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ABSTRACT

Ensnared in but fed up with the inanity of late capitalism and environmental ruin,
this thesis examines the ways in which contemporary artists are working against the grain
of the dominant anthropocentric Western culture to seek new pathways out of the socalled Anthropocene. The artists under discussion, Carolina Caycedo, Krista Caballero
and Frank Ekeberg, and Natalie Jeremijenko, create participatory projects that
simultaneously critique the entanglement of human practices and loss of species and
encourage their audiences (and the larger global public) to formulate new relationships
with our fellow Earthly critters and our damaged ecosystems.
This research takes a leaf from new materialist methodologies and the work of
scholars such as Donna Haraway and T. J. Demos to consider how artists have deviated
from the accustomed Western humanist notion of the individual as separate from nature
to instead become recognizant of our critical role as one animal among many imbricated
in a remarkably complex but endangered system of exchange. With its implications of
collectivity and becoming-with each other, audience participatory art lends itself well to
this thinking. The three case studies therefore work through the advantages and potential
limitations of art serving as a medium for small-scale social change at a moment when
larger global movements toward ecological sustainability are absent. The discussed
participatory projects make apparent that there does exist an elasticity to human thought
that can open potential futures in which the human species is less toxic and more
responsive to the multifarious animacies that mill about this imperiled planet.
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For all the curious critters who inspired
this research long before it began
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION
Climate change is not a novel concept. In recent years it has actually been quite a
hot topic, as the 24-hour news cycle eagerly circulates the latest statistics, protests, and
politically-engineered denialist drivel to the public, who either laments the gravity of
such reports or lambasts their veracity. Why the fuss? This should have been old news—
two centuries old, in fact. As early as 1799 German naturalist Alexander von Humboldt
began his travels through South America and recognized the variations in its climates, as
well as the effects that human practices such as irrigation and deforestation had on them.1
Despite early warnings of climate change, the discussion of preventing its potentially
catastrophic ramifications only surfaced in political spheres in the early 1980s when the
World Commission on Environment and Development published “Our Common Future,”
a document that aimed to outline a vision for a sustainable future. Since then the United
Nations has sat through 24 annual climate change conferences (COP24 took place in
December of 2018), and despite the Kyoto Protocol being adopted in 1997, its
perfunctory policies and the United States’ failure to ratify the agreement (despite the
country’s role as one of the top emissions-producing nations in the world) arguably
resulted in its status as a botched attempt to take seriously a deadly issue. The Paris
Agreement, signed by 55 nations in 2015, was perhaps more successful. 2 The primary

For more on Humboldt, see Andrea Wulf, The Invention of Nature: Alexander von Humboldt’s
New World (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2015).
1

1

goal of the Agreement is to limit the rise in global temperature below 2 degrees Celsius,
at which point the adverse effects of global warming will become significantly
exacerbated. However (and once again), President Donald Trump’s rash decision in 2017
to pull the United States out of the agreement was a critical hit to a global effort to
combat climate change. 3
In spite of the merits of this much needed emissions-reducing agreement, no one
agreement has the ability to counter the breadth of the environmental crisis. It is not just
climate change that is at issue, but it is loss of species, pollution, and extraction that are
causing environmental deterioration to accelerate and biodiversity to plummet. Human
activities such as oil mining, deforestation, and pollution destroy the habitats of
innumerable species, and anthropogenic emissions exacerbate global warming and cause
flooding, forest fires, and hurricanes to inflict further damage to ecosystems. The IUCN
Red List of Threatened Species reports that 41% of amphibians, 33% of reef-building
corals, 25% of mammals, and 13% of birds are either threatened or critically
endangered.4 In other words, life on earth is spiraling decidedly downwards and at

A New York Times article reported that Trump argued that he “was elected to represent the
citizens of Pittsburgh, not Paris,” thus entirely (and deliberately) failing to address the global
focus of the agreement and the importance of the United States’ role in its efforts. His nod to
Pittsburgh, perhaps the leading industrialist city in the United States, though it catered to his
conservative base, its acknowledgement of the link between industry and emissions also
inherently contradicted his typical denial of climate change and therefore confirmed the purpose
of his action as a short-sighted political maneuver rather than the forward-thinking purpose a
president is supposed to have. Michael D. Shear, “Trump Will Withdraw U.S. From Paris
Climate Agreement,” New York Times, June 1, 2017,
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/06/01/climate/trump-paris-climate-agreement.html.
3

International Union for Conservation of Nature, “The IUCN Red List of Threatened Species
Brochure,” accessed February 2, 2019,
https://www.iucn.org/sites/dev/files/import/downloads/iucn_brochure_low_res.pdf.
4
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unprecedented rates. Scientists are now warning of the Earth’s sixth mass extinction, the
last of which occurred when dinosaurs became extinct. 5 Further, the IPCC 2018 Report
states that the scale of the environmental crisis has far exceeded expectations and urges
that changes must be implemented at nearly every level of human society just to scale
back the level of ecological calamity that is already forthcoming. 6
Outside of the political sphere, current scholarship on the topic is immense,
multidisciplinary, and it stretches to the arts, where creativity unravels imaginative and
innovative alternatives to our current anthropocentric perception of the environment. Art
is formulated through a perceptual understanding of the world and is thus intricately tied
to political, social, and economic developments. Indeed, aesthetics extend outside of the
arts and can be understood as the very method with which one experiences the sights,
sounds, and activities they encounter and therefore aesthetics serve to center an
understanding of oneself in relation to the world. This is the critical foundation on which
environmental art and art history is grounded, for the two seek to provoke new
considerations between the human and the complicated social and ecological dynamics of
this animate Earth.

Damian Carrington, “Earth’s sixth mass extinction event under way, scientists warn,” The
Guardian, July 10, 2017, https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2017/jul/10/earths5

sixth-mass-extinction-event-already-underway-scientists-warn.
6

To see suggested mitigations specifically for the reduction of anthropogenic emissions, see
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, “Summary for Policymakers,” in Global warming
of 1.5°C. An IPCC Special Report on the impacts of global warming of 1.5°C above preindustrial levels and related global greenhouse gas emission pathways, in the context of
strengthening the global response to the threat of climate change, sustainable development, and
efforts to eradicate poverty (Geneva: World Meteorological Organization, 2018), 14-25,
https://www.ipcc.ch/site/assets/uploads/sites/2/2018/07/SR15_SPM_version_stand_alone_LR.pdf
.
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Contemporary artists are approaching the environmental crisis with zeal. Artist
Valerie Hegarty recreates iconic American landscape paintings that arguably sought to
represent in paint the ideals of Manifest Destiny, or the belief that the purportedly
uncultivated landscape of the United States served as a blank slate with which to carve
out our budding nation. Hegarty subsequently ruins these recreations in a less than subtle
allusion to how the landscape fares today (Fig. 1). In contrast, artist Olafur Eliasson
recently addressed ecological devastation by creating an installation in which he plopped
down in front of the Tate Modern in London thirty chunks of thawing ice sourced from
Greenland’s melting icebergs and, though the installation was an attempt to emphasize
the severity of a quickly disappearing ecosystem, it instead read as a slapdash artistic
stunt (Fig. 2). Maya Lin’s more nuanced installation, The Secret Life of Grasses, at the
Storm King Art Center’s recent exhibition, Indicators: Artists on Climate Change (2018),
featured a selection of grass species that were planted at the top of several 10-foot tall
transparent tubes, and their surprisingly thick and lengthy roots were visible through the
tubes’ walls, thus illuminating the extensive network of life that teems beneath our feet
(Fig. 3). Outside of Storm King, Lin’s online archive What is Missing? offers a userfriendly platform for the public to explore the global phenomenon of loss of species, as
well as an opportunity to record ongoing extinctions or local experiences of disappearing
creatures. The diversity of these projects—from Eliasson’s ice chunks to Lin’s online
archive—points to the profusion of artistic responses to environmental degradation being
produced worldwide.
Harnessing art as a method to attract public attention to the increasingly tenuous
state of the environment arguably arose in the United States in the 1960s, particularly
4

when land artists such as Walter de Maria, Helen and Meyer Harrison, Mary Miss, and
Alan Sonfist began to produce work in the landscape instead of strictly in the museum
space. Sonfist identified environmental art as specific to the United States due to its
history of linking its cultural identity with the land, beginning with colonialism and
Manifest Destiny but continuing into the 1960s when artists such as himself began to
respond to contemporary concerns for the diminishing state of earth’s resources in
relation to human activity. 7 Land art attempted to decommodify the art object by
relocating it into spaces outside the gallery and creating projects directly from natural
materials, thus they were often transitory and unsaleable by the art market. Ironically, by
removing art so far from urban spaces, land art in a way re-privatized that which they
were trying to reinsert into the public sphere. Nonetheless, their projects were often
focused on the materiality of art and our perception of the spaces it occupies, therefore
stimulating greater consideration of the spaces one moves through and effects on a daily
basis.
The history of environmental art can, however, be traced further back than the
1960s. Art historians such as Alan Braddock and Maggie Cao are cultivating this long
history within the burgeoning field of ecocritical art history. In A Keener Perception:
Ecocritical Studies in American Art History, editors Braddock, Chris Irmscher, and their
contributors address art’s rootedness in the historical transformations of human

7

Alan Sonfist, ed., Art in the Land: A Critical Anthology of Environmental Art (New York: E. P.
Dutton, 1983), xi-xii.

5

environmental perception.8 The essays examine topics ranging from early naturalist
watercolor paintings, the Hudson River School’s entanglement with notions of wilderness
and westward expansion, Aaron Douglas’s fusion of African and urban American
sublime landscapes, and the contemporary art of Subhankar Banerjee and his photographs
of the Arctic. Ecocritical methodologies thus recognize the interconnectedness of
political, social, economic, scientific and artistic histories. Ecocriticism expands beyond
the focus on the United States in Braddock’s seminal book and recognizes the global
scale of environmental histories and developments. Leading the field is art historian T. J.
Demos, whose most recent work comprises a rigorous examination of global artistic
responses to climate change.
While recognizing that environmental devastation is a global issue, my chapters
focus on contemporary artists practicing in the Americas whose work is interdisciplinary
and offers an element of participation for their audience to explore their own ecological
perceptions. Throughout my three chapters, I examine two artists and one artist duo who
each collaborate with both their local communities and global audiences to address loss
of biodiversity. The first chapter focuses on Los Angeles-based artist Carolina Caycedo’s
Be Dammed project (2013-Present), which addresses issues of water rights, human
displacement, and ecological destruction that arise in the construction of large-scale
hydroelectric dams. Chapter Two focuses on artist-duo Krista Caballero and Frank
Ekeberg’s project Birding the Future (2013-Present), in which they create site-specific
and immersive installations across the globe that utilize stereoscopic and audio

8

Alan C. Braddock and Chris Irmscher, eds, A Keener Perception: Ecocritical Studies in
American Art History (Tuscaloosa: University of Alabama Press, 2009).
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technologies to invite their audience to literally manipulate and consider their own
perception of endangered or extinct species of local birds. Lastly, the scientifically and
technologically-innovative work of Natalie Jeremijenko’s OOZ project forms the focus of
Chapter Three, in which she and her participants create pathways for communication
between human and nonhuman species.
In focusing on audience participatory projects, I intend to weed out the
possibilities for formulating new relationships to the environment that participation offers
the audience members. Through this research it has become clear that participation bears
the potential to alleviate some of the pressure that accompanies being a human in this
sticky present by seeking pathways toward the environmental amelioration that this
planet so desperately needs. However, the impact of these projects runs deeper than
short-term or small-scale solutions. The artists and participants of the projects are
propelled to see themselves differently in relation to the vital networks that comprise this
planet and they therefore enact the type of fundamental change that is critical to building
a larger revolutionary societal shift. The projects are utopic in that they dare to dream of a
future that is not the one we are currently heading toward but rather one that allows for a
recuperation of endangered life and a formulation of new ways for humans to live in a
lively world. In going against the grain of the dominant anthropocentric ideology, the
projects imagine potential futures in which humans live in harmony with their fellow
Earthmates. The tug and pull between the reality of our current sociopolitical moment
and the imagined sustainable future is put forth to compel the individual audience
members to join the collective effort to restructure the dominant ideology.

7

My writing is informed by Jane Bennett’s new materialist methodology, in which
she insists on the recognition of liveliness in even the most seemingly inert objects, as
well as Donna Haraway’s unapologetic insistence that we ‘stay with the trouble’ of the
ecologically tenuous moment we live in. 9 Bennett’s work offers a method with which to
discard the passivity with which we humans view the objects, materials, and nonhuman
life that comprise the world we live in. She asks, “How, for example, would patterns of
consumption change if we faced not litter, rubbish, trash, or ‘the recycling,’ but an
accumulating pile of lively and potentially dangerous matter?”10 In other words, if we
were to recognize the energy bound within the materials with which we use to construct
our world, how might we construct it differently? A vital materialist might consider the
ways in which the very objects that are perceived as lifeless may in fact live their own
demi-lives as they cycle through processes of production, utilization, and decay. The
ecological implication of this thinking is the ability to recognize not only the very
interconnectedness of living beings in our many ecosystems, but also the importance of
the nonliving matter that, though may not live and breathe, retains a critical impact on the
things that do. However, Bennett has been criticized for her lack of acknowledgement of
the many indigenous cultures whose beliefs have similarly outlined such thinking for

9

See Jane Bennett, Vibrant Matter: A Political Ecology of Things (Durham: Duke University
Press, 2010).
10

Bennett, Vibrant Matter, viii.

8

millennia. Kim TallBear rightly points out that Bennett’s ‘vital materialisms’ is not in any
way new and should be articulated in concert with indigenous peoples’ histories. 11
Indeed, new materialist methodologies are often critiqued for depoliticizing
environmental concerns. In his introduction to Decolonizing Nature: Contemporary Art
and the Politics of Ecology, T. J. Demos emphasizes the importance of considering such
issues as inextricably tied to the social, political, and economic circumstances that propel
them.12 Demos positions contemporary art in the context of the Western capitalist relation
to the world that defines human identity through ideas of private property, ownership,
and individuation.13 This perspective inherently commodifies the environment as land
and relegates the multifarious species, materials, and processes that sustains it as Other to
the human individual. The current societal arrangement of the West is therefore rooted in
dichotomies between human/animal and nature/culture that created the current
environmental crisis through practices of mining, drilling, deforestation, and pollution
that consistently and continuously disregard the impact they have on local and global
ecosystems. My own writing will therefore be grounded in a careful consideration of this
discourse. Demos, whose research is pivotal to my own, aims to deconstruct the
relationship between nature and capitalism that was cemented by human corporate and
industrial practices. In order to disentangle ourselves from the economic and

See Kim Tallbear, “Beyond Life/Not Life: A Feminist-Indigenous Reading of
Cryopreservation, Interspecies Thinking and the New Materialisms” lecture, UCLA, November 5,
2013.
11

12

T. J. Demos, Decolonizing Nature, 7.
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See T. J. Demos, Decolonizing Nature: Contemporary Art and the Politics of Ecology (Berlin:
Sternberg Press, 2016).
9

anthropocentric view of the environment, Demos proposes that we turn to contemporary
artists whose work leads the way toward a more ecologically-attuned perception.
In addition to my indebtedness to Demos, I owe much of my motivation and
methodological thinking for this project to the wonderfully bewildering writing of Donna
Haraway, whose book Staying with the Trouble is at once a sharp criticism of “it’s-toolate-for-action” attitudes and an inspiring illustration for our necessary collaboration with
our human and nonhuman ‘littermates.’ Haraway coins the term “response-ability” to
animate the word with a notion of the action that is to be undertaken by the species whose
anthropocentric actions have caused the rapidly accelerating loss of vital creatures. 14
Staying with the trouble of the numerous environmental crises of our time requires taking
on the response-ability to remain actively vigilant in our turbulent present rather than
immobilized by a doomsday, apocalyptic future. As Haraway writes, “Staying with the
trouble requires making oddkin; that is, we require each other in unexpected
collaborations and combinations, in hot compost piles. We become-with each other or not
at all.” 15 Haraway’s insistence that one move in response to environmental ruin, or
become dedicated to the recuperation of vital animacies, forms the backbone of my
arguments regarding audience participatory and environmentally-motivated projects.16

14
15

Haraway, Staying with the Trouble, 34.
Haraway, Staying with the Trouble, 4.

16

Mel Chen, Animacies: Biopolitics, Racial Mattering, and Queer Affect (Durham: Duke
University Press, 2012), 2. I use the word ‘animacies’ as it is outlined by Chen, who asserts that
there is no single definition for the term but that it “interrogates how the fragile division between
animate and inanimate—that is, beyond human and animal—is relentlessly produced and policed
and maps important political consequences of that distinction.” The term can therefore act as a
substitute to the more binary terms of human/nonhuman that continue the division between

10

Participation, whether it is carried out by joining a choreographed performance or by
communicating with other species via technologies, offers a space for one to become
imbricated in the new ecological dynamics the projects offer.
To be sure, art has a long and complex history of inviting viewer contemplation,
from centuries of religious iconology that inspires spiritual reflection to Christo and
Jeanne-Claude’s billowing outdoor installations that encourage new interaction with a
particular site. It is not my intention to draw a line between so-called active and passive
art, since art objects, too, can be experienced through the senses. As argued by Michael
Fried, modernist movements such as minimalism gave sculptures a lifelike presence that
invitated the viewer to enter their surrounding space, thus breaking with art’s traditional
removal from the viewer’s own reality by heightening the viewer’s interaction with the
work itself.17 Audience participation therefore leaked into art’s very composition and
became indispensable to collaborative performances that use the human body as a
medium, such as Chris Burden’s or Marina Abramović’s notoriously daring
performances in which they allowed their audiences the power to inflict violence upon
them. While these projects claim to reveal or challenge societal customs and cravings
through the behavior of their audience, the projects that I will examine seek to
specifically involve their audience in challenging the ecological status-quo themselves
and are therefore activist in structure.

human beings and every other animate creature, rather than recognizing the complexities of
biodiversity.
Michael Fried, “Art and Objecthood,” in Minimal Art: A Critical Anthology, ed. Gregory
Battcock (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1995), 116-147.
17
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Social practices often become ensnarled within a critique of art as activism, an
equation that often leads one to entrap art in an analysis based solely its demonstrable
impact. While art historians such as Grant Kester have taken up such views in their own
arguments regarding social practices, I am not intending to argue for art as an attempt to
enact tangible change (for example, I do not intend to argue that these projects must
necessarily result in the implementation of stricter regulations on industrial corporations),
but I am instead considering the ways in which participatory projects can engage their
viewers in taking up new perspectives toward our ecologically diverse planet. 18 The
artists whose work I examine harness collaboration as a means to assemble a collective
movement against environmental degradation from the individual up. In doing so, the
artists pave a way forward for humans to a reimagine our relationship to the dynamic
ecosystems in which we are situated.
In regard to the theory of social practice and aesthetics, I therefore place greater
weight on Jacques Rancière, who argues for aesthetics as a perceptual experience. 19
Specifically, Rancière links the concepts of criticality, perception, and mobilization:
Critical art is an art that aims to produce a new perception of the world,
and therefore to create a commitment to its transformation. This schema,
very simple in appearance, is actually the conjunction of three processes:
first, the production of a sensory form of 'strangeness'; second, the
development of an awareness of the reason for that strangeness and third,
a mobilization of individuals as a result of that awareness. 20

18

See Grant Kester, Conversation Pieces: Community and Communication in Modern Art.
Berkeley: University of California Press, 2013.
19

Jacques Rancière, The Politics of Aesthetics: The Distribution of the Sensible, trans. Gabriel
Rockhill (New York City: Continuum International Publishing Group, 2004).
20

Jacques Rancière, Dissensus: On Politics and Aesthetics (London: Continuum, 2010), 142.
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Rancière describes artwork that through its creative and challenging elements provokes
its audience to reimagine the world around them, perhaps to such an extent that they
might carry themselves differently as a result. I am therefore less interested in didactic or
moralistic projects that offer no room for criticality, but rather I focus my analysis on
artists who create multifaceted and conceptually diverse projects that require a degree of
contemplation and thus recognize their audience’s own agency in determining and acting
upon the issues presented.
Agency and mobilization are of key concern, and they are quite literally
integrated into the projects’ very structures through the audience’s direct participation in
the work. A sense of movement informs these works, whether it be literal through the
audience’s joining of a choreographed performance, or theoretical by the audience’s
sheer choice to move, or to take political or social action against these immobilizing and
alarming times. Indeed, it is difficult to imagine the ways in which an ordinary member
of society can combat issues as large and complex as climate change and environmental
degradation. Where can one even begin, if at all? Contesting environmental degradation
is precisely the challenge that these projects take on, for they work to dethaw the
paralyzed public by encouraging small steps to be taken to resist larger environmental
crises. In the case of Caycedo, Caballero and Ekeberg, and Jeremijenko, these small steps
center upon a reimagined perception of the environment itself, and by urging their
audiences to stay with the trouble of the present in order to build a better future.21 Their
active, curious participants therefore mimic the many vital animacies for whom the

21

I borrow the phrase ‘stay with the trouble’ from Haraway, Staying with the Trouble.
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artworks advocate. 22 Quite simply, it is life—in all of its scurrying, fluttering, and
squirming forms—that oozes through the conceptual cracks of these ecologically attuned
artworks. They contest movement, too, specifically the more sinister movement that
drives the decimation of life via the spilling of oil, the felling of trees, or the daily
dumping of millions of tons of waste into our waters.
Taking a leaf from Haraway, Bennett, and Demos, I have selected to examine
these three artists because their projects become-with their audiences and our fellow
creatures on Earth to create the very unexpected collaborations give way to a different
dynamic with the various materials and animacies that share our space. I aim to both
question and advocate for the ways in which art has the ability to alter one’s experience
to better see the lively animacies that permeate the planet and perhaps even formulate
new human subjectivities based not on an exploitative relationality to nature but rather on
an ecological equilibrium. Utopic as they are, these potential futures are exactly that—
potential, so long as one moves willfully toward them.

14

CHAPTER 2
LIVING RIVERS

In 2015 artist Carolina Caycedo created a series of short videos titled Water
Portraits (Fig. 4) in which she distorted the flowing water of a river into a twisted,
relentless, and animated force that she described as a “social agent within contemporary
environmental conflicts.”23 Caycedo’s work draws attention to the environmental impacts
of large-scale dams, whose construction and subsequent operation displaces millions of
people worldwide and lays waste to local ecosystems. In describing the river as a social
agent, Caycedo aligns her work with new materialist methodologies, such as those
recently written by Jane Bennett, that perceive human and nonhuman life, and even
objects, as vital and responsive entities within complex networks of exchange. 24 New
materialism disposes of the perception of nature as a resource to be exploited for
economic gain and instead recognizes the significance of the innumerable organisms and
natural processes that comprise and sustain the world we live in. In this essay I apply new
materialism to Caycedo’s ongoing project, Be Dammed (2013 to Present), in which she
works across media to generate visual imagery that counteracts the perception of the
environment as simply a resource for human industry. Born in London to Colombian

Carolina Caycedo, “This is not water,” accessed April 19, 2019,
http://carolinacaycedo.com/esto-no-es-agua-this-is-not-water-2015.
23

Bennett links vitality with affect. “What I am calling impersonal affect or material vibrancy is
not a spiritual supplement or ‘life force’ added to the matter said to house it. Mine is not a
vitalism in the traditional sense; I equate affect with materiality, rather than posit a separate force
that can enter and animate a physical body.” In Vibrant Matter, xiii.
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parents in 1978, Caycedo’s work focuses primarily on the privatization of water in South
America. In Be Dammed, Caycedo collaborates with local communities and resistance
groups to create videos, multimedia sculptures, and participatory performances that
contest the damming of rivers. This paper focuses specifically on Caycedo’s
Geochoreographies, or collaborative performances, and her Cosmotarrayas, or hanging
sculptures. I argue that by employing memory, collectivity, and performance, Caycedo’s
Be Dammed project invites her audience, and in extension the larger global public, to
adapt a greater attentiveness to the lively ecological networks that bind human practices
and environmental devastation. In doing so, Caycedo protests the erasure of animate
creatures and materials from sites pegged for industrial development.

The Trouble with Dams
While all dams in some way alter their surrounding environment—whether by
controlling the flow of water or by flooding nearby land when creating reservoirs—large
dams in particular are known to be ecologically destructive and productively deficient. 25
Most recently, the collapse of the Feijao Dam in Brazil revealed the dangers of dams
when it killed over 170 people and flooded local ecosystems with toxic waste.26 Indeed,

I am defining large dams according to Patrick McCully’s definition: Usually defined by
ICOLD (International Commission on Large Dams) as a dam meeting at least one of the
following requirements: at least 150 metres high; having a volume of at least 15 million cubic
metres; reservoir storage capacity of at least 25 cubic kilometers; or a generation capacity of at
least one gigawatt. See Patrick McCully, Silenced Rivers: The Ecology and Politics of Large
Dams: Enlarged and Updated Edition (London: Zed, 2001), xii.
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the very existence of large-scale dams alters the flow of river water, heightens the
concentration of heavy metals and minerals within the river, and therefore dissolves both
water quality and biodiversity, the sum of which raises the cost of simply maintaining the
structures to a degree that limits any significant net gain to be gleaned from their energy
production.
Beyond their mechanical insufficiencies, the construction of large-scale dams not
only depopulates the river of its wildlife by physically blocking their movement through
the river, but their reservoirs subsume surrounding ecosystems and displace impoverished
riverine communities. Building a towering concrete structure necessitates the clearing of
land and everything on it. Consequently, those who live on the river’s edge are bribed to
relocate or, if they resist, forcibly removed—sometimes violently. Large dams are
estimated to have displaced over 40 million people worldwide, with China’s Three
Gorges Dam estimated to have removed nearly 1.9 million people alone. 27 In 2009, the
construction of Colombia’s largest hydroelectric dam, El Quimbo, was given
governmental approval by President Álvaro Uribe Vélez despite nearly twenty years of
rejected permits due to the dam’s projected environmental impact on both the area’s
biodiversity and the communities who depended on it.28
The approval of the El Quimbo Dam in Colombia instigated the formation of new
coalitions who contested the dam’s inevitable displacement of people and destruction of
ecological health. Of particular concern were the impoverished farming and fishing
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communities who subsisted on the land and were now forcibly removed from their homes
by Enel-Endesa, the corporation spearheading El Quimbo’s construction. Unsurprisingly,
Enel-Endesa is a Spanish-owned company and a subsidiary of the Italian utility company
Enel and their disregard for the local socioenvironmental conditions in Colombia
therefore continues the neocolonialist practice of foreigners (and especially Westerners)
extracting and profiting from Latin American resources with little to no mention of the
humanitarian and ecological consequences. Indeed, the systematic removal of bodies
from sites of industrial development indicates the priorities of the controlling entity. In
the case of El Quimbo (and any of the numerous dams that have been built throughout
South America), both the government and corporations such as Enel-Endesa prioritize
capital income over the lives of peasant civilians. Enel-Endesa’s neocolonialist effort to
purchase, privatize, and subsequently profit from a strip of land inhabited by an array of
animate beings objectifies and recolonizes a site that has already long been subjected to
the whims of Western development.
The corruption of this system has leaked into the press, where little to no
reporting of the violent removal of civilians has occurred. Recently over 270 people
worldwide pulled at the seams of the main stream media by signing and releasing an open
letter outlining the brutality that has been invoked on those who resist displacement:
The region where the [Hidroituango] dam [in Colombia] is being built has
been the site of more than 62 massacres in the last 30 years, with more
than 3500 dead. These massacres facilitated the displacement of
communities to make place for the project. Since the crisis started, several
members of the Rios Vivos Movement—a social organization of riverside
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inhabitants opposing the construction of the dam—have been
assassinated.29
The murder of resistant civilians is evidently part and parcel of dam construction, to the
extent that the construction sites often become equipped with military presence to ward
off any lingering or protesting residents. Indeed, in an interview with Caycedo an
indigenous leader lamented the Colombian government’s blatant contempt for those who
were peacefully protesting El Quimbo’s destruction of their home:
A dam and a few ports are threatening our sacred territory. The
constitutional court’s decision favoured the company. There was never
talk of a preliminary consultation but only of direct agreement and
nationalisation. The court claims that we took too long to respond and that
we didn’t take part in meetings, but at that point there were armed and
paramilitary groups in the area where there was support for the company.
Political leaders and their allies intimidated us in this area and a few
leaders were killed. They silenced us. 30
The physical removal of community members, compounded with the media’s silence
surrounding them, reflects what environmentalist scholar Rob Nixon describes as the
“unimagined communities” who suffer from the conditions of “spatial amnesia,” or
“communities, [who] under the banner of development, are physically unsettled and
imaginatively removed, evacuated from place and time and thus uncoupled from the idea
of both a national future and a national memory.” 31 In the construction of large-scale
dams, this violence towards the poor is rooted in a perception of the land they live on as

“Hidroituango Dam Crisis: We Demand Transparent Information that Privileges the People and
the Environment, from the Government, EPM, and the Mainstream Media,” June 11, 2018,
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an untapped economic resource, and peasant civilians by no means possess the clout to
contend with the corporations who have their sights set on massive economic profits. The
issue lies in terms of visibility, or, in other words, in the very perception of how societies,
economies, and perceptions are structured—what is made visible and how it is made
visible. Caycedo’s Geochoreographies seek to undermine the anthropocentric perception
that allows corporations like Enel-Endesa to gloss over the humanitarian and ecological
crises they generate.
To be sure, the towering powerhouses of dams both symbolize and quite literally
support humanity’s insatiable and materialistic appetite for energy and profit. Today
dams support humans’ relentless need to consume, produce, and profit by supplying
nearly a fifth of the world’s total electricity to power everything from factories to phone
chargers.32 In these environmentally-tenuous times, the energy industry is increasingly
torn between continuing extractive energy production and foraying into alternative
methods such as wind and solar power. While the latter energy industries would no doubt
prove to be beneficial for the overall health of Earth’s atmosphere, what is more urgent is
the need for humans to formulate a new dynamic with nature that perceives it as neither
an economic resource nor other to or outside of human influence. Rather, to recognize the
imbricated human-animal-Earth dynamic would open up new possibilities for
recuperating ruined lands and becoming-with the multifarious species, materials, and
natural processes that animate our vibrant planet. Indeed, Caycedo claims that “there is

32

McCully, Silenced Rivers, 11.

20

no need to increase electricity supply, but an urgent need to cut its demand.” 33 In Be
Dammed Caycedo recalls the tangled environmental-historical memories of South
American rivers through her Geochoreographies, or collaborative performances that
reconsider human individual subjectivities toward this animated planet as well as the
social, political, and environmental fluctuations that affect it.

Performative Protest
While the structure of the Geochoreographies is loose, activist groups,
individuals, and Caycedo take part in collaborative performances to illuminate the
animate beings that endure despite their apparently disposable designation. Though
Caycedo collaborates with activist groups, her work functions primarily to lend an artistic
voice to previously established and sophisticated networks of local resistance
organizations such as Asoquimbo, or the Association of the Affected Peoples of Quimbo,
an activist group who travels worldwide to speak out against the social and ecological
ramifications of large-scale dams that they have personally experienced. 34 Be Dammed is
the result of years of field research, interviews, and collaboration with local resistance
groups. In this dynamic Caycedo operates as somewhat of an outsider (though she lived
in Colombia for some time) who listens to the stories of the community members and

33

Caycedo, “Be Dammed.”

34

Carolina Caycedo (Artist), in discussion with the author, January 31, 2019.

21

joins her voice to theirs. In this way, her work operates along the lines of art historian
Grant Kester’s notion of “dialogical aesthetics,” in which the aesthetic or experiential
component of artistic projects is formulated through conversation and collaboration with
community members who seek to address a particular social concern. 35 For instance,
Caycedo spent the summer of 2014 connecting with the local community by offering its
younger members a series of workshops to consider the use of the human body as a
political tool for building a heightened sensitivity between human beings and the
ecosystems we live in. In the following November the group collaborated in a series of
Geochoreographies that implemented this technique. Activist groups, local residents, and
Caycedo partook in the Geochoreographies to build interconnectivity between the
communities who were previously fractured when they were displaced. Participants of
the Geochoreographies therefore participated in community-building activities such as
cooking meals together, organizing and participating in protests, and partaking in
collaborative performances. The Geochoreographies importantly emphasize the human
participants’ presence on the local landscape, for the erasure of human life only follows
the utter disregard for local ecosystems. In rebinding their own ruptured networks, the
Geochoreography participants stress the significance of maintaining ecological systems
rather than demolishing them in pursuit of capitalizing on natural resources. The
Geochoreographies therefore often take place on sites of dam construction, where the
participants counter the dam’s erasure of life by moving their own living bodies in

Grant Kester, “Dialogical Aesthetics” in Conversation Pieces: Community and Communication
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concert with one another to envision the composite and dynamic organism that is the
river.
This ecologically-attuned perception is tangible in Geochoreography Ortiguaz
(2015), when Caycedo collaborated with 250 local community members and activists in a
day-long performance that sought to illuminate the liveliness of the Magdalena River,
whose water was soon to be privatized as part of the Quimbo Hydroelectric Project (Fig.
5). The participants of Geochoreography Ortiguaz employed the human body as a means
of exploring the river as a connecting point between species, ecosystems, and social
histories. In aligning locally-gathered stones in the shape of concentric circles, as well as
linking their bodies to spell out words of resistance, the participants visibly outlined the
ties between living beings and the environment, both disrupted by dam regulation.
Further, the concentric circles delineated in stone referenced nonhierarchical methods of
assembly, or of becoming-with each other in trying times, a motion of solidarity that is
certainly cemented by the materiality of the stones themselves: unyielding, organic,
palimpsests of the river’s environmental-historical memory (Fig. 6).36
Geochoreography Ortiguaz quite literally spelled out the liveliness of the local
ecosystem when Caycedo and her participants formed the words “Rios vivos” (or “Living
rivers”) with their linked bodies, therefore asserting the river not only as a habitat for
swarms of aquatic organisms, but as a living entity in itself (Fig. 7). Further, in referring
to the Magdalena as the Yuma River, its indigenously-given name, in a similar bodyword performance, Caycedo blurs the boundaries between the river’s past and present
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and alludes to its role as an ecological agent that continually evolves with the
transforming social and political histories of Colombia (Fig. 8). The river retains these
histories as the ecosystem within and around it reflects the changes as time, people, and
water move forward and disperse. Indeed, in a recent interview Caycedo reflected on the
Aymaran notion of nayrapacha, or “past-as-future,” that understands time as continuous
and cyclical as the stones she arranged one after the other in concentric circles on the
sand.37 As the participants continued Geochoreography Ortiguaz, they repeatedly tossed
and retrieved fishing nets into the river, defying their inevitably fishless future by
performing a ritualistic carrying on of the quotidian tasks that would soon become
irrelevant as the newly-built reservoir subsumed the river’s perimeter and depopulated its
waters (Fig. 9). The river and all of its swimming inhabitants were therefore understood
as reactive to the circumstances that surround it and it is in this way a social agent—a
living entity—that manifests the whims of human practices in its very constitution.
While Be Dammed is created through conversation with activist groups and
community members seeking palpable change, the project does not claim to outline a
blueprint for achieving demonstrable impact, but rather it focuses on consciousnessraising by offering a distinctive space in which to contemplate the human individuals’
subjective relation to the natural world, thus accentuating the connectivity between the
living, matter, space, and time. Certainly, there are social practices such as the artist
collective Ala Plastica that often do seek alternative development solutions to megaconstruction projects such as dams. Like Caycedo, Ala Plastica collaborates with local
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communities to construct new social models to counter corporate privatization and
destruction of land. However, the collective focuses on creating achievable alternatives to
the corporate models of economic development, such as the cultivation of soil-stabilizing
reeds as a natural system of ecological replenishment (Fig. 10).38 While such projects
attempt to create sustainable models that counter environmentally destructive practices,
Caycedo’s work is not created with the intention of offering viable solutions to the
ecological issues she addresses, but it instead approaches these issues from an intellectual
level by reading between the lines that have been fed to the public by the government,
corporations, and mainstream media. In this way, her project arguably seeks alternative
solutions to the very discourse of environmental issues.
To be sure, the collaborative, conversational, and aesthetic dimension of the
Geochoreographies thus operates as a perceptual experience, or as a process of working
through the social and political structures that have determined the river and its
inhabitants as subservient to the capitalist economy and finding new ways to subvert this
thinking. The performances’ emphasis on future-building thus recalls Joseph Beuys’s
notion of social sculpture, in which he advocated for the ways in which an artist’s life and
work can remold the very structures that form our world. 39 While the implementation of
stricter regulations on corporations would no doubt be welcome, Be Dammed instead
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takes to task the capitalistic and anthropocentric perception of the environment that led to
these crises and therefore imagines how human practices could interact differently with
our vibrant biosphere. The Geochoreographies therefore depart from the various
activisms already in place surrounding large-scale dams by harnessing the spiritual and
aesthetic dimensions of ecological connectivity to display the ties between social,
political, and environmental developments—including our own mobility in forging new
(and more sustainable) ways of enacting them. The human body is therefore employed as
a medium in itself, both physically by collectively moving the human body to maintain
visibility on privatized land, and imaginatively by creating a new discursive and
relational dynamic to the mosaicked and animated networks that sustain our world.
Recognizing the river’s ecosystem as the complex and agentic network it is aligns
with Bennett’s theory of vital materialisms, in which she questions why we perceive
objects and materials as lifeless when they do indeed affect other things or beings, even if
chemically. Caycedo’s description of the river as a living agent can actually be perceived
as quite obvious considering the river’s forceful currents, its cultivation of life and
sustaining of elaborate webs of hungry creatures, or its sheer ability to produce energy for
entire cities of hectic humans to go about their days sending emails and riding subway
trains. In declaring the river as a living entity, Caycedo and her participants allude to both
its agency and vitality that is hidden but present underneath the murky, moving surface of
the Magdalena. Be Dammed therefore instigates a becoming-with the Magdalena itself as
a living entity, as any serious call for environmental change must inevitably reconsider
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the anthropocentric perception that allowed rivers, impoverished communities, and entire
ecosystems to be overlooked. 40
Certainly, a level of anthropomorphization can be implied when referring to a
river as a living entity. However, such a multispecies muddle can surprisingly be
harnessed to sympathize with (or give a ‘dam’ about) the animated and biodiverse
environments that many humans insist upon seeing as simply an economic resource.
Bennett compellingly outlines this idea in her book, Vibrant Matter:
In a vital materialism, an anthropomorphic element in perception can
uncover a whole world of resonances and resemblances—sounds and
sights that echo and bounce far more than would be possible were the
universe to have a hierarchical structure. We at first may see only a world
in our own image, but what appears next is a swarm of “talented” and
vibrant materialities (including the seeing self). A touch of
anthropomorphism, then, can catalyze a sensibility that finds a world filled
not with ontologically distinct categories of beings (subjects and objects)
but with variously composed materialities that form confederations. In
revealing similarities across categorical divides and lighting up structural
parallels between material forms in “nature” and those in “culture,”
anthropomorphism can reveal isomorphisms. 41

In framing a nonhuman being or object through human features, we humans tend
to recognize in them something of ourselves and therefore feel empathy for their
condition.
Admittedly, it is a bit ironic to laud anthropomorphization as a method
with which to decenter an anthropocentric worldview. It would be more

I borrow the term ‘become-with’ from Haraway, who uses it throughout her book Staying with
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conducive to reframe the human as only one of many species in a wildly diverse
and interdependent ecological dynamic. To perceive oneself as a human who is
not defined by the Cartesian divide between ‘man’ and animal but as precisely
that—an animal, a mammal, as living matter, would at the least humble our
anthropocentric orientation and at best it would decenter human subjectivity and
open up new possibilities for ecological and interspecies relationality. Such a
perception evens out the playing field for our fellow earth species and creates a
horizontal rather than hierarchical view of our biodiverse planet in which humans
do not presume to own land but to participate more sustainably in the dynamics of
its ecosystems. To be sure, Caycedo’s own nonhierarchical method of forging
alliances with her Geochoreography participants adheres to this horizontal
collaboration, and the collective movement of their bodies makes visible the
ecological networks whose conditions depend on overall social and environmental
health.
Participation therefore serves as a platform on which to become-with each other
in the present moment to envision a future in which humans have formed constellations
of animacies and technologies that exist in a state of reciprocity rather than destruction.
The Geochoreographies would not exist without the community members and activists
who share their experiences with Caycedo. Their collective voices and actions therefore
subvert the oppression that was imposed upon them by those complicit in the megadam
construction. In this dynamic, participation becomes a liberating force, or a medium with
which to claim agency in the face of the potentially catastrophic ramifications of social
and environmental injustice. The Geochoreographies locate a space where humans forge
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new relationships to the lively animacies that inhabit our homes and subsequently move
their bodies accordingly. The performances are experimental, radical, and perhaps
representative of the sort of collaboration that humans are capable of taking up to stay
with the trouble of these sticky times.

Cosmic Ecologies
Though Caycedo conducts much of her field research and performances in South
America, she continues the Be Dammed project in her Los Angeles studio by creating the
Water Portraits, various installations, and the Cosmotarrayas. The Cosmotarrayas are
hanging sculptures made with fishing nets and objects that were relinquished to her by
the fisher people who no longer had use for them after the dam’s construction eliminated
the river’s fish populations, and consequently their livelihoods (Fig. 11). Now
functioning as art objects, the fishing nets are bound with miscellaneous objects such as
shoes, garments, and plants, all of which are in some way related to the riverine
communities for which the nets were used to fish. The Cosmotarrayas are typically
assembled with one or several tree branches fastened at their centers as a means of
supporting both the attached objects and the net that is draped across them like an outer
skin. The sculptures are then dangled from the gallery ceiling by a single cable. In
comparison to her participatory performances, Caycedo’s Cosmotarrayas might give the
impression of being less collaborative and much less active, or even quite inert in their
role as objects on display within a gallery space. However, I argue that the
Cosmotarrayas convey a sense of liveliness through both the lifelike presence they emit
and through their role as memorial objects linking networks of life. To be sure, these
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concepts are embedded into their very name. The term itself is assembled from the notion
of the cosmos, or a vision of the universe as a well-ordered whole, and atarraya, a
Spanish noun that translates to English as ‘a cast net.’ The nets that comprise the body of
Cosmotarrayas have indeed been cast by their previous owners and their translation as art
objects retains an echo of this mobility through their memorialization of the struggles of
the peasant communities.
In their conglomerate forms, the Cosmotarrayas communicate to Caycedo’s
larger global audience the lively networks of the Magdalena that are disrupted by the
damming of rivers. In all appearances, the Cosmotarrayas evoke a stillness that belies
their history as mobile tools that were repeatedly thrown, gathered, and pulled through
the water as it rushed through them, containing and sustaining life. In this way, their
transformation from a utilitarian object to an art object mimics the dam’s regulation of
those lively bodies who occupy the river and the water’s edge, and through their outward
inertness these leftover objects bear the traces of the very forces who immobilized them.
However, the Cosmotarrayas are not isolated from the interconnected ecologies for
which they were created. Indeed, Caycedo describes her studio work in Los Angeles as a
“bridge to elevate the stories of the people struggling [in the riverine communities],” thus
implying a linkage of space between the work that she displays in galleries and the
performative, collaborative work that she produces on the site of dam construction. 42
This expanded field of the sculptures’ space recalls Robert Smithson’s notion of site/nonsite, in which he describes works of art that, although they are displayed in a gallery
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space, or a “non-site,” they reference a real space, or site, outside of the gallery. 43
Smithson’s earthworks reoriented art’s relation to the gallery by moving his work directly
into the outside and in remote spaces. While his earthworks were an attempt to reclaim
the art object from market-driven galleries, their remote locations consequently created
just as niche of a space as the gallery and consequently they did not quite adhere to the
notion of public art that Smithson sought. Nonetheless, his considerations of landscape
and natural materials as artistic media linked the concept of sculpture to humans’
relationship to the environment that we live in. The notion of site/non-site therefore
breaks down the divide between nature/culture, instead creating a bridge that Caycedo’s
Cosmotarrayas rebuild. The collected belongings of the riverine communities that are
embedded within the Cosmotarrayas latch onto the imagination of the viewer and
redirect their vision outside the restricted walls of the gallery and onto the banks of the
Magdalena River, thus expanding the life of the river beyond its physical site and into the
radar of the United States, where the Cosmotarrayas are typically exhibited.
The art-going audience of Los Angeles is therefore presented with otherworldly
objects whose stories of displacement in the Global South critique the Western
neoliberalist practices that the United States, too, takes part in. The work thus offers a
heated commentary on the imbricated histories of colonialism, late capitalism, and
environmental ruin that exacerbates loss of life, wealth inequality, and disempowerment.
In taking to task these systems, the Cosmotarrayas strengthen the resistant voices of the
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of the displaced riverine communities in Colombia and push them into the national—and
even global—memory.
Further, if considered as vital, animated matter, the Cosmotarrayas are not simply
hanging sculptures, but they are bodily entities amalgamated with the very stuff that
comprises the riverine communities. The Cosmotarrayas capture within their nets the
networks of life that the river fosters, from microorganisms to fish. Indeed, the
crisscrossed weaving of the nets quite literally resemble these networks and are
occasionally disrupted by an object that reminds the viewer of the human and nonhuman
beings who, in reality, were indeed disrupted by dams such as the El Quimbo. Caycedo’s
assemblage of abandoned but memory-laden objects recall Colombian artist Alicia
Barney Caldas’s Diario series, in which she compiles found objects into hanging
sculptures to question the cycles of growth and decay that objects themselves experience
in their interactions with their surrounded environment, as well as how these experiences
speak to human practices and memory (Fig. 12). Like Caldas’s Diarios, Caycedo’s
Cosmotarrayas raise questions toward the previous owners of the assembled objects. In
bridging the past and ongoing experiences of displaced peoples through their discarded
objects, Caycedo once again aligns her work with the notion of nayrapacha, or the
continuousness of time and the ability to reconsider the past in order to look into the
future. The Cosmotarrayas therefore speak to the activism that persists even after the
dam’s completion and exemplify the collaborative and interdisciplinary networks that
rebind fragmented publics.
In serving as objects memorializing the erased presence of thousands of animated
bodies, the Cosmotarrayas evoke a hovering and lifelike presence within the gallery,
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despite their status as fixed sculptures. It may be useful to quickly consider a form of
hanging sculpture that is renowned for its mobility, specifically Alexander Calder’s
mobiles (Fig. 13). The linear forms of Calder’s mobiles mimic a line drawn on the paper
and therefore move the viewer’s eyes across the sculpture’s long, balanced arms. The
mobiles, swayed by air currents, slowly spin or tilt in place and cast shadows that conjure
a ghostly aura in the space they occupy. Calder’s work arose from the modernist moment
in which sculpture, as argued by Michael Fried, took on a lifelike presence in both its size
and its invitation to the viewer to enter its surrounding space. 44 Parallel to this notion of
sculptural presence, the bodies of Caycedo’s Cosmotarrayas seem to levitate in the
gallery, equally as adrift in the air between the floor and the ceiling as they were as
fishing nets thrown into the air above the river’s surface (Fig. 14). As they loom above
the viewer’s head and cast shadows onto the walls of the gallery, the Cosmotarrayas both
humble the viewer and beckon them closer to examine the objects entangled in the nets of
the sculptures. With their shadowy, poignant presence in what is otherwise a sterile
space, the Cosmotarrayas metamorphose into celestial beings—born from a vision of the
cosmos—and stand in as liaisons for all entities displaced by the building of dams.
Figuratively speaking, Be Dammed opens the floodgates for reinterpreting one’s
own position in relation to nature in order to develop a sharper criticality toward the
financialization of nature and all of its vibrant entities. Despite the project’s focus on
themes of destruction and domination, it manages to prioritize the regeneration of social
and ecological welfare. Theoretically, Caycedo could continue her Be Dammed project
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for years into the unforeseeable future. The global demand for energy production will not
slow, and the support for large dams will likely parallel this trend. While one can hope
for a rise in clean energy production, projects such as Be Dammed at the very least insist
upon the entanglement of human practices, politics, and ecological welfare in order to
offer new models for living. On October 20 of this year the Argentinian newspaper, La
Nación, reported that Asoquimbo attended the UN summit in Geneva to recount their
conflict against Enel-Endesa in order to vouch for a treaty that will impose regulations for
transnational corporations in the case of human rights.45 The fight continues, and
Caycedo and those collaborating with her through her work will be a part of it. In joining
forces with fellow opponents of ecological devastation, Caycedo illuminates a vision of
our world as an exceptionally complex and vibrant mosaic in which even the very objects
we carry, our histories, the infinitesimal organisms that go unseen, and materials like
water are all vital to earthly experience.
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CHAPTER 3
THE FLIGHT OF BIRDS

Birds are message-bearers. Their journeys southward signal the beginning of
colder times, and the return of their twittering presence months later expresses the
reinvigoration of spring. In many human cultures, birds’ versatility between the land, the
water, and the sky has garnered them the status as liaisons between the heavens and the
earth, their feathers consequently collected and fastened to human garments and objects
to imbue them with divine significance. 46 In recent times, the dwindling of bird
populations has signaled the inhabitability of their habitats, whether it be caused by
anthropogenic pollution, the deforestation of millions of acres of land for human industry
and development, or the warming of global climates.47 In their project Birding the Future
(2013-Present), artists Krista Caballero (US) and Frank Ekeberg (Norway) invoke the
warning ability of birds to call attention to alarming rates of loss of species and the larger
phenomenon of environmental degradation. Their site-specific and audience participatory
installations emphasize both the vanishing populations of local birds and the insidious
implication that their eradication carries on a global scale. Despite its title, Birding the
Future is actually quite focused on the past—past modes of visual and technological
communication, past disregard for biodiversity—in order to perceive a future in which
birds (and every other species that is currently or soon to be endangered) do not bear the

See Alessandra Russo, “Plumes of Sacrifice: Transformations in Sixteenth-century Mexican
feather art,” Res: Anthropology and Aesthetics no. 42 (Autumn 2002): 226-250. JSTOR.
46

C. H. Sekercioglu et al., “Climate change, elevational range shifts, and bird extinctions,”
Conservation Biology 22, No. 1 (2008): 140-150, Wiley Online Library.
47

35

brunt of human practices. The project’s engagement with outdated technologies, such as
stereoscopic photography and Morse code, drives its audience to shuttle between the past
and the present in order to deliberate on the continuities within historical and
contemporary environmental perceptions, as well as the significance that these
perceptions bear on ecological well-being. While Carolina Caycedo’s Be Dammed
project invites her viewers and participants to perceive the vitality and interconnectedness
of Earth’s many ecosystems, Caballero and Ekeberg quite literally manipulate their
audience’s own perception through the interactive and sensory-triggering technologies of
Birding the Future (Fig. 15). I argue that by utilizing historically-grounded, participatory
technologies, Caballero and Ekeberg invite their audience to trace the trajectory between
past and future bird populations in relation to human practices and, through the
audience’s direct manipulation of their own environmental perception, take up an active
dedication to this complicated and ecologically precarious present.
While Birding the Future has so far manifested in several locations worldwide, its
installations are site-specific and immersive spaces that utilize historically-employed
sensory technologies such as stereoscopes and Morse code to allude to past modes of
perception. Each site-specific installation is rooted in the artist’s research of local bird
populations, which they subsequently assemble into representations of locally endangered
or extinct bird species through the stereographic technology, sound recordings of bird
songs, and the interactive outdoor space of the installation. While Caballero and Ekeberg
collaborate in creating the installations, Ekeberg takes the leading role in designing sound
technologies while Caballero takes responsibility for designing the stereographic
imagery. Stereoscopic photography, a method that arose in the mid-19th century, requires
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creating two photographs from nearly identical positions and subsequently placing them
side-by-side on a single card for viewing. The two photographs are then observed through
a device that utilizes the function of human binocular vision to combine the two images
into one in the viewer’s mind, a visual trick that gives the illusion of three-dimensionality
(Fig. 16). The artists collaborate with specialists to recreate these technologies in new
forms, such as a stereoscopic device that resembles the design of modern binoculars used
for birding. Drawing from older models of stereoscopic photography, Caballero combines
found photographs with her own artistic renderings to create aesthetically beautiful and
illusory stereographic images of endangered or extinct birds (Fig. 17). These images are
then combined with texts such as thought-provoking quotations, poetry, or statistics
regarding the species that is depicted. Visitors of the outdoor installations are able to
view Caballero’s stereographic birds through binocular devices while they are also able
to observe living birds flying in and out of the vicinity. In addition to visual stimulation,
the artists also feature audio recordings of extinct or endangered bird calls, translating
their typically sing-song chirps into the methodical sequences of Morse code. Birding the
Future is designed to be sensorily-immersive and participatory, inviting visitors of the
installation to consider the lens through which they view the bustling but changing
environment that surrounds them.

Imaging Birds
Stereoscopic technology originated in a scientific curiosity for the mechanisms of
human perception, and its quick transition into parlor entertainment is brought back into
vogue through Birding the Future’s use of it as a means to cater to human fascination
37

with illusion and perception. In 1838 British physicist Sir Charles Wheatstone published
his “Contributions to the Physiology of Vision,” in which he was the first to outline the
mechanics of binocular vision. 48 Wheatstone claimed that the human perceives threedimensional space by combining two two-dimensional images (each image from one eye)
into a single, three-dimensional one. 49 In the same publication Wheatstone included the
design for a device that would replicate this visual trick in order to then test his theory,
but it also caught the attention of the public and, after the invention of photography a year
later, was taken up by other entrepreneurs wishing to experiment with the confluence of
technology and vision. In the United States the physician and poet Oliver Wendell
Holmes Sr. designed what came to be known as the American stereoscope, a device that
quickly became a beloved household curiosity throughout the late nineteenth century.
Stereographic images became distributed as educational objects intended to offer the
American public the opportunity to closely observe an array of people, places, and
objects. The eagerness to obtain stereographic images was no doubt grounded in the 19 th
century audience’s fascination with their ability to not only observe objects rarely seen
outside of their day-to-day life, but to examine them in a three-dimensional perspective.
Holmes wrote that in his stereographic images, “form is henceforth divorced from
matter,” therefore the object itself is no longer necessary so long as one has a
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stereographic representation of it. 50 The elision of the physical presence of the subject
exoticizes it as distinctly other from the viewer and therefore entices their visual curiosity
and desire to scrutinize an unfamiliar subject. Indeed, the manipulation of the stereoscope
is in itself an enthralling task that requires the adjusting of the stereographic image’s
proximity to the lens in order to bring into clear view the subject’s illusionistic, threedimensional form. In the context of Birding the Future, the image’s transition from an
unfocused, composite view of two birds into a clear-cut image of one bird replicates the
disquieting depopulation of species that leads to extinction. To be sure, the original
translation of a living, animate creature into merely a two-dimensional representation of
one (and one that is only given the illusion of liveliness if its image is mediated through a
technological device) produces a distance between the subject and the viewer that
imitates the gradual disappearance of lively beings from our debilitated ecosystems. The
stereoscopic images’ presentation not only of captivating images of birds, but of
endangered or extinct ones, therefore underscores the distance between life and
imagination, or between tangibility and technological translation, that is not simply due to
a lack of physical proximity between viewer and a living subject but to the real-time
eradication of bird species from the global ecological network. In this manner, the
stereoscopic images shed their role as parlor entertainment and take on the burden of
serving as a visual record of what is no longer perceivable to the naked eye.
In each installation of Birding the Future, the visual elimination of species in the
stereoscopic imagery is compounded with audio recordings that similarly mimic current
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rates of loss of species. Ekeberg programmed the songs of local birds to be played on
solar-powered speakers to the beat of Morse code communications. Morse code, though
popularly used as a radio communication method in the late 19th and early 20th centuries,
is now primarily used to communicate an emergency when all other technologies fail, and
its use in Birding the Future therefore stresses the endangered (or extinct) condition of
the birds whose voices are manipulated to sing according to its language.51 Ekeberg
further programmed the coded audio recordings of the birds’ songs to slowly fade in
density and diversity throughout the duration of the exhibition at a rate equivalent to that
of current rates of bird extinction. While Morse code in its original function was intended
to be translated into a specific message, the artists’ translation of an animal language into
Morse code leaves no room for direct translation but instead implies that interspecies
communication has the ability to alarm the receiver of impending emergency. Especially
in the case of the extinct bird calls, the technology becomes a method of hearing voices
that can no longer be heard. Similarly, the translation of endangered bird calls into a
technological dispatch mimics the anthropocentric distance between humans and our
fellow species here on Earth that has diminished bird biodiversity. In sounding the fading
calls of endangered birds through an emergency technology, the artists pointedly suggest
that despite the global ramifications that loss of habitat and loss of species carry, these
issues have unbelievably not yet reverberated loudly enough to the anthropocentric reign
of human society.
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Indeed, in perceiving ecological change through timeworn technologies, Birding
the Future offers a heightened consideration of the parallels between anthropocentric
perceptions and environmental conditions. It is no coincidence that stereoscopic
technologies and Morse code were both popularized in the mid to late nineteenth century,
when in the United States, industrialism—the system that puffed pollutants into our
atmosphere at unprecedented levels and laid the groundwork for the current late capitalist
catastrophe—hit its height. Understanding the entanglement of human practices and
environmental conditions is therefore crucial to the project. The mutability of species
conditions is not limited to the birds, but it extends to the human and our ability to
expand our limited perspective to instead perceive of potential or alternative futures in
which human technologies and practices are no longer toxic to global biodiversity. To
bird the future—or to perceive potential dystopic or utopic futures—necessitates an
examination of the past perceptions that led to the current incapacitated condition of the
global biological network.
An examination of the stereoscopic imagery of Birding the Future in the context
of the history of artistic ornithological illustration reveals nuances in human subjectivities
to the multifarious bird species that have long piqued our curiosity. In the age of
Enlightenment, English naturalists Francis Willughby and John Ray developed some of
the first ornithological studies when they observed living birds in their natural habitat and
subsequently organized their characteristics into a classification of species that Carl
Linnaeus would later rely heavily upon when he developed his renowned taxonomic
system.52 However, Willughby’s detailed illustrations of the birds typically positioned the
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creatures on a blank white background, thus simultaneously positioning them as
specimens to be studied and delinking them from both their immediate habitats and the
larger biological networks they occupy. While Willughby occasionally included bits of
foliage that tied the birds to their direct environment, this practice was perfected and
popularized centuries later by the American naturalist John James Audubon in his Birds
of America magazine (Fig. 18). Audubon’s obsessive curiosity for birds propelled him
across the United States to conduct countless field studies of their chirruping habits and
vibrant appearances. Nonetheless, Audubon’s compulsive penchant for detail drove him
to hunt and kill the birds he found in order to best observe them. 53 He transported their
carcasses back to his studio to translate their feathery forms into watercolor and ink
drawings made on life-sized paper that were then distributed to subscribers throughout
the United States. Later in the 19th century, birds even served as the subject of
stereoscopic photography when Eadweard Muybridge conducted the studies for his book
Animals in Motion.54 The progressive images of birds in flight, when pinned to the
interior walls of a zoetrope (a circular viewing device that spins in place, Fig. 19), and
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viewed through Wheatstone’s mirrored stereoscope, were given the illusion of both threedimensionality and mobility (Fig. 20). In other words, ordinary images of birds
metamorphosed in the imagination of the viewer into living birds, beating their wings and
flying free from the edges of the paper. Each of these early naturalists and photographers
articulated a desire to bring their subjects to life on paper, an ambition that required
realistic depictions and an acute observation of the birds’ environmental conditions.
Naturalists like Audubon and Willughby made the connection between the physical
appearance of birds and their natural environment, such as the development of webbed
feet in water birds or clawed feet in birds of prey, but their interactions with the species
and their depictions of them fell short in recognizing the interconnectedness of human,
animal, and biotic life.
As evidenced by Audubon’s tortuous method of seeking out live birds and
subsequently killing them in order to then bring them back to life via detailed
representations, there is often an ironic disconnect between the human viewers and their
avian subjects that somewhat negates the liveliness they wish to communicate. This
separation was undoubtedly steeped in the humanist underpinnings of its time,
specifically in the Cartesian dualism between man and nature that demanded that
humans, as the sole possessors of the ability to reason, use this intelligence to dominate
the wildness of nature for the betterment of human civilization. 55 Indeed, the imperialist
and colonialist project of Western civilization laid the foundations for our current

“Nature and the Colonial Mind,” in Decolonizing Nature: Strategies for Conservation in a
Post-colonial Era, eds. William Adams and Martin Mulligan (London: Earthscan, 2003), 18-28.
ProQuest.
55

43

environmental catastrophe, as the fundamental perception of nature (and everything it) as
a monolithic, passive object has since served the capitalist agenda to its extreme. To be
sure, Audubon’s ambitious bid to capture the birds of America onto his pristine pages
displayed precisely this man-versus-nature perception, as is evident in his watercolor
painting The Golden Eagle (1833, Fig. 21) in which he includes a small self-portrait of
himself in the background daringly clambering across a bottomless cliff with the eagle
(the very eagle that dominates the foreground of this painting) strapped to his back.
Though the history of ornithological illustration is significantly more extensive than I
have outlined to be here, its tradition both expresses a curiosity about the border between
art and ecology and reveals the uneven relationships that have historically been held
between humans and their lively environment. Birding the Future grapples with the
contemporary environmental ramifications of these histories in its very underpinnings.
While I previously discussed the artists’ use of technologies to communicate the
disappearing presence of birds, their depictions of the birds (in comparison to the outlined
histories of ornithological representation) nonetheless connects them to their natural
habitats in such a way that illuminates (rather than obfuscates) the ties between human
and bird spaces.
Admittedly, many of the stereographs are beautifully designed and can therefore
become subject to a critique of their potential depoliticization of the historical and
contemporary histories of capitalist violence upon the land and the living, but beauty can
actually serve to benefit the project’s larger mission of fostering connectivity between
species. Just as Audubon’s visually stimulating illustrations of birds seduced the
American public, the celebration of nature’s beauty—from the radiance of sunlight to
44

kaleidoscopic arrangement of plumage—can incite appreciation for the vibrant world that
we live in. Images such as “The Politics of Extinction” from the Queensland, Australia
Series (2013), that are simultaneously mesmerizing and melancholic, grasp onto
humanity’s appreciation for beauty to spark a resonance and sympathy between species
(Fig. 22). In this image, vibrant greens and yellows pool together to softly delineate the
layers of plumage covering the bodies of Swift parrots, who on closer inspection lie
immobile, their legs tied together with the string of a storage label. The image is sourced
from an actual photograph of the Swift Parrot specimens that are stored in the collection
of the Tasmanian Museum and Art Gallery, and its inclusion in Birding the Future’s
Queensland Series insinuates that these specimens are soon to become the sole
representations of their currently endangered species.56 Certain stereographic cards such
as these do indeed display a level of violence that serves as a sharp departure from a
potential obfuscation of the politics of extinction (i.e. extraction, deforestation, pollution).
The artists are sure to reference the detrimental practices that have pushed the Swift
Parrot to the brink of extinction by including on the back of the stereographic card
information on the birds’ low population numbers, as well as links to sites that provide
more information on the topic. The lifeless birds on the front of the card overwhelm the
single bird that retains an appearance of liveliness, therefore mimicking the ratio of dead
to live birds that now comprise the species as a whole.
In reading both Caballero and Ekeberg’s ornithological illustrations and the work
of early naturalists through a contemporary lens, I contend that Birding the Future not
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only contributes new meaning to the work of early naturalists, but it serves as a
reevaluation of both the current conditions of various bird species and the human
relationship to them. While these earlier pioneers of ornithological illustration may not
have delineated the influences of human impact on bird habitats, their readings today
continue to evolve with the conditions of the species they depicted. For instance,
Audubon’s drawing of the Carolina Parakeet portrays a species that is now extinct due to
the deforestation of their habitat and the collection of their colorful feathers for millinery
trends (Fig. 23).57 The stereographic cards of Birding the Future reconnects bird species
to their natural habitat, but they have been updated to demonstrate the ways in which
these habitats are influenced by the built environment. For instance, the stereographic
card, “Dødelige Master,” (or Deadly Master) from the Norway Series (2016) displays a
number of Eurasian eagle-owls circling a tangle of electric power poles (Fig. 24). The
perspective of the image is one seen from below, so the viewer is given the impression of
looking up into the sky to observe a cliff that juts into view from the bottom of the frame,
as well as the birds that circle the expanse of open sky and glide dangerously near the
crisscrossed network of electrical wires that stretch across the composition. The clear
blue sky gives the image a peacefulness and normality that emphasizes the ordinariness
of birds colliding with electrical lines. The reverse side of the card informs the viewer of
the species taxonomy, provides a brief description of the danger that power lines pose to
the species, suggests modifications to minimize levels of mortality, and includes statistics
that demonstrate the success of previous implementations of such techniques (Fig. 25).
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Caballero and Ekeberg therefore not only illuminate the ties between human and bird
environments, but they offer established research on how to balance them.
It is important to note that the artists do not imply that the electrical lines
symbolize the toxic interference of human infrastructure on wild spaces, as this argument
would imply a regression to pre-capitalist and pre-civilization and would align once more
with the rift between human and nonhuman existences that led to our current
environmental crises. Rather, the artists suggest new ways in which to alter the built
environment in a manner that does not endanger the many species that share our animate
space. Simply adding perching structures to power lines has proven to drastically reduce
bird fatalities, thus encouraging cohabitation and interaction between species in our built
environment rather than indifferently designing hazardous infrastructure. Caballero and
Ekeberg’s contribution to ornithological representation therefore considers not only the
birds’ present conditions, but also their tenuous futures. In recalling the early naturalist
inquisitiveness for birds and their environments, the reading of Birding the Future
becomes all the more significant considering that the conditions of bird habitats have
diminished so drastically in the span of 200 years. Figuratively speaking, Birding the
Future’s resuscitates endangered birds from their slighted presence in the living world by
making visible the significance of their absence through visually stimulating
stereographic images. The project thus shuttles between past and present continuities in
bird conditions in order to envision a future in which their presence is not simply illusory
or mediated through technological devices but remains quite firmly in the realm of the
real.

47

Audience Interaction and the Formulation of New Ideologies
While Birding the Future takes a leaf from older practices of ornithological
studies, its installation comes equipped with all the trappings of a contemporary art
installation (technological complexity, audience participation, interactive space) to create
an immersive, human-avian interactive space. While the participatory performances of
Carolina Caycedo’s Geochoreographies explicitly depended on collaboration between
the artist, the community members, and the local activists who all took part in
community-building activities, the participatory element of Birding the Future’s
installations is removed from direct interaction with the artists and is instead focused on
interaction with both the perceptual technologies and the interactive bird-human space in
which the installation is situated. Like Caycedo, who directly collaborates with her
participants in a particular site, Caballero and Ekeberg similarly retain this site-specificity
in each installation but their projects are typically presented as part of art fairs or
exhibitions and their audience is therefore more prone to be an art-going audience.
Nonetheless, the project is still open to the public and offers plenty of opportunity
for audience participation and consideration of their own environmental perception.
Visitors of the installation interact with the project by simultaneously viewing the
stereographic cards that represent locally endangered or extinct bird species and listening
to the recorded bird calls that chirp to the beat of Morse code. In addition to the
opportunities to listen and observe images of birds, the installations’ outdoor locations
further create a sensorily immersive space by enabling the viewers to experience actual
bird habitats. The real-time, fluttering presence of live birds nearby breaks down the
divide between nature and culture that often permeates human culture and artistic spaces.
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The land art movement of the 1970s initiated this breakdown when its artists relocated
their artwork outside of the white cube and into the landscape. Artists such as Andy
Goldsworthy and Robert Smithson utilized natural materials to create organic, often
impermanent installations in the land that refocused attention to the natural world and its
increasingly tenuous conditions. So-called environmental art of the more recent moment
has taken on a tangible urgency with the crisis of environmental devastation, often
directly addressing issues of climate change, loss of species, or political inaction. As seen
on the stereographic card “Dødelige Master,” Birding the Future, too, directly speaks to
the networks between human built environments and animate habitats by including on the
stereographic cards statistics on rates of bird mortality due to collisions with man-made
architectural structures and infrastructural objects. The project’s didactic literature and
amalgamated bird-human-organism space therefore makes visible the intricate arena of
interspecies interaction and calls for a heightened consideration of the impact of human
practices on biodiversity.
Further, the social climate of the installation, particularly in the case of the MidAtlantic series of Birding the Future that was installed as part of the Arts in Foggy
Bottom exhibition in Washington D.C., questions the power of individual agency in a
politically and environmentally turbulent moment. The Mid-Atlantic Series took place
through the summer and the fall of 2016, when the United States, and particularly
Washington D.C., was embroiled in a tumultuous presidential election that would witness
the appointment of an environmentally-regressive leader. In the months leading up to the
election, the increasing public support for Republican candidate Donald J. Trump raised
concern to what could be the end of President Obama’s efforts to push the United States
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into joining the global move toward environmental sustainability. President Obama’s
commitment to the Paris Agreement in 2015 at the close of his presidency was arguably
the first substantial step taken by the United States to confront environmental change
(specifically the degradation of the Earth’s atmosphere due to anthropogenic pollution),
but the increasing popularity of climate-change denier Donald J. Trump as the next
president immediately threatened what little progress President Obama was able to make.
It is my contention that visitors of Birding the Future thus experienced the exhibition
space with an acute awareness of this political and environmental moment, especially
considering that the stereoscopic cards and included literature were designed specifically
to the D.C. area and displayed explicit political connotations. This notion is particularly
revelatory in the stereoscopic card, “Dreams,” which depicts the corpse of an American
robin lying in the developed remains of the National Mall, with the Washington
Monument towering in the distance (Fig. 26). A line of vehicles is visible moving in one
direction toward the monument, where distant birds fly unhindered above the workings of
human industry. The movement toward a memorial of a United States president evokes a
sense of the political conditions and the capabilities of both the country’s past and future.
The contradiction between lively and lifeless birds refocuses this attention specifically to
the environmental fluctuations that occur in relation to human political practice. What is
more, the dead bird lies on the pavement of the National Mall—what is perhaps most
iconic symbol of the United States government—amidst crime scene markers, as if a
crime is not only under investigation, but its location points to the federal government as
the perpetrator. The critical content of Birding the Future’s Mid-Atlantic installation,
when compounded with its pivotal political moment, propels its visitors to consider the
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systems of power that control environmental conditions, as well as their own agency in
interfering with them.
Birding the Future therefore acts as an artistic intervention in the dominant
anthropocentric climate in the United States by inviting its visitors to reconsider the
complex networks of life that are reactive to human histories, even in urban spaces.
Jacques Rancière’s notion of the distribution of the sensible is useful here when
considering the discrepancies between the conditions of bird species and the role of
Birding the Future’s viewers in affecting them. In The Politics of Aesthetics Rancière
writes that “Politics revolves around what is seen and what can be said about it, around
who has the ability to see and the talent to speak, around the properties of spaces and the
possibilities of time.”58 Of key concern in this statement are notions of a public, systems
of power, and individual agency within these systems. In the case of the Mid-Atlantic
series, the public is comprised of the individuals who inhabit Washington D.C. or who
visit the installation, and the project’s installation serves as an aesthetic intervention in
the peoples’ daily interactions with the city’s space. Indeed, the imbricated human-bird
and site-specific space in the Washington D.C.-United States-Earth environment focuses
attention on local populations of birds while alluding to larger patterns of environmental
change. The individual inclination to manipulate a stereoscope is therefore met with an
initiation into one’s individual agency in countering systemic anthropocentrism.
The project’s emphasis on perceptual and communicative technologies therefore
provokes a fascinating contradiction between the historical and contemporary
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continuitites of human manipulation of technologies in relation to nature. The Western
humanist insistence that man use the capacities of his intellect to bend nature to his will
reinscribed practices such as the mining of oil, the damming of rivers, and the clearing of
land, each of which produces environmental repercussions that extend beyond their initial
manipulation of the landscape and into larger issues of pollution and global warming.
Centuries of this industrial and agricultural development has occurred with little
consideration of their environmental impacts, leading to loss of habitat and consequently,
loss of biodiversity. Anthropocentrism has become so engrained in Western culture that
environmental devastation is now a political issue requiring the alteration of political
policies and the implementation of new regulations to prevent corporations from pushing
the limits of our environment beyond its yield. By alluding to past and present
perceptions and practices, the outfashioned technologies of Birding the Future therefore
serve as a dialectical tool in the project’s larger ambition to make visible loss of
biodiversity by dregging up this turbulent history between Western society and all of
nature’s vibrant entitites. In order to dismantle these anthropocentric perceptions and
practices, individual agency becomes key. In manipulating their own perception of the
local bird populations, participants of Birding the Future (even if temporarily) undercut
anthropocentrism by taking up a greater attentiveness to ecological complexity and
therefore enacting individual agency in ameliorating human-nonhuman species
relationships.
Audience participation in Birding the Future is therefore not restricted to simply
interacting with the installation’s technologies, but in considering their own ecological
perception through these technologies the participants are propelled to reformulate their
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conception of self in relation to the dynamic ecosystems that humans inhabit. Indeed,
while exhibitions of Birding the Future may be temporary, its audience members likely
enter and leave its spaces as participants in the very systems of consumerism and
anthropocentrism that the project addresses. In other words, the participants are perhaps
prompted to rethink the very concept of what it means to be a human—not according to
the anthropocentric and Cartesian concept of the enlightened human as distinctly capable
of manipulating nature, but as only one of many animate species in an elaborate and
interdependent web of global biota. Perhaps one of the advantages to humanity’s ability
to reason is to rethink this relationship between us and the world, and perhaps to use this
human intelligence for the better and construct new ways of living within our animate
planet that do not inherently ruin it. In this vein of thinking, as the living birds fly in and
out of the installation’s boundaries they, too, are participants illuminating the imbricated
animacies that teem in even exhibition spaces.
The participants of Birding the Future thus take up Donna Haraway’s insistence
that humans engage with our fellow earthly species to stay with the trouble of our trying
times.59 Rather than maintain an anthropocentric vision of Terra, Haraway challengers
her readers to unleash human imagination and take up a science-fictionalized vision of
interspecies harmony in which humans imbricate themselves in a multispecies mess.
Staying with the trouble of environmental devastation can give rise to creative recoveries
of ruined lands and imperiled creatures. To take up “response-ability,” a compound term
that implies activeness and opportunity, is to dethaw a paralyzed public that has so far
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moved only sluggishly toward environmental amelioration. The notion of participation in
Birding the Future is therefore crucial for its audience’s engagement with the animate
creatures that hop, swim, and fly along with us through our atmosphere.
Birding the Future’s offer to its audience to participate in the project creates a
unique opportunity for the viewers to grasp their own agency that other ecologicallymotivated artworks only allude to. In this regard, artist Jenny Kendler’s outdoor
sculpture, Birds Watching, that was installed as part of the Storm King Art Center’s
recent exhibition, “Indicators: Artists on Climate Change,” (2018) serves as a pivot to
Birding the Future (Fig. 27). Birds Watching consisted of one hundred reflective birds’
eyes mounted onto an aluminum and steel frame that was installed on top of a grassy hill
in the outdoor sculpture park of Storm King. Like Caballero and Ekeberg’s stereographs,
the eyes that Kendler chose to depict derive from species of birds who are currently
endangered or extinct. The glinting surfaces of the aluminum base lent the eyes a piercing
vivacity, reminding its viewers that the birds within and around the installation
reciprocate our gaze. The catalogue essay accompanying the exhibition included an
artist’s statement in which Kendler described Birds Watching as deconstructing the
objectification of nonhuman beings, writing that, “Mass media imagery and omnipresent
screens skew our sense of vision toward a one-way consumption, contributing to our
feeling of being at a remove from the world. When we fall into this limited,
nonparticipatory [sic] vision, what we see tends to confirm our biases and stereotypes—
flattening other beings, like birds, into ‘things.’” 60 The reflective eyes and hybrid form of

Jenny Kendler, “Jenny Kendler,” in Indicators: Artists on Climate Change (Montorio
Veronese: Trifolio, 2018), 48.
60

54

Birds Watching evokes the presence of a lively being to counteract the objectification of
birds as simply other than human. This lively presence of Kendler’s sculpture enhances
its ability to be experienced on an imaginative level, as the birds truly do seem to be
watching. Admittedly, all art—from sculpture to painting, and interactive art—can indeed
be experienced by the mental and physical faculties of the viewer. However, as Falk
Heinrich argues, when “seen from the art recipient’s perspective, interactive art demands
active participation and agency.” 61 As a result, the participant’s involvement is part and
parcel to the unfolding of the artwork. Birding the Future, then, can be experienced
similarly to Kendler’s, but the added facet of participation propels the visitors to move—
to take up not only the viewing devices but also the response-ability to extend their
renewed relationship to our bustling biosphere outside of the exhibition space.
In the thaw of winter, nearly half a million sandhill cranes settle in the fields of
southeastern Nebraska to rest from their migration from the borderlands between Mexico
and the United States to the far north of Alaska and Siberia. Their collective presence
swarms the sky and the land and is matched by crowds of curious humans who make
their own journeys to witness one of the world’s most visible occurrences of bird
migration. Their respite on the plains is fleeting—a temporary stop between their coming
and going, and humans watch avidly, creating a rare moment of interspecies
synchronicity. Birding the Future harnesses humanity’s fascination with the flight of
birds to communicate that their absence is not always simply migratory, but it is a
phenomenon of loss of species that is occurring at increasingly higher rates. Even
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sandhill cranes, one of the most visibly present species of birds, are classified as climate
threatened. Perhaps us humans can rehabilitate our own habitats to the needs of the many
species who share our space. In peering through the lens of the stereoscope, the
participants of Birding the Future take on the role of bird-watchers, akin to the early
naturalists who persistently observed multifarious bird species in their habitats. The
ecological conditions of our feathered friends are changing, and they themselves are
moving to more habitable lands. But this new order of bird watchers will move in
response, for they are equipped with a keener perception of the ties that bind human
practices and loss of habitat.
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CHAPTER 4
THE VIBRANT ARTS OF EARTH MAINTENANCE

Technology is a tool created for the sake of practicality. It has long been
fashioned by humans to serve as an extension of self, an arm with which to dig into the
surface of the earth and extract natural resources, or to transmit the electric particles that
swarm within our lively world to power anything as minute as a lightbulb or as grandiose
as the collective activities of an urban metropolis. Technology has also been wielded as a
weapon, an object of oppression with which to displace entire communities and
subsequently cultivate the land they live on. In other words, human technology has been
used as a tool with which to bend nature to feed our ever-increasing appetite for industry,
commodities, travel, or simple sustenance—practices that have polluted the Earth from
its atmosphere to the deepest levels of the oceans, as well as systematically stripped the
habitats of innumerable species. But technology is not the culprit. In fact, humans have
used the abilities of our imaginative intelligence to create the most innovative solutions to
simple or complex problems. In regard to the over-extraction and pollution of our
environment, technologies such as solar and wind power have the ability to supply an
energized and sustainable future with little to no harm to our debilitated ecosystems. This
is not to say that the solution to environmental devastation can simply be riddled out of
sophisticated engineering and built into a vision of a faraway and gleaming techno-utopic
world. To be sure, technofixes such as a conversion to nuclear energy can offer our world
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more harm than good. 62 I am instead proposing that the same human imagination that
split the atom can be harnessed to explore alternative methods that both support human
society and sustain the lively and endangered planet we live in.
The arts often serve as a particularly elastic medium with which to unravel
established ideals and envision a reality alternative to the one that we humans and our
fellow creatures here on Earth experience. The contemporary artist Natalie Jeremijenko,
with degrees in fine arts, biochemistry, engineering, neuroscience, and the history and
philosophy of science, creates audience-participatory art installations with new
technologies that simultaneously build communication between human and nonhuman
species and create a more sustainable habitat for both. Jeremijenko’s whimsical
installations cultivate a space in which human creativity flows freely and experimental
pathways toward interspecies interactivity are conceived. It is my contention that
Jeremijenko’s ‘speculative technologies’ loosen the plugs that stem interspecies
‘sympoiesis’ and in doing so, her participants draw new affinities between animate
beings, materials, and technologies and therefore breach the barriers that divide them.
Her projects therefore both scope potential futures of earthly experience and enact them
in the present moment through her participants, and not just the human ones. I borrow the
term ‘sympoiesis’ as it is outlined by Donna Haraway, who herself borrowed it from a
student who redefined the term ‘autopoeisis,’ meaning a system capable of maintaining
and reproducing itself, by substituting the prefix ‘sym’ to instead imply a collectively-
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producing system, or a system moving in solidarity. 63 In a similar vein, the term
‘speculative technologies’ does not imply a lack of expertise, but it is in dialogue with the
discourse of speculative design, or the assertion that “design speculations can act as a
catalyst for collectively redefining our relationship to reality.” 64 The term also pulls once
again from Haraway and her notion of ‘speculative fabulation,’ or the building of
indeterminate but meaningful worlds. Speculative technologies, then, as taken up by
Jeremijenko, grasp the best of scientific and artistic curiosities and creativities to
formulate new ways of being in the world. This chapter will focus primarily on
Jeremijenko’s Environmental Health Clinic (EHC) and her OOZ project, both of which
occurred in New York City.
Jeremijenko’s EHC and OOZ projects address public passivity toward
environmental devastation by inviting the public to devise methods to achieve both
environmental amelioration and interspecies communication. As an Associate Professor
of Art and Art Education at New York University, Jeremijenko opened her
Environmental Health Clinic at the university in 2007 and invited both her students and
the public to treat it as a typical health institution, but one that treats health not as strictly
interior to the human body but as also affected by the conditions of the outside world. 65
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Those who visited the Environmental Health Clinic were named “impatients,” a play on
words between the participants’ status as patients visiting a health clinic and their
impatience toward the lack of environmental policy being passed by those with the power
to do so. The impatients visited Jeremijenko at the Environmental Health Clinic to
express their various environmental concerns, and they left the clinic with a ‘prescription’
for the type of action or project that would alleviate the articulated issue. For instance, an
individual who expressed concern for the amount of lead in a plot of land that he owned
was prescribed to plant sunflowers and EDTA, a chemical that binds to metals and retains
them (a process known as chelating), so that when the flowers drink the EDTA-lead
mixture from the ground it is neither toxic to the plant nor present in the land. 66 Similarly,
the project OOZ (or ‘zoo’ backwards and without cages) originated in tandem with EHC
but has turned into an umbrella project of its own, comprised of multiple installations that
utilize new technologies designed by Jeremijenko to enable communication between
human and nonhuman beings. 67 One project that was designed by both Jeremijenko and
the computer scientist Mariano Belinky, titled Robotic Geese (2003), quite literally
enabled the humans to communicate with nonhuman creatures by allowing the
participants to direct the behavior of remote controlled robotic geese in order to interact
with live geese (Fig. 28). OOZ and EHC would not exist without public participation and
in this way they work to activate a sense of agency toward environmental recovery and
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establish deeper communication with the many species whose own conditions are
affected by human activity.
Audience participation therefore functions as both the principal base for creating
Jeremijenko’s installations and the ultimate product or impact of them as they are carried
out by the larger public. Grant Kester’s theory of ‘dialogical aesthetics’ outlines certain
participatory projects as specifically grounded in a process of concentrated conversation
between participants from varying backgrounds and aiming to enact tangible change
toward a particular social or political issue. 68 Kester describes dialogical art as a sort of
process art that recognizes that, “complex social and political issues, like those raised by
genetic research, cannot be adequately addressed simply by fabricating physical objects
(sculptures, paintings, and so on) but require polyvalent responses that operate on
multiple levels of public interaction.”69 While Kester’s claim draws a precarious line
between the social potential of art objects and that of participatory projects, his notion of
dialogical aesthetics nevertheless aptly points to the creative potential that public
collaboration can offer to what are typically sticky issues to address on a larger scale. The
projects that arise out of Jeremijenko’s EHC and OOZ initiatives often similarly begin
and end in discussion, interaction, and participation, the latter two of which are often
unwittingly taken up by creatures of the other-than-human kind as they wander through
the various installation spaces. Her work therefore serves as a social and technological
tool with which to mediate communication between human and nonhuman beings, ideally
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with the outcome of forging in her human audience a more sustainable sensibility toward
the animate ecosystems we inhabit.
In contrast to Carolina Caycedo’s Be Dammed project, as well as Krista Caballero
and Frank Ekeberg’s Birding the Future, Jeremijenko’s participatory projects are quite
focused on enacting tangible change. The Environmental Health Clinic and OOZ were
both conceived as small-scale, alternative solutions to the widespread environmental
policies that have yet to be written by the United States Congress. Despite the issue of
climate change entering the international political sphere in the 1970s, no substantial
policies aimed at aggrandizing the global environmental health were implemented until
2015 with the signing of the Paris Agreement.70 Politically, environmental devastation
has been (and still is) consistently relegated to the benches, leaving the implementation of
tangible change up to individuals and corporations, the latter of who naturally stake their
priorities in financial profit rather than ecological welfare. 71 Jeremijenko’s initiatives
serve as interventions in this bottlenecked system by taking on the power of individual
and collective agency to enact even small changes against environmental degradation.
The projects that arise out of the Environmental Health Clinic and OOZ therefore
alleviate the weight of facing a doomsday future by proving that small changes can be
implemented so long as one has the will to do so.
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Speculative Technologies
Making kin with our fellow earth species is to use the tools of human imagination
to repair fragmented ecosystems and cultivate depleted levels of biodiversity, a task that
will require the prying open of new perceptions of and relationships to the various
animacies, machines, and materials that compose our vibrant biosphere. Jeremijenko
harnesses the capacity of her speculative technologies to move toward this new earthly
dynamic by putting forth the bewildering but intriguing notion of direct communication
between species.
The fields of art and science each offer its practitioners possibilities for
experimentation, allowing artists like Jeremijenko to create new conduits for interspecies
interaction. However, she is by no means the first to tie the disciplines of art and science.
From Martin Schongauer’s exceptionally detailed floral watercolors from the 15 th century
that aimed to rival natural itself, to Eduardo Kac’s genetically-altered and fluorescent
green GFP Bunny, Alba (2000), art and science have already walked hand in hand for
quite some time.72 However, there is a fundamental difference between Schongauer’s
representations of nature and Kac’s direct manipulation of natural materials and
processes.73 Contemporary ‘bioartists,’ as outlined by Kac, do not create mere
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representations of nature (such as landscape paintings, floral imagery, etc.) but they
utilize the very fundamental components of nature (such as genetics and chemicals) to
create technologically advanced art objects or installations that inherently question the
possibilities and ethics of human control over nature. Jeremijenko’s installations similarly
utilize materials ranging from chemical agents (such as the previously mentioned EDTA)
to technologically-assembled robotic geese. Her work thus turns the negative connotation
of humans manipulating nature on its head by instead demonstrating the ways in which
our technologies can interfere in the environment in a manner that helps to revive it from
its increasingly debilitated state. Indeed, the crossover between her training as a
bioengineer and her practice as an artist exemplifies the interdisciplinary ties between art
and science that give way to creative collaboration and innovation. But her work begs the
question, why art? Since she could admittedly implement similar projects in the field of
bioengineering, one wonders at the benefits that art has to offer her work.
Art allows for a certain open-endedness that appeals to the experimental and
speculative nature of Jeremijenko’s technological explorations. In the field of design, socalled ‘speculative design’ operates outside of the dominant, market-driven field in order
to play with the possibilities of how we can construct our material world differently. As
the designers Anthony Dunne and Fiona Raby explain, “We believe that by speculating
more, at all levels of society, and exploring alternative scenarios, reality will become
more malleable and, though the future cannot be predicted, we can help set in place today
factors that will increase the probability of more desirable futures happening.” 74
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Speculative design therefore carries a willfulness toward future-building that is very
much rooted in the present—both in the very now-ness of creating innovative design and
in its inherent critique of the way that things (material and social) are now. For instance,
in 2011 Philips Design Probes created Microbrial Home, a proposal for an alternative
operating system for human homes that takes on a certain sympoiesis of its own by
functioning as a sustainable “biological machine” in which the output of each domestic
activity (such as cooking, energy usage, etc.) is another’s input (Fig. 29).75 Speculative
designs often are not intended to be mass marketed but, like Jeremijenko’s technological
installations, are displayed in artistic or public spaces that spur the public to consider the
possibilities the works suggest. Like the field of speculative design and its removal from
traditional design, Jeremijenko’s projects operate outside of the rigid field of scientific
experimentation and its expectations for concrete conclusions. In practicing art,
Jeremijenko is instead able to allow her projects a flexibility that makes room for
creativity, imagination, and collaboration with the public.
The whimsical designs of Jeremijenko’s installations stir a degree of
bewilderment in her audience that unfastens the limits to human creativity and allows
room for innovation. Indeed, between public toilets for pigeons, singing mussels, and
tadpole tanks in strollers, she comes up with some rather mystifying suggestions to
counter environmental degradation. For instance, one proposal of hers involves the
stuffing of perennial wildflower seeds into the tubes of hula hoops, in which holes are
then drilled into, with the intention that the participant will improve their core muscles
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while helping to pollinate the planet as they spin the hula hoop on their hips. 76 While
such ideas generate rather ludicrous visions of humans collectively hula hooping our way
out of the apocalypse, it is particularly this element of whimsy that allows Jeremijenko’s
projects a degree of entertainment and enjoyment that is only all the more appealing to
her audience. Her project Robotic Geese (Fig. 28), with its artificial birds performing as
liaisons between the human and living geese, serves as an early example of Jeremijenko’s
attempts to establish interspecies connectivity. Participants operated the geese from
inside a cockpit installed in the gallery space, where they commanded the robotic geese
that swam outside to either chase, follow, or speak to the living geese. 77 While the
communication is indirect, the activity of remote controlling a robotic goose to catch the
attention of a living goose was an experience not unlike summer water activities that
instill a sense of challenge and adventure. The creative and unexpected nature of such a
task piques curiosity toward the possibilities of interaction between geese, humans, and
other lively beings, and the use of technologies to achieve this task affirms the effective
capabilities of materials, machines, and animacies to creatively mold new ways of being
in our vital ecosystems.
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Urbanimal Space: Dismissing the Myth of Nature/Culture
Fundamental to the building of interspecies sympoiesis is an understanding of the
complex networks of life that comprise even urban spaces. From ‘Empire City’ to ‘The
City That Never Sleeps’, New York City has accrued a slew of nicknames attempting to
peg its swarming and inundating character, but it is perhaps ‘Concrete Jungle’ that best
captures the sheer scale of its built environment and the immediate contradiction between
nature and culture that its sight brings to mind. The term itself expresses a manmade
tangle of unyielding stone and steel teeming with the goings-on of its human populace.
Yet artists have long contested the assumed unwieldiness of the city when it comes to its
ability to house nonhuman inhabitants. Typically located in New York City, the
installations that arise out of Jeremijenko’s OOZ project blur the boundary between the
built environment and natural ecosystems in order to accentuate the interconnectedness
of urban animacies.
In 2009, Jeremijenko’s interactive installation, Amphibious architecture (OOZ,
2009), linked the aquatic ecosystem of the East River to the built environment. Installed
in the East River near Pier 35, Amphibious Architecture was a “fish-sensing, waterquality displaying, text-able interface” composed of 16 buoys equipped with lights,
sensors, and communicative technologies (Fig. 30).78 The sensors of each buoy track
levels of oxygen in the water and communicate the information to the lights, which glow
a cool blue color when oxygen levels are high and a warm orange color when levels are
low. The sensors also detect motion, so that as a fish swims underneath a buoy its
presence is made known as one by one the buoys light up with the color green. The
Jonah Weiner, “The Artists Who Talks with the Fishes,” The New York Times Magazine, June
30, 2013, 18, ProQuest.
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visible correlation between fish presence and oxygen levels (more oxygen draws more
fish, or vice versa) draws attention to aquatic quality of life. The level of oxygen in the
East River is conditional upon the rate of human pollution, as several treatment plants
throughout the New York metropolitan area consistently dump their wastewater directly
into the East River, thus raising the levels of nitrogen in the water and decreasing the
levels of oxygen. 79 Aesthetically, the collective buoys bob in the water and sway with the
river’s current, mimicking the mobility of the aquatic life that they make visible. At
night, the glowing lights of the installation mirror the lights strung along the Manhattan
and Brooklyn Bridges that hover above the river nearby, thus visually connecting the
presence of the fish to the built environment of New York City. To be sure, the view of
the bridges in itself quite literally indicates the links between the human habitats of
Manhattan and Brooklyn, and further speculation can make the connection between the
habitats of humans located above the water and those of the fishes below it.
If the viewers are unable to make this connection from observation, the interactive
component of Amphibious Architecture explicitly establishes interactivity between its
human and fish participants. Viewers of the installation were able to text the buoys and
receive in return (via text) details of the water quality and presence of fishes. This
element of participation elevated the role of the audience from a viewer to a participant,
with the intelligibility of the interspecies interaction entirely dependent on the audience’s
decision to text the buoys and discern the presence of fish. Further, Jeremijenko designed
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a special food for the participants to offer the fish. The fish food contained a chelating
agent (akin to the chemical process described in the sunflower and EDTA ‘prescription’)
that removed toxins from the fish and consequently, the water. The reactivity of the
toxins, oxygen, creatures, technologies, and water attested to the dynamic interactivity
between the stuff imbricated in the filthy but mutable composition of the East River. The
installation therefore instigated another implementation of small agencies performed by
humans that are curious to learn and perceive more about the animated configurations of
the surrounding environment, thus establishing a heightened awareness of the ecosystems
and vibrant matter that comprise even the dense concrete metropolis of New York City.
Between its visual connectivity and its interaction amongst the human and
nonhuman inhabitants of New York City, Amphibious Architecture manages to establish
interspecies and ecological attentiveness in one of the world’s densest urban
metropolises. The artist Agnes Denes previously addressed the dichotomy between nature
and culture in New York City when she created the installation Wheat Field (1982, Fig.
31) in a central location in Manhattan. Wheat Field offered a provocative juxtaposition
between the city’s concrete impermeability and the cultivation of natural vegetation, but
it simultaneously (and importantly) indicated that even the most unfertile of debrisstrewn lands can be transformed to foster fields of wheat. Jeremijenko’s locating of
Amphibious Architecture in a site amalgamated with the materials of both human and
nonhuman animate beings similarly makes a mess of the misleading assumption that
natural formations such as the East River are somehow cordoned off from human society
and therefore can be subject to the ramifications of human practices like pollution. Such
practices as dumping toxic waste into the river assume that both the animate bodies that
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inhabit the water and the bodies of water themselves are so cordoned off from human
experience that they can be treated as dumping grounds. In rethinking these systems of
exchange through the ecological and participatory aspects of Amphibious Architecture,
the participants open up to new understandings of the structure of our world and perhaps,
even if imaginatively, turn a critical eye to the present anthropocentric and capitalistic
regimes that exacerbate pollution and in extension, environmental ruin.

Constructive Self-Criticism
Despite its allusion to issues of pollution, Amphibious Architecture lacks a
nuanced critique of capitalism’s manufacture of both the nature/culture divide and
environmental devastation, two issues critiqued by Agnes Denes decades earlier. Denes’s
deliberate decision to locate Wheat Field near the World Trade Center, Wall Street, and
the Statue of Liberty pointedly alluded to the city’s role as an economic hub and its
history as a land of opportunity. 80 The act of purchasing a large plot of land for the
cultivation of a wheat field in one of the most architecturally dense cities was in itself a
snub at the corporate-capitalist agenda of the New York City real estate empire and its
lack of nuance between urban and natural environments. Unsurprisingly, after the
removal of Wheat Field, the acreage on which it was installed was purchased and
prepared to be converted into a billion-dollar luxury complex. 81 Nonetheless, this rather
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ironic ending to Wheat Field’s critique of urban spaces rather poetically reinforced its
message.
Since Denes’s Wheat Field, the capitalist economy has only mutated further into a
machine that splits the public of the United States into drastically unequal socioeconomic
classes and ransacks each and every resource that the already overly-extracted
environment harbors. Jeremijenko’s glossing over these critical dynamics between the
material insatiability of the capitalist public and its unhappy ending in the contamination
of vital ecosystems repeats the depoliticization of environmental devastation that has so
long dominated the discourse of the issue.
While the fish food in Amphibious Architecture counteracts the toxins already
present in the water, the larger issue of pollution and toxic waste requires further address.
It is not only necessary for the participants of Amphibious Architecture to recognize the
contaminated condition of the river and the precarious position in which it puts the
populations of fish, but it is of equal import that one takes on a criticality toward the very
systems that contaminate the river in the first place. The treatment plants that dump literal
tons of toxic sewage into the East River are a product of centuries of human civilization
treating bodies of water as garbage disposals, discarding everything from sewage to
munition into rivers and oceans.82 In an increasingly commodified world, the material of
human consumption and its resulting debris is quite literally washing up on our shores in
unprecedented heaps. So-called late stage capitalism is witness to super-power
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corporations and industries producing an overwhelming amount of stuff, and therefore an
overwhelming amount of waste, for humans to continue consuming and disposing of.
Underneath the decision to treat bodies of water as dumping grounds is an innate
prioritization of human habitats and materialism over every other species that inhabits
these spaces and depends on their welfare. To be sure, this poisonous perspective is
rooted in the Western notion of individuation that insists on the individual human’s
unique distinction from the Other (i.e. self/other, nature/culture, human/animal,
active/passive) rather than recognizing the human as an animal imbricated within
networks of animate, technological, and vibrant matter.83 Of course, such a perception
has conveniently allowed for the guilt-free manufacture of industrialist and capitlalist
societies—at least until the ramifications of their extractive, pollutive, and corporate
practices became glaringly obvious with extreme wealth inequality and climate
catastrophe. Fortunately, New York City has recently made efforts to reduce the levels of
nitrogen pollution in the East River by 60%, and public projects such as Amphibious
Architecture likely played a part in turning attention to this issue. 84
In consideration of capitalist practices, Jeremijenko explores alternative,
environmentally-ameliorating products to be implemented in the market in projects such
as Cross(x) Species Adventure Club (2010), in which she worked with the gastronomist
Mihir Desai to create sustainable food products, such as ice cream made from the milk of
water buffalo. The two asserted that widespread production of the ice cream would
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necessitate the recovery of the critical wetlands that water buffalos inhabit, since the
species would need to maintain its health in order to produce milk. The project also offers
an alternative product to the dominant and environmentally disastrous cow industry. 85
Desai and Jeremijenko’s proposal of the product to Ben & Jerry’s demonstrates their
adherence to the capitalist venture, but it is qualified by both the supposedly sustainable
nature of the product and its encouragement for the recuperation of endangered
environments.86 While such a product is not exactly revolutionary in the age of goinggreen, it nonetheless experiments with a re-evaluation of the disastrous capitalist
economy as we know it.
In terms of her audience, participating in OOZ requires taking up a criticality not
only toward the ecologically obtuse structure of human society as it is currently
organized, but also a self-criticality toward one’s own complicity in this system.
Gathering the will to take part in an environmentally-motivated participatory art
installation must first be preceded by a recognition that one is merely a cog in the chaotic,
capitalistic machine, and crawling one’s way out of the rut of the dominant
anthropocentric system is to forge new pathways toward interspecies sympoiesis, or
toward learning to live in concert with the animate bodies who bustle through even our
urban spaces. While projects such as Cross(x) Species Adventure Club adhere to a
capitalist economy, they maneuver its priorities to address not simply what humans want
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(ice cream), but what we and the rest of the planet need (the recovery of endangered
ecosystems and species). Projects such as Amphibious Architecture push this notion
further by directly involving both human and fish participants in an interaction that builds
greater attentiveness between species, thus pushing the human audience to reconsider—
or thinking critically about—the passive stance that we as a species have so far taken
toward our other-than-human species and their conditions. Haraway outlines this notion
in Staying with Trouble, where she insists on our need to collectively take up a more
active dedication to the goings-on of our politically and environmentally turbulent times:
Including human people, critters are in each other’s presence, or better,
inside each other’s tubes, folds, and crevices, insides and outsides, and not
quite either. The decisions and transformations so urgent in our times for
learning again, or for the first time, how to become less deadly, more
response-able, more attuned, more capable of surprise, more able to
practice the arts of living and dying well in multispecies symbiosis,
sympoiesis, and symanimagenesis on a damaged planet, must be made
without guarantees or the expectation of harmony with those who are not
oneself—and not safely other, either. Neither One nor Other, that is who
we all are and always have been.87
Haraway calls for a transformation in the arrangement of our world, or the creation of a
more horizontal way of being in the world that melts the social boundaries that divide
human and nonhuman life from cohabitating productively and therefore prioritizes all
animacies as critical to maintaining a vivacious and biodiverse earthly experience. For
the human species, individual criticality is essential in such a pursuit, as it allows for the
steady dismantling of the anthropocentric system that otherwise runs kicking and
screaming at the suggestion that Western human society be tweaked to better fund and
better cultivate ecological amelioration.
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Indeed, the elements of interdisciplinary collaboration and viewer participation in
Jeremijenko’s work invites her audience to take up this self-criticality, or an ability to
recognize one’s own impact in issues of local and global environmental concern. Perhaps
Jeremijenko’s inattention toward the larger issues that propel environmental degradation
is countered by her encouragement of individual agency and innovation in creating
interspecies interaction. As is substantiated by the projects previously discussed—from
the replenishing of polluted rivers to the attempt to recover endangered wetlands—her
work quite clearly enables immediate action toward environmental amelioration rather
than waiting around for a new economic system to save the world. Projects such as
Amphibious Architecture therefore join the contemporary movement of so-called ‘ecoartists’ who utilize art as a medium for environmental activism. Indeed, participatory art
quite literally requires an activeness to interact with the installation itself, such as feeding
the fish in Amphibious Architecture, but activeness is also more far-reaching as the
projects mobilize their audience to join a larger societal movement against environmental
degradation. The participants who feed the fish toxicity-reducing food in Amphibious
Architecture therefore take small steps toward rethinking the impact of human actions on
damaged waters and therefore work to maintain the ecological health of both the river
and New York City’s larger ecosystem.

Earth Maintenance
In considering the participants’ small agencies toward recuperating polluted
waters, I find it especially significant that Amphibious Architecture was installed adjacent
75

to Pier 35, which at the time housed property belonging to the Department of Sanitation
New York City, thus linking the ecological attentiveness of the installation to the
maintenance of the city. The city’s Department of Sanitation was previously made
famous in the art world by Mierle Laderman Ukeles, who was the artist-in-residence at
their facilities for the duration of her career. Ukeles’s Maintenance Manifesto (1969) took
to task the underappreciation for the maintenance workers who performed arduous work
to keep the city clean, or at least cleaner than it otherwise would be without their help.88
For instance, in 1979 Ukeles performed Touch Sanitation Performance, for which she
spent nearly the entire year shaking the hands of every sanitation worker who was
employed by the city to indicate her appreciation, and in extension the public of New
York City’s appreciation, for their effort in reducing the city’s pollution (Fig. 32).89
Ukeles’s lifelong attention toward the ramifications of polluting the city’s environment
managed to put a positive spin on human practices by emphasizing that we do in fact
have the ability to manage our own waste. Amphibious Architecture’s location near a site
of the Department of Sanitation New York, as well as its invitation for the public to
participate in maintaining the quality of water, recalls the history between the city’s
maintenance, art, and public. The participants who inform themselves about the river’s
water quality and toss the toxicity-reducing food to the fishes take on the role of
maintenance workers who assert that ecological attentiveness is a critical element in
maintaining the city.
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Perceiving the nuances in our ecological networks and taking small steps to
ameliorate their deteriorated conditions is to recognize one’s own imbrication in systems
of environmental ruin and renewal. To move willfully toward the recuperation of ruined
lands and the building of new constellations of lively human, animal, technological, and
material dynamisms requires the shaping of a type of space that Jeremijenko’s
technologically complex and participatory projects opens—one that invites the public not
only to join the discourse around environmental amelioration but to actively take steps to
achieve it. Her projects therefore offer a map to the collaborative and discursive
dynamics that will build better interspecies relationships, a process that is a form of
maintenance in itself. Indeed, Jeremijenko’s Environmental Health Clinic, in which her
‘impatients’ consult her for solutions to issues of environmental concern, is quite
explicitly geared toward the maintaining of a system that is equally as focused on the
health of the outside as it is on that of a species’s insides. The project outlines the ties
between human’s interior conditions and that of their exterior environment—an
examination that no doubt considers the state of humanity’s very perception of our
external home. Earth maintenance can only begin with a scrutinization of our very
definition of self in relation to the vital networks we occupy, and it is perhaps followed
by a redefinition of self as a lively, response-able human-mammal embedded in and
indebted to a shockingly complex but crippled system of ecological exchange that could
use a bit of the better side of human imagination.
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CHAPTER 5
CONCLUSION

Harder times have rarely been had for life on Earth. Despite the threat of the Sixth
Extinction—the only anthropogenic extinction and likely the most disastrous—human
society has responded sluggishly, if at all. Nevertheless, scientists, scholars, and artists
such as Caycedo, Caballero and Ekeberg, and Jeremijenko attest to the clout that
individual effort can offer these troubling times, particularly when that effort is
augmented into collective solidarity.
In terms of art, audience participation serves as a means of maintaining strength
in numbers, but it also generates a diverse dynamic of open dialogue, criticality, and
creativity. As is substantiated by the work of the discussed artists, whether audience
participation is implemented in concert with the artist or taken up by individual viewers,
it frequently gives way to new perspectives of the animate planet we inhabit as well as
new formulations on what it means to be a human in a largely unhuman world. Indeed,
participation comes in many forms and it is not always limited to humans but instead
extends to our fellow creatures here on Earth. Participation is therefore not strictly the act
of participating in an art installation, but it is participating in the vibrant dynamics of life
on Earth. Indeed, the many lively beings that swarm in and out of art installation spaces
reveal that both animate and inanimate matter—from birds to rivers to chemicals—are
each vital agents that can, do, and will have an impact on the surrounding environment.
The projects that I have examined therefore destabilize the anthropocentric
perception that bent these bustling ecosystems to the will of human industry and society
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to instead formulate new ways, less toxic ways, of living. To consider individual human
subjectivities in regard to nature is to recognize the ties between human practices and
environmental devastation. The aesthetic experience of art encourages its audience to
listen, observe, think critically, or take action for or against the structure of world as it is
or how it could be.
Though Be Dammed, in Birding the Future, and OOZ do not offer sweeping
solutions to the issues surrounding ecological devastation, they do imply that the way
forward is to use the imbrication of human, animate, and environmental conditions to the
advantage of them all, whether this be through Jeremijenko’s speculative technologies or
Caycedo’s life-affirming performances. Becoming-with each other in vital configurations
necessitates not only the building of utopic visions but of having the nerve to demand that
they are met with a real-time effort to actualize them. To be sure, further research of these
projects could potentially reveal greater nuances on how to do so, particularly
considering the tug and pull between international political powers and the turbulent
histories between the West and the Global South. Nonetheless, countless artists and
professionals working in their respective fields have already made clear that the very
perception of nature as somehow other to ourselves needs to change, and it’s up to the
rest of us to begin that work fastidiously and in a manner that leaks into our politics,
education, and quotidian lives. To end the Anthropocene is to willfully breach the divide
that inhibits the human from making room for the animal, fluid as we are as organisms
living and dying together in earthly entanglement.
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APPENDIX A
FIGURES

Figure 1: Valerie Hegarty, Fallen Bierstadt, 2007. Foam Core, Paint, Glue, Gel
Medium, Canvas, Wire, Wood.

Figure 2: Olafur Eliasson, Ice Watch, 2018. Ice Installation.
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Figure 3: Maya Lin, The Secret Life of Grasses, 2018. PVC Tube, Lightweight
Soil, Grasses, Oak, Cable, and Steel.

Figure 4: Carolina Caycedo, Simulacro/Simulacrum, From Series Water Portraits,
2015. Photograph Printed on Fabric.
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Figure 5: Carolina Caycedo, Geochoreography Oritoguaz, 2015. Site-specific
Collaborative Performance.

Figure 6: Carolina Caycedo, Geochoreography Oritoguaz, Arranging Stones,
2015. Site-specific Collaborative Performance.
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Figure 7: Carolina Caycedo, Geochoreography Oritoguaz, Rios Vivos
Performance, 2015. Site-specific Collaborative Performance.

Figure 8: Carolina Caycedo, Geochoreography Oritoguaz, Yuma Resiste
Performance, 2015. Site-specific Collaborative Performance.
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Figure 9: Carolina Caycedo, Geochoreography Oritoguaz, Tossing Fishing Nets,
2015. Site-specific Collaborative Performance.

Figure 10: Ala Plastica, Emergent Species, 1995. Site-specific and Collaborative
Art Initiative Involving the Planting of Bulrushes.
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Figure 11: Carolina Caycedo, Cosmotarraya Yuma, 2016. Mixed Media Hanging
Sculpture.

Figure 12: Alicia Barney Caldas, Diario Objeto Serie I, 1977. Mixed Media
Sculpture.
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Figure 13: Alexander Calder, Mobile, c. 1932. Metal, Wood, Wire, and String.

Figure 14: Carolina Caycedo, Cosmotarrayas, 2016. Mixed Media Hanging
Sculptures.
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Figure 15: Krista Caballero and Frank Ekeberg, Birding the Future, Mid-Atlantic
USA Series, 2016. Site-specific Installation.

Figure 16: Oliver Wendell Holmes, Design for his American Stereoscope, Published in
The Philadelphia Photographer, January 1859.

94

Figure 17: Krista Caballero and Frank Ekeberg, “Window to the Sea,” From
Birding the Future, Norway Series, 2016. Stereographic Card.

Figure 18: John James Audubon, Great Egret, From Birds of America, 1821.
Watercolor and Ink on Paper.
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Figure 19: Étienne-Jules Marey, Zoetrope, 1887.

Figure 20: Eadweard Muybridge, The Flight of Birds, in Animals in Motion, 1887.
Stereoscopic Photographs Reproduced in Print.
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Figure 21: John James Audubon, The Golden Eagle, 1833. Watercolor.

Figure 22: Krista Caballero and Frank Ekeberg, “The Politics of Extinction,”
From Birding the Future, Queensland Australia Series, 2013. Stereographic Card.
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Figure 23: John James Audubon, The Carolina Parrot, Plate 26 from Birds of America,
1827. Hand-colored Engraving and Aquatint on Wove Paper.

Figure 24: Krista Caballero and Frank Ekeberg, “Dødelige master,” From Birding
the Future, Norway Series, 2016. Stereographic Card.
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Figure 25: Krista Caballero and Frank Ekeberg, “Dødelige master,” (Reverse)
From Birding the Future, Norway Series, 2016. Stereographic Card.

Figure 26: Krista Caballero and Frank Ekeberg, “Dreams,” From Birding the
Future, Mid-Atlantic USA Series, 2016. Stereographic Card.
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Figure 27: Jenny Kendler, Birds Watching, 2018. Reflective Film Mounted on
Aluminum on Steel Frame.

Figure 28: Natalie Jeremijenko, Robotic Geese, 2003. Audience Participatory
Installation with Remote Controlled Robotic Geese.
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Figure 29: Phillips Design Probes, Microbial Home, 2011. Concept Home Design.

Figure 30: Natalie Jeremijenko, Amphibious Architecture, 2009. Site-specific
Installation Composed of Sensors, Buoys, and Lights.
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Figure 31: Agnes Denes, Wheat Field, 1982. Site-specific Installation of Wheat.

Figure 32: Mierle Laderman Ukeles, Touch Sanitation Performance, 1979. Performance.
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