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ART ASLANDSCAPE/LANDSCAPE ASART
Peter Warshall

Until the 1970s landscapes were more often associated with painting than ecology. Oddly, this
idea-landscape as art-continued after most twentieth century painters had long abandoned painting hills
and fields. Picasso once joked that he needn't paint landscapes, nature did a better job. Even more
oddly, thirty years ago afew ecologists began adopting the concepts of the modernist art period to help
them describe landscapes and seascapes and big-sized environments.

Landscape ecology and modern art were born from similar desires. to accurately describe the richness
and beauty we al perceive; to paint or model the configuration, the array of lines and patches of colors
and textures, the surprising events, and the overall evenness or fragmentation of the canvas or watershed
asawhole. There are, for ingtance, "hard edge" paintings like those of Frank Stellaand Piet Mondrian,
and hard edge landscapes such as an array of large boulders scattered in ameadow or a ski resort
condominium complex butting up on an old-growth forest; and "soft edge” paintings, like Mark
Rothko's, and soft edge landscapes like the mosaicked trangtions among freshwater, estuary, and
sdtwater marshes. Both disciplines |ove contemplating the contrasts between edges and patches.

Pardlels go much further. Henri Matisse (in his cutout phase), Gustav Klimt, and Paul Klee
experimented tirdesdy with configurations of patches of color: different sizes, the shape of each patch,
the orientation of "floating" patches with the canvass sraight edges and with other paichesinsde the
artwork's boundaries. Landscape ecologists smilarly ponder patches such as beaver pondsin a
watershed or forest groves dotted among evenly textured farmlands. The "right” configuration can bring
harmony to ether canvas or landscape. To conservation biologidts, for ingance, the size and shape of a
patch of forest may mean the difference between protection of arare warbler's home or nest parasitism
by cowhbirds. Informed intuition serves both painters and naturdists well.

The boundaries of the canvas have aways bothered painters. One solution was the heavy gold frame.
But modern artists rebelled againg this over-defining box. They encouraged museums and galleriesto
paint their walls white and to use baby-spot lighting. Then they played with the canvass boundary by
painting its edge as white as the wall. White-on-white can meld the canvasinto the greater art world
architecture. Ecologigsrardly find heavily framed environments (except for the cherished discovery of
isolated idands and caves, where learning about life is o much easier without al those foreign
intrusions). For along time, the desire for smplicity has led ecologists to build amenta equivaent of
heavy frames. They lay out arectangular metric grid, study everything insde it, and ignore or downplay
al "outsde" influences. Contemporary landscape ecology, however, hasin part rebelled. An "edge” for
one creature may not mean much to another.



Impressionists pioneered ancther insight. If you surround one color with different ones, the interna color
changes brightness or hue. The eye registersthe internd color differently depending on the context. Such
subtle and eegant perceptions aso apply to patches of landscape. Surround one mountain by avaley of
desart and a smilar mountain by roaring rivers, and each mountain is dightly dtered. The microclimates
of the river and desert "color" the landscape with grit or mist, dust-born nutrients, or wind-blown
humidity, asoft or ahard edge. Modern art has taught ecologists to pay close attention to the surround.

Step back from acanvas or fly over the landscape in alow-dtitude arplane and still other qudities
become vivid: repeating patterns, evenness of textures (be it white paint or forest or urban sprawl), and
aurprise eements (a splash of red or a monadnock jutting from aglacia plain). Ultimately, painters and
ecologists must decide what is foreground and what is background. Op-art painters and Salvador Ddli
played with the figure/ground dilemmain order to trick the human eye. Landscape ecologists more often
trick their own minds. They watch a hedgerow when they should be watching the surrounding field or
their eyes are on the field when the action iswithin the hedgerow. In what season iswhich the
foreground?

But the lessons run degper. Recent critics have a tendency to dismiss harmony, to reduce it to an
arbitrary culturd prgudice. Redwood groves, fidds of sunflowers, or amirrored lake-dl thisis beautiful,
but only in the eye of each beholder. The melding of art and landscape languages has within it the seeds
of anew senghility of harmony. Having deconsiructed the purdly human view of harmonious landscape,
humans now have the joy of turning to landscape from richly different points of view: the beaver's, the
MOOosE's, the sapsucker’s, et d. This biocentric sense of landscape harmony owes gratitude, in part, to
the modern and conceptudist painters. Tired of pastora scenes of the cow, the beech tree, and the
Setting sun, they offer us ddight in connectivity, in the compaosition of eementsin space and thelr
configurations, and intuitive senses of color and touch.
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Used with permission from Whole Earth Magazine, issue no. 93, Summer 1998. Available on the web at
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