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Summary In contemporary visual culture, the subject of climate change and the need for 
commitment to counteract it ( Demos, 2016; Körber et al., 2017; Tsing et al., 2017 ) are increas- 
ingly being addressed. The artists’ observation concerns not only the natural effects of climate 
change but also their impact on the social and cultural heritage of the inhabitants of regions of 
the most endangered areas. Areas most vulnerable to destruction: oceans, coral reefs and po- 
lar regions are becoming a particular subject of interest for artists. A reflection of this interest 
can be the increasing number of exhibitions devoted to the current state of the environment 
(i.e. the project Plasticity of the Planet presented in 2019 in Ujazdowski Castle Centre for 
Contemporary Art in Warsaw). 
In the article selected artistic strategies to publicize the problems of ecology will be indicated. 
The first strategy is the exhibition of the beauty of the natural environment and the melancholy 
associated with its disappearance. An example of this can be Art of the Arctic by environmental 
photographer Kerry Koeping who focuses the audience’s attention on ocean literacy by means 
of affecting landscapes of the Arctic or the artistic residence in PAN Hornsund Polar Station 
of Janusz Oleksa. The second way is to indicate the physical and biological effects of climate 
change. An example would be the work of Kelly Jazvac who, in collaboration with an oceanog- 
rapher Charles Moore and a geologist Patricia Corcoran, presents plastiglomerate by Agnieszka 
Kurant — new forms of fossils, resulting from the combination of shells and stones with plastics 
or artificial compounds. The third method is the presentation of the residents’ experience. The 
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examples are works of Subhankar Banerjee, who draws inspiration from ethnographic research 
and documentary films and Jakub Witek’s documentary about Polish emigrants living in Ice- 
land. The artist presents the consequences of climate change for the inhabitants of the polar 
regions. The fourth way is to build a metaphor for the presence of a ‘stranger’ — a traveller, 
an explorer or a scientist. An example is a photographic performance entitled Polaris Summer 
by Kuba B ąkowski conducted during a scientific expedition to Spitsbergen, or three-screen pro- 
jection by John Akomfrah’s showing the relationship between man and oceans in the context 
of exploitation of natural and human resources. 
For the artistic practices described in the article, I use the theoretical framework of environ- 
mental art that binds together aesthetics, ethics and politics. The purpose of the article is to 
check whether such a connection can be attractive to the audience. 
© 2020 Institute of Oceanology of the Polish Academy of Sciences. Production and host- 
ing by Elsevier B.V. This is an open access article under the CC BY-NC-ND license 
( http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/ ). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1. Introduction 

From 15 March to 22 September 2019, in one of the most im-
portant Polish contemporary art galleries, Ujazdowski Cas-
tle Centre for Contemporary Art in Warsaw, Human-Free
Earth and Forensic Architecture exhibitions were held as
part of the larger project entitled Plasticity of the Planet
( Figure 1 ). The artists presented, among others, plastiglom-
erate samples (Kelly Jazvac), imitated new natural habi-
tats based on artificial substances (Diana Lelonek and Bonita
Ely) and analysed the political use of herbicides as biologi-
cal weapons (Forensic Architecture collective). The event 1 

was the first in Poland such a big presentation of a lively
developing trend in environmental art (sometimes known
as ecological art), which has been around since the late
20th century, and whose aim is the reflection on changes
in nature which occurred as a result of human activity
( Thornes, 2008 ). 

At the same time, another Warsaw gallery presented the
project Alienations or the Fire Next Time , i.e. a show of 7
films telling about the human feeling of being overwhelmed
by the complex global reality. 2 The convergence of the ex-
hibitions’ themes is not accidental. It is an expression of the
artists’ profound interest in the links between the exploita-
tion of natural resources and the state policies, the develop-
ment of IT infrastructure and natural changes and their im-
pact on people’s lives. In the works presented at both exhi-
bitions, the artists concentrate on areas where this change
is extremely overwhelming, such as seas, oceans, polar and
subtropical regions, and is particularly distressing for the in-
1 Exhibitions: Human-Free Earth and Forensic Architecture , cu- 
rated by Jarosław Lubiak, artists: Ursula Biemann and Mo Diener , 
Bonita Ely , Gast Bouschet and Nadine Hilbert , Kelly Jazvac , Ag- 
nieszka Kurant , Diana Lelonek , Angelika Markul , the Mycological 
Twist (Eloïse Bonnevioti and Anne de Boer), Pakui Hardware , Tom 

Sherman , Aleksandra Ska , Monika Zawadzki , Marina Zurkow, Foren- 
sic Architecture Team, Ujazdowski Castle Centre for Contemporary 
Art, Warsaw 15.03.2019—22.09.2019. 
2 Exhibition: Alienation of the Fire Next Time , curated by Maria 

Brewi ńska, artists: John Akomfrah, Allora & Calzadilla, Yuri An- 
carani, Clément Cogitore, Camille Henrot, Arthur Jafa, Angelika 
Markul, Zach ęta National Art Gallery, Warsaw, Poland, 13.07.2019—
29.09.2019. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

habitants and affects the shape of the planet ( Bloom et al.,
2012 ; Demos, 2016 ; Körber et al., 2017 ; Tsing et al., 2017 ).
‘Environmental art’ would, therefore, be a name for artis-
tic activities originating, among others, from land art, eco-
logical art and participatory art. The trend represented by
artists from various cultures and continents refers to the
fundamental problems for their communities (therefore the
scope of questions raised by Plasticity of the Planet in
Poland will differ from the issues displayed at e.g. the Arc-
tic exhibition in the Louisiana Museum of Modern Art in
Denmark in 2014 and in other shows). In environmental
art, aesthetic and ethical threads are intertwined (e.g. the
question about the importance of beauty in the presentation
of ecological and social problems) with political threads (the
entanglement of nature in commercial globalization and the
fight for political influence) and social engagement (activa-
tion of recipients to take specific actions) ( Demos, 2017 ).
In the works discussed in the paper, we find common fea-
tures. These are the following: (1) focus on local problems
(even if it later serves to build a global metaphor), (2) close
connection with current scientific knowledge, (3) cooper-
ation with scientists and research laboratories during the
implementation, and (4) translation or explanation of sci-
entific observations in the language of art ( Bakke, 2010 ;
Kluszczy ński, 2011 ). 

The article presents and comments upon the findings of
the research into the relationship between arts and environ-
ment, mostly in the contexts of polar regions. Its objectives
are to: (1) review the literature on the theoretical back-
ground of environmental art and (2) summarize the classifi-
cation of artistic strategies applied to the representation of
the changing natural environment in the polar regions. Four
approaches were distinguished: (1) highlighting the beauty
of the natural environment, which allows directing the at-
tention of the audience to the importance of the protec-
tion of the world on the brink of extinction. Following this
strategy, the artists apply mostly photographs and films. (2)
Showing the ‘evidence’ for climate change, e.g. new ge-
ological forms resulting from the melting of artificial and
natural substances, as well as diagrams, maps, satellite and
aerial photographs. (3) Focusing the audience’s attention
on the consequences of global warming for indigenous and
incoming polar inhabitants (e.g. the change of coastline and
the consequent need for migration). The works refer both

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
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Figure 1 The view of the Human-Free Earth exhibition in Ujazdowski Castle Centre for Contemporary Art, photo by Bartosz Górka 
(in the foreground — Bonita Ely, Plasticus Progressus, 2017) . 
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3 Connected with the growing public interest in environmental is- 
sues (examples include popular series with fantasy elements, such 
as Fortitude (Great Britain, 2015), and Frontera Verde (Columbia, 
2019). 
o human and non-human subjects and user documentation 
hat reaches back to the tradition of ethnographic film, as 
ell as autobiographical narratives. (4) Telling a metaphor- 
cal story about the social consequences of research expe- 
itions and the myth of the ‘distant north’. The artists per-
eive political, economic and social problems behind the 
cientific research as a reflection of the colonial and global 
xploitation of resources. 
These strategies offer the viewers a variety of ways to

ccess knowledge about climate change: from an emotional 
ommitment to rational explanation. Typical of the selected 
xamples is the diversity of fields and methods of artistic
ctivity. The artists use films, photographs, objects, instal- 
ations and realize artistic activities together with partici- 
ants of the events. It is not uncommon to find sources of
rtistic inspiration in scientific practice. Common features 
f the above-mentioned strategies emerge only after the 
ormulation of the purpose which the works discussed here 
erve. 
The avalanche increase in the number of works created 

ithin the framework of environmental art begs for selec- 
ion. The article focuses on examples of artworks devoted 
o Arctic themes (with two exceptions). This area has been 
ecognized by the artists as exceptional for several rea- 
ons, going beyond the visual attractiveness of the depicted 
pace: (1) culturally it was identified with the myth of in-
umanity, a distant area and, apparently insensitive to hu- 
an activity, while natural changes show that it is one of
he most sensitive areas; (2) it becomes the area of politi-
al struggle for mineral resources; (3) the myth of polar re-
ions as uninhabited is disproved — both the presence of in-
igenous inhabitants threatened by climate change and the 
onsequences of the appearance of ‘new’ inhabitants, i.e. 
oth workers and scientists, is emphasised. Artistic practice 
ecomes an ally of polar studies, showing their significance 
or the cultural conditions of social life. 

. Theoretical background 

.1. Environmental art in the theory of culture 

he artistic current described here belongs to a broader
ultural process, observable both in contemporary audio- 
isual culture (literature, reportage, popular productions, 
lms and TV series and social media 3 ) as well as in philos-
phy and reflection on culture. In each of these fields, at
east since the second half of the 20th century, the repre-
entatives of the theory of post-humanism have critically 
bserved the effects of human activity on the world. 
Initially, the researchers’ reflection focused on the con- 

equences of digital technologies for the concept of the hu-
an being, on opportunities and threats brought along with
rtificial intelligence and biotechnology ( Braidotti, 2013 ; 
araway, 1985 ; Maldonato, 2017 ), gradually shifting the at-
ention towards the effects of human activities (especially 
ndustrialism) on the environment. The question of whether 
t is possible to give up the primacy of man over his/her
nvironment and consider him/her as one of many organ-
sms participating in it becomes a matter of dispute. The
eflection of this is increasingly more frequent reference 
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to the Anthropocene concept 4 ( Steffen et al., 2011 ) under-
stood as a new geological era, or Capitalocene ( Klein, 2014 ;
Malm, 2016 ) describing the results of corporate globaliza-
tion and political consequences of exploration of resources,
such as transferring production into distant (and usually
poor) regions of the world. Some researchers support the
concept of natureculture, which questions the philosophical
dualism of natureculture and man-animal ( Fuentes, 2010 ;
Haraway, 2003 ), emphasizing the bio-social interdepen-
dence of natural and cultural phenomena. In this cultural
landscape, artistic creation plays a special role because art
is treated as a laboratory in which the links between knowl-
edge and cultural practices are recognized and tested,
hence the emergence of new hybrid approaches to hu-
manities, such as environmental art or cultural climatology
( Thornes, 2008 ). 

2.2. Environmental art in the perspective of 
relational aesthetics and art-based research 

The works analyzed in the article represent an approach
characteristic for contemporary art, according to which
artistic activities are to comment on the surrounding reality.
Among the sources of such an understanding of the social
role of art is the avant-garde, which has been developing
since the 20th century (including futurism, dadaism, con-
structivism), through neo-avant-garde and counter-cultural
experiments (Situationist International, Collectif d’art soci-
ologique) to contemporary participatory art (in Poland for
instance represented by Cecylia Malik and Paweł Althamer).
This kind of artistic activity assumes that the artist works
with and for people, or even that people become the ma-
terial of a work of art (a concept of ‘social sculpture’ by
Joseph Beuys; Kaczmarek, 2001 ). A critical look at this trend
points to a specific cultural ‘compulsion to participate’ and
makes artists today look for new ways to activate the par-
ticipants ( Bishop, 2012 ). New ways of inspiration are sought
in the concepts of ‘aesthetic field’ ( Berleant, 2000 , p. 92)
and ‘relational aesthetics’ ( Bourrieud, 1998 , p. 56). Arnold
Berleant emphasizes the relationship between the environ-
ment and the human being, referring to a deeper reflection
on the scope of the artist’s and recipient’s actions in rela-
tion to four aspects of experience: creative, objective, per-
formative and evaluative ( Berleant, 2000 ). Berleant wrote:
‘In the environmental arts such as happenings, environ-
ments, city planning, films, light shows, and mixed media,
the qualitative nature of the experience of art has been
identified with its intuitive sensuousness through direct in-
volvement in the immediacy of pure experience’ ( Berleant,
2000 , p. 92). For Nicolas Bourrieud, on the other hand, the
work of art enters into a relationship with the social sys-
tem, creating ‘community spaces’ specific to artistic ac-
tivity ( Bourrieud, 1998 , p. 56). Although both Berleant and
Bourrieud focus on interpersonal relations, undoubtedly the
approach of relational aesthetics makes it possible to pursue
4 Paul Crutzen, an atmospheric chemist, and Eugene Stoermer, 
a biologist, should be considered contemporary promoters of this 
term. Inspired by the works of the 19th century geologists (e.g. 
Sir Charles Lyell), they proposed new dating in 2000, pointing to 
irreversible changes in the environment caused by human activity. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

the goal of the contemporary environmental art discussed
here, i.e. the involvement of the audience in ecological is-
sues. 

2.3. Analysis of a work of art in the perspective of 
cultural studies 

The works analyzed in the article belong to different fields
of creativity. They are not homogeneous in terms of genre,
created with the use of different techniques, containing im-
ages, text, and created in cooperation with others. Mieke
Bal proposes a method of cultural analysis for such hybrid
realizations which is a way of ‘reading’ a work of art in
which the author’s intentions and biography are as impor-
tant as the meanings given by the cultural context and the
narrative of the recipient ( Bal, 1999 , pp. 6—9; Maryl, 2013 ,
pp. 320—321). The cultural analysis assumes that knowledge
does not have an autonomous character. Its many intrica-
cies include historical, linguistic, economic, ethical, polit-
ical and disciplinary aspects ( Bal, 2013 , p. 12). It also has
a processual character i.e. knowledge ‘happens’ and its re-
sources are never exhausted. Bal’s attempt to construct a
concept for cultural analysis was accused of individuality,
uniqueness and subjectivity of interpretation ( Elkins, 1996 ,
p. 591). However, it seems right that in the cultural analy-
sis it is an object of research, in this case, the work of art,
or a selected fragment of it, that will suggest the context
of the reading. In this sense, in the area discussed in the
article, the context will be related to ecological issues and
the knowledge of natural sciences. The stabilizing factors
include the object of the analysis, the historical space of
the realization and the position of the recipient-reader of
the work. Therefore, if we consider that cultural analysis is
an approach to reach the knowledge contained in artefacts
and activities ( Bal, 2013 , p. 60). We will see fundamental
similarities with the goal of environmental art, defined by
T.J. Demos as ‘the practice that has to be brought together
with aesthetics, ethics, and political science’ ( Demos, 2017 ,
p. 272). 

2.4. Arts-based research in the perspective of 
science 

Relationships between sciences, natural sciences and hu-
manities, focusing on questions about the language of
particular fields of knowledge, disciplinary and academic
divisions, are the focus of research interest. This re-
flection is echoed in the concepts of ‘third culture’
( Snow, 1959 ), studies on the social construction of scien-
tific facts ( Brockman, 1995 ; Latour and Woolgar, 1986 ), as
well as qualitative art-based research that has been gain-
ing in popularity since the 1980s ( Eisner and Barone, 2012 ;
Kosi ńska, 2016 ; Leavy, 2009 ). Among the differences be-
tween research practices of science and art, the following
are indicated: formal features of scientific cognition, such
as the codification of scientific representations (discursive,
logical, typological), or generalizations characteristic of sci-
ence, juxtaposed with the free expression of the artistic ap-
proach ( Kosi ńska, 2016 , p. 12). Marta Kosi ńska puts forward
a number of counter-arguments that point to the similarities
between scientific and artistic cognition, and to the chances
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5 The dispute over the beauty (positive category: harmonious 
and cognitive, rational) and the sublime (negative category: inde- 
scribable and fearsome, experiential) is one of the main motifs of 
contemporary aesthetics ( Lyotard, 1991 ). Kant wrote: ‘Lofty oaks 
and lonely shadows in sacred groves are sublime, flowerbeds, low 

hedges, and trees trimmed into figures are beautiful. The night is 
sublime, the day is beautiful’ ( Kant 2011 ). 
6 Exhibition: Arctic , curated by Poul Erik Tøjner , artists: Daren 

Almond, Evgenija Abrugayeva, Per Bak Jensen, Marcelo Moscheta, 
Sigmar Polke, Gerhard Richter , Wolfgang Tillmans, Guido van der 
Werve, Museum of Modern Art, Louisiana, Denmark, 25.09.2013—
2.02.2014, http://arktis.louisiana.dk/Arktis-en.html . 
f enriching scientific cognition by art. These include 
arious ways of codifying the language of art (e.g. in 
onceptualism and post-conceptualism), the formal and 
esearch correctness of artistic actions required by the insti- 
utional context of art, responsibility towards groups, com- 
unities and subjects involved in artistic actions (especially 

n the area of public art), as well as the use of general-
zation tools (registration of regularity and cyclicality) in 
orks based on data ( Kosi ńska, 2016 , pp. 12—18). Patricia
eavy sees a different kind of benefit in art-based methods 
including literary writing, music, performance, dance, vi- 
ual art, film and other media). They make it possible to
se creative arts in a participatory way and to combine the-
ry and practice, which is particularly useful in social re-
earch ( Leavy, 2009 ). Therefore, art is more and more often
onsidered to enrich scientific cognition. Visual messages 
re particularly important because of their polysemy, pre- 
iscursiveness and the ability to engage the audience. This 
s particularly important in interdisciplinary activities and 
rojects of activist, political and social character, which 
efer to the emotional and tactile experience of reality 
 Kosi ńska, 2016 , p. 18). 

.5. The methods of researching the impact of art 
n social behaviours of viewers 

he influence of art on social behaviour and cultural be-
iefs is studied in the social sciences and the humani-
ies by quantitative and qualitative methods ( Curtis et al.,
014 ; Kay 2000 , Lucas et al., 2008 ). Discourse analysis,
ased on the belief that cultural content is manifested 
n textual statements and language, is particularly useful 
 Manzoor et al., 2019 ). In the area of digital humanities, dis-
ourse analysis methods are used with the help of advanced 
lgorithms for estimating citations ( Enge et al., 2012 ). In
urn, the producers of statistical programs (e.g. Google An- 
lytics and Google Trends) provide tools for measuring the 
nterest of recipients in specific topics (e.g. exhibition top- 
cs or artists’ names). 

In turn, social sciences use the triangulation of quanti- 
ative and qualitative methods such as data surveys, qual- 
tative interviews, case studies, and audience surveys dur- 
ng exhibitions ( Armitage and Rathwell, 2016 ; Curtis et al.,
014 ). This helps to estimate the involvement of partici-
ants in the project, or the knowledge of recipients be-
ore and after viewing the work. For example, in a re-
earch project on specific regions of Australia ( Curtis et al.,
014 ) values and beliefs important in determining environ- 
ental behaviour, awareness of the consequences of cli- 
ate change, people’s self-concept through interactions 
ith others, and finally, art understood as an act of self-
xpression were taken into account. Curtis, Reid and Reeve 
tated that artistic tools (especially those described in the 
revious section of participating art) encourage participants 
o discuss the impact of man on the environment, synthesize 
nowledge about change and promote pro-ecological solu- 
ions. Research among Inuit artists from Nunavut, Canada 
 Armitage and Rathwell, 2016 ) focused on combining in-
igenous environmental knowledge with scientific data and 
ooking for relationships between the local context and 
lobal change. Based on the survey, it was found that artistic
ethods were perceived by the respondents as particularly 
seful ( Armitage and Rathwell, 2016 ). 
Both, research on participation in culture as well as 

he rapidly growing audience development trend indicate 
 growing need for this type of research and finding new
ata. Such might be an insight into the data on the exhibi-
ion turnout expressed in the internal statistics of cultural
nstitutions. During three months of the show Plasticity of
he Planet was visited by 37153 people (data of the Pro-
otion and Communication Department of the Centre for 
ontemporary Art Ujazdowski Castle, unpublished), which 
s a good attendance result in the Polish exhibition context.
However, quantitative and qualitative research into the 

eal impact of art on human behaviours not only requires
ong-term studies but also has its limitations. For this rea-
on, the article focuses only on artists’ narratives and does
ot refer to quantitative research on the audience. I will
lso discuss doubts regarding these methods in the sum-
ary. 

. Artists’ narratives about climate changes 

.1. To speak with the beauty and the sublime 

he visual attractiveness of the polar landscape has at-
racted the attention of audiences for centuries. On the one
and, it played a special role in Romantic painting (Caspar
avid Friedrich), inscribing itself into the model of the aes-
hetic category of the sublime 5 (Immanuel Kant, Edmund 
urke), depicting the desire to reach what is distant and su-
erhuman. On the other hand, drawings, lithographs and (fi-
ally) photographs taken during polar expeditions since the 
nd of the 18th century have focused the viewers’ atten-
ion on empirical cognition. Today, this visual history of the
rctic is the subject of research by historians and anthro-
ologists ( Condon, 1989 ; Kaganovsky et al., 2019 ; Lewis-
ones, 2017 ; MacKenzie and Stenport, 2015 ), and also con-
titutes a significant part of art shows (e.g. in the Arctic 6 

roject in the Louisiana Museum of Modern Art the exhi-
ition’s leading themes such as ‘The Sublime’, ‘The Wide
orld’, ‘Destruction & Mythologies’, ‘Voices & Facts’ were 
ighlighted both by the works of eminent artists (like Ger-
ard Richter and Wolfgang Tillmans) and expedition docu- 
entation (e. g. Andrée’s Balloon expedition). 
In contemporary visual culture, Arctic landscape photog- 

aphy evolves from travel photography (accessible through 
rinted and digital publications, thematic channels and so- 
ial forums) to environmental photography. The creators of 

http://arktis.louisiana.dk/Arktis-en.html
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Figure 2 Janusz Oleksa, Project Svalbard (2011), courtesy of the artist. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

this movement do not call themselves landscapists, but en-
vironmental photographers. By defining themselves in this
way, they underline the importance of a commitment to the
environment. 

An example is the Art of the Arctic initiative (available at
https://arcticartsproject.com/ ) launched by Kerry Koeping,
with such photographers as Joshua Holko, Örvar Borgeirs-
son, Iurie Belegurschi and Carsten Egevang. The artists pub-
lish photographs and films, and promote meetings, articles
and projects. As we read on the project website: “The
Project mission is to educate, inspire, and provide per-
spective on the kinetic evolution of the Arctic, on a global
scale. The goal is to present a visual body of work that,
within its content, will reveal a unique perspective of cli-
mate change in the Arctic” ( https://arcticartsproject.com/
info.shtml ). 

Analyzing the assumptions and formal aspects of the
published photographs, one should notice that for environ-
mental photographers the beauty of the image (manifested
in a thoughtful composition, a captivating arrangement of
colours, capturing the uniqueness of the time of day and
the phenomenal character of the natural environment) be-
comes a rhetorical tool. 

From an artistic perspective, environmental photography
can serve as an example of overcoming the model in which
art is perceived as useless ( Groys 2016 ). The aestheticisa-
tion of the image is not autotelic, 7 but can be a cultural
or even political tool. As Boris Groys observes: ‘Total aes-
theticisation not only does not preclude political action, it
creates an ultimate horizon for successful political action
7 Autotelic means here respecting their values and goals, inde- 
pendent from the historical and social context. One can say that 
‘the aim of art is art’. 

 

 

 

if this action has a revolutionary perspective’ ( Groys, 2016 ,
p. 60). This usefulness, therefore, falls within the scope of
artistic means which can influence the public more effec-
tively than discursive reasoning. 

Janusz Oleksa, a Polish photographer, has chosen a dif-
ferent path, using a much more visually restrained language
of modern photography. Project Svalbard (2011) is a se-
ries of photographs taken during the photographer’s stay in
Spitsbergen ( Figure 2 ). The photographer presents almost
geometric forms of buildings that blend into the landscape.
Pictures taken against a smooth, grey sky are deprived of
the illusion of perspective. They are flat, almost like ab-
stract compositions. At the same time, Oleksa deconstructs
the image of the Arctic as an uninhabited and inaccessible
space by means of these images, deprived of the sight of
man, but full of traces of human presence. The effects of
human activity become part of the natural landscape, trans-
forming this area into a natural-cultural one. 

While Koeping’s and Oleksa’s works can be classified as
beautiful, it is worth noting that the poetics of sublimity
can be an equally effective tool for influencing the audi-
ence. An example of this is the work of Angelika Markul (this
is one of the two examples in the article that does not re-
fer directly to the Arctic region but Antarctica). In Memory
of Glaciers (2017) Markul presents large-format audiovisual
projections based on the documentation of the melting ice
fields of Patagonia and calving glaciers. Using montage, long
camera rides, close-ups, wide frames and a poignant sound-
track, Markul immerses the viewer in the landscape of su-
perhuman and untamed forces that are activated by human
action and unstoppable. If we return to Kant’s understand-
ing of sublimity as a moral sense: horror, felt by man against
the forces of nature, then undoubtedly such fear is passed
on through Markul’s works. 

https://arcticartsproject.com/
https://arcticartsproject.com/info.shtml
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Figure 3 Agnieszka Kurant, Post-fordite (2019), from the exhibition Human-Free Earth in Ujazdowski Castle Centre for Contem- 
porary Art in Warsaw, phot. Marianna Michałowska. 
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.2. Look what you’ve done 

n 2018 archaeologists Bjørnar Julius Olsen and Þóra Pé- 
ursdóttir (representing the studies on material culture and 
he current of the so-called ‘return to things’, Olsen, 2010 )
rganised with their co-workers an exhibition entitled 
rv. Mankind’s unpleasant cultural heritage . 8 The Norwe- 
ian word ‘Arv’ means heritage, inheritance. The exhibi- 
ion shows rubbish which was thrown away on Norwegian 
eaches: remnants of plastics, e.g. toys, everyday objects, 
s well as new geological forms — plastiglomerates (an al- 
oy of plastics and natural substances). On the one hand,
hat Olsen does, the presentation of artefact fragments, 
s typical of archaeological practice, on the other hand, it
aises a few questions. 1) The context of archaeology, which 
o longer deals with ancient civilizations but with the con- 
emporary past ( Shanks, 1992 ). As once clay shells, plastic
s a testimony of our lives today, 2) the status of an artis-
ic object, i.e. a new embodiment of a ready-made object.
he flagship examples of Dadaist provocation, exhibited in 
917 by Marcel Duchamp, were mass-produced objects of 
veryday use: a bottle dryer and a urinal had the critical
otential for the bourgeois model of art, the artist’s gesture
ublimated the object into art. 3) The status of the object
s a scientific proof and archaeological artefact. Olsen’s 
bjects constitute a collection of objects, which have lost 
heir functionality and became an unforeseen ‘cast-off’ of 
ndustrial civilization — a proof of environmentally invasive 
ctions. 
Not only archaeologists but also artists are sure that 

othing appeals as strongly to the imagination of the audi-
nce as material evidence of certain physical and geological 
8 Exhibition: Arv. Mankind’s unpleasant cultural heritage , 
urated by Bjørnar J. Olsen and Þóra Pétursdóttir, Norges Ark- 
iske Universitetsmuseet, Tromsø, Norway, 2018, https://cas. 
slo.no/in- depth/arv- mankind- s- unpleasant- cultural- heritage- 
rticle3110-1167.html 

t  

t
w

A

rocesses. Therefore, the presentation of plastiglomerate 
t art exhibitions becomes a forceful argument proving the
nvironmental changes caused by man and at the same time
roadening the area of the ocean literacy, i.e. the knowl-
dge about the processes taking place in seas and oceans.
rom the aesthetic perspective, plastiglomerate is attrac- 
ive, from the perspective of knowledge about the environ-
ent, it is convincing. 
Kelly Jazvac and Agnieszka Kurant 9 presented plastiglom- 

rate at the aforementioned exhibition. A collection of ob-
ects integrated in a natural process from fishing nets, plas-
ic waste with rocks, sand and wood was collected by Jazvac
n collaboration with an oceanographer Charles Moore and 
eologist Patricia Corcoran on the Hawaiian coast in 2013.
urant, in turn, presents speculative, but potentially new 

eological formations, such as post-fordite formed from the 
uild-up of paint layers in factories in Detroit or mutations
f melted works of art ( Figure 3 ). 
The presentation of objects in each of these three ex-

mples takes the form known from exhibitions more char-
cteristic for natural, ethnographic and historical history 
useums than art museums. Therefore, the cabinets and 
isplays in which the exhibits are placed evoke an edu-
ational context. The objects are juxtaposed with a com-
entary informing about what we see, which creates an
motive effect. Substantiality speaks more strongly than 
ords. 
Garbage found on the coasts of Norway by archaeolo-

ists, plastiglomerate from the Hawaiian coast and invented 
ew geological ‘fossils’ indicate the global nature of the
hanges. Man-made waste migrates, and its circulation is 
ot limited to human habitat. The processes observed in
he polar region also occur in the Pacific Ocean, both in
he densely and sparsely populated areas. By presenting 
aste and plastiglomerats, one can express what Catherine 
9 Here is the second case in the article that does not refer to the 
rctic. 

https://cas.oslo.no/in-depth/arv-mankind-s-unpleasant-cultural-heritage-article3110-1167.html
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Malabou understands by plasticité in the language of phi-
losophy ( Malabou, 2010 ). The concept originally refers to
both giving and receiving a form. The term created for the
interpretation of philosophical concepts, in the context of
reflection on natural changes, means that nature ceases to
be a background for human activities and transforms into
an unbridled and evasive force. Due to the plasticity of life
forms, they are irreversibly transformed, some of them per-
ish, others arise. 

An artistic strategy based on the presentation of objects
— evidence of change, regardless of whether creators show
objects found in the natural environment or whether they
produce them themselves, is a subversive comment on the
idea of ‘returning to things’. While the relationship between
man and non-human actors is fundamental for the under-
standing of contemporary culture, nowadays it is necessary
to consider not only those materialities that have been in-
tentionally created by man but also those that have been
created as unwanted waste. 

3.3. To be with others 

While the activities presented earlier referred to the pre-
sentation of material dimensions of the effects of climate
action, in the next part I will present those activities that
are directly inspired by the trends prevailing in participa-
tory art and relational aesthetics. The examples will involve
Subhankar Banerjee’s actions and Jakub Witek’s documen-
tary activities. 

Banarjee is primarily interested in the impact of indus-
trialization on traditional communities. His work concerns
two areas: Arctic (2006) and Deserts (2010). Interestingly in
the context of the article’s subject matter, the first series
of works was realized in cooperation with the Gwich’in and
Iñupiat communities in Arctic Alaska. The photographer co-
operates with their representatives to give the most com-
plete picture of their lives in the changing climate. In Ba-
narjee’s large-format photographs, we see captivating land-
scapes with discreetly outlined traces of human and ani-
mal activity: tiny silhouettes of traditional whaling vessels
suspended on the horizon, traces left by wandering caribou
herds and ruts resulting from the movement of heavy equip-
ment for extracting raw materials. The problems of the
modern Arctic emerge from the surface of the picturesque
landscape: the war for natural resources, climate change
forcing human and animal inhabitants of the Arctic to mi-
grate, social problems connected with the disappearance of
traditional communities. Each photograph is accompanied
by a comprehensive commentary highlighting the political,
social and economic context of the depicted space. In 2012
Banerjee published the book Arctic Voices: resistance at the
tipping point collecting statements by activists, researchers
and writers. These first-person narratives are the leading
voices of resistance to the exploitation of the Arctic causing
an ecological disaster ( Banerjee, 2012 ). 

The latter of the mentioned artists, a Polish documentary
filmmaker, is the author of the award-winning film Isoland:
Icelandic Stories of Polish Emigrants (2017). 10 The film in-
tertwines two narratives: the travel story of the author him-
self, reporting his trip to Iceland, and the stories of Poles
10 Available at http://www.kubawitek.com/isoland . 

 

 

 

who decided to live on the island. On the one hand, it is a
record of the author’s fascination with the High North, on
the other hand, it is a collection of private stories of peo-
ple who reconstruct their individual choices and the circum-
stances that led them to Iceland. In this story, paradoxically
Iceland turns out to be not a place of isolation but a place
of fulfilment, not a place of loneliness, but a manifestation
of being with others. 

In both cases, the main focus is on the relationship be-
tween people and their surroundings, as well as on ques-
tions regarding the way of surviving and the future of the
inhabitants in changing climatic conditions ( Demos, 2017 ).
What is important, in the work on both projects, the artist
is not only an observer of the changes but also a compan-
ion. The realizations are the result of long-term coopera-
tion, during which the creators can get to know their heroes
and their problems. Thanks to this, they can more fully de-
pict them and allow their voices to sound. Both examples
illustrate the increasingly popular trend in visual culture, in
which ethnographic, journalistic and artistic approaches are
intertwined. 

3.4. Towards a visual metaphor 

Banarjee and Witek use a documentary approach to the
depicted subject matter. However, equally interesting
are those artistic projects whose creators use a poetic
metaphor. Thanks to the metaphor, the image referring to a
local case (e.g. Hornsund, Silesia) is placed in a global con-
text, becoming a commentary on human relations with oth-
ers and the environment of their lives. The examples I will
use here are the works of Kuba B ąkowski and John Akom-
frah. 

Polaris Summer (2009) by Kuba B ąkowski is a photograph,
which is a record of the performance realized during a po-
lar expedition to Spitsbergen organized by the Institute of
Geophysics of the Polish Academy of Sciences ( Figure 4 ).
The photo shows a figure with the head of a polar bear in
a suit used by the participants of polar expeditions against
the background of the ice landscape of Spitsbergen. In the
hand of the figure, there is a stick, ended with a flash-
ing lamp, pointing in the direction in which the Pole Star
should be found, which is not visible during the polar day.
This surprising and disturbing image has been constructed
with thoughtful elements. The costume of a bear is a dis-
guise used during ‘leading a bear’, i.e. a folk ritual from the
village of Żywocice in the Opole region ( Berli ńska, 2013 ).
A woman-researcher working at the Polish Academy of Sci-
ences station in Hornsund posed for the performance. In this
single photograph, which is the summary of the whole stay,
many levels overlap; the motif of a post-humanistic hybrid
of a bear-human, observing each other, the motif of an arti-
ficially created polar star in the place of this invisible one,
and finally the motif of a ‘Polish’ polar bear, it is not known
for what reasons it appears in the folk tradition and tourist
ritual. As the author himself says, the work is a fragment
of an unfinished cycle, initiated by the performance Ursa
Major (2008), with the participation of miners from the Bo-
brek mine ( Berli ńska, 2013 ). The flashlights on their helmets
were arranged in the shape of the Greater Bear. The series
would culminate in a fragment realized in Japan. B ąkowski,
creating this strange space for his bear-human hybrid, does

http://www.kubawitek.com/isoland
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Figure 4 Kuba B ąkowski, Polaris Summer (2009) photography, courtesy of the artist. 
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ot explain all the meanings of the work, leaving space for
nterpretation by the viewer. So perhaps we should ask an-
ther question, namely, who is the scientist going to Spits- 
ergen? A lonely, romantic traveller? A worker? What trace 
f their research do scientists leave in the Arctic environ-
ent? 
John Akomfrah also focuses on the consequences of hu- 
an presence in the world. Vertigo Sea (2015) is a three-
creen projection that consists of fragments of nature doc- 
mentaries, archival films showing hunting scenes for Arctic 
nimals, shots based on romantic images showing a figure 
f a lonely wanderer, and staged shots showing slave ships. 
he picture is accompanied by a soundtrack composed of 
ragments of novels and memoirs of travellers, as well as 
usic passages. In this extraordinary panorama, John Akom- 
rah constructs a story about the relationship between man 
nd oceans and seas. The means used by Akomfrah (similar
o those employed by Markul) such as a large-screen pro-
ection make it possible for the viewer to be surrounded
y an image so that his or her emotions are transferred
o the screen. Mieke Bal uses the term affective images 
or such a manner of presentation ( Bal, 2007 ). This expres-
ion includes the aim of the projection, i.e. to appeal to
he viewer with an audiovisual narrative, which will be per-
eived almost subconsciously and which will absorb the au- 
ience. However, the visual narrative by Akomfrah is not 
n illustration of harmonious coexistence, but a brutal and 
oignant story about colonial exploitation of the natural 
nvironment, about the annihilation of species and people 
ho were denied humanity because of greed. Akomfrah’s 
tory is intertwined with shots of the polar regions and the
 w  
aribbean, the underwater world and the ocean where peo-
le sail. It is a metaphor of globalisation which destroys and
n which there are no more ‘places undiscovered’ by man. 

. Discussion and conclusion 

esearch in environmental art requires the development of 
nterdisciplinary methods, drawing on both scientific and 
ultural-social knowledge. Assuming that science is a part 
f the culture ( Kmita, 2007 ), it should be regarded as both
 striving for knowledge and understanding of the world. Art
nd science, therefore, are not opposing disciplines, and 
he environmental art trend shows that they are mutually
eneficial. 
A general assessment of the impact of art on social habits

nd behaviour is difficult. Quantitative research (e.g., sur- 
eys or statistics) does not give full insight into the human
xperience, which is fundamental for such an evaluation. 
hat’s more, algorithms often depend on program produc- 
rs, and search results can be subordinated to commercial
urposes. More reliable data, which can be useful in the
tudy of art are provided by triangulation of quantitative
nd qualitative research focused on case studies and small
roups ( Armitage and Rathwell, 2016 ; Curtis, 2014 ). They
elp to track changes in worldview that occur due to spe-
ific artistic activities. Undoubtedly, more evidence-based 
ork is needed with respect to differences between scien-
ific cultures and languages. 
Although the article devotes special attention to the 

ork of Polish artists, environmental art can be treated as a
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transnational phenomenon, just as the problem of climate
change is global. This is, therefore, an example of glocaliza-
tion ( Robertson, 2012 ). It does not assume homogenization
and searching for universal solutions for the planet. In ad-
dition to the consistent observation that global changes are
taking place (e.g., which shows the spread of plastic) and
despite the fact that they require some joint political and
economic decisions (e.g. replacing the carbon-based econ-
omy using natural energy sources), the specific solutions
(e.g. type of crop, people’s behaviour towards the environ-
ment) are local. 

Content of works of art relates to the political and so-
cial aspects of the place where the work is created. While it
has a long tradition in the Scandinavian countries, Australia
and the USA, where ecological awareness and organizations
developed (as well as research on the impact of art on so-
cial awareness), it is a relatively new trend in Central Euro-
pean countries. However, as shown by the interest of Polish
artists, environmental art is quickly gaining popularity also
in countries distanced from the polar area. 

The article highlights three basic aspects of environmen-
tal art: (1) The environmental artist can be described with
two metaphors: a witness and a whistleblower. As the for-
mer one, he or she documents and records changes taking
place in the world, as the latter one, he or she informs about
system faults and alerts by showing the dramatic effects
of Anthropocene in oceans and on lands. Both functions
are fulfilled by the works of environmental photographers,
Banerjee, Witek, Jazvac, described in the article. They are
also clearly visible in Olsen’s project. (2) The works dis-
cussed in this article use different methods of reaching out
to the audience. They share a common goal, i.e. to search
for a way of argumentation that will convince the audience
of the inextricable link between human activity and the en-
vironment. The most commonly used artistic means (e.g. in
Markul’s and Akomfrah’s works) is to appeal to the recipi-
ent’s emotions by creating affective images, which is to be
an incentive for a more rational analysis of the phenomena
depicted. Each of the four artistic strategies described (i.e.:
sublimity, object, documentary, metaphor) finds its support-
ers among viewers. (3) The social value of these works lies
not so much in illustrating scientific knowledge as in intro-
ducing a problem into the cultural discourse. More and more
often scientists notice that climate change is not only a nat-
ural problem but also a cultural one. The emerging new
hybrid disciplines of science, such as cultural climatology
( Latour, 2018 ), are a manifestation of this. On the other
hand, art is permeated by the awareness that knowledge
about changes in the climate is nowadays a basic resource of
social competence and it is the role of artists to publicize it.
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the initiator of the idea of bringing the cultural studies per-
spective closer to the field of natural research. Also, the au-
thor expresses her gratitude to artists: Kuba B ąkowski, Ag-
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