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Figure 1: Artist's Conception of New England Forest AD 1700 
Guernsey and Pitman studios for Harvard Forest, 1931-1941 
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Office hours: Wed. 1-2 and by appointment 
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Office hours: Th. 2-3 and by appointment 
Office: Art Barn, 1st floor, next to sinks 

Maggie Ng (Teaching Assistant) 
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Course Description 
This course connects the ecology of New England and ongoing environmental changes occurring 
across the region with field-based scientific research integrated with art-making. The goal of Art and 
Ecology is to foster the understanding that artistic expression contextualized through a rigorous 
scientific lens can be a tool for analysis, critical inquiry, and environmental activism that may 
stimulate novel forms of public engagement with local environments and the socio-ecological 
challenges they face. In order to facilitate this boundary-crossing perspective, students will be 
introduced to natural and human-modified environments across New England with field trips 
centered on the broad themes of: land and land use change, potable water resources, waste and 
innovations in waste reduction, energy generation, and climate change. These trips will be 
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augmented by background scientific readings on the ecological context of the sites in conjunction 
with a survey of artists concerned with land use and ecology. 

During field trips students will both record their observations and interpret the sites through 
collaborative artistic interventions, the documentation of which will constitute an artistic portfolio to 
be interwoven with reading reflections. During the semester, the students will be challenged to 
develop an integrative project that bridges the natural sciences and arts with a focus on 
environmental change in New England.  

Course Objectives 
This class is a seminar in two simultaneous topics: art and ecology. The purpose of this class is to model 
working methods of engaging with the environment that will nurture both scientists and artists. We hope 
that by working in both areas at once, we might find where they complement one another. Where they are 
at odds, we hope to have a discussion. 

We will practice foundational skills in this course: data gathering, specimen collecting; use of audio/visual 
technology and more. But we are placing the greatest emphasis on the most foundational skill of all: how 
to think about the natural world, of which you are inseparably a part, with the greatest amount of context 
possible. To do this we will study areas under active research by today’s ecologists: alternative energy, 
climate change, hydrology, human modifications to the environment and the measurable consequences. 
For additional context we will view the work of artists whose practices wander into these same domains – 
often reaching the same conclusions, despite pursuing different questions. 

Central to this course is a series of field trips and guest speakers which will cover these topics directly and 
obliquely. We have chosen readings to cover a range of local history, American history, specific ecological 
topics, primary scientific sources, and “flavor” readings intended to stoke your imagination. We hope that 
by seeing these sites in person, participating in ongoing studies and producing expressive works of art that 
you will gain a new perspective on the environment and your place in it. 

Field Trips 

We have several field trips planned to sites of interest throughout the area. These trips may cover an entire 
day (9-5) and may require working outdoors for long periods. Preparation checklist: 

•   Clothes for winter in New England. You will need thermals, a waterproof coat, waterproof boots, 
hat, gloves and thick socks. 

•   Food, prepared in advance. We will always break for lunch but do not assume food will be 
available nearby, or even the means to reheat it. Walking is tiring: bring snacks. 

•   Water. Enough for a day (≥ 1 liter) 
•   a pack large enough to contain: 

o   Extra layers of clothing 
o   Comestibles 
o   Electronics (camera, audio recorders, etc.) 

•   Small notebook and pencil for note-taking 

Technology Note: some of the sites will take us into rural areas with poor cellular service. Please prepare for 
this in advance. Do not depend solely on your phone for taking notes or gathering media samples. 
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Portfolio and Assignments 

You will complete three projects this semester – an audio/video project, a research project, and a final 
project. These are ongoing activities undertaken in response to a prompt, based on scientific and artistic 
inquiry that will take you several weeks to complete. On the due date we will have a critique: a thorough 
review of your hard work, where your professors and peers will comment on what you have done. 

For each field trip we take, you will write a 2-3 paragraph site reflection that will summarize what you did 
at the visit, what you saw or experienced, and any other thoughts you are having. These are due on 
Moodle before the following class. They must also be included in your final portfolio. 

There are readings associated with most class meetings – sometimes several. You are expected to read 
the assigned documents between classes and come to the next class ready to discuss the material. To help 
you do this, we are requiring you to write a reading reflection of 2-3 paragraphs for each group of 
readings. These reflections are due on Moodle before discussion at the following class. They must also be 
included in your final portfolio. 

Your final portfolio will consist of your: 

•   site reflections 
•   reading reflections 
•   documentation of your three projects 
•   summative self-evaluation (1 page) 

Your portfolio must be complete in order to receive an evaluation. Submitted work must be on time, 
well-constructed, and proofread. Assignments should not have typos or grammatical errors. The writing 
center is a free resource for all students to help them with their writing projects; please use them well in 
advance of assignment due dates. 

Attendance and Participation 

You are expected to attend all class meetings, speaking events and field trips. As this class meets only once 
per week, more than one absence without a valid excuse may prevent you from receiving an evaluation. 

It is not enough to merely attend class: you are expected to actively participate! Participation comes in 
many forms. Ask questions. Roll up your sleeves. Volunteer to be first. Think out loud. Tell us what you 
saw. You will be spending long hours with your classmates: why not make friends? 

Our Ambitions: 

•   Foster curiosity 
•   Build understanding of global environmental change and its New England context 
•   Learn various models (scientific, artistic) for exploring the world, consider intersections 
•   Consider spatial, temporal, philosophical scaling of environmental change and the role of 

humans in the environment  
•   Attune one’s senses: sight, sound, space 
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•   Encourage intuition to find interesting questions at the intersection of environmental change 
and art  

•   Grow data analysis and interpretation skills: how many data points are enough to identify 
change? At what scale do we need to observe? How do we notice subtle changes in the 
world around us? 

•   Use tools artists do to help them see the world differently 
•   Have a scientific perspective of environments under change 
•   Use science and art to communicate concepts 

 

Schedule of Classes 

Date Topic Field trips/assignments 
1/27 Introduction Assignment 

Readings for next class: 
Cronon, William. 1983. Changes in the Land: Indians, Colonialists and the History of 
New England.  Chapters 1-3. 
 
Armstrong et al. 2014.  Wind farm and solar park effects on plant–soil carbon cycling: 
uncertain impacts of changes in ground-level microclimate. Global Change Biology 20: 
1699–1706 
 
Byington, Cara. Energy Sprawl is the Largest Driver of Land Use Change in the U.S. 
Cool Green Science blog in Nature. 2016. 
(http://blog.nature.org/science/2016/09/08/energy-sprawl-is-the-largest-
driver-of-land-use-change-in-the-u-s/ ) 
 
Chan, Rosenberg, Foer, Calvino. Individual essays in Time. Ed. Amelia Groom. 
2013. MIT Press. 
 
Reading reflection due on Moodle 02/02 

2/03 Energy generation  
and  our landscapes 

Receive Project 1 Prompt 
Readings for next class: 
Ecological consequences/benefits of utility scale solar arrays: A case study (Josia DeChiara 
and Rachel Rosenberg) 

 
Hågvar and Hågvar. 2011.  Invertebrate activity under snow in a South-
Norwegian spruce forest. Soil Organisms. 83(2): 187-209. 
 
Lane and Carlyle. In The Field: The Art of Field Recording. 2013. Uniform Books. 
Interviews with Polli, Lockwood, Kubisch, Winderen, Cusack. 
 
Dunn. Purposeful Listening in Complex States of Time. 1997-1998. In Site of Sound: Of 
Architecture and The Ear. 1999. Edited by LaBelle and Roden. Smart Art Press. 
 
Reading reflection due on Moodle 02/09 

2/10 Energy generation  
and  our landscapes: 
Exploring solar 
array development 

Feld Trip: Sovern solar site (Vt.)  
Audio, visual, ecological sampling of 3 solar energy sites 
 
Readings for next class: 
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Ryden, Kent. The Handselled Globe: Natural Systems, Cultural Processes, and the 
Formation of New England Landscapes. In: A Landscape History of New England. 
2011. Edited by Blake Harrison and Richard Judd. MIT Press.  
 
Graff, William. Dam nation: A geographic census of American dams and their large-scale 
hydrologic impacts. 1999. Water Resources Research 35(4)1305-1311. 
 
The Turners Falls Company. Museum of Our Industrial Heritage synopsis. 
 
Nye, David E. The Railroad. In: American Technological Sublime. 1994. MIT Press. 
Particularly pp. 50-54; pp. 60-65; pp. 72-76. 
 
Site reflection due on Moodle 02/13 

2/17 Energy generation  
and  our landscapes, 
New England’s 
industrial past and 
ecological present 

Field Trip: Great Falls Discovery Center and Conte Wildlife Refuge, Turners 
Falls Fishway 
Explore natural, cultural, and industrial history of the CT River watershed 
 
Reflection on solar sites vs. hydro energy generation → future landscapes and 
changes to CT watershed/agriculture -> industrialization -> post-
industrialization (1st project) 
 
Reading for next class: 
Foster, D. et al. The Environmental and Human History of New England. In: Forests 
in Time. Edited by: David Foster and John Aber. 
 
Reading reflection due on Moodle 02/23 
Site reflection due on Moodle 02/23 

2/24 Interpreting shifting 
New England 
landscapes: An 
artist’s perspective 

Visiting Artist: David B Borden 
 
First Project Due – come prepared for critique (morning) 
Receive Project 2 Prompt 
Readings for next class: 
Foster and Motzkin. 1998. Ecology and Conservation in the Cultural Landscape of 
New England: Lesson’s Learned from Nature’s History. Northeastern Naturalist 5(2) 
111-126. 
 
Orwig et al. 2002. Landscape patterns of hemlock decline in New England due to the 
introduced hemlock woolly adelgid. Journal of Biogeography, 29, 1475–1487 
 
Reading reflection due on Moodle 03/02 

3/03 New England 
forests: shifting land 
use and climate 
change pressures  

Field Trip: Harvard Forest Long Term Ecological Research site  
Agriculture to forest. What is natural? What is a good landscape? Interpreting 
global change through experimentation. 
 
Site reflection due on Moodle 03/02 

3/10 Potable water in 
MA 

Field Trip: Quabbin Reservoir 
Readings: TBD 
Site reflection due on Moodle 03/16 

3/17 Spring Break No Class! 
3/24 Landfill reduction? 

Reimagining waste 
Visiting Designer: Ecovative Design (Sue Van Hook) 
Receive Project 3 Prompt 
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through 
biomaterials 

Grow it yourself design challenge 
Second Project due – come prepared for critique (morning) 
 
Readings: TBD 
Reading reflection due on Moodle 03/30 
Speaker reflection due on Moodle 03/30 

3/31 Re-envisioning 
abandoned 
infrastructure 
through artmaking 

Field Trip: Mass MoCA (North Adams)  
Readings: TBD 
Reading reflection due on Moodle 04/06 
Site reflection due on Moodle 04/06 

4/7 Biophilia 
architecture  

Visiting Artist: Nina Dubois ( The Canadian Center for Architecture) 
Kern Center/Hitchcock Center 
 
Readings for next class: 
Whiteley et al. 2010. Climate Change Imaginaries? Examining Expectation Narratives 
in Cli-Fi Novels. Bulletin of Science, Technology & Society 1–10 
 
Reading reflection due on Moodle 04/13 

4/14 Environmental 
writing 

Visiting Writer: Charlene D’Avanzo (climate change fiction, children’s 
literature) 
Visiting Scholar: Kert Davies (Climate Investigations Center). 
 
Reading for next class: 
Trauth, Kathleen. Expert Judgement on Markers to Deter Inadvertent Human Intrusion 
into The Waste Isolation Pilot Plant. 1993. Sandia National Labs. 
Appendix F and G 
 
Reading reflection due on Moodle 04/13 

4/21 Art-making and the 
environment 

Field Trip: Storm King Art Center 
Site reflection due on Moodle 04/27 

4/28 Sharing class 
projects and future 
directions 

Open day for project work 
5/5 Final projects due 

Class reflection, final project presentation, portfolio showcase 


