


We’ve been inspired by Donna Haraway and 
friends’ Camille Stories and their concept of  

sym fiction (storying into existing 
worlds together), Walidah Imarisha and adrienne 

maree brown’s visionary fictions (‘science 
fiction’ for social justice) and  
Joan Haran’s imaginactivism.

We have gathered here some experiments in 
collaborative storytelling, in stringing together  
and knotting yarns, from a series of workshops 

and a symposium held at O N C A Gallery in 
Brighton from November 2017 to July 2018.

This is part 
of an ongoing 
project of 
nurturing 
collective 
imaginaries 

between utopia 
and dystopia.

Dive in!



Camille decided to try something that had not been tried before, to symbiont 
with not just the butterfly, their birth sym identity, but to try to sym with 
another entity - the wind.

  
Camille brought this idea to the assembly and there was a murmur of 
excitement at the suggestion - a murmur both audible and tangible. It turned 
out that a few groups had already started looking into this possibility, 
not as a symbiosis but by developing the children of compost's ability to 
commune with the wind. It was known that trees and plants that relied on the 
wind to carry seeds already had some way of listening that could be learned 
from. It became clear that wind could blow through some of the children of 
compost, out of them, through them, and that this wind could interfere with 
emotions and motivations. 

Camille and the investigators already involved gathered 
together to experiment with this practice. It soon became 
apparent that developing fellowship with the wind was only 
possible together; it required clustering with another child of 
compost and an elder. Symbonding with the wind or elemental 
beings required apprenticeship that was more than learning with and 
about a genetic symbiont. This kind 
of symbonding required more than 
the knowledge of another species or 

type of body, it required listening to the wisdom of elders who 
had learned to read the impression that wind leaves on leaves, on 
trunks, on communities of grass or spelt. It required physically 
difficult apprenticeship, maybe being harnessed to the top of a 
tree for a third of a lunar cycle, fasting and drinking from the 
tree's sap, swaying to the flow of phloem, reading the intimate 
rhythms of wind and water, rain and wind. It required more 
than one human body to learn, because it required care and 
accompaniment from one body as the other was undergoing the 
ordeal of the apprenticeship. This ordeal would change depending 
on the local web of beings and where elders had learned to read 

the murmur of the wind.   

     

The messengers have the responsibility of communicating and they travel between 
the different communities of compost. These messengers are storytellers. They 
hold strings of many colours, and the knots on these strings are stories. The 
messengers know the story of each knot because they made them, but the knots 
can only be made if the story is actively listened by more than three beings.

Sometimes they exchange strings with other messengers, tying new knots for each 
knot on the new string. 

Messengers make stories from the stuff of other stories, you see 
sometimes messengers exchange string.

They become the temporary keepers of another messengers' stories, 
until each knot becomes  another   new story.   

Sometimes new threads are woven into old    knots.

Messengers and their listeners can see and feel which stories 

relate to one another,   sometimes strings are cut, knots 

untied making   space     

     for new stories.

“Luckily, Camille came into being at the moment of an unexpected but powerful 
interlaced planet-wide eruption of numerous communities of a few dozen people each 

who felt moved to migrate to ruined places and work with human and non-human 
partners to heal these places, building networks, pathways, nodes and webs of and for a 

newly habitable world.”

From the Camille Stories in Haraway’s Staying with the Trouble, 2016 (p.137). This was the 
starting point for our ‘exquisite corpse’ story, which you can read in the last pages. Kate and 

Elona took inspiration from it and further re-tellings to develop the two scenes below.



making new names ... whispering in pairs into each others’ ears while writing 
on each others’ notebooks with a fern in hand... on the page... an excercise in 

entanglement and tentacular poetics... simultaneously listening, speaking, holding, 
writing. Try it! It’s challenging, fun and unusual. Thank you Kay Syrad and Clare 
Whistler for the ecopoetic exercises, and to participants for these selected poems.
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“Write a counterfuture, one that subverts the one laid out for you by society. 

Rebel, make it seem ridiculous and impossible, subvert and challenge it in any 

way you choose.”  provocation from workshop with Jacob V Joyce



Participants' favourites from Beyond Ableism workshop:
PLEASURE PALACE
Short story by Sol

We push all the peas into a big bucket and start on the potatoes. 
The red and white plastic tablecloth is cool in the shade. I listen 
to the rustle of the trees, the chatter around me. Further in the 
gardens, someone is playing the flute, an alto flute I think, soft and 
low and haunting.  I peel as thin as I can, running the knife lightly; 
we all do, hoping to make enough for seconds again tonight. 

The potatoes are small and lumpy, with wonderful shapes that I 
never saw back when we'd buy them in the shops. The one I'm holding looks like the 
face of Squidward, from Spongebob, and I feel a pang. None of the kids know it 
anymore. Soon I've got a good pile and the lines on my palms get dark with dirt. My 
hands are veiny, full of wrinkles, but the nails look the same as they did when I was 
young and crashing from sofa to sofa. Chipped black polish, and bitten to the flesh.

I take a break, getting up to wander through the gardens. I walk to the other side of 
the path, where people are crouched in the meadow, pulling bindweed roots out of the 
ground to protect the strawberries, lettuces and radishes. Everything smells of pollen. My 
chest opens. I'm proud of what we've made here. Us, the homeless, the working class, the 
queers, the unfit to work, the immigrants. In just a couple of years. 

I look up to the sky, the turrets of the Pavilion. It was two years ago that we took 
it. It was right around this time. I've been trying not to think about it. I smell the 
white petals, breathe in, breathe out. Tonight there's sharing circles and a No Talent 
show; I should go back and finish helping with dinner. Goosebumps rise on the back of 
my thighs. Maybe it's time to think about it. I lower myself down at the foot of the 
elderflower tree, against the hard bark.

My clan was living on the seafront back then. Five years established in an empty hotel. 
We had good kitchens, comfortable beds, the ocean. But we were growing in number, 
always. People got kicked out, couldn't find jobs, gave up on working just to afford a 
bed, gave up on repairing their flooded houses, couldn't afford insurance anymore. We 
needed new spaces, to sleep, to strategise, to prepare for the next heatwave. We wanted 
to grow our own food. We wanted to send a message to all the other communities all 
over the country. It was a new era. Everything had broken down. We would make the 
Royal Pavilion of Brighton into our own pleasure palace.

I remember all the evenings planning. I'd put on my old fake leather jacket, the only 
thing I kept after transitioning, with all its white-out stars on the back. I'd walk to 
the meetings with Sofia, past the ruins of both piers. The wind turbines lighting up on 



the horizon. She'd ask about my life adventures, about my lovers. I'd ask about her 
dreams. She'd sit on the floor, leaning against my legs, pass me gingernut biscuits during 
long debates. Our plan was straightforward. We would push in from the outside with 
a protest, and storm in from the inside through the secret passage that started in the 
Marlborough pub.

I remember fifteen of us, standing in the entrance in our stolen Armani leggings and 
necklaces, in black and white and sunglasses. Only very rich tourists visited the Pavilion 
then, so we had to be in good drag. We were all wearing perfectly adjusted wigs, 
had dyed over coloured hair, been patted with eyeshadow so we'd look as straight as 
possible. My hair was down, flowing white around my shoulders, and I wore a long skirt 
to cover up the tattoo of the trans symbol on my ankle. Although that was part of 
my normal attire, Sofia said I should wear my 'old lady' glasses, and they hung from 
a pink thread around my neck. I told Sofia I was an old lady. 

I remember the chants of the demo in the distance. The guide distributing some flyers. 
My fingertips shook. My bladder was full to bursting. I couldn't breathe all the way. I 
had lots of experience shoplifting, and I pushed myself to smile at her. 

'Excuse me, ma'am, what is going on back there?' I said.

'Ah, not to worry' she flushed, 'it seems there is a little protest going on outside.'

'Oh,' I said. 'I had heard Brighton to be even more in turmoil than London, but still,' I 
tried to sound shocked. 'I've come a long way to see the Royal Pavilion. I hope it won't 
disturb our visit?'

'Oh, no, of course not.' She smiled at me, her eyes empty. 'Everyone, please follow me, 
this way.'

The stone floor echoed with our steps. As I looked up I felt my stomach clench. We 
didn't have smartphones, smart watches or glasses. Nothing to take selfies. Surely she'd 
notice. I tried to comfort myself. We were doing a good job acting the part. We all 
knew that we had to reign in our free movement. No screaming, dancing, shaking, no 
finger snapping. No touching, except for the fake couples.

I remember the silence of the blue carpet in the first room. Us nodding along to facts 
about the royals. Checking the time. The rugged wood of the huge tables in the Great 
Kitchen. Sofia's brilliant diversion.

'So..' she said. 'Some Prince wanted to show off his “exotic' Oriental palace, and hundreds 
of years later we're still calling it exotic and caring more about that guy's affairs 
than the colonies he had?'

The guide answered, flustered, and we moved to the next room, where Sofia put her 
hand up again. I held in a grin. 

'Wasn't the whole Hospital for Indian soldiers a publicity stunt to be like, “we're not 

racist' though? I mean, they had a photographer come in and distributed postcards all 
around town.'

Sofia held up an ancient looking postcard to the guide, who stepped forward. I stepped 
forward too, faked tripping against both of them, and Sofia cried out. I unclipped the 
keys from the guide's waist and dropped them in my bag as Sofia made a fuss. 

'I'm so sorry,' the guide said 'Are you alright, Ma'am?'

'Fine' I said contemptuously. I coughed, 'I may need to use the loo.'

'Oh yes, that way,' she said.

I walked away, hoping I was right, and that an old woman missing would go unnoticed.

'This is what one of the Indian soldiers said... “I had rather not have been gassed than 
get the Victoria medal. 'Isn;t that heartbreaking? Isn't that all we need to know to 
understand the cruel project of “Great Britain'?'

I remember turning the corridor. The noise of the demonstration was louder here. The 
sun shone through the windows to the pink and gold wall hangings. My palms were 
moist. I pushed door after door. Walked slowly down a flight of wooden steps. Stepped 
into a dusty room. There. It was 11:35. In fifteen minutes, the demonstration would push 
past security into the building. By then, we'd be flooding in from the Marly. All I had to 
do was open the door. 

I remember the security guard appearing out 
of nowhere. I remember the clipped sound 
of his black shoes, the beat of my heart. 
He asked what I was doing there. I can't 
remember what I answered. He smelled like 
cologne. He stepped towards me; we both heard 
the voices behind the door. His eyes widened, he 
grabbed my arm, his nails dug into me. Out 
of my bag I had pulled an insomnia patch. I 
held it against his freckly skin. An Immediate 
Action Heavy Sleep patch, dosed up with a 
little extra. 

'What the!' He stared down. His grip loosened. 

Then he fell. Fell backwards, right onto the 
stairs. A thud, his head on the edge of a 
step. His eyes open. Behind the door voices 
calling my name. I couldn't feel my legs. I held 
the key, it turned in the lock with a click, a 
woosh of cold air over my face. 



“Luckily, Camille came into being at the moment of an unexpected but powerful 
interlaced planet-wide eruption of numerous communities of a few dozen people each 

who felt moved to migrate to ruined places and work with human and non-human 
partners to heal these places, building networks, pathways, nodes and webs of and for a 

newly habitable world.”

Everything was covered in a light film of mould, and the ruins of buildings that had 
once been there stuck up through the mould like little fingers.  But that was not to not 
let the wind blow inside the city. 

By coming back to nature they tried to reconnect with their ancestors and a primitive 
idea of how the earth might live. And to do so they chose totems. Animals or plants 
or living things that they came into contact with every day. Not that they were drawn 
to them, but to understand more about their existence and their connection to them. 
Camille's totem was the monarch butterfly.

Important questions, especially at the beginning, were: how were the Communities of 
Compost assembled, disassembled, made and unmade? Or, what was the fluidity of living 
there? It took a lot of energy to live in ruined places, and not everybody was ready to 
do that.

So each community would have to agree decision-making processes and create their own 
structures of governance at the very local level. Messengers would travel between these 
communities, these villages, and they would listen, and there would be dialogues between 
villages to see how each group was governing itself.

These messengers were storytellers. They held the strings and the knots of these 
different communities in their hands as they trod the pathways to new communities and 
new ways of existence. At first there were only a few communities with vast distances 
between them. But slowly the knots gathered in number and from them further threads 
were woven in, to spread more communities in new places.

Whenever they went to a new place, any of the Children of Compost would walk on all 
fours, on hands and feet, as much as possible - so as to touch and feel as much of 
the new place as possible - to have their faces and smell and tasters as close to the 
place as possible. 

In their dreams, in the darkness, they held images of their ancestors like finger puppets 
playing keys in timestreams and rivulets. Waking from these dreams, they sought not 
to produce but to find affinity with those objects and others around them. This meant 
aproductivity and sociality.

In this quest to find kin with other forms of life, some of the Children of the Compost 
acquired genetic material from a rare mushroom, a vast organism that had developed 
a vast web of communication. So the Children of Compost co-developed, with some 
of the genes of the mushroom a new form of internet, by which they were able to 
communicate not only with their own kin but with other forms of life, with other 
bacteria and other species that were yet to develop.

The dreams that came after developing this new symbiosis are indescribable. They were 
images and sounds such that the human race had never conceived of. They were within 
the ground and the earth and the strange strange colours of the sky. 

But the spread of the Communities of Compost was not totally unopposed. There 
were still those who were profiting from the ongoing destruction of nature. There was 
suppression of the Communities, and when it was discovered that they had invented their 
own alternative to the internet this sparked nationwide suppression of the Children of 
Compost.

     ***

Camille was crouching on their hands and knees and had their mouth pressed 
up against a little tip of fungus that was shmooshing up out of 
the ground. They were sending a message to their lover on the 
other side of the world. They had never met. Their lover was 
possibly some kind of insect. Camille was sending them a 
kiss but also a warning.

This was only the second time that Camille had 
communicated in such a way. And being still 
partly human, they had to put their reason 
aside in order to renew the way their brain 
was used to connect with their surroundings, 
so that their body and their mind could 
access the potential of this ability. 

The warning that Camille was sending was 
a warning to respect the earth. They 
were only a small community living 
through all destruction and the 
ruins that we saw at the 
beginning. They were 
warning their lover 

experimenting with storytelling . a collective exquisite corpse



In this new world order, where some of the old civilization still had 
important economic interests and were still mining parts of the earth 

heavily, some of the Communities of the Children of Compost became divided 
about whether or not to take violent action. A few scientists coming from those old 
generations of economic mining started collaborating with the Children of Compost 
to genetically modify some vampires and some bats, that would go and bite those 
unconvinced humans in order to give them some genetic material of some species - of 
bacteria, plants, in order to make them aware that they were not alone, and that they 
were just co-existing with other species. 

Within this social and political upheaval, Camille found perself torn: between engagement, 
and messaging closer and closer to the wind with which per had symbonded, and 
understanding and bringing in the calls that were made by tornado, hurricane, breeze and 
the changing of the weather.

The new strategy involving the bats was highly controversial. 

about forgetting - about forgetting that what was happening now was nothing new 
-  that they had never been different, that they had always been together as part of 
the world. 

Some of the things that the Communities came to realise was that they had developed 
this new internet and way of telling stories and walking that was not really inclusive 
enough of all the other communities on the planet: that they needed to open up the 
learning and the practices. This opened up a whole new set of challenges. A conference 
was called. 

Camille could feel a disconnect between the sound and feelings of fluttering of wings 
and flight and antennae that per could feel, and the realities of knowing that per 
needed to find a way to mediate between that and the other communities in the world. 
So Camille decided to try something that had not been tried before: 
to symbiont with not just the butterfly, their 
birth sym identity, but to try to sym 
with another entity - the wind. Camille 
brought this idea to the conference 
as a suggestion of how new links 
could be made - and more 
openings for continuing their 
work.

Camille's idea found an interesting match in one of the other 
ideas that was brought to the conference: for the Children of 
Compost to develop kinds of calls. Like the calls that so many 
species use to communicate among themselves, but ones that 
would communicate not so much by virtue of a common code which 
could possibly be misinterpreted, but more in the way that a series 
of fires across a hilltop gives a sense that somebody is there. 

The description of this call 'like fire on a hilltop as a signal' was an 
acceptance of the unintelligibility of this communication in the conventional 
forms of their vampiric ancestors. Rather, the conference sought to understand this 
way of thinking-communication as a form of p/leisure that was emerging and would 
help to support the Compost Communities.
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Objects for future worlds, created at HOAX ecoscenography workshop

Walidah Imarisha


