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Introduction 

 Before reaching the tiny towns on the north shore of Kauai, electricity must make 

a journey up and over the rugged mountains of the interior. The Powerline Trail is the 

only access to this impressive infrastructure.  The single muddy track follows the 

powerlines through messy jungles full of quick growing invasive plants up to the steep 

ridges of the interior where stubborn endemic plants maintain a foothold in their native 

habitat.  I was standing on top of one of these ridges in the misting rain surrounded by 

metal structures that seemed to sprout out of the mountain as comfortably as the green 

plumes of native ‘Ohia Lehua trees when I was struck by how the industrial structures of 

the powerline blended into the organic shapes of the landscape. It was with this scene in 

mind that I set out to design an installation specifically for the University of Hawai‘i at 

Mānoa Commons Gallery.  My goal was to take viewers along a trail that traveled 

through an environment constructed with sculptures and prints inspired by my 

observations of the interaction, sometimes symbiotic and sometimes parasitic, between 

nature and infrastructure (Figure 1). 

 

Enclose The Windows  

 The design process began with an examination of the site. With its floor to ceiling 

windows and location within a partially open-air courtyard dominated by imposing 

concrete architecture, the Commons Gallery offered both practical challenges and 

thematic parallels to the intersection of nature and infrastructure.  The windows posed the 

greatest challenge to achieving an installation that the viewer would move through rather 

than look into.  In order to separate the environment of a path through the installation 
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from the environment created by the courtyard, I needed to block the windows of the 

gallery.  The translucency and strength of mulberry paper provided an ideal medium to 

enclose the gallery windows while preserving natural light. Covered in long scrolls of 

mulberry paper, the windows offered a framing device, a hanging system, and a large 

canvas in which I could explore the interaction of nature and infrastructure through 

drawing and printmaking. 

 The conceptual development of what was to become the series of large mono-

prints began in the field in places like the Powerline Trail on Kauai.  Where I observed 

the push and pull between nature and infrastructure.  In some places nature overtakes and 

breaks down infrastructure and in others nature is controlled and overrun by 

infrastructure.  I recorded these observations in several ways.  One was through direct 

observational drawings of particular trees, plants, kinds of infrastructure, and the 

moments when they meet and collide.  Another method was through drawing from 

memory.  I would draw a map of a trail or an urban environment that I had run or walked 

through to see what kinds of landmarks I remembered (Figures 4; 6).  From these 

observations I developed a set of images of nature and infrastructure that were significant 

to me.  I scoured through my sketchbooks, drawings, and maps and chose images that 

appeared many times and could easily form the basic units of a larger structure (Figures 

2, 3, 5, 11). 

 These images comprised the basic building blocks of the screen-prints.  Through 

the process of printing, these small images were layered and transformed into larger more 

complex images.  The result was a large landscape, an elevation diagram depicting 

features of the Hawaiian mountains that were significant to me.  The lower panels 
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represented the lower elevations where invasive and introduced plants interacted with 

pipes and powerlines.  The upper panels represented the higher elevations where endemic 

plants had room to breathe.  Where the native ‘Ohia Lehua and Koa trees formed a 

canopy silhouetted against a white sky (Plate XIV). 

 Due to the translucency of the mulberry paper and the even saturation of the ink 

the images could also be seen from the inside of the installation. When the hanging 

sculptures of birds were viewed in front of the prints, they could be seen as silhouettes 

flattened into the picture plane of the prints (Plate IV). 

 

Control The Entrance 

 In order to focus the transition from the environment of the courtyard to the 

entrance of the installation and create the beginning of a specific path, I wanted to control 

not only the place where viewers entered the installation but also the manner in which 

they entered.  I did this in two ways.  First by placing a circular portal in a standard 

gallery wall.  The wall blocked the full view of the installation framing only a small 

circular glimpse of the hanging sculptures beyond. This glimpse was intended to raise 

curiosity and the desire to enter through this portal (Plate I).  Second the mode of entry 

was intended to be slightly uncomfortable to compress viewers into a crouching position 

as they entered. Then release them into the installation propelled by the contrast from the 

low constricted space of the entry (the tunnel) into the verticality of the interior.  I wanted 

it to be as though the viewer was being directed through a piece of infrastructure like 

water through a drain.   
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 In the final design of the exhibition I chose to include an alternate entry point to 

allow access to the installation to those who could not crawl through a small opening on 

their hands and knees.  While this made universal accessibility possible, an unintended 

outcome was a dilution of the experience. This decision weakened the sense that the entry 

was a passage through a piece of infrastructure by allowing the tunnel to be interpreted 

only as a window or portal and not necessarily as the intended entrance.   

 Other artists have also struggled with the problem of how to get viewers to enter 

an installation in a way that both controls the entry point and engages the viewer, 

physically, with the artwork.  In an installation, titled Volatile by Cildo Meireles at the 

New Museum in New York City, in which the floor of the gallery was completely 

covered in a white powder an anteroom was created where the viewer was asked to 

remove their shoes and put on a dust mask (Cameron, Herkenhoff, and Mosquera, 4).  

This solved the problem of how to get the viewer to safely experience the tactile qualities 

of the material and also included a set of direct instructions.  I wanted to refrain from the 

inclusion of any text on the entrance wall to focus all of the viewer’s attention on the 

tunnel and the movement into the installation rather than standing and pondering a 

written description of the work before entering.  The lack of instruction combined with 

the alternate entry point caused an unintended but unavoidable hesitation in which the 

viewer had to decide which opening was intended as the entry point and whether or not 

they were intended to enter through the tunnel.   

 Through material manipulation and discovery the tunnel also became an 

investigation into how the process of fabrication can create form, texture, line, and color. 

An armature was fabricated by bending lengths of half inch steel rod into five circles 
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incrementally decreasing in diameter from four to three feet.  These circles were then 

arranged to create a lattice of contour lines that formed the framework for the tapering, 

curving shape of the tunnel. I then experimented with material and arrived at a technique 

that used fiberglass matt dipped in Hydrocal (a high strength gypsum cement).  This 

technique yielded a laminate strong enough to hold a person’s weight and could be laid 

over the contours of the inside of the armature.  The combination of the two materials 

formed a surface that resembled concrete on the inside of the tunnel but revealed the grid 

of the armature on the exterior.  

 The interior and exterior of the tunnel were designed to conceal and reveal its 

structure and material.  I intended the inside of the tunnel to look and feel like wet 

concrete.  By coating its surface in a layer of Hydrocal mixed with black iron oxide, I 

produced a deep grey color that stood out against the white wall (Plate II).  This thin layer 

also partially concealed and softened the ridges of the armature.  Inside the installation 

the structure and material of the tunnel were revealed composed of a black steel grid 

through which a fibrous combination of Hydrocal and fiberglass matt bulged (Plate XII – 

XIII). Through the process of fabrication the tunnel became a sculptural object that 

transcended its conceptual origins as a piece of infrastructure, like a drainage pipe, to also 

encompass formal qualities of abstract sculpture. 

  

Create The Environment of a Trail 

 When I first began thinking about the idea of bringing the experience and 

environment of a trail into the gallery, I began by identifying elements that define the 

space of a trail.  I asked myself what it was that makes us distinguish a certain path.  The 
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most obvious being marks on the ground or some other demarcation of terrain that 

communicates the presence of the accumulated passage of a human or animal like packed 

dirt or grass worn through.  I considered bringing these materials into the gallery.  Not 

only was this impractical given the installation timeline and gallery restrictions but it also 

seemed like a heavy handed and obvious way to create a path and control movement. 

 Another way a trail is defined is by the objects along its periphery.  Changes in 

the interval between these objects create openings that indicate the easiest and most 

traveled course. I attempted to create a trail using only groupings of hanging sculptures as 

a way to direct movement without blocking line of sight (Plate III). 

 When we navigate a trail through a forest we must constantly be aware not only 

of the ground beneath our feet but also of the environment around our bodies and above 

our heads.  It is often the size of the space in between elements that indicates the correct 

path.  If given a choice between a space slightly smaller than one’s body and a slightly 

larger space it stands to reason that the larger is the more traveled and most likely the 

correct course.  But it is only through the comparison that we are able to make our 

decision.  When designing the arrangement of sculptural objects within the installation I 

was very interested in how the variation in the interval of space between objects could 

direct or not direct the viewer’s movement, and how the repetition of vertical lines can 

act like a solid object. 

 The conceptual development of the sculptures and the overall installation were in 

some ways separate processes. Much like the prints the generation of the subject matter 

of the sculptures began in my sketchbooks with writing and drawings about the 

relationship between nature and the built environment. The prints developed from 
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drawings and writing about this relationship as it exists, presently, in the Hawaiian 

landscape, but the sculptures developed out of an exploration of how it might be in the 

future.  

 In my sketchbooks I had started to imagine possible futures and consequences of 

today’s management of wildlife and infrastructure in urban and rural environments.  I 

asked myself how the relationship of animals and plants to primarily human dominated 

environments might change and what that future might look like if nature was in control. 

I imagined these possible futures through drawings of scenarios in which wild animals 

hunt and destroy urban infrastructure and plants overtake domestic spaces.  In these 

drawings pigs gnawed on telephone poles (Figure 8).  Trees broke in through windows 

taking root in kitchen sinks.  Common houseplants, like philodendrons, grew incessantly 

across countertops and through cabinets.  These drawings indicated that what we often 

think of as benign nature might, under the right circumstances, become a destructive 

force. 

 These scenarios were inspired in part by Robert ParkeHarrison’s post-apocalyptic 

narratives in which nature - birds, branches, and dirt, are used to perform futile tasks.  In 

one of his prints, titled Flying Lessons, birds attached to ropes fly up from his hands.  It is 

not clear if he is holding them to the ground like a pet on a leash or using them to lift 

himself off the ground.  In another print, titled Night Garden, he is planting light bulbs in 

the ground as if they would take root and grow.  In ParkeHarrison’s imagined future a 

man dressed in a black suit attempts to use nature to perform the tasks of a lost 

infrastructure (ParkeHarrison). Whereas in my imagined futures nature and human 

infrastructure have merged in some cases nature has overwhelmed and rendered human 
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infrastructure useless. For instance, in one drawing a tree has grown in and around a 

house using it as a foundation for its root system making it uninhabitable (Figure 9). 

  Alan Weisman outlines on his website, The World Without Us, a timeline of the 

way the world would change if humans disappeared from earth today and the forces of 

nature were left unchecked.  In this predicted future the built infrastructure breaks down 

in logical ways and nature fills in the space (Weisman and McMillan). Unlike his future I 

began imagining scenarios in my sketchbooks in which nature did not simply fill in the 

space but co-opted human infrastructure for its own purposes.  In some of these 

scenarios, nature formed hybrids with human infrastructure.  In one of my original 

drawings for this piece (Figure 12) a Haole Koa tree was intertwined with and growing 

out of a fire hydrant using it as a water source.  In another a mountain was wired into the 

power grid using it as a power source (Figure 10).  In other drawings birds used ropes to 

haul away fire-hydrants and vines to haul away toilets using them to build their own 

waste and water management systems (Figure 7, 8). These drawings merged the organic 

and the industrial to depict possible future hybrids of nature and infrastructure and 

inspired the subject matter of the sculptural elements in the installation.  

 I also explored this idea of hybrids made up of the organic and the industrial 

through process. I rendered natural forms like tree bark and feathers in three-dimensions.  

Then I put these forms through a process of mass-production.  I made plaster molds of 

these rendered forms to quickly produce multiples, which became the natural components 

(birds and trees) of the sculptures in the installation. These natural components were then 

combined with the industrial aspects of the sculptures such as the steel rods that 

supported the birds and the manipulation of the trees into the standardized sections of a 
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standpipe.   Hence the completed sculptures contained aspects of both nature and 

infrastructure. 

 The properties of plaster were ideal for casting clay and paper.  The mold pulled 

water from the wet media and facilitated drying but the surface broke down over the 

course of successive castings.  The manipulation of each object after coming out of the 

mold combined with the degradation of the mold itself caused each casting to be slightly 

different.  The differences between each casting lent a hand-made look to an essentially 

mass-produced object. 

 The form of a bird was modeled in three different positions of flight from which 

three different molds were made.  From these molds the birds were cast in clay.  After the 

clay bird was removed from the mold a hole that would later accommodate a hanging 

device was drilled through the bird. The angle of the hole varied so that each bird would 

have a different gesture of flight.  Once they were installed in the gallery the difference in 

the angle of the bird and the wing position caused some birds to appear to be taking off, 

some to be landing, and some to be in mid-flight.  Those that appeared to be taking off or 

landing also had holes drilled in the clay to allow for feet, which would be extended if 

hunting or carrying prey.  The birds were glazed in different colors.  Some had under-

glazes to bring out the texture and the mark making of the modeling and show evidence 

of the human hand in their creation. Others were glazed with a bright even color to 

emphasize the sleek silhouette of the form. The representation of the bird came from 

nature where each individual is unique, but the process of creation and the material 

identity of the group of nearly fifty ceramic birds came from my own process of 

manufacturing through mass-production. 
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 The birds that looked like their feet should be extended were combined with a 

collection of found objects. These objects were diverse.  They ranged from nuts, bolts, 

screws, and tools in varying states of wear (things which were found in a garage or 

hardware store) to roots, branches, and plant detritus (things which were found on a trail 

or in urban landscaping). Once installed, the birds appeared to be growing these objects 

as appendages or prosthetics. These objects combined with the actions implied through 

the gestures of the birds suggested multiple possible narratives. In essence I was 

suggesting that the birds were using these objects to serve their own purposes (Plates V-

X). 

 In the installation the birds were bolted onto slender steel hooks and hung in 

groups at various levels according to their appendages and implied actions. They were 

hung at fairly regular intervals from four separate steel grids.  This hanging system 

established an area that the birds occupied.  The rigidity of the steel and its identity as an 

industrial material made the groupings of steel rods and ceramic birds look structural. 

The repetition of the black vertical line formed a pattern intended to block movement and 

function in the same way that the pattern and interval of tree trunks function to define a 

trail in a forest (Plates III, XII). 

 The combination of the industrial material of steel and functional found objects 

within the essentially natural rendering of a flock of birds depicted a hybrid of the 

industrial and the organic. Likewise the paper standpipes displayed a hybrid of organic 

textures and industrial standardized construction.  Made out of the soft, porous, common 

material of paper the formations that protruded from the rear wall of the installation 

looked like familiar parts of infrastructure (Plate XI).  Their structure and form suggested 



 11 

a sprinkler system or a main drain similar to the series of pipes that litter the roadside and 

backs of buildings throughout any modern city.  However the color and texture did not 

resemble the smooth, efficient, manufactured surface of cast iron, instead these buckled 

and rippled like gnarled bark. The pipes were designed to merge the organic textures of a 

tree with the standardized modular system utilized in constructing water pipes and other 

forms of urban infrastructure.  The standardized parts were modeled from wax copies of 

tree bark bent into the basic shapes of pipe parts.  Multiple copies of these parts were cast 

from plaster molds in paper and assembled into a variety of combinations.      

 The duality of the soft porous material and its rigid structure, for me, represented 

the potential fragility of our infrastructure.  Industrial systems and materials such as cast 

iron give the illusion of invulnerability and yet these systems must constantly be 

maintained in order to remain in working order.  If left unattended cast iron rusts and 

peels away.  Old irrigation pipes deteriorate into the soil.  In order to reproduce these 

structures in paper this fragile material was made structural but not functional.  If it were 

exposed to water it would dissolve and collapse. 

 The materials used for making the birds and pipes (ceramic, steel, paper, and 

found-objects) were chosen as an appropriate medium to address formal aspects of 

sculpture (open and closed form, texture, color, and line).  They were also chosen for 

their inherent meaning and identity as a material.  For me this inherent meaning has as 

much conceptual value as the representation of a bird or a pipe. In the catalogue for 

Slash: paper under the knife, a recent show of paper artists at The Museum of Arts and 

Design in New York, Holly Hotchner, one of the directors of the museum, describes 

paper as one of the most humble and accessible materials (D’Alton, 6).  In my own 
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artwork these qualities of paper make it an ideal media with which to create larger scale 

sculptures.  Paper is versatile.  In terms of process it can be easily combined and 

constructed into larger forms but lacks the permanence and preciousness of materials like 

bronze and stone.  This allows me the freedom to produce many sculptures in the same 

way I might produce many images in two dimensions. For me steel references industry 

and architecture.  Ceramic references functional objects, the earth, and the iron oxide in 

the soil.  Paper, perhaps due to its use as a vehicle for language, is, for me, both universal 

and commonplace. 

 

The End of the Trail 

 I wanted to leave the viewer with a written insight into the artwork and a small 

reminder of the exhibition that they could take with them.  If the viewer followed the 

intended route through the installation the trail began at the tunnel, wound through the 

hanging birds, passed by the paper stand pipes, and then returned to the front wall.  It was 

at this point, after viewing the installation, that I wanted to leave the viewer with a small 

piece of writing instead of an explanation or an analysis of the artwork. I chose to leave 

them with the definitions of two words, passage and inertia.   These words served as a 

source of inspiration to me while making the installation and generated it’s title, Passage: 

Bodies Rest In Motion. Each definition was copied from the dictionary onto business-card 

sized card stock (Plates XVII-XVIII) and offered on a small shelf adjacent to the intended 

exit.   

 It was hoped that the viewer would pick up the card, read the definition, and use 

that moment to pause and reflect on the installation in relation to the different aspects of 
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passage and inertia as phrased in the definition. I wanted them to think about the nature 

of their own passage through the installation. Passage was first referred to as a process, 

the action or process of passing from one place or condition to another and second as a 

place, a road, path, channel, or course by which something passes.  Inertia was referred to 

in terms of physics as the tendency of a body to resist acceleration both to resist rest if in 

motion and motion if in rest unless acted on by an outside force. For me these definitions 

abstractly reflect upon the making of the exhibition.  They signified the passage the 

artwork made from its conceptual beginnings (in the mind of a body in motion on trails 

like the Powerline Trail) to its manifestation as this installation (where another passage 

was made through the installation itself).  

 

Conclusion 

 My process of casting modules in clay and paper using plaster molds has many 

parallels to the process of screen-printing on a large scale.  The entropic quality of my 

process both in screen-printing and casting produced one-of-a-kind objects through a 

process, which is usually used in mass-production.  Hence the prints appeared to have 

been drawn and painted and the birds, pipes, and tunnel appeared to have been 

individually modeled and fabricated.  Not only did the installation contain hybrids of 

nature and infrastructure, organic and industrial, but was also created through a process 

that was, itself, a hybrid of mass-production and individual manipulation. 

 The integration of natural elements such as open-air plantings of bamboo within 

the architecture of the site reiterated and reflected the theme of the installation, which 

was, at its core, about the interaction of nature and infrastructure.  The windows provided 
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the perfect canvas and frame for the large screen-prints. These prints explored these ideas 

through two-dimensional images of plants and infrastructure in the Hawaiian mountains 

and provided the structure for a large landscape in the form of an elevation diagram.  The 

prints effectively enclosed the installation letting in a filtered natural light intended to 

create an atmosphere similar to a forested trail. 

 The entrance to the installation was a tall, plain white wall broken only by a large 

grey tunnel.  The shape and color of the tunnel was intended to entice the viewer to enter 

the installation through the wall rather than around it.  The tunnel led into an environment 

defined by ceramic birds with strange organic and industrial appendages bolted in space 

by long steel rods and standpipes made out of paper instead of iron.   

 In this installation nature and infrastructure intersected and collided. At times, 

invasive species and humans were in opposition to nature.  Other times, I was working 

with process as a metaphor for creating a new nature.  Where nature and infrastructure 

combined, symbiotically, to form new species.  
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Figure 11: Sketchbook Drawing: Fire Hydrant with Haole Koa 


