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Environmental Art as F.co-cultural Restoration
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Many artists concerned with the environment have created interventions dependant
on the restoration of ecosystemns. These artists not only comment on environmental is-
sues, they also intercede to halt degradation and nurture environmental health. They
are passionately involved in processes that restore a variety of ecosystems worldwide.
They question assumptions about what is possible, and they work with scientists, gov-
ermnment officials, and planners to bring their visions to fruition. These works aim to
escape the confines of the “white box” to implement sustainable principles and actu-
ally influence policy. This chapter presents three projects that invited public interac-
tion by initiating community projects. All have significant human dimensions of cre-
ativity and interaction within a restoration setting.

Although 1 have been an artist for thirty vears, when [ started activist efforts for wet-
land preservation and restoration seven years ago, art just seemed superfluous. It grad-
ually dawned on me that the only artwork one could make had to concentrate on en-
vironmental issues. | had become an eco-artist, joining others who had been working
this way, in many cases, for decades. The underlying concepts of science and com-
munity values had become indispensable to the success of any visual object. Quoting
from the ecoartmetwork.org, this type of work “focuses attention on the web of interre-
lationships in our environment—the physical, biological, cultural, and historical as-
pects of ecological systems.” These working methods reflect principles of “Social
Sculpture” established by Joseph Beuys, an artist and one of the founders of the Ger-
man Green Party in the 1970s. His ideas about community involvement and activism
used art as a vehicle —a concept now echoed by many eco-artists worldwide.

In 2007, I curated an exhibition entitled, “Called to Action: Environmental Resto-
ration by Artists” at ArtSites Gallery in Riverhead, New York (Ball 2008). The exhibit
included the work of twelve artist teams, collectives, or individuals. That exhibition
and the roundtable discussion on opening day presented a wonderful opportunity to

“Lillian Ball introduces this chapter, which describes three projects wherein artists interact
with the environment and the community in a restoration setting. Project authors are Tim
Collins and Reiki Coto (Project I), Betsy Damon (Project 1), and Lillian Ball (Project I1).
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see and acknowledge the restoration work done by other artists and to learn what
strategies have been most effective.

Tim Collins and Reiko Goto’s work from the 3 Rivers Znd Nature project in Pitts-
burgh, Pennsylvania, was included in that exhibition. They showed a series of photos
of a temporary “sand painting,” done in the manner of Tibetan monks, from painstak-
ing application to the final return of the sand to the river. Tim and Reiko created aer-
ial views of the 3 Rivers area with colored sand in exquisite, minute detail. The artists
spent five vears on the project, working to reveal the forgotten realities and to redefine
the emergent ecological values of the region. The result was a unique preservation,
conservation, and restoration plan, prepared with, and developed for, citizen action.

While I was unaware of Betsy Damon’s work when | was planning the exhibit, |
soon heard how she had designed six acres of wetlands to restore the urban water qual-
ity of the Fu and Nan Rivers in Chengdu, China. Her Living Water Cardens are re-
mediation systems that restore polluted rivers and canals using a concept called solar
aquatics. Her designs incorporate wetland plants to clean the water, while sculptural
forms aerate it. Her works also include public participation to educate local citizens.

In my own work, the GO ECO and GO Donana interactive installations about
wetland restoration engage players with informational videos that address issues in
coastal areas around the world. While the WATERWASH(tim) prototype presented
here is designed specifically for the Mattituck Inlet, its ecological principles of
stormwater remediation can also apply to many waterfront locations.

A quote by Herbert Marcuse (1979) seems apropos here: “If art can't change the
world, it can change the consciousness and drives of the women and men who would
change the world.” The very fact that these projects showcased here were accom-
plished with the cooperation of government entities establishes that these artistic pro-
cesses do work, and they result in an engaging format. Although the path to comple-
tion may not be easy, the specific gifts of some artistic personalities lend themselves to
this way of working. Tenacity is built in for those accustomed to a life choice requiring
substantial sacrifices. With determined artists as the lead agents in these collaborative
endeavors, there is extra value added —both in improved visual form and in enhanced
ecological function.

PROJECT I: 3 RIVERS ZND NATURE

Intent

The plan of 3 Rivers Znd Nature (3RZN) was to focus on the idea of green infrastruc-
ture as a subject of a research-based, public art practice. The question was, Could
artists bring about change in a postindustrial landscape? The methodology focused on
aesthetics and integrated, interdisciplinary analysis and public discourse that would
lead to a restored “green” infrastructure. Fxpanding on our specific interests, we fo-
cused on how artists can contribute to the recovery of a complex aesthetic of health
and vitality. This is an exploration of an aesthetic sense of landscape health following
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Nassauer (1997) and Eaton (1997). This extends ideas of integrated subject—object re-
lationships that have been explored by the philosopher of environmental aesthetics,

Arnold Berleant (1992).

Aesthetics

The 3RZIN team decided to work from the principle that value and care are generated
in direct relationship to experience, perception, and the potential for common inter-
est. Our primary approach to experience was through an outreach and River Dialogue
program. As part of this program, we would take thirty to fifty people out on the river
in large, comfortable, glass-lined catamarans, which are used throughout the region
as water taxis. We hired two to three boats for every event, typically twice a year. We
also decided to address conceptualization through our expert scientific field reports
and innovative maps. It was our hypothesis that these activities had the potential to re-
configure the community’s aesthetic perception and valuation of the three rivers that
are major features of the Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, landscape —the Monongahela, Al-
leghany, and Ohio. The goal was to provide people with “on-the-water” experiences
that they may not have had before. The view from any one of these rivers reveals the
recovery of the natural landscape at the level of the floodplain and on the surrounding
steep slopes that line the river valleys. While the view from the roads adjacent to the
rivers remains predominantly postindustrial and architectonic, it is an aesthetic expe-
rience that overwhelms the river.

The Public Realm

As we began this initiative we had to develop an understanding of the regulation and
oversight of infrastructure and land use, as well as have some familiarity with the indi-
viduals that had a vested interest in that regulation. Through work with the scientists,
the project team developed a collective understanding of the failure of that infrastruc-
ture and its effects on the river ecosystemns. We were most interested in the definition
of the problem and the range of solutions. Two things were clear. First, there were
very few data publicly available to inform decision making. Second, the advocacy and
support for clean water and recovering ecosystems in the region were relatively non-
existent despite the fact that the Allegheny County Sewage Authority was in a pro-
tracted legal battle with the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency to address de-
cades of illegal sewage discharges into the three rivers (Hopey 2007). Furthermore,
land-use regulation was not taking into account the recovering landscape ecologies
and the long-term environmental and aesthetic potential. These were the fundamen-
tal points of public realm engagement for the project team.

Strategic Knowledge
The 3RIN Project (following the earlier Nine-Mile Run model) was designed to

address environmental questions through strategic knowledge and platforms for
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discourse. Strategic knowledge is information that was previously missing from public
discussions; in this case, about land use and environmental protection. Carefully cho-
sen strategic knowledge can transform the operative value systems that inform deci-
sion making. When publicly distributed, it has the potential to reinforce democratic
process.

The work on 3R2N involved the development of platforms for discourse, in this
case, “River Dialogues” with partners. We planned and organized four- to six-hour
days, where citizens and decision makers assembled to participate in expert seminars
about the rivers, then to experience and discuss the rivers on a boat. Upon returning to
the dock, we would all eat together and then assemble around working tables for pro-
tracted, recorded, and illustrated conversations about a particular stretch of riverfront
(fig. 21.1). Each table had a facilitator, an artist, a planner, a note taker, and one or
more “drawers” (i.e., people who encouraged everyone to pick up pencils, pens, and
markers) to unpack the day’s experience and record the opportunities and constraints
connected to postindustrial use of our regional waterways and waterfront. The record
from those sessions appeared in our yearly reports. They became the basis for a re-
gional river trail plan.

Process

In the process of developing this body of work, we discovered that intimate proximity

and sustained relationships with rivers, land, and natural systems was an essential pre-

T

FIGURE 21.1. A promotional posteard for 3R2N eco-art project by Tim Collins and Reiko
Coto. (Photo courtesy of the artists)
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cept for aesthetic interest and value. For those who enjoyed intimate and regular ex-
perience, the opportunity and its aesthetic condition are easily understood; at the
same time there is limited understanding of the complex problems that affect these
systems. We would argue that problems of natural systemns in an urban setting cannot
be defined by science alone. Elements of the water problems (e.g., fecal coliform
counts as a sewage indicator or benthic organisms as indicators of ecological health),
can be defined by science. To define the larger systems problems, the cause of these
effects requires an interdisciplinary effort. To visualize it or conceptualize an issue like
this, and its positive and negative effects, is a challenge worthy of an art and science
collaboration. The questions are: In whose interest shall we labor on these questions?
Wheo pays? Who benefits from the output? For those that manage the systemns as infra-
structure (water source, coolant, sewer, or sink) for industrial or municipal interest or
for the intrinsic value of ecosystems and biodiversih? How about the subordinate
recreational users and advocates of the natural elements of the system?

Product and Outcome

The 3RZIN project was defined by evolving cultural research programs, the Mononga-
hela Conferences and Residencies. It culminated in the “Groundworks: Environ-
mental Collaborations in Contemporary Art” exhibition and catalogue, curated by
Grant Kester (2005). There was also an evolving environmental research and plan-
ning program with numerous reports on various ecological issues related to water and
land. This concluded with a published study of recovering ecosystems and the poli-
cies that constrained them: “Ecology and Recovery—Allegheny County” (Collins et
al. 2006).

Critical Evaluation

Many of my friends and colleagues have offered me critical appraisal of the project.
Some say that art isn’t intended to “do” anything. Others ask: Why abandon one disci-
pline-specific context for another? Other colleagues felt that we were too far within
the system, too deeply invested in the useful when the proper domain of the arts is the
antithesis of utility. Indeed, many would claim that the intrinsic value of art is unto it-
self. Within this critical framework, there isn’t much room for issue-specific environ-
mental art practice. However, Suzanne Lacy (1995) and Grant Kester (2004) do pro-
vide essential directions for an emergent critical consciousness that sees the aesthetic
in dialogic exchange and discourse.

Conclusion

Our interactions were oriented toward the artistic development of an effective public
realm through strategic knowledge and unique platforms for democratic discourse.
The work demanded attention to the intellectual vulnerabilities that occur when citi-
zens, decision makers, and art and science researchers come together. The challenge
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was defined by a need for shared openness that can enly come from strength and con-
fidence in a discursive setting. Art, deeply invested in self-expression, has developed a
range of practice that is moving away from the interests of the individual author to-
ward shared creative authorship. This is significantly different in that it distributes re-
sponsibility, interest, and effort—at least in theory. Throughout this project, we un-
derstood that interest and effort are sustained through the rewards of meaningful
experience and a sense of efficacy in participation. Responsibility was tied to a shift in
values and care. The history, form, and function of contemporary art remain a mystery
to many people today. In Art’s Claim to Truth, Gianni Vattimo writes that the meaning
of art is “the heightening of vital feelings” (Vattimo 1985, 40). The work that we have
done on 3RZN is focused on the experiential and conceptual components of an aes-
thetic/environmental change and its effect on ideas of well-being—one of the many
changes to come in this new century. A full set of reports and plans from 3 Rivers 2Znd
Nature is available for review at http://3r2n.collinsandgoto.com.

PROJECT II: LIVING WATER CARDEN

During the 1970s, when the possibility of sustainable design was in the air with Buck-
minster Fuller’s geodesic domes and the Whole Farth Catalog, 1 was in the thick of
the New York art world as a performance artist. | saw the performance art [ was doing
as a way to get people out of the gallery, into the street, and involved with and con-
nected to community. In 1995, my desire to engage the public eventually led to my di-
recting the first public art event for water quality in China. Local artists and I created
a large-scale, public effort in Chengdu, Sichuan, to clean the Fu-Nan River. This led
to an unexpected opportunity to design a six-acre (2.4-ha) Living Water Garden in
Chengdu on the Fu-Nan River. Designed and built between 1996 and 1995, the gar-
den serves as a model for integrating water cleaning, education, and entertainment,
and is also an example of the wisdom of Lao Tze, who wrote, “The wise leader solves
the problems of water first.” It consists of a seven-stage cleaning systemn in which sculp-
tural forms aid the cleaning process and fill the park with running water and the mo-
tion of water. The form of the garden is a giant fish. In stage one, the eye of the fish is
the settling pond, with a thirteen-foot (44mn) diameter, organically shaped, concrete
fountain that disperses living water as the pupil. In the next stage, flow forms move the
water in a vortex motion, providing aeration and regeneration. For stage three, the
“wetlands” (fish scales), which consist of seven plants, microbes, and snails, and three
filtering ponds, which are the fish’s interior, polish the water before it goes through
the tail and back to the river. Completing the sculpture, the steps into the river can be
seen as the fish’s fins.

My involvement with China began as a tourist in 1989. A biologist | met told me
that a water site with strong curative powers would soon be sold. It was called the God
Water. In 1993, I returned to China as the director of the nonprofit Keepers of the Wa-
ters, and | was determined to visit the God Water site. While visiting the God Water, |
learned what water to drink for my heart, liver, or kidneys; where to wash; and where






