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What has been called the Anthropocene epoch is the first period of time in which human activities
and technological advances have measurably contributed to climate changes. It is common to live in
the shadow of industrial architecture. The landscapes we live in and the changes to our air, soil, and
water quality are interconnected. Our bodies are made up of cells moving through the world, but the
world also moves through us. I’m interested in how our environment changes us and what we can do
to change our environment.

An exploration of book forms and by extension the many forms of reading has caused me to expand
my research to incorporate how we also might read a landscape or a body. That research has led me
to consider large circles of influence such as commerce and government to fully understand changes
to the environment. My socially engaged art spins out from these larger circles of influence.

The three works I’ve created for the grad show, Living Scrolls, A Necklace of Farms, and Compost
Head, are connected by the thesis premise. Each piece offers a unique shift in perspective as it engages

the intersection of life and art. Together, they are an invitation moving from a gallery space out into
the world.

The Living Scrolls project is an installation that looks at our interaction with the environment from a
historical perspective. It is a sort of conversation between Arcadian and Utopian views of the
landscape; it reflects technological advances and their effect on the environment in the Anthropocene.

A Necklace of Farms moves beyond a passive viewing experience in a gallery to one of engagement
with systems. Silk-screened prints are used as both wallpaper and as a cover for booklets containing a
model ordinance that prohibits genetically modified organisms (GMOs). Gallery visitors can take the
booklets home with them in hopes that the ordinance will be shared with the community of the
gallery viewer. Each new community that adopts such an ordinance will become part of a network of
communities. Eventually, a barrier against the spread of unwanted pollen caused by GMOs will begin
to grow across the state.

Compost Head is a redesign of a sculpture I made in 1996 as part of Environmental Arts, a show that
took place in Brockton, Massachusetts, at the Fuller Museum of Art. The original sculpture
represented the creative thought process, the layering of ideas and their transformation with time. In
the context of the grad show the piece can also be seen as looking at a body’s relationship to the
landscape and the symbiotic nature of life, reflected in compost’s constant flux. The compost material
in the head rises and falls as it decomposes and the public adds new material.
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C HAPT ER 1
INTRODUCTION

Yet all things everywhere are not held in packed tight
In a mass of body, there is void in things.
To grasp this fact will help you in many ways
And stop you wandering in doubt and uncertainty
About the universe, distrusting what I say.
By void I mean intangible empty space.
If there were none, in no way could things move.
For matter, whose function is to oppose and obstruct,
Would at all times be present in all things,
So nothing could move forward, because nothing
Could ever make a start by yielding to it.
But in fact through seas and land and highest heaven
We see before our eyes that many things
In many different ways do move; which if there were no void,
Would not so much wholly lack their restless movement,
But rather could never have been produced at all,
Since matter everywhere would have been close packed and still.
And however solid things are thought to be
Here is proof that you can see they are really porous.
In rocky caverns water oozes through,
The whole place weeping with a stream of drops.
Food spreads to every part of an animal’s body.
Trees grow and in due time put forth their fruits.
Because all over them through trunks and branches
Right from the deepest roots food makes its way.
Sounds pass through walls, and fly into closed buildings,
And freezing cold can penetrate to the bones.
But if there were no void for bodies to pass through
You would not see this happen in any way.
Lucretius, “On the Nature of the Universe” 1

This poetic voice makes it possible for me to visualize the space between things, the space that enables
our cells to be in the world and the world to be in us.

1

"Book 1." On the Nature of the Universe. Oxford: Oxford UP, 1997. 13. Print.
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Living Scrolls
Gardens and warfare are strange bedfellows. The same research that was used to develop chemical
warfare led to insecticides and weed killers. In this project symbols and mediums are interwoven to
create a story representative of the historical dance between the environment and technology. I was
looking for turning points: Eden to Utopia, digital to analog, the big bang, and the atomic bomb.
The scrolls tell the story of a journey through time and landscape, Eden and Utopia as dueling
visions. The installation combines printed and projected imagery. 16’ scrolls create a stage set that the
audience/performers can meander through. The idea builds on thoughts of reading a landscape,
experimental book forms, and past experiments using light, shadow, projection, and laser cut imagery
in combination with printing techniques.

The initial image in Living Scrolls is one of gates interwoven with the Tree of Life. It symbolizes an
Arcadian view of the garden. The stylized image of the tree within the doors reflects the ideals and
aesthetic of the Arts and Craft movement, while also having ties to the migratory art of Celtic
cultures. I’ve tried to find the source for the original wrought iron doors without success. I’ve
translated this image into a paper silhouette. It creates the entrance for my installation while setting
the stage for the audience. The doors are meant to have dual associations, referencing the current
debate concerning boundaries between countries, fueled by immigration issues and refugees desiring
to first enter or return to paradise.

In 2004, I created a zine titled Eve’s Journey, a contemporary myth of Eve’s search for her clone, and
companion essays on Adam. (My son had been hospitalized with a blood clot that required him to
have a rib removed. This firsthand experience sparked the companion essays). Using Eve as a
character involved in the dialogue cemented the associations to Eden that I wanted to convey but also
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extended my past work. This use of a dialogue to compare sets of opposing concepts and heighten the
status of one over another has roots in Western philosophy. The comparison, while not intentional
when I was creating the characters, is nevertheless there. In the Anthropocene epoch, the pursuit of
technology has changed our global environment. The splitting of the atom and the advent of nuclear
power have been pivotal moments for our society. There is no going back.

The diptych directly behind the doors is a monoprint of a mushroom cloud. It extends from ceiling
to floor. Light from the Tree of Life in the weave of the doors casts shadows on the mushroom cloud,
echoing its shape. Through the negative space of the panels, glimpses of the third image, a smoke
stack, is revealed. A chimney and its plume of smoke is the third diptych. It represents
industrialization and our pursuit of fossil fuels. The fourth diptych reveals a swarm of insects whose
shape echoes that of the plume of smoke and smoke stack.

The paper used for the scrolls becomes more ethereal with each image. The Kozo paper used for the
insect panel, the final in the series, is transparent and some of the insects are represented by the
negative space cut out from the paper. Insects and frogs are indicator species. You must walk around
or through the panels to reach the conversation on the back wall. The conversation is between Eve
and a friend; it takes place in a garden.

When you walk through the installation, new information is revealed. Sometimes you see the whole
image, other times you are forced to look up and adjust to a more intimate perspective. Walking
while contemplating the landscape is meditative, and thus more engaging than mere passive viewing.
On the final wall behind the landscape of prints is the conversation between Eve and her friend.

3

FRIEND:
Eve, are you there?
EVE:
I’m over here, in the garden.
FRIEND:
What’s with the gates? Are they meant to keep you in or out?
EVE:
A little of both
FRIEND:
Do you ever want to go back?
EVE:
Where?
FRIEND:
Eden.
EVE:
There is no going back.
FRIEND:
I long for it sometimes.
EVE:
We all do. But think of all we’ve gained: life expectancy has doubled, men have walked on the moon,
technology has jumped the gate.
EVE:
What about you?
FRIEND:
What about me?
EVE:
I heard you swallowed a cloud.
FRIEND:
I did. It’s altering my genes. The cloud was in the world, the world is in me, and so it goes round and
round.
FRIEND:
Are you sure we can’t go back?
EVE:
Yes.
FRIEND:
This world, this life, it’s good…
EVE:
Right.

CONTEXTUAL SETTING:
From a distance clouds swirled over land and water oblivious to borders: invisible lines, separating and touching, containing
countries, families. Below wars waged on drugs, insects, and humanity. What’s left behind will tell our story; it’s in the
wind, the soil, and the water.

4

Despite our growing scientific knowledge, there seems to be a divide between the dangers to our
environment and ourselves and the preventive measures we take as stewards of the future. Insects and
frogs are two indicator species. When they become extinct or their numbers diminish, our
environment is threatened. The Living Scrolls installation is meant to be the start of a conversation, a
conversation that Darwin, Rachel Carson, Lynn Margulis, Diane Ackerman, and others have weighed
in on. I imagine that I will write new dialogue, possibly for actors. Some will be a nod to the past
while some will shed light on the future. All three of the pieces I’ve created for the thesis show reflect
systems of relations.

5

Figure 1.1

Living Scrolls
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Figure 1.2

Living Scrolls
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Figure 1.3

Living Scrolls

Figure 1.4

Living Scrolls

Figure 1.5

Living Scrolls
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A N ecklace of Farms
Before moving to Bucksport, Maine I lived in the town of Montville, Maine. Montville’s claim to
fame is that it has created an ordinance prohibiting Genetically Modified Organisms.
http://www.montvillemaine.org/uploads/GMO_ordinance_3-08.pdf2

Seed Saver’s Exchange published an article in 2014 discussing how difficult it is to prevent pollen
from genetically modified fields from pollinating fields of organic corn even with a six -mile buffer
zone. It occurred to me that organic farmers across the state would benefit by creating a necklace of
space that would be designated free of Genetically Modified Organisms. This would give farmers
added protection against contamination. If there was a way to identify farms that chose to farm
organically (a logo) and a group website or app, I believed that would empower individuals who had
to stand up to companies like Monsanto.

A necklace of open space was Fredrick Law Olmstead’s proposal for the city of Boston in order to
preserve access to parks for everyone. Corridors of open space have been purchased or donated to
environmental groups to help preserve forests, watersheds, marshes, and bird sanctuaries, preventing
fragmentation and preserving endangered species. Once the farms in Maine that have chosen not to
use GMOs are placed on a map or given a visual icon, a necklace of genetically modified free space
will begin to take form. By sharing Montville’s ordinance with many communities there is the
potential to expand the protected area. Before starting the Necklace project I shared the idea with Nan
Kennedy, a farmer friend who revealed that she had also imagined a network of farms to control the
spread of pollen. She spoke on my behalf to local farmers about the idea. Nan shared her concerns
about the definition of the term GMO and we discussed the potential for combining the project with
2

Http://www.montvillemaine.org/uploads/GMO_ordinance_3-08.pdf. N.p., n.d. Web.
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a farm locator. I created screen prints as covers for Montville’s ordinance. The printed booklets were
free to participants who visited the installation as long as they agreed to bring the ordinance to their
next town meeting for discussion. The prints became part of the wallpaper in the gallery to call
attention to their presence. They will also be given to people when I share this idea through talks.

In the past, I’ve spoken at Pecha Kucha’s and experimented with a storytelling/performance format as
a method for spreading the word. Other research includes visiting the state house to listen to the
arguments for labeling GMOs presented to the legislature. I discovered that people need something
to take away with them. For me this idea is not about everyone agreeing with me, adopting the
ordinance and changing the world, although that would be nice, it is about the conversation and
questioning why we are accepting the status quo. I understand that even defining GMO is can be a
slippery slope. For lifetimes farmers have selected animals and plants to breed and cultivate.
Examining the history and past precedents for using GMOs — droughts and insect resistance, and
weighing them against their blanket use by agribusinesses is all part of the unavoidable entanglement
of the idea. Foucault writes of a system of relations between elements and also the transformation of a
system of relations when elements break down and reassemble with a new purpose. I would like to see
this happen with the current laws in regard to GMOs. Some laws are just bad decisions.

10

Figure 1.6

A Necklace of Farms, logo

This project moves beyond a passive viewing experience in a gallery to one of engagement with
systems.
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Figure 1.7

A Necklace of Farms, print

Silk-screened prints are used as both wallpaper and as a cover for booklets containing an ordinance
prohibiting GMOs.
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C ompost Head
Compost Head is a redesign of a sculpture I made in 1996, as part of Environmental Arts, a show that
took place in Brockton, Massachusetts, at the Fuller Museum of Art. The original represented the
creative thought process, ideas layered and transformed with time. In the context of the grad show
the meaning has expanded to incorporate a body’s relationship to the landscape, and the organic,
symbiotic, nature of life, reflected in compost’s constant flux. The compost material in the head rises
and falls as it decomposes and the public adds new material.

In Book of Migrations, Rebecca Solnit cites the ecohistorian Paul Shepard’s metaphor of soil as a skin,
” Just as blood moves through the body importing and exporting diverse substances to the
outside world, so worms and microbes course through the soil, aerating it, turning it over
and transforming things at the end of their lives, corpses, wastes and decay into fresh soil
where the cycle will begin again.”3

The figure, death, dust to dust, blood sacrificed for country and the land that we love are all
metaphorical characteristics that are associated with landscapes. There are many unconscious
activities that take place on a cellular level in the human body. These associations are all present in
Compost Head. The sculpture provokes a range of reactions from the people I’ve spoken with from
delight to disgust to a slow dawning. Compost Head is functional in that it can be used and is useful.
The compost will eventually become soil used in a garden in which food is grown.

3

Solnit, Rebecca. Shepard, Paul, “The Circulation of the Blood,” A Book of Migrations: Some Passages in
Ireland. London: Verso, 1997. www.versobooks.com., Web.
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Figure 1.8
Compost Head
1996, 5’ L x 2’ 8”H X 4’W, wire and compost.
This sculpture compares the creative process to composting. The head looks up at the sky. There is a
panel in it that works like a trap door, which can be opened to add new materials. An open mind
grows.

Figure 1.9
Compost Head, redesign
2016 5’ L x 2’ 8”H X 4’W, wire and compost. The redesign is divided into two halves, making it
easier to access the compost.
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C HAPT ER 2
RESEARCH
In the process of reading for research between 2013 and 2015, I followed a path of ideas that turned
on the topics of the landscape, the environment, reading the environment, code and genetics, books
in a landscape, time and space, and the splitting of cells. I have also sought out the work of artists
whose work touches on these topics. Along the way, I have found kindred spirits whose ideas have
influenced and echoed my own thoughts. In this section, I will expand on how these readings and
artists have been woven into the cells of thought that form my work.

M icro–M acro Relative to Artwork
A few years ago I had been hyper-focused on documenting frog species living in a pond in Montville,
Maine, when the Gulf of Mexico oil spill began saturating the mass media news coverage. I learned
about indicator species and the significance of their mutations and extinction. The loss or extinction
of an indicator species foreshadows potential dangers to the human species.

At the time, I was also studying microcomputers. I came across multiple instances of computer
programs exhibiting behavior contrary to their programmed code. I saw the correlation between
changes due to natural selection, the mutation of genes, and these anomalies in computer code;
unpredictable changes in patterns was the common thread.

In “The Orc and the Penguin,” the author writes about an animation program that controls digital
creatures using an algorithm. The creatures exhibit behavior that ranges between compulsion and free
will. He compares the behavior of the animation program to a penguin in Werner Herzog’s
documentary Encounters with the End of the World. The penguin, like the computer program, chooses
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to break free from its colony, which is returning to its feeding grounds, instead taking an inland route
that is certain to lead to its death. The author goes on to quote Marshal McLuhan, who said, “The
important thing is to realize that electronic information systems are live environments in the full
organic sense …”4

To create a visual representation of these ideas, I used a matrix with patterns found in Euclidean
geometry, an ideal representing all matter in the universe. I overprinted this image to create a series of
prints. These images were layered over a grid of lights that were programmed with an Arduino
microcomputer. I was able to add random seeds to the code. Random seeds are an unpredictable
element influenced by something as simple as fluctuations in room temperature or a sensor. This
created a visual simulation of the unpredictability of mutations in genetics and computer code. Some
of these prints became three-dimensional representations of landscapes. The images sought to evoke
ideals, systems, transparency, landscapes, and a digital representation of an analog world.

In Rebecca Solnit’s book As Eve Said to the Serpent, Solnit points to the creation of the nuclear bomb
as the point at which our view of the world shifted from analog to digital. This thought, along with
reflections on Rachel Carson’s research, helped me to intuit connections between the environment,
code, genetics, and technology. The term “circles of influence” used to explain the impact of
technology and commerce on the environment in the Anthropocene epoch, helped me to
contextualize these connections. Elizabeth Kolbert, in “The Age of Man,” National Geographic,
August 2016, traces the origin of the word Anthropocene to the Dutch chemist Paul Crutzen. She
shares the following anecdote about Crutzen, who shared a Nobel Prize for discovering the effects of
ozone-depleting compounds. Crutzen was at a conference where the chairman kept referring to the
4

Pittman, Dominic. "The Orc and the Penguin." Cabinet n.d.: 49-53. Print.
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Holocene, the epoch that began at the end of the last ice age, 11,500 years ago, that — officially —
continues to this day.

"'Let's stop it,' Crutzen recalls blurting out,' we are no longer in the Holocene. We are in the
Anthropocene.’ Well, it was quiet in the room for a while. When the group took a coffee
break, the Anthropocene was the main topic of conversation.”5

Changes to our environment that are the result of human activities are what make the Anthropocene
unique. We now need to look at natural selection, mutation and the effects of the Anthropocene to
intelligently interpret changes on a cellular level.

My early experiments with code and overprinting a matrix led me to see parallels between mutations
that develop from patterns and the way financial institutions transferring mortgages led to banks
failing in 2008. With these thoughts the focus of my prints began to change from the micro to the
macro. A series of prints on the theme of transparency and a shift to larger circles of influence began.
The overuse of the term “transparency” by mass media is ironic when you contemplate a system that
has become so convoluted that the truth is obscured. The ability of media to bend public opinion
through the use of propaganda is as relevant today as in the days of yellow journalism. Navigating the
sea of information available reinforces the systemic nature of our world while illuminating the many
circles of influence that seem to expand like galaxies forever outward.

The circles of influence in agriculture also fluctuate between the micro and macro. In Botany of
Desire, Michael Pollen, writes about a plant’s innate ability to ensure the future of its existence, a
5

Kolbert, Elizabeth. "The Age of Man." National Geographic. N.p., Aug. 2016. Web.
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form of natural selection. He contrasts this with a description of genetically modified potatoes and
the ultimate decision to eat them or not. In American Earth: Environmental Writing Since Thoreau,
Pollen’s essay “The Omnivore’s Dilemma” takes this idea further by discussing the web of relationships
and the act of forgetting that is involved when eating meat. He describes a manure lagoon with
nitrogen and phosphorous levels that would destroy crops. Heavy metals from the lagoon enter the
waterways, causing amphibians to exhibit abnormal sex characteristics. What should be a source of
fertilizer is toxic waste. He writes about a journey of commodities that begins with corn and follows
the nitrogen runoff of fertilizer until reaching the Mississippi and an eight-thousand-square-mile zone
of algae in the Gulf of Mexico; meanwhile, diesel and petrochemical pesticides can be traced to oil
fields in the Persian Gulf. It is a clear picture of the systems of relations playing out in agribusiness.

Genetically modified organism is a term that should be divided into multiple new definitions. The
genetic modifications of seeds and animals have been going on since the beginning of time. Genetic
modifications introduced in a lab that focus on changing the DNA of species are more experimental.
Even these two categories of genetic modification could be broken down into subcategories.

Indian activist Vandana Shiva speaks out against GMOs. In “Seeds of Doubt,” The New Yorker,
August 25, 2014 Issue, she highlights the connections a seed has to the circles of influence and
systems that impact it:
“By engineering, patenting, and transforming seeds into costly packets of intellectual
property, multinational corporations such as Monsanto, with considerable assistance from
the World Bank, the World Trade Organization, the United States government, and even
philanthropies like the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation are attempting to impose ‘food
totalitarianism’ on the world.”6
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She describes the fight against agricultural biotechnology as a global war against a few giant seed
companies on behalf of the billions of farmers who depend on what they themselves grow to survive.
My project A Necklace of Farms controls the amount of pollen from planted crops that contaminate
the seeds of organic farmers for those who would like that choice. It could potentially foster change,
through education and conversation that leads to social and legislative reforms.

T he Invisible
Claire Bishop’s book Installation Art traces social sculpture, society, and politics in relation to
installation back to Joseph Beuys and his founding of the German Students Party.

“ ‘My objects are to be seen as stimulants for the transformation of the idea of sculpture ... or
of art in general. They should provoke thoughts about what sculpture can be and how the
concept of sculpting can be extended to the invisible materials used by everyone.
THINKING FORMS - how we mold our thoughts
SPOKEN FORMS - how we shape our thought into words or
SOCIAL SCULPTURE - how we mold and shape the world in which we live:
SCULPTURE IS AN EVOLUTIONARY PROCESS; EVERYONE IS AN ARTIST.”7
Joseph Beuys, 1967
Patents on seeds have interrupted the tradition of farmer’s social networks that for eons have shared
seeds and plants with others in their communities. For any towns with community members
interested in restricting GMOs, my project A Necklace of Farms shares a preexisting ordinance from
Montville with those interested in adopting it in their own town. By sharing Montville’s ordinance, I
7
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hope to create a second voice in the conversation on GMOs, one that reflects the intention and
desires of communities. The transference of an idea from one person to another is an invisible
process. If the ordinance is adopted and shared by other communities, it will begin to take form.
Both A Necklace of Farms and Compost Head extend an invitation to the viewer to become active
participants in changing their environment. The idea of planting a seed as an act of faith, carried out
with the knowledge that some will come to fruition while others won’t, is a metaphor for the
unfolding of life. Sharing an ordinance to protect our seeds for future generations will connect with
some people but not all, but the seed needs to be sown.

Many artists have repositioned the viewer as co-creators. This idea of transference can be traced back
to ideas put forth by Marcel Duchamp in his paper The Creative Act: “All in all, the creative act is not
performed by the artist alone; the spectator brings the work in contact with the external world by
deciphering and interpreting its inner qualifications and thus adds his contribution to the creative
act.”8 In Allan Kaprow’s Environments and later Happenings, transference takes on a new context by
engaging the audience in performative acts.

In The Art of Evolution: Darwin, Darwinisms, and Visual Culture, edited by Barbara Larson and Fae
Brauer, Dartmouth College Press, published by University Press of New England, copyright 2009, I
found examples of artists imagining the invisible and how it might grow. In Chapter 11, “Darwin on
the Threshold of the Visible: Contemporary Art and Evolution,” Sara Barnes and Andrew Patrizio
write of artists bringing aspects of the world together in new combinations. They write of Darwinism
manifesting itself in contemporary art by creating a space for imagining the invisible, cultivating

8
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questions that require imaginative projection, and recognizing the impossibility of species stasis.9
Even though these and similar questions have been asked in the past we now need to reimagine them
through the lens of the Anthropocene.

One example of imagining changes caused by the Anthropocene is Daisyworld a computer simulation
of a hypothetical world. It is meant to mimic elements of the earth-sun system, and was introduced
by James Lovelock and Andrew Watson in a paper published in 1983 to illustrate the plausibility of
the Gaia hypothesis. Daisyworld created a virtual model for climate change using black and white
daisies. Black daisies would grow under colder temperatures, their color absorbing heat. Once enough
heat had been generated white daisies that reflect heat would grow. What emerged was a
mathematical overlap of global temperature regulation and natural selection.
(https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Daisyworld)10.

In “The Social Life of Genes,” an essay included in the 2014 anthology The Best Science and Nature
Writing, edited by Deborah Blum, David Dobbs writes about scientists who have discovered the
phenomenon of gene expression. He relays the results of an experiment in which aggressive bees are
introduced into a hive with nonaggressive bees and vice versa. In responding to the influence of their
new environments, both groups of insects were genetically changed by the behavior of the larger
newly introduced group. Dobbs quotes Steve Cole, a UCLA researcher discussing porous
membranes.
“We think of our bodies as stable biological structures that live in the world but are
fundamentally separate from it, that we are unitary organisms in the world but passing
9
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through it. But what we are learning from the molecular processes that actually keep our
bodies running is that we’re far more fluid than we realize and that the world passes through
us.”11

Carbon 14 was released into the atmosphere with the atomic bomb tests at Los Alamos; (Radio Lab’s
story on the periodic table (http://www.radiolab.org/story/carbon) it is now part of the makeup of
our bodies. Carbon 14 did not exist prior to the testing. It is different from other carbon. It won’t
harm us, but it is within us. Diane Ackerman describes how our environments are changing us in The
Human Age:
“Environmental changes can change a person’s DNA. In the new field of epigenetics,
proteins tag DNA by coiling around it, python-like, squeezing some genes tighter and
loosening others, in this process switching them on or off, or leaving them on but turning
the volume up or dialing in a whisper.
Changes in our genome took millions of years, but the epigenome can be changed quickly,
… Environmental stresses flip the switch, which makes sense since in theory, it prepares
offspring for the environment they’re going to find. Diet, stress, prenatal nutrition, and
neglect create especially strong marks, whose influence can be either good or bad.”12
This excerpt expands on how we are cells living in the world while the world lives in us to include
experience as another determinant in the mutation of genes.

In Edward O. Wilson’s book The Diversity of Life, the author writes of a storm that he is watching
approach from a camp at the edge of a rain forest. The rain brings the forest to life; frogs appear;
men, animals, and plants all respond. “This is the assembly of life that took a billion years to evolve.
It has eaten the storms — folded them into its genes — and created the world that created us. It
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holds the world steady.”13 The phrase is reflected in both the sculpture of the Compost Head and as a
talking point in the conversation between Eve and her friend in Living Scrolls.

My research shifted from looking through a micro lens of the world to the macro. Many changes to
the environment that take place on the global level are irreversible. In As Eve said to the Serpent (p.
81) Rebecca Solnit writes,
“One of the functions of landscape art was to establish human scale, not only literally but
cosmologically: what place people occupy in the order of things. Here, too, middle ground
has been lost, with human beings now capable of manipulating on the microcosmic scale of
genetic data and subatomic particles and the macrocosmic scale of dammed rivers, altered
stratospheres, and the small exploding suns that constitute nuclear bombs, and drastically
changing the direction of their world from both ends of the spectrum. Scale seems to have
been lost in the process, and the landscape is where it can be examined. In the landscape
body still determines some sense of proportion; in the desert the proportion is that of a very
small, visible, vulnerable figure alone in a vast plane, central but infinitesimal. But
proportion is a portion of beauty.”14

Walking through Living Scrolls, the viewer becomes the figure in the landscape. Claire Bishop, in her
book Installation Art, describes an installation as an experience that the viewer enters into. The
elements of my installation, the scrolls, text, and sound, are meant to be experienced in juxtaposition
with each other. Walking either through or around the scrolls the viewer experiences the installation
from multiple perspectives, they become embedded in the work as they read, listen, and interpret it.
Bishop references the work of Merleau-Ponty. He writes,
“The interrelationship between myself and the world is a matter of embodied perception,
because what I perceive is necessarily dependent on my being at any one moment physically
present in a matrix of circumstances that determine how and what it is that I perceive: I do
not see space according to its exterior envelope, I live it from inside, I am immediately in it.
After all, the world is all around me, not in front of me.”15
13
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Our technological advances and our environmental losses are interconnected. Yet the more I read, the
more I believe that new technology will also be what will mitigate these losses. This dichotomy is
referenced in the dialogue that is projected in my Living Scrolls installation.

Solnit writes about Landscape Theory in As Eve Said to the Serpent, p.78:
“Both modernism and postmodernism are essentially urban, eastern practices. In both,
landscape has been considered the most pedestrian, unintellectual of the themes of visual art,
a kind of mental picnic. To find politics in its most virulent and secret form out in the desert
upends those traditions. The landscape is no longer a given, but a threatened territory. The
primary landscape tradition for Western civilization is that of the pastoral as the antithesis of
the city, a refuge from politics and the corruption of cities, a place of virtue, a place
significantly outside history and ruled by cyclical rather than linear time. The pastoral at its
most banal is the resort, vacationland, campsite. The tradition has made it hard to reenvision
the landscape as instead the complex place in which futures are being prepared, secret wars
carried out, poisons dispersed, histories inscribed.”16
Living Scrolls uses scale to emphasize historical moments that have impacted the environment and to
simulate the experience of a figure in the landscape.

Arcadia V ersus U topia
Comparisons of Arcadian and Utopian ideology have informed the imagery I’ve chosen to use in
Living Scrolls. The Arcadian’s desire to create a world that is reminiscent of Eden, untainted by
progress, is contrasted with a Utopian view that embraces technology. This concept is discussed in
the dialogue between Eve and her friend in Living Scrolls.

In Simon Schama’s Landscape and Memory, the origins and changes to the term Arcadia are
delineated over time. The term Autochthons translates as “men sprung from the earth itself.” Schama
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makes a connection between theories of evolution and this early connection between men and
animals. In Greek mythology, Pan — part man, part goat — represents the idea of Arcadia, the wild
in the natural world. In turn, Virgil saw the term as reflecting agrarian abundance. Both Virgil and
Pliny divide life into two opposing states — the country, “Arcadia,” versus the city/utopian life.
During the Renaissance the Christian idea of Paradise took hold. This is also when the garden
becomes enclosed and the garden gate becomes a symbol of both protection and self-sufficiency.
Ideals of the primitive and pastoral will alternatively become fashionable in gardens of the elite until
such time as an Arcadia for the people is created. 17
Diane Ackerman, in The Human Age, writes,
“IS NATURE NATURAL anymore? Of course. But it’s no longer indisputably other. The
earth scientist Erle Ellis has invented the term ‘anthrome’ to refer to the ‘hybrid humannatural systems that now dominate the earth’s surface.’ From our small vest pocket gardens
to our giant wilderness areas and parks, nature now reflects our preferences, and one of our
most cherished ideas about nature is that it should be human-free.”18

There are different ideas ascribed to the historical moment in which Arcadia ends and utopia begins.
Walter Benjamin writes of language as the true fall from paradise.
“The knowledge of things resides in the name. ... The Tree of Knowledge stood in the
Garden of God not in order to dispense information on good and evil but as an emblem of
judgment over the questioner. This immense irony marks the mythic origin of law. ... The
life of man in the pure spirit of language was blissful. Nature, however, is mute. … After the
fall the appearance of nature is deeply changed, now begins its other muteness, which is what
we mean by the deep sadness of nature.”19
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Rebecca Solnit’s introduces the idea of moments in which technological advances have impacted the
environment in irreversible ways. She points to the beginning of quantum physics as the turning
point from analog to digital (p. 21, As Eve Said to the Serpent).
“The desire to understand the universe is not the same as the desire to control it.” Not
spiritual or social improvement but the advancement of power, which means geographical
manifest destiny in the America of Thoreau’s age and technological manifest destiny in our
own.” 20
The iconic images I chose for Living Scrolls are meant to capture these moments.

Influential Artists
The cross-fertilization of ideas that led to the culmination of my work came about as the result of an
organic process that involved experimenting with new mediums and disciplines while creating new
bridges of thought.

While visiting Mass MoCa I was struck by Anselm Kefir’s work. He achieves a sense of landscape
with his installation in three parts: Narrow are the Vessels, Velimir Chlebnikov, and The Women of the
Revolution. His sculptural imagery in Narrow are the Vessels takes on the echoes of a landscape but
also a book. Orhan Pamuk, writing about Kiefer’s work, touches on the nature of reading, “Is it
possible, then, to look at a painting and be able, ultimately, to read it? Is it possible to treat a book as
a painting, and a painting as a book?”21 Rebecca Solnit expands on these thoughts in her book The
Faraway Nearby: “The object we call a book is not the real book, but its potential, like a musical score
or seed. It exists fully only in the act of being read; its real home is in the head of the reader.”22 My
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scrolls take their inspiration from book forms and landscapes. They are pages you can walk through,
an experience that unfolds over time and space. My research in compiling curriculum for my Hybrid
Books class influenced my choice of scrolls and diptychs as a medium. I was aware of the
conversational use of type in Richard Kostelanetz’s book One Night Stood, 1977. 23My type was
animated for the installation, and the placement of the conversation references this book.

Figure 2.1

One Night Stood, Richard Konstelanetz

In 1995, I attended a showing of Xu Bing’s work, called Language Lost, at the Massachusetts College
of Art.24 The artist, who was drawing attention to issues of censorship in China, had created an
installation of scrolls that hung from the balcony across the room, evoking a feeling both sculptural
and ceremonial, with an arresting scale. In a case on the balcony, silk worms were busy eating the
pages of a book.

Figure 2.2

Xu Bing’s Language Lost
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I wanted to use scale to express the changes in the environment. Solnit, in As Eve Said, writes,
“Deforestation and soil erosion are nothing new, but the scale of change undermines most
ecosystems and reaches to the sky — there is nowhere to look that doesn’t remind us of the
troubles we’ve set loose.”25

In As You Like It, William Shakespeare speaks of sermons being stones and books in running brooks,
blurring the boundaries between landscapes and books, the act of reading and what we read.
AS YOU LIKE IT
William Shakespeare
Now, my co-mates and brothers in exile,
Hath not old custom made this life more sweet
Than that of painted pomp? Are not these woods
More free from peril than the envious court?
Here feel we not the penalty of Adam,
The seasons’ difference, as the icy fang
And churlish chiding of the winter’s wind,
Which when it bites and blows upon my body
Even till I shrink with cold, I smile, and say
‘This is no flattery. These are counselors
That feelingly persuade me what I am.’
Sweet are the uses of adversity
Which, like the toad, ugly and venomous,
Wears yet a precious jewel in his head;
And this our life, exempt from public haunt,
Finds tongues in trees, books in the running brooks,
Sermons in stones, and good in everything.
(II.i.1–17)26

In Wanderlust, Solnit writes about a connection between walking and inspiration. Scientists involved
in creating the nuclear bomb, and biologists like Darwin and Rachel Carson were all known for their
pacing, walking, meandering in nature. Living Scrolls is meant to enable a walk through a printed
landscape, which is also read and contemplated as the viewer moves through space, between doors
and around panels. The show Walking Sculpture took place at the Decordova Museum in Lincoln,
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Massachusetts in 2015. For me, this show highlighted the change in the viewer once walking was
introduced into a piece. Cartography, performance, reading, and contemplation are just some of the
intersections that this show explored.

Figure 2.3
Bruce Nauman, Walking in an Exaggerated Manner
Walking in an Exaggerated Manner around the Perimeter of a Square, 1967–68© 2014 Bruce
Nauman / Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York

The scrolls are best experienced by going for a walk — through and around them. They are about
space, time, history, and the environment, the past and the present, expanding in moments. They are
stories in landscapes, a book that speaks to our legacies, like the pacing of Darwin and the walks of
Rachel Carson, walking through the scrolls, our orientation is enfolded and embodied. In Claire
Bishop’s book on installation art she includes a quote from Merleau-Ponty that describes this
phenomenon
“The inter-relationship between myself and the world is a matter of embodied perception,
because what I perceive is necessarily dependent on my being at any one moment physically
present in a matrix of circumstances that determine how and what it is that I perceive: I do
not see [space] according to its exterior envelope; I live it from the inside; I am immersed in
it. After all, the world is all around me, not in front of me.” 27
The installation is a compilation of landscapes, historical moments that consider the legacy of
advances in technology. In Human Ecology: The Possibility of an Aesthetic Science, William Carpenter
27
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writes, “The arts transform the structure of nature into the connected artifacts of the human world,
… There is one vast difference between art and nature, … the physical world is infinitely extended in
time and space, and infinitely complex … Art makes life finite.”28 (P.5-6)

The scale of the scrolls combined with the iconic imagery of the mushroom cloud, smoke stack and
conversation, is both finite and expansive. It lives within the ambiguity of the questions. Has
technology made life better? And how is it changing what we think of as natural?

Figure 2.4
Rebecca Horne, Library of Water
http://www.libraryofwater.is/images/water_selected/24.jpg

Rebecca Horn’s installation of glacial melt, Library of Water, is a room made of columns filled with
water that has been collected from melting glaciers. She creates a landscape that is the result of global
warming that can be read as you walk. I imagine the visitors reflected in the columns moving through
the space. The space created is simultaneously beautiful and foreboding, it is a finite “conversation.”
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For me, the topic of the environment and landscape tends to fluctuate between extremes of focus.
Solnit, in As Eve said to the Serpent, illuminates this.
“Landscape is now thought of as ubiquitous — as the environment, a landscape that
includes the microcosmic as well as the macrocosmic, economics as well as ecologies, the
cultural as an extension of the natural, our bodies as themselves, natural systems that pattern
our thoughts, and our thoughts as structured around metaphors drawn from nature.”29
This captures it all for me: the what, when, and why that I tried to understand throughout my
research.

T ime and Space
Thoughts on the nature of time and space and their relation to technological changes have also
become important to the organization of my thoughts. Walter Benjamin in The Task of the
Translator, p.71, wrote about connections between history, art, and the environment.
“The concept of life is given its due only if everything that has a history of its own, and it is
not merely the setting for history, is credited with life. In the final analysis, the range of life
must be determined by history rather than by nature, least of all by such tenuous factors as
sensation and soul. The philosopher’s task consists in comprehending all of natural life
through the more encompassing life of history. And indeed, is not the continued life of
works of art far easier to recognize than the continual life of animal species? The history of
the great works of art tells us about their antecedents, their realization in the age of the artist,
their potentially eternal afterlife in succeeding generations.”30

Art and artists can actively shape our environment. The expanded definition of contemporary art is
inclusive of work created for a gallery and work meant to dissolve into and shape the world. The
multiple levels at which an artist can engage an audience can range from passive viewing to cocreation. This flexibility has become accepted by society, opening up opportunities for artist citizens.
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Investigations in a studio environment can create bridges between disciplines that are necessary for
artists to draw connections and envision what is on the horizon. My own investigations into the
overlap of environmental issues, activism, and what role art might play have reflected this. Once
again I draw attention to Foucault and his system of relations between elements. The transformation
of a system of relations when elements break down and reassemble with a new purpose, and the
artistic device as a historical moment responding to an urgent need, is again relevant.

32

C HAPT ER 3
METHODS AND MODELS
For clarity, I’ve broken down the methods and models that I’ve used as an artist into six categories
whose boundaries are sometimes blurred: Puzzling Relationships, Macro–Micro Models, Imagining
the Invisible, The Blurred Boundaries of Public Art, The Artist as Activist, and The Audience: The
Individual Versus the Collective Public.
Puzzling Relationships
Both Foucault and Ian Kerr have written about the creative process as a form of composing in
relation to systems. My thoughts and artwork as a creative also emerge from systems of relations.
Agribusiness, commerce, and politics have initiated changes ranging from climate change to the
genetics of a seed. My work began with contemplating the anomalies in cells. I soon realized that
without an understanding of these larger systems my knowledge of the changes to cells would be
incomplete.

In a 1977 interview, Foucault offered a definition of the conceptual construct that he calls the device,
or dispositive. The device is the “system of relations” that can be discovered among a set of
apparently very different elements:
“a thoroughly heterogeneous ensemble consisting of discourses, institutions, architectural
forms, regulatory decisions, laws, administrative measures, scientific statements,
philosophical and moral propositions.”
Foucault goes on to say that the device is a “formation which has as its major function at a given
historical moment that of responding to an urgent need.” 31
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Ian Kerr in his Change in Art & Design: A Speculative Field Guide, states,
“The task of composition is fundamentally a question of composing for the
emergence of new forms of living. Art is, in so far as it is involved in meaning
making whatsoever, deeply connected to modes of living. Meaning is the outcome
of action — the compositional action of making a way of living cohere, stabilize,
and take on its own agency. Aesthetics is, in the end, a practice of composition of
forces, things, and systems to allow for a manner of living to change or stay the
same. As modern composers, we are co-designing conditions, possibilities, fields
and forces, feedback loops, critical points in systems.”32
This quotation also refers to the artist as activist. By sharing Montville’s ordinance for preventing the
spread of pollen from genetically modified seeds with other communities, I am giving people a voice
in the quality of the food they eat while they shape their environment.

In Estelle Barrett’s paper, “Foucault’s ‘What Is an Author?’: Towards a Critical Discourse of Practice
As Research,” she expands on the idea of systems through the concept of authorship; one of the
criteria for which being that the work is not the spontaneous result of a single motive but rather the
outcome of specific and complex operations, practice-led discourse and situated knowledge that
creates a web of experiences that produce objects of knowledge. Institutions, regulations,
philosophical and scientific statements, and historical context are all examples that contextualize
Foucault's premise of discursive formation.33 The three pieces that I created for the grad show are in a
discursive conversation with each other and the web of experiences that informed my choices as I
developed the work. They look at changes to our environment through the lens of technological
advances and engage with change by invoking the legislature and by encouraging the audience to
participate in composting.
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M icro–M acro W orld
While thinking about these systems of relations my thoughts move between micro and macro
considerations. This line of thinking is found in the writings of Lynn Margulis, Ian Kerr, Jared
Diamond, and Deleuze and Guattari. Margulis suggests through juxtaposition that the symbiosis
present in micro cell life can inform our understanding of how mutations occur in the macro —
informing how we live and think about design and purpose on a global level. She outlines her
theories of serial endosymbiosis theory (SET) and concludes with thoughts put forth by James
Lovelock, originator of the Gaia hypothesis. Lovelock compares the beauty of the imagery created by
the repetition of computer algorithms to “designs” of life producing cellular growth.
“Order is generated by nonconscious repetitious activities. … Gaian patterns appear to be
planned but occur in the absence of any central “head” or “brain.” Sensitivity, awareness, and
response of plants, protocists, fungi, bacteria, and animals, each in its local environment,
constitute the repeating pattern that ultimately underlies global sensitivity and the response
of Gaia “herself.’” 34

Lovelock developed a computer program called Daisyworld with a student. It created a virtual model
using black and white daisies. Black daisies would grow under colder temperatures, their color
absorbing heat. Once enough heat had been generated, white daisies that reflected heat would grow.
What emerged was a mathematical overlap of global temperature regulation and natural selection.
This work became a reference point for my early prints that used microcomputers and code.
Instinctively I felt that exploring mutations in code would offer insights into mutations in cells. I
layered computer code with imagery created by playing with overprinting abstract geometric patterns.
The resulting images were similar to an image of the Tree of Life emerging from a cube of space from
the Kabbalistic Sefer Yetzirah, or the Book of Formation.35 The Tree of Life is also used in my work as
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a metaphor for paradise. In the gate of Living Scrolls this overlap of meaning was a serendipitous
outcome of play. Marcel Duchamp, in The Creative Act, states “In other works, the personal ‘art
coefficient’ is like an arithmetical relation between the unexpressed but intended and the
unintentionally expressed.” 36 This captures the outcome of my experiments with platonic patterns.

Figure 3.1

Platonic Solids, Matter in the Universe

Figure 3.2

The Tree of Life Embedded in the Cube of Space

http://www.maqom.com/journal/paper33.pdf
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The compost in my sculpture Compost Head will be transformed as a result of nonconscious activities.
Donna Haraway, in A Cyborg Manifesto: Science, Technology, and Socialist-Feminism in the Late
Twentieth Century, refers to coding as an echo of others,
“… in which … all heterogeneity can be submitted to disassembly, reassembly,
investment, and exchange … The organism has been translated into problems of
genetic coding and readout … In a sense, organisms have ceased to exist as
objects of knowledge.” 37
By experimenting with overlapping matrixes and patterns in code I hoped to trigger a mathematical
equivalent of this idea in my prints. I have included a full description in the Work section of the
thesis.

Ian Kerr references these macro/micro changes in his Change in Art & Design: A Speculative Field
Guide:
“What is the new logic of the individual? We are no longer the indivisible essence of a
Newtonian reality but series of processes in change — and not just at a level of cultural
interpretation, but at a level of genes, organs, body shapes and compositions, neurology
and pharmaceuticals, etc. Everything is open to direct modulation. A modulation is a
form of control that is short-term and rapidly shifting, but at the same time continuous
and unbounded, whereas the previous logic of molding was long term, infinite and
discontinuous. The human is no longer a person confined or molded but a person in
debt. And in a world of modulation, the individual undulates, moving among a
continuous range of different orbits. Surfing...” 38
This brings us back to the Anthropocene epoch: current mutations can no longer be attributed just to
natural selection and Darwin’s theories of evolution but must also factor risks associated with
industrial landscapes, nutrition and psychological damage.

In Guns, Germs, and Steel, the author Jared Diamond refers to four sets of differences that changed
37
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the trajectory of human civilization: plants and animals that could be domesticated, population,
diffusion between continents, and diffusion within continents. Diffusion is the transmission of
knowledge from one society to another. Diffusion between constellations of knowledge led to
innovations in technology and society.39 On a macro scale, this exemplifies systems in action. It also
reflects the concept of discursivity introduced by Foucault, in which an individual’s authorship is part
of the evolution of ideas.

The nature of symbiosis, and the movement and speed of events, are touched on in Epistemology as
Politics and the Double-bind of Border Thinking: Lévi-Strauss, Deleuze and Guattari, Mignolo, in which
the authors state, “Desire is never separable from complex assemblages that necessarily tie into
molecular levels, from micro-formations already shaping postures, attitudes, perceptions,
expectations, semiotic systems.”40 (Deleuze & Guattari 2004b: 237) This evokes the involuntary
nature of Foucault’s “device” and Lynn Margolis’ order generated by nonconscious repetitious
activities.
Ian Kerr writes elegantly about symbiogenesis in the following excerpt:
“It is actually best not to speak of a mode of being ‘in’ the world — but of a mode of
being ‘of’ the world. … What this being of the world is can seem quite abstract and
nebulous. Let us get concrete and look at our actual bodies — the human body. What is
becoming entangled with what? When we closely look at our body we see that it is not a
singular organism. This is true on a number of levels. We are not the species homo
sapiens through and through. We are actually more like a tightly woven environment of
countless other species. By cell count, we are over 90% bacteria! Then there are all the
fungi, protoctista, insects, viruses, etc. These astonishing figures should give us pause.
We, as artists, are not singular creatures simply ‘speaking for ourselves.’ We are on a
physical level an ecosystemic amalgam of species — when we swallow food it, it is not an
39

Diamond, Jared M. Guns, Germs, and Steel: The Fates of Human Societies. New York: W.W. Norton,
1997. Print.
40

Laurie, Timothy Nicholas. "Epistemology as Politics and the Double-bind of Border Thinking: LéviStrauss, Deleuze and Guattari, Mignolo." PORTAL: Journal of Multidisciplinary International Studies Is
the Property of University of Technology, 9.2 (2012): 5. Web.

38

‘I’ who is eating — digesting food — it is bacteria who are breaking it down. The energy
produced by our cells is the product of a creature folded inside our cells hundreds of
millions of years ago.” 41

This statement echoes ideas put forth by E. O. Wilson in his writings on biodiversity. Ian uses the
phrase folded into the world, E. O. Wilson’s description of a storm that swallowed the world, which
was one of the readings influencing my installation Living Scrolls. In the projected dialogue, one of
my characters swallows a cloud, the cloud has been in the world, and it is changing his genes.
Environmental contaminants are one of many elements contributing to biodiversity. Compost Head
is a figurative sculpture of a head containing multiple organisms present in compost while reflecting
the multiple bacteria hosted in the human body. Kerr goes on to say,
“Species are not only evolving in a linear fashion but also through the lateral movement of
gene swapping that is facilitated by bacteria and viruses. Our image of a tree of life turn out
to be incorrect — it is more like a web or a net, a type of logic that speaks of complex
entanglements of collaborative systems all the way down. (Should this not be one of the core
ways we understand making? The sideways movements of incorporation, Impossible
meetings: 1+1= X. Foldings upon foldings. The communication/transference of viruses,
parasites, infections ...)”42

Moving between science, politics a studio and the random interjection of life, thoughts often travel
sideways or fold into each other informing and becoming part of my creative work.
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Imagining the Invisible: C ultivating Q uestions
The Art of Evolution: Darwin, Darwinisms, and Visual Culture, Edited by Barbara Larson and Fae
Brauer, references this web
“ Whether art references or directly incorporates the material objects of geological time and events,
they function as metaphors for what Rhea Anastas has called “an operative proposition for how an art
object might not merely comment on but also carry an expanded range of significance.””43 In the
essay “Darwin on the Threshold of the Visible: Contemporary Art and Evolution,” Sara Barnes and
Andrew Patrizio write of artists bringing aspects of the world together in new combinations. They
write of Darwinism manifesting itself in contemporary art by creating a space for imagining the
invisible, cultivating questions that require imaginative projection, and recognizing the impossibility
of species stasis. Imagining the invisible by projecting into future what-ifs or creating conversations
with the imagined past life of events informs both the dialogue and the imagery in my installation
Living Scrolls.
In this same essay, Donna Haraway is quoted on coding as an echo of others:
“The translation of the world into a problem of coding … in which … all heterogeneity can
be submitted to disassembly, reassembly, investment, and exchange… The organism has
been translated into problems of genetic coding and readout … In a sense, organisms have
ceased to exist as objects of knowledge.”44

My prints created by overprinting a matrix attempt to translate mutations into a new medium.
Mutations result from changes to patterns. The patterns created by overprinting gave me another way
of visualizing the puzzle of mutation. Coded lights extended these ideas.
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T he Artist as Activist: T he G litch in the M atrix
“The Orc and the Penguin” (Cabinet Magazine’s Money issue number 50) hypothesizes a future
where a small portion of the living can splice, slice and recombine life itself into novel organisms. The
author asks, “What if these rogue elements are not ‘glitches in the matrix,’ but a refusal to submit
blindly to its coercive architecture?”45 The behavior of rogue elements in a matrix is also a metaphor
for artists/activists whose work advocates and instigates changes in society. Ian Kerr addresses how
actions shape lives:
“The act of meaning making — which is not simply the purview of humans — is a
perspectival quality of agency. Agency being the ability to act in response to differences
in an environment, agency of a rock, transistor, idea, bacteria, cloud formation in a given
relational context. ... In this manner, meaning making is an event that involves a
modulation of all of the components involved. … Knowing is a direct material
engagement, a practice of intra-acting with the world as part of the world in its dynamic
material configuring, its ongoing articulation ... The world is not merely an idea that
exists in the human mind. To the contrary, “mind” is a specific material configuration of
the world. The world is far richer and more dynamic than our representations of it. And
thus it would seem that art and design need to worry less about representation and move
into processes of embodied, embedded, enactive, affective transformation.” 46

Artists in the early 1970s began working in environments outside of the gallery. Earth Artists Michael
Hizer, Robert Smithson, and Nancy Holt, among others, leased tracks of land in the Midwest to
create land art. These experiments broke the boundaries of the traditional gallery spaces for artists;
the audience’s interpretation now changed in relationship to the context and site.
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A second wave of artists in the Earth Art movement focused on land reclamation projects. Artists Mel
Chin (Survival Fields), Nancy Holt (Sky Mound), Viet Ngo (Lemna Systems), and John Todd (Living
Machines), among others, folded environmental and activist concerns into their art. Many of these
works blur the boundaries between art, science, technology, landscape architecture, and education.
Biologist John Todd designed Living Machines to purify sewage water and other waste without the
hazards of chemical additives. Viet Ngo uses plants to balance ecosystems and restore water quality in
an aesthetically appealing way. Nancy Holt’s Sky Mound combines environmental concerns with an
awareness of time and space. Holt’s Sky Mound, which includes observations of solar, lunar, and
stellar events, is the first large-scale work to be created from a landfill. Mel Chin’s project helped to
restore contaminated fields. Interacting and experiencing knowledge through actions and reactions
with communities and individuals is an expansive and surprising element of socially engaged art. Kerr
uses the terms embodied and embedded in the above quotation. All of the pieces I created for the thesis
share different degrees of embodiment.

Both A Necklace of Farms and Compost Head break the boundaries of traditional gallery space. They
draw attention to the environment and play with the transformation of systems and materials. The
restoration of contaminated fields and the purification of water are both quantitative results that can
be measured over time. The transformation of materials into compost could be embedded in life by
using the compost to start a garden that might then create a meal that in turn would be consumed.
Once the meal was finished the scraps could again be added to the compost pile, repeating the cycle.
Measuring the success of a project like A Necklace of Farms is difficult without considering a structure
for determining its success.
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Interacting and experiencing knowledge through actions and reactions with communities and
individuals is an expansive and surprising element of socially engaged art. Kerr uses the terms
embodied and embedded in the above quotation. All of the pieces I created for the thesis share
different degrees of embodiment.

Heather Wainright suggests that we look at two criteria to determine the effectiveness of a social
activist art project.
“1. The social goals of an activist project, as well as the means of attaining those
goals, should be clearly articulated within the project.
2. An activist project should be committed to rigorous, systematic self-evaluation.
In addition to rigorous social goals and self-evaluation, activist art should succeed
aesthetically in a way that is accessible to the general public.” 47

A Necklace of Farms will continue to be reevaluated as I experiment with how best to engage
with multiple audiences.

T he Audience: T he Individual V ersus the C ollective Public
Sometimes art as a means of self-expression is at odds with the concept of public art. There is not one
public but multiple publics or a collection of individuals. There are many different levels of education
within the public; ethnic groups divide some communities, each possessing a unique set of traditions
and values. Can the ideas of one person truly represent the collective conscience? How does someone
from one ethnic group act as a representative for another? According to Gereux, we must be aware of
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the partial nature of our views. Does opening yourself up to the democratic process of working with
communities compromise artistic quality and control? There is no universal answer to these
questions. Within the bigger picture of the formation of culture, culture expands and changes
because of the ebb and flow between all of the various publics.48

Expanding my audience beyond university culture is important to me. A Necklace of Farms engages
while initiating a change in the world outside a gallery space.

Eleanor Heartney quotes the McGonagle Catalog in her essay on the “Problematics of Public Art”:
“The possibility of art having a social environment is not new ... However, this principle is important
because it depends on defining people as participants in a cultural process already rather than being
consumers of cultural products.”49 This contrasts with the opinion of an anonymous artist quoted by
Lisa Yoon in the article “Public Art in the Twenty-First Century.” She contends that public art really
isn’t for the public: so much of public art is too conceptual, too intellectually arcane to be accessible
to the general public.” 50

From the perspectives of two extremes of public art, art as a democratic process and art as an enigma
created by an individual for an elite audience, it is interesting to contemplate the possible roles that
art education can take. When art creates an enigma, a push–pull between curiosity and frustration is
set up: the unknown can be intriguing or unsettling to the public. Artists, when reflecting on the
48
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strengths and weaknesses of their projects and the public's reaction to them, can often determine
where education might make works more accessible to all.

In Pedagogy of the Oppressed, Paulo Freire suggests a democratic problem-posing educational structure
in which "men and women develop their power to perceive critically the way they exist in the world
with which and in which they find themselves; they come to see the world not as a static reality but as
a reality in the process of transformation … a path to cultural voice.”51 The Arab Spring, Occupy
Wall Street, and Black Lives Matter are all signs of cultural voice influencing society at large, through
social media, marches, and demonstrations to change lives. How would these movements change if
they were labeled art? My project A Necklace of Farms is cultural voice that could be labeled activism,
but I also see it as socially engaged art. Art in the case of A Necklace of Farms amplifies an idea so that
it can reach a larger audience. It is embedded in the world and will engage multiple systems, while
having originated in a gallery.

Current trends in public art have included a concern for the community. Artists can initiate crowdsourced projects on their own and then look for ways to fund their ideas through online groups like
Kick Starter, local arts lottery councils, and grants. Sometimes they are asked to submit a proposal for
a specific site and if their idea is accepted they are funded to further develop it. Recent projects like
Culture in Action, orchestrated by Mary Jane Jacob in Chicago in 1992, and 1999’s Visible Republic
in Boston have asked artists to work with communities while creating proposals.

In Chicago, Simon Grennan and Christopher Sperandio helped workers design a candy bar at the
Nestle chocolate factory. Kate Ziegler designed a paint chart with residents of a housing project. In
51
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each of these projects the ties to art are apparent but minimal; what is significant is that the artists are
introducing their sensibilities into a community. Giving a Nestle factory worker with a mundane job
a chance to contribute creatively could be empowering and bring a sense of play to life. This type of
project requires the viewer to acknowledge the presence of art in all facets of life. Eleanor Heartney
writes,
“In the last decade, there has been an emergence of works considered social sculpture, a
public art that takes the meaning of that term seriously and attempts to grapple with issues of
tangible social, political and economic importance in a space frequented by non-art world
types.” 52
Before starting the Necklace of Farms project I shared the idea with Nan Kennedy a farmer friend who
spoke with local farmers about my idea for the project. Guattari, referenced in Brian Holmes’s article
The Artistic Device, or, the Articulation of Collective Speech, speaks of an artistic device that derails the
overcoding of society and transforms the known into new constellations/worlds. This resonates with
my own ambitions for my work. Artist-activists who involve communities, can address environmental
issues, initiate change, empower and give voice to multiple publics.
“To speak of voice is to address the wider issue of how people either become agents in the
process of making history or function as subjects under the weight of oppression and
exploitation within the various linguistic and institutional boundaries that produce dominant
and subordinate cultures in any given society.”

In Chicago, many artist projects reflect a blurring of the boundaries between art and other
professions. Haha, a Chicago-based artists’ collective grew plants in a hydroponic garden to supply an
AIDS hospice. This project encourages reflection on the connections between sustenance, nurturing
and the life force. These are subtle connections with links to agriculture and social work as well as
social sculpture. A Necklace of Farms blurs the boundaries of art, education, agriculture, and politics.
The work describes an agricultural problem (the distance pollen can travel), proposes a solution,
52
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educates with the inclusion of a model ordinance and legal form with free prints, and asks viewers to
take those materials from the gallery back to their communities to share. In this way the work
combines agricultural, political, and societal processes with art.

T he Blurred Boundaries of Public Art
Eleanor Heartney, in her essay “The Dematerialization of Public,” brings up the question, what
makes these projects art and not social work or community activism? She goes on to suggest that to
understand why this is art we should try to place this event in an art historical context.
“Historical precedents include Russian Constructivism, with its confidence in art’s ability to
transform the face and the spirit of modern life; Situationism, which preached the
transformation of the city through a revolutionary merger of art practice and social behavior;
and Fluxus and Conceptualism, both devoted to the collapse of art into life.”53
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In Cabinet Magazine’s Money issue number 50, the article “The Orc and the Penguin” hypothesizes
a future in which a small portion of the living can splice, slice and recombine life itself into novel
organisms. “What if these rogue elements are not ‘glitches in the matrix’ but a refusal to submit
blindly to its coercive architecture.”54
Mutations develop from patterns. Patterns can exist on micro or macro levels that can be organic,
mathematically programmed, or societal. The question, “How can you use this knowledge to create
change?” addresses the macro as the bigger picture of cultural formation. Activist art involves
communities; it can address environmental issues, initiate change, empower and give voice to
multiple publics. Eleanor Heartney summarizes:

“To speak of voice is to address the wider issue of how people either become agents in the
process of making history or function as subjects under the weight of oppression and
exploitation within the various linguistic and institutional boundaries that produce dominant
and subordinate cultures in any given society.” 55

Discussions between artists and the public on ways to evaluate the strengths and weaknesses of
projects give both groups an opportunity to reflect and become invested in the needs of communities.
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C HAPT ER 4
THE WORK
Two Second Proposal is a 360-degree projection
A video is projected of multiple goldfish bowls circling around the room while beneath them a ticker
tape unfolds in the style of breaking news reports — the text is from Julian Assange’s WikiLeaks.
After two minutes the walls of the room appear to turn to water, simulating the experience of being
inside a bowl, before the projection of the bowls and the ticker tape is again seen. This experience
encapsulates the role of censorship, and the shaping of events by the government and news media.

The idea for Two Second Proposal grew from dissatisfaction with how we process the news. It also is
an outgrowth of my print series on the theme of transparency. There are many events that are given
initial exposure in the mass media and then drop from our awareness, remaining unresolved. The lost
girls in Rwanda, missing children in Mexico, the closing of Guantanamo Bay in Cuba,
environmental issues like the ongoing radiation leaks from Japan’s nuclear power plants or the island
of plastic the size of Texas that continues to grow in the Pacific Ocean.

Images of goldfish in bowls have been used throughout art history to represent existentialism.
Someone once told me that goldfish have an attention span of two seconds; this seemed an
appropriate metaphor for the relationship Main Street America has with the news media. WikiLeaks
attempt to create transparency by sharing documents and political decisions that are not public
knowledge. The text played on the ticker tape running beneath the goldfish bowls was taken from
WikiLeak’s website, a site that prides itself on its pursuit of transparency. At the end of the video, the
four sides of the room fill with an image of water, placing the viewer inside the bowl.
.
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Figure 4.1
Two Second Proposal
Goldfish bowls with news feeds from WikiLeaks are projected on four walls in a 360 degree
projection. Each fish bowl is approximately 2.5 feet tall when projected.

Figure 4.2

Photo credit: Gene Felice

Two Second Proposal

After a few minutes the projection of the goldfish bowls switches to a projection of water. This image
is meant to place the viewer inside the bowl. Both images fill all four walls of the room, 360 degrees.
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Transparency
Transparency is a series of prints that were created by overprinting a matrix of Platonic solids. The
prints have different characteristics at different stages. Early on, the matrix is recognizable while also a
satisfying design. In this configuration, I imagine the image as a landscape for a playground. Children
play among three-dimensional objects but make a mental connection to the two-dimensional matrix
under their feet and the three dimensional shapes they could climb in and through. Eventually the
overprinting of the matrix loses all reference to its original form. The prints that I have taken to this
point are printed with transparent ink. Many systems begin with an ideal: Platonic solids, computer
code, and financial institutions for example. As information multiplies, the clarity of the system’s
objective becomes obscured. Some of these prints have transparent frames, leaving the workings of
the microcomputers behind the print exposed to the viewers. The lights from the microcomputer are
triggered by a motion sensor. I’m intrigued by the similarities across disciplines. The resulting
changes due to genetics, stories passed through generations, coding of information, and how these
changes impact lives.

Codes from DNA to our banking systems reveal and hide truths. In this series of prints, I repeatedly
printed a stencil that was a two-dimensional matrix for a three-dimensional Platonic solid. The
overlay created a new image that obscures the underlying patterns. In the larger world, the tendency
for systems (i.e., banks, genetic code, platonic and utopian ideals) to become unreadable also makes
abuse symptomatic. Transparency is called for when there is a need for more disclosure, often after
the fact. Appearances can be illusions; how do we see past our first assumptions to discover deeper
truths? How do we avoid corruption and its potential to undermine our ideals, whether platonic,
utopian, genetic or monetary? Changes come about through repetition — a story changes with time.
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This image experimented with light and two and three dimensions.

Figure 4.3

Platonic Landscape

monoprint, 22”x 30,” 2015
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Figure 4.4

Platonic Landscape, detail
monoprint, 22”H x 30”W, 2015
This is a detail of multidimensional prints with light.
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Figure 4.5

Platonic Matrix

monoprint, 22”H x 22”W, 2015
This image is the result of overprinting a geometric matrix.
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Figure 4.6

Transparency

monoprint, 22”W x 30”H, 2015
As the series evolves, connections to thoughts on transparency are apparent in images.
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Figure 4.7
Transpose
Format monoprint, 22”x 22”, 2015
Light and the introduction of rice paper make layering over LEDs possible.
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Figure 4.8
Transpose with light
monoprint, 22”x 22”, 2015
Images with programmed light.
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Enchanted Series
Thoughts of frogs evoke evolution, childhood, and biology class; but this series was a reaction to the
Gulf oil spill between the spring and summer of 2010. I remember a churning frustration over the
slow reaction and empty efforts of BP and our government. The devastation of sea creatures, birds,
beaches, families, livelihoods, with ground and water pollution reported in sound bites, as robots and
equipment malfunctioned, incapable of coping with the disaster.

Meanwhile in Montville, Maine, I observed tadpoles darting beneath the water’s surface, the
youthfulness of a pollywog, the stoic nature of a frog. There was a feeling of point-counterpoint. The
oil spill in the gulf was out of control; while in the lily pond next to my house nature thrived.
Sometimes there is a need to stop the madness, breathe, and take time to wonder. These photos
reflect those moments. In the early morning or evening, I would let my eyes relax and adjust to the
nuances of light and dark and then the frogs would appear.
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Figure 4.9

Enchanted — portfolio

Before and After, 9”W x 11”L 2”D
The images displayed in the portfolio juxtapose moments in time

59

Figure 4.10

Enchanted — cover art

The above image is the cover to my electronic book Enchanted. It adapts to size of the screen, 2013
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I experimented with an audio book that plays with connections between the humanities, myths,
science and memory. The concept was good but the writing was rushed, not as deep or engaging as I
wanted. I plan on revisiting this book to go deeper into the well.

Figure 4.11
Enchanted — spreads
This electronic book adapts to the size of the screen. 2013. Motifs of circular shapes representing
cells, the sun, the golden ball, and a microscope are interspersed throughout the book. Soundwaves
are used to create a compositional element and trigger an audio track in the book.
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Figure 4.12
Clouds
Many of the photographs stand on their own as individual works. 2014
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Illuminated books
Solar charged el panels, vacuum formed books
The books were vacuum formed from plaster molds. Text cut from vinyl-masked, white- frosted
spray paint. Once the paint was dry and the vinyl removed from the interior of the books, they were
ready for light. Solar panels charge a rechargeable battery that in turn lights two EL panels,
illuminating the text from below. A light-dependent resistor activates the lights as the sun sets. The
books are displayed at different heights with some secured to pedestals at approximately waist height.
A second, larger book is displayed at ground level.

Figure 4.13
Illuminated Books
vacuum formed, El panels, 22”W x 36”L x 3”D, 2013
These books are prototypes for a public art project that grew out of collaboration with Sue Ann
Gatings. The books will be placed on either side of the river “in conversation” with each other.
Viewers will have to cross a bridge.
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O n the Edge
Collaborative Socially Engaged Art with Susan Smith’s class: Collaborating students: Berkay Tok,
Ozgur Akgun, Derek Smith, Sarah Hollows, Kris Mason, Rachel Nelson, Sue Ann Gating, Tara Law
Burro Project
The collaborative project Joy Ride came after a long winter. Berkay Tok had shared images of a
traveling DJ in Israel with us. He wanted to try a version of this in Bangor. Susan had purchased a
camper, which we converted for the night into a disco with lights and music. We took to the streets
in Orono and Bangor, Maine with the Burro in tow. It was a celebration of dance and music that the
public joined us in.

In a second collaborative project, the Burro was turned into a museum. The Museum of What’s Left
encouraged visitors to leave an object that had become a burden on a shelf in the museum. They
could take an object that someone else had left, write about what they left, or just visit. Love letters,
stuffed animals, fortunes from fortune cookies and obsolete technology were just some of the
materials exchanged or left behind. This project is an example of art as a state of encounter in the
“arena of exchange.” “Relational Aesthetics,” Nicolas Bourriaud (1998). Once the museum closed,
each collaborator used a random group of objects from it to create a response using rapid practice
techniques. My objects became a shadow play of their former selves. In the photo of Shadow Play,
you can see the shadow of Sarah Hollows at play.
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Figure 4.14
Figure 4.15
Figure 4.14

Burro Project —Joy Ride
Burro Project —Joy Ride
Burro Project —Joy Ride

This montage captures the Burro at Walmart, the interior of the Burro outfitted for light and music,
and the dancing public.
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Figure 4.17

Burro Project —The Museum of What’s Left

66

Figure 4.18

Burro Project —Shadow Play
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W riting/Audio
My poem the Envelope of Sound, was created from snatches of conversation in the sound studio.
T he Envelope of Sound
The track became unvoiced
in the envelope of sound
He doesn’t play any instruments
He plays all the instruments
It’s out put on input
Know what I mean?
You need to lay this down
Duck the sound
Then watch your popper stopper plosives
Cause your building a house
Line up the play head
Soft patch it over
You’re a little a float
Can you hear us in your cans?
It made his voice sound smooth
Fattened it up
Gave it a nice amount of gain
It’s the nature of the ribbon
The pitch is moving around in there
Keep it out of the sound hole
When the drums start climbing
The bluebird will roll off the high end
We can manage some of those runaway things
Squash the shit out of the piano,
The string that’s buzzing
Do you want to pull the keys?
The tinier the wave the smaller the sound
Did he clip or was he just really hot?
The mike was up inside his bell.
It was topped off, bricked
If you want to use the compressor you have to turn it on.
R and t are set up as hot keys
Control click, command click, rename it scratch
Know what I mean?
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That’s beautiful, thank you!
Eat Your W ords

Figure 4.19

Photo credit: Bill Kuykendall

Photo of storytellers

Back row: Ben Burpee, Amy Pierce, Deborah, Nina Shengold, Rachel Nelson, Johanna Cairns, Peg
Killian; Front row: Jennifer Hooper, Adam Kuykendall, Tara Law
During my time at the university I’ve participated in storytelling events and experimented with
spoken word.
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EatYourWords
ALiteraryPotluck
Live Reading with Author Nina Shengold
and UMaine Intermedia MFA Students*
Friday, March 15th, 5-7pm / Downtown Bangor Artwalk Event
Coespace, 48 Columbia Street, Bangor
Free and Open to the Public
Nina Shengold writes in many genres. Her novel Clearcut, published by Random
House, was a Book Sense Notable selection. Other books include River of Words:
Portraits of Hudson Valley Writers, with photographer Jennifer May, and twelve
theatre anthologies for Viking Penguin and Vintage, edited with Eric Lane.
She won a Writers Guild Award for her teleplay Labor of Love, starring Marcia Gay
Harden, and the ABC Playwright Award for Homesteaders. Other plays include
Finger Foods and War at Home (published by Playscripts) and Romeo/Juliet
(Broadway Play Publishing). Writing as “Maya Gold,” she has published eight books
for young readers, including Scholastic’sCinderella Cleaners series. Shengold lives
in New York’s Hudson Valley, where she is books editor at Chronogram magazine
and teaches creative writing at Manhattanville College.
*Ben Burpee, Johanna Cairns, Jennifer Hooper, Peg Killian,
Adam Kuykendall, Tara Law, Rachel Nelson and Amy Pierce
This event is sponsored by the Intermedia MFA Program, the University of Maine Cultural
Affairs / Distinguished Lecture Series, and the Correll Lecture Series is sponsored by the
Alston D. and Ada Lee Correll Professorship in New Media.

Figure 4.20
Eat Your Words
Story Telling Event with Nina Shengold
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Flow – W ater themed light and projection
Collaborative Projection Mapping
Instructor Gene Felice
Eleanor Kipping, Tara Law, Toni Kaplan and Duane Shimmel

Figure 4.21

Flow — Water themed light and projection
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Figure 4.22

Algae projection

Images of bacteria found in water, projected on the standpipe in Augusta Maine.
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Water imagery was combined with water truisms, for example, “You’ve got to think like a drip if you
want to find the leak. Whatever happens upstream also happens downstream.” These animations
combine water imagery and text. They were created for Projection Mapping at the standpipe in
Bangor ME, as part of a collaborative project in conjunction with Gene Felice’s Projection Mapping
Class.

Figure 4.23

Animation water truisms

Figure 4.23

Animation water truisms

73

Book Series
The books are also prototypes for a public art proposal.

Figure 4.25

River Series — book1

Figure 4.26

River Series — book2

prototype 6”x 3” folded, 2016
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Prints

Figure 4.27
Blue green algae print
monoprint, 15”W x 22”H, 2016

Figure 4.28
Algae print
monoprint, 7”W x 11”H, 2016
Mono prints on theme of water quality.
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Photopolymer Print

Figure 4.29

Enchanted, photo polymer print

15”W x 22”H, 2015

This print was made using photo polymer plates. I was able to master a new printing process while
experimenting with imagery. The image is a reference to my book Enchanted and the frog prince who
retrieves a golden ball. In an early version of the story of The Frog Prince, the princess throws the frog
against a wall, breaking the spell and revealing the prince. In Michael Pollen’s book
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Living in the Shadows

Figure 4.30
Living in the Shadows
Bucksport Paper Mill, 2016
.

Figure 4.31

Mitch Epstein, Amos Coal Power Plant

Raymond, West Virginia (2004)

Both Pollen and Solnit speak to our selective attention. Advances in technology often precede our
knowledge of how to deal with waste products. Many people live in the shadow of factories and
industrial plants. We know of the danger but we acclimate and integrate these industrial sites into our
lives to the point that they become part of the personality of a place and its people. The landscapes
we live in and the changes to our air, water, and soil are interconnected. I’m interested in how our
environment changes us and what we can do to change our environment.
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