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Within this essay I will be analysing how two artists have responded to environmental and sustainability issues and considering within this, whether they could be considered ‘futile acts’ in their aim to achieve the communication between subject and audience. Via creating a change to the very issue at the heart of the work; and with this a focus on their ability to communicate the issues explored in the work to a greater audience or if not, why not? For this I will be comparing Hans Haacke (1972),‘Rhine water purification Plant’, (Figure 1.) and Eve Mosher’s (2007) ‘HighWaterLine NYC’, (Figures 2. & 3.) and with this looking at the issues explored within the work against the current Climate Crisis.

What one takes from the environment, this abuse of resources and in its place, waste is left, this action of consumption and usage of the environment reflects the view that this natural system is an endless source. “The destruction of the natural takes place every second and has been taking place for millennia in the process of reproduction, settlement, and survival – the role of human intervention in dramatic environmental change is undeniable” (Agrest, 2021). With this, is the view that humans are the hierarchy or pinnacle of evolution, this may stem from the basis that the more complex the ‘being’ the more important it is, as denoted by farmer and philosopher (Fukuoka, 2021) below:

There are no grounds for the discriminatory view that underlies Darwin’s view of superiority and inferiority that deems single-celled organisms as lower and more complicated life forms are higher. It would be more appropriate to say we are all one continuous life-form.

The very nature of this destructive cycle is reflected within the first artists work analysed within this essay. Haacke’s (1972) Rhine Water Purification Plant, created in response to the dumping of untreated waste in the Rhine River, “At the time of the exhibition, the city of Krefeld annually discharged 42 million cubic metres of untreated household and industrial wastewater in the Rhine” (Grasskamp, 2004). Within this work, Haacke collected heavily polluted Rhine water and subjected it to a series of filters which filled a large transparent basin with goldfish. The overflow of cleaned water was then siphoned out into the Museums Garden adjacent, and visible to the pond within (Figure 1.).
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Figure 1. Haacke. H, (1972), Rhine Water Purification Plant.


With each step of the process, one feeds into the next, this action of doing so, becomes a form of conversation on the cycle of damage and repair and passage of water; but with this also highlights the actual capability of returning the heavily polluted wastewater to its original state; through “greywater reclamation” (Lamb, 2020) this act, reflects the futility of Haacke’s actions as the purified water is returned to the environment and state in which it was collected. However, a contradictory point by Haacke in his own short manifesto opening “… make something which experiences, reacts to its environment, changes, is nonstable …” (Kastner et al., 2015); thus, maybe this futile act of the water returning to its polluted state, is then more of a greater reflection of Haacke’s exploration of systems as denoted below:

… an understanding of the environment as a system; that is, a set of interrelated objects and processes defined in relationship to a focal individual, community, or population. This was the environment of something or someone.
 (Cheetham, 2018) 

This return to a damaged state can reflect a predisposed conception, and ‘step’ in the system, that this state has become the new normality and thus as defined by (Massumi, 2011) “The horror is alloyed, its impact archived. Another event has been affectively conveyed with irruptive, interruptive force, only to subside into the background of everyday life.” Reactions to such events as the polluting of the Rhine either intentional or accidental, such as the 1986, ‘Schweizerhalle disaster’ (Giger, 2009) become footnotes of the past and their longer lasting effects and pollution blurring into the background.

In addition to this, Haacke’s exploration of systems which are not entirely based on perception, but instead explore “… physical, biological or social entities which, I believe, are more real than perceptual titillation” (Haacke & Kastner, 2012). Thus, including the chemical process within the physical installation creates a dialogue with the audience. Once processed water fills into a tank of goldfish, this trust of action and process ensures a rectification of past actions, but not without a trust in the process itself; this may highlight then that the source of the problem must change for any good to come of it. Whilst also being aware of the necessity of clean water, but this is not without its issues as denoted below:

Human settlements require clean water in sufficient quantity with constant supply and at the same time produce continuous wastewater flows loaded with pathogens, organic and mineral matter, nutrients, and pollutants (Ceola et al., 2019; HDR, 2002). 

(Yang et al., 2022)

A counterpoint to this, is the artwork analysed become ever more relevant as the ecological events explored are reflected in our current times often in a far dire state, and thus the issue is embedded not within the works themselves but the way these issues are still ongoing and the public’s reaction too and ignorance of what is conveyed is then reflected in current climate issues. One example outlined is the constant fight nature takes in returning to ‘normality’ as denoted by Giger: “The biocenosis of the Rhine is continuously striving for a new equilibrium, and these efforts are repeatedly disturbed by anthropogenic impacts.” (Giger, 2009).

By bringing this work into the gallery/museum context, exhibiting this process in transparent acrylic container, it directly reveals the real time effect of the pollutants removed from the water and evidenced through the fish still living and the water quality becoming clearer than its original milky slurry. The ‘fish tank’ as defined by Reed, one can view these objects in the sense that these “Objects can spark slow looking in multiple ways”, either triggering a “personal”, “perceptual” or “behavioural” (Reed, 2019) response to the work, when taking this into consideration within Haacke’s usage of the gallery as both conduit and influence on the work itself, “The walls of the museum or gallery are as much a part of his work as the items displayed on them. These works also need the “impregnation” of the gallery to set them apart in opposition to other contemporary art” (Buchloch et al., 1977).
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Figure 2. Mosher.E, (2018), Making Time for Curiosity.

Mosher’s performance and act of outlining the rising coastline using a white line marking machine and a soluble light-blue chalk, occasionally stencilling the projects title, as evidenced in (Figure 2.) above. This interaction with people going about their everyday life, presents a disruption to a perceived normality, thus introducing doubt into the ‘everyday’, through highlighting a new reality where peoples actions and contribution to pollution can drastically alter their lives. Mosher described the waters surrounding New York as being “edges are always changing and the water will go where it wants to go” (Mosher, 2020), but with the contribution of climate change has accentuated this truth.
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Figure 3. Mosher. E, HighWaterLine, NYC, 2007


This disruption is key in introducing this information to a wider audience possibly unaware of such issues; to further this Mosher often interacted with people reacting in real time to her actions, this transfer of information on a human level via sharing of information on a one-to-one basis, “As the project is based on curiosity-driven learning, the act of marking the line should engender curiosity in the public.” (Mosher, 2018). By traveling through multiple areas, the audience which would not often be in direct contact with galleries and of lower income communities introduces an equality of information, as denoted below with Mosher’s insistence on explaining the project ‘pushes’ the idea directly in a public consciousness: 

Her drawing, by necessity, cannot be continuous or even particularly lovely in an artistic sense. …. (In parks and other grassland, the line is replaced by temporary, solar-powered light beacons.) And the drawing takes a lot of time because she insists on explaining her mission, even to people who do not seem particularly interested in hearing about it.
(Kennedy, 2007)
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Figure 3. Anna Watts, (2021), Untitled 

A key event reflecting the importance of Mosher’s act was the destruction caused by Hurricane Ida in 2021, with the level of destruction caused mirrored the outline of Mosher’s ‘HighWaterLine’ project, with the death toll reaching 43, “at least 15 people had been found dead in New York State, at least 23 people had been killed in New Jersey, four were found dead in Pennsylvania and one person died in Connecticut.” (Nir, 2021) with the majority often living in basement apartments and lower income, thus the worst effected of climate change being the poorest of communities, as evidenced within (Figure.3).


Ms. Hochul stressed that the staggering amount of rainfall that drenched the state in such a short window of time caught officials and meteorologists off guard on Wednesday night. “I think the meteorologists are surprised,” she said, adding that “Mother Nature does what she wants.”
(Keith & Ferré-Sadurní, 2021)

As highlighted within this text above, taken from the report on the aftermath of the events, the issue is not ‘mother nature’, but the actions of the greater capitalist systems that create and output major pollutants, causing the knock-on effects, of rising water, this storm may not have been so destructive if these issues were not at play, as emphasized by Massumi, “The periodic heartwarming return to the personal level and human scale obscures the reality that there is, in fact, a strange complicity at work between the human-caused and the naturally occurring.” (2011). This is not natures action entirely but humans’ intervention too. Thus, within this, it begs the question, is ecological art beneficial in any manner when the greater public may make a change, but the work is futile, when we consider the understanding laid out by Morton, “a geological period in which human-made stuff has created a layer in Earth’s crust, all kind of plastics, concretes and nucleotides, for example, have formed a discrete and obvious stratum” (Morton, 2021) that the Anthropocene as described previously, would be more accurately titled the ‘Capitalocene’ as the actions at play here are not the actions of the greater populations but a percentage play, as witnessed within Haacke’s work, it is not the actions of small groups leaving waste into the water ways, but the larger industrial polluters Krefeld Sewage waste contaminates dumping higher percentages of unprocessed waste, under the view that these actions are okay as the environment is below humans, as outlined by “Existing overriding any quality of existing – human existing that is, and to hell with lifeforms that aren’t our cattle” (Morton, 2021), with this, it would be costlier and thus to a loss of the company’s profit thus not worth the actions of processing and cleaning the waste more thoroughly, and such, it is not the actions of the many but the few which has the greatest of impacts:

The problem today is not one of humanity “overwhelming the great forces of nature” in a binaristic opposition (Steffen, McNeil and Crutzen, 2007), but rather one of capitalism exhausting the capacity of uncommodified natures to perform unpaid work for capital accumulation.
(Moore, 2014)

Though we can make a difference, it is currently not swaying the greater effect on the issue and so the work in such is futile, but that is not to say that it is without importance, as through the act of creating and exhibiting it is shares information with different communities, and as the greater population begin to change their ways, an effect can come to fruition and sway possibly the greater government and industries to change their ways and humans can instead change and take on a symbiotic quality, instead of a parasitic quality as denoted by (Wapner et al, 2005):

It does little good to blame individual choices for environmental degradation, and thus to look to individual choice alone as the best route to environmental well-being. If we had effective public policies that redistributed income, forced polluters to pay for the harm they cause, mandated more environmentally friendly technologies.

Both works can be seen as acts of futility, both bringing to different focal points existing issues, each worsening with time, as the very factors which cause each issue; from the consistent dumping of sewage and degradation of micro plastics in waterways which itself feeds into, and pollutes the environment which draws ‘sustenance’ from the water, and in turn leads to deterioration of plant life, alongside human involvement in deforestation all of which aid to the “Great Acceleration”, as denoted by Steffen et al as “The pursuit of growth in the global economy continues, but responsibility for its impacts on the Earth System has not been taken.”(2015). Developing this point further, these works then become examples of impending deterioration and destruction of our very environment, this traversing of time embeds itself in the ecological issues and ongoing and worsening times, thus both works look to expose something hidden. 
To conclude, to reveal something hidden, should look to make aware that it’s ending is undetermined and lies in the unknown, but the cause and effect which set the issue in motion is key in understanding that there is something much greater at hand. As denoted by Fukuoka, one must be aware of the embodiment of a prevailing western perspective on change and ignorance of a systems entirety at play, thus one must take into constant consideration what has caused each reaction and study the consequences in detail to truly understand the factor at play:
… as with Western medicine, they devise a swift localised treatment of the symptoms. But the causes they base their solutions upon are not the fundamental causes. Their countermeasures serve not to heal, but rather magnify the scope of the problem.  
(Fukuoka, 2021)
The issue then arises to the public limitation and approachability of the gallery world/system whilst in contrast Mosher’s usage of taking this work not just New York but Philadelphia, Miami, Delray Beach, Florida and the UK, Bristol and Avonmouth, (2015). The gallery bridges then the issue and the natural world, with a world which is becoming a means to way to broadcast a message, the communication of the work with the use of the window as a device to visually connect the message of the work, within the process the water of the tank overflows into the garden area of the museum supporting the growth of the natural organisms adjacent, but equally this water would return to the water table and eventually the same polluted source it was collected from, so for the more audacious the act, the less futile the action.
These works though separated by time and place are both intrinsic examples of what Haacke outlined as, “The world does not break up into neat university departments. It is one supersystem, each one more or less affected by all the others” (Haacke et al., 2012), as the pollution of the waterways and marine life continues now, this effects the wildlife. To quantify such issues via the act of processing the water and returning ‘life’ to something that was rendered dead by human intervention initially, highlights the true scale of the problems at hand, and the process that must get underway to improve the environment as highlighted within the essay.
In addition to this, Mosher and Haacke were equal then in what they said and how they communicated it, but the usage of the gallery as a device to transmit message was a limiting factor in the sharing of the works message, yet the usage of the gallery is important, in that the meaning of the work needs to permeate all areas of culture and society for a difference to be made. With this, analysing these works ‘futility’ is done not to undermine the work for what they are, but there should be no work without the intention of communicating to an audience the very issues which drive them, and the truth that these issues are in need of interaction and change. The act of focusing on these issues within the work is beyond important and is reflective of the artist putting meaning of the work before the artist as focal point, placing the community before the individual; showing the message and issue matters beyond the person as artist, and with this the next step in creating change through this work, countering the futility as outlined, is via the creation of projects which aim to create a physical change in the environment as evidenced in the teachings of Masanobu Fukuoka.
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