
arn

Fl l ippa NQrl ; , "sL.t  q+" (')

o
l i
t/ev L/d.nchdr corclia

Fire is an ancient natural force. In partnership with climate, it has shaped the vegetation of forests, woodlands and shrublands of

Western Australia for thousands of years. The endless process of fiery destruction and resurrection is a source of great fascination. This

story explores the cycle of bushfire and regeneration as an artistic and a scientific experience. The Mt Adams area, in the heathland

south of Ceraldton, has been an inspiration to wildlife artist Philippa Nikulinsky, while farther south, the jarrah forest's response to fire

has been the focus of the research of CALM scientist Neil Burrows. Common to both their accounts is an endurine sense of wonder.
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ART FROM THE ASHES
Over the following year, Phil ippa

returned to the location a dozen times,
keeping a carefully selective record of
the botanicaltalent sho\,\j that was taking
the stage in response to the fire. 'l feel
that the bun makes a sort of a level
playing-field,' Phil ippa explains. ' l t gives
every plant a fresh chance at its own
glory.Andeachone more or less bounces
out and says "Hey! Look at me!"'

bErtentually, Mer the Bum developed
into two five-metre-long scrolls of rice
paper -s to ry  ro l l s -dep ic t ing  the
remarkable regeneration story through
an artist's eye. One scroll represents the
spring following the bum, the other twelve
months later. 'The story rolls are meant
to capture a sense of the rolling out of
time,'Phil ippa says, 'the opening up of
l ife, in endless sequence, a continuous
story with no beginning, no end. 'And I
wanted to convey the sustained sense of
wonder, at life and all its forms, and the
vitality and diversity of growth, death
and regeneration in the natural world.'

Accompanying the scrolls are a series
of individually framed pieces, which
Philippa says represent frozen moments
from the continuum.

'[ wanted to show every plant in its
individual space; not just a picked piece
on a page, but hou it grows, and what
gro\is with it, i ts interaction with its
surroundings,' she explains.

Philippa stresses that, although her
botanical knowledge is thorou5lh and her
technical detail is coyrcct,After the Bum
is not in any way a scientific exercise.
'This is not a methodical inventory of
species,'she says. 'It is a representation
of what caught my eye as an artist.

'There is no exact measure of tim€
here, either. For example, the elegant
banksia (8. elegans) and ye llow kangaroo
paw (Anigozant hos pulcherrimus) do
not flower at exactly the same time.

'But they grow together, and I know

lTop fto page 261: Story roll featuring
I plants from the first spring flowering
I after the burn-

lRight llo page 2 : Story roll featuring
I plants from the second spring
| flowering after the burn.

this. They are like partners. So they are
pictured flowering together here.'

Likewise, artistic vision overrides
sc ien t i f i c  fac t  in  the  dep ic t ion  o f
something that was notspringing to life.
Phil ippawas asked by a scientist looking
at the work whether a particular zamia
really had not produced any leaves,
because it is the first species to do so
after a fire. 'As it happened, there were
other zamias around that had sprouted;

th is  par t i cu la r  spec imen,  fo r  some
reason, had not, 'Phil ippa says. 'But rt
was this one that caught my eye, because
i t  was  so  dramat ic .  Whether  i t  rs
scientifically representative of the region
or not is of no consequence.

'I did not approach this as an objective
observer. Sometimes, when I took to the
field for this project. I was looking for
things I wanted to see, because I knew
they would be there.'
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A SCIENTIST'S VIEW
Measured aga ins t  the  human

understanding of t ime, the tall forests
appear etemal, quiescent, unchanging.
But even overthe four-hundred-year life-
span of a jarrah tree, bushfires are
paramount among events that initiate
the cycle of regeneration, growth and
senescence. The forest is ever-changing.

The dynamic cycle of plant life and
growth in ajarrah forest ismostapparent

in the first few years after a bushfire.
Adaptive traits, evolved over thousands
ofyears to ensure the persistence ofeach
species, are on display within weeks.
About three quarters of the plants
resprout from buds buried beneath rne
soil or beneath protective bark-these
are called'resprouters'. The remainder
will regenerate fromseed stored inwoody
capsules or in the soil-these are the
'seeders'.

Fire re-sets the time clock, and the
variety and vigour of regenerating plants
are staggering. The forest community
demonstrates that, in the face offi re, it is not
delicate and tagile, but robustand resilient.

CALM scientists and field officers have
recorded the fire response of about 500
plant species in South West forests,
including a number that are declared
rare. The time it takes for plants to reach
flowering age varies with each specres

. "
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outcrops, valley floors and creek lines,
fire interval of less than about 10 to 12
years could cause a gradual decline in
some seed species, Frequent summer
bushfires or regular autumn prescribed
burns (at six- to eight-year intervals),
which burn creeksandvalleyfl oors, could
threaten those species that take a
relatively long time to reach flowering
age. On the other hand, infrequent
summer or autumn fires (every 20 to 30
years) stimulate regeneration and pose
no threat to these species.

Prescribed burning is an important
management technique for reducing the
threat posed by forest wildfires. The rate
ofaccumulation ofdead leaves and twigs
(fuel) on the jarrah forest floor, is such
that these forests are normally bumt to
reduce fuel loads on a six- to eight-year
cycle, depending on fuel build-up. When
fuel-reduction burns are implemented
under cool, moist, spring conditions. it is
mainly the drier mid-slopes and fidges
that burn. Damp sites (such as creek lines
and valley floors) normally do not burn rn
spring, so those plants that take longer to
reach flowering age are protected. The
interval betlveen fuel-reduction burns in
jarrah forests is determined by the fuel
accumulation and is sufficient to allow all
understorey species to regenente and
build up seed stores.

lAboae: The startling blue splashes of
I the leschenaultia with the amazing
I colours of new leaves appearing from a
hakea lignotuber, have to be seen to be
believed.

l,46oae.' Sundews lDrosera spp.l appear
I in vast numbers. As the sun glints on
I the sticky leaves, they appear to light
up, especially during early morning and
late evening.

I Belour Spilling seeds and leaves from
I the charred remains of eucalypts and
I banksias.

CALM scientists and field officers are
compiling an extensive computer database
of the response of plants to fire. This
information, together with the findings
from other fire ecology research, is being
used to refine and further develop fire
management in South West forests, where
theaim is to minimise thethreatofwildfire,
while conserving the forest ecosystem.
In this way, our use offire will ensure it
fulfils its natural ecological function

POSTSCRIPT
Fire is the ultimate leveller to artists

and scientists alike. While it can be a tool
wielded under our control, it will always
remain  an  ou ts ide ,  p r ima l  and
overpowering force, and its breathtaking
aftermath of regeneration is a constant
reminder of how far beyond us the natural
world extends. Recognition of this super-
human scale and power is where, in
nature, science and art meet and find a
common purpose.
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MANDY CLEWS & NEIL BURBOWS
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The I hrealened W|alkalchem foxg loue
is being giuen a helping hand bU
scientists from CALM and Kings Park
and Botanic Garden (see page 17).

Anew CALM book, Dive & Snorkel Sites
in Western Australia, will encourage
noDice diuers qnd snorkellers to explore
the rich and diuerse coastline ofWA.
See 'Secrets of the Sea' on page 10.

WA Goldfields timbers are fast becoming
recognised as prime materiob for
producing unrld-ckss musicql i6truments.
Su 'Musical Timbers' on page 48.

The common rock-rat, photoglaphed
here in the Kimberleg, hos recentlU
been recorded in the Kennedy Range
National Pafk. See poge 28 for a profile
of this wonderful wildemess orea.
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ALLAN BURBIDGE & ALTAN ROSE
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IAN ABBOTT. PAUI VAN HEURCK. TOM EUBBIDGE &
ALLAN WILLS
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The brilliant purple flowers of the
twining fringed lily (Thrsanotus
patersonii) erl\rined around the burnt
stem of a slender banksia lB. attenuata),
See 'After the Burn'on page 21.
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