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At some point in our lives, most of us will engage in some way with a language of flowers; their use 
to convey a sentiment beyond mere words. This may be a bouquet of roses given to a loved one, 
for example, or of lilies upon the occasion of a death. The exchange of floral arrangements is a 
performative and linguistic signal, for embedded within these bouquets are coded gestures; 
emotion conveyed by and through petals and leaves. Whilst the concept of a language of flowers 
exploded in popularity in the West in the nineteenth century, it is suggested that the employ of 
flowers ‘as meaningful signs that are claimed in the service of science and sentimentality’ can be 
traced back through history (Kranz 2017, 195).  

This language of flowers is ‘based on the idea that one can communicate feelings by encoding them 
in floral signs,’ a vernacular language tied to place, but too, to the Earth from which the flowers 
bloom forth (194). The floral, laden with symbolic meaning, becomes a linguistic tool wielded by 
the human. But when we consider the sheer immensity of plant matter, which comprises some 
80% of the Earth’s biomass, we ask what of those other plants, those which would never be included 
in a bouquet? What could it mean to divine a language for those plants? What meaning have they 
accrued, and how have they been co-opted as a tool towards human ends, beyond their immediate 
practical uses of food, fuel and shelter? Through this paper, we attend to the Wollemi Pine 
(Wollemia nobilis), considering what this plant might convey in the form of a vegetal shorthand and 
to what ends this is mobilised; but further, what it might mean to read this plant, and listen to it 
from a New Materialist perspective. In introducing this paper with the concept of a language of 
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flowers, we take a step towards a vegetal communication. While our engagement here is with the 
Wollemi as species, rather than its gymnosperms, there is a recognisability in this concept that 
proves an entry point from which we can further excavate human and plant communication within 
theoretical frames. The Wollemi, a monumental and prehistoric tree growing in secret seclusion in 
the Blue Mountains of New South Wales, on the lands of the Wiradjuri, Dharug, Wanaruah and 
Darkinjung people; presents a unique case study through which to consider vegetal agency amidst 
communication, contemporary geopolitics, and the so-called Anthropocene.  

In his considerations of plant intelligence, Daniel Chamovitz acknowledges that ‘Plants lack the 
structures for purposeful vocalization’ (2012, 17). Beyond vocalization, the communication of 
plants is identifiable through movement and chemical signalling, a fact spoken to by theorist 
Michael Marder (2013a, 75). Yet, the notion of a language of flowers imposed upon the vegetal 
belies the ‘uniqueness of [plant] existence,’ limiting the possibilities of vegetal communication to 
narrow anthropocentric modes of communication (Marder 2013a, 8). However, through New 
Materialist frames which recognise the agentic force of the more-than-human, it becomes possible 
to apprehend plants as active and willful, but also part of a co-constitutive network of relations. 
Broadly, New Materialism can be understood as the embrace of ‘a non-anthropocentric realism 
grounded in a shift from epistemology to ontology and the recognition of matter’s intrinsic activity’ 
(Gamble, Hanan and Nail 2019, 118). Within this, however, we focus upon a vital New Materialism, 
one heralded by the ‘ontologization of an immanent activity of vital forces minus the mechanistic 
passivity of atomic matter’ (Gamble 2019, 120). These new (or renewed materialisms) allow for 
comprehensions of agency alongside developments and shifts in the natural sciences which, as we 
will encounter through the vegetal, allow for transformations in traditional hierarchies of value 
across the human and the more-than-human (Coole and Frost 2010, 2). 

While this theoretical framework remains troubled, thinking in this manner provides a grounding 
from which to re-evaluate the significance of matter; wherein it is possible to apprehend the 
‘certain vital force’ inherent in agents prior to this force being enacted through any kind of 
performative relationship (Bennett 2010, 24). The vegetal provides a ready example with which we 
can mobilise this mode of thinking, in consideration of the molecular level at which plants operate. 
As Natasha Myers explains in light of the photosynthetic processes undertaken by plants, ‘pulling 
matter out of thin air, [plants] teach us the most nuanced lessons about mattering and what really 
matters: their beings and doing have enormous planetary consequences’ (Myers 2016). 
Reconsidering matter through New Materialism offers an insight into the manner in which the 
more-than-human has been constructed, shaped and limited through the primacy placed upon 
the worldmaking capacities of the human, and the anthropocentric veil placed over all else. The re-
evaluation of the more-than-human that occurs within New Materialism affords an opportunity to 
begin again; starting with the base matter that comprises beings, from which we can apprehend 
the vital force inherent within their physical structures and perceive them as agentic beings. In re-
evaluating the position of plants and recognising plant agency beyond the human, it becomes 
possible to think of relational entanglements in which plants too have ‘histories, forged in ongoing 
relations with surroundings that may or may not include human beings’ (Ingold 2011, 31). Attuning 
to these histories (but also their presents and futures) in relation to a vegetal communication 
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requires ‘Listening for the response of the other and an obligation to be responsive to the other, 
who is not entirely separate from what we call the self,’ or recognition of the co-constitutive nature 
of being-in-the-world (Barad 2012, 69). This occurs in contrast to the ascription of symbolic 
meaning to the vegetal, as identified in the language of flowers mentioned earlier—a one-way 
communication of talking for, not talking with the vegetal. 

Exploring the communicative capacities of these plants and the manner in which they are spoken 
over by the human unfurls complex entanglements of power and place, highlighting the continued 
imposition of a muteness upon the vegetal. It is ‘plant blindness;’ a resultant tendency to either 
ignore, discount or speak over the vegetal, offers Jeffrey Nealon, in tracing a line of philosophic 
thought through Heidegger and Aquinas back to Plato, that ensures that plants remain in the 
position of ‘the lowest threshold of living things: stuff that lives solely to serve the other, “higher” 
beings’ (2015, 30). 1 This narrowing of vegetal existence by Plato to mere food for the human 
seeded the figuration of plants as ontologically static and mute, absent of ‘world’ in any meaningful 
sense. Contemporary philosophical and scientific approaches, however, move beyond these 
limited framings, recognising and emphasising the motion, agency and willfulness of the vegetal 
realm, and it is within this expanded frame that our examination of the Wollemi Pine takes place. 
Indeed, by listening to, or becoming aware of the communicative capacities of plants, we are 
presented with an opportunity to destabilise traditional Western philosophical framings of human-
nature hierarchical relationships, and to move towards a recognition of plants as kin—which holds 
enormous potential for constructive mobilisation and change in the face of our unfolding climate 
crisis. 

Landscapes of Vegetal Agency 

Amidst the destabilisations of this crisis, Myers offers a helpful shift away from the anthropocentric 
notion of the Anthropocene, an acknowledgement of the crucial role of the plant world in 
supporting life on Earth through what she has termed the ‘Planthropocene.’ She writes that, ‘we 
are only alive because they are. The thickness of this relation teaches us the full meaning of the 
word interimplication’ (2017, 125, italics added). This interimplication is our entanglement with the 
plant word, the undeniable connection between the human and vegetal. Recognising this 
entanglement, and our dependency upon the vegetal it implies, Myers further offers, is a crucial 
step towards ‘vegetalizing our human sensorium’ (Myers 2014), in order to ‘make allies with these 
green beings’ and ‘get to know them intimately and on their terms’ (Myers 2016). In the words of 
Hannah Pitt, plant knowing is plant being, and by building practices of reciprocity, rather than 
paternalism in relation to plants, it becomes possible to enact plant-human relationships that 
apprehend the agency of the vegetal (Pitt 2016).  

Bawaka Country et. al. presents a unique example of listening to, learning from and collaborating 
with plants as agentic through the experience, practice and publication of research into ways of 
reciprocal being (2015). This collaborative research project involves many voices and emerges from 
the knowledge of the Gumatj people. Uniquely, however, Bawaka Country, the land itself, is 
acknowledged as contributor and collaborator, given voice within research through attunement, 
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connectivity, and recognition of being beyond anthropocentric frames. Whilst this text does not 
proffer to achieve the collaboration, consultation and shared plant knowledge as undertaken by 
Bawaka Country et. al., the possibility of knowing plants upon their own terms presents an 
opportunity to listen in recognition of plant agency 

We perceive the recognition of plant agency as a key tenet of ‘collaborative survival,’ as outlined by 
anthropologist Anna Tsing; survival only possible through a reconfiguration and strengthening of 
kinship ties in human/more-than-human relationships (2015, 20). Contemporary approaches to 
the more-than-human have sought to challenge framings of matter which subordinate the agency 
and presence of animals, plants, geology and beyond in service of this aim. These New Materialist 
and posthumanist approaches recognise the formerly ‘ghost-like presence in contemporary 
theoretical approaches’ of plants (Jones and Cloke 2002, 4), refuting the inertness ascribed to 
nature in the face of human action (Gibson 2018, 5), and arguing for greater recognition of vegetal 
being amidst the broader shift toward ecological agency within theory. In challenging these 
framings and seeking to render apparent the thick interimplication of the human and vegetal, 
emergent landscapes of vegetal ecologies counter the denigration of plant life as immobile and 
non-sentient. A multitude of perspectives contribute to such thinking, with plants positioned as 
‘entangled in political, economic, and cultural systems’ (Kirksey et al. 2014, 1), an approach 
furthered by multispecies ethnographies (Kirksey and Helmreich 2010; Tsing 2015), and decolonial 
approaches (Bousfield 2020; Mamdani 2012). Further, New Materialist approaches (see Bennett 
2010, 8; Braidotti 2019) and agentic approaches (Marder 2013b; Tsing 2012)2 reinforce that ‘nature 
can no longer be seen as an inert backdrop to human action’ (Gibson 2018, 5).  

Challenging the positioning of plants as ‘the furniture of the planet, necessary, useful, attractive, 
but “just there”’ (Mabey 2016, 4) requires a change in human perception of plants. Marder writes, 
in seeking to illuminate the agentic actualities of plant life beyond the human frame: ‘the 
performativity of plants is their mode of being in the world—their affecting and being affected by 
the places of their growth. Plants are artists of themselves: they create themselves and their 
environments all the time’ (2018, 26). For Tsing, in reference to the work done by Marder in this 
area, ‘The idea that plants should be an icon of stillness, rootedness and passivity is an unfortunate 
legacy of Western philosophy’s neglect of actually existing plants’ (Tsing 2017, 21; see also Marder 
2013). Plants engage in their own rich lives of movement and transit. From vertical growth which 
sees canopies grow tall, to roots burrowing into the earth, holding together soil and cultivating 
mycorrhizal relationships, to migratory journeys of growth, the movement of plants enables rich 
vegetal ecologies across place. These vegetal ecologies are spaces of engagement, collaboration 
and communication.  

The conception of vegetal ecologies as spaces of symbiotic living and interaction is buttressed by 
the recognition of plants as possessing ‘active intelligence’ (Trewavas 2002; Hall 2011, 144), a 
foundational aspect of which is their capacity to communicate and interact both above and below 
ground. Above ground communication may occur during reproduction, or amidst plant-herbivore 
relationships, through the deployment of certain scented chemicals to attract pollinators, for 
example (Hall 2011, 153). In terms of subterranean communication and interaction, this can take 
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place through allelopathy, which is the secretion of secondary metabolites from root systems so 
as to suppress the growth of neighbouring plants (152). Studies also demonstrate the capacity for 
the roots of various plants to ‘veer away from competition with the roots of other species’ (153). 
Recent studies also demonstrate the manner in which plants can act as ‘green phones,’ mediating 
communication between above-ground and below-ground insect life (Soler et al. 2008; Pangesti et 
al. 2013). Indeed, it is the case that ‘[p]lants move, they move other things, they move people, and 
they are themselves being moved around’ (Thorsen 2017, 11). These vegetal ecologies are rich and 
deep entanglements, like the subterranean morass of mycorrhizal interactions that occur out of 
sight. It is the case also, however, that humans are deeply enmeshed within these vegetal 
ecologies, with or without us realising it—although within the Anthropocene, it is becoming 
increasingly hard to ignore. 

As this perception of the vegetal world as static changes, we are increasingly exposed to the 
artificiality of the privileging of human over nature; a construct accepted as truth only through its 
durational and persistent presence. Time is a significant aspect to the encounter between the 
human and vegetal, and the development of vegetal ecologies. We think here of the length of the 
relationship between the human and vegetal. As Bruno Latour acknowledges, human history and 
communication is tied up in the vegetal: ‘We cannot disentangle our bodies, our houses, our 
memories, our tools, and our myths from their knots, their bark, and their growth rings. You 
hesitate because I allow this tree to speak? But our language is leafy and we all move from the 
opera to the grave on planks and in boxes’ (1993, 95). But we also apprehend the dissonance that 
exists within this encounter; the ‘time-lag between the human and the plant: the wildly different 
time scales of movements, behaviors or responses,’ as identified by Marder (2018, 28). Within this 
encounter, taking place across temporal and ontological zones, there is a possibility of dismantling 
the framing of plants as the ‘lowest threshold of living things’ (2015, 30), toward ‘contingent, 
embodied and less linear human-plant histories,’ which seek to recognise the co-constitutive 
powers of the vegetal world (Head and Atchison 2009, 241; see also: Doolittle 2004; Farley 2007; 
Jones 2007). Within a New Materialist context, we acknowledge that ‘phenomena are caught in a 
multitude of interlocking systems and forces and […] consider anew the location and nature of 
capacities for agency’ (Coole and Frost 2010, 9).  

Indeed, what might emerge from such capacities, and what would a shared history look like? The 
existence of the Wollemi stretches back some 200 million years, far eclipsing the lifetimes of 
humanity’s earliest ancestors. How much richer and deeper would it be than the anthropocentric 
narratives that have been set in place as histories of the world? Though long positioned as mute 
witnesses, the mere backdrop to human history, what might it tell us if it could speak? Within these 
frames we begin to sketch out the contemporary relationship between humans and the Wollemi 
and its politicisation, before moving into the speculative, to consider a reading of the Wollemi as 
attempting to be freed from anthropocentric hubris.  
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From miraculous rediscovery to colonial reperformance: the Wollemi Pine. 

A copse of ancient trees persists in an undisclosed location deep within the World Heritage-listed 
Wollemi National Park. Known also as Ganguddy by the local Wiradjuri, the park is a nationally 
recognised wilderness site within the Blue Mountains region of New South Wales. Contained within 
the Wollemi National Park is half a million hectares of old-growth forest, an environment 
reminiscent of Gondwana, and the time before geologic fracture. This thicket of ancient trees is 
one of the last wild populations of the Wollemi pine, a conifer from the Wollemia genus. What is 
remarkable about these trees is not only their scarcity, but that, until recently, the Wollemi was 
thought extinct and known only from fossil records. This dark green conifer, an evergreen that 
grows upwards of 30 metres in height, is a plant with a history that stretches back almost 200 
million years, far eclipsing the human frame by a staggering amount. Despite the presence of the 
Wollemi within the fossil record, its story goes back only some 30 years, to the human ‘discovery’ 
of it. In rewriting the history of this plant, the human narrative ignores the enduring presence of 
the Wollemi. The Wollemi has witnessed the entire history of so-called Australia, from the arrival 
of the earliest inhabitants from the north, through to the invasion unleashed by arrivals from the 
South, but also the development of the landscape—innumerable seasons, unimpeded growth, and 
now, devastation. 

The ‘miraculous’ rediscovery of this living fossil, the last remnant of the Wollemia genus, occurred 
as a team of abseilers explored the Greater Blue Mountains World Heritage Area. Their movement 
through the canyons and gullies of this remote wilderness revealed a small, untouched enclave in 
which these trees had been able to survive. This lack of human contact is given as one of the 
reasons why specific trees within this enclave are estimated to be over 1000 years in age (Wong, 
2019). Whilst this isolation has aided the species’ survival, it has also limited the Wollemi in some 
ways: initial genetic studies of these ancient conifers originally revealed no genetic diversity in the 
small wild population that was spread across four close sites—an ‘evolutionary bottleneck’ 
(Greenfield, et al. 2016; Peakall, et al. 2003). More recent studies, however, demonstrate small 
genetic variations between specimens, but, given the Wollemi once covered a vast area of the 
Gondwanan supercontinent, these similarities in genetic material demonstrate that for extended 
periods the tree has existed in relative seclusion (Greenfield, et al. 2016). The continued survival of 
the Wollemi is phenomenal in a time when plant growth has been reduced by half from the 
beginning of human civilisation (Bar-On, Phillips and Milo, 2019). This survival is set to become 
even more perilous, as the ongoing environmental degradation that results from climate change 
continues to present a threat to the Wollemi’s existence (see Zimmer et al. 2014).  

The ghostly figure of the Wollemi is further embedded through the manner in which the tree is 
described; a pine dinosaur (Anderson 1994), a lonesome pine (Anderson 1995, 1997; Jamieson 
2005), a living fossil (Woodford 2002) and a dinosaur tree (Woodford 2005). The names 
acknowledge the prehistoric nature of the Wollemi, but the rarity hinted at in these names is 
reinforced by the deliberate absence of the conifer in a public sense. As a conservation measure, 
the exact location of the Wollemi grove has been kept a closely guarded secret. This is to preserve 
not only the trees themselves, but the fragile, symbiotic ecosystem in which they have thrived for 
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millennia. Initial plans to protect the Wollemi grove noted the introduction of pathogens and weeds 
by visitors as threats to its survival, and in 2005, this threat became manifest when members of 
the wild population were found to be infected with Phytophthora cinnamomi, a harmful fungus 
introduced by unauthorised visitors (Salleh 2005). The safety and security of the Wollemi has come 
under pressure more recently, as their habitat was gravely threatened during the Black Summer 
bushfires of 2019/2020. As these fires razed large sections of Eastern Australia, including 81% of 
the World Heritage-listed Greater Blue Mountains Area and 54% of the NSW components of the 
Gondwana Rainforests, the Wollemi sheltered; shielded from human interaction through secrecy, 
but unable to be protected from the increasingly disastrous impacts of anthropogenic climate 
change (Australian Disaster Resilience Knowledge Hub 2020). The risk of extinction posed to the 
Wollemi through these fires was so great that a team of firefighters were deployed by helicopter 
into their remote habitat as a matter of critical importance. Although some specimens were 
charred by the advance of the Gospers Mountain firefront, this grove of dinosaur trees is predicted 
to survive, at least until the next climactic challenge (Morton 2020). 

Against this backdrop of extinction, absence and rediscovery, what could the thick and bubbled 
bark of this living fossil mean as a message? What might an artfully arranged spray of Wollemi 
within a bouquet symbolise? Mobilised within this hypothetical bouquet, the casual gifting of an 
endangered posy reinforces the anthropocentrism which has characterised human-plant 
relationships. However, whilst this image of the Wollemi as bouquet is mobilised here rhetorically, 
the gifting of entire specimens occurs within a geopolitical context, and in this frame, is heavily 
laden with significance. A sprig of Wollemi might signify a miracle, absence or rediscovery; 
something that in some way acknowledges time beyond human frames. The name ‘Wollemi’ itself 
carries significance, coming from the Aboriginal word ‘wollumii,’ meaning ‘watch your step’ or ‘look 
around you’ (Jones, et al. 1995); a name which speaks to the chance discovery of the plant, but 
further echoes an attentiveness to the looking that our plant blindness often obscures. This 
language, however, of ancientness, discovery and isolation, is an anthropocentric one, ascribed to 
the plant through human relationships. Within the Australian context of colonisation and 
dispossession, this feels amplified, and significantly more fraught. Since Invasion, this colonial 
power has controlled and shaped the landscape and vegetal ecologies of the country, radically 
altering and decimating human and more-than-human lives. Indeed, as Deborah Bird Rose, 
drawing from the work of Val Plumwood, writes, ‘[...] the legacy of colonisation in Australia “includes 
both genocide and ecocide”’ (2004, 35). 

With the movement of people through colonisation comes the movement of plants; as presence, 
through introduction to a non-native habitat, or absence, through felling and land clearing. This 
movement, particularly in the context of the invasion of so-called Australia, saw the projection of 
European taxonomic categorisations upon the land. With these categorisations came value 
judgements, which at the first instance falsely designated the land as terra nullius, but with the 
spread of the colonial population further into the country came perceptions of the land as wild, 
untamed and needing improvement (Instone and Taylor 2016, 135). From the entrance of the 
Endeavour into Ka-may, the lands and waters of the Gadigal people of the Eora Nation, these 
perceptions and categorisations unfolded. This location would come to be named ‘Botany Bay,’ in 
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response to the vast quantities of plant specimens collected by the ship’s botanists, Joseph Banks 
and Daniel Solander. Banks and Solander approached the vegetal ecologies of the continent ‘as 
Linnaean botanists in a new land, its places and plants unnamed by any other; as if they were in a 
veritable terra nullius’ (Buchan 2020). The importance of the Linnaean system within the framework 
of colonialism cannot be understated; systematising the study of nature through a new method of 
ordering and a new naming procedure fueled the racial speculation that became intertwined with 
colonialism and the varying strands of Enlightenment thinking. It is also important to note, within 
the context of this paper, that many of Linnaeus’ writings and lectures were ‘devoted to instructing 
others on “how to read Nature as any other Book”’ (Baber 2016, 672). We can therefore interpret 
Linnaean taxonomy itself as a language of flowers, albeit one free from sentiment.  

The perceived ‘mastery’ of nature, including the vegetal world, constituted an ‘integral element of 
colonial power’ and enabled the continued subjugation of the more-than-human (Baber 2016, 660–
661). Within the Australian context, an integral part of post-Invasion development was the clearing 
of land so as to establish pastoral properties and settlements. The sense of alienation experienced 
by the early colonists have been recorded at great length; the oft-quoted ‘strange scribblings of 
nature learning how to write’ (Clarke 1893, v), a nature that was ‘out of kilter,’ ‘widely considered to 
be metonymic of an attendant spiritual dis/ease’ because it differed from the familiar natural 
environments of Europe (Turcotte 1998, 10). Edward Wilson, founder of the Zoological Society of 
Victoria, remarked of Australia that he had ‘no idea of living in a half-furnished country,’ exposing 
deep ignorance and indifference to a landscape which differed widely from the pastoral British 
countryside (1857, 86). The colony was seen as ‘sadly deficient in useful and attractive creatures,’ 
which led to the importation of European species in order to ‘rectify’ perceived absences in the 
landscape (Gillbank 2007, 69).  

One such organisation tasked with this introduction of plants and animals of use and pleasure was 
the Acclimatisation Society of Victoria. As Gillbank explains, the ASV was ‘an organisation truly of 
its time and sought to complete the work which Nature had apparently left incomplete in Australia 
(2007, 73–74). It is worth making abundantly clear here, through a helpful quote from Gillbank, 
how intertwined this project was with that of the colonial government. Speaking to a congregated 
ASV in 1862, Professor Frederick McCoy stated: 

If Australia had been colonised by any of the lazy nations of the earth, this 
nakedness of the land would have been indeed an oppressive misfortune, but 
Englishmen love a good piece of voluntary hard work, and you will all, I am sure, 
rejoice with me that this great piece of nature’s work has been left to us to do. (cited 
in Gillbank 2007, 74) 

Indeed, the task that McCoy perceived as having been left to the industrious British is an ecological 
component to the broader ‘civilising mission’ the colonial society laboured under. As Lazarev 
helpfully outlines, the Enlightenment in Australia ‘was predominately materialistic, agrarian and 
centred on the reclamation of what was regarded as wastelands at the expense of the 
dispossessed and excluded Indigenous people’ (2018, 7). More broadly, however, this civilising 
mission was the belief, rooted in stadial theory, that it was the task of more ‘advanced’ societies to 
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facilitate the modernisation of those seen as being less developed. This had devastating impacts 
upon Indigenous Australian peoples, but also the more-than-human world. Whilst the Linnaean 
system of taxonomy and naming may have created a language of flowers, and the romantic 
language of flowers overlain them with human sentiment and significance, colonial attempts to 
‘rectify’ served to erase the already present, through removal or through the introduction of 
species that have come to be considered as pests. Notable cases include Echium plantagineum 
(Paterson’s curse), Mimosa pigra and two subspecies of Chrysanthemoides monilifera (Boneseed and 
Bitou bush), all of which were introduced during the 19th century as ornamental plants but are 
now considered dangerous weeds.  

The colonial devastation wrought by Invasion enacted genocidal erasure and willful destruction of 
Indigenous knowledges, landscapes and peoples as it spread across the Australian landscape. This 
devastation continues as the reverberations of colonisation persist, deeply felt yet willfully ignored 
within those structures that emerge from colonial power. Meaningful engagement with legacies of 
Invasion would necessarily involve recognition of Indigenous sovereignty, but with this, more-than-
human agency and care for Country, as understood within Indigenous cosmologies. Indeed, 
Kenelm Burridge, as quoted by Rose, acknowledges Australian Aboriginal life as ‘perhaps the most 
complicated representative of human life,’ in recognition of notions of agentic and lively Country 
(2000, 25). New Materialist and agentic recognition of the liveliness of matter, and the co-
constitutive nature of the more-than-human, ‘spin[s] itself on the backs of non-European thinkers,’ 
and is deeply indebted to ‘their millennia of engagement with sentient environment, with 
cosmologies that enmesh people into complex relationships between themselves and all relations, 
and with climates and atmospheres as important points of organization and action’ (Todd 2016, 6–
7). Despite the Wollemi’s seclusion and endangerment, hidden in secret on the lands of the 
Wiradjuri, Dharug, Wanaruah and Darkinjung people, we recognise that it nevertheless is part of 
active, continuing and very much alive Country. Although there is no homogenous Aboriginal 
conception of ‘Country,’ relationship to Country can be positioned, in the words of Noonuccal 
scholar Karen Lillian Martin, as ‘relatedness,’ emerging from rituals and ceremonies, but too, 
fishing, camping, talking about or walking on Country (Martin 2008, 80). Within the frame of 
Indigenous cosmologies, Country here speaks to the liveliness and co-constitutive nature of all 
things as acknowledged within the New Materialist frame.  

Since Invasion, vegetal ecologies have been wielded by the colonial administration and the 
Australian government in turn. With the Wollemi’s discovery, it too has become mobilised within 
this web and ascribed with anthropogenic significance. The messaging ascribed to the Wollemi 
through a particular form of political shorthand has seen the tree spread far from its isolated 
habitat, through the intervention of the human hand. Cuttings from the Wollemi have enabled the 
establishment of ex-situ populations in the Royal Botanic Gardens at Mount Annan in Sydney and 
botanic gardens overseas but have also increased the commercial availability of the Wollemi across 
Australia and internationally. But further to this, the Wollemi has moved beyond the confines of its 
historic home and has been engaged in diplomatic service by the Australian government. These 
movements bring the Wollemi into an international political sphere, gifted to embassies in Taiwan, 
Austria, New Caledonia, and Brazil (Wollemi Pine 2006). In 2004, the symbolism of the Wollemi was 
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mobilised with the gift of the plant to the Vienna Botanic Gardens, described as representing ‘the 
strong and enduring friendship Australia enjoys with the people of Austria,’ drawing a comparison 
between the long history of the plant itself and the political desires of the Australian government 
(Wollemi Pine 2004). More recently, in 2015, then-Prime Minister Tony Abbott gifted a Wollemi 
seedling to Singaporean Prime Minister, Lee Hsien Loong, to symbolise relations between the two 
countries—‘one that is precious, one that is evergreen, fresh and regularly blooming’ (Liang 2005). 

This deployment of the Wollemi as a diplomatic symbol reads into the tree a distinct ‘Australian-
ness.’ The irony of this is clear, upon recognition that the perceived extinction of the Wollemi 
occurred millennia before ‘Australia’ was even a glimmer in the eye of the Empire. Further, the 
precarity of the Wollemi’s contemporary existence means that it is mobilised as an international 
symbol of a population who have never been exposed to it amidst its natural setting. It is hard to 
miss also, as previously considered, the value ascribed to the Wollemi in light of its near extinction. 
In many ways, this gifting of the Wollemi is striking when contrasted with actions undertaken by 
the Australian Government which serve to imperil the more-than-human. Through performing this 
act of gifting, the problematic anthropogenesis we read into existing structures of power is 
reinforced. This reinforcement serves to further politicise the Wollemi, and, at the same time, 
reasserts the casual disregard of the Australian Government in relation to environmental concerns. 
In co-opting the Wollemi for deployment within the diplomatic frame, the tree is politicised within 
global frames, but more deeply within those of the local.  

In terms of an arboreal vernacular, the Wollemi, as symbol and gesture becomes part of the 
language of the coloniser as it sweeps across the landscape; a governmental tool that is wielded in 
the attempt to further legitimise itself. The ancient Wollemi is forced to perform within these 
narrow and problematic frames, limiting its speech to a state-sanctioned script—one in which the 
colonial act is reperformed endlessly between dignitaries, moving Invasion beyond the single event 
to stretch across time. This occurs against the backdrop of climate change and collapse (itself 
deeply entangled in colonial histories) placing the vegetal, especially the precarious Wollemi, at 
further risk of extinction. While the Wollemi has become implicated within the legacies of 
colonialism through being utilised in this manner, this still serves to obscure the interimplication 
of ourselves and the vegetal world. This form of ‘botanical imperialism’ manifests as problematic 
cultivation, the ‘appropriation, control and economic use’ of the landscape by colonial powers in 
an attempt to figure the environment in an idealized form; one reminiscent of a ‘civilized’ (read: 
European) landscape. The political and vegetal are here deeply entwined with place and presence; 
a native plant, engaged in a complex relationship with occupation and invasion. 

Listening to Agentic Plants 

Like tendrils entwining, complex human-plant relationships can be attuned to through the 
recognition of the more-than-human in relation to colonisation and control. As we consider the 
capacity of communication through the vegetal, we posit that the agentic nature of the Wollemi 
has become complicated by the manner in which this plant is ‘caught up […] in specific relations of 
knowledge, power, colonialism’ and biopolitics (Sandilands 2016, 227). Laden in this manner, the 
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Wollemi accrues significance as a symbol within the language of the coloniser and through being 
mobilised and weaponised as symbol.  

As previously canvassed, the Wollemi is gifted under the guise of representing a cultivated, colonial 
‘Australian-ness’ and a desire to ensconce this shallow conception of nationhood within broader 
political spheres. Mobilised to further this facile conceptionof sovereignty, the casual gifting of the 
tree seems fitting. Removed from the earth, it becomes a political tool to be wielded. 
Ensconcement within these frames of international diplomacy and transit belies the deep roots of 
the Wollemi, which can be attuned to beyond this colonial frame, as part of a unique, persistent 
ecology. If the Wollemi must be mobilised within the context of sovereignty, we posit that it would 
instead speak to enduring and persistent conceptions of Country.  

It is only through the shallow manipulation of the Wollemi within diplomatic frames that we can 
infer a deeper resonance of the conifer within Indigenous cosmologies. In light of this deployment, 
and in the relative absence of a durational cultural significance of the Wollemi, it becomes 
necessary to attempt to situate this plant within the landscape of our contemporary context. Again, 
we reiterate that this is reliant upon a willed reading of the Wollemi, but one oriented towards 
constructive and ethical ecological ends. We find ourselves keenly attuned to the spectre of 
extinction that seems to lurk, unseen, within every landscape. Anthropogenic climate change 
brings consistent temperature increases and long periods of drought, and subsequent longer and 
more catastrophic bushfire seasons. Increasingly devastating, they put innumerable species at risk, 
including the vegetal. Apprehending the Wollemi within this frame, we recall readily the existential 
precipice it faced during the 2019/20 bushfire season—facing extinction mere decades after its 
rediscovery. The continued existence of the Wollemi in light of this can enable its ready positioning 
within our current cultural moment as a symbol of ecological hope. This relates both to the survival 
of the Wollemi itself but can also be apprehended as speaking to a relative shift in attitudes 
towards the more-than-human. It is hard not to ascribe an apprehension of value in the more-
than-human, in light of the response undertaken by authorities to the Wollemi’s brush with second 
extinction.  

It may be that, by acknowledging our critical reliance upon the vegetal world, plant histories and 
their wider cultural contexts, ‘we might rewrite plants as key actors with agential capabilities, 
helping to shape history and culture’ (Crawford 2017, 203). In treating the Wollemi as an agentic 
being, we question what we might glean if we attune to its vegetal language. Here, we endorse the 
Latourian perspective, wherein he acknowledges that he does not ‘claim that things speak “on their 
own,” since no beings, not even humans, speak on their own, but always through something or 
someone else’ (Latour 2004, 69). In the case of this conifer, we look to its unique persistence and 
endurance for signs of what it might be able to impart upon us, in lieu of traditional human 
communicative methods, such as speech. Latour identifies the need for a speech prosthesis as a 
means of communicating the more-that-human to the human and aiding the more-than-human 
to ‘speak for itself’ (67). We suggest that it becomes possible for the human to attend to the vegetal 
in a Latourian prosthesis-like manner, via an attunement to the plant’s flourishing or withering and 
in recognition of its agency. This means, however, that in lieu of an established, sensible method 
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of communicating across human/plant relationships, our gleaning of ‘lessons’ from the vegetal will 
be necessarily underlain by an assumption that remains, however unfortunately, anthropocentric. 

In the context of the Wollemi, and in acknowledgement that this is a willed reading of the plant, it 
becomes possible to think of the continued survival of this prehistoric conifer in such an isolated 
location as a willful act on the part of the Wollemi. Whilst we fully recognise how fantastic this may 
seem, the leap of faith implicit in this ascription of will to plants may be a necessary step to take in 
our attempts to attune to a mode of vegetal thinking. The Wollemi presents the opportunity for the 
attuned human to learn of endurance amidst ecological crisis. It might be that by turning toward the 
Wollemi, we might learn to lessen our place in the world. But furthermore, as a Lazarus taxon and a 
critically endangered species, the real risk of extinction for the more-than-human, particularly within 
the context of our rapidly changing natural world, becomes increasingly clear. The durational 
presence of this species across millennia of human history throws into sharp relief the rapid rate at 
which humanity has changed and the mutability of borders, governments and nations. 

We have endeavoured to demonstrate through this text the manner in which the vegetal is readily 
ensnared within complex entanglements of human and vegetal biopolitics. In exploring the case 
of the Wollemi, we have considered how the imposition of symbolic meaning upon vegetal beings 
has the capacity to obscure, if not outwardly deny, their agentic nature. We have too sought to 
identify that this speaking for the vegetal invites their weaponisation towards distinct political ends. 
In recognition of increasing globalisation and connectivity, we think too toward the role of the 
vegetal within this landscape of relations. As we experience the broad-ranging consequences of 
anthropogenic climate change emerging from durational environmental mismanagement, the 
interimplicative relationships between the human and more-than-human become clear, in the 
navigation of contemporary precarity. Through practices of attention, attunement and listening, in 
recognition of plant agency, the communicative capacities of the vegetal can be gleaned from 
beyond the cacophony of human voices and the symbolism foisted upon them. The 
reconfiguration of human/plant relationships towards ethical interimplication is increasingly 
critical, so as to ensure the continued dynamism of our shared world.  

Notes 

1 Plant blindness as a concept emerged as a metaphorical way of speaking to the perceptual barrier in recognising 
the presence and richness of plants, with Wandersee and Schussler ‘diagnosing’ those with plant blindness as 
‘exhibit[ing] symptoms such as the following: (a) thinking that plants are merely the backdrop for animal life; (b) 
failing to see, notice or focus attention on plants in one's daily life; (c) misunderstanding what plants need to stay 
alive; (d) overlooking the importance of plants to one's daily affairs.’ (Wandersee & Schussler 1999, 82). 
Contemporary critique of the concept of plant blindness, however, acknowledges the possibility of ableist 
overtones (see MacKenzie et al. 2019, 139). 

2 We read the presence of a vital New Materialism within the work of both Marder and Tsing. Within their respective 
theoretical frameworks, and in relation to their approaches to the vegetal, notions of agency and vibrancy are 
present. For Marder, decentering the human in the frame of a vegetal philosophy is central to an apprehension 
of ‘plant-thinking,’ and apprehension of the ‘non-conscious intentionality of plants’ (2013b, 124). In the work of 
Tsing, this agentic recognition illuminates ‘the romance connecting people, plants, and places,’ a connectivity within 
which plants are agents (2012, 145).  
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