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Summary: 

 

The objective of this dissertation is to establish the notion that art can serve to 

create and communicate an awareness of the interconnectedness between 

people and nature.  

 

This study debates the theoretical similarities and differences in attitudes 

toward the planet as interpreted in the artworks of pre-history shamans and 

traditional societies, 20th century land and urban artists and contemporary 

environmentally concerned artists. The comparative findings suggest that 

attitudes of anthropocentricism, greed and power and a denial of Pantheism 

associated with agriculture, industrial and technological developments, have 

changed the human-nature symbiosis found in early societies.  

 

The creative component of this study has employed the processes of etching 

and embossing, digital image manipulations and the juxtaposition and 

layering of images to establish visual metaphors that communicate 

interconnectedness. Sculptures, billboards, prints and photographs as 

artworks of the conscience intend to shift socially and personally constructed 

perceptions from human-centeredness toward a symbiotic worldview.  
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Anthropocentricism; agricultural and industrial influences on land degradation; 
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PREFACE 
 

At present, the world faces an ecological crisis brought about by 

anthropocentricism or the western theological worldview that God has given 

humankind dominion over the earth. Whereas, early societies and traditional 

cultures follow the principle of Animism or the belief in the sacredness of 

nature, the western world believes that the earth was created for the benefit 

of humanity.  People’s responses to the natural world could therefore be 

defined by humanity’s respect of or disrespect for nature. It is generally 

accepted that a disrespectful attitude can be traced to the exploitation of the 

earth’s resources which started in the 19th century with industrialisation, 

continued through the 20th century and is continuing in the 21st century. 

Therefore, to achieve a sustainable living in the new millennium, a change in 

the ways people perceive and react to nature is required.   

 

From an artistic point of view, a paradigm shift is possible when art is 

combined with environmentalism, feminism, science and a post-modern 

critical theory to create an awareness of critical global issues. 

Environmentalists or ecologists challenge the concept of anthropocentricism 

with feminists suggesting a gender classification – culture links males to the 

planet while females are united to the earth through the concepts of birth, 

fertility and continuity. A post-modern critical theory demonstrates how history 

mediates and constructs an individual’s perception of the earth. Many artists 

have become activists in their attempts to create awareness of, and to 

propose solutions to the many ecological issues of global warming, loss of 

ozone layer, pollution, toxic waste, loss of biodiversity, deforestation, the 

uncontrolled destruction of animal and plant life and the depletion of natural 

resources.  
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Faced with the widespread destruction of the earth, an observation of the 

development sites at Glen Eden and Beacon Bay, East London, South Africa, 

confirmed the needless destruction of the natural environment and sand 

dunes for the sake of humanity. Even though environmental impact studies 

were carried out for these two developments showing that the fragile 

ecosystems of the dunes, tidal river, sand, rocks, pebbles and bird life would 

be threatened, the proposed developments are taking place. The increasing 

number of houses at Glen Eden and the new Beacon Bay hospital will soon 

destroy the fragile ecosystem through an increase in pollution, erosion, 

insufficient runoff areas and transport requirements. The hospital’s demand 

for water, a major requirement for the survival of the planet, indirectly 

influences the available recourses by being piped in, whilst the housing 

project increases the demand on the already threatened water catchments 

areas, rain and borehole water.  Even though houses and hospitals are 

necessary for progress, a balance between people and the environment, 

allowing sustainability, is of the utmost importance.  

 

In search of creating an awareness of issues relating to the ecological crisis, 

this dissertation employs an eco-feminist approach with the intention to move 

beyond the dualistic male-female approach towards establishing an 

awareness of a caring, respectful and interconnected relationship between 

humankind and nature. The research process includes an analysis of 

artworks from the early hunter-gatherer period (10,000 to 40,000 BC) 

agriculture (1500 -1800), the modern industrial era (1870 - to the early 20th 

century) and the present postmodern era.  By comparing artworks, this paper 

suggests that the present ecological problems mentioned could be ascribed 

to the human desire for power, development and progress. Over the years, 

human beings have changed their symbiotic involvement with nature to one 

of exploitation, changing the connectedness between humanity and the 

environment through human selfishness, greed and carelessness.  
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This dissertation speculates that if humankind is able to acknowledge a 

spiritual interconnectedness between all forms of life then the ideals of 

interconnectedness would result in sustainable development. The denial of a 

respect for life and nature which could be seen as the root of the global 

ecological crisis, could change when individuals realise that nature is 

governed by a hidden, yet perceivable moral order and harmony. People 

need to perceive the world as a socially and personally constructed place and 

space that includes a respect for, and understanding of their immediate 

environments.  

 

A catalogue as Appendix A and a DVD of the artwork Aqua Vitae – water of 
life, (2008/9) as Appendix B, have been included.  
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ART AS AN EXPRESSION OF THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN HUMANITY 

AND NATURE: PROCESS AND LAYERING AS VISUAL METAPHORS 

 
INTRODUCTION 
 
There is no doubt that the world presently faces an ecological crisis brought 

about by anthropocentricism or the western theological worldview that God 

has given humankind dominion over the earth. It is also clear, although not 

always acknowledged, that unless it is realised that the present worldview of 

contemporary society changes, that is, economic, social and cultural values 

which determine the relationship of how people perceive and relate to the 

world and universe, the future of the planet is seriously threatened.  

 

Today’s societies are often characterised on the one hand by experiences of 

technologies, loneliness, overpopulation, progress and the demand for 

success. On the other hand, much of humanity is experiencing poverty in the 

form of joblessness and lack of housing and sustainable resources, especially 

water. This has led to a certain degree of separation from the cycles of the 

natural world and a loss of meaning of the sense of the sacred or a belief in 

Animism practiced by early societies and traditional cultures. Human greed 

has further placed a greater demand on economic growth and power, 

resulting in a disrespectful attitude which can be traced to the exploitation of 

the earth’s resources from the 19th century with industrialisation to the 20th 

century and continuing in the 21st century. Humanity’s respect or disrespect of 

nature could be defined by people’s responses to the world – 

anthropocentricism versus spiritualism.  Therefore, to achieve a sustainable 

living in the new millennium, a change in the ways people perceive and react 

to nature is required.   
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On grounds of a personal philosophy of spiritual and moral negotiation, this 

research intends to study the historical presumptions or worldviews guiding 

human attitudes towards the environment. The intention is to establish a 

discourse presenting historical and spiritual possibilities which will assist in an 

understanding of the necessity for a shift in the present worldview. The 

purpose is to examine artworks from early civilisations to contemporary 

environmental artists, including ecological and urban artists in an attempt to 

unravel the perception that nature is alive and constantly changing. The goal 

is to determine the role of the arts as metaphorical expressions in this 

endeavor and to establish an arena for visual metaphors that create 

awareness of certain environmental issues and the interconnectedness 

between humanity and nature which is the core theme.  

 

The research design includes a literary review of seminal publications and a 

qualitative methodology to obtain information pertaining to the human-nature 

relationship, people’s attitudes towards the environment and the impact of 

these perceptions on natural resources. The primary literary sources include 

both academic and other journals and abstracts, followed by secondary 

sources of books and articles. Research methods also include photographic 

documentation and art-making processes such as etchings, embossing, 

printmaking as well as sculptural processes which comprise the practical 

component. 

 

Chapter 1 discusses the historical perceptions to nature by investigating the 

concepts of socially constructed definitions, anthropocentricism, 

spiritualism, fundamentalism and Enlightenment. By linking these concepts 

to the role of art, this study determines how these approaches influence 

humanity’s attitude towards the environment. Religious fundamentalists 

advocate a return to the traditional religious principles of humanity’s 

dominion over the earth. However, their emphasis on a patriarchal value 
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system encourages a human-centeredness and therefore the disintegration 

of the relationship between humankind and nature. Contrary to the 

Fundamentalist, the Enlightenment, a Modernist tradition of perpetual 

innovation, mechanism, positivism, empiricism, rationalism, materialism, 

secularism and scientism which is just as destructive, proposes an objective 

relationship between the individual and society and between humanity and 

nature.  

 

This chapter also examines the relationship between art and people’s 

connectedness with nature by comparing the artworks of early nomadic 

cultures to those of a contemporary industrial world. Whereas the rock 

paintings of the early hunter-gatherers depict a symbiotic relationship, the 

environmental and land art of 20th century artists depict the cycles and 

rhythms of organic growth, water, salt crystals and other elements within 

present day technologically advanced physical environments.  

 

Chapter 2 discusses a modernist worldview based on the Cartesian 

philosophyD

1
D that focuses on a non-interactive, non-relational and non-

participatory individual experience, and a modernist relationship of 

alienation, isolation and autonomy within urban societies (Delius 2000:41). 

In 1970 an annual Earth Day was established in reaction to the modernist 

worldview to create greater awareness of environmental issues, including 

the need for a new philosophical framework based on negotiating moral and 

spiritual issues. To understand the modernist worldview, this chapter 

analyses of the concepts of place, space and identity in relation to the term 

‘ecology’ which according to Matilsky originated in 1886 and is derived from 

Greek word oikos, meaning ‘house’ or ‘habitat’, and logos, meaning 

‘doctrine’ or ‘word’ (1992:3). As in Chapter 1, art becomes the vehicle to 

communicate the contemporary perception that urban dwellers are 

separated from their immediate surroundings because of fear of the 
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stranger and technology, a lack of knowledge and a desire for attachment. 

However, in this instance, some urban artworks evoke feelings of familiarity 

with the intention of reconnecting citizens to the urban environment.  

 

The notion of ecology is taken further in Chapter 3 which focuses on the 

current environmental crisis and how people respond to the land. This 

chapter investigates the concepts of agriculture and industrialism to 

determine the impact people have on the ecology and the circumstances 

blocking or supporting the ethical treatment of nature. Scientific principles 

combined with artworks guide the research in its endeavour to reflect on how 

human greed is destroying the face of the earth. The ‘sacred objects’D

2
D of 

African artists in early agricultural communities suggest the beginning of 

human control of the land and animals. On the grounds of the continuation of 

human domination within industrial and technological societies, some 

Western artists create installations and projects questioning and proposing 

solutions to the environmental problems of pollution and the destruction of 

water resources. By comparing the artworks with the photographic 

documentation of the effect of global warming, population explosion and 

poverty on the relationship between human-made greenhouse gases, melting 

glaciers, rising sea levels and the degradation of the land, the intention is to 

create an awareness that population explosions would place greater 

demands on energy, water resources and food supplies, resulting in the 

exploitation of the planet.  

 

Chapter 4 forms the personal creative component of this research which is a 

response to many of the environmental and spiritual issues referred to in the 

previous chapters. The scope of this study is limited to the relationship 

between humanity and nature, with specific reference to water, industrial 

development, pollution and poverty. In contrast to many contemporary 

ecological and land artists, the intention of this chapter is to create visual 
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metaphors that explore these issues rather than offering solutions to the 

environmental problems. 

  

The philosophical framework includes Keith Thomas’ principles of history as 

the foundation for modern attitudes. According to Thomas, an interest in 

humanity’s relationship with the natural world originated in the period 

between the 16th and 19th centuries, with the result that the perceptions, 

feelings and reasoning of earlier people should be acknowledged (1984:16). 

For the purpose of this research, the boundaries of sociology, science, 

history and art are merged to encourage a paradigm inclusive of, and in 

harmony with the planet.  

 

The aesthetic portrayal of objects includes dialogue, the acknowledgement of 

the interconnectedness between animal, human and plant worlds and Suzi 

Gablik’sD

3
D proposal of an inner freedom in the creation of an ecological 

awareness (1972:62). The creative process further accepts Gyorgy Kepes’D

4
D 

opinion that artists should not become sentimental and Edward T. Hall’sD

5
D 

proposal that artists should remain objective by taking into consideration the 

notion that cultural backgrounds influence spatial experiences (1972:52 & 167 

and1972:59).  

 

Fine Art Professor Dominic Thorburn’s philosophy of print as a “theoretical 

language of evolving ideas” forms the basis for the creative processes of 

printmaking, photography, digital imaging and video (1999:33). A 

collaboration of technology and imagination establishes a territory of dialogue 

based on meaningful contemporary images. The use of various modes of 

print and a video suggest a freedom of expression in an attempt to expose 

the underlying overlays of people’s forceful behaviour or shallowness when 

interacting with nature for self.  Alternative to the printmaking process, the 
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sculptures of glass, hide, soluble plastic and wood draw attention to the 

possible interconnectedness of civilisations and nature.  

 

In the conclusion this research project predicts possible outcomes by placing 

human impact and relationships in the context of present day perceptions and 

attitudes towards the ecological problems. Humanity’s preoccupation with 

anthropocentricism, greed and the need to belong has resulted in the 

exploitation of the earth. Water pollution, global warming, overpopulation and 

technology are some of the major concerns for today’s environmentalists and 

artists who propose a spiritual or moral recognition of the sacred qualities 

ascribed to natural elements.  
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Endnotes Introduction 

 

 
1 Cartesian philosophy refers to the 17th century French philosopher René Descartes’ 
questioning of existence as based on the dualistic aspects (the material and spiritual) of the 
mind and the existence of God. According to his theories, the nature of things is explained 
through a process of deduction which includes doubt - a person’s ability to doubt proves 
existence because the mind controls the body and by using the mind rather than the senses 
or reason rather than feeling, sensory perceptions explain the external world (Delius 2000:41-
46). 
 
2 Sacred objects refer to something tangible or visible that have received religious, social or 
magical value. These values then, ascribe an idea of sacredness to certain objects or people 
that sets them apart from others and provides them with a power which automatically 
prompts or inhibits certain acts amongst the members of a community. These sacred things 
or people have an absolute value and therefore, inspire a collective sentiment of respect from 
the members of a community (Derlon & Mauze [Sa]). 
 
3 Art critic Suzi Gablik, author of Has Modernism Failed and Conversations before the end of 
time, questions the central meaning and purpose of art within contemporary societies 
characterised by increasing social change and spiritual uncertainty in The Re-enchantment of 
Art (1992:62-77). 
 
4 Gyorgy Kepes author of The Language of Vision (1944) and The New Landscape (1956), 
suggests that art should address ecological situations without regulating public sentiments 
into fashionable convictions that would collapse with the approach of a new vogue (1972:52-
167).  
 
5 Edward T. Hall, an anthropologist, born in St. Louis, Missouri, 1914, has researched 
intercultural communication. The author of The Silent Language, (1959) and The Hidden 
Dimension (1966), he proposed that artists should strip the veil of deception by beginning 
with the senses and should realise that the world is a three-dimensional reality – in art, the 
senses connect culturally shared conventions, visions, and perception and experiences of 
spaces (1972:59). 
 



CHAPTER 1 

 

Artistic anthropocentricism and spiritualism in a historical context 

 

From the beginning of the agricultural and industrial periods (16th to 18th 

century) a careless anthropocentric attitude towards nature emerged based 

on different socially constructed definitionsD

1
D

 guiding people’s attitudes to, and 

perceptions of, the natural world. These definitions refer to norms, values, 

paradigms or belief systems which representatives of the American 

Psychological Association (APA), refer to as culture (August 2002).  

 

This chapter sets out to demonstrate a relationship between the socio-

historical development of humanity, anthropocentricism, spiritualism and the 

roots of today’s environmental problems. It proposes that the modern eraD

2
D of 

human self-centredness has contributed to the exploitation and domination of 

the planet (HUwww.absoluteastronomy.com/topics/Early_modern_EuropeUH ). 

 

The intention is to place the discussion and analysis of different artworks 

within a historical context relating to society’s worldview or attitude to the 

environment rather than give meaning to the rituals, spiritualismD

3
D or religious 

rituals or literature such as the Bible or Koran (Bloomsbury 1999: Sv “spiritual 

& religion”). Art reflects the time, conditions, socio-religious and spiritual 

definitions, and the consequential ethical approaches to, and/or exploitations 

of, the natural environment within the specific periods in which the artwork is 

made. The aim of this chapter is to create awareness that an anthropocentric 

approach would ultimately destroy the planet and that humanity needs to 

acknowledge an interrelationship between all life-forms on this planet.  

 

On the basis of modern historian Keith Thomas’D

4
D idea that the history and 

philosophy of the early people or hunter-gatherers laid the foundationD

5
D for an 
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understanding of current attitudes towards the environment, this study 

commences with a comparison between the traditional historyD

6
D and art of 

early nomadic groupsD

7
D  and that of the industrial and technical worlds 

(Thomas 1984:15 & 22; Bloomsbury 1998: Sv “traditional”; and Gowing 

2002:508). The role of history in an understanding of the human-nature 

relationship is strengthened by Australian Chief Justice David Malcolm’s 

concept of the transferral of a written or tangible history as the preservation of 

a culture, traditions and natural assets by one generation for the next (1999). 

  

Historically, the early nomadic hunter-gatherer societies maintained a 

symbiotic relationship between the people and the earth based on their 

nomadic practice of a subsistence life style of hunting animals, fishing and the 

gathering of edible plants, and a pagan belief in the soul of natural objects 

and animals. Interdependence between people and animals, art and ritual, 

alongside myth and earth occurred because these nomadic groups had to 

constantly move to given natural environments that provided sufficient 

resources to sustain their population. Local climate and seasonal conditions 

influenced their dependence upon natural resources and explained the 

temporary nature of these hunter-gatherer societies. This could be said to 

have resulted in an automatic interconnectedness between humanity and 

what nature or the environment had to offer. 

  

For thousands of years human species has used seasonal cycles of nature to 

survive. However, it seems that in the early 1500, with the arrival of more 

permanent and organised agricultural communities and settlers, the advances 

of growing cereal crops like rice, corn or grain and the domestication of 

animals, marked the beginning of human control of the land. The rise of 

scientific knowledgeD

8
D in the 16th century, the Industrial Revolution of the 18th 

century and the technological discoveries of the 19th century certainly made a 

difference (Markl 2001).  Humanity’s way of conducting life on earth has been 
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influenced by the discovery of oil and fossil fuels, the mechanisation of 

industries, introduction of canals and the improvement of railways and roads. 

Trade expanded and production capacity increased. Humankind’s seduction 

by progress, power, greed, money and economics, and the growth of the 

population has created the need to solve many new problems, with nature 

and the environment suffering at the expense of development, progress and 

scientific discoveries. 

 

Biochemist Albert Szent-Gyorgy ascribes the changes in human attitude to 

‘cosmo-technichs’D

9
D or scientific discoveries which provide human beings with 

knowledge and power over the universe (1972:233). Dr Hubert MarklD

10
D 

reinforces science as changing human attitudes by stating that people’s 

general awareness of a give-and-take relationship with the environment is 

formulated by data collected through observation and experimentation rather 

than by experience (2001). Thomas suggests that anthropocentricism 

originated when science provided an understanding of how the world was 

structured (1984:181). Thomas’ vision could be related to Newton’s paradigm 

of the earth as a giant machine governed by the immutable laws of relativity, 

as well as modern philosopher René Descartes’ concept of a person’s ability 

to think as the differentiating factor.  Descartes’ statement “I think therefore I 

am” suggests that the mind imparts secondary qualities to natural objects and 

it is this thought process which separates humans from the rest of nature 

(Pepper 1986:51). 

 

Based on these statements, this research assumes that people in industrial 

and technological societies shape their environment through scientific 

knowledge and technological development and therefore tend to forget that 

progress and hence greed are at the expense of the planet. Humanity 

understands nature as an objective world devoid of emotions or initiative and 

therefore accepts nature to be a limitless commodity. Instead of living in a 
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symbiotic relationship with the environment, people exploit natural resources 

under the guise of progress.  

 

Over and above science, the origin of the belief in humanity’s superiority can 

be traced to a general belief that religion guides human perception of, and 

attitude towards, the natural surroundings. Pagan belief in gods, ancestors 

and supernatural beings controlling the earth within hunter-gather societies 

produced attitudes of admiration and deference towards nature. With the rise 

of Christianity, pagan belief was replaced by the biblical account of creation 

with God giving humankind dominion over the earth. Genesis 1:26-28 

ascribes the reason for this belief as based on God’s creation of the first 

human being in His likeness, and God’s elevation of Adam above all living 

things - fish, birds, plants and animals (Wesley 1990:7).  

 

However, some scholars use the Old Testament charter of Adam and Eve’s 

disobedience to God to explain the break in the harmonious relationship with 

nature, the first Flood and degeneration of the earth, while others employ the 

New Testament’s proclamation of the coming of Christ to encourage people 

to develop an attitude of stewardship and responsibility towards God’s 

creation. Generally speaking, the world seems to have adopted the Old 

Testament’s declaration of humanity’s dominion over the earth through 

human actions of compromise and self-interest, hence the anthropocentric 

attitude towards natural resources.  

 

American historian Lynn White Jr. attributed the anthropocentric approach to 

Christians’ distinctive religious inheritance of ‘human dominion’ and the belief 

that nature does not have a soul. In White’s opinion, Christians appear to 

frown upon any belief in the sacredness of nature. The general attitude 

seems to be a baffled contempt for the ancient belief that gods or spirits live 

in trees, rivers, streams or mountains. This rejection of paganism combined 
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with progress, greed and human need, led to the insensitive or thoughtless 

damming of rivers, felling of trees, the mining of mountains and industrial 

pollution (Thomas 1984:23).  

 

Contemporary critic Thomas Tyron argued that White overrates the influence 

of religion because commercial incentives override the worship of nature. 

Global industrial pollution and people’s exploitation of the land for food, 

labour, clothing, transport, money and economy as essential commodities, 

have resulted in a disregard for nature and thus nature is not a popular creed 

today (Thomas 1984:23).  An internet article on environmental activist Rachel 

Carson’s book Silent Spring (1962), suggests that Carson’s argument against 

the use of pesticides proposes an interrelationship between all living 

organisms. Therefore, humans are connected to the earth as part of an 

interconnected web of life. The use of pesticides not only threatens ecology 

but also human health. Carson proposed that insects and other pests should 

be controlled by more natural and ecological methods rather than chemical 

pesticides 

(HUwww.classwebs.spea.indiana/edu/bakerr/v66/rachel_carson_and_silent_spri

ng.htmUH). 

 

This research postulates that rituals continue the idea of religion as 

establishing human behaviour. In ancient societies the ceremonial dancing of 

the hunter-gatherers mimicking the movements and sounds of animals and 

the surrounding natural elements, set the formalised pattern of 

communication with natural spirits. In the South African San culture there 

developed the belief that the tranceD

11
D was an act of worship and that healing 

took place at night since darkness provided an environment within which 

dancers could enter an altered state and establish awareness of self. 

Darkness allows for a spiritual awakening, mental clarity, physical stamina 

and emotional well-being (Bloomsbury 1998: Sv “trance” and Anderson 
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[Sa]:23). The abstract of Wilbert Alix’sD

12
D publication Trance, Dance and 

Ecstasy – “Planetary Rite of Passage”, suggests that the purpose of the 

dancers was to ‘become’ the spirit of the moon, sun, animal or plant life 

empowering them with courage, compassion and insight into the future. Alix 

stated that spiritual dancing is a cross-cultural phenomenon allowing human 

beings to enhance and maintain a relationship with the natural world ([Sa]). 
 
In modern techno-industrial societies some human beings resort to the cross-

cultural dance phenomenon, the raveD

13
D which involves the traditional blending 

of sound, dynamic percussive rhythms, breathing techniques and darkness, 

to connect with the self, experience healing or to pray. Rave dancing, 

contrary to ancient trances, includes the use of the psychoactive drug ecstasy 

as well as bandanna and blindfolding techniques. The bandanna [as a 

spiritual tool] offers the seclusion of darkness needed for an inner experience 

of self, while the current popular drug ecstasy heightens serotonin levels and 

thus, feelings of love and acceptance. Harkless suggests that the rave, as in 

traditional trance rituals, spiritually unites prayer, experiences of healing and 

a reflection of self (2003). 

 

In continuation with the artistic exploration of spiritualism and 

anthropocentricism within a historical context, this chapter employs 

Gualdoan’sD

14
D definition of anthropocentrism as a “tendency to assume 

humans [are] the centerpiece (sic) of the universe” (2004). Art gives meaning 

and identity to people in different periods and societies and therefore, this 

chapter compares some documented rock paintings of the Southern African 

San or Bushmen found in the Rouxville District, Aliwal North, Smithfield and 

Herschel to the land art of 20th century artists Robert Smithson, Richard Long 

and Andy Goldsworthy.  
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        Fig 1 Cave Painting, The rain animal as a river source (Sa). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



It appears that the nomadic hunter-gatherers invested themselves with 

primary importance or significance. This idea of anthropocentricism amongst 

the primitive people could perhaps be related to their belief in human gods 

and ancestral spirits as guiding their art, trance and music. In ancient periods, 

dance, music, trance and myths established a divine relationship between the 

people and nature with the rock images as evidence of this interaction. 

Researchers Gavin Anderson and Bert Woodhouse generally accept that 

rock paintings by shamansD

15
D suggest a connectedness with the spiritual and 

natural worlds because these works were created during journeys or trance 

performances (Matilsky 1992:6; and Anderson [Sa]:25). Woodhouse 

documented Harold Pager’s The rain animal as a river source (Fig 1), as an 

example of the rain animal-river concept found in a shelter near the Ndofela 

road in the Herschel district (1992:29).  

 

At first, the image suggests a ‘rite de passage’ when placed within the context 

of the hunter-gatherer lifestyle. The blood, a metaphor for the ritualistic 

separation of an initiate from the mother and all childhood associations, 

alludes to the revelation of ancestral knowledge while the line suggests a 

movement that separates the adolescent both from his/her peers and nature 

during the coming of age. The line further symbolises the rebirth and 

reintegration of the initiate into society (Woodhouse 1992:29). The 

association of the line and blood with the sacred time of coming into 

adulthood could thus, infer the sacrificial flow of the blood of an unidentified 

animal for the service of humankind. In relation to Harkless’ definition of a ‘rite 

de passage’ the line could connote the feelings of disgust or anger probably 

experienced by the initiate or the artist (Harkless 2003).  

 

When related to the ancient belief in trance performances, the surreal quality 

of the drawing links it to a prayer - the shaman communicate with the spirit of 

a specific animal associated with rain, asking for a relief from drought. In this 
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         Fig 2 Cave Painting, Sophisticated version of the rain animal/river source/fish  

                  concept (Sa).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



alternative interpretation, the blood and line combined with the title connect 

the flow of blood with a trance performance in a quest for rain and a river. The 

blood symbolising the transferral of the animal’s spiritual power to the artist 

during the transient, unconscious state of either the animal or shaman with 

the line being a metaphor for an esoteric artery along which power moves 

when the shaman is successful in summoning up the energy of the earth 

itself. Both these interpretations could underpin the idea that rock paintings 

are votive works of art created by early San people to express their beliefs in 

the spirit world.   

 

The several dotted lines in the Sophisticated version of the rain animal/river 
source/fish concept (Fig 2) continue the idea of a close relationship between 

early people and their environment. The several broken lines suggest a 

trance and rain, while the presence of fish denotes the similarity between 

underwater experiences and the intense relationship associated with the 

altered state experienced by both animal and person (Woodhouse 1992:29).  
Woodhouse appears to neglect commenting on the presence of a white deer 

which could become a metaphor for the presence of the animal spirit. From a 

pre-historic Germanic interpretation, the word deer literally means a breathing 

creature and therefore represents a spiritual interconnectedness between 

shaman, nature and animal (Bloomsbury 1999 Sv: “deer”).  

 

The role of art in early cultures is further reflected in the typical use of caves 

as temporary shelters by the hunter-gatherers. Caves could be defined as 

symbols of prehistoric shrines or cult sites, the human heart, the impregnable 

unconscious or the womb (Cirlot 1996: Sv “cave”). The hunter-gatherers, 

according to Matilsky, perceived caves as magical places or underground 

sanctuaries within which the artist or shaman could connect with the spirit 

world and interact with the environment. Shamans sometimes employed the 

bulges of cave walls to give volume to an animal form and to create an 
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        Fig 3 Cave Painting, Bison from the cave of Altamira, Spain (ca.15, 000-10,000 B.C.). 



illusion of the real presence of an animal, for example the bison, discovered 

in the Altamira caves and a member of large mammals which became extinct 

because of either climate changes and/or human pressure on the habitat 

(1992:7).  

 

An example of this low-relief representation of the bison is Bison from the 
cave of Altamira, Spain (Fig 3). According to Chevalier and Gheerbrandt the 

large mammal becomes a mediating totemD

16
D, a tribal object that 

communicates human control over the soul of the hunted beast and the 

ancient belief in the sacredness of animals and caves. As a totem, the bison 

establishes a relationship by allowing an initiate to identify with the animal 

spirit through circumcision. At the same time, the bison creates a bond 

between society and its primitive form of religion and morality by providing 

taboos and bans (1996: Sv “totem”). 

                                                                      

It is assumed that by drawing only the outlines of the bison’s bulging form 

following the outward curves of the cave, the artist intended to create a divine 

cycle between individuals, nature and animals. This cycle is expressed 

through the presence or soul of the animal and the connection between 

memory, superhuman power and nature’s life-giving forces of growth, death 

and renewal. The rock image then, becomes evidence of a ritualistic 

interaction with the spirit world and/or the messages sent to and received 

from the animal spirit.  

 

In the 20th century, land artists, as with traditional shamans, recorded nature 

and human attitudes towards the natural world through art. As the forerunner 

of environmental and ecologically concerned art, Land or Earth Art looks at 

the environment as a space to be used for conceptual and aesthetic purpose, 

resulting in the work being either temporary or permanent and constructed in 

abandoned areas or deserts. Land Art is said to have integrated socio-cultural 
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           Fig 4 Robert Smithson, Spiral Jetty (1970). 



conditions with art making and theory by addressing environmental disasters 

perpetuated by industrialism, technology and materialism through a return to 

the land and a shift of focus from objects to relationships, community and 

environment. Land artists responded to the current state of environmental 

degradation by creating artworks that placed an emphasis on natural cyclical 

processes and time sequences. Artist and lecturer Dr. Wendy Ross suggests 

that Land Art deals with issues of “dematerialisation of the art object, 

materiality of the earth, temporality, natural phenomena, and experiences of 

place and identity with the land that spoke of continuity, life, death, renewal 

and ritual” (2008:175). 

 

The influential role of Land Art in the early 1970 can be traced to Robert 

Smithson’sD

17
D land reclamation project of an abandoned industrial site in Utah. 

Smithson intended to mediate a balance between his artworks and degraded 

sites by creating a dialogue between the environmental issue of destruction 

and the value of an aesthetic solution for the devastated industrial land. His 

dialogue establishes a tension between the interacting forces of 

industrialisation and the natural occurrences of reclamation. By converting the 

destroyed, oil-mined landscape into an aesthetic spiral, Smithson 

communicates an environmental understanding of the natural processes of 

growth, salt encrustation and entropy (Kastner & Wallis 1998:203, 215).  

 

Smithson’s methodology for the project, Spiral Jetty (Fig 4), involves the 

bulldozing and, in some instances, the dynamiting of the earth during the 

transportation of 6,650 tons of rock from an adjacent site to the abandoned 

site at Rozel Point (Kastner & Wallis 1998:58). A first glance at Smithson’s 

methodology suggests a destruction of the landscape by the demolishing and 

blasting of the earth. A closer look at his spiral, one of the fundamental forms 

in creation, reflects nature’s ability to regenerate itself after human 

intervention. The Spiral Jetty by giving ‘life’ to the salt lake, suggested by the 
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encrustation of salt on the rock surfaces, reinforces the idea of regeneration 

(Kepes 1972:229). However, the spiral form within the context of a spiritual 

journey changes the abandoned site into a place of reverence that evokes a 

sense of awe and questions the inner meaning of life, death, rebirth and 

transformation.  

 

Smithson’s fascination with refuse, decay, neglect and entropyD

18
D, and his 

belief in the land as a form of waste ground or polluted landscape which could 

not be transformed into viable spaces for plants and animals, becomes a 

reminder of humanity’s desire to dominate the planet (wikipedia Sv “entropy”).  

In comparison to the proposals of the Pearl Company in Utah to re-mine the 

site for oil, Smithson’s project does not follow an anthropocentric attitude 

towards the degraded site. This lack of anthropocentricism is further 

suggested by the slow degradation of the land and the interconnectedness 

between the salt crystals, tumbleweed, water and rocks. 

  

The continuous transformation of the Jetty and the various documentations 

thereof underline the lack of human dominion in Smithson’s artwork. This 

assumption is reinforced by Matilsky’s interpretation that the counterclockwise 

movement of the water slowly and steadily disintegrates the shape and 

position of Smithson’s Jetty. The water wash on the spiral for instance, 

creates a reddish colour of the water by destroying the red algae on the spiral 

pebbles (1992:42). In the opinion of Bernard Blisténe, the evaporation of the 

water causes it to rise and fall which then allows the form to emerge and 

retreat. As opposed to human control, this natural movement of the water 

becomes a symbolic expression of Creation (2001:143).   
 

Art critic Joelle SeligsonD

19
D continues the idea that Smithson had no idea to 

exploit the degraded site by commenting on Smithson’s comparison of 

entropy with the Humpty Dumpty story. Similar to the inability of the king’s 
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                       Fig 5 Robert Smithson, Spiral Jetty, detail of salt crystals (1970).                                                     

 
                      Fig 6 Robert Smithson, Spiral Jetty, detail of tumbleweed coated  

                               with salt crystals (1970).                                                                   

                      
                     Fig 7 Robert Smithson, Spiral Jetty, detail of rock coated with salt  

                               Crystals (1970). 



men to restore Humpty Dumpty after his great fall, the Jetty will deteriorate 

until the spiral is destroyed; hence the natural process of reclamation is 

unavoidable (2008). Author Kepes’ statement that entropy would claim the 

lake and people would experience it as a site in absence through Smithson’s 

photographs, art, maps, documentation and sounds, reinforces Smithson’s 

intention to inform the viewer of the reconstruction of the earth’s history and 

the spatial, geological and cultural dimensions of the land (1972:223).  

 

Smithson’s detailed photographs of the Spiral Jetty, salt crystals and 

tumbleweed underline his non-destructive approach and use of the degraded 

space to create art that communicates his interest in entropy and reclamation. 

Even though Smithson perceived photographs as destroying the spirit of an 

artwork, he acknowledges the importance of photographic images to explain 

the natural process of change or entropy as the point where order/chaotic 

energy and decay interrupts the normal shape or position of a specific area.  

 

The surreal photographic images of salt crystals, tumbleweed and rock 

coated with salt crystals (Figs 5, 6 & 7) provide evidence that the end result of 

entropy is the reclamation of land or the absorption of an area into its 

surroundings by the rising sea water over time. At the same time, these 

photographs relate the site to ancient rock paintings. As in the rock images, 

the photographs of the natural occurrence of salt crystals on the rocks and 

tumbleweed imply that without the detailed images the work would have been 

redundant. Without the photographic documentation the existence of the Jetty 

beneath the rising waters of the lake, including the natural changes that 

occurred when the lake receded, would have been lost (Mazotta 1996:38).  

   

Kastner and Wallace documented art critic Joseph Masheck’s statement that 

the geo-poetic commentary accompanying the aerial images in Smithson’s 

film Spiral Jetty (1986), has a natural rhythm that projects the sculpture as 
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           Fig 8 Richard Long, Firth of Forth Mud Arch (1979). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



almost growing forth from the earth (1998:283-5). This paper therefore 

assumes that Smithson’s intention was to ascribe a historical, cultural and 

aesthetic value to the piece of land through the monumental spiral of water, 

rock and salt crystals, rather than to exploit the degraded space.  

 

Smithson’s method of integrating the inherent characteristic of a site with the 

evidence of human intervention is in direct contrast to the personal transient 

relationship Andy GoldsworthyD

20
D (1990) and Richard LongD

21
D (Kastner & Wallis 

1998:125) had with the land. Their philosophy of meditation, communication 

and attitude of a deep respect for the sacredness of nature supports the 

hunter-gatherer’s symbiotic relationship with nature. Their ideas are further 

supported by Christian de Quincey’sD

22
D belief in mediation as a way of 

reconnecting humans to nature that opposes modern science’s thought that 

promotes nature as having no consciousness or intrinsic meaning (de 

Quincey [Sa]). Contrary to humanity’s belief in the uniqueness of humankind 

and the doctrines of afterlife, Goldsworthy and Long created artworks 

suggesting interdependence between all livings things on earth. 

                                       

Long uses both the gallery and nature as spaces or ways of entering a 

natural world which he leaves totally undisturbed. His many temporary 

outdoor and indoor sculptures are evidence of his interaction with the land, 

rocks, branches, mud and natural materials found. In his mud drawing Firth of 
Forth Mud Arch (Fig 8), he splashes or dribbles mud, a combination of water 

and earth, to connect with nature and paces the gallery floor with the intention 

to determine the scale of the mud drawing on the wall and to connect with the 

surrounding gallery space. He thus, interconnects his experience of the 

immediate surrounding, that is, the gallery, to the wet soil, linking the gallery 

space to nature (Long 2000). 
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This paper accepts that walking and the traditional primeval signs of circles, 

lines, spirals and squares are central to Long’s art making process and 

interest in humanity’s relationship with the natural world. However, his mud 

drawing, as opposed to his traces in A line made by walking (1967)D

23
D, and the 

circular stone motif in Stone Circle (1977)D

24
D deviate from his exclusive use of 

these primeval signs and abstract forms. The semicircle of the mud drawing 

appears to have a functional purpose as the design continues his recurring 

themes of time, movement, natural materials and ideas. Conceptually, time is 

inherent in both the circle and line, and by combining it in a bisected circular 

motif, Long seems to continue the symmetrical pattern between distance, 

time and material. Within the context of the passage of time and place, the 

semi-circle and mud enhance the temporary quality of the artwork. The 

moment, gallery wall is washed or repainted; only photographs or memory 

would continue the artwork’s physical existence in the gallery. 

 

Kastner and Wallis argue that Long’s primeval sign of a circle communicates 

the differences between a direct experience of the landscape and an 

observed experience of the two-dimensional circular form on a map, wall or 

photograph (1998:126). Reporter Michael BrensonD

25
D  is of the opinion that 

Long’s repetitive circles and lines create a sense of continuous movement 

and a return to the prehistoric. He stated that Long’s mud drawings not only 

represent the artist’s most personal, impermanent and varied form of 

sculpture but also exhibit a quietness which gives the drawing a religious and 

aesthetic quality (1986). On grounds of these statements, it is assumed that 

the circles and lines communicate the artist’s silent, nonviolent, spiritual 

and/or aesthetic experience of, and attitude towards, a place. The line, a 

symbol of integrity and spirituality connects the artist with the earth and 

material while the circle, a symbol of the sun, moon and earth, alludes to time 

and the continuation of a harmonious relationship with the earth.    
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In an extract from the ‘Richard Long’ website article, Long explains the origin 

of his ideas as stemming from his outdoor work, use of natural materials like 

grass and water and perception of walking as a cultural historical act which 

originated from the pilgrims and continued with the wandering Japanese 

poets, English Romantics and contemporary long distance walkers. The 

process of walking involves a unique formal route, reason, idea and 

experience with each event, and work of art recorded in maps, photographs 

or text works (Long 2000). Art critic Robert Rosenblum stated that Long’s 

slow walking performances and observance of nature echo the romantic 

expression of the landscape as a place of worship - a place of quiet 

retrospection about the planet (1993:76).  

 

It is therefore assumed that Long employed the act of walking, physically and 

psychologically experiencing the open spaces of the country which cannot be 

experienced in the confined spaces of the gallery. Walking as an art form 

defines the human-nature relationship as physically interconnected. This 

connectedness is suggested by Long’s manipulation of the natural materials 

inherent to the various sites or individual places visited by him during his 

ritualistic or repetitive foot journeys throughout Europe, the United States, and 

many other countries worldwide. Moving then, provides interaction with the 

natural environment and gives a psychological meaning to the area by 

creating a relationship between time, distance, geography and measurement, 

linking timelessness to memory and time. Long uses photographs and maps 

to give permanence to his temporary experiences of nature and to provide a 

conceptual experience of the sculptures made during each journey.  

 

Finally, Long’s gestures and symbolic primeval signs and shapes of circles, 

lines and spirals, perhaps oppose the visual recognition or image by using 

movement and natural material in non-representational or abstract formalities. 

Long’s interventions using the natural materials found on specific sites, into 
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                             Fig 9 Andy Goldsworthy, Derwant Water, Cambria            

                                      (1998). 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



lines and circles alter the landscape in a very subtle way with minimum 

gestures and provide an opportunity to experience the place through the 

imagination. At the same time, his photographs, texts, maps, drawings and 

installations allow observers to spiritually and temporally connect with nature 

by using the imagination to reconstruct the physical site, the act of drawing or 

the collecting of stones. 

  

Like Long, Goldsworthy experientially manipulates natural materials such as 

water, ice, knotweed stalks, iris blades, thorns and berries to address the 

issues of biodiversity, transformation and the unity between art, processes, 

place, season, weather and light, including the transient nature of sites, 

human intervention or ideas, time and space. During the creative process, 

Goldsworthy becomes physically and intimately involved with nature through 

his choice of material while his experience with the seasons and weather 

assist in his gaining of knowledge and understanding of the forces of nature.  
                                  

A quick glance at Goldsworthy’s sculptures Derwant Water (Fig 9) and 

Yorkshire Sculpture Park (Fig10), suggests linear drawings of a nest and a 

float. A closer look reveals a movement away from the traditional two-

dimensional representation of nature towards the 20th century sculptural 

forms and minimalism of rectangles, lines and circles. Even though the forms 

and shapes [spiral, serpentine form, cone or ball] are at odds with the organic 

shapes of the surrounding environment, these sculptures do not obscure, 

overpower or dominate the ‘landscape’ but subtly complement the 

environment by connoting an interconnectedness between the artwork, artist 

and natural world (Goldsworthy 1990:no pagination).  

 

To Goldsworthy the repetitive use of forms such as the hole, ball, line, arch 

and spire creates a sense of familiarity in identifying with and exploring a site. 

In Derwant Water the hole questions the concept of stability and creates 
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                              Fig 10 Andy Goldsworthy, Yorkshire Sculpture Park. 

                                         West Brettib (1987).   



awareness of the potent energies within the earth (Goldsworthy 1986: no 

pagination). 

According to Kastner and Wallis, the reflection of the water in both images 
becomes a metaphor for nature’s powerful presence in the mass of earth, 

stone, water and wood. In Yorkshire Sculpture Park the palm leaves 

represents Goldsworthy’s interest in biodiversity by providing storage for the 

berries on which the fish feed (1998:34).  

 

It is suggested that the circular black hollow space and reflection of the water 

in Derwant Water not only completes the form but also symbolises wholeness 

or order until nature or the weather creates disorder. Within the context of the 

human-nature relationship the hole could become a metaphor for 

Goldsworthy’s reaction to the exploitation and abuse of farm land he possibly 

experienced during his early years of working on farms and in gardens. This 

is suggested by his inventiveness with, and responsiveness to, nature. In the 

presence of natural materials, seasons and weather, the aesthetic quality of 

Goldsworthy’s sculptures reconciles his art with his memory and experiences 

of farm work. As opposed to the conventional tools used by industrial farmers 

to build haystacks, fences and walls or to plough the fields and plant crops, 

Goldsworthy uses natural materials to manipulate a rock with another rock or 

a rain-laden sky to change colourful leaves, grasses and feathers into 

sculptures devoid of shadows and mud (Goldsworthy 1986:no pagination). 

 

The role of art in creating an awareness of nature in order to assist in 

reconnecting humanity to the planet is further illuminated by Goldsworthy’s 

tactile processes in his IciclesD

26
D and Stone gathering27

D. Goldsworthy 

establishes feelings and instincts by touching the raw material. This tactile 

process creates a transient relationship with nature for Goldsworthy, by 

linking art and choice of material with the natural elements of wind, 

temperature, light and time changes. The melting or freezing ice pieces and 

D
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the changing appearances of the walls by the surrounding bare trees 

confirms the natural process of entropy and nature’s constant state of 

weather changes (Goldsworthy 1994:106-111).  

 

Don Krug, a professor in art education, seems to confirm that Goldsworthy’s 

tactile process, use of natural media and his permanent and impermanent 

works, demonstrate the affects of snow, rain or seasonal changes upon life 

within specific ecological systems and cultural conditions. The processes of 

generation, regeneration and decay momentarily record the natural forces. 

He states that Goldsworthy’s photographic documentation not only records an 

idea or the fragile, transient and sometimes inaccessible nature of his works 

but also becomes a means to make his work accessible to the public (2006).    

 

The transformation of human attitudes and the role of art in creating an 

awareness of the human-nature relationship are enhanced by Goldsworthy’s 

unusual method of using digital art that connects one place with another 

through the internet. Art critic Glen Helfland describes this digital art process 

as involving the daily printing and hanging of two e-mailed photographs and 

diary entries done by Goldsworthy in his hometown Pen Pont, Scotland, on 

the walls of the Haines Gallery. Included in the daily exhibition of the images 

is Goldsworthy’s documentation of his intuitive approach to nature (2002). 

With digital art, Goldsworthy thus, not only continues his artistic exploration of 

the land, photography, time, and changes of light, atmosphere, seasonal 

rhythms and entropy, but also transforms the gallery space into a work space.  

 

By combining technology with daily activities and feelings, Goldsworthy 

further continues his artistic exploration of the notions of time and place, adds 

permanence to the moments of change, timelessness and his temporary 

connectedness with nature, and reaches a wider public. According to 

Goldsworthy, the internet unites his photographic documentation, 
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performance and drawing of a site with human intervention or ideas and 

emphasises the fragility and impermanence of the sculptural forms (Helfand 

2002).  

 

An overview of this study suggests that both early rock paintings and land art 

give an insight into the interconnectedness between people and the 

environment. An analysis of the hunting-gathering activities, ritualistic trance 

enactments of shamans, priests or leaders of a group and some rock paintings 

indicate that the early traditional cultures did not follow an anthropocentric 

attitude or exploit the land because of a cooperative instinct to survive. 

Shamans constantly sought communication with the spirit world to answer 

questions about the environment, to solve difficult problems, to pray for rain, 

promote successful hunting or to converse with the ancestors (Anderson [Sa]).  

 

Primitive cultures believed that human spirits or gods ensure the well-being of 

the people and therefore had to be appeased. Not only did these gods or spirits 

provide them with power but also ensured the survival of the people. It could be 

said that ancient cultures, as opposed to the Biblical notion of human superiority 

or dominion, practised a divine relationship with nature. The people believed in 

the supernatural quality of certain animals, rocks, trees, mountains and natural 

phenomena and therefore respected and protected their natural resources. 

Their thoughtfulness towards nature could thus be ascribed to their instinct for 

survival, their quest to understand natural phenomena and their need to explain 

different socio-religious behaviours.  

 

It could also be said that an interdependent and a harmonious relationship 

existed between the early people, ancestral spirits, animals, gods and the 

natural world, as evident in their rock paintings. Ancient rock paintings not 

only record the thoughts, ideas and needs of the people communicated by a 

shaman during his interaction with the spirit world, but also reflect the 
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people’s willingness to work, pray or hunt together as a team. These 

paintings also define their socio-religious events and belief in the sacredness 

of nature and animals.  

  

By comparison, humankind’s scientific discoveries, development and 

increasing ability to invent from the early 1800 onwards, separated the 

inhabitants of agricultural and industrial societies from the natural world. 

People developed an egocentric attitude towards the earth which denied the 

soul of natural elements and materials. Anthropologist Robert Ardrey’sD

28
D

  

‘killer-ape’ theory suggests that people would destroy, kill or exploit nature 

and/or animals to survive 

(HUwww.msu.edi/emuseum/information/biography/abcde/ardrey_robert.htmUH).  

 

Similar to ancient shamans, land artists between 1960 and 1970, became 

directly involved in the land to create awareness of the natural processes of 

life, death and renewal in a world dominated by the technology. In the opinion 

of sociologist Jacques Leenhardt, Land Art provides knowledge of nature by 

combining the concepts of the myth of the original sinD

29
D with the Judeo-

Christian tradition of human superiority. According to him, land artists 

legitimately and subjectively manipulate the land to gain total experience of 

the environment as they moved their art from gallery and museum spaces 

into nature (Mazotta 1996:36). Following Leenhardt’s point of view, this 

chapter assumes that Land Art, similar to Rock Art, creates collective and 

individual meanings that comment on the survival of the planet threatened by 

elements of religious, industrial, scientific and technological development.  

 

The conclusion that is reached is that land artists such as Smithson, Long 

and Goldsworthy have contributed to an awareness of the degrading effect 

that industrialism, commercialism and development has on the earth. In Spiral 
Jetty, Smithson’s permanent manipulation of the abandoned mining site not 
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only addresses the issue of the industrial degradation of the land but also 

provides the viewer with insight into the artistic explanation of entropy and 

reclamation. His human-made entropic landscape possibly tends to 

anthropocentricism because of his moral concern for human imagination but it 

exposes nature’s tendency to increase disorder or randomness through the 

natural processes of entropy and reclamation.  

 

Contrary to Smithson, Long and Goldsworthy followed a more spiritual 

approach based on their consciousness of nature as having a soul. They 

manipulated natural materials without destroying or damaging the 

environment to create familiarity with nature and its varied and unique 

qualities. This in turn creates an awareness of the interconnectedness 

between all living things. 

 

Goldsworthy and Long’s photographic documentation conveys individual and 

collective meaning by allowing the viewer to interpret and experience the 

artists’ knotting of iris blades, stacking of the berries, walking the line or 

throwing the mud, through the imagination. At the same time, the viewer is 

able to imagine and therefore experience the sound associated with the 

process of creating the transient sculptures - the violent slap as the mud hits 

the wall or the ‘plop’ as the fish attack the berries. The timelessness and 

endlessness of the work then not only reflect the artists’ empathy with nature 

but also their understanding of its forces.  

 

An interpretation of the photographic documentation of the artists’ processes 

and intensions suggest a paradigm shift from exploiting to managing nature 

or from domination to stewardship. This momentum confirms Dr. Besthorn’sD

30
D 

coexistence theory of humanity as part of and not superior to the soil, water, 

land, atmosphere, plants, minerals and animals (1997).  Nature then, is an 

irreplaceable resource for human survival as people share a common destiny 
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with the earth based on the belief that all living things are interconnected and 

interdependent. 

 

Contrary to meditation, modern sciences ascribe no intrinsic value, meaning 

or purpose to nature. Scientists and technologists, according to geography 

lecturer David Pepper, employ science to explain the human-nature 

relationship as one of domination and/or exploitation. Artists, ecologists and 

environmentalists therefore should employ science to create an 

understanding of the reciprocal relationship between humankind and the 

natural world (1984:8). On the grounds of De Quincey’s idea of meditation as 

the way to meaning and Pepper’s notion that artists should employ science, 

this chapter suggests that a combination of assumptions defined by social, 

religious, economic and cultural values and an understanding of the history of 

the relationship between individuals and their natural surroundings, would 

contribute to a paradigm shift. The Christian principle of love and stewardship 

combined with meditation, prayer and a deep respect for all living things 

would reconnect individuals to the planet, while scientific principles would 

provide insight into the environmental issues of pollution, water depletion and 

global warming (to be discussed in Chapter 3).  

 

The research moves from the historical and artistic overview of the concept of 

spirituality versus anthropocentrism as giving meaning to the 21st century 

relationship between people and the natural world, toward the concepts of 

place and space as determining factors in how human beings relate to their 

immediate environment. Chapter 2 discusses on how familiar surroundings 

account for personal experiences and feelings of connectedness, respect and 

conservation of the environment. Alternatively, unfamiliar surroundings as a 

result of migration to the cities cause a lack of an inherent personal meaning 

and experiences of estrangement.  
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Endnotes Chapter 1 

 
1 Socially constructed definitions refer to values and norms guiding people’s understanding 
and experience. It could be seen as a worldview or paradigm which according to the 
American Psychological Association refers to culture guided by an act of transmitting learned 
behaviour, beliefs, values, and religious and spiritual traditions. A culture encompasses the 
historical, economic, ecological and political influences upon daily life (APA August 2002).       
 
2 The modern era historically refers to the Western European history from the early modern 
period (1500 to 1800) to the modern period beginning roughly in the 18th century with the 
Industrial Revolution, Reformation and Enlightenment epochs and ending in 20th century 
post-modernism ( Available at 
HUhttp://www.absoluteastronomy.com/topics/Early_modern_EuropeUH). 
   
3 Spiritualism refers to a belief system that emphasises the spiritual nature of existence, 
whereas religion refers to a personal and institutionalised belief and value system that 
promote a belief in God, a god, and the divine involvement in human life and the universe 
(Bloomsbury 1999: Sv ‘spiritual’ and ‘religion’).  
  
4 Keith Thomas has written several books on the social and intellectual history of the early 
modern period. In Man and the natural world, changing attitudes in England 1500-1800, he 
unites history and literature to explain the origins of the uncompromising methods used by 
humanity to dominate animals and plants. In his conclusion he suggests that with the rise of 
pantheism nature received an intrinsic spiritual value with people developing a desire to 
conserve the planet (1984:13-25). 
   
5 Foundation in this instance refers to Keith Thomas’ theories on the historical development of 
humanity from believing in the healing powers of unexploited nature towards exploiting the 
land and natural resources in humankind’s pursuit to cultivate civilizations. This resulted in a 
changing perception of the natural world with the human-nature relationship changing from 
connectedness to separateness (Thomas 1984:15).  
 
6 The traditional history refers to the handing down of customs, practices and beliefs from one 
generation or culture to the next, for example the Christian doctrine of Jesus Christ, the 
Islamic doctrine of the Koran, or the idea that all knowledge comes from divine revelation 
passed on through rituals (Bloomsbury 1999:Sv ‘traditional’). 
 
7 Nomadic groups were indigenous people who relied upon subsistence-based production by 
means of horticulture and/or hunting and gathering techniques. As ethnic groups, they have a 
historical association with a given region and maintain their distinct linguistic, cultural and 
social characteristics. In South Africa, a typical example of a nomadic group is the San 
people (Gowing 2002:508-520). 
 
8 Scientific knowledge refers to knowledge gained from studying the physical world by 
combining theory, observation and empirical testing. The scientific, cultural, anthropological, 
moral and cultural views of the universe could explain the assumption that the human 
species is an integral part of nature. Humankind’s continuous exploitation of the natural 
ecosystems would result in the destruction of nature and an emotional loss of nature’s 
beauty. Human exploitation of forests, rivers, lakes or marine ecosystems and vast areas of 
land for agriculture for example, needs to stop if a sustainable biosphere is to be maintained. 
People should understand that knowledge and the application of tools are mere methods that 
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could assist with the survival of planet while changing attitudes would ensure connectedness 
with the environment (Markl 2001).  
 
9 The term ‘cosmo-technichs’ refers to the various projects and technological developments 
used by scientists to study the origin and structure of the universe. The Natural Science 
Foundation, for instance, proposes forum discussions to educate the public about the 
relationship between people and the cosmos through the empirical process of science. The 
cosmos is the background against which people act and live, and science defines its nature. 
The New Vision Sphere suggests a Cosmo-Bio-Genic [the Bio-energetic body or 
electromagnetic field/the counterpart of the physical body] technique and methods of 
personal and group transformation, bio-energy economic awareness and self-healing 
methods to create understanding and harmonious life guided by natural and cosmic laws 
(Kepes 1972:233-235).   
 
10 Dr Hubert Markl, the president of the Heidelberg Forum, wrote an article on the circular 
relationship between nature and humanity’s concept of nature. Markl suggested that present-
day natural scientists should combine theory and empirical testing to define the concept of 
nature and to determine the future of nature. To the evolutionary biologist the term ‘nature’ 
refers to the universe whereas scientists regard nature as the coherence of knowledge of 
humankind and the unity of nature. From an evolutionary perspective, the future of nature is 
determined by people’s perception of themselves as an integral part of nature with nature 
taking control of its own future through human technological and economic inventiveness. 
From an ecological perspective the entire biosphere becomes an essential ecological 
resource for human survival and the future is therefore dependent upon humanity’s role of 
managing human behaviour (2001).  
 
11 The term ‘trance’ refers to the mobilisationof the body into a hypnotic state of physic 
awareness, in which the person becomes unaware of the environment and taps into the 
unconscious relationship between images, body and nature. It represents a temporary 
displacement of a personal identity and body, activated by the spirit of the moon, sun, and 
animal or plant life. A trance refers to a semi-unconscious state, allowing a spiritual medium 
to enter and communicate with the dead (Bloomsbury 1999: Sv ‘trance’). In San mythology, a 
trance refers to a spiritual dance of transforming the physical sensations and feelings of the 
body. During the dance, the person ‘becomes’ the animal to receive the ‘power’, [courage, 
compassion and insight into the future], hence no difference exists between the real and spirit 
world. Trance dancing thus, resulted in group cohesion and fulfillment (Anderson [Sa]:18-25).  
 
12 An abstract of W. Alix’s book Trance Dance gives an insight into the origin of dancing as 
the desire of the people from ancient times to spiritually connect with nature which they saw 
as an expression of God as in Christianity or ‘a god’ as a spiritual being. As a cross-cultural 
phenomenon, dancing is perceived as an integral part of the spiritual and physical health of 
individuals and their environment (Alix [Sa]).  
 
13 A rave in the 1970’s, referred to a cohesive psychedelic movement, known as ‘Earth dance’ 
that allowed for the intermingling of different races, nationalities and subcultures within the 
seclusion of darkness. It is perceived as the doorway to the soul, an altered state of 
consciousness and the connection to the healing powers of the spirit. An abstract of Steve 
Harkless’ essay Trance, dance and ecstasy, a planetary rite the passage, refers to the rave 
as a radical cultural movement of self-expression and freedom with the use of ecstasy to 
heighten fleshy sensations, and energise dance movements and conversations (Harkless 
2003). 
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14An abstract of Super Moderator Gualdoan’s article Metaphysics of anthropomorphism and 
anthropocentricism for the Academy of the Galilean Library, reflects on the concept of 
heritage as history written. From an anthropocentric point of view heritage refers to 
“breathable air, potable water, wilderness and unspoilt agricultural lands.”  In the context of 
natural resources heritage encompasses the global environment – the need to globally 
preserve water for agriculture, economic development and peace (2004). 
  
15 Shamans, as visionary figures, healers or artists, are separated from other members of 
society because of their prophetic dreams and powerful sense of intuition. During a ritual, the 
shaman gives meaning to a ceremony through objects (Matilsky 1992:6). Shamans, also 
known as rain doctors or spiritual leaders, would enter the spirit world in search of a specific 
animal associated with rain to be sacrificed. The visionary animal is then captured and killed 
at the place where the rain is needed because shamans believed that the animal’s blood 
would result in rain. ‘Rain’ animals included elephant, eland, rhebuck, buffalo, hippopotami, 
rhinoceros and oxen (Anderson [Sa]:25). 
     
16 A totem is a symbolic tribal object, plant, animal or natural phenomenon with which bonds 
of kinship are established. The totem represents the religious and primitive aspects of rituals 
during which the totem is believed to guard and guide a person and/or tribe (Chevalier & 
Gheerbrandt 1996:1019).   
  
17 American artist Robert Smithson, a leading exponent of Land Art and reclamation projects, 
revitalised abandoned landscapes through a series of large-scale outdoor Earth Art projects 
between 1967 and 1979. He perceived art to be a mediator between ecologists and 
industrialists - art provides a dialogue between the mind and the earth, acts and thoughts, art 
and process (Kastner & Wallis 1998: 203-05, 211-217). 
 
18 Entropy refers to the rate at which all matter decays and the measure of disorder that 
exists within a system. The process of entropy allows nature to reclaim its sandy slopes, 
expanse of salt flats bordering the lake, rocks, and red water, sand and mud deposits. 
(Bloomsbury 1999 Sv ‘entropy’). The word ‘entropy’ is derived from the Greek words ‘a 
turning toward’ and refers to an increase in the disintegration of the molecules in a system  
(Available at: HUhttp://www.en.wikipedia.org/wiki/entropyUH). 
 
19 Art curator Joelle Seligson’s article on Robert Smithson’s Spiral Jetty in Museum states that 
Smithson’s jetty receded at the time of his death in 1973, then disappeared but in 1999 re-
emerged as a permanently altered jetty. The article is of the opinion that a proposal for oil 
drilling about five miles from the earthwork would destroy the lake’s ecology and the jetty’s 
sanctity (Seligson 2008). 
 
20 British land-artist, Andy Goldsworthy, used natural materials, shapes and geometry to 
create sculptures and drawings that intimately connect humanity to nature. His sculptures 
reflect an aesthetic intervention in the landscape (1990).   
 
21 British land artist, Richard Long, contributed to the paradigm shift of creating land-art in-
terms-of journeys and positions rather than as a marketable commodity. He was concerned 
with the relationship between modern urban spaces and the natural world (Kastner & Wallis 
1998:79,125 &126). 
 
22 Christian de Quincey, a philosopher professor of consciousness studies and author of 
Radical nature: rediscovering the soul of matter, argues that meditation rather than religion or 
modern sciences would reconnect humanity to nature. Modern science contributes to the 
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problematic relationship because it regards nature, in contrast to humankind, as having “no 
consciousness”, hence without “intrinsic meaning, value or purpose.” De Quincey sees 
meditation as the way to meaning, of becoming part of nature, which has a “mind of its own” 
by being “present and listening” ([Sa]). 
 
23 Richard Long, A line made by walking (1967). Black and white photograph, 37.5 x 32 cm, 
Somerset, England (Kastner & Wallace 1998:125). 
 
24 Richard Long, Stone circle (1976). Approximately 156 Tennessee stones, ø 671 cm 
(Kastner & Wallace 1998:79). 
 
25 The New York Times reporter Michael Brenson wrote an article on Long’s mid-career 
exhibition at the Guggenheim Museum in September 1986. The article gives a retrospective 
view on the mud drawings, stone installation and photographs of sculptures done by Long 
during his ritualistic walks. The central concept of the article was Long’s respect for surface, 
his method of walking to determine the size of a sculpture and his responses to his several 
journeys (1986). 
   
26 Andy Goldsworthy, Icicles (1987. Thick ice ends dipped into snow, then water and held 
until frozen together, occasionally using forked sticks as support until stuck, the size of the 
work is not given. Scaur Water, Dumfriesshire (1990: no pagination). 
 
27 Andy Goldsworthy, Stone gathering (1993).  Stonework done by Joe Smith and Phillip 
Dolphin and photograph by Julian Calder, the size of work is not given. Ray Demesne, 
Northumberland (1994:106-111). 
  
28 The American scientist, playwright and screenwriter, Robert Ardrey developed the ‘killer-
ape’ theory of genetic heritage. In his theory he suggested that intelligence, physical strength, 
beauty, creativity and an understanding of the universe determine humanity’s responses to 
the earth. When threatened by external forces, people and animals instinctively respond to 
the threat by destroying the planet to survive (Available at: 
HUhttp://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Robert_ArdreyUH). 
 
29 The original sin refers to Adam and Eve’s disobedience to God by eating from the tree of 
knowledge. The concept led to an existential, psychoanalytical and surrealistic subjective 
theory of knowledge that acknowledges humanity’s right to rule as remaining intact 
(Leenhardt 1996:43-52). 
 
30 Dr. FH Besthorn’s article Toward a deep ecological social work: its environmental, spiritual 
and political dimensions, argues that social work should include an environmentally 
awareness, an understanding of the relationship between spirituality and ecology, and a 
political system that proposes an interaction with environmental systems (1997). 
   



CHAPTER 2 
   

Place, space and identity 

 

Humanity’s attitude to, and relationship with the natural world, expresses the 

way in which individuals experience and identify with a place and/or space. It 

is this relationship to place that is relevant to how people today perceive, 

conserve or degrade the planet. The concepts of space and place are often 

considered as easily explained and generally understood. However, as 

abstract notions without physicality, these concepts are in fact socially and 

personally constructed perceptions. This chapter then responds to the use of 

these concepts as guidelines of how people perceive, respond and relate to 

the city or country as a familiar or unfamiliar reality.  

 

It is intended to demonstrate place as a living reality and/or as the uncertain 

situations in which one finds oneself. One could say that a town, country or 

region becomes familiar when one inhabits and recognises it as a fixed site of 

belonging through memory and identity, or unfamiliar when one experiences 

a sense of difference, displacement or intrusion. Californian Intel scientist Eric 

Paulos and American designer, writer and telecommunication researcher 

Elizabeth Goodman, in their article The familiar stranger: anxiety, comfort, 
and play in public places as socially constructed public or private areas, 

demonstrate the relevance of knowledge in humanity’s connected relationship 

with a place. To them, shared detailed cognitive knowledge of a surrounding 

ascribes a familiarity to places such as the home, the office, workplace and 

social clubs, while a lack of interaction causes the familiar localities of the 

subway platform or the elevator to become unfamiliar because people 

observe one another as strangers and respond with feelings of 

disconnectedness (2004).  
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Paulos and Goodman’s perception of an intimate relationship between place, 

knowledge and feelings is taken further by Leonie Sandercock’sD

1
D reference to 

Lewis Mumford’sD

2
D idea of the city as a “civilized place to live” (2005:220). 

Sandercock employs the concept of the stranger to examine the relationship 

between the ghetto dwellers within various large towns and their perception of 

the cities. She concludes that people frequenting the city and finding it 

familiar have a positive perception of it. Most people in ghettos perceive cities 

as unfamiliar and as either public areas where people go to shop and work or 

as environments of shared street spaces where different cultures meet. The 

lack of socialisation and interaction result in feelings of fear and anxiety 

(2005:224).  

 

This notion of cities is at the core of social differentiation and people’s 

perception of, and interaction with, others. There is an interesting ambiguity in 

how people respond to cities - wealthy citizens perceive built-up areas as 

criminal and violent places to avoid for fear of the ‘stranger’, with the less 

affluent experiencing it as places of rejection, poverty and hunger. Therefore, 

it is assumed that fear and a lack of interaction and understanding of the 

poor, the outsider, the traveller, the trader, the immigrant, the homosexual, 

homeless youth, the jobless and ‘others’ (people of colour other than yourself) 

cause the upper and middle classes to perceive these people as strangers to 

be avoided. On the other hand, these ‘strangers’ or ‘others’ respond to their 

surroundings with an inner fear of abject conditions and xenophobia because 

of an ignorance of the environment.  
 

Within the context of Bloomsbury’s definition of strangers as unknown when 

encountered once and never seen again or as someone unaccustomed to 

familiar public places shared by means of regular encounters, this study 

assumes that a lack of interaction causes unfamiliarity, separation and fear 

(1999:Sv “stranger”). Within a specific area, the lack of knowledge, 
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recognition and interaction then cause feelings of fear which could separate 

and alienate cultures and residents from their geographic centre, site, 

situation or location. For survival, humanity needs a viable setting [place and 

space] that allows them access to food, water, safe shelter and, most 

importantly, a sense of belonging. Over and above the physical needs, 

people need an intimate knowledge of their immediate environment to 

connect with the natural world through feelings of familiarity, attachment and 

identity (Paulos & Goodman 2004 and Sandercock 2005). These statements 

justify the motivation of this research to investigate the interconnectedness 

between people and the planet/city, and to create an awareness that such 

connections could assist in shifting the worldview or paradigm of 

contemporary society.  

  

Psychiatrist MT FulliloveD

3
D in his article Psychiatric implications of 

displacement: contributions from the psychology of place, is of the opinion 

that familiarity combined with a sense of personal associations, provide 

cognitive knowledge of a location, an identity based on experiences of 

different places during a lifetime and feelings of attachment through a mutual 

caretaking bond between individuals and their physical localities. According to 

Fullilove, environmental changes threaten people’s knowledge and 

experiences of a place with the result feelings of alienation, disorientation 

and/or nostalgia emerge (1996:1516). In his article, Fullilove further mentions 

Anthropologist Anthony FC Wallace’s perception that people react with a 

state of paralysis when they lose their homes, communities or surroundings, 

and when their mental map and sense of how to recall and decode 

information [about the relative locations and attributes of phenomena in their 

everyday spatial environment] are erased (1996:1518).  

 

However, this study assumes that humanity’s relationship with the city is 

controlled by technology, consumerism and inefficient city designs which do 
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                           Fig 11 Steve Pile, Ground Zero: The widowed building                                           

                                looks down on lost ground [Sa].  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 



not include life-supporting systems such as heat, water, electricity and 

transport. Underdeveloped towns for example have small outdated water 

systems which produce polluted water whilst consumerism and advertising in 

developed cities encourage people to spend their leisure time in shopping 

malls rather than in natural surroundings. It appears that in urban areas a 

belief in new technology as controlling conduct and experience creates a 

tendency to either ignore or to fear technology.  

 

Extending the investigation of place and space, this chapter explores various 

artworks that address the issues of fear and a lack of knowledge. The study 

seeks to create an awareness of how these issues affect humanity’s 

relationship with the environment. It commences with an analysis of the 

individual artworks by Steve Pile, Kingelez, Cruz and Dolven. This chapter 

also investigates the collaborative artworks of Kendell Geers, Mark Dion and 

Pulsa, and the installations of Maria Dompè and Alan Sonfist.  

 

Steve Pile’sD

4
D  photographs and essay, Spectral cities: where the repressed 

returns and other short stories, reflect on the political attack on New York 

City’s Twin TowersD

5
D on September 11, 2004, and how the destruction of the 

iconic towers in lower Manhattan has affected humanity’s identification with 

the site. Pile’s photographs and essay suggest that people respond to a city 

through a “set of predispositions” or “structure of feeling”, guided by memories 

and experiences of past losses and spiritual remains (2005:254). 

 

The black-and while photograph of the destroyed towers and title Ground 
Zero: the widowed building looks down on lost ground (Fig 11), link memory 

and experience to history by recalling memories of the Towers’ function as 

historical icons of freedom. These memories combined with mutual 

experiences of the demolished area as a place of grief, memory and 

‘redemption’ connect the various social groups to both the site and each 
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                            Fig 12 Steve Pile, The Rebuilding of the Towers [Sa]. 

.                                                                     

 

 

 

 

 

 



other. In contrast, the photograph of The rebuilding of the Towers (Fig 12), 

suggests interconnectedness through a desire to save the Towers from an 

apparent irreversible decline. In association with the title, the reconstruction of 

the damaged structures reinforces humanity’s ability to retain knowledge and 

to restore the city’s cultural identity and damaged relationship.  

 

These photographs integrate meaning with an individual perception of self 

and the personally and socially constructed views of a place and time. 

Whereas some perceive post 9/11 lower Manhattan as a place of terror and 

grief, others simply accept the facts and continue with their lives. Pile, in his 

choice of monotone colour [black-and-white] and medium, intends to limit the 

visual effect of the attack and therefore possibly curb or restrain the 

observer’s strong feelings of anger. By omitting colour Pile reinforces the 

‘unreal’ experiences of such an attack and allows the imagination to take over 

in the interpretation of the images. These photographs create a 

connectedness between experience and imagination, and suggest that 

shared experiences of loss, grief and anxiety, including the fear of future 

attacks, collectively and spiritually reconnect citizens and strangers to the 

site.  

 

The colourful commercial photographs, maps and postcards depicting the 

original location of the Towers also connect people to the site but with 

possible feelings of anger and/or revenge. It is generally accepted that anger 

estranges people from one another and their environment with memories 

providing individuals with an opportunity to discover themselves, their world 

and times. In this sense, the personal black-and-white photographs of Steve 

Pile and the commercial images of the Towers in their endeavour to 

reconnect urban dwellers to the city are relevant because humanity needs 

memories to discover past and contemporary cultural identities.  
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        Fig 13 Bodys Isek Kingelez, New Manhattan City 3021 (2001-2). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



This chapter also argues for stories or creative writing as typifying humanity’s 

relationship with the environment; as do the essay of Neil Leach (2005) and 

the article of Steve Harrison and Paul DourishD

6
D (1996). Leach in his essay 

Belonging: towards a theory of identification with space, states that stories 

guide collective and individual behaviour through ‘mirroring’, whilst the design 

of buildings gives meaning to the surrounding environment, a sense of 

belonging and an identity which goes beyond the limitations of simple 

narrative (2005:299).  

                                     

BuildingsD

7
D, according to Harrison and Dourish, determine the extent of 

connectedness through their colour, material, form and architectural design. 

The unique characteristics, specific functions and personal occupants 

express the specific functions of a building’s three-dimensional space or 

meaning (1996). Artist Bodys Isek Kingelez’s colourful futuristic models of a 

‘renewed’ New Manhattan City 3021 (Fig 13), continue the visual exploration 

of the relationship between the stories of buildings and identity. Kingelez 

unites his experiences of third world living in the Democratic Republic of 

Congo (former Zaire) with his conception of first world technology by 

combining post-war American cartoons and technology with the imagination. 

He identifies with America, its people and culture based on his idealistic 

perception of America as a super power and leading materialistic force (Dean 

& Millar 2005:76).  As with the Americans’ capacity for continual renewal and 

reinvention, Kingelez uses the imagination to continually reconstruct the 

future of the planet and civilisations. 

 

According to Dean and Millar, Kingelez explores the re-establishment of a 

community’s identity, sense of belonging and interconnectedness with the 

immediate surroundings through colourful three-dimensional statements. 

They state that his bright, engaging artistic style, idealised architecture and 

title give the futuristic city a sense of economic value and familiarity. The 
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        Fig 14 Juan Cruz, Application for Planning Permit: Proposal to build a Metaphor,          

Sandridge Railway Bridge (2001). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



familiar objects of recognisable packaging material used in a new context 

also create a connection between the viewer and the final work. The use of 

colours and futuristic architecture remind one of fair grounds which could also 

be a means by Kingelez of achieving his aim of connectedness. By combining 

memory with the imagination, and knowledge of the 9/11 event with an 

idealised representation of the towers and city, Kingelez continues the cycles 

of destruction and renewal, grief and restoration, and of connectedness and 

separation (2005:76). 

 

As with Pile and Kingelez, artist Juan CruzD

8
D is fascinated with stories about 

places which could be real or imagined. Cruz creates posters as part of a 

series of public works for the international festival in Melbourne, Australia, 

that incorporate a proposal number, correct permit numbers, documents and 

stories written by him. His intention is to create an understanding of the 

relationship between culture, location and the complexities of a city by 

combining fact and fiction, information and imagination. His poster Application 
for planning permit: proposal to build a metaphor (Fig 14) combines the story 

of a fictitious small Castilian village as a metaphor for the specific location 

with the history of Sandridge Railway Bridge (Dean & Millar 2005:86).  

 

In Application for planning permit: proposal to build a metaphor, Cruz 

identifies with urban spaces and places by merging history and myth. His tale 

of killing Castilian village river-crabs as farming bears a significant connection 

with the historical Sandridge Railway BridgeD

9
D 

(HUwww.en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sandridge_BridgeUH). Whereas folklores, a bronze 

sculpture and feasts in honour of the crabs keep the memories of the rare 

delicacy alive for the imagined villagers, the listing of the original railway 

bridge on the Victorian Heritage Register protects the bridge from being 

demolished or altered without government permission. By linking the history 

of the railway bridge to his story of an imaginary community’s fascination with 
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           Fig 15 AK. Dolven, Looking Back (2000).  



crabs and their replacement with Californian crayfish, Cruz seems to 

acknowledge that the transformation of the Sandridge Bridge into a 

pedestrian and cycle path, and a locality for the display of public artworks, not 

only gives new meaning to the bridge but also keep its history alive. 

 

Cruz through his eyes as an artist and a ‘stranger’ enlightens the reader to 

the significant places that ascribe uniqueness to Melbourne. The analysis of 

the artworks and theories thus indicates that stories associated with buildings 

and places assist people in identifying with a specific area and its peoples, 

hence identification with cities determines experiences of connectedness or 

alienation from these areas. These posters then, set the background for the 

proposed ‘mock’ billboards discussed in Chapter 4, which intend to give value 

to the interconnectedness between fact and fiction, information and 

imagination.  

 

Other than stories, artist Anne Dolven appears to be fascinated with art in 

different places, environments and among different people. Dolven’s video 

Looking Back (Fig 15) records the relationship between identity, the 

landscape and the role of art in familiar and unfamiliar areas as grounded in 

memories. In this instance, memories of Dolven’s hometown seem to connect 

her intimately with her new unfamiliar environment.  

 

Looking Back could be seen as a representation of Dolven’s visual memories 

of the magnificent mountain scenery that characterises her hometown. A first 

glance at the video suggests that she responds to her new environment with 

feelings of nostalgia, indicated by the presence of three women moving 

extremely slowly until they reach the end of the film. A closer inspection 

reveals that the slow tempo replaces the distinct narrative, intention and 

context, and gives the viewers time to observe and interpret for themselves 

both the women’s behaviour and their responses to time, space and place. 
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This slow-motion creates an uneasy relationship between the movements 

and emotions of the women and evokes feelings of non-attachment, 

disorientation and alienation which reinforce the idea that people respond 

strongly to their local environments.  

 

Curator HW Wilkens confirms that Dolven’s video installation creates 

slowness in understanding because of the absence of good reasoning. 

Wilkens defines the work as ‘obtuse’ with a ‘truant meaning’ (2003:117). The 

slow understanding and willful absence of meaning associated with Dolven’s 

work, author Steven Bode describes as the blurring of the line that divides 

one state of reality from another (2005:50). Psychologists Clare, Twigger-

Ross and UzzellD

10
D  are of the opinion that people use home areas or familiar 

surroundings to distinguish themselves from others as either foreigners, 

strangers, city or country dwellers (1996:205).  

 

Within the context of Clare, Twigger-Ross and Uzzell’s place-referent 

continuity concept, it is assumed that Dolven’s video installation proposes 

that people relate personally to a place but understand it universally through 

experiences and memory. In this instance, Dolven’s visual reconstruction 

could give meaning to her existence, her understanding and her relationship 

with the natural world by means of a continuous process of identification with 

the women and the landscape as a memorial to her past and as a comment 

on her present place of residence. Dolven’s video reflects a connectedness 

between humankind and the planet, and a resulting concern for conservation 

of the earth through the processes of identification with a specific place and 

its inhabitants. 

 

Contrary to the individualistic exploration of the relationship between art, 

stories, city buildings, the country and people, artist Mark Dion collaborated 

with other artists, scientists and non-art institutions to establish a connection 
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                            Fig 16 Mark Dion, Urban Wildlife Observation Unit (2002).    

 



between buildings, urban parks, gardens and city dwellers through the 

imagination in his mixed media installation of a camouflaged information 

centre on Madison Square Park, New York. 

 

According to Kastner and Wallis, Dion’s mixed-media installation Urban 
Wildlife Observation Unit (Fig 16) includes a field guide, a building which 

blends with the park, and information about the local pigeons, roaches, rats, 

squirrels and other local wildlife elements (1998:290). Art critic Holland Cotter 

in his article, Art review: rain or shine, residing outdoors, perceives Dion’s 

work to be a reminder of humanity’s obliviousness to the natural world (2002). 

It is assumed that Dion’s artwork ascribes a landscape quality to the park as 

an open space, an area to be protected from possibly becoming another 

degraded site. In this sense, the camouflage walled roof structure that blends 

with the surrounding park in the way living creatures have particular colouring 

to avoid predators, intends to reinforce the need to protect the natural 

landscape. Combined with the architectural design of the observation unit 

which resembles an information booth, it would seem that Dion appeals to the 

public to gain as much information as needed to avoid planet earth from 

being destroyed by ignorance. 

 

Within the context of a landscape, Dion’s installation brings to mind 

artistsTacita Dean and Jeremy Millar’s perception of the landscape as giving 

meaning to open spaces. They pointed out that in the Dark and Middle Ages 

‘Landschaft’ referred to place. The Dutch then transformed it into ‘landscap’ 
which became ‘landskip’ in English (2005:13). Yolanda KakabadseD

11
D in 

agreement with Dean and Millar, sees landscape as the beliefs, values, 

feelings and hopes human beings attach to visually distinct scenery. Whereas 

people develop a sense of self when they experience an attachment to a 

place, migration causes displacement and xenophobia [fear of foreign culture 

and loss of identity] (2005: ix). Sociologist Jacques Leenhardt again, states 
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          Fig 17 Frederick Olmsted, Huddlestone Arch (prior to 1900). 



that citizens relate to nature through their urban experience of outdoor 

activities such as jogging, collecting butterflies or bird watching (1996:40). 

 

On grounds of such theories and Dion’s installation, it is suggested that the 

integration of parks and gardens within urban areas creates awareness of the 

city as a place in which nature and urban modernity meet. This idea is 

reinforced by landscape architect Frederick Olmsted’sD

12
D design for a central 

park in New York City. Olmsted’s design advocates public parks as an 

opportunity for city dwellers to escape the monotonous straight lines of streets 

and buildings, experience the wild areas or natural shapes while at the same 

time integrating with others of like mind (Matilsky 1992:24).   

 

Olmsted’s design of Huddlestone Arch (Fig 17) incorporates natural scenery 

and open spaces in a rocky landscape composing of a stone bridge, trees 

and water flowing from lakes, streams and waterfalls. These surroundings 

give city workers an opportunity to breathe fresh air and experience a rural 

look and feel within the city’s open green area. Matilsky points out that 

Olmsted’s Central Park proposes cleaner cities, enlightened town planning 

and more satisfying relationships between people and their environment. 

Matilsky concludes that Olmsted’s design not only contrasts with the more 

conventional built-up gardens and squares, but also initiates political reform 

by creating an awareness of the deteriorating quality of urban life (1992:26). 

Whereas Olmsted’s design promotes a connectedness between the city 

dweller and nature, conventional gardens of flowers or vegetables planted in 

rows at ground level encourage less time spent in the open air and 

gardening. These gardens also require more chemical fertilizers which are not 

only harmful to the air and soil but also the quick releasing of nitrogen that 

pollutes rivers and lakes (HUwww.goorganicgardening.com/garden-

maintenance/organic-versus-conventional-gardUH). 
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                                  Fig 18 Pulsa, Television Environments 
                                                   (1970).  

 

 
          Fig 19 Pulsa, Sculpture Garden (1970). 
 
 
 



As with Dion, a group of researchers in 1967 collaborated with artists and 

established an organisation called Pulsa, with the purpose of creating 

programmed environments within a city that would educate the public in 

environmental concepts and technology. Contrary to Pile, Kingelez and Cruz, 

Pulsa suggests that architecture cannot give meaning to the city because 

buildings are used for advertising and the corporate creation of impressive 

public images. They propose collaborative public artworks that would dispel 

people’s fear of technology by giving meaning to the artificiality of the city that 

separates it from nature and by interrelating citizens with the city’s technology 

of communication and transportation (1972:210).  
 

Pulsa’s installations of virtual environmental spaces, Television Environments 
(Fig 18) and Sculpture Garden (Fig 19) combine technological devicesD

13
D with 

public participation to create a connection between people, technology and 

nature through relayed aesthetic information. By combining television, 

microphones, musical instruments, lights, cameras and computers as 

communication links and space simulations, they seek to justify the advances 

of technology (1972:214). Adjunct professor of environmental studies, CA 

Bowers appears to disagree with Pulsa’s use of technology as a method of 

reintegrating people and nature. Bowers questions the value of digital 

libraries, electronically constructed substitutes for print and simulations. He 

argues that computers merely create transient relationships by translating 

human cultural life into digitally based imitations of life and communities 

(2001).  

 

This research assumes that Pulsa’s use of technology could be limited within 

the parameters of computers creating simulated spaces and places as a 

means of education. Pulsa’s employment of computers as a communication 

tool could effectively guide humankind’s understanding of the planet’s natural 
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         Fig 20 Maria Dompè, Water Emergency (2004). 

 

 
         Fig 21 Maria Dompè, Paesaggi Domestici  (2005). 



structures but unfortunately omits the personal experience necessary for the 

social construction of the city.  

 

It is further assumed that art as a form of visual language could reconnect 

individuals to the land. The Arte StellaD

14
D Association exhibitions for instance, 

focus on respect for, and the enhancement of, unspoilt landscapes. Artists 

use photographs and videotapes to document the sites and structures of 

human intervention (Mazotta 1996:149). Similarly the Trankaer International 

Centre for Art and Nature (Tickon) promotes an awareness of the cycles of 

growth, struggle and decay in forests and fields through their non-profitable 

installations or structures (Mazotta 1996:153). This ‘respect’ for nature is 

reflected in the artworks of Italian artist Maria Dompè and American artist 

Alan Sonfist.  

 

In June 2004 Dompè participated in the Arte Stella open air contemporary art 

biennial in an attempt to connect the soul and the cycles of nature to the 

processes of an individual’s continual psychic and energetic metamorphosis. 

Dompè’s site specific intervention Water Emergency (Fig 20), combines 

stones with ferns, sea lavender, tree bark and incense that creates an 

‘embroidery’ which covers an ancient Trento oven or calchera used for baking 

lime stone. Whereas the circular geometry reconciles the natural material to 

the universe and creates a cosmic harmony, the sensorial impact of the 

perfumed fragrance of incense and floral elements gives the work an 

interactive value. This visual and sensorial interaction reconnects the viewer 

to the environment (Dompè 2004). By using the environment as a landscaped 

background on which human actions are written, Dompè suggests that the 

earth’s existence is conditional. Nature, especially the water resources, 

should be regenerated from the impact of humankind to ensure survival.  
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                   Fig 22 Alan Sonfist, Time Landscape (1978).    
 

 
                  Fig 23 Alan Sonfist, Time Landscape (1965-1978). 



Dompè continues her theme of connecting the physical place with the 

spiritual and the senses in Paesaggi Domestici (Fig 21).  Dompè spatially 

invades the floor of an architectural and design studio, the Understudio, with 

her nine basins filled with water and flowers. These ‘domestic landscapes’ link 

the private sphere of the studio with natural elements, hence connecting 

humanity to the infinite cycles of nature and architecture. A prevailing tone 

and harmonious relationship between the individual and the cosmos is set by 

the sound, colour and odours of the flowers, the daily ritual of pouring water, 

the burning of incense and the changing of flowers. By placing the work in the 

centre, Dompè intends to invite the viewer to reflect and reconcile with self 

and others. The metaphorical implications of a gradual change from the 

private to the public and the outside to inside suggest that the role of art has 

moved beyond the trap of individualism (Dompè 2004).  
 

American artist and pioneer of eco-art Alan Sonfist in Time Landscape (Fig 22 

& 23) supports Tickon’s concept of celebrating humanity’s link to the land. His 

work appears to reawaken the public’s awareness of environmental issues 

and a need to regenerate the planet. The black-and white image of Time 
Landscape shows the beginning of a process of transforming a city lot into a 

site-specific forest as an emblem of what the area would have looked like 

prior to human intervention. The colour photograph documents the end result 

of such a process – a forest on the corner of Houston and La Guardia Place 

in Lower Manhattan, New York which connects city dwellers and suburbanites 

to nature. His work incorporates time in both the historical context and future 

of the work – the plants grow and bring historical reference to the site. For this 

work, Sonfist recreates the rocks and soil formations that would have existed 

before the arrival of civilisation and covers the rubble on an abandoned lot 

within the city with indigenous forest plants. By using plants indigenous to 

Manhattan, it is intended to reintroduce the trees and plants and thus, to 

maintain the city’s heritage and to offer a ‘home’ to migrating birds. However, 

 47



 

  
           Fig 24 Alan Sonfist, Pool of Virgin Earth (1975). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



the conceptual value of the work is greater than some of the ‘intended’ results 

(Sonfist 2009 and Kastner & Wallis 1998:150).  

 

As opposed to Smithson’s focus on entropy in his monumental earthwork 

Spiral Jetty in the remote area of Utah, Sonfist’s large environmental 

sculptures transform different sites in Manhattan into three types of natural 

terrains: an open field of grasses and flowers, an oak forest and a forest of 

birch, cedars and flowering bush. This transformation proposes an interaction 

between the people and the landscapes by encouraging a greater 

appreciation and protection of nature, and an integration of public art with the 

city (Sonfist 2009). 

 

Sonfist attempt to connect humanity with the land by restoring desecrated 

environments to their natural states is taken further in his Pool of Virgin Earth 
(Fig 24). In this work, Sonfist collaborated with scientists to integrate 

technology with the question of how to seal a toxic area. His project proposes 

the transformation of a chemical waste dumping site into a pool of virgin soil 

that would allow blown seeds to grow into a forest within a circle or pool of 

polluted land (Kastner & Wallis 1998:152). The very small scale of the work 

suggests that this could possibly be a pilot project with the intention to extend 

this process. A comparison between the photographs reveals the possibility 

of restoring land desecrated by industry and consumerism to its natural state. 

The growing flowers then become a metaphor for the interconnectedness 

between humanity and the regeneration of wasted land. 

   

Other than language and art, cities could become representative spaces in 

which inhabitants seek to meet their needs, desires, identity and differences. 

This idea is explored through an analysis of the collaborative exhibition 

Global Cities, staged in the Turbine Hall of the Tate Modern, London, in 2007. 

For this Global Cities project, artists explored concepts of sustainability, public 
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         Fig 25 Kendell Geers, Suburbia (1999). 



space and social inclusion/exclusion, and compared the size, density, speed, 

form and diversity of ten large dynamic metropolisesD

15
D across the globe. They 

incorporated film, video, photographs, mapping and three-dimensional 

structures to provide an artistic perception of human experience rather than 

an architectural interpretation and of the relationship between locality, urban 

dwellers and the future of the planet. These artists created an awareness of 

the effect urban growth and the actual condition of an area have on 

relationships and people’s everyday experiences of a town (exhibition 

bulletin, Tate Modern 20 June – 27 August 2007). 

  

Participating artist, Kendell GeersD

16
D photographically documented the 

dysfunction between private and public assertion of identity in Johannesburg, 

South Africa, since the end of apartheid in 1994.  Like most major cities, a 

history of racial and social segregation characterises Johannesburg, the 

economic powerhouse of South Africa, with affluent white and emerging black 

middle-class occupying the northern suburbs, the less affluent black Africans 

living in townships and migrants invading the downtown areas.                  
                                

Geers in Suburbia (Fig 25) uses photographs of different security systems 

such as barbed wire and electric fencing, huge walls and gates, signboards 

and alarms as metaphors for Johannesburg’s cultural diversity and fear of ‘the 

other’. These photographs suggest that the separate coexistence of diverse 

groups allows them to identify with specific areas thus, engendering 

segregation, conflict and confrontation amongst the people (exhibition 

bulletin, Tate Modern 20 June – 27 August 2007). A closer observation of 

Geer’s photographs suggests that the city as a representation of the sum of 

human relationships in a given location challenges the human capacity for 

coexistence. Security structures as a form of segregation speak of intolerance 

and therefore disconnect people from one another and their environment. 
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In summarising the above discussion that cities could become representative 

spaces in which inhabitants seek to meet their needs, desires, identification 

and differences, it could be said that humanity lives in a three-dimensional 

world within which surrounding spaces encapsulate human actions, 

interactions and relationship with the planet. An intimate knowledge of the 

immediate environment is essential for survival – to some it means a world 

defined by the coexistence of people, plants and animals while to others it 

means the disappearance of open spaces or overcrowded streets, industry 

and security systems. Most people respond to life through a direct or indirect 

relationship with the natural world guided by knowledge and personal beliefs.  

 

An overview of this investigation shows that various researchers have written 

essays on issues of human relationships in a given location and are of the 

opinion that survival is directly linked to humanity’s daily experiences of the 

familiarity of a physical placeD

17
D. In conclusion then, this research presumes 

that individuals strive for a sense of belonging in their environment with 

strange places evoking feelings of alienation, anxiety and separation. While 

Pile and Leach examine stories associated with specific buildings to examine 

the influence of architecture on people’s perception of and relationship with a 

specific area, Kingelez and Cruz employ the historical facts of buildings and 

public spaces which though limited, assist people in perceiving a place as 

familiar or strange. 

 

It is seen that urban designers and architects employ concepts of spatial 

metaphors and information landscapes to experiment with collaborative virtual 

reality systems [computer games] and the planet.  Pulsa uses computer and 

technological application to involve and educate citizens in a ‘virtual bonding’ 

with the natural world. Olmstead proposes that open spaces reduce the 

alienation felt within cities and suggests that incorporated public parks and an 

increased exposure to the natural environment would enable urban dwellers 
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to improve their social commitments or skills. Artist Mark Dion uses 

imagination to illustrate parks as a method of connecting people to their 

immediate surroundings.  Dean, Millar, Leenhardt and Kakabadse employ the 

concept of landscape to connect urban modernity and nature while Dompè 

and Sonfist adopt a respectful attitude towards nature in their site-specific 

interventions. 

     

Whereas Geers comments on diversity, overcrowding, migration to cities and 

the abandonment of the natural world as causing conflicting relationships 

between socio-economic and cultural forces, Dolven links memory and 

imagination to experiences of cities as strange or unfamiliar places. Dolven 

identifies with her new residential location through the video images based on 

memories from her place of birth, while Geers connects to the city of 

Johannesburg by photographically documenting the various security systems 

used by the wealthy inhabitants of the city.  

 

Further to anthropocentricism and the human need to belong to, and identify 

with, a place or space, the research now moves towards environmental 

problems and responses to the land as potential principal destructive forces 

in the survival of humanity and planet earth.  
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Endnotes Chapter 2 

 
1 Urban planning theorist, Leonie Sandercock, is concerned with the issues of 
multiculturalism, immigration, cultural diversity, integration, information communication 
technology and fear in contemporary cities. In her essay, Difference, fear and habitus: a 
political economy of urban fears, she proposes multimedia and story telling as important 
factors in theoretical planning and practice (2005:220-236).  
 
2 Lewis Mumford, writer and literacy critic, is interested in cities and urban architecture and 
has written about humankind’s ability to build a better world for all through electricity and 
mass communication. His article The City in History, argues that urban planning should 
concentrate on an organic relationship between people and their living spaces because the 
structure of modern cities is responsible for social problems in the western world (Sandercock 
2005:220). 
 
3 Psychiatrist, MT Fullilove in his article Psychiatric implications of displacement: contributions 
from the psychology of place, explores the psychology of place to determine the manner in 
which environmental changes affect the psychological processes of attachment, identity and 
familiarity (1996:1516-1523). 
 
4 Steve Pile has written about issues concerning place and the politics of identity. He 
questions the ways in which cities mix different worlds and are seen as unruly places in need 
of government and control (2005:235-257). 
 
5 The Twin Towers, originally built in 1776 as freedom towers, became visual symbols of 
America’s freedom from British colonial rule and a world icon for the United States of 
America. The Towers, located in the centre of New York City’s downtown financial district, 
were known as the World Trade Center (the world’s tallest building from 1972 to 1973) in 
New York City and represented New York City’s identity (Available at:  
HUhttp://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/World_Trade_CenterUH).  
 
6 Steve Harrison explores the possibility of new genres in new media, and new forms of 
interaction using new technology. In an article Re-placing space: the roles of place and space 
in collaborative systems he reinforces the importance of differentiating between the concepts 
of ‘place’ and ‘space’ in the creation of a project. Co-author Paul Dourish develops 
computation infrastructures to address the problems of media space systems (audio, video 
and computer networking technology) within the working environment. His intention is to 
provide a communicative environment for collaboration (1996). 
 
7 Early cultures sometimes used particular spaces as gathering places and these spaces 
came before physical locations, buildings or delineated spaces. Buildings refer to located 
spaces such as the ‘home’ which provides detailed descriptions of the actions of the people 
living in the ‘house’ or place. The actual building not only protects the inhabitants from the 
external elements of wind and rain but also draws outlines that guide their behaviour. In the 
‘built’ environment or modern city, buildings as places describe the life of the streets which 
creates tension between connectedness and distinction (Harrison & Dourish 1996). 
 
8 Spanish-born and London-based artist Juan Cruz, fascinated with stories about places that 
could be real and/or imagined, placed various posters at twelve different locations in 
Melbourne such as the Old Magistrate’s Court, the Sidney Meyer Music Bowl, Flinders Street 
Station, et cetera (Dean & Millar 2005:86). 
 



 53

                                                                                                                      
 
9 Sandridge Railway Bridge, a historic former railway bridge over the Java River in 
Melbourne, Australia, was built in 1853. The bridge was redeveloped in 2006 as a pedestrian 
and cycle path featuring public art (Available at: 
HUhttp://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sandridge_BridgeUH). 
 
10 Clare, Twigger-Ross and Uzzell are concerned with the role of place and identity. In their 
article, Place and identity processes, they employed the Breakwell model of continuity, self-
esteem, self-efficacy and distinctiveness in relation to attachment to a residential 
environment, as a framework for their discussion on residents’ responses to their local 
environment as being attached, non-attached or neutral (1996:205-220). 
      
11 In the foreword to van Lippe-Bisterfeld’s and Tijn’s book Science, Soul, and the Spirit of 
Nature, 2005, Yolanda Kakabadse stated that all humankind needs to rediscover a 
connection to the universe and earth through sustainable development (2005:ix). 
 
12 Fredrick Law Olmsted, a landscape architect of New York’s Central Park in 1858, 
advocated the preservation of the wilderness and believed in open spaces where urban 
dwellers could experience a spiritual enlightenment or connectedness with nature afforded by 
natural surroundings (Matilsky 1992:24-25). 
 
13 Pulsa’s combined devices included closed circuit television receiving information from a 
computer via a photocell matrix, localised photo cells [radiant energy/light] from 
meteorological instruments feeding a signal generator, microphones connected to 
loudspeakers providing audible sound through loops, and photocells in direct feedback loops 
with infrared heater clusters (1972:208-221). 
 
14  The Arte Stella Association, founded in 1986, is an organised biennial international 
exhibition of contemporary art based on the theme of nature. The art projects take place 
within natural environments, in which artists create and adapt their projects to the season and 
site according to the criteria of respect for nature and the enhancement of the environment 
(Mazotta 1996:149). 
  
15 The ten cities chosen to compare with London were Cairo, Johannesburg, Istanbul, Los 
Angeles, Mexico City, Mumbai, Sao Paul, Shangai and Tokyo (exhibition bulletin, Modern 
Tate 20 June – 27 August 2007). 
 
16 South African artist Kendell Geers photographically reflects the diversity of life within 
Johannesburg as an example of the changing faces of the cities and compares it to London 
(exhibition bulletin, Modern Tate 20 June – 27 August 2007).  
 
17 Paulos (2004), Goodman (2004), Fullilove (1996) and Sandercock (2005). 



CHAPTER 3 

  

Environmental problems and response to the land: agriculture and 

industrialism.  

 

Other than exercising an anthropocentric attitude to nature or identifying with 

place and space, people tend to alter their environment and thereby create 

the very conditions which jeopardise their survival. Prior to our modern age, 

three main events could be said to have affected humanity’s relationship with 

the land: prehistory, agriculture and the Industrial Revolution. In prehistory, 

with the occurrence of settlement, agriculture and the domestication, killing 

and use of animals for rituals and clothing, and again in the 16th and 17th 

centuries with the extensive cultivation of the land for food, a symbiotic 

relationship with nature was maintained (Thomas 1984:255). With agriculture 

the need of natural resources made way for the exploitation of the land and 

continued in the Industrial Revolution [late 18th century] with the exploitation 

of natural resources – mining and minerals, forests and water. Since then, 

that is the 1900’s, the human race in their greed for power and money has 

continued to deplete the land at whatever costs to environmental issues 

(Clarke 2006:13).  

 

At first, farmers shared an interconnectedness with nature as they depended 

on their immediate surroundings for food and survival. In the 18th and 19th 

centuries, the usage of wood, stone and bronze, and the clearing of forests 

for the landscaping of properties into gardens, parks and housing structures, 

contributed to the destruction of forests (Thomas 1984:192). The Zulus and 

the farmers in KwaZulu-Natal, South Africa, in the 1890’s, for example, 

cleared natural forests for permanent housing structures and plantations. In 

the opinion of Clarke, the Zulus destroyed around three million young trees to 

build their beehive huts, with the farmers clearing the coastal low vegetation 
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landscapes for sugarcane or banana plantations (2006:235). During this 

period, the depletion of forests and natural landscapes was a world-wide 

phenomenon. 

 

Humankind’s ability to increase the carrying capacity of the land and the 

development of larger settled communities created the need for the 

continuation of environmental changes, exploitation of the land and resource 

depletion. With the increase in population and settlement, agriculture became 

one of the biggest consumers of freshwater and most likely one of the many 

causes for the change in the relationship between humanity and nature 

through its monopolising of freshwater. Farmers world-wide appear ignorant 

of the damage caused to rivers by building small dams off main rivers limiting 

the flow of water, disrupting the hydrological cyclesD

1
D and destabilising the 

servicesD

2
D dependent on freshwater ecosystemsD

3
D. This ignorance and 

separation from nature is further enhanced by the global pollution of rivers 

and catchments with coal and mine dump seepage and run-off contaminating 

surrounding areas, farmlands and rivers (Thomas 1984:256). Erosion, 

overgrazed farmlands and the depletion of available sustainable water 

resources could be indicative of modern farmers rejecting the 17th century 

symbiotic relationship. However, similar to the early farming ideology of 

rotating crops and using natural fertilisers and compost, modern farmers 

practice symmetrical ploughingD

4
D and formal patterns. 

 

The above mentioned environmental conditions in combination with the idea 

that people tend to destroy the land once they have settled and progress 

occurs, could also infer to an ‘overkill’ syndrome towards the planet. In 2006, 

James ClarkeD

5
D used the term ‘overkill’ to describe humanity’s obsessively 

destructive behaviour towards the environment. He suggests that greed, even 

though it has been part of human nature since ancient times, appears to have 

exploded with the degradation of the land by agricultural settlements, villages 
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        Fig 26 Tyi wara masks, male and female horizontal wooden masks [Sa].  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



and industry (2006:1). In 1990 the Worldwatch InstituteD

6
D issued a report on 

the destructive effect of human demands on nature and the need to protect 

the global environment through sustainable consumption. The report states:  

        The world has about forty years to achieve an environmentally 
sustainable economy or descend into a long economic and physical 
decline. Change cannot take place without a transformation of 
individual priorities and values – materialism cannot survive the 
transition to a sustainable world (quoted in Gablik 1992:6).  

 

This chapter, therefore, intends to examine the relationship of humankind to 

nature, pertaining to agriculture and industrialism by analysing the role of art 

in context to the environmental issues of deforestation, water pollution and 

global warming. It commences with the traditional antelope masks of the 

Bambara tribeD

7
D, followed by Hans Haacke’s installations and the Harrison’s 

projects regarding water, James Balog’s photographic documentation of the 

melting glaciers and concludes with David Lurie’s photographic illustrations of 

the degradation of the land within informal settlements.  

 

Similar to the San, the Bambara live in harmony with the land as suggested 

by their cultural tyi wara masksD

8
D (Fig 26) which are closely associated with 

their agricultural cycle. These masks are symbols of the interrelationship 

between the spirit world and the living world. An interpretation of the tyi wara 

masks indicates that these sculptural objects are worn during agricultural and 

initiation ceremonies as headdresses by placing them on top of the head 

using a wicker basket. During an initiation ceremony these headdresses, in 

conjunction with the movement of the dancers, are considered to assign 

qualities of harmonising community life, ensuring the fertility of cultures and 

connecting their tribe with the cosmos.  

 

When celebrating agricultural life, these stylised antelope-like objects 

symbolise a fertility cult or form of religion that uses ceremonies to ensure the 

fertility of the people and the agriculture of their community. The spiritual 
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power ascribed to these masks are believed to ‘secure’ the availability of an 

annual food supply which was influenced by the fluctuations of dry and wet 

seasons 

(HUwww.artheos.org/cgibin/get.pl?c0=&c1=c2=&lang=eng%pg=9&0=2297&P=3

792UH).   

 

According to Gowing, the pairing of the male [the massive, back-curving 

horns of the powerful roan antelope] and female [the slender long pointed 

horns of the Oryx] masks in association with the Tyi Wara agricultural mythD

9
D 

connect the masqueraders with the land (2002:507).  Peter Stepan wrote that 

tyi wara literally means “a wild animal of farming” (2001:112). An analogy 

between the symbolic and mythical meaning of these traditional masks or 

objects communicates the origin of humankind, the creation of the universe 

and thus, the continuation of an ancient belief in the sacredness of heaven, 

earth, trees and animals. 

 

During dance performances these masks, as with the hunter-gatherer rock 

paintings, connect the artist or masquerader with the land and ensure a direct 

communication between the animal spirit and the people’s need to survive. 

The act of dancing in conjunction with the wearing of masks symbolises 

prayer and the transferral of the fertile spirit of the antelope to the dancer and 

thus to the land. Metaphorically, the masks and dance performances create 

an interdependence between the continuation of human existence, the 

antelope spirit and successful farming. As such, these artifacts play an 

important role in expressing the beliefs of the culture with art becoming a 

mediator between people and nature. 

 

This interdependence between the planet and people through the ancient 

belief in the sanctity of certain animals, ancient spirits and earth, appears to 

have changed in later eras with the discovery and adaptation of new 
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                  Fig 27 Roger Brown, Lewis and Clark (2007).   
 
 

 

 

 

 

 



agricultural technologies and the Industrial Revolution. Trees or woodlands 

gave way to agriculture and industry such as farming, iron ore mining and the 

production of salt, glass, building material and industrial fuel (Thomas 

1984:193). Contemporary American artist Roger Brown’s painting, which is 

specific in its reference to deforestation in his representation of dead tree 

stumps ascending a mountain slope, suggests humankind’s changing 

perception of nature.  

  

Brown’s painted abstraction, tilted perspective, repetitive circular forms and 

links, and the presence of three real tree stumps on a shelf in Lewis and 
Clark (Fig 27), comment on the spiralling devastating effect chain saws and 

the cutting of trees have on  biodiversity. In relation to the Lewis and Clark 

expeditionD

10
D legacy of 1804-1806, the title pays homage to the unchangeable 

plains and prairies of the American Indian despite their continual trade with 

the Europeans (Resource Library Magazine:2003)  

 

Within the context of industrialism, Brown’s painting could be interpreted as 

objecting to the rejection of the ancient belief in trees as sacred “sources of 

all life” and symbols of “stability, continuity, and rebirth” (Matilsky 1992:10). 

The recurring circles and links symbolically and diagrammatically extend the 

meaning to a kind of protest against the continuous deforestation and 

degradation of the earth by human progress. The contention of this research 

is that interventions in the land or various forms of agriculture, farming or 

forestry not only change the sacred perception of trees, rocks and nature but 

also allow humankind to view the land as an infinite resource. Such attitudes 

would also affect the status of rivers and accessible drinking water. 

 

Water, an essential commodity for existence, sustainable living and economic 

growth, and a crucial link between health, pollution, overpopulation and 

poverty, is presently being over-used and wasted, leaving little for 
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         Fig 28 Hans Haacke, Rhine-water Purification Plant (1972). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



consumption. Physical evidence shows that most of the earth’s fresh water 

exists as ice sheets followed by drinking water found in rivers, lakes and 

reservoirs and the small amounts in clouds and vapour. In 1972, Hans 

HaackeD

11
D confronted the environmental issue of water pollution, water 

reclamation and the changing status of water (Arnason 1977:573). He used 

installations to link art with science and to translate site specific environmental 

data, once solely the domain of scientists, into easily accessible visual 

narratives.  
                                       

In Rhine-water Purification Plant (Fig 28), Haacke filters and purifies 

contaminated water before transferring it to a large rectangular bowl 

containing goldfish. The contaminated water, collected in large glass bottles, 

draws attention to the Krefeld Sewage Plant’sD

12
D degradation of the Rhine 

River even though the plant claims to have purified the water (Tagliabue 

1987).  By pumping the water through an additional filter system and then 

discharging any excess water through a hose into the garden behind the 

museum, Haacke also introduces gray water reclamationD

13
D.  Kastner and 

Wallis state that Haacke’s purification and recirculation of water suggest that 

filtered and purified water sustains life, especially in deforested areas where 

the quality of water has deteriorated (1998:141). Matilsky alternatively 

interprets Haacke’s juxtaposition of a fish bowl with a picture-window view of 

a wooded landscape as creating a contrast between a life supporting 

ecosystem and one on the verge of collapse (1992:41).  

 

This research acknowledges that Haacke’s laboratory installation and 

juxtaposition of a wooded landscape with a fish bowl draws attention to the 

need for sustainable water in areas threatened by polluted water. Haacke’s 

installation not only links pollutants to water, air, soil and natural cycles but 

also extends the visual awareness that chemicals or waste products 

contaminate water and destroy natural habitats across the world. His wooded 
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                   Fig 29 Hans Haacke, Condensation Cube, Plant (1963-5).   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



landscape appears to make a general comment on fish, water and nature as 

endangered by industrial and technological progress. The title of his artwork 

together with the fish bowl implies that rivers and fresh water pools need 

protection from contamination – from invisible nitrates and phosphates during 

winter, spring and autumn, and the blooming blue/green algae that blocks out 

the sunlight and prevents aquatic plant life from thriving, in summer. The 

laboratory bottles make reference to a scientific testing of the sustainable 

quality of water. The link between the woodland scene, fish and laboratory 

equipment then becomes a visionary statement for gray water irrigation that 

would preserve drinking water and provide plant growth, groundwater 

recharge and the reclamation of otherwise wasted nutrients with the use of 

less energy and chemicals. With this and the following laboratory style 

installation, art becomes a conduit for environmental information. 

 

In Condensation Cube Plant (Fig 29) Haacke examines the way a small 

amount of distilled water in a Plexiglas cube responds to the conditions of a 

gallery – the water either evaporates or condenses on the walls of the cube 

when exposed to the atmospheric changes of temperature and light. 

According to Kastner and Wallis, Haacke’s installation allows the viewer to 

observe the changing status of water – the formation and reaction of water 

droplets to immediate temperature changes and movement (1998:32).   
                                                                                                                                           

This research assumes that Haacke’s intention is to create the feeling that 

one need not only depend on complicated machines and electronic 

equipment to investigate the invisible mechanics of nature. In this instance, 

the Plexiglas and the simplified format of a cube reflect the natural cycles of 

condensation – the constant flux and cyclical process of vapour changing into 

tiny drops of water or liquid. Whereas the sealed box implies a separation 

between humanity and nature by opposing a tactile sensuality or personal 
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         Fig 30 James Balog, Sólheimajökull, Iceland (April 2006 -September 2007).  
  

 
        Fig 31 James Balog, Greenland Ice Sheet (April 2006 – September 2007).  

 

 
 



touch, the illusion of a physical tangibility ascribed to the vapour visually 

connects the viewer to the idea of rain, humidity and evaporation. 

 

The concept of temperature influencing the cycle of water is taken further by 

the Nathan Gillett’sD

14
D computer models which measure the variations in the 

total moisture content of the air. News reporter Seth Borenstein records that 
Gillett’s computer simulations prove human-made greenhouse gases 

contribute to the warmer air. The warmer air absorbs more moisture in the 

atmosphere, increasing humidity which could cause ‘heat stress in humans’ 

since the body would be unable to cool itself by perspiring (2007:13).  In 

contrast to Gillett’s computer models, National Geographic photographer 

James Balog used time-lapse photography to record the rate at which the ice 

glaciers melted between 2006 and 2009. The intention was to create an 

awareness of the devastating effect global warming has on the human-nature 

relationship and the planet. Global warming not only destroys natural ice 

landscapes but also causes the loss of sustainable water and sea water 

levels to rise (Cadman 2008).   

 

Balog’s photographs of the melting ice of Sólheimajökull, Iceland (Fig 30) 

communicate the receding ice levels that threaten the survival of aquatic 

biodiversity, while Greenland Ice Sheet (Fig 31) illustrates melt water. 

Professor Michael Oppenheimer comments that the ice melts in cold places 

because global warming causes pond water to seep down through the ice 

cracks, causing the disintegration of the ice shelves (Sa). Melt water when 

collected in dams or rivers provides water for drinking, irrigation and 

hydroelectric plants and thus contributes to human survival. Newsman 

Cadman reports that the melt water has more than doubled since 1996, from 

22 cubic miles in 1996 to 54 cubic miles in 2005 (2008). Contrary to 

Cadman’s report, a comparison between the two images suggests that the 

availability of melt water has possibly been reduced by the receding ice levels 
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         Fig 32 James Balog, Chacaltaya Glacier, Bolivia (1994). 

 

 
            Fig 33 James Balog, Chacaltaya Glacier, Bolivia (2005).                                           

                                                                                        

 
  



and the lack of dams or rivers, which means that water, has to be collected 

and transported to the drier areas, and this could become an extremely costly 

process.  

 

These photographs could be interpreted as a representation of the beautiful 

landscapes surrounding Iceland or could be seen as statements that 

comment on global warming – context, title or text would alter their intention 

of landscape scenery or documentation or as environmental commentary. 

The milky turquoise glacial melt water in the Greenland Ice Sheet caused by 
the refractions of sunlight on the sediment that comes from rocks grinding 

together underneath the glacier, gives the landscape an aesthetic 

appearance while the Sólheimajökull mountain still appears majestic without 

the snow cover. Within the context of Tim Appenzeller’s article The big thaw, 

these photographs, as with the photographs of the disappearing ice on the 

18,000 year old Chacaltaya, in Bolivia (Fig 32 & 33) in 1994, indicate the 

irreversible process of global warming (2007:59). 

 

These images of the Chacaltaya Glacier link the continuing separation 

between humanity and nature to global warming. The vanishing snow of 

Chacaltaya in South America caused the loss of the world’s highest ski resort 

and recreational facility. The ‘black’ mountain is a result of the heat 

absorption by the rocks which increases the rate at which the ice melts and 

the glaciers shrink, thereby linking global warming to the environmental issue 

of depleting water supplies. Because of a lack of ice and sustainable water 

needed by the mountain communities for agriculture, ecosystems and the 

hydroelectric power of Bolivia’s capital city, La Paz, the black mountain could 

be perceived as ‘dead’.  Environmentalist Jim Just’s news report that the 

glacier is expected to cease to exist in 2008 with the lower-altitude glaciers 

possibly disappearing during the next 10 to 20 years could support the 

changing relationship with, and perception of, Chacaltaya (2008).  
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               Fig 34 Helen Mayer Harrison & Newton Harrison, Breathing space for the  

                         Sava River, Yugoslavia, “Then travel through mountains” and “To 

                          the alluvial flood plain” (1988-90). 



Even though Balog’s photographs might not have an impact on the average 

person, these images, combined with the theories of conservationist Bryan 

HavemannD

15
D  and Professor Callie LoubserD

16
D, justify this paper’s concern with 

pollution, the decreasing water supplies and humanity’s separation from 

nature (2007:46 and 2005:9).  Balog’s photographic documentation of the 

destruction of natural water resources further supports the subsequent news 

reports and the theoretical findings of the Global Environmental Outlook 

(GEO4)D

17
D on the degradation of ecosystems and the depletion of resources 

(Naidu 2007). While Balog provides some readers with visual information on 

melting glaciers, conceptual land artists Helen Mayer Harrison and Newton 

HarrisonD

18
D acknowledge global warming as causing changes in glacial 

landscapes but argue that while existing glaciers melt, new ones would 

develop elsewhere. Contrary to Balog, the Harrisons’ develop ecological 

projects that propose methods of saving indigenous eco systems and water 

reserves worldwide, thus ensuring global survival (Matilsky 1992:57).  

 

Their artistic process involves dialogue, collaboration and public exhibitions of 

their research, ideas, interviews and photographs in libraries, museums, city 

halls and public internet sites. The exhibitions or events not only stimulate 

debates, discussions and media attention but also publicly communicate the 

causes, beliefs and ways to restore the balance within a fragile ecosystem 

(Matilsky 1992:66). In the opinion of Oakes, their philosophy is based on Istok 

Geister’sD

19
D idea that nature has a consciousness (1995:198). This concept 

underpins their project Breathing Space for the Sava River, Yugoslavia (Fig 

34) in its intention to save the river from the toxic effluent pollution of nearby 

factories and a paper mill.  

 

The Harrisons’ photographs depict the course of the Sava River in former 

Yugoslavia, flowing from its twin sources in the mountains and swamps until it 

flows into the Danube River near Belgrade. Their photographs and texts 
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         Fig 35 Fern Shaffer and Othello Anderson, Urban Series (1990). 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



illustrate the collision between humankind and the Sava River by exposing 

the pollution of the river water caused by the waste products of factories, a 

nuclear power plant, a paper mill and a fertiliser plant situated along the 

river’s route, before it enters an adjacent nature reserve (Kastner & Wallis 

1998:146).  

 

For the Sava River project, the Harrisons’ collaborated with botanist Hartmut 

Ern and ornithologist Martin Schneider-Jacoby to explore the region, followed 

by collaboration and conversations with the community as well as with 

political and cultural institutions, resulting in written data, photographs and 

maps of the site. This project proposes the purification of the polluted water 

that follows the course of the reserve’s drainage ditches through the 

reintroduction of natural swamps and associated plants. It also proposes 

organic farming along the edges of the reserve and holding ponds. Organic 

farming would reduce fertilizer run-off and prevent algae from blooming while 

the ponds would hold the recycled water used for the cooling of the nuclear 

plant and provide an area to breed warm-water fish (Matilsky 1992:72).  

 

The Sava River project, by involving the community and institutions, 

reconnects humankind to nature through individual experiences of the natural 

site as an aesthetic place. Its proposal of protecting the natural resources and 

purifying and recycling the water to preserve an ecological balance, 

encourages this interconnectedness.  

 

Contemporary artists Fern ShafferD

20
D and Othello AndersonD

21
D as with the 

Harrisons’ use art to draw attention to the consumer-related relationship 

between citizens, their environment and pollution. Contrary to the Harrison’s, 

their performance and site-specific artwork Urban Series (Fig 35) comments 

on the pollution of cities (Oakes 1995:93). 
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         Fig 36 David Lurie, Overlooking Khyaelitsha, site B, early morning (January 1991).  

                            



In Urban Series, the dance rituals, choice of site, use of materials and 

photographic documentation not only combine the arts, sciences and values, 

but also enact a ritual of prayer for the spiritual healing of an urban dumping 

site. In the opinion of Oakes, the reflection of the surrounding city skyline light 

in the transparent plastic material wrapping or clothing, expresses healing 

while the dancing ritual, clothing and drumming give the site a sacred feel 

(1995:93). However, the single photograph of the artistic performance makes 

it difficult to justify Oakes’ statement. A closer observation of the non-

biodegradable and organic waste and wrapped figure in the photograph could 

be taken to imply that social, cultural and economic imbalances are 

detrimental to the environment. The discarded fruit and containers become 

metaphors for landfills reaching their capacity. Similarly, farmlands are 

becoming vast wastelands or deserts because of an increase in livestock and 

overgrazing while rivers, open spaces and streets are used as dumping 

grounds for an overpopulated city and/or informal settlements.  

 

People’s disrespect for nature is further indicated by photographer David 

Lurie’sD

22
D black-and-white photograph Overlooking Khyaelitsha (Fig 36). 

Lurie’s photograph is an example of an informal settlement established by the 

1983 government in an attempt to control urbanisation by housing the many 

migrants who fled to the cities in search of work, in a controlled environment.  

Lurie’s image records the degradation of the land by the overpopulated area 

of small crude buildings typically made of boards or sheets of materials, 

barren streets and poverty stricken residents. An interpretation of this 

photograph infers that poverty is transforming a landscape into a wasteland 

or desert of zinc shacks. Within the context of the human-nature relationship 

the poor migrants become separated from their environment because of the 

volume of people and the increasing demand on natural resources.  
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However, within the context of individual and collective experiences, 

discussed in Chapter 2, people connect to a place and space by identifying 

with it. In this instance, the collective understanding of the word ‘Khayelitsha’ 

which means ‘new home’ and the mutual experience of this environment as a 

place devoid of any aesthetic appeal or potential for work and food, with 

malnourished children, rampant crime and AIDS, possibly connect the shack 

dwellers with one another and the land, irrespective of the fact that the site is 

one of degradation 

(HUwww.come2capetown.com/development/townships/Khayelitsha.asUH). The 

unity between the community members could be ascribed to the mutual 

feelings of despair or hopelessness while feelings of anxiety based on a lack 

of services such as running water, electricity and sanitation could separate 

them from the environment.  

 

Whereas the artworks create an awareness of the need to protect the earth 

and to become involved, Lurie’s photograph gives clues to the misery of life 

within a humiliating environment while Balog’s photographically documents 

the melting of ice glaciers. These photographs could confirm that the 

continuous interaction between population growth and consumption places 

greater demands on the availability of natural resources and that global 

warming causes the melting of ice and the rising of rivers, seas and acid rain. 

It is generally accepted that global warming is caused by an increase in gas 

emissions from the burning of fossil fuels for fuel, heating and the generation 

of electricity, and the rapid rise in greenhouse gases [carbon dioxide, 

methane and nitrous oxide].  

 

This study concludes that humankind as an integral part of nature has a 

responsibility towards future developments with the entire biosphere. This 

statement is based on scientist Hubert Markl’s theory of “circular interaction”D

23
D 

and Dr JP van Niekerk’s concepts of affluence, resources and technology 
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(PAT)D

24
D.  Markl, suggests that the interaction between humankind and nature 

is based on a never-ending relationship between the natural causes of life, 

extinction and the continuous increase in the number of people and their 

demand on nature (October 31, 2001).  Dr JP van Niekerk’s concepts 

propose that the depletion of biological resources, global warming and the 

increase of poverty and human suffering could be avoided by a sustainable 

world populationD

25
D (2008:163). It is postulated that large populations reduce 

the availability of sustainable water and energy resources, and lead to an 

increase in consumer waste which according to a worldwide survey amounts 

to an average of 1.5 kg waste per person per day (Pedersen 1992:184).  

 

It is therefore assumed that a population explosion could cause the loss of 

biodiversity through an increase in the exploitation of forests, lakes, rivers, 

marine ecosystems and vast areas of land for agriculture. A biodiversity loss 

is also attributed to a greater demand on sugarcane, corn, sunflower, 

soybean and grass crops needed for both food and liquid fuel combustion. An 

increase in the demand for these crops would escalate pesticide and fertiliser 

usage, hence the rising of food prices and increasing poverty. Besthorne 

suggests that development places humans at the centre of all considerations 

and creates value positions [status], by contributing to economical, social and 

political imbalances. Societies thus need a political approach to guide people 

towards a more spiritual relationship with the natural world (1997:1).  

 

As the many news reports in newspapers, on TV and the radio seem to have 

little affect on human greed, it could be said that art in combination with 

scientific information could become an alternative visual and perhaps more 

significant or poignant mode of information. Art therefore, becomes crucial in 

creating awareness of the need to control overpopulation, the use of 

resources and in changing the worldview or paradigm of the people-planet 

relationship. While traditional objects or masks could connect the early 
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farmers to the earth, land and ecological artworks propose survival through 

the recycling of water, the prevention of deforestation, the creation of natural 

swamps and ponds, and ‘prayer’. These artworks draw attention to the 

reclamation of gray water and the need to protect rivers and cities from being 

polluted by factories, waste products and consumer products, to mention only 

some of the issues of concern. It thus appears that the role of art in these 

instances has been to combine the arts, politics, beliefs and science in its 

creation of visual statements that speak of the sacredness and 

interconnectedness of all things. Human life, thought, imagination, culture and 

the natural world are interlinked and therefore humanity has a responsibility 

towards the future of the world.  

 

The next chapter deals with the creative component of this research and 

focuses on the use of visual metaphors as equating the relationship between 

humanity and nature. Although the work presented is very different from the 

artworks discussed in the above chapters, the intentions are similar – to 

create an awareness of the interconnectedness between people and the 

planet. It is a response to the anthropocentric attitude, people’s experiences 

and identification within cities and the natural world, and environmental issues 

caused by an overkill syndrome or greed.  
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Endnotes chapter 3    

 
1 Hydrological cycles describe the continuous movement of water above the earth found in 
lakes, streams and wetlands, and below the surface of the earth which is primarily ground 
water, but also includes soil water. This water cycle includes processes such as precipitation, 
infiltration, transpiration, evaporation and surface run-off as sources of freshwater. Climate 
changes alter hydrological cycles with long term implications for the availability of food and 
the viability of ecosystems such as lakes, ponds, rivers, streams, springs and wetlands 
(USGS [Sa]).  
 
2 Ecosystem services refer to the processes and conditions of natural ecosystems that 
support human activity and sustain human life through the effective functioning of these 
systems. One of these systems, the wetlands for instance, filter and clean water, mitigate the 
effects of floods and offers a home to a variety of plants and animals (Available at: 
HUwww.sanbi.org/consfarm/cdfdownloads/O%20Farrell%20Ecosystem%servicespdfUH). 
 
3 Freshwater ecosystems include lakes, ponds, rivers, streams, springs and wetlands. 
Freshwater habitats differ from the salt content of marine ecosystems by being classified 
through temperature, light penetration and vegetation amongst other factors (Available at: 
HUwww.en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Freshwater_biologyUH). 
   
4 Symmetrical ploughing refers to the preparation of a flat soil or seed bed with a hoe-type 
implement in both left and right ploughing directions. This type of ploughing improves the soil, 
creates a good clean ‘weed-free’ seedbed and buries organic matter such as compost, dung, 
green manure and grass growing on the surface of soil preparation. This type of ploughing 
alleviates erosions and allows soils to be worked more deeply to improve water penetration 
and to ensure effective drainage of waterlogged soils (Available at: 
HUwww.ilri.org/InfoServ/Webpub/Fulldocs/Bulletin14/Faremers’.htmUH). 
    
5 James Clarke, environmental journalist and author of Coming back to earth: South Africa’s 
changing environment has been concerned with globalisation and its potential impact on 
Africa. He argued that unmitigated greed and corporate selfishness are key elements in the 
destructive attitudes towards the environment. Clarke used the term ‘overkill’ as synonymous 
with greed to explain the poor sense of moral obligation towards the environment (2006:1-6). 
 
6 The Worldwatch Institute, an independent environmental research organisation, first 
established in Rio de Janeiro, oversees the state of the World and has endorsed Agenda 21, 
a Sustainable Development Action Plan. The institute further addresses climate changes and 
the loss of biodiversity. Their aim is to ensure sustainability – a lifestyle in which the poor and 
rich share in the earth’s remaining resources while protecting the global environment (Gablik 
1992:6).  
   
7 The Bambara, a Mandinka African group of more than a million people live in Mali, a dry 
savannah farming land bordering on the southern Sahara. The men, whilst weeding, sowing 
and harvesting the staple millet crops, wear tyi wara masks during dry and wet seasons to 
celebrate the coming or going of the rain and the transferral of fertile qualities to the land 
(Gowing 2002:506-7). 
 
8 The vertically or horizontally carved male and female masks worn during the masquerade 
connect farming to female fertility, marriage and procreation. The male mask represents the 
sun while the female mask represents earth (Gowing 2002:202 & 506).  
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9 The Tiy wara agricultural myth of a half-man, half-animal creature is believed to have taught 
men the act of farming by cultivating the soil to change wild grasses into edible grain (Gowing 
2002:507).   
 
10 The Lewis and Clark legacy refers to the two years (1804-1806) during which 
photographers and artists recorded the landscape and American Indians they encountered 
on their journeys. Their documentation expanded the knowledge and historical outlook on the 
cultures, landscapes and trade between the American Indians and Europeans these 
photographers and artists confronted (Resource Library Magazine: 2003).  
  
11 Artist, Hans Haacke implemented forms, words and styles of various environments such as 
science, in his gallery installations to draw attention to specific environmental problems such 
as water. His work could be seen as ‘real time systems’ (Arnason 1977:573). 
 
12 The Krefeld Sewage plant is located on the Rhine River which is perceived to be the 
throbbing artery of European commerce as it runs from Switzerland in the south, through 
France and Germany to the Netherlands in the north. Its shores house many of the chemical 
plants, factories and power stations that use millions of litres of water per day. The Rhine not 
only supports a declining salmon fish industry but is a prime source of drinking water for 
millions of people in the Netherlands and West Germany. Chemical and pharmaceutical 
companies use the river as a dump for waste water and as a source of clean water for 
cooling and as an ingredient. Mining and manufacturing companies use it for transportation 
while nuclear power plants use the river water for cooling and the discharging of huge 
amounts of heated water which raises the temperature of the water and allows bacteria to 
breed, thus destroying the oxygen in the water and making it less habitable for other forms of 
life (Tagliabue 1987).  
 
13 Gray water reclamation refers to the reuse of water that has been used in the home, except 
from toilets. Instead of draining the water from showers, dishes, sinks and laundry into a 
sewer system, the ‘waste’ water is irrigated, filtered and treated to be reused, especially for 
landscape irrigation. Reclamation of gray water nutrients could help to maintain fertility of the 
land (Available at: HUwww.oasisdesign.net/greywater/UH). 
 
14 Nathan Gillett created computer-generated models between 1973 and 2002 to simulate 
past climate conditions and the effect of greenhouse gases on global environmental warming. 
His simulations included studies of humidity, water vapor from the oceans, barometric 
pressure, total precipitation, wildfires, water run-off, surface temperature, change in species 
of plants and animals, temperatures in the upper atmosphere and heat content in the world’s 
oceans (Borenstein 2007:13). 
 
15 Bryan Havemann’s article The increase in human need for transport and energy: an 
increase in greenhouse gases suggests that an excessive demand for transport causes rising 
sea levels, decreasing snow covers, rising hurricane intensities, and an upward trend in heat 
waves, including episodes of drought (2007:46). 
   
16 Prof CP Loubser compiled a book on environmental education within South Africa, dealing 
with critical environmental issues such as global warming, loss of habitat and pollution. He 
stated that the burning of coal produces acid rain and global warming, while the chemical 
reactions of sulphur dioxide and the carbon dioxide from trucks and buses produce global air 
pollution (2005:1-15).  
  



CHAPTER 4 
 
Visual metaphors equating the relationship between humanity and nature – 

the role of art 

 

Moving from anthropocentricism, the overkill syndrome and concepts of 

place and space, this chapter focuses on the creative component of this 

research as a response to many of the environmental and spiritual issues 

referred to in the previous chapters. The intention is to explore the possible 

use of images to convey the relationship between humanity and the natural 

environment. It is not intended to offer solutions to the degradation of the 

environment.  By creating visual statements that speak about 

connectedness, it is hoped to alter socially and personally constructed 

perceptions, and to create an awareness of the integration between people 

and nature.  

 

The practical research investigates the use of visual metaphors based on 

Barbara Matilsky’s theory of the unique role and position of artists. Matilsky 

states that artists could effect environmental changes because they are able 

to  

        synthesize new ideas and communicate connections between many 
disciplines. They [artists] are pioneering a holistic approach to problem 
solving that transcends the narrow limits of specialization. Since art 
embodies freedom of thought, spirit, and expression, its creative 
potential is limitless. Art changes the way people look at reality. In its 
most positive mode, art can offer alternative visions (1992:3). 

  

The art-making process is further influenced by the Harrisons’ unique 

methodology of conversation and Szent-Gyorgyi’s opinion that art could 

transform people’s attitude by giving meaning to both the physical 

environment and psychological feelings and emotions (Matilsky 1992:66 and 

Kepes 1972:237). Istok Geister’s philosophy of the universe as having a 

consciousness within which humanity participates through choice or response 
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17 Scientists involved in the Global Environmental Outlook: Environment for Development or 
GEO4 suggested that the depletion of water supplies and the degradation of ecosystems are 
caused by environmental changes due to over-fishing and an increase in irrigation. These 
scientists are of the opinion that the world is in its sixth extinction of life on the Earth (Naidu: 
2007). 
 
18 Helen Mayer Harrison and Newton Harrison documented the deteriorating condition of the 
large ecosystem, the Sava River and its adjacent lands in Yugoslavia through maps, 
photographs, poetic descriptions and proposals for solving the problem. Their project 
intended to protect the river from the toxic effluent emitted by a nearby paper mill and 
fertilizer plant (Matilsky 1992:57-73). 
  
19 According to Oakes, Istok Geister, a principal ornithologist in Slovenia, believes that nature 
has a soul and that nature would find ways to co-exist because nature exists in secret places 
and invisible spaces. Nature, in his opinion, exists as a place of conversation and people 
participate in the Universe through choices of responses (1995:198). 
 
20 The American artist, Fern Shaffer, investigates toxic effects on the environment, the 
complex power of nature’s interconnectedness and the role of artists to create awareness by 
incorporating ritual and prayer within the landscape (Oakes 1995:93).   
 
21 The American artist, Othello Anderson believes in the spiritual essence of the environment 
and is concerned about the impact of environmental devastation on the forests (Oakes 
1995:93).  
 
22 South African photographer David Lurie has photographically documented life within South 
African informal settlements such as Khyaelitsha, Miller’s Camp or ‘Lusaka’, Cape Flats, 
Guguletu, Nyanga and others. His black-and-white photographs depict the misery and ‘joy’ 
associated with community life at different periods of time. His realistic portrayal of the black 
people has a political overtone, stemming from his studies in politics, philosophy and 
economics (1994). 
 
23 Circular interaction refers to the definition of nature as a reality and the human mind’s 
perceptual understanding of nature as a combination of theory and empirical testing – 
ecological perceptions are determined by observation and experimentation combined with 
evolutionary testing of the circular relationship between nature and people’s conception of 
nature with reference to the past, present and future (Markl 2001:1). 
 
24 Dr. J.P. van Niekerk, managing editor of the South African Medical Journal (SAMJ), has 
written an article on the need for smaller families to overcome the world’s overpopulation 
crisis and its impact on planet Earth. He suggests the application of affluence, resources and 
technology (PAT).  P = affluence, A = the resources consumed and wasted by a population, 
and T = technology with reference to prolonging life, cheaper production of consumer 
products and faster food growing (2008:163).  
 
25 A sustainable world population refers to 2.2 billion people following a European Union 
lifestyle and 1.2 billion people going along with an American lifestyle. According to Dr van 
Niekerk, the European Union predicted that the world population would exceed 9 billion by 
2050 (2008:163). 
   



creates an awareness that humanity relates to the earth through shared 

thoughts, feelings and beliefs (Oakes 1998:198).  

 

Methodologies of digital imaging, embossing, etchings and sculpture are used 

to create a dialogueD

1
D while a philosophy of respecting nature through an 

integrated human-nature relationship is applied to the practical component. 

Contrary to the Harrison’s concept of dialogue as a form of text-photographic 

artworks that are informational documents, conference papers and maps, this 

study uses visual language as a mode of dialogue in which images become a 

system of exploration in the search of a deeper insight or holistic 

understanding of the human-nature interconnectedness and the relationship 

between critical ecological issues and humanity. This chapter analyses the 

two- and three dimensional processes with the intention of creating a channel 

of communication through the artworks around the accompanying philosophy 

of respect. The methodology includes a discussion of the layering/juxtaposing 

of images, combinations of etching and embossing, and digital 

representations of foetal scans, machines, dream web-like structures and 

billboards. Three-dimensional garments as expressions of the connectedness 

between human beings and nature conclude the discussion.  

 

 To assist in the dialogue, the computer as a creative tool is used to create an 

interaction through visual stimuli and the production of simplified imaginary 

versions of the real world rather than virtual realitiesD

2
D (Bullock & Trombley 

2000: Sv “virtual reality”).  Similar to Renè Berger’sD

3
D comparison of the 

computer to the human brain and an ancient fire as controlling thought and 

feeling, and becoming a mediator, the computer in this instance, assists with 

the transformation and regeneration of the imagination during the creative 

process – photographic images are digitally manipulated and layered into 

informational artworks (Berger 1996:59). 
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       Fig 37 Stephanie Bester, Rock art I (2008). 

 

 
        Fig 38 Stephanie Bester, Rock art II (2008).  

 

 

 

 



The layered rock images in Rock art I (Fig 37) and Rock art II (Fig 38) appear 

to confirm Matilsky and Szent-Gyorgy’s perceptions of the role of art as giving 

meaning to the physical environment. Whereas the Harrisons’ employ the 

concept of dialogue through conversation, text, maps and photographs to 

present information, the digital images create a negotiation between the 

images of rocks, a bison, human body and machine. People generally 

perceive mountains and rocks to be awe-inspiring environments or wild 

places that provoke alternative responses. Some people climb to the top of 

mountains for inspiration or to be connected to earth while others respond 

with fear and feelings of insignificance. Bloomsbury and Chevalier and 

Gheerbrant confirm rocks to be hard mineral material, having stability and 

supportive dependability and considered as symbols of changelessness and 

strength, for example, God the ‘Rock of Israel’, Christ the ‘spiritual Rock’ or in 

Hinduism, the ‘source of cosmic manifestation’ (1999:Sv: “rock” and  1996 Sv: 

“rock”).  

 

Individuals therefore, appear to respond to nature through personal and 

universal perceptions. Contrary to the contemporary perception of rocks and 

mountains as romantic, majestic places to be used for recreational activities, 

the San cultures employed rocks and caves to record their symbiotic 

relationship with the earth during journeys or trance performancesD

4
D. An 

analysis of the layered rock images in Rock art I and Rock art II (Figs 37 & 

38) demonstrates how these images could simulate early cave art in 

appearance and in expressing the relationship between people and nature, 

albeit a conflicting connection. In comparison to the interpretations of early 

rock art as symbolic of the San’s belief system, the digitally manipulated rock 

images could be interpreted as a representation of a confrontational 

relationship between humankind and the natural world.  
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In Rock art I, a confrontational relationship is suggested by the layered 

combination of images of strength and power. The juxtaposition of objects 

such as rocks, machine, bison and human figure, sets up a tension and thus 

a dialogue which questions the relationship between these diverse images. 

Each image represents an idea and becomes a metaphor for each concept of 

strength or power. In combination, these images symbolise a conflict within 

the confines of the delineated space. One could interpret the artwork as 

depicting separation as the bulldozer and bison face each other with the 

human body, although not easily seen, embedded in the rocks facing the 

other direction.  

 

Within the context of rock art, the layering and juxtaposing of different images 

creates a sense of embedding that brings these images into the same 

pictorial space, time and sphere - a pre-historic age within a contemporary 

era. This time span can be related to the opposing social attitudes: where 

past cultures respected nature based on their reliance on the environment, 

contemporary societies tend to exploit the land for profit. In relation to these 

differing time frames and attitudes, the juxtaposition of a machine opposing 

the animal also implies conflict or a discord and therefore emphasises this 

difference and visually links the past (bison) with the present (bulldozer). In 

addition, the very light shadow of the reclining figure could be said to 

reference the past by suggesting sleep or trance associated with the ancient 

method of ‘receiving’ or connecting to the animal spirit. 

                                               

The references to ancient rock art and the relationship between people and 

nature are further extended in Rock art II through the dark reclining figure in 

the foreground. The dark horizontal human form directs attention to the 

horizontality of the earth and as a shadow it could also be interpreted as 

referencing the past. The intention is to place humanity in the same context 

as the rock face (past time) and the machine (present time). However, even if 
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in the same context, the darkness of the figure seems to separate it from the 

spatial plane behind which could be interpreted as differentiating these time 

frames. The references to time intend to draw a comparison in the different 

attitudes towards the environment while merging these images into a 

metaphor of association.  A further connection between natural world and 

humanity could be assumed by the oval shape carved in the rocks by water 

and wind which brings to mind the elongated shape of an eye and the 

elongated figures used by shamans. This link could also be said to be a result 

of time and conflict. 

 

In the context of Szent-Gyorgyi’s proposal of integration, transformation and 

involvement in the process of art, the digitally generated artworks are 

intended to refer to the difference between past and present relationships, 

one of connection and the other of opposition, being interpreted both as a 

connection or separation of people and nature through the multi-layered 

images and the understanding of the associations with process, time and 

place communicated by each layer (Kepes 1972). Furthermore, this merging 

recalls the metaphysical meaning of cave paintings, shamanismD

5
D and early 

societies’ attitudes of respect and comprehension of their surroundings 

H(Uwww.archeostuff.com/caveart/htmUH). 

 

In Rock art I and Rock art II, the images are not delineated within their spatial 

context nor are they separated in any way from one layer or image to the 

next. In referring to early San rock art, the votive intention of these images 

could be seen as acknowledging the ancient mode of communication or 

spiritual interaction with ancestral spirits and therefore these rock paintings 

can be seen as a form of dialogue. As a form of dialogue, the associations 

between the images of rocks, human beings, machines and animal become 

an objective acknowledgment of a present conflicting relationship between 

humanity and nature.   
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        Fig 39 Stephanie Bester, Scan (2007). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



The exploration of the complicated interaction between people and the 

environment is taken further in other digitally manipulated images that 

combine foetal scans, trees, plants, flowers, human body, machine and 

cultural objects.  The artwork Scan (Fig 39) depicts a sequence of ultrasound 

recordings of a foetus’ growth, a time-line related to foetal scans, trees 

equating to winter, and a machine. In general, the high frequency sound 

waves in scans and ultrasound techniques convey information about the 

viability of a pregnancy, its dating and the status of the foetus. A computer 

then translates the echoing sounds into video images 

(HUwww.health24.com/journey/Pregnancy/3277-3281-3291,25636.aspUH). In 

Scan, the womb and humanity represented by the scans, machine and nature 

are combined into bands. Together, these images as visual metaphors, speak 

of the complex relationship between cyclical time, space, sequence, land and 

fertility that becomes the focus of the artwork. The intention is to interlink 

these images in ways which communicate the complex relationship between 

people and the earth.  

 

At a first glance the video images simulate the movement or current of water, 

a landscape of fluidity or a cyclical process which together could be 

interpreted as a symbol of regeneration as in cleansing rituals. A closer 

inspection reveals these video images to be foetal scans that become 

symbols of human reproduction and concepts of fertility and continuity – a 

theme concerning humanity since the beginning of time. The result is an 

environment within which time and cycle become central. 

 

The horizontal bands of information are interlinked vertically by the trees 

equating low lying land and the sky. In ancient times, an upright tree, standing 

stone or pillar were perceived as mediators between earth and sky, between 

water, land and the heavens where the gods reside. Whereas the bands may 

represent geological strata, the vertical and horizontal linkages intend to 
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        Fig 40 Stephanie Bester, Progress I (2008).                                               
           

 
        Fig 41 Stephanie Bester, Progress II (2008). 

 

 



create connections between all the elements – cyclical times, sequence and 

space; fluidity and fertility; land and people; and merging humanity to earth 

through the presence of the trees joining earth to the sky.  
                          

The series of etchings and embossing titled Progress I, II and III (Figs 40, 41 

& 42), continues the theme of humanity’s concern for continuity as in fertility, 

the womb and regeneration. The use of the embossing technique intends to 

create a conscious awareness of the simultaneous presence and absence of 

the embedded or raised images of plants and cultural objects in their 

relationship to the forest, the human figure and the machine. Although these 

relief forms can only be seen from close-up, their overlapping with the images 

of womb, forest, machine, human body and a time-line suggests a link. A 

time-line refers to either linear or cyclical time and in this instance, to the days 

or weeks associated with life and death, growth and decay, progress and 

regress.   

 

The presentation of these artworks as a triptych continues the reference to 

time which Cirlot defines as a septenary or time-pattern following on from the 

division of space into seven directions. The ‘center’ (sic) of time and space 

associates it with the sacred and gives it a spiritual significance through the 

notion that the mythic era is the past, present and future (1996 Sv: “time”). In 

these images space and time are divided horizontally with the centre of time 

pivoting on the images of a forest, human figure and machine placed centrally 

within bands on three separate panels. The recorded images of a scan and 

embossed images of cultural objects and plants create a connectedness 

between the horizontal panels. In an abstract sense, the general association 

of a scan with fertility and the womb could suggest a boundary for spiritual 

regeneration - nurturing and protecting forests from human destruction 

through the use of machines.   
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       Fig 42 Stephanie Bester, Progress III (2008).     

           

            

                            

 
         Fig 43 Stephanie Bester, Machine (2008). 

 

 

 

 



Progress I, II and III continue the horizontal relationship between time, earth 

and womb through the embossed images of leaves, plant, coins and the 

socio-political HIV/Aids beadwork. The slightly raised design of the HIV/Aids 

pins link the past and the present with reference to the future in its meaning. 

In the past beads have been used and are still used for necklaces and 

decorations, as a monetary system or as a symbol of wealth, especially the 

cowrie shell. Presently the beaded HIV/Aids pins are used as emblems or 

signs of humanity’s struggle against diseases within contemporary 

civilisations that threaten the survival of humanity. The intention with these 

images of the HIV/Aids pins is to create an awareness that connects 

humanity to its actions that could cause a separation from nature.   

 

The juxtaposition of cultural objects [the coins, beadworks and machine] with 

images of nature [the body, trees, plant forms and the scan record which is 

associated with the womb] allude to a conflict between the natural and the 

made, between cultural needs, economic power and the exploitation of the 

land. Metaphorically, the machine and embossed images of the coins and 

beadworks could also refer to economic growth and progress and therefore, 

as the possible causes of anthropocentricism, of human greed and the 

resultant exploitive relationship with the planet.  
 

The digital image Machine (Fig 43) contains ambiguities and also continues 

the exploration of the relationship between humanity, nature and machine 

within industrialised societies. Machines, even though sometimes used for the 

eradication of alien trees and undergrowth, could also be seen as threatening 

the environment.  In the development of land for building houses, factories or 

hospitals, machinery becomes the mode of destruction with the removal of 

indigenous vegetation. Whereas the cutting down of alien trees improves the 

water supply and allows for the growth of indigenous plants, the building of 

more roofed and walled structures and accompanying paving and roads 
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destroys natural vegetation and open spaces such as forests, grasslands and 

wetlands that are essential for biodiversity and sustainability.   

 

Firstly by juxtaposing the machine with nature and secondly by examining the 

link between a bulldozer and the colour of the surrounding sand and trees or 

forest, Machine further investigates the human-nature relationship. At first 

glance, the zigzag forms of the yellow machine are aggressive, strong and 

angular and could be said to equate masculinity or a patriarchal society. The 

juxtaposition of green bushes with a yellow bulldozer creates tension and 

reflects opposites – the [green] mythical qualities of nature as oppose to the 

[yellow] power or domination of humanity.   

 

A closer observation of the industrial machine in relation to the natural 

formation of sand dunes or heaps of sand naturally formed by wind or water 

movement also questions the relationship. Contrary to people responding to 

sand dunes with enjoyment, walking, running, lying on the sand or hiding the 

body in sand, this image suggests the destruction of such interaction. The 

playful act of hiding in the sand which closely relates to the idea of rest, safety 

and regeneration is replaced by a machine excavating the earth. Similarly, 

the digging act of the machine transforms one’s perception of and relationship 

with the sand. Rather than experiencing the playful sense of protection from 

shifting sand when submerging oneself in sand or the feelings of freedom 

when breaking free from being contained by sand, the sand-machine 

relationship brings to mind rituals. Islamic people use sand to wash 

themselves during a cleansing ritual based on the belief that sand 

regenerates the body by representing water and fire – it  flows like water and 

burns like fire. Japanese associate sand with rain and scatter it during fertility 

ceremonies as a symbol of plenty, while Christians perceive sand to be a 

symbol of a multitude of people (Chevalier & Gheerbrant 1996 Sv: “sand”). In 

addition, sand dunes also bring to mind the tiny particles in an hourglass – 
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       Fig 44 Stephanie Bester, Dreams (2007).   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



the hourglass itself implies time, reversal, a time sequence and cycles of time 

as in nature.  
 

In contrast to the previous works discussed, the computer-generated images 

of a child and theatre performance (Figs 44 & 45) intend to create awareness 

of the relationship between dreams and the physical landscape as places and 

spaces of attachment or detachment and emotional bonding.  
                             

In Dreams (Fig 44), George Lakoff’sD

6
D (1993) ideas of dream imagery as 

expressions of emotionally charged fears, desires and descriptions are 

incorporated with Marjorie Zielke and Dr. Thomas Linehan’sD

7
D (2004) 

principles of dreams as a conduit between the mind, body and environment, 

or metaphorically as software, hardware and environmental interface. The 

familiar images of a child, a vehicle, home, tombstones and adult eating 

depict people’s experiences or emotions as subconscious responses to 

reality and in the process, links creativity with technology and visual 

language. As a form of language, the title and images suggests that dreams 

are constructed from experience, knowledge and ideas with memories, 

thoughts and feelings unbeknown to the mind, influencing human behaviour. 

In this instance, the digitally manipulated images convey a longing, a journey, 

a movement between the real and the unreal through the overlays of text, 

vehicle, child and the adult.  

 

The process of digitally manipulating the images to create Dreams links 

creativity and technology - the computer becomes the conveyer of creative 

visual information. These images speak of a constructed context and together 

with the word ‘dream’ that is specific, leave no doubt about the thoughts and 

longings of the child while also referring to an unreal or dream world. The text 

relates to an advertisement but the ‘flying’ car, although not obvious, reflects 

a context which contradicts that which it proposes. The hovering car argues 
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      Fig 45 Stephanie Bester, Dream world (2007). 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



against its own proposals of imagined freedom by being juxtaposed with the 

harsh reality of shacks, a single loaf of bread, an adult eating and a 

despairing look on the child’s face. In relation to the daily experiences of 

shack dwellers, the car appears to convey a message of hopelessness with 

the child seeming to long for freedom from a status of poverty. The illogical 

scale relationships and juxtapositions of adult, child, car and township create 

an adverse relationship of nostalgia and alienation, progress and separation, 

linking meaning to behaviour, place of origin and identity. 

 

The inconsistency in scale relationships and/or of cast shadows or lack of 

shadow as shown in the parcel of bread, tombstone, shadow, child, vehicle 

and landscape, create an unreal world. This surreal world brings to mind 

concepts of sensibility and its dissociation which TS. Eliot’sD

8
D defines as the 

fusion of sensible experiences and the separation of emotion from reason or 

understanding (2006).  In this scene, the corner shadow in relation to the 

tombstones could denote ghost images relating to the ‘emptiness’ or lack of 

emotion and reason.  

 

The digitally manipulated image Dream world (Fig 45) continues the concept 

of landscape or home as a place of emotional bonding or nostalgia.                              

Dream world employs the layering of various levels of imagery to create a 

sense of nostalgia and silence. The low-keyed colour relationships together 

with overlays and blurring of sleeping people, a shelter, houses and bulldozer 

are employed to create a sense of ‘the romantic’ and represent the 

subconscious fusion of reason with imagination during dreams. At the same 

time, the elusiveness of these elements alludes to a quietness or expelled 

noises usually experienced during sleeping. Merging the images through 

multiple layers blurs the differing meanings associated with each layer. The 

intention is to separate emotions and understanding, the normally connected 

mental processes, from the rest of the mind – the separation of fear 
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        Fig 46 Stephanie Bester, Spider web (2007).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



associated with migration, poverty and ‘forceful’ displacements from feelings 

of ‘peace’ offered by sleep.  

 

An observation of the image gives viewers an opportunity to interpret the 

paradox of interconnectedness between the bulldozer and people, the houses 

and machine, and the shelter and human beings. The machine, even though 

it destroys, assists with development, specifically in this instance, of houses, 

which in turn provide safety, electricity and water. As a combination of layered 

images, this work creates both confusion and connectedness, allowing 

viewers their own interpretation. 
                                  

A brief discussion of the conceptual interpretation of the digitally manipulated 

images of Spider web, Submerge and Levitating vigilance (Figs 46, 47 & 48), 

further explores the relationship between humankind and the land.  

 

Although Spider web (Fig 46) does not correspond with the content of the 

other artworks, its spatial connections are important as linkages between 

space, people and nature. A conceptual interpretation of the image suggests 

that the web links a spatial location with the human psychological processes 

of belonging, identity and attachment. The delicate structure of woven threads 

implies a spatial separation between the woman and the ghost-like figures 

while the web’s strong angular lines allude to tension and a physical 

separation. Alternatively, the zigzag pattern of the woven structure suggests a 

connectedness between the woman, the ghostlike figures and the web to 

each other and, metaphorically, to above and below through its interlacing 

horizontal and vertical threads.  

 

A closer observation of the woman’s vacant expression and the silhouetted 

figures clinging to the intricate web could imply a collective fear of place and 

the ‘other’ or Sandercock’s ‘stranger’D

9
D. The layering, somber colours and 
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         Fig 47 Stephanie Bester, Submerge (2008).  
 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



fusion of a web and people thus imply an interrelationship between tangible 

[the web] and intangible [feelings, thought and memory] landscapes. Art 

historian lecturer Nic CoetzerD

10
D uses the term ‘landscape’ to examine the 

interconnectedness between people’s attitude towards an environment and 

their perception and experience of it. He concludes that areas liberated from 

the control of ownership connect individuals to one another and place through 

acknowledgement and a collective identity (2008:120). In this instance, the 

web-like structure could be perceived as a place lacking ownership or a 

landscape of people acknowledging the environment as a shared space and 

placeD

11
D.   

 

The grid-like form of the tree, shadows and submersed garment in the two-

dimensional digital print Submerge (Fig 47) extends the concept of an 

intertwined structure as a metaphor for connectedness. In Submerge, the 

images of water, trees and garment create an ambiguous yet seductive and 

romantic image due to its evocative and imaginary quality. The image is full of 

contradictions in the combination of elements. The clean blue water, dead 

branches, shadows, dress and the circular format drawn by these elements 

echo the present use versus the original intended function of the dam. 

Wiggleswade dam, near Stutterheim, was built to supply water and electricity 

to surrounding environs but this is no longer the case. It has since become 

both a ‘graveyard’ for trees and a ‘playground’ for water sports.  

 

With the contradictions built into the image, one could say that the apparent 

connectedness between the water, trees and garment is threatened. The 

different and incompatible elements of branches, dress and water create a 

sense of disharmony as the branches could tear the dress while a garment in 

water could represent ‘drowning’. Additionally, the evocative quality created 

by the translucency of the dress and the fluidity of the water also comments 

on the exploration of interconnection. The glass, because of its transparency, 
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          Fig 48 Stephanie Bester, Levitating vigilance (2008) 

 

 

 

 

 
       Fig 49 Stephanie Bester, Spatial relations: linking humans to nature II (2009). 

 

 

 

 



merges with the water whilst the shadows of the branches complete the 

circular format that encompasses the dress in a protective embrace.   

 

Levitating vigilance (Fig 48) explores the relationship between firesD

12
D, 

humanity and the environment. At first, the intense red of the landscape in 

relation to Sarah Gourdarzi’sD

13
D article Global warming fuels US forest fire 

could infer to the burning of a forest and therefore the decreasing of the 

density of trees or the change of a forest landscape. In her article, Gourdarzi 
states that the increase in forest wildfires correlates with the rising seasonal 

temperatures. She noted that since the 1970’s the number of wildfires have 

increase fourfold and that the wildfire season has extended to 78 days 

(HUwww.livescience.com/environment/060706_globalwarming_fire.htmlUH).  A 

closer observation of the intense red colour suggests that the colour is used 

to reference the red of a ‘burning landscape’ or ‘hot lands’ or dry hot desert 

environments. A ‘burning landscape’ is further simulated by the darkness of 

the trees and human figure. However, the quality or confidence of the leap 

suggests a contradiction in that it could imply a flight from the fire as well as a 

belief that the ‘flaming’ earth could be nature’s response to climate change 

and its contribution to the black carbon which adds to global warming.  

 

The digitally artworks Spider web, Submerge and Levitating vigilance are 

extended into mock billboards that explore the notion of places and spaces as 

socially and personally constructed perceptions through the juxtaposition of 

images and text. Even though smaller in size than commercial billboards, 

exhibited in a gallery reaching only a selected audience, the intention of the 

billboard format is to create awareness through the use of a few words, large 

print and striking images. As with public billboards, the idea is to convey a 

message to the public at large. This would require that these mock billboards 

would eventually have to be removed from the confines of the gallery and 

place within the public domain. Alternatively, if enlarged, these digital prints 
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        Fig 50 Stephanie Bester, Escalating numbers: retreating waters (2009). 

  

          

 

 
       Fig 51 Stephanie Bester, Levitating vigilance over the flaming earth (2009). 

 

 

 



would challenge the relationship between art and advertising, particularly in 

relation to intention versus function.  

 

Within this research, the intention is to create awareness of environmental 

issues and how these issues could affect the human-nature relationship and 

as such the text should be read in context of the image. The combination of 

text with images would allow the viewer to ponder on the relationship 

between text, image and selected site/context. In these billboards, the water 

billboard is most related to content while the other two billboards allows for 

speculation. It is hoped that the combination of art and text would facilitate a 

visual identification with these physical and psychological landscapes of 

colour and contradictions that reference the human-nature relationship.  

 

The word ‘spatial’ in the billboard Spatial relations: linking humans to nature 
(Fig 49) implies a space greater than that of the actual format. In relation to 

the forest and machine, the word could become more of an opinion based on 

a speculation that ‘spatial’ could refer to a global perception of forests as 

places where trees have to be cut down. In Escalating numbers: retreating 
waters (Fig 50),  the words ‘retreating waters’ could refer to polluted flood 

waters, droughts or dams without water while ‘escalating numbers’ could infer 

to the growing of an economic crisis, the increase in the use and/or need of 

water or overpopulation (when looking at the dress). In relation to the site, the 

meaning could be that increased constructions destroy natural environments.  

In Levitating vigilance over the flaming earth (Fig 51), the words ‘flaming 

earth’ imply deserts, hot lands, wild fires, global warming and increase 

temperature. The suspended figure can be interpreted as an individual’s 

ability to avoid the ‘hot earth’ by being suspended in time or can suggest a 

leap of joy in the presence of a glowing sunset. But the sandy site contradicts 

any speculation of joy.   
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             Fig 52 Stephanie Bester, Aqua Vitae I (2008). 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Relating the human body to water is taken further in the aqua film and Avalon 

garment and video. In Aqua Vitae I & II (Figs 52 & 53) the fusion of media, 

water-soluble aqua film bags normally used for embroidery, Avalon material 

and glass, intends to communicate a possible disintegration in the bond 

between people and nature. This disintegration is suggested by the sculptural 

garment dissolving in rain water and the use of a synthetic material made 

from the polymerisation of organic compounds which dissolves in water. Once 

the artwork was exposed to water, neither the sculpture nor the dissolving 

process could be renewed, only the glass, a combination of melted sand and 

lime or soda, survived. Additionally, the congealing of the waste liquid into a 

clear gel and the colouring of the water by the discoloured leaves imply the 

pollution of water through the industrial application of chemistry and chemical 

processes. In this instance, the disintegrating process suggests an opposition 

of ‘humanity versus nature’ – the water destroys the garment and the garment 

made by a person pollutes the water.  

 

The sense of the romantic and the evocative illusion, created by the design 

and choice of material, is denied by the documentation of the dissolving 

garment in Aqua Vitae – ‘water of life’ (Fig 54). The disintegrated garment 

(Fig 53) and video denotes a disharmonious interaction between humankind 

and nature by drawing attention to the contrasts between nature and a made 

object, the dress, a symbol of the human race. This contrast is reinforced by 

the effects of the video images projected through the glass installation which 

extend the power of suggestion – the reflection of light on the glass creates a 

positive element while the shadow of the bust implies an absence. The 

ambiguous commentary of the installation is enhanced by the shadow which 

at times creates fractured light effects that are seductive and at times, a dark 

contrasting image. The play between light and shadow, the water and the 

dress, intends to create tension which culminates into the build up of the 

semisolid liquid into a pool of gel and the dissolving, disintegrating material 
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             Fig 53 Stephanie Bester, ‘Aqua               Fig 54 Stephanie Bester, Aqua Vitae-  

                        Vitae II (2008).                                         ‘water of life’ (2008-2009). 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



clinging to the glass bust and Perspex base. One could thus, interpret the 

work as depicting the disintegration of the human form by the forces of nature 

or the conflict between people and nature.  
 

Though forming an animal hide into a garment, the sculpture links art and the 

aesthetics of nature, connecting humanity to the planet. Breath of life (Fig 55) 

refers to the relationship between people and animals. Metaphorically the 

combined use of animal hide, oxtail vertebrae, ribs, leather strips and stitching 

is intended to recall processes of healing, protection and ritual as discussed 

in Chapter 1, dealing with shamanistic rituals. The style of the garment and 

the use of ribs and oxtail vertebrae reference shamanistic practices based on 

the belief that animal hide and bones transfer magical powers that enable 

shamans to communicate with the spirit world during an altered state of 

consciousness. Alternatively, the use of bones as a metaphor for the 

“essence of creation” could represent an ecological balance – animals are 

either hunted for food or for culling purposes to prevent overpopulation 

(Chevalier and Gheerbrant 1996: Sv “bone”).  

 

Stitching and the selection of media also explore the connection between a 

particular type of clothing, event and person. A dress speaks of the whole 

person and depending on the style and material of the garment, conjures a 

sense of occasion, perhaps celebratory, ritualistic, entertainment or even 

social status. In this instance, the sculptural garment in its association with 

the ancient belief in the sacredness of animals could represent the 

shamanistic practice of the “trance dance” during which the animal hide is 

worn in order to “become” the animal’s spirit. Contrary to shamans, 

contemporary hunters perceive the animal hide as a trophy or symbol of 

humankind’s victory over the power of the hunted animal. In the opinion of 

Gareth PattersonD

14
D the different attitudes toward hunting are attributed to the 

changing relationship between humankind and animal or nature. Whereas the 
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        Fig 55 Stephanie Bester, Breath of life (2008). 
       

 

 

 

 

 

 



San equated hunting with shamanistic power and connect with the spirit of 

the animal before killing it, the modern hunter perceives it as a sport or 

entertainment and thus, becomes distant from the animal by avoiding any 

emotional involvement (2005:46). 

 

Clothing literally means to cover or protect the body from the sun, wind or 

cold. However, this three-dimensional object cannot be worn and therefore 

creates ambiguity. The artwork either evokes feelings of awe or of disgust 

prompted by memories or images of hunting and/or initiation rituals - the 

viewer wants to touch the hide or recoils from the idea of touching or covering 

the body with raw animal skin.  

 

In conclusion, this chapter shows how artworks can create an awareness of 

the human-nature relationship through the layering and juxtaposition of 

images that place people and nature in close relationships to each other. Art 

processes of etching and embossing affect a conscious interaction with 

nature through the layering and overlapping of leaves and plants. As a 

creative tool, the computer becomes the mediator between the transformation 

and regeneration of the imagination during the art making process in the 

digitally generated artworks.   

 

The ‘billboard’ format presents an alternative mode of communicating some of 

the present ecological issues [global warming, deforestation, pollution and the 

depletion of natural resources] within the public domain. The unity between 

texts and images communicates issues that could alter the present worldview 

or perception of nature through the imagination and knowledge. The use of 

media such as wood, glass and skin in the three-dimensional images 

reference both people and the natural world and thereby reconnecting people 

to one another, animals and nature.  
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Finally, this body of work has shown that art as a tool of communication is 

able to create an awareness of both the needless destruction of the natural 

environment and the necessity to become spiritually reconnected to the 

planet for survival.   
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Endnotes chapter 4 

 
1 Dialogue is usually seen as an exchange of ideas or as a discourse or as a line of reasoning 
or deliberation. The Rector of the Rajghat Education Centre, Prof. P Krishna, is of the opinion 
that a dialogue refers to a mode of religious inquiry which begins with an acknowledgement 
of not knowing the truth. Krishna sees dialogue as an exploration towards a deeper meaning 
or understanding of life rather than a quick answer or opinion seeking satisfaction or 
judgment (Available at: HUwww.pkrishna.org/Art-Of-Dialog.htmlUH ).  
 
2 Virtual refers to “something that exists only as an electronic representation, which has no 
other concrete existence.”  Virtual reality refers to a digitally three-dimensional simulated 
world that represents a simplified version of the real world and is used for the purposes of 
education and entertainment (Bullock & Trombley 2000 Sv: “virtual reality”). 
 
3 Renè Berger has written many essays on the relationship between technology, especially 
video and computer science, and the technological culture (1996:59-76). 
 
4 See chapter 1, page14. 
 
5 Shamanism refers to a form of worship, in which the shaman or spiritual healer/leader has a 
direct and personal interaction with the spiritual world. During the altered state, the shaman 
could obtain supernatural power from the hunted animal in the form of rain. In Africa, the 
antelope or eland are considered typical spirit helpers, whereas in the United States, the 
grizzly bear or rattlesnakes represent spiritual helpers (Available at: 
HUwww.archeostuff.com/caveart/htmUH). 
  
6 English lecturer, George Lakoff, has investigated the relationship between everyday English 
expressions, dream imagery/unconscious system of thought and ontological 
correspondences in his essay Theory of conceptual metaphor applied to dream analysis 
(1993) 
   
7  Marjorie A. Zielke and Dr. Thomas Linehan authors of Dreams - a metaphor for a 
component of human-technology model to extend the creative process, analyse dreams to 
define people as interfaces merged with technology (2004).  
 
8 The British American poet, T.S. Eliot’s essay The metaphysical poet states that sensibility 
refers to the fusion of varied experiences while dissociation of sensibility refers to the 
separation of emotion and understanding. He defines the metaphysical as a “simile, [a] rapid 
association of thought [and] sudden contrasts” (2006).  
 
9 See chapter 2, endnote 1. 
  
10 Unisa lecturer Nic Coetzer’s case studies of different places in Cape Town proved his 
ideas that form, space and place are interconnected with social norms, identity and political 
power. The manor house in Groot Constantia, as an ‘object building’ represents identities of 
nation and race, the ‘destroyed’ Wells Square in District Six was perceived as a dangerous 
place while the Roeland housing scheme limited the spatial freedom of the pre-apartheid city. 
Coetzer used the concept of ‘landscape’ as a source of identity and a key component of how 
people perceive, memorise and represent history. He concluded that clearly-defined streets, 
courtyards and squares should be seen as healing places rather than simplified norms and 
values. Power issues should strive to create a balance between the complexities of place and 
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space by removing territorialism and by perceiving place as identity and being with space as 
liberty and becoming (2008:139-257). 
 
11 See chapter 2, page 33. 
 
12 The colour red connotes the red of a burning landscape as well as ‘hot lands’ or larva or 
dry hot desert environments. Cirlot defines red as the colour of the “pulsing blood and of fire, 
for the surging and tearing emotions” (1971: Sv “colour”).    
    
13 Sarah Goudarzi, a member of Live Science, wrote an article on Global warming fuels US 
forest fires in which she gives an overview of the database on the increase in forest wild fires 
from 1970 to 2003 in the western United States (Available at: 
HUwww.livescience.com/environment/060706_globalwarming_fire.htmlUH). 
 
  
14 Gareth Patterson, a South African environmentalist, speaker and author, in an interview 
with Irene van Lippe-Biesterfeld, suggests that people disrespect ecology and that survival 
depends on a subconscious spiritual connection that goes beyond reasoning, a love that 
transcends the division between people and animal or nature (2005:46-71).  
 



CONCLUSION 
 
This dissertation concludes that a change in attitude and a paradigm shift 

toward environmental preservation could pave the way towards a more 

socially and ecological harmonious interrelationship between humanity and 

the planet. It has been established that socio-religious norms and values 

guide the complex human-nature relationship and that a majority of people do 

not have an adequate understanding of the current environmental 

predicament of global warming, the decreasing availability of sustainable 

water, pollution and overpopulation.  

 

The probability of such a conclusion is proven by the facts that artists over 

centuries have created revolutionary artworks commenting on the 

environment and humanity’s relationship with the natural world. The shamanic 

rock paintings of the early hunter-gatherer, as with most indigenous societies 

illustrate a symbiotic relationship between the people and the environment. 

They provide evidence that the early people’s connectedness to the spirits, 

their deep knowledge of the bioregion and its ecosystem, and the daily 

interaction between individuals and their habitat for survival and subsistence 

was based on a belief in Animism with trance dances assisting shamans in 

their connection with the spiritual realm and animals. Similar to the shamanic 

trance dances, the Bambara tribe connects to the land by extending farming 

rituals and by wearing tiy wara masks during harvesting or the preparation of 

the land. These actions convert the cultural objects into sacred artifacts and 

become metaphors for the human cycles of birth, death, rebirth and continuity 

thus also communicating interconnectedness. This spiritual connectedness 

between early traditional societies and the land therefore, deterred people 

from degrading their environment unless threatened.  

 

Within present day technological advanced environments a historical 

theological anthropocentric attitude changes the pre-history harmonious 
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relationship. An interest in self and the belief that the earth was created solely 

for the benefit of humankind gives meaning to the world and guides moral, 

cultural and spiritual attitudes. In an attempt to change the way people 

perceive the modern world, Goldsworthy and Long ritualistically intervene in 

the land through temporary gestures. Like rock paintings, their artistic 

processes suggest a belief in the sanctity of nature which is taken further by 

the installations of Dompè and Sonfist that connect the human soul to the 

cycles of growth, struggle and decay within nature. Smithson’s land 

reclamation project could possibly be interpreted as assuming a relationship 

through an understanding of the natural processes of growth, encrustation 

and entropy. This research therefore, deduces that these artworks can be 

perceived as influencing attitudes by creating awareness of the environment, 

specific sites and natural ecological processes. 

  

This conclusion further assumes that personal and universal worldviews, 

stories and myths [influenced by science, technology and urbanisation] assist 

people in their universal understanding of life. Collective and individual 

experiences and memories could contribute to people’s decisions, emotions, 

actions and perception of the modern world as a material reality or a 

capitalistic machine consisting of units of consumption, production and 

ownership. It is established that a capitalistic attitude causes social division 

with the wealthy managing production, consumerism and education, and the 

poor interacting by means of minimal resource opportunities in this regime. In 

a reaction to the focus on possessions at the expense of sacred and 

intellectual values, urban art could be interpreted as connecting individuals to 

cities and/or foreign environments through the concept of place, space and 

identity. 

  

Art combined with an understanding of the above concepts could possibly 

promote a holistic dialectical relationship: a relationship based on cognitive 
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knowledge determined by culture, memory, identity and feelings since 

individuals relate to spaces and places through identification and 

socialisation. Dolven’s video of a familiar mountain scene suggests that a 

recollection of memories could assist an individual with integration into a new 

neighbourhood. Kruz combines stories with important historical events to 

create feelings of comfort when visiting unfamiliar territories while Geers 

photographically explores different forms of security as symbols of the 

manifestation of fear and anxiety within public urban spaces. Pile and 

Kingelez employ narratives or the history associated with buildings to create 

shared knowledge that could assist with the social encounters between 

individuals and communities within urban landscapes. Pulsa’s technological 

installations suggest that people could connect to an urban environment by 

overcoming their fear of technology through an understanding of the material 

culture. Artworks can connect individuals to familiar and unfamiliar 

environments through a recollection of memories, stories, the imagination, 

dreams, an understanding of history, architecture, feelings of fear and 

everyday materialistic involvements. The very essence of visualising, 

interacting and interpreting reality then determines an individual’s perception 

of belonging, of alienation or of affiliation with strangers and public areas. 

 

From an ecological point of view, artworks are important in that it has been 

shown that they can create awareness of the impact humanity has on ecology 

through greed, agriculture, industrialism, cultivation, hunting and the 

domestication of animals. Cultivation, when synonymous with growth, places 

greater demands on food and land as local populations and agriculture 

expand. This increase in demand results in the exhaustion of the soil, the 

overuse of water resources, unpredictable rainfall, the use of marginal land 

for profits, the erosion of farm lands, the pollution of water, land and 

atmosphere and the depletion of sustainable resources.  
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By examining the socio-ecological issues threatening the survival of the 

planet, it could be said that art can provide opportunities that could encourage 

a paradigm shift in people’s attitude towards the natural resources. Art can 

create an awareness of the ecological issues of global warming, biodiversity 

loss, overpopulation, water pollution and toxic waste. Hans Haacke’s 

laboratory type installations advocate a change in attitude towards the 

changing status of water. Humankind should reclaim grey water to support 

the growing demands placed on the already diminishing sustainable water 

resources. The Sava River project of Helen Mayer Harrison and Newton 

Harrison proposes conversation, collaboration and the creation of wetlands 

and organic farming to purify and protect the rivers from factory and farming 

pollution. As with the Harrison’s, the artworks of Haacke and Sonfist suggest 

an interdependence of biological systems and nature.  Shafer and Ortello’s 

performance which they consider to be a ‘sacred ritual’ enacted at an urban 

dumping site, questions global consumption and requests the protection of 

cities from consumer waste pollution. The above mentioned artists have all 

taken a proactive stance against the degradation of the planet by the human 

race. Through their artworks, they question human behaviour, create 

awareness of ecological issues and advocate alternative actions and 

approaches. Their artworks suggest that a constructive and pragmatic 

approach is needed to protect natural resources against the careless attitude 

of humanity since the most common cause for a civilisation to collapse is a 

lack of respect for the earth.  

 

Finally, the artworks discussed in the creative component are indicative of the 

changing relationship between humanity and nature as the root of the present 

ecological crisis. The intention of these artworks is not to offer new scientific, 

political or economic solutions but to present situations in which visual 

metaphors represented by the art-making processes such as layering, 
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juxtaposing of images and imagined environments, interrogate the connection 

between people and the planet.   

 

Etchings are used to depict needs and natural resources as time-based and 

related to particular modes of production. In ancient times, survival depended 

on a daily interaction with the land and a subsistence economy. With 

enlightenment, humanity became aware of the lack of essentials for an 

adequate standard of living, resulting in industrial development and a growing 

advertising world that places emphasis on consumerism, the machine and 

technical devices. In the process, the human race has exploited natural 

resources, destroyed forests and ecosystems including the pollution of rivers 

and as a result, decreasing sustainable water resources. The etchings thus 

could create awareness of humanity’s concern with power, regeneration, 

fertility, survival, time, cultural objects and environmental contexts.  

 

It is generally accepted that people’s interaction with nature within modern 

societies is guided by endless information about consumerism, industry and 

environmental issues. A constant exposure to the advertising world through 

television, radio, magazines and newspapers, causes humanity to become 

increasingly conscious of perceived materialistic needs. This study therefore, 

has employed the computer as a creative tool to explore the relationships 

guided by socially accepted perceptions of what the contemporary world can 

offer. The new or invented images within a created surreal or atypical context, 

question the effect of industrialisation and economic power on people’s 

emotional bonding with, and personal involvement in, the landscape. In these 

images the process of layering examines the interconnectedness between 

humanity and nature by ascribing different meanings to familiar and unfamiliar 

territories, knowledge, dreams and memory through the use of familiar 

objects such as a human body, a machine, a scan, plants, forests and rocks.   
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Mock billboards have been created with the intention to assist in a paradigm 

shift or attitude change from exploitation to stewardship by exploring the 

relationship between humanity and water, fire and forests. Three-dimensional 

sculptural garments also communicate the interconnectedness of civilisations 

and nature through the act of stitching, the fusion of glass and choice of 

material. However, the use of dissolvable material suggests a contradictory 

relationship – the water pollutes itself by dissolving the human-made 

garment, a symbol of the human body.  

 

These artworks then, address the present ecological crisis and the prevention 

of another mass extinction by proposing a paradigm shift. A belief in the 

sacredness of nature could change people’s anthropocentric and materialistic 

attitude towards nature and life. A reciprocal relationship whereby people take 

responsibility for their actions would safeguard the earth’s water resources, 

protect over-fishing, prevent over grazing and conserve forests, and curtail 

other destructive activities such as carbon dioxide emissions.  

 

Therefore, the role of art could be defined as creating an awareness of the 

spiritual connectedness. Artists need to become proactive in their campaign 

for the conservation of the environment and in addressing ecological issues 

by proposing collaborative projects that would involve the public and other 

institutions. At the same time, visual metaphors that speak of the sacred or 

the spiritual could assist in shifting attitudes by creating an awareness of the 

critical issues of global warming, loss of ozone layer, pollution, toxic waste, 

loss of biodiversity, deforestation, the depletion of natural resources and the 

uncontrolled destruction of animal and plant life.  

 

 

 



APPENDIX A 
 
Catelogue 
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APPENDIX B 
 
DVD pasted on inside of back cover 
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