It implies an
indication of stability. A space exists when one takes into consideration vectors of direction, velocities, and
time variables. Thus space is composed of intersections of mobile elements. It is in a sense actuated by the
ensemble of movements deployed within it.” The cob building environment is a space situated within a
place. The environment pulses, moves, and intersects living and non-living beings.



elements has an important function in the cob mix. I address each element in turn below

followed by the mixing process.

Fig. 2. Clay

Fig. 3. Sand aggregate

You can find clay in the ground
beneath you (see fig. 2). It is
important to dig far enough into
the ground to reach the subsoil
(see fig. 4). The topsoil is filled
with organic matter that
decomposes so stay away from
the topsoil! Also, take note that
clay swells when it is wet and

shrinks when it is dry.

The purpose of the sand or
aggregate is to stabilize the
clay. Having a range of
individual particle sizes makes
the best cob. The more sharp
and angular the particles are, the
better the results (see fig. 3).
This locks the particles together
and creates a good bond, as
opposed to rounded particles
like beach sand, which will not

aid in bonding.



The soil composition diagram
shows how far down in the ground
to dig for a nice mix of clay and
aggregate (see fig. 4). Soil
composition varies as you move
geographically around the globe. In
order to get the right ratio of sand
and clay for a cob batch, it is
important to do some tests on the
soil’s composition (see fig. 5).

Fig. 4. Soil composition diagram

Clay-sand ratio
To make a great cob mix the raw material should consist of 15-25% clay and 75-
85% sand aggregate. All soils are made up of different proportions of gravel, silt,
sand and clay. Here is a great soil test to use to discover the ratio of clay and sand in
your soil.
Dig and jar test
Dig a hole in the ground at your building site. Measure the depth with a yard stick.
six inches
one foot
one and a half feet
At each depth, collect the dirt and place it in a jar. Label the jar with its depth. Add
water. Close the jar with a lid and shake! Let it settle. After the water settles, you
can see that the dirt is made up of sand, clay and silt. Clay floats, sand settles to the
bottom, and silt is in the middle. You can physically see the ratio of clay and sand in
your jar! Once you know the ratio of clay and sand you can compensate. You can

add more sand if you need to. You can also add more clay.

Fig. 5. Determining sand and clay ratio



Fig. 6. Water

Fig. 7. Straw

Nothing on earth is made possible
without water. The addition of water to
the clay and sand aggregate will
transform the mix into the thick, sticky,
homogenous material that you will use to
build up your walls (see fig. 6). Too
much water and the clay will become
unmanageable. Too little and adequate
bonding will not take place. After some
time experimenting with the material,
you can feel when your cob mix is too

dry or too wet. Your feet begin to know.

Straw (not hay) is an important element
for making cob (see fig. 7). Do not use
straw that is wet and has begun to mold.
The straw must be dry. The purpose of
the straw is to give strength to the wall,
acting as a natural “rebar.” It also
spreads out the cracks that appear as the
structure dries, creating hairline
fractures that prevent large structural
cracks. Straw also soaks up

the excess water in the cob mix.
Finally, straw acts as insulation, by

trapping air in its hollow stems.



Mixing Cob: The Tarp Method

Step One: Sift the Sand Aggregate
Use a mesh sifter to rid the pile of
painful stones and save

the chunks of clay (see fig. 8).

If a sifter is not available,

pull out the larger stones by hand.

Shovel the material into the sifter (see
fig. 9). Let the sifted material fall onto
the tarp below. Once all of the material
is sifted, pull the tarp over to your

designated cobbing area.

Fig. 8. Sifting

Fig. 9. Shoveling into sifter



Step Two: Combine Clay, Sand, and Water

You can use the volcano method!
Create a crater in the dry cob mix.
Pour water in the crater.

Build up the sides of the mix

like a volcano (see fig. 10).

Jump in the middle of the pile and

the volcano erupts!

Fig. 10. Volcano

Step Three: Dance

All of these elements are mixed together
using your feet, a tarp, hands, and a
thing we like to call the “cob dance”
(see fig. 11).

Music is always a great device to get
people moving!

Have fun with this!

Have great conversations.

Enjoy one another’s company.

Fig. 11. The cob dance

7



While you dance in the cob,
make sure your toes get to the edges

of the cob pile (see fig. 12).

Fig. 12. Get to the edges

Use the tarp to turn and mix
the cob (see fig. 13).

Fig. 13. Using the tarp



Your feet are your mixing tool.
Don’t be afraid to step hard
and deep into the cob (see fig. 14).

Fig. 14. Mix with your feet
Step Four: Add Straw
Sprinkle a dense layer of straw onto the flattened cob. Be sure to cover the surface area

(see fig. 15).

Fig. 15. One layer of straw



Step Five: Keep Dancing and Burrito

Press the straw into the mix with
your feet. Once it is pressed fully into
the cob, then try the burrito technique.
One partner grabs a corner of the tarp.
You grab the other. Walk together.
Keep the tarp low to the ground.

Pull the tarp back to reveal the

burrito (see fig. 16).

Step Six: Repeat Steps Four and Five

until cob is ready to apply (see fig. 17).

Fig. 16. Cob burrito

Fig. 17. The cob is ready
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Step Seven: Cob Balls

You can form cob balls

to transport the cob to the walls
(see fig. 18).

Cob balls can be used to fill in

the cracks and to smooth out

the surfaces of the cob wall (see fig. 19).

Fig. 19. Cob balls

Fig. 18. Sculpting cob

11



In order to move onto the next step, how to build the cob walls, the site must be
surveyed. Cobbers start by asking themselves; where do we want to build? Why do we
want to build there? What does the site feel like and look like? What is the local soil
composition? Cobbers should feel the pulse of the local building site in order to build

efficiently with the land.
Surveying the Site: Feeling the Pulse

Natural builders consider the environment to be a part of them as much as they
consider themselves to be a part of the environment. The local environment speaks to
them in ways that seem quite unnatural in contemporary United States building practices.
Natural builders believe in traditional or folk connections with our natural environments.
“All documented and existing vernacular and folk building practices around the world
demonstrate the evidence of an intimate relationship with the outside environment and a
deep understanding of the available natural resources.”’ Building with cob cultivates an
awareness of local materials and the impact our processes have on the environment. The
natural environment is our canvas, and cob building teaches us to sculpt softly with an
ethic of sustainability in mind.

The following localized building techniques can be used in our contemporary
society and can help the environment survive. Shelter should be intelligibly designed and
located to minimize the negative elements of nature (such as extreme weather). Shelter
should also maximize the positive elements of the environment. For example, the sun
provides efficient solar energy. In order to find the proper place to build, cobbers argue
that we have to commune with the earth, to let it speak to us through its rhythms. For
example, when forming a structure out of cob, cobbers move with the material’s desire.
Cob won’t listen to linear lines or perfect angles. Cobbers don’t dictate the process but

adapt to context and to the gentle sculpting of the things around it. The bend of a tree

" Weismann and Bryce 25.
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branch is not fixed. Trees move to find the sun. These are some examples of the natural
rules of the environment. These rules include:

- Nothing is ever created or destroyed, it just changes form.

- Everything is unique.

- There are no monocultures in nature. This means living things exist in the

company of other beings.

- Nature has a series of fundamental geometries. Nature rarely produces straight

lines or right angles.”®

- Nature uses as many resources as necessary and no more.

The following suggested techniques are ways to get new cobbers feel the pulse of
the environment that surrounds and sustains them. It also helps new cobbers realize how
they can build with the local materials that surround them. Intention journals can help
cobbers work through careful observation of the building site and the way the natural
rules of the environment function within it.

Using an intention journal to create daily prompts and offer a space of reflection
can help cobbers articulate their journey through the cob process. Intention journals can
help cobbers catalog interesting moments of the cob project and to reflect upon the
natural rules of the environment. Cobbers write, reflect, sketch, and jot notes down after
each technique for surveying the land.?* Intention journaling about the experience,
experiment, and process helps cobbers to reflect and to articulate what they learned

through the process. In the following techniques, I write as if the reader of this text is a

% Evans, Smith, and Smiley 10 state, “Biological forms tend to be irregularly curved. On the scale
from humans to homes, natural objects never come in perfect squares, circles, triangles or cubes. Nature
produces few straight lines, right angles, flat surfaces, or unbroken colors, and when they accidentally arise,
she rapidly sets about diversifying them.”

%% Sometimes cobbers do not want to reflect in written form. They may want to talk through their
experiences or just be silent. Allow people to move through their own process of reflection.
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new cobber. | offer prompts and techniques for surveying the site. I also offer ways for

the cobber to learn about the natural rules of the environment.

Natural Rule One: Nothing is Ever Created or Destroyed

Here is a small block of ice. Can you identify the object? Touch, smell, play with,
and break it. What is this made of? Where does it come from? Let the ice melt slowly.
Watch the way the ice changes from ice to water.

The ice melting and changing form is just one simple example of how nothing in
nature is ever created or destroyed, but rather takes another form. Similar to the ice
melting, when you are building with cob, you change the sand clay and straw into cob.
You facilitate the elemental interaction. As a new cobber you should be conscious and
aware of what elements you are using. Take out your intention journal. Here is some
intentional journal prompts: Does the ice melting help you understand what you will be
doing with the elements of cob? What will you be doing with sand, clay, water, and

straw?

Natural Rule Two. Everything is Unique

In cob building, natural resources are used in the same manner as the natural rules
of nature. The photographs I took a few years back of the landscape in Georgia may help
you see how nature is unique (see fig. 20). As I search through and look closely at the
images, I am personally reminded of the second natural law, that everything in nature is

unique.

Fig. 20. Unique nature in Georgia
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Cob buildings and structures are unique because they are built from local
materials that come from our natural environment. Cob structures take the shape of
nature. Bring your intention journals and observe the local environment for twenty
minutes. Pick a certain natural element, like a tree, leaf, or stone. Find two different
examples of this element and compare them. What makes them the same? What makes
them different?

If you are with a group of cobbers, show each other what you have observed. For
example, if you are really interested in leaves, physically revisit them. Can you identify
the uniqueness of each individual leaf? While the leaves have a similar pattern, they are
not exactly alike. Sketch the unique elements of the leaves and write about them in your
intention journals. Share with each other what you have learned about the uniqueness of
nature. Intention journal prompts. If everything in nature is unique, how will your cob
structure follow this example? What do you want your cob structure to look like? Will

each cob structure have its own unique characteristics?

Natural Rule Three: There are No Monocultures in Nature

Everything in nature is interconnected. Taking apart the soil is an interesting
technique to help you understand the complexity of nature. For example, soil is made up
of living and nonliving elements. Dig a hole in the ground. Sift through your collected
soil. You will discover living creatures in the soil. Depending on your geographical
location, you might discover bugs, worms, or frogs. There are also microorganisms living
in the soil. The soil thrives off of these organisms. The relationship between the living
and nonliving elements in the soil is a symbiotic relationship that speaks to the third
natural law; there are no monocultures in nature. Living things exist only in the company
of other living and nonliving beings. Intentional journal prompts: How does interacting
with the worms and frogs that live in the ground teach us about the living and nonliving

elements of nature? How do nonliving and living beings interact with each other?

Natural Rule Four: Nature’s Fundamental Geometries
The fourth natural rule is important for cob building because new cobbers often

want to build boxes. Most people living in the United States are used to straight angles

15



because of their exposure to mass manufactured homes. They want to build something
that fits what they have seen before. In our contemporary western culture, most modern
builders use processed materials to erect structures that are not entirely unique. Modern
building practices produce homes in shapes that are rarely seen in nature. Cob doesn’t
easily form into linear or sharp lines. Cob follows the natural geometries of leaves,
grasses, trees, and stones. While we are building with cob, we encounter the fourth
natural rule quite frequently. There are fundamental geometries in nature that aren’t
perfectly angular or reproduced.

Walk outside. Take time to look for geometries in nature. Write down what you
see, feel, and hear. What shapes appeal to you? What colors do you see? Can you identify
texture? Can you identity patterns? Sketch in your intention journals the geometries you
find in different natural elements. Take time to study the shapes. Intention journal
prompts: What geometries did you encounter in nature? Would you describe them as
round, curvy, triangles, rectangles, or circles? How do you think building with cob might

reflect these natural geometries?

Natural Rule Five: Nature’s Conservation of Resources

Think about what you buy and throw away. Write in your intention journals
something you or your family bought in the past week. What did you buy? What is the
item’s function in your household? Why did you buy the item? Find a trashcan in the
surrounding area. Sift through these the items that have been thrown away. Can we reuse
any of these elements?

Now, think about non-human living beings. Think about specific examples. For
instance, think about a plant. If the plant is over watered, it will most likely wilt. If the
plant isn’t watered enough, it will most likely die. Nature doesn’t over indulge.
Comparing the way humans consume certain items with the way non-human living
beings use elements can help you conceptualize the fifth natural rule: Nature uses as
many resources as necessary and no more. Intention journal prompts: What is necessary

to live, for survival? Do you need to scale down your consumption? In terms of building
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a cob structure, how do you build for survival? How can you think about building a
structure that doesn’t use too much space or so many disposable elements?

The intention journals and the interactive work with these techniques will
hopefully get you thinking about the natural rules of the environment in different ways
and get you excited about the building tasks ahead. As a new cobber, I encourage you to
reengage with nature. Through this process, you learn how to build a building that does
not dominate the environment but grows out of and with the environment. After learning
about the natural rules of the environment, it should be clear that humans are part of the
environment, not above it. Everything in nature is unique. Each person is unique.
Intention journaling can also get you to think about how cobbers will relate to each other,

within a cob building community.

Intention Journals: Reflections and Motivations

Each one of you will arrive at the cob building with your own challenges,
problems, personal situations, and contexts that make the act of dependence and
cooperation quite difficult. In order to make sense of these complicated relationships, [
suggest you use your intention journals to uncover the ways you respond to the day’s
energy, each other, and their reactions to the cobbing process. On the tarp, you may start
to see and understand the interrelations of people’s actions and emotions. The cobbing
process can create a positive and embodied rhythm. As you move through the process,
you may realize that the body responds, knows, and feels. You may start to lean on each
other and work with each other the process of creating cob becomes smooth. You may
become frustrated because you want to finish three more cob piles before the end of the
day. Conflict arises because your group may be dependant upon someone who doesn’t
want to work. In all of these moments, of productivity and conflict, you depend on each
other. Intention journaling helps to make sense of these complicated relationships and
positionalities.

At the beginning of each day, gather together and think about where you are in the
building process and how you are feeling that day. Think about the work you have to

accomplish. Write in your intention journal the goals you have set for that particular day.
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After the five-minute™ writing session, share the intentions of that day. Some words that
may come up throughout the cob process are motivation, magnificence, and strength.
Throughout the day, remind each other of these words. The words become a theme, a
reminder, and motivation for cob building work.

Throughout the weeks of cob building, mixing the cob, and gathering the
materials there will be an interesting array of emotional fluxes that occur. Each one of
these movements is productive in the sense that it is part of the cycle. The aim is not to
create static emotion but recognize the rivers of emotion in flux. It is important to realize
and reflect upon these movements of energy.

At the end of the building session, gather together and reflect on the day’s events.
Pay close attention to your body and the muscles you have worked that day. Reflecting
on the day’s events is important for community spirit. The intention journals offer
stability, repetition, and reflection. As a new cobber, you begin to see and intimately
understand the relationships that develop through cob building. Intention journaling is a
helpful technique to keep you connected to your own thought processes as well as your
connection to the larger group. Before you can begin to build a structure out of cob, you
need to learn how to survey the site for environmental, material, and practical concerns

and components that impact cob building.
Surveying the Building Site: Practical Ideas”'

It is time to survey the site. As a new cobber, there are some important
circumstances to think about before you begin to build and work with your site. When

building an inhabitable structure out of cob, your building site is of utmost importance. A

3% Writing time period depends on age group, time frame, and attention span.

3! For further discussion of each of these elements see Weismann and Bryce. Many of the following
sections and ideas are paraphrased from their site surveying suggestions.
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cob dwelling should work with the land. You want to minimize ecological disruption.**

Here are a few tips for surveying the site that will lessen ecological destruction. These
tips will also help you to situate your building so it works within the space and not
against it. These important components are location, building codes, access, local

materials, and peaceful observation.

Location

There are many elements to consider when choosing a building location. First,
consider your local bioregion. Consider the bioregion’s geography, ecology, and climate.
Think about the native vegetation. Pay respect to existing occupants on the land. For
instance, you don’t want to drain a pond or a wetland in order to build a cob structure.
The wetland is home to many important species. You also want to avoid building on
flood plains or in gullies. Cob needs to be protected from water. Build on the most solid
subsoil you can find because cob is heavy. Avoid building on an exposed hill or cliff. The
wind will impact the structure. To help pinpoint potential building sites, you might want

to make maps or models of the site characteristics.

Building Codes

Most states in the U.S. do not have building codes for cob structures. Each state,
town, and city in the U.S. has their own building codes and processes to obtain building
permits. If this structure will be inhabited, I suggest you learn which codes will affect you
and your construction project. Contact your local building inspection department, the
office of planning and zoning, and the department of permits. Start by calling the
government body that has jurisdiction over the your building site. They will provide you

with specific information about building codes and appropriate building permits.

32 Evans, Smith, and Smiley 64 state, “Any kind of construction (including roads, leach fields, yards,
fences, and even gardening) creates havoc for the plants and animals that are already there. Such damage is
often obvious and dramatic but the damage caused by the ongoing existence and use of the building after it
is finished may cumulatively be even worse (or may be healing if done right).”
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Access

You are transporting the materials from the dig site to the building site. Consider
the difficulties in transporting materials or tools to the building site. Will you be able to
transport your materials and tools easily? Is your building site close enough to your dig
site? You want to be kind to yourself and the other cobbers. Make the distance between
these two points relatively close and easily accessible. You also want to minimize
ecological destruction. Each road that is built causes ecological disruption. Carefully plan

access to your site.

Local Materials

Local materials are the most useful and efficient for the climate of the local area.
The materials are part of the local environment. The materials have survived and adapted
to the local climate. Using local materials ensures that the structure will be able to
withstand and endure the elements. Local materials will also provide the most

comfortable space within which to live for that particular place.

Peaceful Observation and Intuition

After thinking about the elements of surveying the site, it is still up to you, the cob
builder, to discover where the building would best fit with the land. Sit quietly with the
site during different times of the day. Watch the patterns of the sun, trees, and slope of
the ground. Once you are drawn to a space, sit there for a longer period of time. You
were drawn to this space for a reason. Natural building implies building in harmony with
the environment. As a new cobber, convening with your building site will help you
respectfully create a cob building that works with/in the land.

These are components that natural builders take into consideration before they
build on a site. These practical components can help your cob structure find its proper
place to be with and within the natural environment. A cob structure should work with
nature, not against it. Selecting a building site is one of the most critical design decisions
you will make. Your site should empower your home’s potential and your home should

empower the lands potential, not destroy it.
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Using Simple Technologies: Hand Tools and Labor

Each cob project requires that you gather particular tools and materials. Simple
technologies can help us complete a cob project. I do not recommend building with large
industrial machines.” Natural building wants to leave as little environmental impact as
possible. Large industrial machines expend and waste large amounts of energy. Industrial
machines disconnect cobbers from their work. “Cob invites involvement in a very direct
way—dirty hands, dirty feet. Choose tools that don’t steal that involvement.”* T
recommend using simple hand tools to complete cob projects. “Handwork is sensual; that

9935

is, revealing to the senses.””” Using hand tools can remind us of our own power to propel

the tool with our physical energies.

List of Tools and Materials®®
- Sand
- Clay
- Straw
- Water
- Shovels (three to four, depending on the size of your group)
- Wheelbarrow

- Pitchfork

33 Jan Sturmann, “Hand Tool Reflections,” The Hand Sculpted House, eds. lanto Evans, Michael G.
Smith and Linda Smiley (White River Junction, VT: Chelsea Green P, 2002) 137-140 states, “Building by
hand encourages us to build more deliberately, ponderously, aware of our actions that ripple beyond us.”
He also admits that he is no purist. “My power tools, well used, cared for, will continue to be used,
although with less frequency as I discover again the joy of using just my body to propel tools to do their
magic” (140).

3* Evans, Smith, and Smiley, 135.
3% Evans, Smith, and Smiley, 135.

36 This list was compiled through my own experience and with the guidance of two different texts,
The Hand-Sculpted House and Cob Building: A Step-by-Step Guide. This list is subject to change
depending on what type of project you undertake. For instance, if you are working on building a cob oven,
you will need firebricks and extra sand to help you form the dome shape of the oven.
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- Tarps for making cob mixes

- Five-gallon plastic or metal buckets

- Sculpting tools (spoons, knives, plaster’s trowels)

- Mesh screens for sifting

- Tape measure

- Spray bottle for dampening sand form

- Spirit level

- Rubber mallet

- Carpentry tools (hammer, saw, crowbar)

- Recycled concrete for the foundation plinth (amount depends on each project)

- Stone or concrete rubble as filler for the foundation plinth

- Wood and screws

- Lime for outer plaster (NHL 3.5 lime)
Some of these materials are not readily available. While clay, sand, and water are right
under your feet, it takes a good amount of time to scavenge for them. There are other
materials that are harder to find. Lime, for instance, is an unprocessed version of
concrete. Lime is difficult to obtain. I recommend you start early. Ask for help when you
need it. Ask your friends to keep an eye out for certain materials such as recycled chunks
of concrete. Rather than buying these tools, ask to borrow them. You will be surprised at

the amount of support you have around you.
Scavenging for Materials

Scavenging for local materials and recycled components is an important part of
the cob building process. Scavenging takes time, energy, and a source of transportation.
Transporting the materials takes a truck or a car with a nice size trunk. Wheelbarrows,
buckets, and shovels are tools cobbers use to move found materials to the cobbing site.
You want to have enough time to scour the streets for your materials. Look for sidewalks
being uprooted or construction sites. Take the broken pieces of concrete from these
construction sites once you have gained permission. It also takes time to unload the

concrete pieces before your cobbing sessions begin. Scavenging for concrete is an
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excellent lesson that everything in nature changes form and everything can be used for
something else.

To find straw, I recommend calling local horse stables. Remember you are asking
for straw, not hay. If you can purchase the material, there are feed supply stores that carry
bales of hay. Depending on the size of your project you may need anywhere from one to
four bales of straw. Cob is a process-based project. I cannot predict the exact amount of
straw you will need for any given project. I can tell you that you do not want to over run
the cob mix with straw. This project is about balance. In my experience, for one batch of
cob, we used two layers of straw, which approximately is equivalent to five handfuls of
straw (see fig. 7).

To scavenge for clay and aggregate, you must dig into the ground (see fig. 12).
Transporting the found source of clay and soil requires shoveling the material out of the

ground and then moving it from the digging site to the building site.
Building the Foundation

The foundation of a building carries the weight of the roof, walls, furniture, and
floor. It is the element that evenly distributes this weight so that the building doesn’t sink
into the ground, so its floors do not crack, and so the walls do not crumble. There are two
foundation elements in a cob structure. There is the footing or plinth wall and the stem
wall. The plinth wall, or below-ground footing, supports the load of the structure and
distributes the weight evenly over the surface area (see fig. 22). The stem wall, or the
wall above ground, should be one and a half feet above ground (see fig. 23). This protects
the cob walls from water damage and allows for drainage away from the structure. Here
are some tips and steps to laying a solid foundation.

- Clear the top soil of all vegetation and organic matter.

- Mark out the perimeter of your building with pegs and string.

- Dig a trench wider then the stem wall. The trench is where you place your

footing or plinth wall (see fig 22).
- Familiarize yourself with the stones so that over time you will know which

stones will make the best fit.
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- Lay the concrete stones. The largest stones should be on the bottom. This
distributes the weight more evenly.

- Marrying the stones is like putting a puzzle together. The puzzle piece process
can be enjoyable and an excellent lesson in working together to solve a
problem.

- The stones should fit together so they are stable (see fig. 21). Test the stones.
Stand on them. If there are any wobbling stones, they should be stabilized by
chipping away protruding stones or adding smaller pieces of stone to offer
balance. The stones should feel solid and stable beneath your feet as you walk
on them. The footing stones should come up to ground level

- Build your stem wall (see fig. 23). As you build higher, the stem wall should
become increasingly narrower. The stem wall’s width is same width of the
cob wall. Remember, this stem wall should be one and a half feet above
ground. This height depends on what and where you are building. This height

almost always ensures that flooding water cannot impact the cob wall.

Fig. 21. Puzzle pieces fitting together
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Fig. 22. Plinth wall: In the ground

Fig. 23. Stem wall: Above ground
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The Cobbing Process

After the materials, sand, clay, straw, and concrete are collected, move the
materials through a large sifter (see fig. 8). Break up the large pieces and get rid of the
larger rocks. This makes the cob pile softer for those who step on it. Emphasize how your
sifting efforts help, rather than hinder, the process. Divide into groups. One group can sift
the material and then pull the tarp of sifted material to the designated cobbing spot (see
fig. 9). The designated cobbing group can add water to the mix of sand and clay. This
group steps on the tarp together and mixes the elements with their feet (see fig. 14).
Music helps to spark and continue the energy of the cob dance. Each group can rotate
tasks. The cobbing process, building the walls of your cob structure, may take some time.
Rotating tasks and using your intention journals can regenerate your energy level and
reorient you to the tasks you have completed and the tasks you may have ahead. Intention
journal prompts: How did it feel doing the cob dance? What did your body do to get the
task accomplished? Did you feel strange being so close to people? Did it impact the way
we worked together?

Use your hands to move the cob from the tarp to the wall (see fig. 24).

Fig. 24. Applying cob

26



When building your cob walls, avoid splooging, mushrooming, and shouldering
Splooging happens when you build up too high too fast. The freshly laid cob will bulge
and slump down. Large chucks may even fall off the wall. Slow down. Let the cob tell
you how fast to apply it. Let a layer of cob dry and harden a little before you apply the
next layer. Mushrooming is when you build the wall wider as you go higher. Keep
measuring the wall to make sure you are consistent with the wall’s width. Shouldering is
when the width of the wall gets smaller as we build up. Again, measure as you go to stay
as consistent as possible.

You can also make cob balls to transport the cob onto the wall. The cob balls can
help us shape the walls in spaces where they need more support or if they are beginning
to crack. Adding cob balls to certain sections can help correct the wall before larger
structural problems occur. Forming cob balls is also a relaxing time to gather together

(see fig. 25).

Fig. 25. Making cob balls

Protecting the Structure

After the walls are built, add a coat of lime to protect your work. The role of lime,

on the outside of the cob structure, is to protect it from the rain and wind. On the inside of
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the cob structure, add plaster to lighten the room and protect the cob walls from dust or
everyday scratches and scuffs. A natural plaster also serves as a background for other

natural dyes or pigments. Here are some tips on how to make lime. There are four coats

of lime that protect your cob walls.

Lime Ingredients

Natural Hydraulic Lime NHL 3.5.

Sand: Reduces shrinkage or cracking.
Fibers: Act as rebar giving the plaster
strength to control shrinkage and/or cracking,
To Mix Lime

Add three shovels of sand for each shovel of
lime. Add water and mix. Tease fibers into
the mix. Do not add the fiber all at

once or the lime may clump (see fig. 26).
Fig. 26. Lime putty

Fig. 27. Applying lime
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Fig. 28. Scratch coat: Final coat

Lime Coats

The Dub Coat: This coat fills in any excess cracks or recesses in the cob. Use
your gloved hands to apply this coat (see fig. 27).

Scratch Coat: This coat is applied to the cob wall after the dub coat. It is scratched
up to provide a key for the next coat. When you are finished applying the lime, score it
with a trowel so the next coat can grab on.

Final Coat: This lime finish is smoothed onto the scratch coat. Do not score this
coat. Use your gloved hands to apply this lime layer (see fig. 28).

Lime Wash: Final protective lime paint finish. It can be colored with natural
pigments. To make lime wash, use the same ingredients as lime putty but do not add fiber
to the mix.

Once you have limed the structure, mist the structure with the lime wash a few

times a day for at least three days. The longer it takes for lime to set, the stronger the final
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product will be. You can also use natural paints in the final coat of lime. Add a layer of
lime wash to add color to the structure. To make natural paint, combine Natural
Hydraulic Lime (NHL 2 in powder form), water, and the natural pigment. When applying
the wash, the pigment will be much lighter than you might expect it to be. A cob wall
needs at least three coats of lime wash to achieve a deep color. I have been writing mostly
about larger cob projects. There are some smaller cob projects that can help move you
into cob building. For example, creating a cob oven is a fun way to begin your cob

adventure.
Cob Ovens

One of the most rewarding cob building practices is building a cob oven. Cob
ovens are not only aesthetically pleasing but also functional. Building a cob oven can
bring people together through the building process and gather people to delight in the

food you bake in the oven. The following is a how-to for building a cob oven.
The Materials
(Amounts dependent on oven size)

Sand, Clay, Straw, Water

Play sand (to form inner dome)
Firebricks

Gravel fill

Concrete block

Preparing the Dome

Mark the circumference of the oven Fig. 29. Sand dome

on the bricks. The circle should reach

to the farthest edges of the bricks. Start with a pile of damp sand in the center

of the circle. Use sand to build up and out (see fig. 29). With the sand dome still wet,
apply a layer of wet newspaper or a plastic bag, so when you are digging out the sand,

you know when to stop.
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Cobbing

You’ll need three layers of cob.

Ist Layer: sand and clay only.

2nd Layer: sand, clay, and straw.

3rd Layer: sand with a little clay only.
When adding the cob layers, the cob
should be pressed down towards the
firebrick. Do not press the cob into the
sand dome (see fig. 30). Don’t alter the
shape of the sand dome because it

creates the shape of your oven.
Scraping the Sand

When you have finished applying the
layers of cob, wait until it is hard to the
touch before you cut out the door. I
recommend waiting at least twenty-four
hours. Measure the door height and
width. The height should be 63% of the
total dome height. If you cut a hole into
the cob that is greater than 63% you

Fig. 30. Cob layers

Fig. 31. Sand scrape

risk the oven falling apart. If you cut the hole too small, you won’t be able to fit your

food into the opening. The width should be wide enough to be able to fit tin loaf

pans and pizzas but not so wide that the oven loses heat. Take a deep breath and start to

scrape out the sand (see fig. 31). If formed properly, the cob dome should be able to hold

its shape.
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Fig. 32. The finished oven

Now that the oven is finished, you can build your first fire in the oven (see fig.
32). Cob ovens retain heat. Once you heat the oven, it remains hot enough to cook inside
for three to four hours. To build a fire in the oven, use dry, thick, wood. Stack loosely to
allow air to fuel the flames. Without a chimney, there will be smoke coming out the front
mouth. Allow the fire to burn for thirty minutes to heat the oven to 700°F. Spread the
coals and embers across the whole floor of the oven to heat the firebricks evenly. Rake
out the remains. Let the oven heat for another thirty minutes. Then you are ready to place
your pizza or bread in the oven.

As I write, I can hear our laughter as we piled on strange pizza toppings. I
remember feeling so proud when that first pizza came out of our first cob oven. I can
taste the pizza. It wasn’t perfect, but it tasted fabulous. It was the taste of cob success. I
was a novice at cob building just like you. Cob building has been a rewarding experience
for me. I think the best way to learn about cob is to try it. Experiment with different
techniques and see which method works best for you in your environment. Remember,
each space has a different pulse. Don’t forget to listen to yourself and to the environment

around you. After some time playing, practicing, and experimenting with cob, I am no
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longer a novice. | am moving into a different kind of cob project. I am cultivating

knowledges and passing on all that I have learned about cob building.
Moving into Now, Later, After: Movements of Survival

Cob has transformed my conceptualization of the environment, arts-based
research, home, land, natural material, community art, and building processes in the
United States. It has taught me about myself as a collaborator, artist, scholar, and friend. I
write to understand cob as a tool for cultivating moments and movements of survival.
Cob opens up spaces of critical engagement. It also offers critical and feminist theorists a
practical, material, and embodied way to think about and create spaces of survival.
Survival, in cob building, is about preparation for the future, learning within the present,
and investigating the contextual past.

Our building practices should reflect the image of nature’s basic rhythms, shapes,
and process. Cob, as an embodied practice, creates spaces of social change. For example,
cob informs our ideas of survival by shifting political and social consciousness in terms
of modern building practices. Cob informs and materializes our understandings of each
other through artistic and communal practices. Within each of the following chapters, |
work to describe how cob creates localized and discursive spaces of social change.

Creating this text is also a form of cob’s survival. As I pass these knowledges
along, I am sketching a past project into our discursive and material present and future.
Throughout each chapter, I use storied examples fused with an arts-based research. In
order to articulate how cob materializes our understandings of each other, in each
localized moment, I want to bring you into the scene. I write and recreate movements and
moments of cob so we can see how survival happens in material practice. In order to
articulate how cob is a form of survival, I sketch out how cob works in context, in
shifting perspectives. Cob is a form of communal survival. I was not alone in the cob
building process and although writing and sketching can be a solitary art, I am not alone

in this endeavor. I hear voices.
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CHAPTER 11

SKETCHING VOICES: DIS(RE)APPEARANCE

If something inside you is real, we will probably find it interesting, and it will
probably be universal. So you must risk placing real emotion at the center of
your work. Write straight into the emotional center of things. Write toward
vulnerability. Don’t worry about being sentimental. Worry about being
unavailable; worry about being absent or fraudulent. Risk being unliked. Tell
the truth as you understand it. If you are a writer, you have a moral obligation
to do this. And it is a revolutionary act—truth is always subversive.

-Anne Lamott, Bird by Bird >’

I am aware of the things that might be left out: I want to touch it all. Each
exchange seems to have its own liminality, a welling space of ideas, feelings,
and touch, seemingly ready to erupt in any direction, according to where
fissures might be or where potential flows might offer passages to
interpretation or discovery.

-Ken Gale and Jonathon Wyatt, Inquiring into Writing™®

I am taking a risk. Writers/artists/scholars/teachers take this risk. I have to pull the

story out from inside of me. I have been with this story for two years. I am still trying to

37 Anne Lamott, Bird by Bird: Some Instructions on Writing and Life (New York: Anchor Books,
1994) 266.

¥ Ken Gale and Jonathon Wyatt, “Inquiring into Writing,” Qualitative Inquiry 13 (2007): 796-797.
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put it all together. I am still trying to write down the bones.™ T have to be honest. I will
unintentionally leave things out. My memory might fail me. Intentionally, I protect the
identities of each person involved in the cob process. Intentionally, I use the proper
names of corporations while surveying Mini-City as a cob building site. It is important to
be as honest as I can about the cob process, even if this honesty illuminates personal,
material, and communicative failings. This story is my own to write and I would prefer to
disappoint you now, rather than later. I consider writing this story to be prickly and quite
dangerous (see fig. 33). I might disappoint you with the openings, fizzures, and the cracks
within the story. The words, sketches, photographs, and poems I move throughout this
text are not perfect. While I do my best to incorporate the complications and the voices of

those involved in cob building, it is my perception.

Fig. 33. Dangerous voices

3% Natalie Goldberg, Writing Down the Bones (Boston: Shambhala, 1986).
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The voices that follow are dangerous. I understand that each person comes to this
text from different positions and personal attachments. I have to own this authorship
honestly, introspectively, reflexively, and without fear.*" In this way, this story can be
considered autoethnographic.*' Autoethnographic work creates the story of the self in
culture.*” If I start with my vision, I may leave other visions out. I know this. But I have

to begin this story where I think it begins, almost two years ago.

40 Knowledge is subjective and deeply connected to the knower. Norman K. Denzin in Interpretive
Ethnography: Interpretive Practices for the 21° Century (New York: Sage, 1997) 217 states that
autoethnography turns the “ethnographic gaze inward on the self (auto), while maintaining the outward
gaze of ethnography, looking at the larger context where self experiences occur.” As the gaze turns inward
and outward, the ethnographer questions the nature of ethnographic texts. How should they be written and
what should they say? During this crisis of representation, the focus shifts to the way we should be
writing—to bring the reader into the texts, into the experiences. Autoethnography emerged with texts that
experimented with form and style. Carolyn Ellis in The Ethnographic I: A Methodological Novel about
Autoethnography (Thousand Oaks, CA: AltaMira, 2004) 30 states that this blending of forms and style
highlights “the aesthetic sensibility and expressive forms of art.” One of the goals of autoethnography in
communication is to “practice an artful, poetic, and empathetic social science in which readers can keep in
their minds and feel in their bodies the complexities of concrete moments of lived experience” (30).

! Laurel Richardson in “Writing: A Method of Inquiry,” Handbook of Qualitative Research. Ed.
Norman K. Denzin, and Yvonna S. Lincoln. 2nd ed. (Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, 2000) 923-948 and
Carolyn Ellis in “The Other Side of the Fence: Seeing Black and White in a Small Southern Town”
Qualitative Inquiry 1 (1995): 147-167, argue and demonstrate in their own works that autoethnography
relates the personal to the cultural through intimate and embodied writing. It gains access to the personal
corners of interaction. I cannot tell this story from someone else’s perspective. I was part of each cob
project, only a part, one person out of many. But I cannot separate my self from the research project. From
the feminist autoethnographic points of view, realities become and are known through language.
Knowledge is produced and reconstituted in and as language.

2 According to Harry Wolcott in “The Ethnographic Autobiography,” Auto/Biography 12 (2004): 93—
106, the term autoethnography was first used to describe a method of ethnographically studying a group of
which you are a part. The researcher was considered a complete member. Today, autoethnography
encompasses a multitude of terms and writing forms such as Crawfords’s personal ethnography, Ellis and
Bochner’s reflexive ethnography, Ellis’ emotional sociology, Wolcott’s ethnographic autobiography,
Ronai’s layered account, Denzin’s experiential texts, and Reed-Danahay’s autobiographical ethnography.
Each of these methods may not characterize themselves as autoethnographic but they carry elements of
autoethnography. The authors have their own position on the story of self in culture but they are a part of
the theoretical development of autoethnography. The autoethnographic method focuses on the self-
narrative, or autobiographical voice, within social context.
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The Beginning: Discovering the Possibility of Cob

I talk to Sarah, the new girl in my graduate class. She is an M.F.A. student in the
Fine Arts Department. Her building is across campus so I haven’t seen her around before.
She is holding her sculpture made out of banana peels. It is a body cast of sorts. She takes
old banana peels and dries them in the sun. Once dry, she sews the peels together. She’s
made shoes out of this stuff before. After a short discussion about my environmental
politics, sparked by Sarah’s wearable banana peel devices, we dive into a deep discussion
about sustainable practices and our mutual love for art and activism.

“I just don’t see it in Tampa,” I say disconcertedly.

“There are artistic practices out there that address all of our concerns, Jeanine,”
she assures me. I puff my contradictory cigarette and look at her. She continues, “I just
learned about cob from Tim, a friend in Chicago. He works with this non profit called
Growing Community. It is a sustainable community project and cob building is part of
this sustainability.”

She goes into detail about what she learned about cob during her stay in Chicago
and offers that she is really a novice. Tim works with a group of teenagers with financial
hardships. Growing Community is based on creating communities that are self-
sustaining. They teach people how to build food systems that are ecologically sound.
Empowering people to grow their own food offers them an alternative to purchasing
food. Another component of Growing Community is teaching people how to build
sustainable and environmentally sound dwellings and structures out of the natural
building material, cob.

“I went to Chicago for a week last summer to help him with the cob building. Cob
is an artistic practice that develops community building and activist work,” Sarah says.
“It comes straight from the earth. Think about it. We don’t need anything but what we
stand on and our own hands to build a home. We can work with the community to build
something together. While he works with the teens on building cob structures, he talks
about non-violence, conflict resolution, and sustainable practices. I think you’d really like

2

him.
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“We should really talk about this some more. I would love to start cobbing here in
Florida. I think it would be amazing to try it out,” I say eagerly.

I go home that night and begin to research cob. Websites pop up on the computer
screen. | am catapulted into digital representations of this earth-based, sustainable, and
artful practice. People hold workshops that teach people how to build homes, shelters,
cob ovens, and sculptures. Sand, clay, and straw are all around us. In each of these
natural building organizations, there is an understanding that cob brings people together
in a collaborative building effort. The photographs show me smiling faces and people
stomping in the mud. I haven’t felt part of something so creative and collaborative in
such a long time. I understand the strangers in the photographs as creators, community
artists, and activists. I shut my computer down for the evening and smile. I want to cob. If
cob is really a device to create communities and help our environment, then I am hooked.
Each day, I excitedly further my research and try to situate what cob is, how it was (and
is) used, and how we can make it happen in Florida.

This story is not only autoethnographic. It is arts-based research. I have to be able
to distinguish and then fuse the two methods. These categories trouble me, as all
categories do. Writing is an art form. In arts-based research, writing is fused with other
kinesthetic and artistic texts. Arts-based research is a hybrid methodology that layers
visual, sensory, and kinesthetic details to create knowledge. Arts-based research does not
search for truth but rather explores the spaces of not knowing, creation, possibility, and
change. Arts-based research will be explored in Chapter Three, Desire: Engaging with/in
Arts-Based Research. I move through my own personal journal and find moments of
personal and emotional reflection about the cob process. I find myself in front of a
canvas, or in my journal. I let my mind wander in and out of present experiences and

memories, and I sketch. These sketches layer the narrative.
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Fig. 34. I give myself over with open hands
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I move the pencil against the paper to create charcoal and outlines of ideas that
come to me in dreams.* I give myself over with open hands to the process (see fig. 34). I
layer photographs, narratives, and sketches within this dissertation. I also layer voices. I
survive through these writings, these creations. I personally survive because I can use my
art within this text. The sketches, the intertextuality of this document is what fuels my

desire and sustains me.

Voices

The voices in my head won’t shut up. They scream. They whisper. They make me
and my words feel inadequate because they each want something out of this story. They
want to be heard. They all have something to say. They are the voices of the cob story. I
feel indebted to them. Their questioning, contributions, emotional outbursts, or causal
asides make my arguments stronger, clearer, and more complicated. I am trying to make
sense of the voices within this text. They are both imagined voices and the renderings of
other’s and mine experience.44 The writer, cobber, artist, academic, committee,
documentarian, and community member speak to each other. They speak to me. [ am all

of them. I am none of them, at least not completely.

* Speaking of imagination and art, James Agee, Let Us Now Praise Famous Men (Boston: Houghton
Mifflin, 1941) 232 states, “I am indeed ready to say, because with fair consistency I believe, that works of
the imagination (chiefly because in a certain degree they create something which has never existed before,
they add to and somewhat clarify the sum total state of being, whereas the rest of the mind’s activity is
merely deductive, descriptive, acquisitive or contemplative), advance and assist the human race, and make
an opening in the darkness around it, as nothing else can.”

* Stephanie Springgay, Rita L. Irwin, and Sylvia Kind, “A/r/tography as Living Inquiry through Art
and Text,” Qualitative Inquiry 11 (2005): 899 state, “Renderings offer possibilities of engagement. To
render, to give, to present, to perform, to become—offers for action, the opportunity for living inquiry.
Research that breathes. Research that listens. Renderings are not methods. They are not lists of verbs
initiated to create an arts-based or a/r/tographical study. Renderings are theoretical spaces through which to
explore artistic ways of knowing and being research. They may inform the doing of research, the final
representation, and/or the ways in which viewers/readers understand and access an a/r/tographical text. For
renderings also return and/or give back.”
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I am the complicated intersection of these positionalities throughout this text. [ am
the bricoleur,” the artist mixing and piecing these voices together. As the writer of this
text, the voices of the cob project are not enacted until I put them here on paper.*® I hope
you, as the reader, get to know each of them intimately, as I do, as part of you and still
not you. I begin these character introductions with the writer as all of the voices become
actualized when I inscribe them on the page.

The Writer: At the intersection of all of these voices is the voice of the writer. |
write this story of cob building. This position scares me. I am located within each voice. I
know them intimately and I don’t know them at all. Their voices confuse me. I hear them
as [ write. I have the power to allow these voices to speak.?’” I have existed, just as they
have, within these projects. I am not all knowing. I place the voices of the characters in
bracketed block quotations. These bracketed sections interrupt the text and place

emphasis on these voices. I hope it works to interrupt the seemingly smooth story and my

> Claude Levi-Strauss, The Savage Mind (Chicago IL: U of Chicago P, 1966) describes the bricoleur
as someone who speaks not only with things but also through the medium of things. The use of the medium
can be expressive in the context of mythical thought, but that bricolage can be involved in the use of any
medium.

¢ Enacting certain voices within this text highlights viewpoints and can silence other subject
positions. Stuart Hall, “Introduction: Who Needs Identity,” Questions of Cultural Identity, ed. Stuart Hall
and Paul Du Gay (London: Sage, 1996) 1-18 finds that identities operate through exclusion, through the
discursive construction of a constitutive outside and the production of abjected and marginalized subjects.
The construction of this story will ultimately leave cracks, openings, and fissures. When I listen intently to
one subject position, the others seem to quiet, to disappear.

*7 Ruth Arber, “Defining Positioning within Politics of Difference: Negotiating Spaces ‘In Between’,”
Race Ethnicity and Education 3 (2000): 45 argues that scholarly writing, specifically ethnographic writing,
creates a power dynamic between the scholars who write about other people and their communities. She
states, “These writings remind us that we, as researchers, have the last word. Even as we allow others to
speak, we have chosen to whom we wish to listen, the questions which we want them to answer, how much
time we will allow them to speak. We as researchers orchestrate the research. We have control.” This
control frightens me. “Entangled within, in fact underpinning, the fragmentation of discourse, the
contradictoriness of desire, the doubling and play of text are mechanizations of power and practice, of
formulating otherness, of repositioning us” (55). I recognize that the play of this text is a mechanization of
power and practice. I will try and use this power carefully.
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privilege in writing it. I want to introduce you, the reader, to the subject positions of each
of these characters. For all of the voices, I am grateful.

The Reader: You are the reader. I don’t want to, nor will I, speak for you within
this text. You have your own interruptions. I hope at some point you will tell me what
they are. You are one of the reasons why I write these stories.

The Cobber: The cobber is an idealist and a purist in terms of building with
natural materials. The cobber has a hard time letting go of the ideals of natural building.
She only sees the positive moments and spins failure into success. The cobber lives
meagerly. She lives literally and materially the ideals of natural building. Imagine tattered
pants mended again and again. Imagine enthusiasm that engulfs you. The cobber is
passionate, really passionate, about building with cob. She is only concerned with the
process of cobbing, the way the mud feels against her feet, and the project at hand. The
cobber doesn’t want to stop cobbing. She wants to focus on the in the moment process of
building. The cobber is a free spirit and hard to physically, and at times, mentally locate.
She is a wanderer and a free spirit. She wants to change the world but rarely stays long
enough in one space to create these changes.

The Artist: The artist is attached to the artistic elements of cob building. Cob, for
the artist, is an arts-based process. Cob is the sculpting material. Cob, as the arts-based
process, creates local and systematic change. She believes in cob as an art material. The
artist is constantly bringing the discussion back to cob as an arts-based process. She does
not want the arts-based component of cob building to go without intense consideration.
She won’t ever deny that aspect of cob. Sometimes too she worries that her artist’s
reputation is on the line. She has to defend her own work within the institutions that

sustain and help create her work.
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The Academic: The academic, as a feminist poststructuralist,”® is aware of the
contextual, subjective, and discursive elements that drive each localized cob experience.49
The academic’s voice is the anchor, the footnoted discussion that forms the foundation of
this project, and the metanarrative of feminist poststructural thought.’® She tries to make
sense of the experiences in order to articulate how cob is an ecological survival tactic.’
The academic listens to the committee as she works through the larger implications of
cob.

The Committee: The committee is dedicated to the larger project of cob as a both
a theoretical and material practice. They ask the academic to define, reexamine, and

question the assumptions of the text. They are constantly problematizing the work to

make it stronger. They remind the academic to dig deeper into the theoretical

“BChris Weedon, Feminist Practice and Poststructural Theory, 2nd ed. (Oxford: Basil Blackwell,
1997) 100 argues that feminist poststructuralism allows researchers to investigate the multiplicity of
interactions and contradictions among subjectivity, power, language, what we come to know as common
sense and how these are used to examine our potential for change. In addition, this body of theory
challenges conceptions of "fixed meaning, unified subjectivity, and centered theories of power."

*Nikki C. Townsley and Patricia Geist Martin, “The Discursive Enactment of Hegemony: Sexual
Harassment and Academic Organizing,” Western Journal of Communication 64 (2000): 190-217 state that
feminist poststructuralism examines how discourse, subjectivity, social structure and experience produce
and reproduce structures of power.

%% Laurel Richardson, “Writing: A Method of Inquiry,” Handbook of Qualitative Research, 2nd ed.
eds. Norman K. Denzin and Yvonne. S. Lincoln (Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, 2000) 923-948 argues that
feminist poststructuralist theory can help to make sense of cob building through the intersecting swirl of
identities, historical positioning, discourses, desire for change, institutionalized boundaries and of
differences at each contextually based site. While modernists would like to rationalize, categorize, and
order realities and identities, from my feminist poststructuralist point of view, there is no singular view of
the world, no single truth to be discovered. Realities are messy, complex, and multiple. We come to know
these realities from a particular point of view. Subjectivities are also as fluid as our realities. Some realities
and knowledges are more privileged than others. The voices in this text constantly remind me of these fluid
subjectivities and realities.

3! Chris Weedon, “Post-Structuralist Feminist Practice,” Theory/Pedagogy/Politics: Texts for Change,
eds. Donald Morton and Mas’ud Zavarzadeh (Urbana: U of Oyster Bay P, 1991) 47-63 states that
understanding the plurality of meaning opens a doorway to understand experience as a complicated process
of negotiation, which has the potential to challenge or reaffirm systems of power and oppression.
Ecological survival is being able to negotiate these systems in order to create social change.
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assumptions she is making and to interrogate and uncover the larger discourses at play
within this text.

The Community Member: The community member asks how cob as an aesthetic
process, connects members of a community. Who is the community? What about the
community member’s role in this process? The community member shapeshifts
throughout the storylines in order to find a place in the different spaces of cob building.
When we build with cob, we create community through the development of our
relationships. The definitions of community are developed from place, identity, spaces of
building relationships and developing a space of commune. The community member is
all of us. The community member is none of us.

The Documentarian: The documentarian tries to capture the truth of the
experience through still photographs. The documentarian loves to argue that the story
being told isn’t true, real, or right without inclusion of the visual elements. The images
say so much more than the narrative alone. At the very least, the documentarian wants the
visual elements to interact with the narrative. She wants the reader to examine the
juxtaposition of the visual elements with the text. She believes the image will tell the
story.>* The images are, after all, her art form.

As the writer of this text, I accept that there may be cracks in the story. But even
with this level of acceptance, I am so frightened of my own failures.

[The committee: Failure is not necessarily a bad thing. Find the moments of

failure and work from them. Use failure as a source of knowledge. Think of
failures as moments you should reconsider within your work. Cob doesn’t

52 When the documentarian focuses her camera in a certain frame, she offers us her vision. In On
Photography (New York: Delta, 1977) 3, Susan Sontag articulates the power of photography. The
photographic visual creates a unique sense of seeing for the audience. She states, “In teaching us a new
visual code, photographs alter and enlarge our notions of what is worth looking at and what we have a right
to observe. They are a grammar and, even more importantly, an ethics of seeing.” This grammar of seeing
highlights certain moments of the cob building process and leaves others out. Each time I pick out a
photograph from the piles and piles of other photographs, I choose the photograph that complexifies,
textualizes, and aesthetically enhances the narrative.

44



always work as you had planned or hoped it would. In this sense, it speaks to
the larger contextual issues at play. ]

[The academic: The committee is right. Failure is not a bad thing. I will use
failures as inspiration for larger discussions. I will not understand
complications as either bad or good. Binaries won’t help me here. I need to
connect all of this to what other critics have said before me because
intertextuality and intellectual inspiration is what creates these ideas. I can’t
create an argument out of nothing. I want to be heard in the footnotes where I
have my own space to deeply explore these meta-discussions. Maybe then this
project will make more sense for all of us.]

[The cobber: Cob doesn’t fail. We have to work with the process and use
those moments to deeply reflect. I mean, really look around you. It is so
beautiful. It is so perfect. Take some time to look closely at your intentions
and the sources of your own inner and interpersonal conflicts. We can always
make cob work. I would even eat it if [ could. I have. You want to see? Why
all of this extra talk about the story? Why aren’t you cobbing? If you just put
your feet back in the cob, this story about cob will make more sense to you.]

[The artist: The final product of our artistic creation won’t last long. Take a
long look at our cob structure (see fig. 1). Can’t we revel in the beauty of the
artistic process? Look at it, remember, and then move forward. If you are an
artist, then you find and work with other spaces of creation. ]

[The documentarian: You have all that you need right beside you. I took all of
those photographs so you could show the reader the process of cob. I created
the pictures so you could have something to show for all of your work. The
movements are already there in the documentation. Just go back to them. Why
are you so worried?]

[The community: Do you even know who we are?]

I am scraping together my memories, documents, sketches, and the voices in the

text to find the plotline that might create a form of knowledge for the reader. I want you,

the reader, to understand the complications of attempting to create community through an

arts-based process. I want you feel the creation of this text as an artistic process, as a

rendering of the past, and a creation of the present and future. I know you want me to say

more. | will keep you in mind. I do not know what you will take from this text. I can only
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write, create, and hope that you will interact with this document. I suppose the worst
thing would be if you found it stale, without content, without reason, without artistic
qualities, without, without, without. I hope that I can find the larger significance within
these pages.

The voices compel me to write the story of cob building. They scream. They
whisper. They speak to me in chaos. They speak to me in their silences. They come to me
in the shower when all I want to do is feel the water on my back. They won’t let me sleep
when I so desperately need to. And sometimes I don’t have an answer for them. Still,
their questions and interruptions fuel my desire to keep writing and to keep creating.
These voices are the components of cob. They are the pieces of the story and the means
through which I tell it. They ask me to keep writing to find the story that might compel
you to find your voice inside these pages. I need you.

The voices are the foundations of cob. A cob building won’t stand without its
foundations. A cob building can’t stand without a beginning to the story. I started this
story when I first met Sarah. Sarah and I met and we began learning about cob. We began

to organize our ideas, passionately, and naively.
Organizing our Organization: Cobbing by Institutional Rules

After that first conversation on the steps of the CIS building, Sarah and I set out
on a journey to build with cob. Our passion for arts-based activism fueled this journey.
We idealistically believed that building with cob could have an affect on those around us.
Frustrated by mass industrialized labor practices, use of local materials, and the depletion
of our natural economies, we wanted to teach people about the natural builder’s
orientation to the world. We wanted to offer people an alternative to the capitalist and
consumer culture that keeps class structures in place through modern building practices.
We believed cob building could empower people, make them feel good, and encourage
transformation through collaborative engagement. We believed we could teach people
how to create environmental change locally. We wanted other people to consider and
replenish our natural economies through sustainable building practices. We had faith in

the idea that we could start a natural building movement in Florida. Sarah and I believed
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that we were the ones to facilitate these processes because of our passion, collective
knowledge, and gumption. But before we could begin to facilitate the cob building
process, we had to learn how to do it ourselves.

We practiced building with cob in my backyard. We tested the clay and soil to try
to understand Florida’s local soil compositions. We compared the soil composition in my
backyard to store-bought clay and bags of sand. We tested the amount of water we had to
pour on the pile and the time we needed to stomp on the mixture. We dug huge holes in
my backyard and tried to build a small cob shed on the side of my house. But I was asked
to move out of my house and this experimental project had to stop. On top of working in
the backyard, we spent a great deal of time together, eagerly discussing the possibilities
of different projects. We created an organizational structure based on cooperation. We set
out to share tasks with one another and keep our leadership activities equal.

In order to make cob visible and viable where we lived in the Tampa Bay area, we
had to maneuver through different institutional and bureaucratic systems. After
researching the materials and time needed to build a structure out of cob, we needed
funding. We needed institutional backing. We needed to find an organization willing to
work with us. We had to organize the ideas and overall goals. We knew we were working
within the corporate, capitalist system. While we wanted to teach people strategies on
how to get out of these institutions, we had to navigate these institutions effectively to
create change.

Sarah found, through the Fine Arts Department, grant money funded by the Bank
for community arts projects associated with the University. She assured me that we could
apply for this grant and obtain the money. She was right. But before we approached the
non-profit organizations and the University for the community arts grant, we had to prove
our worth. In order to obtain this grant, we had to construct an argument for cob building
as a viable community arts project. We had to propose a reasonable plan and construct a
workable budget. Sarah spoke with the chair of the Fine Arts Department and pitched our
ideas. He was interested in our ideas. After their conversation, we became more excited

about the community arts project. We worked even harder to construct our budget and
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proposal. We submitted the final draft and then waited for a response. While we waited,
we searched for non-profit organizations that might be interested in working with cob.

We crafted a mission statement that focused on our overall goals to create change
in our local communities. We wrote, “Earth Work is a collective dedicated to
empowering and educating communities. We work collectively with cob, a natural
building process, to create sacred spaces for the community.” We tried to delineate how
cob building might help to create social change within institutional boundaries. Along
with our mission statement, we articulated cob building goals for individuals,
communities, environments, education, and empowerment:

Individual: To foster in both adults and children self empowerment, constructive
habits, a sense of accomplishment and ownership by giving each person a part in design-
planning and project implementation. To naturally allow ideas, talents, and energies to
emerge in the spirit of active commitment and participation.

Community.: To use cooperation, specifically caring for and supporting each
other's physical, emotional, and spiritual well being, as the fundamental model to
accomplish a goal set forth by the group. To strengthen communication skills for
interdependent working relationships that can be carried over into each person’s life
outside of the project.

Environment: To use an environmentally responsible process that will
aesthetically enrich an outdoor space and serve as a lively, functional space for the
community.

Education: To teach an alternative building technique, cob. To provide tactile and
communicative skills that promotes environmental, personal, and societal integrity.

Creativity: To cultivate each individual’s creative process by honoring her/his
artistic voice and to materialize it in the overall design of the sacred space.

We spent hours deliberating the impact of each word in each sentence. We
believed that our mission statement could make or break our entrance into a non-profit.
We wrote letters and made cold calls to various organizations around Tampa. For

example, we contacted the local domestic violence shelter, a nonprofit dedicated to
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helping people living with HIV and AIDS and a local orphanage. We believed teaching
natural building could help people in disadvantaged situations realize their own agency,
and empower them individually through cooperation.

In just a few months, we set up several different cob projects for the coming year.

We were awarded the grant money we requested from the University.

EARTH WORK
PROJECTED BUDGET AND TIMELINE

3 Cob Projects in One Year

MATERIALS
MATERIALS UNITS PRICE PER UNIT ESTIMATED COST
Sand (Cubic Feet) 92 $3.00 $276.00
Clay (Cubic Feet) 92 $3.00 $276.00
Limestone/Clay (Cubic Feet) 40 $5.00 $200.00
Straw (In Bale) 4 $6.00 $24.00
Tarp 12 $10.00 $20.00
Shovel 4 $15.00 $60.00
$956.00
WORK FORCE
PERSONS HOURS/WEEK RATE (hourly) WEEKS ESTIMATED COST
2 Adults 9 15 40 $10,800.00
3 Youth Stipends $900.00
$11,700.00
VISITING EXPERT
PERSONS RATE ESTIMATED COST
Personnel 1 $500 $500.00
Airfare/Accommodations/Food 1 $250 $250.00
$750.00
EDUCATION WORKSHOP
July 22-29th Comprehensive Cottage Construction
PERSONS RATE ESTIMATED COST
Registration 2 $580 $1,160.00
Airfare 2 $300 $600.00
$1,760.00
TOTAL MATERIALS: $ 956.00
TOTAL LABOR: $11,700.00
TOTAL VISITING EXPERT: § 750.00
TOTAL WORKSHOP: $ 1,760.00

Fig. 35. Original Earth Work budget
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Our budget suggested we were going to work on three cob projects in one year, although
we weren’t sure how many projects we would take on (see fig. 35). Ultimately, we did
five cob projects as part of Earth Work. We also weren’t sure how long each project
would take. We approximated the cost of each content area. We guessed.

When we factored in our labor, time, and the stipends for the participants, we
found that labor was the most expensive commodity. According to our budget, Sarah and
I would receive the most amount of money for our labor and time because we would be
working for the longest periods of time. Our enthusiasm may have gotten the better of us.
We had no idea what we were getting ourselves into. I was overwhelmed, enthralled,

exhausted, and excited to begin our cob projects.
Contextualizing the Projects: Shifting Disciplines and Discourses

For our first cob project, which was not sponsored by the Fine Arts Department,
we were invited to cob at a one-week happening of the arts in Tampa. This art show
interactively explored themes including cultural commodification, globalization, global
economies, and displacement. Natural building is a post/pre-industrial project. It uses an
older technology and reinstates it in our modern day building practices and
consciousness. It uses natural and renewable resources. It encourages people to step
outside of cultural commodification and move closer to their labor practices. Inside the
gallery space, there were interactive media installations, paintings, photographs, and live
performances that critiqued and spoke to the themes of the art show in various ways. We
were given a space outside of the gallery walls because cob can get messy. We set up our
tarps and asked gallery goers to take off their shoes and stomp in the cob with us. Our
goal was to construct a mobile cob oven in one night. Most of the gallery goers we
encountered at the art opening were interested in and shocked to learn that people can
build their own ovens out of natural and accessible materials. At the closing reception,
one week later, we baked pizza in the oven, which demonstrated the functional nature of
this aesthetic and tactile process.

After working with cob in a gallery space, Sarah and I talked about bringing cob

into my academic discipline, communication. We wanted to make cob an
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interdisciplinary practice. Cob building is a device for bringing people together, to forge
relationships and promote and enhance the idea of community. As a communication
scholar, I have always been interested in building tangible bridges between the academic
sector and the community. Cob building seemed like the perfect device to address the
borders that can keep the academy separated from the community in which it is situated.

[The academic: But how does the community actually fit within the academic
realm? How do you define community?]

I wanted to connect the academy to the local community. I always have. I always
will. Because of this desire, for our second project, I suggested bringing cob to the
Qualitative Research Conference in Oyster Bay. We worked on a panel proposal and
were accepted. I worried about how a tactile process that requires a lot of materials,
space, and time constraints could fit within an academic conference. The conference
organizer graciously worked with us to find a space for this interactive installation.

Within the context of the Qualitative Research Conference, we were given a
daylong time slot to build a mobile cob oven with conference goers and members of the
Oyster Bay community. We hoped that this oven would eventually find a home in a
communal space off-campus and that the local community would use it. In our attempt to
connect the academic community with the local Oyster Bay community, we were able to
connect to several people willing to offer art studio space, homes, and time to help us
build this mobile cob oven. We were able to use ‘found’ materials in the Oyster Bay area
as well as use University studio spaces to construct the mobile component of the cob
oven. The cob oven found a home with Ron, a member of the Oyster Bay community.
Ron works with solar energy, organic farming, and sustainable living. He was given the
cob oven to experiment with several types of natural ovens and organic breads. His
organic breads are baked and sold locally in the Oyster Bay area.

We also encountered several setbacks. The cob building installation wasn’t
located near the buildings where the traditional conference panels are held. Because of
the location, some conference attendees didn’t have time to make it to the other side of

campus to participate in the cob building project. Sarah and I had a falling out because of
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a guerilla cob bench that was built on the University’s property without permission. We
did not see eye to eye concerning the goals and impact of this action.

Our third project was our largest and most time-consuming project. Sarah found
the Children’s Museum, Mini-City. Mini-City is a scaled down, kid-sized version of the
local urban spaces where kids can come and play. Mini-City includes Publix, which is a
regional grocery store, J. P. Morgan and Chase Bank, the United States Post Office, a
music room, an art gallery, PediaCare, which is doctor’s office, McDonalds, and city hall.
It is set up so the children can interact with the buildings and play with the toys within it.

We proposed the cob project to Ellie, the director of the museum’s Teen
Leadership Development program, Teens Alive. The program is specifically targeted to
youth ages 14-16 with limited resources and support needed to make the successful
transition from adolescence to adulthood. This program is basically the teens’ first job in
a corporate setting. They learn through hard work and diligence how to run Mini-City.
They clean the buildings, run the front desk, supervise the children enrolled in the
summer camp, and answer to their boss and project manager, Ellie. Through Teens Alive,
the teenagers learn how to write resumes and practices interviewing skills. Teens Alive
and Mini-City teach children and the teenagers how to navigate and succeed in a
corporate, capitalist world. Sarah and I believed that working with cob could fit into the
Teens Alive’s desire to empower the teen leaders but also show the teenagers that there
are options to the corporate, capitalist climate. Cob building is this alternative. Earth
Work partnered with the leader of Teens Alive to build a building at Mini-City.

After two meetings and a power point presentation on our cob oven projects, Ellie
agreed to set up an intensive cob building project. Ellie believed that the teens could
develop their interpersonal and communication skills through participating in this project.
She also believed that they would feel a sense of agency and ownership over the cob
structure. During the summer of 2006, for three days a week, eight hours a day, the Teen
Leaders and Earth Work constructed a cob building within Mini-City. After setting up
this huge project with Mini-City, Sarah was offered a highly regarded position with a

traveling performance art group. She hired Tim to cob in her place. Originally, Tim was
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going to come help and guide us for one week. But because Sarah had committed to the
traveling performance troupe, we needed him to stay on longer. I was left navigating and
organizing the bureaucratic side of things, and finding the materials. I was also
responsible for the intensive practice of cobbing with the kids. Her absence created a lot
of tension between us. Sarah returned to Tampa after the cob building process with Mini-
City was finished. She worked with Sam, the person we hired to design and construct the
roof. With Sam, Sarah built the roof and the door. She was also in charge of putting the
finishing touches on the house. She worked closely with a different group of leaders from
Teens Alive to construct the interior teaching materials.

Because of outside circumstance, Sarah and I worked alone on two cob projects.
Sarah worked with the Kids Home to build a cob bench with the children that live there. I
worked with the Girls Harmony Home to build a cob bench in their courtyard. This youth
program is set up to help the girls in their transition from adolescence to adulthood. Their
programs are designed to improve self-esteem and promote healthy lifestyles. I believe
that in both youth oriented projects, the Girls Harmony Home and Teens Alive, their
work with cob added to their understanding of what it means to be an adult working
creatively and diligently within a community arts program.

As the writer of this text, I have to be honest that the previous claim is
speculation. I am not sure how cob impacted them. I can only hope it did. There are also
important moments of success and failure that need to be addressed and problematized in
context to understand how cob building functions locally within the metanarratives of

modern progress.
Sketching Voices: Disappearance and Reappearance

Throughout all of these contexts and cob projects, I was not alone in this
endeavor. Volunteers, cob experts, friends, colleagues, advisors, and family surrounded
me. [ am and was part of a collaborative process. Now, I am surrounded by the voices of
characters that have become a part of me. I find that as I write a story, I listen to the echo
of the voices. With each movement of the keys, voices disappear. For example, the

documentarian’s voice and the committee’s voice are subdued when I write the voices of
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the community member, the artist, and the cobber. As I write the process of cob building,
the movements become solidified in a version of the story that makes the most sense to
me. As these movements become solidified as text, picture, and sketch, other possible
stories fade. This does not mean that those stories are lost. The stories are in the bodies,
the hearts, and the desires of the people involved in the cob building projects.

I sketch these voices with both hesitance and great joy. I find these voices to be of
the utmost importance to the survival of this arts-based process. Physically, I am now
alone in this endeavor, scraping my memory, my notes, and the documentation of
projects past for a semblance of the story. But in my mind, in my memories, as |
materialize the story for you in this text, I am with the voices of the projects. I am urged
to find the plot, purpose, layers of contextualized cob projects, and the moments I might
have forgotten. While I am aware of the possibility of losing moments of the cob project,
I have to accept that a complete text isn’t possible. There will be memories that have lost
their way. Losing memories does not compromise the survival of this text. If it is
evocative, if you feel anything, gain anything from this document then it has survived,
both in the text and in your interpretations.

I continue to hear voices, sketch the process, and build the cob structure in
Chapter Three, The Desire: Engaging With/In Arts-Based Research. This document is an
act of rendering’® and reappearance. Rendering is personally and socially constructed.
These movements are reverberations. Reverberations activate openings to let others’
work and words resonate throughout in a tangled co-laboring. Elements such as narrative,
theory, photographs, and sketches collide in a fusion of aesthetic practice, mixed and

stirred, mixing colors, and contrasting movements. Within this text, I follow these

>3 Springgay, Irwin, and Wilson Kind 908 argue, “To render research is to commit to living inquiry
through text and visual images. So too, the roles of artist, researcher, and teacher must become active
processes and practices of living a life deeply. Deep inquiry into our lives requires a/r/tographers to make
meaning through their senses, bodies, minds, and emotions. It is a research process that is fluid, uncertain,
and temporal.”
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elements in a collision that is bumping, ever moving, and always changing. I want you,
the reader, to feel something in this exploration into the memory of the process cob
building. This is one act of rendering about the process of creation, through the process of
creation. This work, however dedicated to the process, is also an artifact, an object, and a
representation of the process. It produces meanings and positions from which those
meanings are consumed. Moreover, representation articulates. These articulations are also
acts of disappearance. The following chapter complicates my desires to define cob
building as arts-based research. I work through current definitions of arts-based research
to argue a/r/tography is the best guide to fuse the creation of this text with the
possibilities of cob building. This text, an arts-based research project, stands as a fusion
of my memory of cob building, through narratives, sketches, and photographs. I use

a/r/tography to talk about cob building as a form of arts-based research.
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CHAPTER II1

DESIRE: WITH/IN ARTS-BASED RESEARCH

If I could do it, I’d do no writing here at all here. It would be photographs; the
rest would be fragments of cloth, bits of cotton, lumps of earth, records of
speech, pieces of wood and iron, phials of odors, plates of food and
excrements. Booksellers would consider it quite a novelty; critics would
murmur, yes, but is it art; and I could trust a majority of you to use it as a
parlor game. A piece of body torn out by the roots might be more to the point.

-James Agee, Let Us Now Praise Famous Men’ 4

Building with cob is about getting your hands dirty, touching the stuff, feeling
its stickiness, its grittiness, its pliability and plasticity. We encourage people
to wake up to their senses, to learn to recognize the earth—to understand its
sustainability for cob building.

-Adam Weismann and Katy Bryce, Building with Cob: A Step-by Step Guide”

The cob window muddles our view (see fig. 36). The cob window is one lens to
view the process of arts-based research. I want to give you the sounds, scents, voices,

noises and kinesthetic moments of building with cob. I want to give you cob to feel.

54Agee 13.

3 Weismann and Bryce 7.
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Fig. 36. The cob window

The question becomes: how do I engage you?
Flowers

[ was always told to start my work, my writing, where I am.’® I am here in my
yellow vinyl 1950s kitchen chair with my dog, Rhyn. She whines at my feet until I lift
her up and cradle her. I have to keep my arms up so her head doesn’t weigh on my wrist.
She loves to rest on my wrist, which keeps my fingers from these keys. I pet Rhyn’s soft
head and stare at the stargazers on my kitchen table. They are opening. The petals are
beginning to peel back, exposing a sensuous purple center. The deep brown of the stamen

contrasts the white petals and offers a subtle explosion of color. Each day I gauge their

%% Laurel Richardson, “Writing: A Method of Inquiry,” Handbook of Qualitative Research, eds.
Norman K. Denzin & Yvonne S. Lincoln (Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, 2000) 97 states, “I write because I
want to find something out. I write in order to learn something that I did not know before I wrote it.” I write
these pages to find the storyline. Starting where I am implies that I am not sure where [ am going, at least
not completely. Eventually, I will uncover this narrative and craft it accordingly. For me, writing sits
alongside creating tactile and kinesthetic elements. Starting where you are implies an awareness of your
own subjectivities. This is not to say that there is a sense of clarity to these positionalities, but rather that
there is a jumble of knowing wrapped inside these texts. In order to sort through the intersections of
thought, experience, and embodied memories, I use writing as one tool for discovery.
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movement and delight in their growth. I bought the flowers at Trader Joes for $4.99. 1
didn’t pick them in a meadow or grow them in my own garden. They were perfectly
packaged and convenient. Sometimes I regret making these purchases. Why can’t I grow
my own? Why haven’t I already? The stargazers excite my interest in liveness,
animation, color, and decay.”’ By the time I finish this document, these flowers will be
long dead. Survival is not only about life but also about the cycle of life and death.

[The documentarian: Why are you starting here? Get to the cob story. Don’t
you remember Terri’s flower? It’s in the box of photographs.]

I am starting here to introduce my desire to use arts-based research. I want you to
feel, know, and experience through sensory engagement. The goal in this text is not only
to create a separate art object but to also offer you a collage of texts so you can
experience the artistic creation of cob.”® I can feel the documentarian staring me down. I
will tell the story of the cob flower.

I rummage through the box of photographs next to the kitchen table. I find the
photo the documentarian is talking about. I trace the image with one finger. The soft

yellow petals flow into the orange texture of the cob wall. I know this place. I remember

37 James. H. Olthuis, “Otherwise than Violence: Toward a Hermeneutics of Connection,” The Arts,
Community and Cultural Democracy, ed. Lambert Zuidervaart and Henry Luttifkhuizen (New York: St.
Martin’s P, 2000) 140 states, “Indeed, language or discourse is only one form of intercourse, only one the
great array of acoustic, olfactory, tactile, symbolic, and graphic ways of signification that we need to
interpret in meeting the other. Whether we are dealing with the phonemes of oral conversation, the script of
written texts, sculptures, paintings, musical scores, rituals, dance, body language, traffic signs, emblems or
floral arrangements, encoding and decoding are always present. Colors, sounds, odors, textures, and
gestures present as many complicated dilemmas of interpretation as do words and texts.” These are the
elements of cob building as an art-based research practice that I wish to uncover throughout this text. We
cannot forget these important signifying practices in arts-based research.

3% Keith Negus and Michael Pickering, Creativity, Communication and Cultural Value (Thousand
Oaks, CA: Sage, 2004) 42 state, “What matters aesthetically is thus not the work of art or cultural product
as objects, which, once reified, become commodified and fetishised. What matters is how artistic creativity
and cultural production relate to experience, what an art product does with and in experience, how
experience becomes aesthetically founded and so resonant with expressive meaning.”
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this moment. Holding this memory close, I get up from the chair. I stretch my arms to the

ceiling and feel a little dizzy. I should stop writing and eat something.
[The academic: No. Keep going. Don’t stop yourself. Go back there. ]

I continue stretching into the corners of my memory. [ remember Terri. She is one
of the Teens Alive members. | see her smiling face and the freckles that lightly cover her

nose. | begin writing.

Terri takes a break from cobbing. Her bright
red ribbon stands out in her long brown hair.
She wanders over to the vines that line the
metal fence around Mini-City. She finds a
bright yellow hibiscus with a maroon center.
I turn to bring another batch of cob over to
the waist-high walls of our building. I find
her flower pressed into the sides of the front
wall. It looks so perfect there, like a welcome
mat into our collaborative home. Terri is
proud of her creation. I find her gesture

striking. I take a picture (see fig. 37).
Fig. 37. Terri's flower

A few days later, I plucked the wilting flower from the wall. I felt a sense of loss,

nostalgia, and appreciation for her gesture.

[The documentarian: See? We needed that. It connects the reader to the visual
process. Language cannot capture these movements alone, at least not for me.
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I know that these photographs can help you tell the story.” If it were up to me,
I would rely more heavily on them. They are important. ]

The visual offers the reader a layer of knowing within the text.® The visual and
textual elements fuse to create embodied knowledge. Choreographers and scholars Mary
Beth Cancienne and Celeste Snowber combine dancing and writing to argue that the body
is a site of knowledge. They state, “Combining dance, a kinesthetic form, and writing, a
cognitive form, can forge relationships between body and mind, cognitive and affective
knowing, and the intellect with physical vigor.”' Like Cancienne and Snowber, I do not

see the body and mind as separate entities. They play with each other.

[The artist: It is an amazing and challenging process to try and create between
and with writing, visual, and kinesthetic elements. ]

> Julie Taylor, author of Paper Tangos (Durham, Duke UP: 1998), struggled with the use of

photographs in the telling of the story of Argentinean Tango. For Taylor, “The text had sought to find
words that would transmit the bodily knowledge of a dance form, knowledge that includes the reflections
associations with other experiences that the tango demands...if there was a way to introduce movement
onto a page of written words and to keep its presence there in such a way that readers were reminded that
the words were intended to interact constantly with the image of movement to which they referred” (xv-
xvi). Taylor created a flipbook of photographs so that when the reader flipped through the pages, they could
see the dance happening. This is one dilemma I face as I write/create this account of cob building. Cob
building is a tactile, movement-based, and kinesthetic practice that relies on process. The photographs in
this text do not create movement, but allude to its presence. I attempt to draw in sketches, photos, and notes
in an attempt to remind the reader that the arts-based process is central to cob building.

89 Knowing through the intersection of textual and visual elements does not claim to be more truthful
or encompassing than any other form of knowing. I argue here that it is another layer or approach to an
account. Referring to the photograph in ethnographic research, Sarah Pink in Doing Visual Ethnography
(London: Sage, 2001) 18 states, “It does not claim to produce an objective or ‘truthful’ account of reality
but should offer versions of the ethnographer’s experiences of reality that are as loyal as possible to the
context, negotiations and intersubjectivities through which knowledge is produced.” The photographs here
are not meant to substitute for written experience but should enhance the lens we use to view the culture.
Using a reflexive approach to photography within arts-based research, I am aware of the constraints and
possibilities with my own photographic practice and choices. The photographs are records of both Ani’s
personal experiences and mine. They identify to the viewer what grabbed our attention in that moment,
from our particular viewpoints.

%! Mary Beth Cancienne and Celeste N. Snowber, “Writing Rhythm: Movement as Method,”
Qualitative Inquiry 9 (2003): 237.
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I could paint or sketch the flowers on my table as a recreation of the color, shape,
shade and line.*® The colors could intermingle with the words on the page.

[The documentarian: Perhaps you could create a photographic series and
include it within this text?]

I am including the photographs in the text. I love and appreciate the photographic
arts. Stargazers are my favorite flowers because of their scent. How do I offer you the
scent? The following desires fuel my work with arts-based research within the larger
discussions of embodiment and engaged knowledge.® I work with my hands. I want your
hands to feel the way my hands feel when I build with cob. My entire body pulses when |
sculpt and mix cob. I love the feel of my fingertips after a long day of building with cob.
I want you to be able to smell the flowers on my kitchen table, to watch the deterioration
of Terri’s flower. I want you to feel the cob. All of these desires to create and use visual
and processually based practices have all led me here to this introduction, which may

incite the reader to think about the complexity of using arts-based research within an

62 Rita L. Irwin, “A/r/t/ography as Metonymic Metissage,” A/r/t/ography as Living Inquiry: An
Introduction to Arts-Based Research in Education, ed. Rita L. Irwin and Alex de Cossen (Vancouver:
Pacific Educational P, 2004) 27 describes the integration of text and image as an “act of borderland
pedagogy, a way of sharing a third space between knowing and ignorance.” Borderland pedagogy is
analogous to the concept of bricolage that was explored in Chapter 2, Sketching Voices. Chris Baldick, The
Concise Oxford Dictionary of Literary Terms (Oxford UP, 1990) 26 explains, bricolage is a term for
improvisation that is “sometimes applied to artistic works in a sense similar to collage: an assemblage
improvised from materials ready to hand, or the practice of transforming ‘found' materials by incorporating
them in a new work.”

5 Antonio Gramsci, Selections from Prison Notebooks, ed. and trans. Quintin Hoare and Geoffery
Smith (New York: International, 1971) 418, calls for engaged knowledge: “The intellectual’s error consists
in believing that one can know without understanding and even more without feeling and being
empassioned [...] that is without felling the elementary passions of the people.” Knowledge is situated,
located within what Dwight Conquergood, “Performance Studies: Interventions and Radical Research,”
The Drama Review 46 (2002) 149 calls proximity. He finds that within engaged knowledge “proximity, not
objectivity becomes an epistemological point of departure and return.”
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academy that thrives upon the hegemony of textualism.®* I am referring here to the
hegemony of textualism as discussed by Dwight Conquergood in “Performance Studies:
Interventions and Radical Research.” Conquergood argues that only “middle-class
academics could blithely assume that all the world is a text because reading and writing
are central to their everyday lives and occupational security.” This hegemony of
textualism “underpins the supremacy of Western knowledge systems by erasing the vast

realm of human knowledge and meaningful action that is unlettered.”®

[The artist: How do you balance your life as a researcher and an artist?]

I am an arts-based researcher. I understand that writing is an art form. [ am aware
of texture, line, the aesthetic features and tones of cultural and social environments.* I
listen to and am part of the interactions that happen at the cob building site. I believe cob
building offers a unique and action-based understanding of feminist poststructuralist
practice through art making. I cannot separate my research from my art.

[The committee: Can you please define arts-based research for us and then
connect it to cob building?]

Yes, that is important. I was wrapped up for a little bit.

5 Dwight Conquergood, “Performance Studies: Interventions and Radical Research,” The Drama
Review 46 (2002): 147. Within his discussion of the hegemony of textualism, Conquergood calls upon
Michel Foucault’s subjugated knowledges to articulate how knowledges come to be privileged and others
are subsumed or erased. Subjugated knowledges have been erased because they are illegible. They are
outside of books and elude language. They are active bodies of meaning. They are local, native, and bodily
knowledges that cannot be consolidated into texts and therefore at the bottom of the epistemological
hierarchy. Performance scholars and arts-based researchers have long been trying to find ways to resurrect
the connections between text and embodied knowing in order to create spaces of engagement. I play within
these liminal spaces.

5 Dwight Conquergood, “Performance Studies: Interventions and Radical Research,” 147.

5 Karen Scott-Hoy, “Form Carries Experience: A Story of the Art and Form of Knowledge,”
Qualitative Inquiry 9 (2003): 269 argues that being a researcher is not dissimilar from being an artist. She
states, “I don’t have to use a forensic scientist’s analytical scalpel to generate knowledge, in an expressive
interpretive approach I can use an artist’s pen, palette and painting knife, and I can use the same senses I
had in the field.”
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Cob as Arts-Based Research: Movement Towards A/r/tography

Arts-based research has carved a space in interpretive, qualitative methods in
several disciplines.®’ For example, arts-based research is a methodology used in
Education, Sociology, Communication, and Anthropology. Like poststructural feminists,
arts-based researchers believe that realities are multiple and complex. Arts-based
researchers argue that there are many ways to know and represent the world. Within arts-
based research, knowledge about this world is constructed into an artistic form of
experience. Art is not a representation of the world or language but is itself world and
language.®® The intersection of linguistic, artistic, tactile, and visual elements creates
what arts-based researchers call a hybrid method. Carol A. Mullen® asks researchers to

explore arts-based research as “an art gallery of conversational (and-ever-changing)

%7 This list of scholars is not exhaustive but is helpful for those of you who wish to uncover more
about arts-based research:

Elliot Eisner, The Arts and the Creation of Mind (New Haven, CT: Yale UP, 2002).

Elliot Eisner and Thomas Barone, “Arts-Based Educational Research,” Complementary Methods for
Research in Education, ed. Richard M. Jaeger, 2nd ed. (Washington, DC: American Educational Research
Association, 1997) 73-94.

Susan Finley, “Painting Life Histories,” Journal of Curriculum Theorizing 17.2 (2001): 13-26.

Susan Finley and J. Gary Knowles, “Researcher as Artist/Artist as Researcher,” Qualitative Inquiry 1
(1995): 110-142.

Carol A. Mullen, “A Self-Fashioned Gallery of Aesthetic Practice,” Qualitative Inquiry 9 (2003):
165-181.

Maria Piantanida, Patricia L. McMahon, and Noreen B. Garman, “Sculpting the Contours of Arts-
Based Educational Research within a Discourse Community,” Qualitative Inquiry 9 (2003): 182-191.

Rita L. Irwin and Alex de Cosson, eds., A/r/tography: Rendering Self through Arts-Based Living
Inquiry (Vancouver, BC: Pacific Educational P, 2004).

Kathleen Vaughan, “Pieced Together: Collage as an Artist’s Method for Interdisciplinary Research,”
International Journal of Qualitative Methods 4 (2005): 1-21.

Rhonda Watrin, “Art as Research,” Canadian Review of Art Education 26 (1999): 92-100.
58 Scott-Hoy 268-280.

% Carol A. Mullen, “A Self-Fashioned Gallery of Aesthetic Practice,” Qualitative Inquiry 9 (2003):
165-181.
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montages, hybrid paradigms, mirrors of practice, doors to constructive change, spaces for
open scripts, and synergistic circles.”’ Arts-based research is an interdisciplinary hybrid
approach to inquiry.

Because it is a hybrid approach to research, arts-based researchers argue it is
important to ground the study within a theoretical framework. One way to ground this
study is to create a logic of justification. A logic of justification explains the purpose of
the study and defines the role art plays in accomplishing this purpose. Maria Piantanida,
Patricia McMahon, and Noreen Garman’' argue that providing a logic of justification
makes philosophical reasoning more visible. The logic of justification broadens the
research community’s understanding of what it takes to fashion such arts-based research
projects. They argue that arts-based researchers need to articulate their own criteria so
they may fall into a culture of art. The judgment and the norms for conducting arts-based
research are very open. Piantanida, McMahon, and Garman state,

On one hand, this openness creates a fertile context for creativity and
innovation. On the other hand, it places both inexperienced and experienced
arts-based researchers in a position of vulnerability. Without a map of the

discourses related to arts-based educational research, we run the risk of having
our work dismissed before it is understood.”

These researchers ask other arts-based researchers to provide a logic of
justification for their work. This logic of justification strengthens and highlights the

philosophical assumptions that guide a researcher’s thinking.”

[The committee: Can you provide your logic of justification for this project?]

" Mullen 178.

! Maria Piantanida, Patricia L. McMahon, and Noreen B. Garman, “Sculpting the Contours of Arts-
Based Educational Research Within a Discourse Community,” Qualitative Inquiry 9 (2003): 182-191.

72 Piantanida, McMahon, and Garman 184.
7® Piantanida, McMahon, and Garman 185.
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The purpose of this study is to uncover how, as an arts-based research process,
cob, creates movements and moments of survival. Survival happens on the local level,
between and with people. Cob building creates knowledge through creative, kinesthetic,
and collaborative engagement. Cob building creates possibilities of engagement that
cultivate movements and moments of survival Arts-based research allows me, as an
feminist poststructuralist, to examine local action and interaction between people,
positionalities, and competing differences. Rather than appeasing the modern impulse to
objectify and rationalize an end-point or an object oriented view to the production of art,
feminist poststructural theory works to problematize the end-point. Through cob building,
a rich, arts-based process, | call into question the modern impulse to find Truth and ask
that we be aware of developing new oppressions when working toward equity and justice.
Cob building teaches people how to engage in this arts-based process that allows us to
examine local interactions. Cob building creates a space of engagement.

Cob is an arts-based research process that includes the land as an integral part of
its canvas. The possibilities for engaging cob, as an arts-based research practice, are
strategies for surviving, of working with our respective environments wisely. Cob
building artistically addresses the way humans interact with the natural economy. Cob
building teaches people how to negotiate the natural economy, their relationship to labor,
each other, through an artistic and intimate practice.

In order to articulate, uncover, and engage the claim that, as an arts-based process,
cob creates movements and moments of survival, I use a/r/tography as the
methodological framework within this text. This a/r/tographical text does not offer an end
point but works to recreate moments and movements of cob building as an arts-based
research project. A/r/tography helps to layer the movements of arts-based survival within
cob building and this text.

[The artist: A/r/tography will frame your argument nicely. I will help you
highlight when a/r/tographical moments are happening. ]

The intersection of linguistic, artistic, tactile, and visual texts creates a hybrid

method, as well as a hybrid ontological position that represents an ecologically diverse
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range of discourses, ideologies, subject positions, and possibilities. I use charcoal,
sketches, photographs, poetry, and narratives to uncover the possibilities of cob as a form

of arts-based research.

A/r/tography: Guiding Elements

Al/r/tography is a “living practice of art, research and teaching: a living metissage;

™ A/r/tography as living inquiry recognizes that

a life writing, life creating experience.
the layers of art, teaching and research are lived experiences and the form of our
scholarship should reflect this living.” In a/r/tography, visual, performative, and written
processes are enacted as a living practice of art making, researching, teaching, and
learning as living inquiry, through an act of rendering.”®
Springgay, Irwin, and Wilson Kind write,

To render research is to commit to living inquiry through text and visual

images. So too, the roles of artist, researcher, and teacher must become active

processes and practices of living a life deeply. Deep inquiry into our lives

requires a/r/tographers to make meaning through their senses, bodies, minds,

and emotions. It is a research process that is fluid, uncertain, and temporal.”’
Sites of living inquiry may interface, intersect, and interrogate assumptions in order to
inspire thoughtful action. A/r/tography is a form of inquiry that creates its rigor through
continuous reflexivity and analysis. A/r/tography interweaves theory and practice in

contiguous ways that allow for understandings to emerge over time. A/r/tographers also

offers art-based researchers open-ended elements such as contiguity, metonymy and

™ Rita L. Irwin, “A/r/tography as Metonymic Metissage.” A/r/tography as Living Inquiry: An
Introduction to Arts-Based Research in Education, eds. Rita L. Irwin and Alex de Cossen (Vancouver:
Pacific Educational P, 2004) 28.

5 Trwin 8.

"® Daniel G. Darts, Visual Culture Jam: Creative Art, Pedagogy and Creative Resistance. diss. (The
University of British Columbia, 2004) 118.

" Springgay, Irwin, and Wilson Kind 908.
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metaphor, openings, reverberations, and excess to consider and engage with/in their
work.

A/r/tography emphasizes the divergent and convergent natures of words and
images within a/r/tographical inquiry. Contiguity is the doubling of images and texts.
Contiguity is “not a static rendering of two elements positioned as separate and distinct,
but it is the contiguous interaction and the movement between art and graphy that
research becomes a lived endeavor.””® Contiguity is the constant negotiation, the
movement between images and texts. Feminist poststructuralists are interested in the
negotiation of meaning between practice and discourses, the negotiation of arts-based
research as a lived and felt endeavor.

Metonymy plays an important role within a/r/tographical inquiry. Metonymy is
referencing something or someone through one or more of their characteristics.
“Metonymical meaning is not intended to close spaces with singular interpretations but
instead allows for the ambiguity of meaning to shift in space and time.””” A/r/tographers
use the slash to both divide and double words, thereby providing possibilities for
multiple, relational, and shifting meanings. In this way, the slash helps to reveal and
conceal metonymical meanings. For feminist poststructuralist scholars, metonymy allows
the space to articulate how interpretations and meanings shift through the process of cob
building. Metaphors are also important in understanding a/r/tography.* Metaphors are
ways of re/imagining the world. Metaphors and Metonymy shift together to disrupt and
recreate ways of articulating the world. From a feminist poststructuralist lens metaphors

and metonymy have the potential to create shifts in discursive and material spaces.

"8 Springgay, Irwin, and Wilson Kind 900.
7 Springgay, Irwin, and Wilson Kind 904

% Della Pollock, “Performing Writing,” The End(s) of Performance, eds. Peggy Phelan and Jill Lane.
(New York: New York UP, 1998) 80 explains that metaphors can render absence present and can evoke
worlds that are “other-wise intangible, unlocatable: worlds of memory, pleasure, sensation, imagination,
affect and insight.”
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For a/r/tographers, openings allow for encounters between
artist/researcher/teachers and reader/viewers producing texts where meaning is co-
constructed rather than inherent in the arts-based text. “Metaphorically, openings are not
passive holes through which one passes easily but are cracks, tears or passages refusing
comfort, predictability and safety. As living inquiry, a/r/tography is a process of opening
texts to seek understanding by continuing to move through ideas before flowing back in
response.”' Openings are spaces of engagement, moments where the reader can breathe
and speak back to and within the text. Openings, as a feminist poststructuralist practice,
create moments of clarity through storied and artistically created fragments the lived
experiences of cob building.

As I sketch the voices within this text [ am reminded, prompted, and fueled by
reverberations. “Reverberations within a/r/tography call attention to the echoes
between—within—amongst—around—inside—beneath the spaces of knowing and not
)

knowing, between the acts of art making, researching, writing, and teaching.

Reverberations draw attention to conversations that resonate within our understandings.

[All characters: Aren’t we reverberations? Our voices are here. They resonate
inside you and throughout this text, don’t they?]

Your voices are the reverberations of this text. My pauses and silences are
reverberations. Reverberations echo as our voices play off of each other.

Mundane moments in cob uncover deeper meanings. I re-imagine these local
moments as points of excess. Excess is as “a point of rupture between absolute
knowledge and sheer loss.”® Excess asks us to uncover the complexity and deeper

understanding and is exposed, flexible, and in constant change. Excess is an “ongoing

¥1 Springgay, Irwin, and Wilson Kind 908.
% Darts 107.

% Springgay, Irwin, and Wilson Kind 908.
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practice concerned not with inserting facts and figures, images and representations into
language, but with creating an opening where control and regulation disappears. Excess is
a way to re-image ourselves into being; re-assembling the mundane of our

experiences.”

As a feminist poststructuralist, local and contingent excess offers me the
space to open up to the localized and ever changing shifts of creating art, within this text
and in cob building creations.

Each of these elements of a/r/tography is important for articulating my work with
cob building. Arts-based scholars are shifting the discussion from product to process.
Springgay, Irwin, and Wilson Kind state,

“But how do I engage in arts-based research? This displacement from what
does it look like, which emphasizes a product driven representation of
research, to an active participation of doing and meaning making within

research texts, is a rupture that opens up new ways of conceiving of research
as enactive space of living inquiry.”™

This act of rendering®® is a call back and forth between visual discourse and text.
This document is not neat, but splattered with cob. Rather than telling you why, let me
show you how. Cob building offers possibilities to help guide us in working within this
arts-based process. I walk through several moments of cob building in an attempt to draw
out possibilities, perhaps suggestions in response to the question; how is cob arts-based

research.

% Springgay, Irwin, and Wilson Kind 908.
% Springgay, Irwin, and Wilson Kind 898-899.

% Rita L. Irwin, and Alex. F. de Cosson, eds. A/+/tography. Rendering Self through Arts-Based Living
Inquiry (Vancouver, BC: Pacific Educational, 2004).
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I move back to the tarp, the studio®’ (see fig. 38) to uncover these possibilities.

Fig. 38. On the tarp/studio: Mixing cob

871 consider the tarp a studio space because it creates the convergence of bodies in cob building. It is a
space that has been constructed temporarily to mark collaborative artistic movements. A space where
people, actors, performers, creators converge to create a moment of creativity. I am drawn to Phillip B.
Zarrilli’s explication of studio space in “The Metaphysical Studio,” The Drama Review, 46 (2002): 160-
161, “A location where words count less...but where ideas, intellect and the imagination are forged through
an embodied practice where the words must “speak” unseen. Or be purposefully shown and displayed, to
have an edge where they can cut with precision.” Zarilli considers the studio a liminal space that offers, if
only for a short amount of time, a space to create. It is also “A place that can never be definitively mapped
because the marks of its mapping disappear as they appear” (161). Arts-based research and cob building are
processual.
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Fig. 39. On the tarp

I start to explore the possibilities

the openings
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that let me dance
on the page
like we did on the tarp (see fig. 39).
I twirl

mix elements with my feet, my hands.

The layering and complex intertextuality®® of cob building as a form of arts-based
research through a/r/tography is engaging. To create poesis®’ through this kinesthetic text,
I turn to the photographs and he past documents to help re articulate the process of cob

building in a collage of meaning.

A/r/tographical Possibilities: Engaging in Arts-Based Research

I write the a/r/tographical stories of cob building in hopes that the
story/art/process/praxis will offer a space to explore the possibilities of cob as a form of
arts-based research. Cob, as arts-based research, depends upon several different
a/r/tographical possibilities: desire, invitations, sketches, risk, dependence, and release.

They are renderings of how to engage with cob as arts-based research. Renderings aren’t

% According to Roland Barthes in The Pleasure of the Text, (New York: Wand and Hill, ) 39, “Any
text is a new tissue of past citations. Bits of code, formulae, rhythmic models, fragments of social
languages, etc., pass into the text and are redistributed within it, for there is always language before and
around the text. Intertextuality, the condition of any text whatsoever, cannot, of course, be reduced to a
problem of sources or influences; the intertext is a general field of anonymous formulae whose origin can
scarcely ever be located; of unconscious or automatic quotations, given without quotation marks.” Writing
is always a rewriting. When I write and create I am creating intertexts of writings past, of theories, ideas,
and structures of language that have influenced and contextualized my work. I am sketching these pages
within a general field of formulae, even as I try to break out of it. The texts are only constituted once they
are read, only in that moment of reading. You bring to these pages your previous readings, your
positionalities, which also form intertexts.

8 Following Dwight Conquergood in “Ethnography, Rhetoric and Performance,” Quarterly Journal
of Speech 78.1 (1992): 80-97, I understand poesis as creation, meaning making, through the act of doing.
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final or static. They are sketches. They are possibilities. These possibilities move in
stages that overlap, intersect, and sometimes blend into each other.
[The artist: I am so excited to see how cob works within this a/r/tographical

frame. I have been waiting for you to use your art to help show how cob is
also a form of arts-based research. |

I use cob building narratives, photographs, and sketches from the Girls Harmony
Home and Mini-City to understand these possibilities as a/r/tographical renderings of
living inquiry. My entry into the Girls Harmony Home began with my desire to create
with a community.”® Through the form of invitation, I move from my personal desire to
use art as inquiry to actively learning and ingesting the desires of the communities with
which I work. Invitations are moments of a/r/tographical openings. The community holds
the sketches of creativity. Engaging with arts-based research asks the primary researcher
to transform perceived authority into co-creation of these sketches. Sketches create
a/r/tographical contiguity. From these sketches, I move into another layer of possibility,
risk. I risk my past knowledges to come to understand embodied knowledges. Through
metonymy and metaphor, I play with the meanings of risk. In cob building this type of
risk happens through active, embodied, arts-based engagement. Dependence is relying on
others. Resourceful cobbers are reflexive. As a cobber, I listen to myself to understand
intentions, actions, and the repercussions of these movements. Through reverberations of
dependence, I make changes and adapt. As a cobber, I am also dependent upon the
material, cob. I have to listen to the material as an extension of my creative desires. Once
the project is complete, it is important to release. Releasing includes letting go of the
project’s process, initial intentions, and personal attachments. I allow the work to be its
own opening for others to engage. I let the work so it won’t hold me too tightly. Before I

can release a work, I have to be invited to create one.

% The complications of working with community art is further examined in Chapter 7, Commune.
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Invitations: Entering the Girls Harmony Home

I enjoy that word, invited. It is a warm term. It is not as hard as such phrases as
point of entry or gaining access. Invitations denote a welcomed entry, a wanted
movement, and the possible intersection of lives. Invitations are reciprocal. They include
introductions, explanations, and connecting our desires and program goals. Invitations
create a/r/tographical openings. When Sarah and I first started our organization, Earth
Work, we went to speak with the Girls Harmony Home. The Girls Harmony Home works
with adolescent girls and empowers them through after school and summer programs. We
thought that cob building could teach them about the environment through an arts-based
process. We emailed the program coordinator, Jackie, to see if she was interested. She
invited us to come and see the site.

When we arrive, the home is closed for the day but Jackie is there catching up on
some work. We ring the front door bell. I hear the click of the lock and she swings the
door open. “Hi. I’'m Jackie.” She extends her hand to the both of us.

“I’m Jeanine.” I smile and shake her hand. Sarah extends hers.

“Sarah. Thank you so much for inviting us here today. We are so excited to show
you this work.” Sarah points to the laptop case where we have our presentation ready for
Jackie’s viewing.

“I am excited to hear all about it. [ have a few friends in Colorado that work with
cob or maybe it’s adobe. I’'m not sure.” She gestures for us to enter the space. We step
inside the front door and look around.

This first room is colorful and full of books. Posters, charts, and saying, like
“Smile! It makes the day brighter” and “Stay positive!” are on the walls.

“Let me show you around,” Jackie says and begins her tour. “This is the front
room. When the girls don’t feel like participating in an activity that may be going on in
the back room, with permission, they are allowed to come up here and read or play with
the toys.”

“Wow. You really have a lot of interesting books,” I say. “I could stay here for

hours.”
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She smiles and looks at us through her small-framed glasses. “The girls are really
lucky to have these resources. We get most of the items donated to us. We can always use
more. Here, let me show you the other spaces. There is more to see.” We follow her. My
laptop case bounces against my leg as we walk slowly down the hallway.

“Here is our sharing room. The girls helped design it. They wanted comfortable
chairs and couches in here so they could sit and talk. They painted the walls and chose to
put their handprints here.” I look inside the room and imagine the space filled with girls
talking to each other. The girls were able to use their creativity to design the space. I can
see how cob will fit with the home’s use of creative expression. We move further down
the hall. She leads us into a room on the left.

“Here is the kitchen. The Girls Harmony Home promotes healthy living and
offers the girls classes on how to make positive life choices. We teach them how to cook
healthy food,” she says.

“Wow. This is pretty amazing,” Sarah says. The kitchen is fully stocked. There
are appliances and recipes pasted on the walls.

We look in quickly and move into the arts and crafts room. Long white tables are
set up in the center of the room. A dry erase board is tacked on the wall and there are
three shelves full of art supplies.

“We spend most of our time in this room. We have lots of time for the girls to
explore their creative sides. Just last week, we had a local artist come in and teach them
about painting,” Jackie says proudly. She leads us to the doors that open to an outside
yard. “We also spend time outside playing games. This center is dedicated to making
these girls feel loved and teaches them how to love themselves.”

Sarah says, “I can certainly see our two organizations working together. We are
dedicated to empowerment and creative expression. If invited, we would work outside. |
can imagine a cob oven on the side of the building or maybe a bench against this fence.”

“I would love to see what you have for me. Let’s sit in my office and you can

show me your ideas,” she says.
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She settles into her desk chair. I open the laptop and say, “We think you might
find that cob building fits with what you do here at the Girls Harmony Home. You teach
the girls how to survive, grow, and be empowered. I think cob can help with all of these
elements as well as teach them about the environment.” The slideshow of cob pictures

taken from the art show pops up on the screen.

Fig. 40. Hands

Sarah says, “We are mixing the cob. Cob is clay, sand, and straw. We mix it with
our feet and hands” (see fig. 40).

“Here we are building a cob oven for an art show that addressed post-industrial
society. We are building up the sand dome. Then, after that is built up, we cover it with
plastic and then cob on top of it. We love our cob tree (see fig. 41). It is basically a stick
we found that we stuck in the bucket with sand so it would stand up,” I laugh and look to

Sarah. She smiles proudly.
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Fig. 41. The cob tree

Sarah continues, “It was our way of inviting people into the process. It says,
‘Come cob with us.” ‘Cob likes community.” ‘Cob needs you.” We wanted people to feel
invited to help us build,” Sarah says pointing at the picture.

“That’s sweet. Did they?” Jackie asks.

“Yeah, actually, we had a lot of participation.” I switch to another slide (see fig.
42). “Here is a group of kids who helped us form the oven.”

“It was really important to us that children wanted to get involved. I mean, we
didn’t expect children to be at the art show but there were a few. They were all drawn to

the cob process,” Sarah says.
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Fig. 42. Molding the oven

“Even if the kids didn’t want to touch it, they were still fascinated by the cob. Cob
is like playing in the mud with a purpose. We had so much help forming the oven. It was
really delightful,” Sarah continues.

“I think you have convinced me. I am sure the girls, well most of them, will love
it. Some of them might resist it at first because they don’t like to get dirty. I am sure they
will change their minds once you get here. So what are we going to