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the goals and practise of the bioregionalist movement,
amongst others. The bioregional ethic recognises the
biological-geographical, rather than the political bor-
ders of a region or watershed. Multispecies rather than
anthropocentric in approach it combines rigorous sci-
entific data about local ecosystems with regional folk-
lore so that people of bioregions can attempt to live in
place and within the carrying capacity of that place.
From this broad array of sources, Ryan’s work repre-
sents a notable journey through some of an unusually
diverse terrain of the intellectual landscape of the last
thirty years.

The diversity of projects Ryan outlines is related
through his recently published book “Video Mind,
Earth Mind”. The title consciously echoes the Zen
Buddhist, Suzuki Roshi’s “Zen Mind, Beginner’s Mind”.
Through the technology of video, what he calls a begin-
ner’s or “video” mind can be realised which enables the
human mind to reconnect with the “Mind” of the
Living Earth. In developing a way of reconnecting to
the web of life of eco-systems the perceptual awareness
of this web of life can be shared with anyone prepared
to watch the video monitors. For Ryan, video therefore
is a technology of perceptual awareness. Ryan suggests
that this aware way of seeing among diverse groups of
peoples constitutes a way to make meaning around
what is seen. As such, Ryan argues, it is a series of steps
towards the beginning of a mature use of video.

The book is an ensemble of essays which catalogues
his journey through video from the late sixties to the
present day. They comprise 24 years work from 1968 to
1992, envisioning how video, and to a lesser extent, tele-
vision, can be used systemically in the service of devel-
oping this shared perceptual apprehension of the eco-

logical webs of nature that exist in the midst of our
lives. Thus with the aid of video human communica-
tion, could find a grounding in eco-systems outside the
limitations of language.

As mentioned, Ryan was involved in early work
with the video medium. He saw early on its potentially
transformative uses – its feedback capacity – to bring
self-awareness to the video’d subject, where anyone can
take in their own outside. Many of the essays detail a
particular part of these transformative uses, and elabo-
rations upon them. As you continue through the essays
they map out the direction and development of his
thought over the years. At the centre is the Batesonian
approach to Peirce. Peirce believed the basis of knowl-
edge required “a new kind of formal logic, a logic which
would be the basis of a philosophical system”. He
thought philosophy was close to exhaustion. The origin
and cause of this exhaustion he thought was its adher-
ence to Aristotle’s logic of classes. In place Peirce
believed what was needed was a logic of relationships
which would provide the basic architecture “with
which to build a new richer understanding of living”.
Peirce never found this new relational logic, but Ryan,
rather startlingly believes he has arrived at what Peirce
was after. Ryan’s Peircian vision is thus grounded in his
development of this logic of relations. In a visual repre-
sentation, Ryan’s cybernetic adaption of the Peircian
philosophical system is sculpted around a non-
Euclidean, non-orientable topological form called by
Ryan a relational circuit and shaped like a kleinform,
(see figure). This form is the representational key to
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This short essay explores Ryan’s Video Dimension as outlined in
his recent ‘Video Mind, Earth Mind’.

Is the human species language-driven?

N
ew uses of video and television for the green
movement and its media dimension have been
relatively few  and far between. Where such use

has occurred it has been piecemeal and has tended to
apply the conventional vocabulary of TV and video to
green issues. Video, after its radical countercultural
birthrites, has settled into being merely another tech-
nological art genre, its promise as an instrument for
perceiving in new ways significantly displaced. The
hopes of TV have largely turned sour, with the galaxy of
commercial stations Americanising and Disneyfying
the horizon, also dissipating the expectations of what
could have been realised.

Paul Ryan is an American artist, primarily a video-
grapher, who was in at the beginning of experimental
videos and their extended use by the outer counter-cul-
ture. Since the late sixties he has been involved in a
unique artististic and philosophical project, at once
completely practical, yet with a sophisticated theoreti-
cal basis, to develop the possible uses of video for what
could be described as relational ends, and ultimately he
believes, the survival of the living planet. He views
video as an evolutionary tool. The range of strategies
which he has developed out of this project are poten-
tially far reaching and possibly transforming the philo-
sophical ground on which he situates himself. In turn,
this opens up significant developments both within the
technologies he uses and interacts with – video, and to
a lesser extent, television and computers, and also in the
field of personal interactions and relationships.

Ryan, once a teenage Catholic monk, originally
studied with Marshall McLuhan in 1968. Partly in place
of the Vietnam draft he immersed himself in the edu-
cational possibilities of video as an alternative to print

and classroom based educational orthodoxies. In the
early seventies Ryan explored the cybernetic ideas of
Gregory Bateson and Warren McCulloch. Cybernetics –
the science of systems of control both in living crea-
tures and machines – in Bateson’s words, “recognises
that the ‘self ’ as ordinarily understood is only a small
part of a much larger trial-and-error system which does
the thinking, acting and deciding”. Thus the much larg-
er, all embracing system is often referred to as Mind,
and the systems in relation to Mind are considered
“Units of Mind”. Bateson is recognised as one of the key
figures in the development of a holistic cybernetics. He
has stated that he believed cybernetics was the biggest
bite out of the tree of knowledge to come along for a
long time. His major work, “Steps Towards an Ecology
of Mind” was published in 1972 whilst McCulloch’s
“Embodiments of Mind” had already appeared in 1965.
Since ‘72 Ryan began synthesizing these concepts of
thinking in circuits of cybernetics, with the work of the
leading American turn of the century semiotician,
Charles Peirce. Where the semiotician thinks in signs
Ryans thinking moved towards thinking in both cir-
cuits and signs. Although the results Ryan offers us is a
synthesis, it is also an indication of the richness of
imagination of Bateson’s influence, and a continuing of
the fragmented if quiet Post-Batesonian tradition of
which Ryan is part, it could be said. Whilst much of
cybernetics has become a hard technocratic science
ranging from ecology to AI, there is another parallel
soft cybernetic stream which continues as a source of
rich if quiet influence. Ryan is involved in this stream.

Ryan has also attempted to apply his synthesis to
aspects of Rene Thom’s catastrophe theory, the nota-
tional systems of aesthetician Nelson Goodman, and
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Pretzel logic revisited

Paul Ryan explores Earthscore Notation Systems, ecochannels, 
and the future of Memory, all within a video context.
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presented a shared and shareable perception of the web
of ecosystems within a bioregion.

This is the function of the Earthscore Notation
System. It is comprised of five elements, which require
a somewhat extended examination, much of which is
best stated in Ryan’s own words. I explore with the aid
of Ryan’s examples the five point notational system in
greater depth below in the encased section. It is quite
technical and I found it difficult grasping Ryan’s
Peircian semiotics so whether you involve yourself in it
or leave it be, is up to you.

The Earthscore Notation System is set out in some-
thing like this form in the last chapter of his book. Ryan
believes systematic environmental monitoring is cru-
cial in the current ecolological context. It must be “con-
stant and coherent” so as to manifestly understand the
ensemble of events, tides, seasons, bird migrations, fish

migrations, the falling leaves of forests, leaks from
sewage plants, and all the other semi-noticeable fea-
tures of the cycles of the natural world that make up
complex ecosystems. Both in cities and in more rural
regions electronic technology can be fused together to
comprise a separate TV channel to alert people not
only to how such ecologies work but how to avoid
destroying them. This is the message Ecochannel brings
with it and throughout the book Ryan returns to how
video technology linked up to this separate eco-
TVstation could enable people to share perceptions of
the natural world and be made aware of the ongoing
changes occurring at the same time. Parts of it appear
in different manifestations throughout the work in the

guise of smaller educational projects and imagineering
proposals. These proposals, although for the most part
not existing in the real world, expand Ryan’s envision-
ing of them to form parallel possible futures, and add
to the diversity of how to imagine the uses of technolo-
gy. Video is therefore perceived as a remarkable tool for
viewing ourselves, and entering into relationships
beyond the dyadic, binary realm which is so much the
norm as to be unconscious. There are other careful
essays which diverge from this, most notably, “Jesus
Crucified”, “The Living Earth”, “Television” and “Video,
Computers and Memory”.

The latter discusses video as an agent of the rela-
tionship between memory and contiguity, and comput-
ers as agents of complexity. Ryan makes the important
point that video, like any other recording technology, is
a technology of memory. It enables people to record

and preserve moments of the past so that they can be
included in the present. The facility of replay confuses
past and present. The contiguous order of time from
past into present into future is collapsed, Ryan believes,
enabling people to record/video problematic situations
from which we can learn. For instance I could watch
and video my grandparents rehearsing similar psycho-
logical territory and dynamics that I am beginning to
see my children play out. This could be passed on to my
children and on through the generations as an aid to
enabling the potential resolution of repeating psycho-
logical dramas. Similarly in the Earthscore Notational
System the replay mode of video could be used to
repeatedly record a particular local ecology until the
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perception transmit shared perceptions of environmental realities without 

* The five point system is: a) the
categories of firstness, secondness and
thirdness; b) the relational circuit; c)
threeing; d) the firstness of thirdness; and
e) a semiotic system for interpreting the
firstness of thirdness. These can be
described as follows. 

a) Firstness, the first of the three
modes of being in Peirce’s system signifies
“positive quality”– for instance, the taste
of a food, warmth, etc. Secondness (the
second mode of being), “actual fact”,
referring to the “thisness” of something,

existing outside reason. Thirdness (the
third mode of being), are exemplified by
laws that govern facts in the future, the
realm, as Ryan calls it, of habit. This
mode of thirdness mediates between
secondness and firstness. By applying
these categories of being, Ryan argues, a
videographer, or a team of videographers,
can video the “everything” of an
ecosystem, and sort through it without
omitting significant parts, making a
selection which includes examples that
are responsible to “everything” in the

ecosystem. Here is a working example of
how the categories fit into one of Ryan’s
videos. “Stand of trees, forest in Inwood
Hill Park, Manhattan. Firstness: melting
snow, bark surfaces, sprigs of green;
secondness: burnt wood and litter;
thirdness: children swinging on rope...”.

b) The second part of Ryan’s system is
the relational circuit. The relational circuit
organises the categories of firstness,
secondness, and thirdness in
unambiguous, relative positions. It is “to
the Earthscore System what the staff and

Ryan’s energies, it solves for him a logic of relations and
connects the logic with Peirce’s semiotic categories of
being. Peirce’s categories of being are designated first-
ness, secondness, and thirdness.

A straightforward way of approaching the relational
logic Ryan seeks is to apprehend the difference between
transitive and intransitive relationships. For instance,
envisage three interacting individuals. The usual pattern
is for two of the parties to combine against the third so
that “one dyadic relationship (AB ) is strengthened and
the other two (BC and AC) are weakened”. By contrast
the relational logic introduces a three-way or triadic
interaction between all (ABC) which reinforces all three
dyadic relationships without strengthening or weaken-
ing any of those dyadic relationships. The former is a
transitive relationship, the latter intransitive. Or think of
the transitive relationship between the biggest child and

a series of smaller children. The biggest child pushes the
next biggest. The next biggest pushes a smaller child and
the he or she in turn knocks about the smallest. The
smallest is left to take out his wrath on small inanimate
objects. Contrast this with the intransitive relationship
in the familiar childs game of paper, stone and scissors.
In the game each child reveals his or her hand at the
same moment; flat for paper, fist for stone and forked
fingers for scissors. There is a relational formula for who
swats who. Scissors cut paper, paper covers stone and
stone breaks scissors.

Ryan believes that as with this simple game long
term living in place requires the”capacity”for intransi-
tive relationships. He also states that for him, he can
envisage “no formal reason why a completely relational
order could not in fact develop” although he adds that
the present work is the relational practise to share per-
ceptions. This relational logic is particularly interesting
in that it is not hierarchical or propositional. As can be
seen by the scissor-paper-stone example the biggest
doesn’t push the next biggest child. A heterarchical
positional intelligence is looped into the logic of the
relational circuit so that the apprehension of the eco-
logical situation can be arrived at through shared per-
ceptions. Here for Ryan is the difference between his
logic of relationships and Bateson’s logic of classes.
Whereas for Bateson “no class is a member of itself; the

class of chair is not a chair, number is not a quantity
and the name is not the thing named”, Ryans logic of
relationships is based not on naming and classifying
but on a “positional differentiation”, which makes it
hetararchical and less susceptible to the authoritarian
political consequences for which the orthodox and
heirarchical Batesonian logic of classes has been criti-
cised.

Thus, for Ryan, the possibility of a new post-
Peircian triadic logic of relationships is opened up.
Ryan employs the relational logic in a number of sce-
narios, although at their basis are two primary and
interrelated possibilities. First, there is what he
describes as “the invention and maintenance of a reper-
toire of behaviour patterns that would work self-cor-
rectively for three people”. From this he constructs the
ground of the model of what he calls an intentional

community. Second, “the construction of an informa-
tion transmission system based on shared perception of
environmental realities”. It is this latter application that
is explored here.

Near the close of the book Ryan outlines perhaps
the most inclusive example of how his theoretical ideas
can be put to practical use. He draws from his video
and TV experiments and proposals, for ecosystems,
arriving at what he calls, perhaps rather grandly, The
Earthscore Notational System. This he defines as a way
of composing the “information transmission system
based on shared perception of environmental realities
rather than language”. Language, Ryan believes, is in-
adequate to deal with meeting the ecological crisis.
“Our species won’t ever talk itself out of the trouble
we’re in”, he argues. However the dysfunctionality of a
language-driven species can, Ryan argues, be corrected
by systems which transmit shared perceptions of envi-
ronmental realities, without the interference of lan-
guage.

These systems grew out of his efforts to use video to
interpret nature. Ryan soon came to the view that nat-
uralistic landscape video, however good in sensitizing
people to landscapes, did not sensitise people’s behav-
iour towards their local ecology. What was needed,
Ryan believed, were individual or groups of video-
graphers to produce interpretations of nature which
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are essentially proposals for information transmission
structures based around the aforementioned shared
perceptions of patterns of ecologies. The Earthscore is
seen as a public work in the monastic sense. Any poten-
tial ecochannel isn’t there necessarily to compete with
other TV stations. Instead it could be formed to make
up a second “background” television set in the corner
of the room to be attended to, monitored as and when

the watcher feels the need. The rest of the time it could
act much like ambient music, providing images of the
watershed at all hours but attended to as one looks at a
painting.

In relation to this Ryan distinguishes between tele-
vision and cinema. Television audiences watch televi-
sion as an instrument for the simultaneous “monitor-
ing” of what is happening in the world, and for the

(firstness), red might do a shot of the
trunk of the same evergreen rising out of
its ground site (secondness), and blue
might do a shot of the whole tree with
the pond in the background (thirdness).
When the team approached a deciduous
tree red would do firstness, blue
secondness and yellow thirdness.”

d) The “firstness of thirdness” is
demonstrated through techniques
particular to video recording and playback
such as time lapse and slow motion. These
techniques facilitate a non-verbal

intuitive understanding of the patterns in
nature of different ecosystems. Where the
pattern is law, and spontaneous, intuitive
appreciation of the pattern is immediate,
perceptibility of law is the “firstness of
thirdness”. This can be understood using
the catastrophe theory of the topologist,
Rene Thom, which models discontinuous
phenomena. When states of nature already
in equilibrium are broken, discontinuity or
catastrophe occurs. Thom has shown that
in natural phenomena ordered by four
dimensions or less, “There are only seven

possible discontinuous breaks, ie only
seven elementary catastrophes.”
“Catastrophe theory”, writes Ryan, “is to
the medium of video what Euclidean
geometry is to the medium of paper. Just
as Euclidean geometry offers a formal
understanding of geometric surfaces and
solid objects, catastrophe theory provides
a formal understanding of events or
changes from states of equilibrium, ie,
discontinuous phenomena. Based on
Euclidean geometry someone faced with
tiling a wall knows with mathematical

Visual representation of Ryan’s relational circuit by Chris Rose

“underlying figures of regulation”, the “notes” by which
nature, is constructed guiding the “performance” of the
ecology were easily recognisable. If one year the video-
ing of the particular ecology resulted in a “score” of
notes which was out of kilter, then it would be quickly
possible to identify the divergence from the Notational
System and set in motion actions to halt the divergence.

Ryan notes the different characters of computers
and video; where the one extends our capacity to deal
with contiguity the other works likewise in the arena of
complexity. He is concerned that complexity will be
developed at the expense of deepening our understand-
ing of contiguity. Already he notes the “odorless elec-
tronic memory” of the computer is being used to digi-
tally reinvent the image of the photograph and the
video. Such memory systems “will create powerful
information banks in arbitrary digital storage devices

with no grounding in the world familiar to our senses”.
When people are no longer able to believe the truth of
their video (or photo) image then the potential of video
in relation to memory and appreciating contiguity will
be in jeopardy. Ryan is not against the development of
the simulation possibilities of computers, but it makes
clearer sense if balanced with an appreciation of conti-
guity video could deliver, if the future of memory is not
to be colonised by the computer. Indeed at the essay’s
close Ryan ends with the intriguing question of
whether a culture is able to be developed to appreciate
both contiguity and complexity.

Television, in fact, becomes increasingly visible
towards the later stages of the book as the medium of

communication to sensitize peoples to local ecosys-
tems. A number of versions of his basic ecochannel are
proposed. An ecochannel for the Hudson River, NEST,
an acronym for “New York City Ecochannel for a
Sustainable Tomorrow”; and a proposal for ecochan-
nels across the breadth of Europe, bioregion by biore-
gion. Finally Ryan ambitiously elaborates the logical
extension of his Earthscore system as a “global network
of regional television stations, each responsible for
monitoring local ecologies”, grounding this planetary
system with “the perceptions of ecosystems”. He
believes his system could be part of the Earth
Observation System, part of NASA’s development of its
mission to Planet Earth.

In an earlier version of an ecochannel, called
Channel W as a channel for the local bioregional
Watershed (“your wire to the Watershed”, he calls it) he
attempted to initiate a video “Watershed Watch”. Here
again the contiguous character of video is employed
mixed with combining cybernetic theory to the goals of
bioregionalism.Developing out of a large sheath of
video material the “ Watershed Watch” would work out
how the ecology of the watershed is operating. As a
“child learns language by collecting a vocabulary of
words and then discovering the syntax of their rela-
tionships”, Ryan writes, so the syntax of the watershed
ecology could be worked out constituting “an agreed
upon system of restraints that would regulate the way
people live in this watershed”. Such a use of TV is a
counter-measure to the momentum of mass television
to destroy any sense of place. Rather it cultivates local
culture. It is not for everywhere and anywhere but a
way to enrich specific communities’ lives.

Ryans proposals for varieties of ecochannel designs
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interference of language?

bars are to classical music notation”. In
this Ryan builds on Pierce’s organisation
of knowledge as the three categories. The
kleinform provides the logic of relations
which connects Peirce’s relational circuits
to the three categories: there is a part
contained by two parts (–), the position
of firstness; there is a part contained by
another part and containing a part (=),
the position of secondness; there is a part
that contains two parts (=), the position
of thirdness. The circuit organises
differences in terms of these positions

and the three in between positions (– =),
(= =), (= –) that connect them in the
continuum. c) “Threeing” has been
developed by Ryan as an “art of
behaviour”. As such “threeing is a way in
which three people can relate to each
other simultaneously without words and
without cameras”. As Tai Chi and Yoga
balances a person’s well being within a
system of changing postures, so threeing
is a practise that balances the
relationships among three people with a
system of changing positions. The hope is

that the practise of Threeing can prevent
certain problems in human relationships
that bedevil consensus building. Thus
with threeing each member of a video
team can take turns in attending to an
ecosysystem in terms of firstness,
secondness, and thirdness. So, using the
video example mentioned above, a three
member video team composed of colour
categories, yellow, red and blue would
pursue the following arrangements.
“Yellow might do a six-second shot of the
texture of the bark on the evergreen
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informational content, its aesthetic achievement being
the format in which it arrives on the screen . By contrast
an audience views a movie as an individual entity, sim-
ilar to a painting or a piece of drama. He suggests that
much of the monitoring of the world that is undertak-
en through watching TV is the witnessing of the pro-
gressive ecological collapse of the planet. He wonders if
this may be why some parents refuse the television
option for themselves and their children.

So this reinhabitory television of local place which
Ryan has argued for would be an ecochannel centred
on specific bioregional watersheds and would enable a
bioregional community to simultaneously monitor its
ecosystem. Aside from such environmental monitoring
as tides, sunrises, sunsets, etc; which the eco-channel
would carry, Ryan proposes it would also have a much
wider constituency. In the case of NEST this would
include “support for an informed consensus about
proper responses to environmental concerns” and
weaving “the cultural traditions of the peoples of New
York into practises that are in accord with a sustainable
city”. He foresees such channels forming important
links between people and ecology.

Such a cybernetic use of television would be a ‘safe-
guard’ against what he describes as biofascism, a fascis-
tic environmental movement which could be accompa-
nied by the possible return of a politics of inquisition in
the name of a Living Earth, Gaia. Such a possible bio-
fascist movement would use the Earth as a symbol and
metaphor. A cybernetic use would view Gaia in terms
of circuit. Metaphoric thinking, Ryan believes, is best

conveyed in languages whilst cybernetic thinking is
conveyed in diagrams. It’s an irony of cybernetic think-
ing that it has produced a rich understanding of the
Earth which is so susceptible to a metaphoric interpre-
tation, the Living Earth, Gaia, the Earth as Mother.

The global Earthscore system is the most ambitious
proposal emerging from Ryan’s work essentially with
video for a perceptual and non-linguistic sensitizing of
populations to their humankind neighbouring ecosys-
tems. It is also an instrument of reinhabitation and of
place.

It is, of course, in the realm of proposition. Even so,
it remains enriching in its radical all-encompassing sys-
tem and in the way it is apparently well-worked out.
Much of the practical offering Ryan makes has come
into being without the security of academic tenure.
Ryan in fact repeatedly appeals to readers to treat his
Peircian reconciliations as completely open to chal-
lenge. No one has yet built a persuasive argument
against his topological continuum, although when a
philosophical heavyweight has meted out his profes-
sional judgement it could be a different matter. It may
sound as if Ryan’s work is in itself landlocked in an
especially arid atmosphere of abstraction. This isn’t so.
As he says, for any reader with a bit of patience it is pos-
sible to follow most of his non-technical writings.
There is in these essays a good deal that smells as
though it makes sense. It also provides an exemplary
instance of how media technology can be utilised with
intelligence in a forward looking way.
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certitude that of all possible regular
polygons only three (hexagon, square,
triangle) can fill the plane packed edge to
edge. Based on catastrophe theory,
someone observing nature with a video
camera knows with mathematical certitude
that there are only seven kinds of
discontinuity possible in any natural
phenomena controlled by ‘four dimensions

or less’ ”. “Just as the continuous
relational circuit constitutes the staff of
the Earthscore Notational System, so
these seven elementary models of
discontinuity constitute the basic ‘notes’
of the system”. 

e) A semiotic system for interpreting
the “firstness of thirdness”. By identifying
the observation-based “score” of an

ecosystem as the firstness of its
“thirdness” we can connect that score to
Peirce’s entire semiotic system. Any kind
of local knowledge, any art form and any
scientific discipline can be incorporated
into Peirce’s semiotic system...It is
possible to systematise both
interdisciplinary and multimedia
representations of ecosystems. 
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