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A short, inconclusive, and sometimes dis-
sembling excursion into creative musing
in the car

Perdita Phillips

But without this in-between—this intense zone of movement,
this specific rhythm of getting through—uwe are left only with the
metastable, sedimented “things” we already have. We require
the movement, rhythm and labour of the in-between to give us
something new (Nemanis 2008, 144).

The situation

I had to drive 613 km along the Great Eastern Highway from Walyalup/
Fremantle, Western Australia, to Kalgoorlie-Boulder/Karlkurla and
return, to retrieve some item that had been buried for 171 days. With
negotiating the city traffic and then stretch and rest breaks on the
highway, the journey takes about eight or so hours through mostly
cleared rural farmland and sandplain, mallee and open woodland. The
entire trip is equivalent to 215 kg of CO. (Car Emissions.com, 2025).
Driver fatigue is an issue in long-distance driving. Counter-intuitively,
creative musing whilst driving is one of the strategies I use to maintain
alertness. Having done this journey (and other long car journeys before),
I was interested in exploring this free musing phenomenon as a creative
method.

In my previous art practices, I have created “walking art” and
used walking daily for creativity. Evidence of the positive effect of
walking on creativity has anecdotal and scholarly support (e.g. Oppezzo
and Schwartz, 2014). I use creative musings to visually and verbally
juxtapose concepts, ideas and aesthetic possibilities. Even if it is sensed
(intuited), rather than veristically visualised, musings (including
abstract concepts) form spatial bodies (like shapes in clay) at the edges
of recognition and ‘tumble’ in the back of my mind.
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Always Was, Always Will Be

This journey starts on Whadjuk Noongar Boodja and goes through
Balardung and Nyaki-Nyaki Noongar Boodja, Kaprurn Country and
then the Countries of the First Nations peoples of the Coolgardie and
Kalgoorlie-Boulder/Karlkurla areas. Noongar people first encoun-
tered settler culture in the 1830s, followed by inland groups beginning
between 1890 and 1910 during the first gold rushes. Despite experienc-
ing extreme suffering with the spread of disease and starvation, com-
petition for sparse water and food, and through massacres, their con-
tinuing connection to land, sea and community is central to Australian
life. I wish to acknowledge each Traditional Owner whose lands I travel
on: Elders past and present. Some of my ancestors cleared the land, and
today I still benefit from structural inequalities.

Under regulation 265 Road Traffic Code 2000 (WA), it is an
offence for you to use a mobile phone while driving, unless you
use it in one of the limited ways allowed.

Driver fatigue is one of the leading causes of accidents on
country roads (Transport and Infrastructure Council, 2018). Fatigue
is typified by zombification, highway hypnotism, white-line fever, or
slowed reactions caused by drowsiness and/or dangerous micro-sleeps
(Cerezuela et al., 2004). This is notable in Australian country driving,
where roads might run 5-10 or more kilometres with not even a bend in
the road.

Distraction by non-driving activities, on the other hand, is when
the mind is alert but not focused on driving tasks. In road safety, it is
still considered hazardous (Berthié et al. 2015, Cvahte Ojstersek and
Topolsek 2019; Walker and Trick 2018). You should avoid distractions
whilst driving. You should not handle your phone whilst driving. It
could be said that it is dangerous to think in the car. However Pearce
makes a specific linkage between driving and thinking:

“The way in which the mind travels through time and space on
its everyday cognitive journeys—encountering a novelty here, a
memory or an obstacle there—is figuratively similar to the way
in which cars and their drivers engage with the temporal and
spatial environments through which they pass: probing, pausing,
advancing, reversing and, of course, changing direction with the
flick of an indicator...” (Pearce, 2016, n.p.)

As arule, I do not use my phone whilst the car is on the road or
moving. I get back pain when sitting for long periods, so in general, I
stop every one-and-a-half to two hours to get out of the car and move
around. When in range, I sometimes listen to AM radio as a strategy to
avoid the white line fever that can be encountered on lonely stretches.
Mobile phone coverage for the second half of the journey is even more
limited than radio reception. On long journeys, there are intervals where
the road is straight and there are no other vehicles in sight.

Traveling solo

I thought about driving up with a friend. Sharing the driving, we would
have had some great conversations as we have both worked as artists

in the same countries we were driving through. The shared passenger
could have acted as a scribe for our lively discussions. But interior
mental wandering is different: in the past, I have tried to ‘park’ ideas in
a list to be retrieved when stopped or used a ‘memory palace’ approach.
But this was never very successful. Probably because of the fleeting
nature of images, and possibly that one’s attention always has to shift
back to driving, or because travelling in/with countries overwhelms any
interior landscape.

Inner voice, daydreaming and hyperphantasia*

Not all people possess an internal voice, and for most people,
hearing actual words is not a continuous phenomenon (Nedergaard and
Lupyan 2024). My inner dialogue includes addressing the self directly
(self-talk), as well as ‘inner hearing,” which is more like thoughts-as-
words (Hurlburt et al. 2016). For me, this is a good way of thinking
through the pros and cons of intellectual arguments as well as juxtapos-
ing unlike things together. As a form of free associative thinking, the
latter is creative and more akin to the emphasis on analogy and juxtapo-
sition in synectics (Runco 2023).

Furthermore, my interpretation is that there is another level of
daydreaming: thinking-with-images (and sometimes other senses) where
there are no words. Sometimes, on waking from dreams, this imagery is
very vivid, and even when walking or travelling by bus or train, this can

* Hyperphantasia is having extremely vivid visual imagery, the opposite of
aphantasia (see Zeman, 2024).
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stop you in your tracks with its evocativeness. To describe precisely how
these ideas and aesthetic shapes tumble and recombine within my mind
is diffic ult. You might imagine this by analogy: solving a maths problem
whilst stroking a cat curled up on your lap or absent-mindedly forming
an organic shape in clay in your cupped hands, as if these processes
were in your mind. These thinking-with-images might be reduced to
drawings or sketches, that function as crude glancing traces—that allow
me to recall the moment to mind. I set out to see whether these fleeting
impressions of words, ideas and no-words could be recorded in another
way.

Recording the external voice

The method adopted for the journey was to record in real-time using a
medley of lapel mic/external recorder and iPhone voice recorder apps
over 18 hours. Each time I prepared to drive, I set the recorder going
and then turned it off next time I stopped. I adopted this method rather
than a dictation app because of the noise of the car, and because |
wanted to get a sense of the gaps between utterances. The external voice
could not directly capture the thinking-with-images which needed to

be ‘translated’ into thought and spoken word. There were some failures
when the digital memory storage was exceeded.

Documentation of place and time

The following pages use a found map to describe the journey spatially.
Reproduced are transcripts of one leg of the journey between
Kellerberrin and Merredin, a fragment of going home between
Coolgardie and Southern Cross, and hand-drawn notes made on
arriving at Kalgoorlie-Boulder/Karlkurla. Artworks discussed include the
Where is the Best Salmon Gum? Competition (2001), the video
(2024), made in collaboration with artist Annette Nykiel, about the coal
mining and jarrah forest around Collie, Western Australia. As of
mid-2025, we are currently considering how to revise the work, at the
same time as I work at Tate Adams Memorial Residency at Baldessin
Studio (State Library of Victoria Creative Fellowship).
delves into representations of rocks and geology in the state
library collection and the building itself, and linking this to fieldwork
(walking, photography and material investigations) into the geology and
goldfields of Victoria. The aim of this residency is to create book art
using printmaking methods.
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Some reflections on the creative process

Recording the tumbling thoughts

The creative process sketched here hesitates to suggest any singular or
unentangled truth. Externalising the inner voice partially captured the
visual nature of cascading thoughts, but couldn’t capture the non-word
visual tumbling. One felt awkward at times in that the external voice
felt like it was speaking to an audience, rather than just self-talk (which
would not be the case if it had not been recorded). The mis-translations
by AI (which, although sometimes humorous, needed to be reconfig-
ured) reinforce the sense of translation upon rranslation in the process.
When discussing this with a friend, we both noted situations where
things-in-head sound good when put into head-words, but then ‘tumble
out’ in imperfect form, when voiced externally to others. The scrib-
blings in the evening shown on the previous pages give a limited sense
of the field of non-word images, and record some of the concepts mused
upon during the day, that might lead to new artworks.

The embodied phenomenology of creative musing

I gained insight and ideas from the in-between-ness of the driving ex-
perience. I am inclined to follow Nemanis’ description of the eruption
of “concept-creativity” in the indeterminate space of the commute
(Nemanis 2008). The sensory qualities of the immediate environment
are backgrounded at the same time as a rhythm of motion (in the car
speeding along and the scenery going past) fills in the space between
starting and ending. Defocusing and de-intensifying allows access to
the in-between-ness where concepts arise seemingly spontaneously: in
my case, ideas arose unbidden, iz berween the self-talk. Perception of the
internal shell of the car is backgrounded, but, unlike Neimanis’ concep-
tion of the commute, the ecologies that zoom past outside are not mute
(see also Edensor 2003) and pulled me back into the world:
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“Omne of the penalties of an ecological education is that one lives
alone in a world of wounds. Much of the damage inflicted on land
is quite invisible to laymen. An ecologist must either harden his
[sic] shell and make believe that the consequences of science are
none of his business, or he must be the doctor who sees the marks
of death in a community that believes itself well and does not
want to be told otherwise.” Aldo Leopold 1947 (The Aldo Leopold
Foundation).

Today, the world of wounds can be felt by many (Bridle and van
Rensburg 2020; Pihkala 2024).

Tin can murder machine

The technology of the sound recording (microphones) re-presented
the sound of the vehicle (phenomenologically backgrounded, as noted
above), which, when combined with seeing very little living wildlife,
made one even more aware of the destructive nature of car travel: the
carbon cost is matched by the impact of the metal death beasts that
humans travel in. What did the animals think seeing my white roar-
ing cocoon passing by?

Passing extraction/shifting baseline syndrome**

Passing through the landscapes of the city, Wheatbelt and Goldfields,
the evidence of an oil-based resource-driven culture and economy is
very present, as are the problems of changing climate, salinity and
habitat loss. My own experiences and histories, and repeated travels
on this route, are intimately entangled in the creative process. But
what kind of resonant interconnection can you get with ecologies
when travelling at 100km/h? What do you do with the irony of repli-
cating disaster, extractivism and colonialism in individual car travel?
Conversely, if I don’t look, who will wit(h)ness (Boscacci 2018) what
is happening?

** Shifting baseline syndrome is a change in a system which is measured against a
newer baseline, when an earlier state of the system has already been forgotten.
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three 1rk book it’s fucking hard, it’s
really fuoklng hard. ] So let’s try putting
two in a h{ok twm in a book and two in 4

-
W
» almost—almost undetecﬁ@;. Or you could
a book. Toothard ﬂ#)r audiences, maybe m a ﬁ L ho p d}{/ have it on its own. Or you could have lots
die back Was\\$> ;ip at way.
‘ k

mteres{mg because then you could put
th‘a}t on other backgr@g,ds and have it

o o AR e

of pale background. Because that’s one of +— .

a y‘ bd ﬁ 5;" M ’;V $Ztthl gs &E seemlng to come out is

other thing wi

hen

ings you have
huppin 50~ e something that 0( A ’ either got to have large lgr white or in
;%L%’A i ¢ L?L&ﬁf}s contrast %m C{/{/ } M the cage of the mine it was... Bullabulling
| Boodarockin ;{, Q /3 _ that's what we a ing... umm ah oF in
! \ \ M L/X b“{b i!’lm s the case df(ﬂremap@mﬂl the green on it the
[ \\\ \ ; green worked very eﬁé tively bg,?u@s some
ll; \ \ areas were 1$h %r d‘?om areas
I ‘\ many darn damncposmasds i \\\. \ were white. But pened it had
f ::: nt is the phot T I I to have g ite backgrounds. So the
J 5 the photograph in \ fl 5 e
“ | to place. The photograph in its ‘ I [l A St ﬁ'}rﬁé« g ?w [photogravure P a youw've got lots
i to the archive. So there’s no reason: f J‘ Il b ? of black 1131 ag xfema work unless
/ i It ca t do a book that is a book an d g‘ 7 ///‘ U ,&{ ;’» /i # l}v’ou add ﬂéeg;nsdp vitich is sitting
| relat onshtp o an object. For exam ) . L / /l ; or me an ades. « R
/ e \ u’frq ear] andthey’re sorry that yea .So'”hem Cross / / iMM u?‘w‘f t;"e«'éi.ﬁ S { l’& ¥ m‘“"’}
4 o 7J hat are they ca\llmg the stuffithat’s } Ghoo / ( & 5 \ 1
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[MOTOR]...Prickly pear and a peppercorn
tree. Ooooh water! Big fricking pool of water.
That was impressive. This is:Bullabulling the
abandoned tavern and pub. Sad really. Super
abandoned. Beautiful [eucalyptus] campaspe!
Very pretty! Hmmm campaspe (or something
else?) butit’s very pretty-It’s got grey leaves.
Like why would you want one colour leaf all
the time when you could have ALE: these
different colours: something that’s beautifully
smoky greys. You could have shiny shiny

ave different shapes of leaves. You can have all

/ \;almon Gum intense dark limy greens. You can

/those bushes that come from the middle and go

outwards. They are pretty freak’n amazing! So
when we get to the sandplains we will see a’lot
of [MOTOR]!..

Big truck.

I’ve always wondered why this bridge 1s here:
It’s a bridge over nothing. {[MOTOR]...

It looks as though we’re going to have lunchin
Southern-Cross-

L) UA_

What was retrieved. Fabrics buried for 172 days 2024-2025 near Kalgoorlie-Boulder/
Karlkurla

Doppedogenesis, 30° 42’ 54.9036" South 121° 26" 22.2432" East (Spiv | and Spiv 1)
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