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Liam Healy, Sarah Pennington, Louise Rondel & Tobie Kerridge, 2024

The Trespasser
An aesthetic figure for feeling the (un)commons



We (designers, social scientists, lecturers, 

students) reflect on a project conducted 

with the European Architecture Student 

Assembly (EASA) in Sheffield in 2023, to 

explore how we can operationalise 

commoning through aesthetic engagement 

practices.



When faced with what Stengers calls Gaia, 

we must learn from one another the art of 

paying attention to the commons, to 

common causes, and to undo ‘the sinister 

diagnosis of the “tragedy of the commons”’

Adapted from In Catastrophic Times, 2015



EASA brief (1 of 2) 

Understanding commons as verbs and actions; by 

considering how to become involved in both commoning 

(Linebaugh), and learning to pay attention to the 

commons.



EASA brief (2 of 2) 

To approach commons literally by engaging with the 

specifics of Sheffield’s history of access movements and 

protest



Image courtesy of Terry Howard





How does a verbing of commons 

(commoning) affect how we (re-)learn the 

art of paying attention to commons in this 

specific place?



epistemic questions are prefaced by aesthetic questions: what 

we know is always preceded by what we feel, or at least, 

what we can know requires the semblance of what we feel.  

We have to feel something before we can know it. 

[…] 

Aesthetic figures, such as the poet [or trespasser] demand 

that we acknowledge the complex richness of the empirical 

in all its heterogenous, unfolding and aesthetic complexity

Wilkie A and Michael M (2023) Before the Idiot, the Poet? Aesthetic Figures and Design.



What happened… 
walking / reading / making





What does the figure of the 
trespasser do? 



walking, talking, questioning, debating, climbing, becoming 

out of breath, posing, re-arranging, warning, logging, thinking, 

seeing, feeling, belonging, accessing, hiking, roaming, 

campaigning, maintaining, resisting, trespassing, reading, 

climbing, scrambling, moving, dividing, providing, disturbing, 

swimming, conflicting (presence), (signs) discouraging, 

sharing, following, caring, repairing, sonifying…

(Verbs from the participants’ publications)



1. Feeling the (un)Commons









2. Attunement to Bifurcation







3. (Speculating) non-human 
aesthetic experiences











We propose the aesthetic figure 
of the trespasser as: 
  

the one who feels the (un)commons; 

helps to understand legalised sociomaterial territory; 

speculates on what might be (com-)possible in the commons



Thanks!

liam.healy@sheffield.ac.uk


