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Anthropocene 

According to the International Union of Geological Sciences 
(IUGS), we are officially in the Holocene (“entirely recent”) 
epoch, which began after the last major ice age. 
 
However, some experts are arguing for a new epoch: 
“Anthropocene”—from anthropo, for “man,” and cene, for 
“new”—due to humankind’s lasting impacts on the planet. 
 
Proponents recommend starting the epoch with the industrial 
revolution in the early 1800s or with the atomic age in the 1950s. 
Either way, the new name is a  strong reminder that we are now 
having undeniable impacts at the scale of the planet as a whole. 
 

excerpted from smithsonian.com 



A Few Historical Precursors 

“During periods characterized by environmental change, artists 
[have] responded by inventing new genres and imagery to cope with 
the problems of human survival.” - Barbara Matilski, curator 



The Course of Empire (1833-36) is a five-part series of paintings created by Hudson River 
School painter Thomas Cole. The series depicts the rise and fall of an imaginary city, situated 
on the lower end of a river valley, near its meeting with a bay of the sea.  
 
The valley is distinctly identifiable in each of the paintings, in part because of an unusual 
landmark: a large boulder is precariously situated atop a crag overlooking the valley.  
 

Industrial Revolution 1760 – 1840: Thomas Cole  

The Savage State  The Arcadian or Pastoral State  



Thomas Cole “The Course of 
Empire” 

Industrial Revolution 1760 – 1840: Thomas Cole 

The Consummation of Empire  Destruction  

Desolation  

  There is the moral of all human tales; 
    'Tis but the same rehearsal of the past. 
     First freedom and then Glory –  
     when that fails, 
     Wealth, vice, corruption - barbarism at last. 
     And History, with all her volumes vast, 
     Hath but one page... 

 
—Lord Byron,  Canto IV  



•  In England, William Morris—textile designer, 
artist, writer—reacted against industrially 
produced goods and sought to provide 
handcrafted alternatives: “for the people and 
by the people, and a source of pleasure to 
the maker and the user.” 

 
•  Morris dreamed of a utopian future where a 

craftsman could find as much satisfaction in 
making a piece as the customer did in using 
it.  

•  Inspired by Morris,  Gustav Stickley in New 
York, combined factory methods to produce 
basic components, and used craftsmen to 
finish and assemble. 

•  The rectilinear, simpler  American Arts and 
Crafts forms  came to dominate American 
architecture, interiors, and furnishings in the 
late nineteenth and early twentieth century.  

Arts & Crafts Movement – Origins (1860-1910) Trellis w
allpaper by W

illiam
 M

orris, 1862. 

Early Gustav Stickley model 346 Morris Chair  



Arts & Crafts Movement – Roycroft, 1895 

•  The Roycroft artisan community, founded by 
Elbert Hubbard in East Aurora, New York 
produced some of the finest hand-crafted 
furniture, books, lamps and metal work of the 
Arts and Crafts Movement.  

•  The community reflected the Movement's ideals 
of art and craftsmanship as instruments of 
social reform in its organization as well as in its 
products. It was based on pre-industrial 
agrarian ideals where artisans and their families 
lived and worked in healthy, idyllic conditions. 	  

	  
•  Roycroft became not only a successful 

business venture but also a utopian arts 
community and a vacation destination that 
attracted both artists and visitors from around 
the world. 

•  The Roycroft Campus survives today and is 
being restored for educational and historic 
purposes. 



•  Under director Roy Stryker, the U.S. Farm 
Security Administration (FSA) was one of 
several “New Deal” programs. 

•  Under its Information Division, Stryker hired 22 
photographers, including Arthur Rothstein (top) 
and Dorthea Lange (bottom), to document the 
impact of the Dust Bowl and the Great 
Depression.  

•  Stryker widely exhibited and published the 
photographs to bring attention to the plight of 
these farmers, and to justify the program’s 
continued existence. 

•  The 175,000 black-and-white film negatives 
now reside in the Library of Congress and form 
an extensive pictorial record of American life 
between 1935 and 1944.  

•  See this excellent documentary: “Introducing 
America to Americans: Roy Stryker and the 
FSA Photographs” on YouTube	  

The New Deal (1933-38) & the FSA  

Farmer	  and	  sons	  in	  dust	  storm,	  Oklahoma,	  1936	  

Abandoned Farm, Texas, 1938 



Robert Smithson, Spiral Jetty 1969-70,  Great 
Salt Lake, Utah 
Mud, salt crystals, basalt rocks,  
earth, water  
1,500’ (460 m) x 15’ (4.6 m)  

Land Art: Smithson & Long 

Richard Long  
Circle in Alaska 1977  

Bering Strait Driftwood on the  
Arctic Circle 

Land art or Earthworks, uses the 
natural landscape to create site-
specific art forms and sculptures. The 
movement was an outgrowth of 
Conceptualism and Minimalism; the 
environmental movement; and reacted 
to the commodification of art in the 
late 1960s. 



1962 

April 22, 1970, the first Earth Day. 
2015 



Toolkit for Living in the 
Anthropocene 

(a work in progress) 

1.  Connection 

2.  Bridging boundaries and binaries 
 
3.  Respect 

 
4.  Risk 



Toolkit for Living in the 
Anthropocene 

1. Connection: 
 

•  separation/binary thinking vs. systems thinking 
•  environmental and cultural flows 
•  land ethic (Leopold) 

“The anthropocene throws us a particular challenge to acknowledge those 
connections that sustain our existence.” 

—Jessica  Weir 



Helen Meyer Harrison & Newton Harrison 
Two ground-breaking artists, Helen and Newton Harrison, laid the foundation for what has 
come to be called ecoart. The Harrisons represent an inspiring model that weaves 
interpretations of “place” through maps, texts, and photographs, which serve as large-scale 
proposals for restoration projects around the world.  
 
In The Lagoon Cycle (1972-1982) the Harrisons investigate land use along the perimeter of 
the Pacific Rim. The work includes photographs, collages, performances, and poetry. 
The epic installation captures the storytelling qualities of the Harrisons in rich verse and 
images.  



 River Vernacular (Installation view), 2003-04 

Drawing on the museum’s historic postcard collection, each of eight oversized postcards 
interprets the cultural and natural history of Yonkers, NY in relation to the Saw Mill and 
Hudson Rivers. Cotton cloth was soaked in the river adjacent to where each photograph 
was taken, mapping the health of the Saw Mill as it flows into the Hudson.  

Ann Rosenthal & Steffi Domike 



 River Vernacular (postcard detail), 2003-04 



Toolkit for Living in the 
Anthropocene 

2. Bridging boundaries and binaries between: 
  

•  nature/culture 
•  disciplines – humanities/sciences 
•  cultures – east/west, indigenous 

Understanding patterns requires visualizing and mapping. This is the reason why, 
every time the study of pattern was in the forefront, artists contributed significantly 
to the advancement of science.“ 

—Fritjof Capra 



The Confluence Project is a series of 
outdoor interpretive artworks located 
in public parks along the Columbia 
River in Washington State and 
Oregon. Each art installation explores 
the confluence of history, culture and 
ecology of the Columbia River system. 
The project draws on the region's 
history, including Native American 
traditional stories and entries from the 
Lewis and Clark Expedition journals, 
to "evoke a landscape and a way of 
life submerged in time and memory." 

    Maya Lin, Confluence 





Moving	  Targets:	  Installa/on	  View	  at	  Chris/ne	  Frechard	  Gallery,	  2015	  

Moving Targets marked the 2014 centenary of the extinction of the passenger pigeon, the most 
abundant bird in North America that was hunted to extinction within a period of 40 years. The 
exhibition parallels the plight of the pigeon with the artists’ maternal forbears and their flight and 
relocation to North America.  

Ann Rosenthal & Steffi Domike 



Moving	  Targets:	  Flight	  and	  Nes/ng	  (Map),	  2013-‐14	  	  



Moving	  Targets:	  Flight	  and	  Landings	  (Map),	  2013-‐14	  



Toolkit for Living in the 
Anthropocene 

3. Respect :  
 

•  Act as a participant in a larger living system.  
•  WuWei -  path of least resistance  
•  Listening 

 

“... in the end, only deep value change — a new consciousness — will save us.” 
 

— James Gustave Speth, Vermont Law School 

 



Lightning R
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First working in Wyoming, Lynne Hull 
decided to create art for the animals! Her 
nesting platforms, bat boxes, and viewing 
areas can be seen in many parks around the 
world, including France, Quebec, the UK, 
Kenya, and Mexico. 

"University of the Trees" (2006) in the Haldon Forest 
is an ongoing series of participatory installations 
and dialogues designed to foster "a more 
responsive relationship with the trees as our 
teachers.”  A "golden felted mantle" placed around a 
tree provides a gentle space to listen and reflect 
"the works model processes for re-immersing 
ourselves in the living being of the world.”  

Lynne Hull and Shelley Sacks 

Shelley Sacks, "University of the Trees: 
Mobile Lab 2", felt, Exeter, UK, 2006. 



Watermark: Wood, Coal, Oil, Gas (2011) 

Ann Rosenthal & Steffi Domike 

Watermark is comprised of four panels that represent a concise timeline of energy 
resources: wood, coal, oil, and natural gas. Each of these processes and their impact on 
water, animals, and humans is considered through a photo montage contained in the 
silhouette of a bass (wood), an eagle (coal/mountaintop mining), turtles (oil), and a child 
(natural gas/fracking).  



Ann Rosenthal & Steffi Domike 
The silhouettes, roughly the same size, suggest that whether human or animal, large or small, 
our bodies are vulnerable to the abuses we ravage upon the lands and waters that support life. 



Toolkit for Living in the 
Anthropocene 

4. Risk:  
 

•  Resist disconnection and the desire to control 
•  Embrace collective responsibility 
•  Feeling and thinking in a new way 

 

“Paradoxically the dangers and risks that the Anthropocene heralds may be best 
addressed not with insurance and control, but through reaching out and risking 
attachment with all manner of unlike others.” 

—Leslie Instone 



In 1985, Betsy Damon founded 
Keepers of the Waters to inspire and 
promote projects that combine art, 
science and community involvement 
to restore, preserve and remediate 
water sources.  
 
The Living Water Garden, Chengdu, 
China (1998) uses constructed 
wetlands and aeration ponds to 
clean the polluted water of the 
nearby river. 
 
 

Betsy Damon 
Keepers of the Waters 



The Blue Line Trail, Suzanne Lacy & 
Susan Steinman, Elkhorn City, KY 
(2000-06) 

Steinman & Lacy 

The project included: The Blue Line Trail 
and signage; a riverfront park with 
sculptural seating, a native plant garden, 
and wildlife signage; community murals 
emphasizing history and ecology; a tourist 
brochure; a website documenting public 
art and oral history projects, and support 
for their continuing plans. 

Traditionally active in unions, politics and 
churches, area residents readily supported 
the project.  



CTAI was an ecoliteracy and art 
program that I designed and 
delivered to Pittsburgh-area 
middle and high schools through 
art classes and after-school 
programs.  
 
Students learned about the 
cultural and natural history of their 
riverfront and trail, and then 
translated their research into 
drawings. Students combined 
their drawings into compositions, 
which were painted on banners 
that  were then displayed along 
their riverfront trails.  
 
 
 
The program was administered 
through the Steel Valley Trail 
Council as part of the Great 
Allegheny Passage—a continuous 
bike trail from Pittsburgh to D.C. 

Community Trail Art Initiative 



Toolkit for Living in the Anthropocene 

1. Connection: 
 

•  systems thinking 
•  environmental and cultural flows 
•  land ethic 

2. Bridging boundaries and binaries between: 
  

•  nature/culture 
•  disciplines – humanities/sciences 
•  cultures – east/west, indigenous 

3. Respect :  
 

•  Act as a participant in a larger living system  
•  WuWei -  path of least resistance  
•  Listening 

4. Risk:  
 
•  Resist disconnection and the desire to control 
•  Embrace collective responsibility 
•  Feeling and thinking in a new way 



More on my web site: atrart.net 
 

Join my mail list: ann@locusart.us 
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