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A place called Utopia 
in conversation: Victoria King and Giovanni Aloi

 A Place Called Utopia, at Saul 
Hay Gallery in Manchester, is an 
exhibition of artwork by noted 
contemporary Australian Aboriginal 
artists curated by Victoria King, 
including Emily Kngwarreye and 
Minnie Pwerle. The collection 
celebrates art from the remote 
Aboriginal outstation of Utopia, 270 
kilometres northeast of Alice Springs 
in Australia’s semi-arid, red centre.

In the shadow of the palms 
in conversation: Sophie Chao and Giovanni Aloi

     

An ecocritical reading of 
the folktales from  
the sundarbans 
text: Shambhobi Ghosh

The Sundarbans Archipelago is 
known for its fragile ecosystem. 
Mainstream literature and media 
often hold local people responsible 
for the islands’ ecological decline, 
or ‘erase’ human presence 
altogether. However, Sundarbans’ 

Where we find ourselves
in conversation: Janine Antoni and Joey Orr

This conversation between artist 
Janine Antoni and curator Joey 
Orr took place at the end of a site 
visit and long installation process. 
Antoni brings her long artistic 
commitment to embodiment into 

station, inviting the public to return 
to the body through intimately 
relating to the land.

Beyond land art 
    

in conversation: Lisa Le Feuvre and Giovanni Aloi
             

Behold the white storm
text: Thomas Busciglio-Ritter

Thomas Busciglio-Ritter examines 
the entanglement of weather, 
physicality, and racial discourses in 
the early- 19th-century landscape 
paintings of British-American 
artist Thomas Cole (1801-1848). 
Contrary to studies framing Cole 
as a “proto-environmentalist”, this 
essay argues that the artist’s long 
adherence to the sublime as a 
pictorial mode.

Phytophiliac 
in conversation: Frances Whitehead and Giovanni Aloi

The land next time
text and images: Derrick Woods-Morrow

Who owns land and by what means? 
Derrick Woods-Morrow’s The Sand is 
Ours
during a summer on Fire Island – a 
cascading paradise of boardwalks, 
utopian ideals like no other, romantic 
hope for inclusionary spaces – none of 
which actually exist. 

Our land
text and images: Cindy Qiao

Our Land by Cindy Qiao is a 
series of portraits of the fleeting 
layers of leaves, fruits, seeds, and 
twigs on the ground in the area 
between two steps in urban green 
spaces. It’s the soil that one walks 
upon without seeing it. It’s the 
remaining earth in public parks, 
botanical gardens, and sidewalk 
tree beds in manmade cities.

Painting the anthropogenic 
landscape 
in conversation: Diane Burko and Miriam Seidel

Diane Burko’s concern for the 
future of our environment and 
issues of climate change led her to 
develop series of ongoing projects, 
developing visual strate- gies in 
paintings and photography that 
use historical comparisons of 
global glacial change through.

From sea to source:   
The journey of the Biobío River

text: James Kelly

A travelogue following the course 
of the Biobío river in southern 
Chile from its mouth in the city 
of Concepción up to its source in 
the Andes, the homeland of the 
Pehuenche indigenous people, 
superposing the physical journey 
along the length of the river with 
a temporal journey through the 
geological evolution of the landscape.
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Questions of participation, 
sustainability, and cultural change 
animate Frances Whitehead’s work 
as she considers the surrounding 
community, the landscape, and 
the interdependency of multiple 
ecologies. Whitehead’s practice 
integrates art and sustainability, 
traversing disciplines to engage 
other communities.

Committed to communicating and 
testing ideas, Lisa Le Feuvre has 
curated exhibitions in museums 
and galleries across Europe. 
Here, Le Feuvre talks about the 
work and legacy of Holt/Smithson 
and the future of Land Art in the 
Anthropocene. 

Collaborative Toponymy: 
street names  
as linguistic fossils 

text and images: Laura Malacart 

London-based artist Laura Malacart 
focussed on a plot of land and 
researched its histories, ecologies, 
industries, arts, languages and 
spirituality and, in collaboration with 
a range of local communities and 
individuals, she created an ethically 
grounded narrative.

Centered on Sophie Chao’s new 
book, In the Shadow of the Palms: 
More-Than-Human Becomings in West 
Papua this conversation considers 
the empirical and intellectual 
context and contributions of the 
work, its ethical and conceptual 
insights into the moral subjectivity 
of plants as actors and resources, 
and forms of radical imagi- nation, 
hope, care, and justice.
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Frances Whitehead
Miguel Gonzalez Virgen, Jorge Corcega,  Artist researching at Ruta de la Milpa Nopalera, Milpa Alta, CDMX,
Field of Nopal, edible Opuntia ficus-indica cactus, 2022 © Miguel Gonzalez Virgen.  

in conversation: Frances Whitehead and Giovanni Aloi

Questions of participation, sustainability, and cultural change animate Frances Whitehead’s work as she considers 
the surrounding community, the landscape, and the interdependency of multiple ecologies. Whitehead’s practice 
integrates art and sustainability, traversing disciplines to engage citizens, municipalities, and other communities 
of practice, in order to hybridize art, design,science, conservation, and civic engagement, for public and planet.

Phytophiliac
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teams, demonstrat ing that the vis ion and cultural  l i teracy of art ists can contr ib- 
ute to these col lect ive efforts .  is  a c iv ic pract ice art ist  br inging the methods,  
mindsets ,  and strategies of contemporary art  pract ice to the process of shap- 
ing the future.  Connect ing emerging art  pract ices and the discourses of c l imate 
change,  post-humanism, counter-ex t inct ion,  and cultural ly informed sustainabi l-  
i ty ,  she develops strategies to deploy the knowledge of art ists as change agents ,  
asking “What do Art ists Know?”
  Quest ions of part ic ipat ion,  sustainabi l i ty ,  and culture change animate her 
work as she considers the surrounding community,  the landscape,  and the inter- 
dependency of mult iple ecologies .  Whitehead’s cutt ing-edge work integrates art  
and sustainabi l i ty ,  as she traverses discipl ines to engage cit izens,  municipal i t ies ,  
and other communit ies of pract ice,  in order to hybridize art ,  design,  science,  
con- ser vat ion,  and civ ic engagement,  for publ ic and planet .
 Whitehead has worked professional ly as an art ist  s ince the early 1980’s 
and has worked col laborat ively as ARTetal  Studio s ince 2001 .  Part cr i t ical  prac- 
t ice,  part zone of invest igat ion,  ARTetal—art and everything else—augments 
Whitehead’s indiv idual art  pract ice,  broadening the intel lectual  and operat ional 
possibi l i t ies for engagement and experimentat ion,  model ing future pract ices .  
Whitehead is Professor Emerit  of Sculpture at the School of the Art Inst i tute of 
Chicago where she founded the SAIC Knowledge Lab.  She has also publ ished es- 
says and inter views explor ing placemaking,  c iv ic pract ice,  experimental  geogra- 
phy,  and other trans-discipl inary topics that engage the aesthet ic ,  technological ,  
and geo-pol i t ical  dimensions of contemporary pract ice.
 A long-term resident of the Great Lakes region, she has recently relocated 
to Santa Fe,  New Mexico,  to focus on xer ic landscapes for the future.  Undertaking 
the Casa de Agua ,  a home/studio demonstrat ing water conser vat ion strategies ,

rances Whitehead is internat ional ly known for her cutt ing edge work inte-           
grat ing art  and sustainabi l i ty ,  making her a leader in this emerging field.  
She has pioneered new pract ices for including art ists on mult i-discipl inaryF

she is  establ ishing a xer ic laboratory garden,  The Future Garden ,  and in 2022 
earned a Master Gardner cert ificat ion for New Mexico.

Giovanni Aloi :  Frances,  before we get deeper into a conversat ion about your 
career as an eco-artist, I would like to share with our readers a passage from an 
interview you gave in 2014 to the Public Ar t Review .  In it you say:

The post- industr ial  just was knocking the stuffing out of any pretense I    
made at meaningfulness. I knew the gallery was a bankrupt metaphysic for 
me. [. . .] my studio practice kind of went black. I walked away from a very 
vigorous gallery career. One day I woke up and I had stopped believing.

Can you tel l  us more about this real izat ion and how it  changed your pract ice?

Frances Whitehead: The real izat ion came because I  had begun to garden.  As a 
young art ist ,  I  was drawn to the relat ionships bet ween art and science,  under- 
taking epistemological  invest igat ions into the status of things:  their  or igins and

spheres of operat ion.  My interest in art i facts developed alongside invest igat ions 
into biological  and chemical  ent i t ies and processes.  This dichotomy of the natu- 
ral  and the art ificial  was set in play in the mid-1980s when I  moved to a post- 
industr ial  Chicago to teach in a museum-school ,  The School of the Art Inst i tute 
of Chicago,  and s imultaneously began developing my first garden.
 From 1987 to 2007,  I  transformed a derel ict  c i ty lot into an urban labora- 
tory—but it also transformed me. It pulled me from studio practice into public prac- 
tice. It pulled me into site design and land reclamation. It enlarged the scale at which I 
worked. It forced me into collaborations with living cooperators. It brought me into 
dialogue with neighbors and partners. But perhaps most importantly, it turned me 
towards the future, towards climate change, and the challenges ahead.
 The laboratory garden was enclosed, walled, a classic paradise garden. All 
walled gardens reflect the parable of Adam and Eve: inside one inhabits a paradise, 
the il lusion of control. Real knowledge of the world is outside. So eventually, the 
garden, l ike the studio before it, became too circumscribed, “knowledge” won out— 
expulsion was inevitable.
 You see there was “trouble in paradise.” Like most urban sites, this garden 
was actually an un-intentional reclamation project—I was gardening inside a build- 
ing foundation. Every spring, the freeze-thaw cycle pushed detritus up out of the 
soil . This underlying contradiction worked on me and eventually I abandoned the 
private enterprise of the paradise garden, jumping the fence into the public realm.

GA: How did you become involved in eco-art?

FW: This first  lab garden ( I  have now made s ix)  afforded a wide variety of in- 
vest igat ions.  For a decade,  my work consisted of instal lat ions,  gardens,  and 
drawings using l iv ing plants .  I  unpacked the Linnaean naming convent ions and 
there discovered ethnopharmacology and the bio-chemistry of plants ,  cr i t ical  
for subsequent projects .  One focus was the Sol anaceae ,  the so-cal led “deadly 
nightshades” which contain important food plants such as potato,  but also the 
notorious hal lucinogenic “witching herbs” including Atrop a bel l adonna .  From 
these “bad” plants ,  their  chemistr ies ,  and cultural  h istor ies ,  emerged important 
themes,  such as “good and evi l ”  which gave me a cr i t ical  understanding of how 
culture inflects our understanding of the nature of nature,  land,  and place.
 Linking culture and the biochemistry of plants turned me into a systems 
thinker, seeking a more integrative paradigm. I grew more politicized and also 
impatient with what could be achieved through exist ing art  pract ices .  The scale 
of environmental  impacts is  largely beyond the scope of art—even most publ ic 
art. Sensing these limitations, I began to ask myself,   what do ar tists know  that 
can possibly make a difference?
 A breakthrough came in 2001, when I was invited by the U.S. Office of Surface 
Mining and the National Endowment for the Arts to lead a team that developed a ma- 
jor scientific and social proposal for Acid Mine Drainage remediation for the village of 
Murray City, Ohio. This project was catalytic in focusing my attention on water, and 
also on working with real science, at the scale of the impacts. Working in true trans- 
disciplinary collaboration, I was challenged to contend with the complexity of the site,
not a manufactured complexity of my own making.  There was no going back.
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Based on this model, I became subversively “embedded” into a planning 

process for a greenway in the industrial core of Cleveland, Ohio. I began a dia-

logue with two high-level regional planners about the potential for artists to 

contribute to civic processes.  By 2006 we had produced the “knowledge claim” 

document What do Artists know?  (WDAK) which articulates the tacit and meth-

odological knowledge deployed by contemporary artists. Referencing the Mur-

ray City and Cleveland projects as case studies, WDAK became the foundation 

for the Embedded Artist Project,1 a platform for placing artists in city workgroups 

alongside other worldmaking agents.  

GA: SLOW Clean-up, a Chicago-based project that ran between 2008 and 2012 

focussed onsite remediation and it was designed to harness plant-based reme-

diation processes to regenerate the contaminated land left behind by aban-

doned gas stations. You referred to this project as “designed civic experiments”. 

In some instances, you have referred to yourself as a “civic practice artist”. Can 

you tell us more about this project; how it came about and how in your opinion it 

helped reconfigure the boundaries of contemporary art?  

FW: Reconfiguring contemporary art is actually where we started.  In order to 

make space for emergent paradigms we shifted the focus from “art” as outcome 

to “artist” as agent.  This opens space for the proposition that a project, an in-

stantiation, might be BOTH art AND2 something else at the same time. SLOW 

Clean-up models both of these propositions.  

The Department of Cultural Affairs was confounded, but the new Director 

of Innovation embraced Embedded Artist, and a formal program launched in 

2008. I was embedded in the Department of Environment, teamed up with the 

senior brownfields engineer. We reviewed the geotechnical characteristics of 

Chicago’s 400+ abandoned gasoline stations to identify good candidates for a 

new approach.

After a review of the technical literature, one key fact stood out. Techni-

cally, petroleum remediation is performed by existing soil microbes attracted 

to phenols, sugars, exuded by some plant roots but not others. The microbes 

eat the petroleum. Since this technology has been developed by soil scientists 

who are part of agriculture in the modern university, most testing has been per-

formed on agronomic plants such as corn, alfalfa, and switchgrass, which have 

Frances Whitehead
Platonic Solids, Lagenaria siceraria gourds grown in moulds on trellis at Huron Street Lab Garden,1991
© Frances Whitehead
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Frances Whitehead, 
Dave Graham, A.P. 
Schwab
Next page: 
SLOW Cleanup Pro-
gram – Civic Experi-
ments in Phytoremedi-
ation,  (Clockwise from 
upper left) Digital map 
of gas station sites, 
Purdue University soil 
testing, Rootmasses 
of native species, Field 
trials site, 2008-2012
© Frances Whitehead 
+ City of Chicago, Prai-
rie Moon Nursery.
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limited landscape value. Surprisingly, very few other kinds of plants had been 

tested including the native prairie forbs, famous for their extensive root systems. 

Also, it was well known that adding compost and aerating soils revs up the mi-

crobes, but no one knew how to till at the depth of the leaky petroleum tanks.  By 

ignoring “best practices” I found a road-building machine that could serve as a 

giant rototiller, and we prepared the soils in situ.  

Working with Purdue University soil scientist Dr. A.P. Schwab we es-

tablished a field trials site, designed for both beauty and function, and also for 

maximum legibility as a form of environmental education. Schwab lab tested 

80 species and found 12 new native, ornamental, petroleum remediators. Ten 

phytoscapes were planned based on these new remediators. Schwab noted that 

our radical approach “wiped the whiteboard clean and started over”.3  Even so, 

the program was prematurely ended in 2012 when newly elected Mayor Rahm 

Emmanuel closed Daley’s flagship Department of the Environment. 

GA: What challenges have you encountered along the way? 

FW: Two challenges consistently arise with these projects and both stem from 

incommensurability—things that are assessed with differing frameworks and met-

rics. The first challenge is legibility, which directly affects the reception of multiva-

lent projects, and the second is heteotemporality, operating in multiple timeframes.

BOTH/AND projects like SLOW Clean-up or later the Fruit Futures Initia-

tive Gary (FFIG) lose legibility the more “entangled”4 they become.  Constituent 

groups, the art world, the scientific community, urbanists/land use planners, and 

the general public are often missing key understandings needed to fully compre-

hend the work.

There is also a disciplinary dimension of this illegibility.  Sacha Kagan, 

sociologist of art+ sustainability, has theorized about creating change through 

“Entrepreneurship in Conventions”5 …to play “on the rules” not “in the rules” .6  

Embedded Artist is a clear example of this change strategy. Kagan proposes 

that artists must also perform “Double Entrepreneurship in Conventions”7 if they 

hope to succeed. He describes how art practices lose legibility (as art) the farther 

they move away from the mainstream. This loss (of power) is a kind of undertow, 

pulling artists back towards convention, away from the experimental.  Kagan 

promotes a reflexive or “double” process where the artist moves outward toward 

the experimental edgework and then doubles back to change the art world it-

self.  We have often doubled back with language.  For example, one critic asked 

me if my work was art or urbanism and I immediately coined the moniker “artist 

urbanist” legitimizing the work. Similarly, I coined “civic art practice”, and “public 

artist” modelled on the idea of the “public intellectual”. I have called Embedded 

Artist a “double agent”8 operating both inside and outside art, both inside and 

outside civic structures, a kind of double change agent.

The problem with timeframes is similar.  We frequently utilize “time” as 

an active element, working in “long time” durationally, which is not the same as 

“slow” or “deep “time.  Biologic and remediative processes can take months or 

decades, fruit trees take years to produce fruit, phenomena like temperature 

sensitivity are seasonal, and climate change is (arguably) in geological time. The 

art world on the other hand is driven by institutional time and media time. Cities 

are on civic time, where cyclically-elected officials often abandon a prior ad-

ministration’s signature projects and begin their own.  The resulting heterotem-

porality contributes to the complexity of these projects and creates a time lag 

between when the projects are done and their comprehension.  

GA: Can you describe your relationship with plants?

FW: Plants have become the center of my life. I am interested in plants botanical-

ly, metaphysically, historically and culturally. 

I suppose I was genetically coded for these passions. While I grew up in 

a family of modern artists, my mother’s extended family were all professional 

botanists and agronomists: seed analysts, hybridizers of jonquils and sweet pota-

toes—and discussions about plants were always happening around the edges of 

the heady intellectual milieu of mid-century art discourse, including Beat poetry, 

Zen Buddhism, expressionism, and pop/op art.  

I was also part of the generation known as “Sputnik kids”,9 and was 

schooled in the “New Math”,10 a very abstract approach to teaching math, what 

today we would call STEM/STEAM learning. The result was that I completely ac-

cepted a worldview where art, science, math, plants, poetry, mysticism, and phi-

losophy were one.  

While I work with many other topics such as water, soil, insects, and mi-

crobes, plants have evolved into a wonder-filled nexus, linking all of the human 

Frances Whitehead, Dave Graham, A.P. Schwab
SLOW Cleanup Program – Civic Experiments in Phytoremediation, 
© Frances Whitehead
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activity to the natural world.  Plant communities reflect the specifics of a geo-lo-

cation, deeply linked to “place”.11 Through plants, I have been able to connect to 

many aspects of contemporary discourse including multi-species consciousness, 

representation, classification and taxonomy, beauty, biotechnology, cultural 

identity, environmental justice, placemaking and food security. 

Plants satisfy my scientific curiosity and have provided me with the only 

glimpse I have ever had into the divine. They also serve a very practical purpose.  

When you finally get a seat at the collective table you better have some new 

ideas, and all of mine come from plants. 

GA: In 2014, you became a Lead Artist on the Design Team of the 606 linear park 

redevelopment project in Chicago. This was a massive undertaking with a $90 

million budget aiming to turn a nearly three-mile-long abandoned, elevated rail 

spur into a mixed-use walking trail that today connects five parks in four neigh-

borhoods. Today the 606 is the longest greenway redeveloped from a former el-

evated rail line in the Western Hemisphere, and the second longest in the world, 

after the Promenade plantee linear park in Paris. How did you become involved 

in the project and what insights, challenges and opportunities did you encounter 

along the way? 

FW: I was invited to be Lead Artist for The 606 as my extensive work with the 

City of Chicago was well known. The complexity, politics, and speed of The 606 

matched its scale, and I could not have withstood the demands of this project 

without that prior experience.  

The complexity of The 606 was breathtaking and exhilarating.  As Lead 

Artist I was the principal interpreter of a community vision that the project 

should become a “living work of art”.12  I operationalized this vision and linked it 

to well-established sustainability rubrics13 creating a cultural plan for the project. 

There were many art “rule books” at play, however, the vision of “living” evolved 

Frances Whitehead + Jim Elniski
Modest Modernism - Plant Mansion + Inventory, Hacked hoop house, inventory of conserved food produced 
2015-2018, stainless steel, glass shelves, digital print, 2019 © Frances Whitehead + Jim Elniski
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into a focus on temporary, performative, and participatory approaches which, in 

turn, suggested ideas for park amenities and material re-use strategies. The en-

gineers and I advocated for a “zero net spoils”14 approach—re-use everything—

an idea I recently took with me to Santa Fe.

The multiple art worlds reflected the politics in general, a daily collision of 

top-down vs. bottom-up forces.  Started as a neighborhood initiative by Friends 

of the Bloomingdale,15 developers envisioned The 606 as the new Millennium 

park, a tourist destination. We feared it would produce gentrification, (a real-

ity that eventually drew me to Gary, Indiana.) Fortunately, the directors of the 

project were experimental, and not sympathetic to conservative thinking. They 

stopped calling me Lead Artist and started calling me Embedded Artist, there to 

make Embedded Artworks, large-scale features that were BOTH park elements 

AND artworks at the full scale of the trail. Three participatory works supported 

community engagement of different kinds: a 3-mile planted floral line became a 

citizen science laboratory for phenology/climate change observation; a convex 

solar observatory was made from construction rubble on the west end; and a con-

cave, glow-in-the-dark skatepark + jazz club was designed for the east end.

I was very excited about the skatepark as an example of “radical mul-

ti-functionality” but it fell victim to the speed of the project. The design, the ideas, 

the fundraising, and the public engagement were all happening simultaneous-

ly at the speed of light. At some point Mayor Emmanuel announced unilaterally 

that The 606 would be finished by the end of his first term, pushing the project 

into fast forward. On the one hand, it ensured The 606 was built, but projects 

like the skatepark were never funded, and the concrete re-use program was too 

time-consuming to execute.  

GA: What is your opinion about eco-art today? Ecology has finally become central 

to contemporary discourses. What are the main challenges and opportunities at stake?  

Frances Whitehead/ARTetal Studio, Collins Engineers, Van Valkenburg Landscape
Opening day bike parade at The 606 Observatory, Chicago, Seasonal solar observatory created from trail con-
struction soils, 2015 © The Trust for Public Land.

Frances Whitehead/ARTetal Studio, Collins Engineers, Van Valkenburg Landscape
Environmental Sentinel, 
autumn brilliance trees along 3 miles of The 606, Chicago, 2016  
© Frances Whitehead + The Trust for Public Land
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FW: I try not to think too much about art world isms but the label “eco-art” is 

tricky. It places ecology at the service of art and not the other way around.  I 

bring this up now, just to point out that the art world really needs to do its home-

work and realize that other disciplines have evolved highly advanced lexicons to 

explore the nature of the problem and the pitfalls of superficial solutions. Esco-

bar’s Pluriverse,16 and Mignolo’s Epistemic Disobedience,17 calling for a wholesale 

abandonment of the entire western episteme (why would Art be left standing?) 

come to mind, and of course sustainability theorist Tony Fry, Maori scholar Linda 

Tuhiwai Smith, and sociologist Sacha Kagan. 

Artists need to stay vigilant—these are not merely new topics to repre-

sent, and there can be an over-reliance on “raising awareness”.18  That being said, 

I believe in artists’ ability to contribute—artists everywhere are sending up trial 

balloons, demonstrating possibilities. In my experience the art world is especial-

ly slow to address its role in the problem, and is very behind on change theory, 

clouded by economics and western individualism. I seem to be running a decade 

or so ahead of the art discourse (a terrible way to advance a career) but it’s final-

ly catching up.19

Funny, Kaprow’s famous admonition concerning the experimental comes 

immediately to mind.

Today, we may say that experimental art is that act or thought whose 

identity as art must always remain in doubt. As soon-and it is usually very 

soon-as such acts and thoughts are associated with art and its discourses, 

it is time to move on to other possibilities of experimentation.     

-Allan Kaprow (1997)20

In this case, the question is whether “art” as currently constituted is in any posi-

tion to make a difference.  Do we need to re-invent “art” altogether?  

GA: What irritates you the most about the contemporary artworld?  

FW: The selective amnesia. 

GA: Until recently, you taught at the School of the Art Institute of Chicago. What 

advice would you give to today’s art students who want to engage with ecological 

themes?  

FW: Back in 2012, I wrote a piece 51 Declarations for the Future: A Manifesto for Artists.21  

This piece was meant as both a challenge to other artists and also my best advice 

about how to get started. One of the most important declarations is: “Get comfort-

able being uncomfortable” a result of the uncertainty that is a constant condition in 

this work. The other is a bit of practical advice “Start where you are”. This means: do 

your homework, work at any scale, tune into place, join an existing effort, and learn 

from those around you. I still think this writing has all my best advice. 

GA: You have relocated to Santa Fe, New Mexico, and have been working on a 

xeric garden. Can you tell us more about this project? What took you there?  

FW: Moving to Santa Fe was a way to beam into the arid future. Living in Chicago 

is anachronistic because one does not “feel” the present reality that one “knows”, 

that the Great Lakes are 20% of the world’s freshwater, a fragile global resource, 

not available elsewhere. I wanted to step outside that ecology and its idea shed.  

When people ask me why move to Santa Fe, I respond “new plant palette”! Of 

course, that’s both true and a provocation, the real reason is water. 

Over the last twenty years my partner, artist Jim Elniski and I have been 

collaboratively creating a series of “Dwelling Projects”, demonstration live/work 

spaces exploring aspects of sustainable living, BOTH architecture AND art. This 

includes the energy-generating Greenhouse Chicago22 and the edible landscape of 

Modest Modernism in ex-urb Gary, Indiana.  Each has had a lab garden.  In Santa 

Fe, we are creating Casa de Agua to explore and demonstrate water conservation 

strategies along with a xeric laboratory garden.

With Casa de Agua we continue our focus on the adaptive reuse of exist-

ing structures, following our guiding principle: “reuse everything”.  Choosing a 

common type of post-war ranch house known locally as a Stamm,23 we began by 

flipping up the garage roofs into a “butterfly”, creating a studio, and capturing 

rainwater into a galvi cistern visible on the street. The residence was re-plumbed 

to send our greywater to the adjacent landscape. 

Frances Whitehead/ARTetal Studio + Gary Commons Orchard Collective
Fruit Futures Initiative Gary- Planting Day at the Emerson Community Lab Orchard, Experimental land use and re-
development program linking capacity development and food futures for Gary, Indiana using fruit, 2018
© Frances Whitehead
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Remembering the “zero net spoils” approach, the site soils and hardscape 

became a giant cut-and-fill operation, moving soil and masonry around for reuse.  

Most ambitiously we cut up the concrete driveways, reducing the parking spaces 

and producing thick rustic concrete blocks for terracing. All water capture and 

distribution is passive, including cisterns, swales, and retention basins, and the 

planting design is driven by water availability and site grade.

Rules for plant selection are simple. They must be native, edible, or existing. 

All are low water (xeric) natives except the fruit placed near the greywater. Planting 

zones include a micro-orchard, a Pinion/Juniper savannah (the Present Garden), and 

the xeric demonstration garden attached to the studio, (the Future Garden.)

Santa Fe straddles the border between the montane forest above 7000 

ft elevation and the shrubland below, affording a striking aesthetic contrast be-

tween evergreens and succulents including the extremophile bristlecone pine and 

the sculptural tree yucca.  These larger native species form the backbone of our 

xeric garden, which also hosts smaller native shrubs, cacti, and agave. This dra-

matic planting is public-facing, rhetorical, and accessible for small events and 

discussions. Another galvanized tank retrofitted with a door sits near the garden 

gate, and a project and event space, The Tank, is a strategy to invite others into 

the conversation.

GA: What are you currently working on?  

FW: I am currently working on several initiatives linked to the nexus of water, xe-

ric plants, pigments, walking, and food futures.

Partnering with Monterrey Tec University, and the owners of Ruta de La 

Milpa in Milpa Alta outside Mexico City, we are researching the future of Nopal, the 

edible prickly pear cactus. This magnificent plant is central to the identity, cuisine, 

and food security of Mexico and may also be useful for climate adaptation in New 

Frances Whitehead + Kei Uta Collective
Drawing With/ Walking With – Eco-Hikoi Context Map1, GIS map with GPS tracking of collective hikoi marches, 
2019 © Frances Whitehead

Frances Whitehead + Kei Uta Collective
Drawing With/ Walking With – Plant Pigment Project, Studio view of botanical drawings of NZ native plants made 
with their own pigment, 2019 © Frances Whitehead
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Beyond land art
Lisa Le Feuvre, the Executive Director of Holt/Smithson Foundation, which she has led since 2017, is a curator, 
writer, editor focusing on art as a powerful force to retune perceptions. Committed to communicating and 
testing ideas, she has curated exhibitions in museums and galleries across Europe, published her writings in 
international publications and journals, spoken in museums and universities across the world and has played a 
pivotal role in shaping academic and arts organizations. In this conversation with Giovanni Aloi, Le Feuvre talks 
about the work and legacy of Holt/Smithson and the future of Land Art in the Anthropocene.

in conversation: Lisa Le Feuvre and Giovanni Aloi

Mexico, where elevations are similar to Mexico City and warming is predicted. 

This line of inquiry is directly linked through the cochineal insect which 

lives on Nopal, and is a source of carmine red pigment, to “Drawing With/Walk-

ing With”, an investigation began in Aotearoa/ New Zealand, where the direct ex-

perience of a site through walking, is translated to other forms of multi-species 

solidarity, creating maps and botanical drawings with pigment from the plants 

themselves. 

Working with the “We Are Ocean”24 project in Pézènes-les-Mines, France, 

we will continue the Aotearoa strategies by “Walking the Ocean” here in Santa 

Fe, traversing current waterways that overlay the vast ancient seabed lying un-

derneath the xeric landscape of New Mexico.
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H olt/Smithson Foundation exists to continue the creative and investi-

gative spirit of the artists Nancy Holt (1938-2014) and Robert Smith-

son (1938-73).Holt and Smithson developed innovative ways of explor-

ing our relationship with the planet, expanding the limits of artistic practice. 

Through public service their Foundation engages in programs developing the 

artists’ creative legacies, continuing the transformation they brought to the 

world of art and ideas.

Giovanni Aloi: Let’s start with one of those nearly impossible to answer questions… If you 

had to choose one work of Land Art on the grounds of how much it speaks to you or 

because of its cultural importance, which would that be?

Lisa Le Feuvre: Impossible questions are always the most interesting ones. Today, 

as favorites can change like the weather, I would say Robert Smithson’s “Broken 

Circle/Spiral Hill,” which he made in 1971 in Emmen, The Netherlands. This is 

Smithson’s most complex earthwork — it explicitly works with so many layers 

of time and, importantly, with the time of industry. We, humans, speed up the 

time of landscape with our processes, and Smithson wanted with “Broken Circle/

Spiral Hill” to make us stop and think, stop and look, and then, perhaps, rethink our 

relationship to the surface of the earth.

GA: Time… this is an interesting starting point for a conversation on Land Art. I 

agree with you that this work, like others by Smithson, is designed to alter our 

perception of time and to align the present with different time scales. This is one of 

the interesting aspects of Land Art, its conversation with the land, the inscriptions 

into the rock, and the intervention upon the presumed timelessness of nature. In 

relation to this work, I am specifically fascinated by the glacier boulder Smithson 

placed at the center of the interlocking canals and jetty that constitute the piece. 
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