Environmental Art: Igniting
Awareness and Action	
  

“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

Environmental Art:
Historical Precursors
Prehistory – early 20th century

“Man and his relation to nature was perhaps the first theme to
appear in art.”
– Elaine King, art historian

Prehistory

Images found in France’s famous Lascaux Caves, of 15,000 BC contain nearly 2,000
figures, grouped into three main categories — animals, human figures and symbols—
prehistoric observations of nature.

Herbals: AD 50 – 1700s

Herbals were among the first literature produced in Ancient Egypt, China, India, and Europe as
the medical wisdom of the day. De Materia was the “infallible authority” until the height of the
Renaissance. In the late 17th century, the rise of chemistry, toxicology and pharmacology
reduced the medicinal value of the classical herbal.

Florilegia – 1500s
The first florilegia—anthologies of plants and
flowers--began to appear in the late
sixteenth century. Unlike herbals, the
florilegium contained minimal or no text.
The emphasis was on the pure beauty
and color of each flower, rather than to inform
on its botanical and medicinal values.
Florilegia were often commissioned by rich
clients to catalog their gardens or
greenhouses, or by public botanic gardens,
such as the Phipps in Pittsburgh.

Emanuel Sweerts, Florilegium amplissimum et
selectissimum, Amstelodami 1641 und 1631

Industrial Revolution 1760 – 1840
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.
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Post-Civil War & the West – 1800s
•

After the Civil War, agrarian life gave way to the
dominance of the industrialized North, launching
waves of migration and exploration. The camera and
paint brush went along to document new landscapes
and natural resources.

•

In 1861, Carleton Watkins (1829–1916), a
consummate photographer of the American West,
traveled with one of his patrons on a family excursion
to Yosemite. Watkins made his name with views of
Yosemite Valley, which he photographed repeatedly
over a twenty-year period, beginning in 1861.

•

It was partly the result of these photographs that
Lincoln signed a bill in 1864 declaring the valley
inviolate, leading the way to the National Parks
system.

•

Albrecht Bierstadt, one of the Hudson River School
painters, was best known for his sweeping
landscapes of the American West. In obtaining the
subject matter for these works, Bierstadt joined
several journeys of the Westward Expansion.
Bierstadt was the foremost painter of these scenes for
the remainder of the 19th century.

Watkins, View from the Sentinel Dome, Yosemite, 1865–66
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Arts & Crafts Movement – Roycroft, 1895
	
  
• The	
  Roycro9	
  ar:san	
  community	
  that	
  Elbert	
  
Hubbard	
  founded	
  in	
  East	
  Aurora,	
  New	
  York	
  was	
  
the	
  ﬁrst	
  and	
  most	
  successful	
  Arts	
  and	
  Cra9s	
  
colony	
  in	
  America.	
  
	
  
• Roycro9	
  became	
  not	
  only	
  a	
  successful	
  business	
  
venture	
  but	
  also	
  a	
  utopian	
  arts	
  community	
  and	
  a	
  
vaca:on	
  des:na:on	
  that	
  aHracted	
  both	
  ar:sts	
  
and	
  visitors	
  from	
  around	
  the	
  world.	
  
• The	
  Roycro9	
  Campus	
  survives	
  today	
  and	
  is	
  being	
  
restored	
  for	
  educa:onal	
  and	
  historic	
  purposes.	
  

Art Nouveau– 1890-1910

It was considered a “total” art style, encompassing both
applied and fine arts.

Édouard	
  Colonna:	
  Pitcher,	
  French,	
  1899	
  	
  

Alphonse,	
  Mucha,	
  Maude	
  Adams	
  (1872–1953)	
  as	
  Joan	
  of	
  Arc,	
  1909	
  

Art Nouveau was inspired by natural forms and
structures, not only in flowers and plants, but also in
curved lines.

Frank Lloyd Wright– U.S. Midwest
Developed in sympathy with the ideals and
design aesthetics of the Arts and Crafts
Movement.

•

The School was an attempt at developing an
indigenous North American style of architecture
in contrast to earlier styles of European classical
architecture.

•

Marked by horizontal lines, flat or hipped roofs
with broad overhanging eaves, windows
grouped in horizontal bands, integration with the
landscape, solid construction, craftsmanship,
and discipline in the use of ornament.

•

Horizontal lines were thought to evoke and
relate to the native prairie (midwest) landscape.

Fallingwater,	
  near	
  PiHsburgh,	
  1935	
  

•

Mary Colter– U.S. Southwest
Mary Elizabeth Jane Colter (b. 1869
Pittsburgh,) was an American architect and
designer. In 1886 Colter attended the California
School of Design in San Francisco.

•

In 1901, the Fred Harvey Company (of the
famous Harvey Houses) offered her the job of
decorating the Alvarado Hotel in Albuquerque.
Colter began working full-time for the company
in 1910, moving from interior designer to
architect.

•

For the next thirty years, working as one of few
female architects and in rugged conditions,
Colter completed 21 projects for Fred Harvey-landmark hotels and commercial lodges
through the southwest, including the 70-foot
Desert View Watchtower (right).

Mary	
  Colter,	
  Watchtower,	
  1932	
  

•

Click	
  on	
  the	
  image	
  for	
  more	
  photos.	
  

•

Under director Roy Stryker, the U.S. Farm
Security Administration (FSA) was one of
several “New Deal” programs that provided
assistance to those who could not find work.

•

Under its Information Division, Stryker hired 22
photographers, including Dorthea Lange, to
document the living conditions of tenant and
migrant farmers, the Dust Bowl and the impact
of the Great Depression.

•

“Lange's haunting image of an Oklahoma
migrant worker in California put a face on the
effects of the Great Depression while her
images of whole families … heading West…
added an air of pathos to the state's
reputation.” (Oklahoma Historical Society)

Dorthea	
  Lange,	
  Migrant	
  Mother,	
  1936	
  

The New Deal (1933-38) & the FSA

Abandoned Farm, Texas, 1938

Pioneers in Environmental &
Ecological Art
20th century
Restoration/Interpretation

April 22, 1970, the first Earth Day.

1962

Land Art
•

Became prominent in the 1960s along with the environmental movement sparked by
Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring. It is inspired by Minimal and Conceptual art.

•

Land artists work beyond the confines of the gallery, using the raw materials of nature,
and bringing the materials and processes of nature into the gallery.

•

It is often transitory, impermanent and resists commodification, in contrast to singular
works of art that can be bought and sold.

•

Land Art is usually site-specific--designed for a
specific location outside a gallery.

•

Since Land Art is often situated in remote
locations, photographic documentation is used
for exhibition purposes and to make the work
accessible to the public.

•

Some Land Artists also make installation works
for gallery/museum display.
Nancy Holt, Sun Tunnels, Utah, 1976

Land Art: Smithson & De Maria
Walter de Maria, Lightning Field 1977,
New Mexico (below)
400 polished stainless steel poles arranged
in a grid measuring one mile by one
kilometer. The poles, two inches in
diameter and averaging 20 feet by 7-1/2
inches in height, are spaced 220 feet apart
and have solid pointed tips that define a
horizontal plane. Designed to be viewed
over an extended period of time.
Robert Smithson Spiral Jetty 1969-70,
Great Salt Lake, Utah
Built entirely of mud, salt crystals, basalt rocks,
earth, and water on the northeastern shore of the
Great Salt Lake near Rozel Point in Utah, it forms
a 1,500-foot-long (460 m), 15-foot-wide (4.6 m)
counterclockwise coil jutting from the shore of the
lake which is only visible when the level of the
Great Salt Lake falls below an elevation of 4,195
feet

Land Art: Cristo &
Jean-Claude
Running Fence (1976). The
builders removed it 14 days later,
leaving no visible trace. It
consisted of a veiled fence 24.5
miles (39.4 km) long extending
across the hills of Sonoma and
Marin counties in northern
California.

"The Gates” (2005) 7,503 gates of saffron
colored fabric in Central Park, NYC. The cost
was raised entirely by the artists selling their
art works. 750 paid employees erected the
project in five days. 600 more distributed free
samples of the fabric and information to
visitors. More workers uninstalled the project,
leaving almost no trace and shipping all the
materials for recycling.

Land Art: Andy Goldsworthy & Richard Long
•

Land Art is often transitory, impermanent and resists commodification, in contrast
to singular works of art that can be bought and sold.

•

Since Land Art is often situated in remote locations, photographic documentation
is used for exhibition purposes and to make the work accessible to the public.

• “Movement, change, light growth and decay are the lifeblood of nature, the
energies that I try to tap through my work.” - Goldsworthy

Ecological Art
Ecological art (ecoart) is an outgrowth of Land Art, and is a response to local and global
environmental concerns. Land artists may or may not be concerned with environmental
issues, in contrast to Ecoartists, whose primary focus is sustainability, as indicated by the
following.
Ecoartists work across disciplines and within communities to:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Focus attention on the web of interrelationships in our environment—to the
physical, biological, cultural, political, and historical aspects of ecological systems;
Create artworks that employ natural materials, or engage with environmental
forces such as wind, water, or sunlight;
Reclaim, restore, and remediate damaged environments;
Inform the public about ecological dynamics and the environmental problems we
face;
Re-envision ecological relationships, creatively proposing new possibilities for coexistence, sustainability, and healing.

“Our work is created to inspire caring and respect, stimulate dialogue, and
encourage the long-term flourishing of the social and natural environments in
which we live.”

Mel Chin & Alan Sonfist
Mel Chin, Revival Field 1990present, St. Paul, MN (below)
Contaminated soil is subdivided by intersecting
paths that form an X. The project's boundaries
are circumscribed by a square. Chin conceives
of these overlays as a target. The divisions are
also functional, separating different varieties of
plants from each other for study.

Alan Sonfist, Time Landscape, 1965present, NYC
Sonfist placed the ancient indigenous
plant species of New York in the modern
landscape. The project functions as
inspiration to create natural urban
landscapes. The artist worked with the
City of NY, Dept. of Transportation on the
project.

The Harrisons
Two ground-breaking artists, the husband
and wife team of Helen and Newton
Harrison, laid the foundation for what has
come to be called ecoart. As early as
1971, the Harrisons constructed a
wooden container of earth with light box
above, planted with an Annual Hog
Pasture Mix. This was can be seen as a
type of “land art,” however, the scale is
more human, and it engages both nature
and culture.
Greenhouse Britain” (2007-09) addresses
Global Warming from an artist’s
perspective. The work proposes an
alternative narrative about how people
might withdraw as waters rise, what new
forms of settlement might look like, and
what content or properties a new
landscape might have in response to the
Global Warming phenomenon.

Lightning Raptor Roost, Lynne Hull, Wyoming

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.

Jackie Brookner & Lynne Hull
Jackie Brookner creates water remediation
public art projects. Her “biosculptures,” are plantbased systems that clean polluted water while
being beautiful and inspirational. The water in
this swimming complex is cleaned without the
use of any chemicals!

Embrace, Jackie Brookner
Swimming Pool Complex, Germany

Ecological Art/Photograpy - Present
In the footsteps of the photographers of the Civil
War, the Depression and Dust Bowl, and Ansel
Adams who sought the preservation of
Yosemite, the photographs of Edward Burtynsky
(top) and Chris Jordan (bottom) depict the costs
of the petroleum industry on the landscape and
life.
The photographs are large in scale, saturated
with color and often beautiful. In their very
different ways Burtynsky’s and Jordan's work
underscores the power of images to attract
audiences and to inspire strong reactions.

From Visualizing the Ends of Oil in Places: Forum of
Design for the Public Realm.

Steinman & Lacy
The Blue Line Trail, Suzanne Lacy &
Susan Steinman, Elkhorn City, KY
(2000-06)
Traditionally active in unions, politics and
churches, area residents readily supported
the project.

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.

Steinman & Lacy

Community mural, painted by the
public, designed by the artists.

Almost everyone in town joined in the
tile painting—more than 400 depicting
natural and cultural history. They
painted in schools, senior centers,
parking lots and public events. Later
they helped to install murals and plants,
build the park, and when we were short
on supplies, they gave help in kind.

Community mural led by artists Suzanne Lacy and Susan Steinman, Elkhorn City, KY

Pittsburgh: Environmental &
Ecological Art

Tim Collins & Reiko Goto
Nine Mile Run: Community Dialogues
(1997-2000) Bingham, Collins, Goto and Stephen
This project created a discourse to define
the form and function of public space on the NMR
post-industrial brownfield site. This was an
ongoing series with artists working with four or
more distinct communities. “We specifically deal
with issues of art, aesthetics and design in
relationship to changes to water, land and public
space along a two mile stream corridor.”
3 Rivers 2nd Nature: River Dialogues (2001-2005)
Collins and Goto with Lakshmi and Hefele et al
During the 3R2N: River Dialogues we worked from the
premise that human values arise from the sum of lived
experience and concept-informed perception. On the
experience side, we developed an outreach program
and a series of public River Dialogues, in which we took
people out on the rivers. It was our hypothesis that the
River Dialogues had the potential to reconfigure the
aesthetic perception of the rivers.

Betsy Damon
Keepers of the Waters
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.
Living Waters of Larimer in
Pittsburgh (2013 – present),
changes the paradigm of storm
water, from cumbersome waste to
community resource. Rainwater is
placed as the foundation of the
community’s redevelopment and
frames the vital importance of local
control over basic resources.

Angelo Ciotti
Wingfield Pines, Chartiers Creek
Wingfield Pines is a comprehensive design
master plan and ecological rehabilitation for an
80-acre strip-mined flood plane. The client, the
Allegheny Land Trust (ALT), seeks to recreate
this site as a regional showcase for ecological
rehabilitation and environmental education.

Elizabeth Monoian &
Robert Ferry
Land Art Generator Initiative
The goal of LAGI is to see to the design and
construction of public art installations that
uniquely combine aesthetics with utility-scale
clean energy generation. The works will
serve to inspire and educate while they
provide renewable power to thousands of
homes around the world.

Constance Merriman
Constance Merriman creates art works
in response to formal issues of art,
and, more recently, to the social and
environmental impact caused by the
world wide extraction of fuel for
energy.

Tree House – A shelter to protect a tree

Lexicon - All of the wild animals that live within the
city of Pittsburgh, Heron/Smithfield Bridge

Ann Rosenthal & Steffi Domike
Watermark: Wood, Coal, Oil, Gas (2011)
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.

Watermark: Coal

Watermark: Wood

Ann Rosenthal & Steffi Domike
with Ruth Fauman Fichman
Moving Targets is a multidisciplinary art exhibition that 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 passenger
pigeon with that of the artists’ maternal lineage, piecing together the fragmented stories and
forced migrations of both pigeons and Jews.
The project will be reinstalled at the Christine Frechard Gallery, opening August 29 –
September and will launch the catalog we are now working on.

Ann Rosenthal & Steffi Domike
with Ruth Fauman Fichman

Ann Rosenthal & Steffi Domike
with Ruth Fauman Fichman

Environmental Art: Key Points
• Since humankind has been extant, art has been a means to make sense of
and communicate our relationship to nature.
• In the wake of the environmental movement, artists responded by getting out
of the gallery, exploring new materials, scales, and processes.
• Ecoartists use their creativity to raise awareness and inspire action through
reclamation and interpretation.
• Pittsburgh has been and continues to be on the forefront of ecological and
environmental art practice, demonstrating new models for artists working
across disciplines and in communities.

Systems Thinking
“The study of matter—of quantities and
constituents—has dominated. But in recent
decades the rise of systems thinking has
brought the study of form—of patterns and
relationships—to the fore again.
When you study a pattern, you need to
map a set of relationships, …
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
Albrecht Durer, Great Piece of Turf, 1503
(perhaps the first painting of an ecosystem)
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More on my web site: atrart.net
Join my mail list: ann@locusart.us

