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Does environmental art make a real difference?

Essay in response to the question: Analyse the impact of the environment and sustainability on art practice by describing how artists have responded to these issues in their work. You may wish to focus on more than one example in the question.

Word Count:



Figure List:

Figure 1. Michael Wang, (2012) Carbon Copies, cubes, mostly made from paper that correlate with carbon emissions that Wang offset, Woods, M (2012) (Accessed: December 14, 2022)
Figure 2. Olafur Eliasson (2018) Ice Watch, ice blocks from Greenland that were placed outside the Tate Gallery, icewatch.london (2018) (Accessed: December 14, 2022)
Figure 3. Joseph Beuys (1982) 7000 Oaks, 7000 trees planted around Kassel, Germany photographed in 2021, Alamy (2021) BBC (Accessed: Accessed: December 14, 2022)
















































The environment we inhabit, and the sustainability of our planet are central themes and recurring issues highlighted within art. The combination of art and nature has become increasingly prevalent; alongside rising concerns for the environment’s health, due to the ramifications of climate change that devastate vulnerable ecosystems, acting as a warning to the rest of the world. The primary emphasis of this essay is to analyse whether artists responding to these issues, such as, Michael Wang, Olafur Eliasson and Joseph Beuys do not solely raise awareness of them, but also inspire substantial behavioural change that will improve the environment. For example, positive environmental changes were observed as a result of the reduction of human activity during the Covid pandemic (Huizen, 2021). Reflecting on this, human behaviour is clearly destructive to the planet so, we must make sustainable decisions to mitigate and revert the consequences of climate change. 

At face value, environmental art - “an umbrella term for a wide range of work that helps improve our relationship with the natural world” (Bower, 2010, p.1) - is able facilitate and trigger conversations about the environment and its conservation. The value that art holds: the ability to influence societal behaviour, was observed by Avant-garde thinkers who formed the movement on the notion that “the power of the Arts is the swiftest and most expeditious” way to reform society (Harrison, Wood, & Geiger 1998, cited in Perovich, 2018a). Historically, art encouraged a shift in national perspectives on AIDS by “bring[ing] visual expression and public representation” to the crisis (Hoffman et al., 2020). Initiatives like “The Ribbon Project” (1991) evolved from a group of artists who created the initial, iconic symbol of red ribbons to raise awareness and show support for the fight against AIDS (VisualAIDS, n.d.). Judging from this example, it appears that environmentally engaged art could encourage pro-environmental action and fight global warming. However, Avant-garde thinkers also expressed concerns surrounding the danger of “artworks that are insufficiently critical in pursuing change” (Buden, 2009, cited in Perovich, 2018b). Therefore, environmental, activism art arguably hinders necessary reform as it offers society a facade, opposed to targeting the institutionalised attitudes and behaviours that have a negative effect on the environment. This is dangerous because societal change is needed urgently, in order to protect our environment. While debatable, environmental art typically strengthens the viewer’s relationship with the natural world and encourages conversations that can inspire change. Although, Simoniti (2018) argues that “if socially engaged artworks are to be good art, they ought to make a real difference”. Thus, the true efficacy and sustainability of art practice must be explored because it is difficult to assess the successful impact of activism art. 
[image: ]
Fig.1, “Carbon Copies”, (Wang, 2012)

One artist that physically “makes a real difference” (ibid) to the environment is Michael Wang, by researching and using global systems such as, climate change and species distribution as his media. Wang’s project “Carbon Copies” (2012) demonstrates his fascination with “the intersection of an art object and larger external systems” (Wang, n.d.) because he experiments with cube-like forms that correlate, to the carbon expenditure of twenty contemporary artworks (Farzin, 2012). By producing “negative doubles of the [original] work[s]” and valuing them at the total cost of their equivalent offsets, bought from Vecteur Carbone, Wang erases their carbon footprints (Price, 2012a). The pieces represented vary from Elizabeth Peyton’s “Tony (Savoy)” (1999), a painting completed during a one-night stay at the Savoy Hotel in London, that released 0.11 tons of carbon, to Richard Serra’s “Torqued Eclipse IV”, a steel sculpture, that released 109.4 tons (Price, 2012b). The array of artworks analysed in the exhibition, expose the “shadow” behind contemporary art, as Wang’s meticulous calculations do not exclusively include materials, but also factor the use of energy in less visible ways such as, “the flying back and forth of studio assistants or even the floodlights employed by Abramovic for her MOMA performance” (Price, 2012c).  So, it can be inferred that Wang engages in institutional critique because he somewhat draws the viewer’s attention to the morality of the art sector by explicitly linking art to the release of greenhouse gases. This is like the work of the “Gallery Climate Coalition”, a non-profit organisation, responding to the environmental damage that specifically relates to the art sector. However, GCC approaches the issue proactively by “facilitat[ing] a reduction of the visual art sector’s greenhouse gas emissions” (GCC, n.d.), a contrast to Wang’s more reactive solution that arguably fails to encourage the importance of sustainable practice but offers a solution to high-impact behaviours. The charity creates effective initiatives like the custom Carbon Calculator to provide “users with the means to determine and monitor their carbon emissions” (GCC, n.d). Thus, Wang and GCC, both emphasise the role and responsibility of the individual in relation to climate change by illustrating what processes and actions have the least impact. Furthermore, GCC’s Sustainable Shipping Campaign aims to “accelerate the art sector’s transition to [becoming] environmentally responsible” (GCC, n.d) by raising awareness of the major contributors for example, using air freight to transport artworks and materials. Similarly, Wang includes these contributions in his calculations thus, implying they are unsustainable because inevitably, they make up a large proportion of the biggest carbon footprints in his exhibition. On reflection, Wang’s work is innovative, especially when considering that “in 2012, the idea of carbon offset was not widely understood” (Watlington, 2020, pp 16-1), and offers a solution to environmental issues by removing carbon from the atmosphere. Additionally, his cubes serve to make the emissions visible; potentially, encouraging a shift to practices that are more sustainable, because they suggest that art can impact the environment too. Although, his demonstration of carbon offsetting might be more discouraging in regard to sustainable practice. 
 
In relation to this topic, Kyle Chayka (2019) explores the notion of unsustainable, industrial behaviours within his article “Can the Art World kick its addiction to flying?”, by stating “the art world’s addiction to travel and the aura it imparts is chronic and is only getting worse”. The lexis “addiction” suggests the amount of travelling that occurs in the industry is unnecessary. The urgent tone of the article conveys the immediacy of the problem, especially when considering the Anthropocene - a newly proposed geological era that was developed because human activity had begun to substantially change the planet and its systems. Despite the Anthropocene not being “formerly adopted by the International Union of Geological Sciences, the international organisation that names and defines epochs”, its disputed reality is significant enough to highlight the scale and permanence of our impact on the environment. Furthermore, when considering human dependence on nature’s resources, environmental problems become existential. Chayka explores difficult moral decisions that individuals face, by discussing the author Daisy Hildyard’s (2018) emotional duality regarding flying for work:

	when I fly for work, I feel briefly enlightened…yet, I also have the crushing awareness of that collective second body: the way that each of us, undertaking our mundane lives, is also invisibly contributing to the damage.



With this in mind, it is obvious that individuals are an essential factor in achieving global environmental targets, because action is needed to initiate wide-spread societal change. Additionally, it is important for artists to critique institutional attitudes and behaviours that are unsustainable and collectively, have a large, negative effect on the environment. Sustainability should be essential when considering environmentally engaged art because for it “to make a real difference” (ibid) the message communicated should align with the physical impact it has on the environment. 

Evidently, Wang’s process, aligns with his overarching message about climate change because he makes “a real difference” (ibid) to the atmosphere, by removing carbon. Importantly, Wang’s use of carbon offsets also ensures that the viewer will be open-minded when reflecting upon the message as the exhibition takes a realistic moral stance on climate change. Wang achieved this by embodying his notion that “nearly every human action results in carbon expenditure” (Audouin, 2021). Reacting to this idea, Wang uses the “invisible media” of air (BOMB Magazine, 2022) to explore carbon offsetting as a solution to global warming, that could offer society some continuum. For example, unsustainable behaviours have sadly become normalised and quotidian, like driving to work. Thus, it can be argued that Wang carefully considers contemporary society, reflecting on the luxuries we now perceive as prerogatives, to transcend typical environmental art that criticises society, but fails to suggest a solution we can proceed with. [image: ]
Fig.2, “Ice Watch”, (Eliasson, 2018)

The cubes that Wang constructs are intriguing because they evoke imagery that relates the history of Land Art, a movement directly related to environmental art, that resulted in artists moving away from the ‘white cube’ of the gallery and alternatively, “working in the open air” (Kastner and Wallis, 1998). Although Wang’s aim isn’t to critique the artists or the industry, the idea of the cube seems to represent the rebellious movement and “unwillingness to produce commodities which gratify and perpetuate that system (Rose, 1969). When considering this, as well as the particularly wasteful artworks Wang chose to represent, it is easy to assume that he is critiquing the art sector to some degree. Moreover, his Carbon Copy of Olafur Eliasson’s “Weather Project” (2003) is particularly damning because of his “climate change activism” (Tate, n.d.). So, Eliasson’s carbon footprint of 15.3 tons for the creation of “Weather Project" suggests that the message the artist emits in his work and the actual environmental effects of his processes are disconnected. However, Eliasson’s series of “Ice Watch[es]” are typically the works criticised for having difficult morals surrounding carbon. For instance, the installation is explicit in its message about climate change yet, the creative process that is undertaken, contradicts it. The 2018 “Ice Watch” is an example of Eliasson’s detachment to the pro-environmental behaviour that is encouraged in his works, the transportation of 12 glacial ice blocks, from Greenland to London released 55 tonnes of CO2 into the atmosphere (Julies Bicycle, 2021). It is apparent, that Eliasson’s art practice is a burden to the environment as it uses a large amount of energy which adds to the environmental issues confronted by his art. Thus, it seems that Eliasson is careless and potentially ignorant as his process contradicts the final message conveyed.  

Although, collaborator and geologist Minik Rosing argues that criticising the project misses its power to change behaviour (Judah, 2018). For example, by re-contextualising the icebergs they become a symbol of climate change, like Wang’s “Carbon Copies”. Therefore, both responses deconstruct and simplify global warming as a concept, reducing its immense, incomprehensible scale. Eliasson (n.d.) describes the “direct and tangible experience” created through the interactivity of the piece: “put your hand on the ice, listen to it, smell it” (Tate, n.d.). Drawing upon the viewer’s senses, Eliasson forces us to engage with global warming. The argument that the increasing disconnects between humans and nature, which has led to an extinction of experience, is a main driver of sustainability (Gaston, Exter), illustrates that by stimulating all the senses Eliasson is able to establish a sense of truth to the elusive global warming. Therefore, the icebergs bear the reality of the situation because they have a physicality; they contrast the distance of an image that is typically used to portray environmental issues in a media that is less trusted. The viral photograph of a polar bear in a dying state exemplifies why photographs can be deceiving, because in December 2017, the National Geographic added the caption “This is what climate change looks like”. Therefore, drawing a definitive connection between the starving polar bear and climate change despite it not being certified so, this potentially misled viewers. To reflect, it could be argued that, despite the negative effects of transporting the icebergs, Eliasson effectively creates an environmental consciousness because the re-contextualised ice creates a tangible experience by engaging all the viewer’s senses. Therefore, the ice blocks become a simple representation of climate change, and as the physicality of the sculpture creates trust, the work can trigger consideration, conversations and action that will “make a difference”.  However, the irony and contradiction that is present in Eliasson’s work is significant and must not be forgotten. In addition, the piece fails to suggest solutions for fighting environmental issues so, although it raises awareness, whether Eliasson creates substantial behavioural change here is uncertain, particularly as his wasteful practice risks damaging the environment further. 
[image: ]Fig. 3, “7000 Oaks”, (Beuys, 
1982)

In the same way that the ice blocks in “Ice Watch” create a connection between the viewer and the environment, Joseph Beuys’ “7000 Oaks” (1982) – a project to plant 7,000 trees, each paired with a basalt stone in Kassel- reconnected the citizens with their natural environment, after it was devastated during World War Two (Jacobs, 2021). The “political activist, who in 1979 unsuccessfully ran for German parliament as a candidate for the environmentalist Green party” (Stachelhaus, 1987a), explains how “7000 Oaks”, a form of reclamation art, reflects his concept of Social Sculpture: “a sculpture referring to peoples’ life, to their everyday work. That is my concept or art of the social sculpture” (Bowden, 2012a). Historically, the idea of Social Sculpture developed from his philosophy surrounding the power of human creativity and its potential to trigger change (Stachelhaus, 1987b, p.66). By having a participatory element to his project, Beuys embodies the notion that “everyone is an artist” (Bowden, 2012b) and involves the audience in positive environmental action. This is similar to the interactivity of Eliasson’s piece, because both artists engage and create an experience that reconnects humans to nature. One can also draw a connection between the imagery of Eliasson’s ice blocks melting outside the Tate Gallery and the “shrink[ing]” (Tate, n.d.) of the “wedge-shaped mountain peaks” made up of basalt blocks that were piled up outside Museum Fridericianum (Stachelhaus, 1987b, p.148). However, the “shrink[ing]” (ibid) of each sculpture has differing connotations. For example, in the context of Eliasson’s “Ice Watch” the installation was temporary, and the melting of the ice served as a reminder of the consequences of human impact, whereas, in Beuys’ work, because each basalt block was paired with a tree, it meant that the oaks were being planted. Thus, with regards to Beuys’ work, the ‘sculpture’ diminishing was a symbol for positive environmental change. Although, it could be argued, that the reduction of “Ice Watch” also symbolises change, because the installation invites the audience to engage with nature, raising awareness of environmental issues, provoking thoughtfulness. In addition, it is interesting to look at the parallel of Beuys’ and Wang’s practice: using certificates. Beuys’ ‘Tree Diploma’ certificates are created to acknowledge the donations for his project. Thus, he credits those who financially supported the project and are crucial, because without their aid the sculpture wouldn’t exist. Similarly, Wang’s certificates credit those who are essential to the project’s existence, because without the artists and their original artworks, he wouldn’t be able to represent and offset their works. In summary, it is evident that Beuys’ urban afforestation would’ve had a hugely positive effect on the environment, especially considering the recent valuation of “individual trees planted outside of our forests and woodlands” at £3.8 billion (Gov.uk, 2022). As the valuation highlights the important role that trees have in conserving the environment for instance, sequestering the carbon
 and regulating temperatures, the efficacy of Beuys’ practice in relation to solving environmental issues, is significant. Moreover, the notion of Social Sculpture helps to engage the audience through an experience, like demonstrating pro-environmental behaviours by planting trees, which should encourage sustainable decisions. Altogether, Beuys’ work is most definitely a success in instigating thoughts and action that help fight climate crisis. 

To conclude, art that is environmentally engaged certainly allows one to raise awareness of anthropocentric issues like climate change. However, the power of art lies in its ability to simplify incomprehensible global systems and communicate the effects that human impact has on the planet, to the viewer. Furthermore, artists, like Eliasson and Beuys can create experiences, by inviting the audience to become participants in the work- can reconnect one with nature which, consequently, provokes thoughtfulness and action. Thus, art is obviously an essential element in our fight against climate change. However, an artist’s method in creating an activist message is important and must be considered especially when is comments on environmental issues. Although, it is not essential when considering how Eliasson’s piece is able to trigger substantial, behavioural change. 
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