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ABSTRACT 
This paper focuses on the role of art in the environmental realm, specifically aquatic art 

that combines with science and engineering to have ecologically functional roles in the 
surrounding environment, in an attempt to address problems such as pollution or biodiversity 
loss.  The three artists discussed in this paper are Buster Simpson, Betsy Damon and Jason 
Decaires Taylor.  The specific artworks studied are Simpson’s Hudson River Purge series, 
Damon’s Living Water Garden and Taylor’s underwater sculpture gardens.  

I am asking how this art relates to conventional environmental engineering.  The methods 
involved are qualitative artistic analysis of the art, as well as comparative research done on the 
construction and science used in the art and the more traditional scientific practice it borrows 
from.  The results in this paper show that they all cohere to conventional ecology and 
engineering to varying degrees, but serve multiple other functions than the traditional scientific 
methods could not.  I argue that Simpson is closest to the artistic side, Damon is closest to the 
science side, and Taylor resting in the middle of this fusion. This balanced blending between the 
two disciplines allows for neither the science or art to be washed out by the other, making it the 
richest example of this particular form of art. 
 
BACKGROUND 

All art has some sort of function.  This may be as straightforward as pottery that 
functions as a vase or bowl, or the function may be as simple as aesthetic beauty.   Davies (2015) 
states that, “when we look at art through history and in other cultures, it regularly serves or 
enhances some function, and it should be recognized as doing so,” (377).  Davies goes on to give 
the example of how art has often been used to emphasize myths and rituals in religions (Davies, 
2015, 377). 

Art has other purposes besides aesthetics. Art is a research practice.  As Czegledy (2018) 
puts it, “in the early nineties, Darren Newbury observed that research is often perceived as the 
antithesis of art, yet it is argued that artists have always been deeply involved in research that 
deals with technology, materials, meaning and communication at a sophisticated level.”  Art is a 
hybrid practice, and it is becoming more and more interdisciplinary (Czegledy 2018). Functional 
art is a great place to start to look at this. 

Marcel Duchamp’s Fountain, and much of his other work, are some of the first examples 
of readymades: ordinary, utilitarian objects whose function has been removed by placing them in 
the context of art.  Another artist who worked with Marcel Duchamp, Man Ray, created 
readymades both with Duchamp and on his own.  One of his more famous works is The Gift, in 
which he glued thumb tacks to the bottom of a flat iron (Britannica Academic, 2019).  Similar to 
readymades are artworks that are not found, but constructed to identically replicate regular 
objects, such as Andy Warhol’s Brillo Boxes, in which he identically replicated this mass 
produced product and put them in an art context (Davies, 2015, 375).  The opposite of this would 
be functional art; intentional fine art crafted personally by the artist, that also has a utilitarian 
purpose (Allenchy, 2013) Functional art on the other hand is a genre that proves how fluid and 
vague the lines are between art and other disciplines.  

Art is also no longer something that stays within the confines of the gallery.  More and 
more, art is moving into different contexts and spaces (Czegledy, 2018).  This includes the 
different genres of art dealing with environmental topics.  Much of this art resides outside the 
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confines of a gallery. Categories of art involving environmental topics include land art, 
Earthworks, environmental art and eco art, and within eco-art there are ecoventions (Spaid, 2002, 
10).  

Land art broadly refers to any art outdoors within a landscape.  Earthworks, were 
primarily part of a movement in the 60’s and 70’s dealing with large-scale, permanent 
transformations of open landscapes (Spaid, 2002, 10).  Environmental art, as Spaid (2002) says, 
“is generally less monumental and tends to employ nature as a medium, so as to enhance the 
viewers awareness of nature’s forces, processes and phenomena,” (11).  Ecological artists 
contemplate environmental issues through ecological processes, and within eco-art, ecoventions 
are created to have a specific ecological function (Spaid, 2002, 11).  I will be focusing on 
ecoventions, and specifically ecoventions that work in relation to water and aquatic ecosystems. 

Across the board almost all eco-artists work closely with other professionals, such as 
biologists, geologists, and engineers.  Ecoventions especially require collaboration with 
environmental engineering, which is the use of technology in mitigating and adapting to 
environmental problems such as pollution (Fränzle, Markert and Wünschmann, 2012, 1) 
Environmental technology is, as stated by Fränzle (2012), “the application of the environmental 
science and green chemistry to conserve the natural environment and resources, and to curb the 
negative impacts of human involvement,” (Fränzle, Markert and Wünschmann, 2012, 1). 
Common concerns that environmental engineers address are water supply and quality, air quality 
and solid waste (Weiner et al., 2003, 11). Some of the first types of environmental civil 
engineering pertained to dealing with water supply and wastewater drainage, which I will discuss 
quite a bit in this paper (Weiner, 2003, 2).  This goes as far back as ancient Rome, where nine 
different aqueducts spanning up to 50 miles long carried springwater supplies for the population 
(Weiner, 2003, 2).  Environmental engineers must take into consideration both effects on 
ecosystems and human health (Weiner, 2003, 7). 

This all begs the question, that is framing my research, how can art contribute to 
environmental solutions? It is argued that art points us to new and creative solutions in a world 
of complex environmental problems.  Bruno Latour once said,  

“because of the very logic of the Anthropocene, you are inserted into the phenomena you study in a way that 
is unexpected and still unfathomed.  The idea of a science that emerges from the dispassionate study of 
external phenomena is now much more difficult to sustain.  The very distinction between the social and 
natural involved in what you study can no longer be maintained,” (Davis and Etienne, 2015, 44) 

It is impossible to remain impartial when you are studying a topic that is directly about 
humanity, such as the anthropocene. Latour is saying that it is especially apparent with 
this topic, that the social and scientific cannot be separated, and that this is not 
necessarily a bad thing.  Eco art embraces this connection between the social and 
scientific. 

Art is inherently political, in that it allows visuals to represent cultural values, evoke 
emotional responses and have long been used to set moral values, such as religious values being 
grounded through art in the middle ages (Errouane, 2017, 69). A blatant way that people connect 
art through politics is propaganda, but in my academic studies I have heard people argue that 
there is no such thing as non political art, because others will always place political meaning 
onto it.  Whether or not this is true, art has certainly been used throughout history by the artists 
and the interpreters both to try and evoke change in their society or to reinforce the social and 
political norms (Errouane, 2017, 72).  A great example of this is the Degenerate Art exhibit that 
took place in Nazi Germany.  This involved 650 works of visual art displayed in Munich in 1937 
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to set an example of what was “anti-german” and therefore generate (Darnton, 1991).  This 
exhibit had many famous modern artists from movements such as impressionism and dada. 
Many famous German artists such as Kirchner, Otto Dix, Kandinsky and George Grosz had work 
displayed to be made an example of (Darnton, 1991).  In this case, we can see, that after the art 
was made, the state had control over how it was perceived and made a political statement out of 
it. 

Art often comes with an agenda.  Weintraub (2006) expanded on Latour’s idea in the 
context of art, saying, “Ecology’s methods and products are essentially impersonal.  Artists, 
however, enjoy the privilege of personalizing their activities...  Artists have licence to employ all 
human communicative capacities,” (14).  Ecoventions and eco-art are particularly interesting in 
thinking about how we can approach environmental problems in a new way. Boetzkes (2010) 
says that, “art has a role to play in critiquing the way we frame nature through representation as 
well as through science and technology” (2) . 

Linda Weintraub is one of the primary scholars I have found that writes about eco-art. 
She has written multiple books on the topic such as, What's next : eco materialism and 
contemporary art (2019), To life! : eco art in pursuit of a sustainable planet (2012), ECOcentric 
topics : pioneering themes for eco-art (2006), Cycle-logical art : recycling matters for eco-art 
(2006) and Environmentalities: twenty-two approaches to eco-art (2007). 

Scientists and environmentalists have not paid very much attention to eco-art, and so 
while it is easy to find books, I could not find studies on eco-art.  This art blends science and art, 
and yet I have not read anything by people on this art that have a career or education equally in 
both of these fields.  A lot of the books on eco-art and environmental art cover a lot of artists but 
are catalogues more than studies.  For instance, The New Earthwork by Twylene Moyer and 
Glenn Harper (2011) is a beautiful compilation of in-depth looks at particular eco-artists, essays, 
and artist interviews.  However, this definitely reads more as a catalogue and would not be 
considered a study.   Land and Environmental Art by Kastner and Wallis (1998) covers 
approximately 115 artists and 235 works, yet this book would also be considered a catalogue. 
This study intends to provide research on a topic that explores new dimensions of eco-art not 
previously explored, involves research on subjects outside of art to support findings, and which 
is written by someone who has equally studied art and environmental topics. 

 In this paper I will be focusing on eco-art, specifically in terms of function, whether 
ecological or communicative.  While there is plenty of literature on the connections between 
environmentalism and art, no study to my knowledge has looked into the effectiveness of 
artworks as environmental solutions.  
 
SITUATED CONTEXT 

Eco-art has been made all over the globe in all types of ecosystems, such as cities, forests 
and desserts.  I specifically am focusing on eco-art pertaining to aquatic ecosystems. 
Furthermore, while there are eco artists in all different countries, many of them seem to be in the 
United States.  This may be because the Earth Art movement that took off in American 
landscapes catalyzed outdoor art in this country.  In this paper, two of the artists being discussed 
are American, and one is British: Jason Decaires Taylor.  I am focusing on three artists: Jason 
Decaires Taylor, Buster Simpson, and Betsy Damon.  Fig. 1 shows the processes of their 
individual art and ways that their art work is similar or connected.  
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Figure 1: Situated Context Concept Map 

 
Concept map describing the connections and similarities between the different artworks.  See legend in concept map for 
color specifications. Arrows point in direction to item being acted on. 

 
Buster Simpson has been working in the environmental art field since the 70’s, often in 

the form of temporary public performance art (Spaid, 1990).  He received his bachelors in design 
and MFA in sculpture, both at the University of Michigan, worked on over 30 public 
commissions, around 15 group exhibitions, taught around 20 lecture/panels and workshop events 
and received 6 awards for his work in the art field (Buster Simpson, 1983-1991, resume). 
Simpson says he likes public art because, “process becomes part and parcel.  Site conditions, 
social and political realities, history, existing phenomena, and ecology are the armature,” (Spaid, 
1990, 142).  

Some of Simpson’s work includes Downspout-Plant-Life Monitoring System (1978), 
Host Analogue (1991), and Growing Vine Street-Vertical Landscape Downspout (1991) (Spaid, 
1990, 98-100).  In Downspout Plant-Life Monitoring Systems which was a project in seattle, he 
grew ferns up the water pipes of buildings to create a “vertical landscape” and put limestone in 
the pipes to neutralize the pH of the stormwater before it entered the city’s public sewers (Spaid, 
1990, 99).  He continued this project with Growing Vine Street in conjunction with the growing 
vine street design team (Spaid, 1990, 99) Host Analogue was a $65,000 project commissioned by 
the Portland, Oregon Convention Center which repurposed a fallen 85-foot douglas fir tree that 
was unusable to timber companies.  He planted Western Cedar, Hemlock, and Douglas Fir seeds, 
which he sprouted using a stainless steel irrigation system he created (Spaid, 1990, 99-100).  I 
am focusing on one of Simpson’s most famous projects, his Hudson River Purge series, in which 
he placed handmade limestone tablets into the Hudson River to neutralize the pH of the polluted 
river (Spaid, 1990, 97; Simpson, “Purge Series”).  
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Unlike Simpson, Betsy Damon, did not start out as an environmental artist.  She was big 
in the feminist movement of the 70’s.  She founded No Limits for Women Artists in New York 
City in 1981 (Bloom, 2016).  One of her earliest well-known works is a performance piece in 
Manhattan in the 1970’s and 80’s in which she dressed up as a 7,000 year-old lady and asked 
people to tell her stories about their lives (Cohn, 2000).  The piece that inspired her new career 
working with water  and the creation of her organization “Keepers of Water,” was a casting of a 
200 foot section of a dry creek river bed in Castle Valley, Utah titled A Memory of Clean Water 
(Cohn, 2000; Keepers of Water; Bloom, 2016).  She got the inspiration of this piece after a 1985 
cross-country camping trip with her children which brought her to start thinking more seriously 
about our connection to the world around us.  This led her to a lifelong commitment to learning 
about and working with water (Keepers of Water).  

Betsy Damon primarily works with constructed urban water bodies, but they are all 
connected to previously existing water systems.  Many of her works have also centered around 
community organizing.  She spoke fondly of working with the D’vinci school in Portland, 
Oregon in which they created a connected water filtration system.  She has done extensive work 
with Keepers of Water in Portland, which has led to their current rainwater repurposing 
practices. She also created a tertiary treatment system in Olympic Forest Park.  This led to 
further utilization of wetlands in her projects (Bloom, 2016). By far the most successful and 
well-known of her functional parks is Living Water Garden in Chengdu, China. This is the 
project of Damon’s I am focusing on.  

Damon started working in China because her son chose to study there (Bloom, 2016). 
While in China, she worked on multiple performance art pieces, sculptures and workshops, and 
worked with the Chengdu Urban River Association, a group that resulted from the Living Water 
Garden (Bloom, 2016).  Keepers of water grew out of a two-month long project in Chengdu that 
included over 15 performances, public exhibits and sculptures, all of which surrounded the topic 
of water awareness (Cohn, 2000).  This helped her build momentum for Living Water Garden, 
which is a 5.9 acre park and educational area that dual functions as a water treatment facility by 
mimicing the interconnected elements of ecosystems (Cohn, 2000).  

My third artist, Jason Decaires Taylor has been a speaker on TED Talks and received 
multiple awards (Jason Decaires Taylor, “Biography”). He graduated from London Institute of 
Arts before going onto become a certified scuba diver instructor and “underwater naturalist,” 
(Artsy.net, “Human Nature”).  Fittingly, he is most famous for his sculptures, which can only be 
seen in person by snorkeling or scuba diving.  They are made by casting real humans to create 
life-size figures which he sinks to the bottom of barren sea floors (Morton, 2016).  In some cases, 
such as in Cancun, Mexico, many of these sculptures are cast from locals he had a chance to 
meet (Archibold, 2012). These sculptures are pH neutral, which helps coral and other life grow 
on them (Jason Decaires Taylor, “Biography).  The first sculpture he made, off of the coast of 
Grenada after it was affected by Hurricane Ivan, was Lost Correspondent, as seen in Fig. 16, 
which shows a man seated at a desk looking down.  This area became the world’s first 
underwater sculpture park (Ted Talks, “An Underwater Art Museum, Teeming with Life”).  

Taylor says his works are, “intended to explore the aesthetics of decay, rebirth and 
metamorphosis,” and “are not only examples of successful marine conservation, but works of art 
that seek to encourage environmental awareness, instigate social change and lead us to appreciate 
the breathtaking natural beauty of the underwater world,” (Jason Decaires Taylor, “Biography”). 
He has referred to his work as “donated to the sea,” (Artsy, 2016).  
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All of these artists have one crucial thing in common; water. To start with the basics, 
because condensation, evaporation and precipitation are the key processes that carry water in 
different physical states throughout the globe, freshwater bodies and oceans are deeply 
connected.  For this reason, when talking about aquatic ecology and global water issues broadly, 
one logically would talk about them in connection with one another.  As stated by Weiner et al, 
(2003), “one of the tenants of ecology is that ‘everything is connected with everything else,” 
(54). 

Ecosystems are not closed.  They are connected to and interact with one another.  If one 
is interfered with by humans, the effect carries over (Smith, 2002, 2).  Hydrology, however, 
refers to a closed system.  No new water enters or leaves the hydrologic cycle.  We have all the 
water we will ever have here on Earth (Smith, 2002, 2).  Water doesn’t follow human 
populations either.  Populated regions often times do not have enough water nearby available to 
sustain themselves (Smith, 2002, 6). 

Two of the three artists I am discussing, Betsy Damon and Buster Simpson are 
addressing water pollution.  Water does not only need to be available, it needs to be clean, both 
for ourselves and other species we rely on.  Water pollution falls into two sources, point-source - 
pollution from a specific site such as a sewer - and nonpoint pollution, which describes pollution 
running from multiple locations such as most runoff (Smith, 2002, 8; Weiner et al., 2003, 51).  

Types of water pollution include oxygen demanding substances, sediments and solids, 
nutrients, heat, and municipal wastewater. Oxygen demanding substances can deplete oxygen 
levels in the water, and the effect will be more severe downstream where the substances will 
have time to dissolve (Weiner, 2003, 65). Sediments can cover gravel, smothering small 
invertebrates, disrupting spawning activities, and can also damage fish gills (Weiner, 2003, 52). 
Heated industrial substances and polluted nutrients such as phosphorus and nitrogen can 
dramatically alter aquatic ecosystems and/or make the water unusable for human consumption 
(Weiner, 2003, 52).  Municipal wastewater often carries multiple pollutants such as nutrients and 
toxic chemicals and pesticides (Weiner, 2003, 52).  Stormwater runoff management is an 
important issue in terms of water pollution, because most cities do not have the infrastructure to 
to address the intensity of stormwater we are now receiving as our global climate changes 
(Ishimatsu et al., 2017, 205). Other common sources of pollution include agricultural runoff, oil 
spills, acids and bases from industrial activity and mining, and pesticides (Weiner, 2003, 52-53). 

The effects of pollution vary in different aquatic ecosystems.  In streams, harmful metals 
can create dead zones and oxygen consuming substances can make a stream anaerobic if the 
consumption of oxygen succeeds the reaeration of it (Weiner, 2003, 61). This will make the 
downstream part of the stream or river dramatically different from upstream at the pollution 
source, causing fish declines, a change in the overall species observed, a foul smell and change 
in water color, and sludge (Weiner, 2003, 68).  
` If we to oceans, we see they are faced with a handful of different global environmental 
problems such as ocean acidification, rising sea levels, coral declines, overfishing, and the 
related global resource management complications.  For instance, the baltic sea is bordered by 
nine countries with approximately 16 million people within the coastal zone.  It is therefore 
subject to intense pollution from the human activity surrounding it, which it is especially 
susceptible to due to conditions such as shallow sea depth and irregular exchanges with its’ 
freshwater sources (Ehlers et al., 2002, 93).  How do nine countries come together to protect and 
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manage a shared sea?  This problem becomes even more complicated when you think of broader, 
more expansive oceans such as the Atlantic. 

Water is crucial for life on Earth, and matters both within aquatic ecosystems and 
terrestrial ones.  As Betsy Damon herself said (2005), “On our planet, water is a singular 
phenomenon of unimaginable proportions  There is nothing we depend upon more to stay alive,” 
(Damon and Mavor, 2005, 293).  Because water matters just as much on land as it does in oceans 
and lakes and rivers, I consider aquatic eco-art that art which addresses water concerns anywhere 
on the globe.  Not all eco-art specifically works within one ecosystem.  For instance, the Living 
Water Garden and other gardens and parks Betsy Damon has worked on pulls water from 
outside rivers and wetlands into urban or other terrestrial environments. 

There is one final aspect about aquatic art that makes it unique.  We are now making art 
where we do not live.  As Gaston Bachelard says in the Poetic of Space, “all inhabited spaces 
bear the notion of home,” (Bachelard, 1997, 87).  Where we live is home to us, and Bachelard 
writes on how our dwellings are emotional and personal to us based on lived experience and 
memory. Most people would then argue that water is not our home.  We live on land.  Art is 
decoration and throughout human history we have primarily decorated- as Bachalard would say- 
“our dwellings.”  This is especially true of Bachelards definition of home, which primarily refers 
to houses, but this also applies to our attachment and decoration of our neighborhoods and cities. 
He claims,  

“through dreams the various dwelling-places in our lives co-penetrate and retain the 
treasures of former days.  And after we are in the new house, when memories of other places we 
have lived in come back to us, we travel to the land of Motionless Childhood, motionless the way 
all immemorial things are,” (Bachelard, 1997, 87). 

The first humans lived in caves, and that is where they made art.  The french royalty built 
Versailles in the 1600s and decorated every inch of it.  Through most of human history this has 
been the habit: art goes where we live; and yet, now we are putting art on the ocean floors and 
dissolving our art into lakes.  Most of Earth’s surface is water and yet for thousands of years we 
focused our artistic energy on land, and suddenly this is not always the case.  Clearly if we are 
making art in it and about it, art must be of emotional, personal and cultural importance to us. 

In this paper I am asking, How does aquatic eco-art fit or not fit into traditional 
environmental science and engineering practices?  I have found all of these arts do cohere to 
some degree to science and engineering, but to varying amounts, and take on multiple other roles 
as well.  Function is not the only intention of any of the artworks; rather the artists wanted to 
communicate, educate and raise awareness, which makes these artworks forms of environmental 
activism.  
 

METHODOLOGY 
My research question asks how the functions of aquatic eco-art relate to traditional 

environmental engineering structures.  I am focusing on three artists for my research: Jason 
Decaires Taylor, Buster Simpson and Betsy Damon, who, as seen in fig. 1, all represent very 
different ways of working within the genre of eco-art while also sharing similarities.  They all 
take place in different ecosystems.  Buster Simpson works in the Hudson River, Damon created 
her own aquatic ecosystem in an urban landscape, and Taylor places his work in the ocean. 
Buster Simpson’s work is performative and temporary, Damon’s work is very architectural and 
Jason Decaires Taylor’s work is submerged underwater and changes overtime.  Both Simpson 
and Damon address water pollution, but in different ways and places. Interestingly, Taylor and 
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Simpson both utilize pH chemistry, but one of them is addressing biodiversity and the other 
water quality.  Damon and Taylor both fit under the category of landscape architecture, but 
Damon creates urban parks while Taylor created underwater sculpture gardens.  

Possibly the most important difference, is how their works are viewed and how accessible 
they are by visitation.  Buster Simpson’s Hudson River Purge is a series of performances, and 
thereby can almost only be viewed in documentation unless you are able to witness the event. 
Betsy Damon’s Living Water Garden is the most accessible, being a public park in a populated 
city in the most populated country in the world.  Jason Decaires Taylor’s work is less accessible. 
Not only do you need to be able to reach the coastal regions where his work is located, so most 
likely tourists, you have to be able to not only swim, but snorkel or scuba dive.  This severely 
limits the number of people who see his work in person. 

My approach is to analyze the works as artistic creations, determine the scientific 
methods used in each of the artworks in relation to the traditional science, and evaluate the 
implications of my findings.  I need to investigate ‘best practices’ of the ecology or other 
sciences behind the work.  I need to understand the ecological, and mechanical framework of the 
art.  This will vary from artist to artist, as the work I am looking at is not uniform. The methods 
used will have to be flexible; they need to be able to change to conform to the needs of each 
work, but largely the artistic analysis was conducted using images, reviews, interviews, the 
artists websites and reviews.  For Jason Decaires Taylor, I am researching the engineering behind 
his sculptures to understand how they compare to other methods of creating artificial reefs and if 
this is a common practice.  For Taylor, I looked at his submerged marine work overall, because 
of the similarities in imagery, locations and intention, as seen in figures 14-24.  For Buster 
Simpson, I am comparing conventional methods of treating polluted water and limestone 
methods to his performance art, Hudson River Purge.  Figures 2-4 show the different 
components of this project.  For Betsy Damon I am focusing on Living Water Garden, as seen in 
figures 7-10, and so I will be researching waste-water treatment and the engineering behind this 
process.  This research uses a lot more website sources than a typical scholarly essay. Artist 
websites are great direct sources on the art, as they are usually put together by the artist themself, 
or with their assistance.  Furthermore the artists in this paper are relatively recent artists, and 
therefore a lot of the sources on them are news articles and web interviews rather than scholarly 
papers written by art historians.  For Betsy Damon I also had an over the phone interview with 
her to obtain more first hand information on the Living Water Garden project. 

The first part of my methodology is creating an index for each artist.  After initial 
research, I will create a table of different categories to write short descriptions of the work.  This 
is not to get final results, but to give myself and readers a basic, comprehensible understanding 
of the piece before moving forward.  My idea to do this came from Wilson (1999), who used 
indexes to analyze the imagery of Black Linear Rock-Art in Erromango, Vanuatu.  Their 
research process also involved quantitative archeological analysis, which I am not doing. 
However, tables are an effective way of organizing primary results, and well suited to art, and so 
I will be creating indexes to organize the elements of the art I am looking at in a similar model. 
Wilson used indexes to describe how often they saw different images or patterns in the art being 
observed and to give examples of what the different motifs looked like.  My tables will look a 
little different.  I am not using the indexes to count observations or give visual examples, but 
simply give concise descriptions of the different elements of the art I am discussing.  The 
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categories will be content/material, intended message, place, educational?, experimental?, Who 
sees this?, intended function, function success, and possible as large scale solution.  

I am using qualitative analysis, from various ecological scholarship, as well as 
scholarship on other sciences such as biology and engineering.  I originally was going to do a 
qualitative analysis on the success of the intended function in the artworks, but this proved too 
subjective.  There are limitations of qualitative analysis, but asking the right questions can help 
steer around potential bias.  For instance, one of the ways I am investigating the artworks is 
through image analysis.  

Images are, as Flick (2013) states, “anthropogenic in nature” (394).  They are products of 
culture, as is the art.  The images themselves, are an art form and constructed in a specific way. 
As such, we do not see the art itself, but rather, representations of the art that was documented in 
a specific and intentional way.  

My biggest setback in my methods is that I do not have direct access to the artwork I am 
discussing.  I am confined to documentation, because I can not see the work in person, meaning 
there are aspects I may not be able to observe, and my perception of the art may be skewed by 
the work being framed in a certain way.  Especially considering I am looking at sculpture, which 
in person you can walk through or around, but in photos parts of the art will be left out.  This 
requires that I support any image analysis with other methods, such as interviews and reviews. 
For instance, if I see more fish in the photos of Taylor’s work after they have been there for a 
while, this may be because photographers intentionally waited for fish to swim by in the after 
pictures, and cropped them out of the before pictures.  Understanding the science behind this 
work gives me a better understanding of the chances that overtime the sculptures did in fact 
attract more fish.  
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ANALYSIS/RESULTS 
BUSTER SIMPSON 
TABLE 1: BUSTER SIMPSON INDEX 

 

This index outlines the basics of the Hudson Headwaters Purge by Buster Simpson which can be compared to tables 2 and 

3, showing the basics of Jason Decaires Taylor’s underwater Sculpture parks and Betsy Damon’s Living Water Garden. 
 

Hudson River Purge: 

Buster Simpson performed the ongoing Hudson River Purge, where he dropped hand-carved 

limestone tablets into the Hudson River to neutralize the pH of the highly acidic polluted river, 

as shown in Figures 2 through 4.  Each tablet was  42 lbs, 24 inches in diameter and 3 inches 

thick (Spaid, 2002, 97).  According to Spaid (2002) this is “a solution that is now standard 
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practice with environmental agencies,” (97).  This places his project in between Jason Decaires 

Taylor, who also uses pH chemistry, and Betsy Damon, who also addresses water pollution. This 

project started in 1983 and has been ongoing in Lake Placid, NY (Simpson, Purge Series). 

According to Buster Simpson on his website, “The limestone sculpture is… working both 

metaphorically and pharmaceutically. As metaphor, it dramatizes the crisis of person and planet 

as one; acid indigestion, acid rain - a connection the media picked up on when they coined the 

titles "River Rolaids" and "Tums for Mother Nature,” (Buster Simpson, Purge Series). 
FIGURE 2: Buster Simpson’s Hudson River Purge 

 

Image from http://www.bustersimpson.net/hudsonriverpurge/  
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Figure 3: Photo of Hudson River Purge 

 

Image from http://www.bustersimpson.net/hudsonriverpurge/  

 

Figure 4: Image of Tablet used in Hudson River Purge 

 

Image from http://www.bustersimpson.net/hudsonriverpurge/  
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Limestone Water Treatment Methods: 

Limestone has been used as a treatment for polluted water since before Simpson’s 

project. At the start of the 1970’s Armco Steel Corporation used limestone neutralization as part 

of their treatment for the rinse water used to remove coating from low carbon steels.  Fig. 5 

illustrates the treatment.  This process was considered unique, economical and efficient at the 

time and used limestone along with aeration and sludge recirculation to clean their waste water 

(Armco Steel Corporation, and United States. Environmental Protection Agency Water Quality 

Office, 1971, 1).  This process was used to remove iron and neutralize acid in the rinse water and 

used about a 25 percent limestone excess, which varied based on total acid (Armco Steel 

Corporations, 7).  The limestone used came from Armco’s Piqua Quarries and contains 84 to 87 

percent calcium carbonate along with 11 to 14 percent magnesium carbonate (Armco Steel 

Corporation, 11).  It is unknown what limestone Simpson used for the Hudson River Purge. 

A study in 1970, also before Hudson River Purge, conducted by Bituminous Coal 

Research inc. determined limestone can neutralize coal mine water (Bituminous Coal Research, 

Inc, Pennsylvania. Department of Mines Mineral Industries, and United States. Federal Water 

Pollution Control Administration, 1970, 1).  In this study, scientists investigated the properties of 

14 limestones and determined effectiveness by the following criteria: minimum particle size, 

calcium content, magnesium content and surface area.  Ideally, the limestone would have a 

minimum particle size of minus 325 mesh, “relatively” high calcium content and low magnesium 

content, and “relatively” high specific surface area (Bituminous Coal Research, Inc, 1970, 1). 

Figure 6 shows that this process is similar to the treatment process used by Armco Steel in that it 

has a limestone tank/reactor, and aeration process and sludge disposal (Bituminous Coal 

Research, Inc, 1970, 5). 
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FIGURE 5: ARMCO STEEL CORPORATION FILTRATION PROCESS 

 

This photo is found from Armco Steel Corporation, and United States. Environmental Protection Agency Water Quality 

Office, 1971, page 2. 

 

FIGURE 6: “FLOW DIAGRAM OF CONCEPTUAL LIMESTONE TREATMENT PROCESS” 

 

Photo from Bituminous Coal Research, Inc, Pennsylvania. Department of Mines Mineral Industries, and United States. 

Federal Water Pollution Control Administration. 1970. Page 5. 

15 



 

Comparison of Traditional Limestone Water Treatment and Hudson River Purge: 

Buster Simpson, unlike those using the traditional studied methods of using limestone for 

acid neutralizing treatment is not as systematic and uses tablets instead of using ground 

limestone to maximize surface area.  The studies discussed have full treatment plants for the 

water, have multiple processes including aeration and sludge disposal.  It is unknown how 

careful Simpson was about his selection of limestone, but it is clear his performance is less 

methodological than traditional limestone water treatments.  He is a single person dropping 

handcrafted tablets directly into a river, rather than a complex system of machines.  He does not 

use an aeration process, nor does he remove sludge from the water. 

Art Analysis: 

What Simpson does do that traditional limestone water treatment plants do not do is 

perform.  He is documenting not the specific measurements of the process, but the act itself in 

photos.  He called attention to news articles and was making a statement.  Hudson River Purge is 

symbolic more than anything else.  The point is not whether or not the limestone tablets 

themselves actually neutralized the pH of the Hudson River, but the fact that this river needed 

attention and care.  The metaphors for the tablets suggesting indigestion such as “river rolaids” 

refer to the river and ecosystem as metabolic.  It anthropomorphizes the river by making 

connections to our own human bodies their systems/processes so that we see the river as a 

digestive body.  The chemical composition of any body effects the way it functions. The term 

“purge” used in the title of this project also has bodilly connotations of ridding the body of 

toxins, whether through detox diets, or regurgitation.  The word purge has associations with 

unpleasant events, which in the moment are not pretty, but in the end leave us feeling satisfied.  

What I find most significant about his performance, is that it is temporary in nature, but 

the continued action recognizes recognizes its lack of permanence.  He does not just “treat” the 

water once.  He keeps coming back to the river to take care of it again and again over decades. 

This sends a message that there is never a one time quick solution to environmental problems. 

Simpson is saying with this piece that addressing pollution has to be a practice of consistent 

long-term care.  Another interesting aspect of his performances is that once it is over and the 

tablets dissolve, there is nothing left to see.  The results of our work are not always visible.  
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Betsy Damon 
TABLE 2: DAMON INDEX 

 

This index outlines the basics of Living Water Garden by Betsy Damon, which can be compared to tables 2 and 3, 

showing the basics of Jason Decaires Taylor’s underwater Sculpture parks and Buster Simpson’s Hudson Headwaters 

Purge 

 

Living Water Garden: 
Living Water Garden is an urban recreational park that also functions as a wastewater 

treatment facility and water safety educational area created by Betsy Damon (see figs. 7-10).  It 
runs six acres long and takes 200 cubic meters from the Fu-Nan every day for purification, and is 
returned to the Fu Nan clean enough to swim in (Thompson, 2004).  Living Water Garden is 
located in Chengdu, China and received international attention.  The land the park was built on 
resembled a fish, and so they designed the park with the different cleaning stages placed to 
represent different parts of the fish’s body (Damon, 2005, 196).  Damon has used the space not 
only as a water cleaning facility, but as a performance art and educational space.  Damon, like 
many eco-artists, worked with a number of engineers and city planners on this project, as well as 
volunteers.  It was funded entirely by the government by donations with no outside funding 
(Damon, 2005, 296)  As Thompson (2004) states, “no one pretends that this small system makes 
much difference to the river - cleaning the Fu-Nan will require that local industries stop dumping 
pollutants into it.” Thompson continues to say that still, “a park that brings people and nature 
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together can have enormous benefits in terms of informing and changing attitudes about water, 
design, and a cleaner environment,” (Thompson, 2004). 
 

FIGURE 7: IMAGE OF LIVING WATER GARDEN BY BETSY DAMON 

 
Photo from https://www.healing-power-of-art.org/betsy-damon-artist-spokesperson-and-guardian-of-our-living-waters/ 

 

Figure 8: Layout Illustration of Living Water Garden 

 

Photo from http://contemporaryartpresentations.blogspot.com/2008/08/place-betsy-damon-living-water-garden.html  
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Figure 9: Aerial Image of Living Water Garden 

 

Photo from https://www.codaworx.com/project/the-living-water-garden  

 

Figure 10: Close up image of portion of Living Water Garden 

 

Photo from https://www.codaworx.com/project/the-living-water-garden  
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Damon and Mavor (2005), said that, “by bringing artists, scientists together we have a 

chance to create living water projects that are fully integrated into the culture,” (293).  Damon 
has been deeply invested in water for decades and says this is because she credits water as 
essential to all existence, and water is an especially important topic to focus on now as water 
demand is growing with urban populations (Damon and Mavor, 2005, 293). Living Water 
Garden is not large enough to effect the overall water quality of the river, but its primary purpose 
is to educate (Damon, 2005, 297). 

The main pollution this park deals with is agricultural and urban runoff as well as 
pollution from a fertilization plant (Damon, 2005, 299).  Damon (2005), listed the effects of the 
park locally, saying that “within three months of planting the Living Water Garden, biodiversity 
(butterflies, dragonflies, even a kingfisher) began to return to the parkland,” (Damon, 2005, 199). 
76% of chemical oxygen demand, 98% of oil and 88% of NH3-N is removed by the time the 
water exits the park (Damon, 2005, 299). Damon (2005) explains the process of the treatment, 
saying the water,  

“Is pumped up to the anaerobic sediment tank... where organic substances such as 
suspended solids, dissolved organic pollutants, can be removed.  The water then passes through 
the aeration systems (flow forms), enters the A/O reactor for further treatment as is separated in 
half to enter the plant ponds and plant beds.  The remaining pollutants are removed by absorption 
and filtration reactions.  Aquatic plants and animals then utilize the decomposed matter,” (Damon, 
2005, 299). 
In my interview with her, Damon said the park is a “completely scientific design” where 

everything is engineered and carefully measured, from the depth of the water, oxygen levels, 
number of fish, water flow, etc.  The main cleaning element is the plant roots, but other elements 
such as the rocks underneath are also used.  The first year they tested the water and it was at 
drinking level quality, but there were not enough funds to consistently test the water after the 
first year.  An important aspect of this project was that it was done very manually.  Furthermore, 
finding documentation of the park plan proved difficult, as Damon herself admitted it was not 
well organized.  She told me that “the blueprints were so bad that we designed on our feet as it 
was being built.”  Unfortunately, while this park received world attention, the design has never 
been replicated in entirety due to the expensive nature of the project.  Damon said that certain 
areas such as Asheville, North Carolina that have water bodies that are set up for a similar design 
would be good candidates to affordably recreate this park. 

Portland’s government has kept documentation of the Living Water Garden project at the 
Davinci School, which was based off of the larger park in China.  A smaller version of the 
project was created in a garden at the school in collaboration with Urban Water Works, to clean 
stormwater runoff (City of Portland).  As shown in table 4, the project included a landscape 
infiltration basin, lined pond, vegetated infiltration swales; water harvesting cisterns, and 
downspout disconnections.  This garden removed 314 gallons of runoff water from the sewer in 
the average year and added 4,700 square feet of “native landscaping,” which was used as an 
educational urban park in the same way Living Water Garden was (City of Portland).  The runoff 
water is directed to cisterns which drain into the pond.  Overflow from the pond travels to the 
vegetated swale, which drains to the infiltrated water basin, and any extra overflow in this basin 
flows to a soaked trench in the school’s playing field (City of Portland).  Figure 11 shows a 
photo of this park, which shows that that it is considerably smaller than Living Water Garden, 
and Figure 12 outlines the construction and system of the park outlined in the official City 
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documentation of the park.  While this garden does not exactly replicate the Living Water 
Garden, it was based on it, it was created in collaboration with Betsy Damon herself.  Therefore, 
it is a safe assumption to make that this garden can help to better understand the system at place 
in the Living Water Garden. 
 
TABLE 3: Davinci School Living Water Garden Project Summary Table 

 
Table found from City of Portland, DaVinci Living Water Garden Project: 2508 NE Everett Street, Portland: Project 
Summary, https://www.portlandoregon.gov/bes/article/78197. 
 
Figure 11: Davinci Schools Living Water Garden Project pond photograph 

 
Photograph from https://www.portlandoregon.gov/bes/article/78197.  Shows portion of the pond created at the Davinci 
School in Portland 
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Figure 12: Plan of the Davinci School’s Living Water Garden Project 

 
Figure found from https://www.portlandoregon.gov/bes/article/78197 and illustrates the layout and system of the school’s 
project, as described in the document. 
 

Water Treatment Facilities and Comparison to Living Water Garden 
Living Water Garden and the projects that came after it borrow from traditional water 

treatment facilities.  In conventional engineering, the method of water treatment is determined by 
the quality of the raw water (Weiner, 2003, 135).  I will start by explaining potable water 
treatment.  Upon entering a treatment plant, water will typically be treated with a neutralizing 
metal which also allows free flowing particles to clump and stick together, becoming larger 
particles in a process called coagulation and flocculation (Weiner, 2003, 135).  Gravity settling 
tanks allow the floc (the larger, clumped together particles) to separate from the water, and there 
typically will be a valve leading to a sludge holding and drying pond.  The water will continue to 
travel, next going through a rapid sand filter for filtration and backwashing to remove impurities. 
Filtration involves multiple processes, including straining, sedimentation, interception and 
diffusion, each of which removes more impurities (Weiner, 2003, 141).  The water is then 
disinfected with a small portion of chlorine before being sent on its way (Weiner, 2003, 150). 
Fig. 13 depicts a typical potable water treatment plant. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

22 



 
Fig. 13: Typical Water Treatment Plant 

 
 
Figure from Weiner et al., 2003, 136. 
 

A closer comparison to the Living Water Garden would be rain gardens.  These are a type 
of low-impact development considered a best management practice to treat stormwater and 
increase biodiversity, where different plant species are planted in depressions in the land with 
mulch or other ground cover in which water is absorbed and drained below (Ishimatsu et al., 
2017, 206).  The soils absorb the rain water, which the plants then use to grow in a self-watering, 
self-fertilizing fashion (Ishimatsu, 2017, 206).  An example of how this might be constructed is 
with an impermeable rubber sheet covering the sides of the pong, crushed rock bed and an outlet 
to sewage drainage for when overflow occurs (Ishimatsu, 2017, 207-208). 

What is fascinating is that since the creation of Living Water Garden, Water Gardens 
have become more of a standard practice and a respected method of urban development and 
environmental management.  The city of Portland for instance, has been utilizing water gardens 
as a method of stormwater runoff management in a larger mission of “re-greening” Portland 
(Lipton et al., 2002).  The Portland Government has kept much better documentation and testing 
of these gardens, as was shown with the Davinci school project.  They used test swales to 
measure the effectiveness of this method, and found that there was an average of 59% suspended 
solids removal in turf swales and 68% with native vegetation, indicating that use use of 
vegetation is in fact an effective method of stormwater runoff treatment.  When calculated based 
on captured runoff water this increases to 69% and 81% (Lipton, 2002, 6). 

The method of water treatment that Living Water Garden differentiates the most from 
would be traditional water treatment plants, especially for potable water.  Betsy Damon’s work is 
an outdoor park, not a full indoor plant of different complex machineries.  No chemicals or 
metals are added to the water upon entering Living Water Garden, and instead of rapid sand 
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filters she uses biotic life and rocks for filtration.  Living Water Garden does have settling ponds 
that serve the same function as gravity settling tanks, and for both examples of water treatment 
the water travels through multiple different parts of the treatment plant or garden to undergo a 
multi-step process.  

Rain gardens, which are becoming a conventional practice are more similar to Living 
Water Garden in that they use landscape, plant life, aesthetics and are non-traditional practices 
that are gaining popularity.  The main differences are that in rain gardens the water mostly 
travels down instead of vertically, and drains into sewage not back to the water.  Both of these 
are considered more creative and aesthetically pleasing ways to address rainwater runoff, but 
Living Water Garden and rain gardens are still not approved methods of treating water to meet 
potable drinking water standards. 

The fascinating difference between Betsy Damon’s work and the other art discussed in 
this paper, is her ideas were original designs that have spread to become respectable 
environmental engineering and urban design methods approved by the scientific community, 
rather than these artists adopting already established methods in a new way.  Cities like Portland 
who have adopted water gardens since Damon’s work in the city show that something that 
started as an experimental art project has made its way into the architectural, engineering and 
urban design community.  While the park was not done all by herself and she worked with city 
planners and engineers, the conception of the design was hers.  Since water gardens have become 
more mainstream and are being considered more by scientists, they have undergone a lot more 
testing and are being documented much more regularly and with greater detail.  These examples 
do not have the same multi disciplinary dimension that Living Water Garden had, where 
environmental organizations, educational facilities and performance art and activism about water 
grew out of it and along side it. When I interviewed Damon, she said no other water garden has 
exactly replicated Living Water Garden, and none have been on the same physical scale.  This is 
in part due to the amount of funding and city organization needed for a project of its size. 
 

Living Water Garden Artistic Analysis 
One aspect of this park that is routinely brushed over is the metaphor of the fish to 

represent the various systems of ecosystems and connect this project to organs in a biological 
body.  And of course, the body of a fish makes sense as an animal to use when the connected 
system is one of water.  But the striking part of this metaphor, is that you can only see the full 
fish from an aerial view in a plane or from a photograph.  When inside “the fish” (the park) you 
can not see the full system.  And this is just the case for how this park and ecosystems work, 
when inside of it, you can only see a part of the whole picture, but there are multiple 
interconnected elements that pull everything together into one complicated matrix.  And I refer 
to both ecosystems and her park, because Betsy Damon’s whole line of thought is about the 
interconnected integral part of nature to all systems, both biogeophysical and man-made, as well 
as how the two are not separate from each other.  This park is both constructed by humans, and 
incorporating elements that existed beforehand, such as rocks and fish, which people did not 
make but regularly utilize.  This project also connects urban structures and man made water 
bodies to a previously existing river.  But this project is not as simply as bringing together the 
natural versus the manmade, because it emphasizes how hard those distinctions are to make.  The 
Chengdu river which is the “naturally” occuring river has been dramatically changed by humans 
through pollution, and the urban park water that was engineered by humans using already 
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existing resources in our environment is cleaning it.  There are many levels to the man-made 
versus natural dichotomy here and this park highlights how blurry these lines are. 

This can be considered one of the revolutionary shifts in art in the 70’s to not just be 
objects but spaces and experiences.  It is art that occupies space you can walk through the way 
you can with Robert Smithson’s Spiral Jetty or Michael Heizer’s Double Negative. Alternatively 
in indoor spaces, this relates to the phenomenological art such as Yayoi Kusama’s Infinity 
Rooms or Olafur Eliasson’s work.  Living Water Garden is an example of art that is not just 
something to look at, but an experience to have. 

Traditional urban water treatment plants typically are more regulated and often work 
without the use of other forces to do the job, while Living Water Garden is not sufficient on its 
own to clean the river’s water, traditional treatment plants also do not string together analogies 
between a fish body, ecosystems and the urban in an aesthetic design that integrates the 
community into their own public sanitation dilemmas.  This is the role of the art in this piece. 
The science in this case is simply “functioning,” and it may not be doing so as well as traditional 
treatment plants, but it also serves many different roles than treatment plants which serve a 
singular purpose.  This is not to say one is better than the other or we do not need both, simply 
that Living Water Garden added something that was formerly missing. 
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JASON DECAIRES TAYLOR 
TABLE 4: TAYLOR INDEX 

 
This index outlines the basics of the submerged sculptures by Jason Decaires Taylor, which can be compared to tables 2 
and 3, showing the basics of Buster Simpson’s Hudson Headwaters Purge and Betsy Damon’s Living Water Garden. 
 

Submerged Sculpture Parks: 
As seen in Figures 14 through 24, Jason Decaires Taylor creates underwater sculpture 

parks depicting human interactions and activities that function as artificial reefs.  He builds these 
parks in barren sea floors that have been deceplated over time.  His intention is to reintroduce 
coral using pH balanced marine grade concrete, which then introduces biodiversity back into the 
area (Ted Talks; Jason Decaires Taylor, “Biography;” Morton, 2016; Artsy, 2012; Gocova, 
2013).  The sculptures are sunk and anchored using special sand bolts (Archibold, 2012).  The 
sculptures are mathematically dispersed to aggregate fish colonized and textured to allow coral 
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pores to attach and grow on them (Ted Talks).  Some of these sculptures weigh as much as 60 
tons, and take a lot of care to sink (Morton, 2016). These sculptures are also meant to reintroduce 
tourism (Archibold, 2012; Brahic, 2011). 

An important aspect to note about Taylor’s sculptures parks, is that they are meant to 
address desecration of sea floors due to human activity specifically.  This means, they cannot 
respond to loss of coral due to ocean acidification and sea temperature rising.  Both sea 
temperatures rising and ocean acidification make coral more susceptible to disease, all of which 
are increasing (Woodley, 2016).  In fact, this problem occurred at his sculpture park Silent 
Evolution, which for six months was doing well, until the water temperatures changed and algal 
blooms wiped everything away (Brahic, 2011).  As climate change continues, more of his parks 
may not be able to support life, or will have to support different life as more areas can no longer 
support coral.  Taylor’s work may have to adapt to a changing world where bringing back coral 
is not always an option. 

Artificial Reef Practices: 
Artificial reefs are made to create a “functionally similar” habitat for aquatic animals 

such as fish and invertebrates (Dance et al, 2018, 2).  The official OSPAR definition as stated by 
Jackson and Miller (2009), is, “a submerged structure placed on the seabed deliberately, to 
mimic some characteristics of a natural reef. It could be partly exposed at some stages of the 
tide.” This general practice of creating structures to attract fish is approximately 3,000 years old 
(Gianna et al, 2011, 156).  In Europe artificial reefs have been developing over the past 40 years 
mostly along the Mediterranean for the primary purpose of fisheries management.  The Baltic 
Sea, OSPAR Maritime Area, the Mediterranean and Black sea all use artificial reefs to various 
degrees and for various purposes (Gianna et al. 2011, 155-156.)  There are few of these reefs in 
the Baltic and Black seas, but the ones that exist are used mostly for habitat restoration, 
eutrophication and pollution reduction (Gianna et al, 2011, 156). 

There have been multiple studies showing that artificial reefing is a beneficial practice for 
aiding fisheries  (Santos et al, 2011, 251).  In Japan nursery reefs are used for declining fisheries, 
especially with snowshoe crabs (Mitsui et al, 2013, 455).  The effectiveness of artificial reefs do 
vary from environmental factors such as temperature and depth.  For instance, in tropical regions 
with less seasonality it may be easier to create an effective artificial reef (Santos, 2011, 251). 
There are also potential negative impacts to artificial reefing.  As stated by Jackson (2009), these 
reefs can cause “changes to waves and currents - which can lead to erosion - displacement of and 
change to biological communities, including the introduction of invasive species, and exposure 
to pollution,” (2). Jackson (2009) then adds that these effects are not hard to mitigate if sites, 
design and materials are chosen carefully based on the location (2).  There are few negative 
effects that have been reported due to a general practice of planning, monitoring and undergoing 
environmental impact assessments (Jackson, 2009, 2). 

A few different materials and placement methods are used for artificial reefs.  In 
neotropical reservoirs Santos et al, (2011) found that concrete and ceramic were the most 
effective materials for fish colonization (251).  The nursery reefs in Japan were made of concrete 
blocks usually dropped from a ship (Mitsui et al, 2013, 455).  This is similar to Jason Decaires 
Taylor’s method of dropping from ships weighted concrete sculptures.  The Japanese nurseries 
use very specific placement of the concrete blocks, however.  Mitsui et al (2013) says that the 
“planned reefs are 2 km square on the basis of the group size of the snow crabs.  The installed 
interval of blocks need to be less than about 250 m to prevent entry of trawlers.  The installation 
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depth is about 250 m, corresponding to the depth of the female snow crab habitat.  Concrete 
blocks of more than 3 m in height are required so that a fish can detect them,” (455).  These 
nurseries are tailored to a specific species, which requires them to be very specific.  Jason 
Decaires Taylor’s sculptures are meant to more generally attract biodiversity. 

Another method of artificial reefing is exampled by the Wheeler North Reef of San 
Clemente, California, which is the largest artificial reef in the United States at 174.4 acres 
(Elwany et al., 2011, 266).  This reef was intended to support populations of giant kelp and the 
overall ecosystem (Elwany et al, 2011, 266).  Created to meet the needs of kelp, the reef consists 
of a single rock layer that does not reach over .5 m in height.  The reef was created with quarry 
rock and broken concrete, and the effectiveness of the reef was examined for over five years. 
These results showed success in kelp growth.(Elwany et al, 2011, 266).  

In many ways Taylor’s work does seem to conform with the practical sciences and 
expectations of artificial reefing, but Taylor had more room for creative freedom in his project.  I 
know most of his projects were commissioned, but there is little information on the 
environmental assessment processes he went through.  He used a widely accepted material and 
has worked in areas where artificial reefs are frequently used, such as the Mediterranean and 
tropical/subtropical seas.  His methods of materials and placing the sculptures on the seafloor 
align with common practices, but there is no evidence he created the size or spacing of the 
sculptures under certain mathematical parameters.  

 
Comparing Traditional Artificial Reefs to the Sculpture Parks 
Creating an artificial reef in the form of an underwater sculpture park, causes Taylor’s 

projects to diverge slightly from common scientific methods of artificial reef practices, but 
allows the work to be more aesthetic and political.  These sculptures attract tourism, create 
beauty and life in an area that humans made barren, and sends a political message by depicting 
human activities.  Making his reefs in the form of art sends a blatant environmental message 
about caring for our Earth.  It also aids in relieving the grief felt of lost biodiversity in a 
continually homogenizing world.  I would argue a large part of what humans are grieving with 
habitat loss is those things they find beautiful.  And Taylor’s sculpture are for most people, I 
would guess beautiful.  For instance, when I first showed photos of his art to my classmates I 
heard gasps and “wows” in the room.  I have found the majority of people who have seen his 
work to be in awe by the photos.  However, making these works is time consuming, and Taylor 
would almost definitely not be able to do this on the scale of the Wheeler North Reef for 
instance. 

With Taylor’s art we see a trade-off between different factors when combining art with 
science.  Taylor’s art is within a specific scale, and does not use as precise mathematical 
measurements as conventional artificial reefs to my knowledge.  However, artificial reefs do not 
communicate the same messages that art can communicate, nor are concrete blocks usually seen 
as beautiful as the carefully sculpted human actions with a high degree of craftsmanship are. 
Taylor’s method offer an alternative with different drawbacks and benefits. 

 
Artistic Analysis 
The sculptures Taylor makes are rich in metaphors.  These are not statically posed 

sculptures, they are all in action, much the way he is taking action into his own hands.  Surely it 
is no coincidence that the sculptures themselves depicting human activity are the very objects 
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bringing back biodiversity to sea floors originally depleted by human activity.  Just as human 
action has caused the destruction and erasure of habitats and species, it is up to us to do 
something if we want to bring life back to these areas.  Yet, many of these sculptures are 
depicting idle, distracted people; watching TV (figure 19), taking selfies (figure 15) or staring 
down at a desk (figure 16).  They may be doing something, but they are distracted, mentally 
elsewhere, not paying attention to their immediate environment. Taylor has acknowledged this 
aspect of his art, explaining, “a lot of us know the facts on climate change.  Scientists are always 
talking about threats and all these different things that are happening in our oceans, but somehow 
people dissociate themselves from it,” (Gocova, 2013).  

Unlike the traditional form of figural sculptures many people are used to, where classical 
figures are posed in static positions, these are modern people depicting modern problems.  In 
Human Nature (Fig. 17), there is a large crowd of people in positions that convey business, yet 
they are all doing separate things, some more active and some more passive as if they are 
waiting, and all looking in different directions.  This is a familiar scene for a heavily trafficked 
area such as an airport, and interestingly, the figures almost seem as solitary as the characters in 
his solo sculptures, such as in figures 16 and 19.  There is intense anonymity in these sculptures, 
which is continually enhanced as the growth of more life on the sculptures masks the details of 
their faces and bodies (figs 20 and 21).  Yet, this growth while making them more anonymous is 
simultaneously adding new layers of individuality to them as new life attaches to each figure 
differently.  Overtime the sculptures become both more anonymous and more unique, as is the 
state of urban modernity, where a sea of anonymous figures become specialized. 

Taylor has a variety of ways of showing his version of the modern state of humanity.  For 
instance, in figure 15 a couple takes a selfie while a group of people sit in what looks like a 
lifeboat (titled The Raft of Lampeduza) directly behind them.  These people given the context of 
the boat, are most likely in need of saving, possibly from their own doing, and yet they sit 
slouched over, looking bored and taking no action to improve the situation.  To add to the drama 
(or lack thereof) of the scenario, the couple just a few yards away from them are completely 
unaware of the group in need of help behind them.  The piece is even called Disconnected. Given 
the close proximity, this couple would not accidentally miss the group in the lifeboat, but must 
be actively ignoring them.  Or alternatively, the lifeboat and people behind them are in the 
background of the selfie, and these two people are documenting the scene, yet doing nothing to 
help.  The figures are all mid action yet doing nothing simultaneously.  These are messages that 
can not be conveyed by large concrete bricks. 
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FIGURE 14: The Raft of Lampedusa, Lanzarote, Spain by Jason Decaires Taylor 

 

Photo from https://www.underwatersculpture.com/works/recent/. 

 

Figure 15: Disconnected in Lanzarote Spain by Jason Decaires Taylor 

 

Photo from Photo from https://www.underwatersculpture.com/works/recent/. 

30 



 

 

Figure 16: Human Nature from Jonathan Levine Project by Jason Decaires Taylor 

 

Photo from https://www.artsy.net/artwork/jason-decaires-taylor-the-lost-correspondent-1. 

 

 

Figure 17: Human Nature from Jonathan Levine Projects by Jason Decaires Taylor 

 

Photo from: https://www.artsy.net/artwork/jason-decaires-taylor-the-silent-evolution-1 
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Figure 18: NEST, Gili Islands, Indonesia by Jason Decaires Taylor 

 

Photo found from: 

https://www.underwatersculpture.com/works/recent/?doing_wp_cron=1551578896.0883738994598388671875 

 

Figure 19: Submerged Sculpture by Jason Decaires Taylor 

 

Photo from: https://www.underwatersculpture.com/works/submerged/ 
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Figure 20: Human Nature from Jonathan Levine Project by Jason Decaires Taylor 

 

Photo from: https://www.artsy.net/artwork/jason-decaires-taylor-the-silent-evolution-2. 

 

Figure 21: Human Nature from Jonathan Levine Projects by Jason Decaires Taylor 

 

Photo from: https://www.artsy.net/artwork/jason-decaires-taylor-vicissitudes-2. 
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Figure 22: Submerged Sculpture by Jason Decaires Taylor 

 

Photo from: https://www.underwatersculpture.com/works/submerged/. 

Figure 23: Submerged Sculpture by Jason Decaires Taylor 

 

Photo from: https://www.underwatersculpture.com/works/submerged/. 
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Figure 24:Submerged Sculpture by Jason Decaires Taylor 

 

Photo from: https://www.underwatersculpture.com/works/submerged/,  

 
DISCUSSION  

What I start to address with Living Water Garden in the artistic analysis of it also 
applies to Taylor and Simpson.  Their art are all multifunctioning instruments that work 
physically in their environment as well as socially.  This here is the main distinction between the 
examples of traditional science I compared their works to.  The pure science may be stronger in 
function due to more attention to specific measurements and regulations, but the attention is not 
divided in these examples as it is in the art, which address multiple issues.  Furthermore, along 
with raising awareness to the overall environmental problem they are addressing, their art is able 
to bring more awareness to the scientific function of their work to make it more common practice 
as we see with Damon. 

The main scientific difference between the methods used in these works and more 
traditional methods, is that these works, while still heavily systematic, are still less so than the 
traditional science.  This is the most true with Buster Simpson, who takes a process usually 
carried out by a large complex system of machinery, multiple processes and multiple scientists 
calculating precise measurements of how much of and what type of material to use to simply 
hand carving and individually dumping limestone into the river. Taylor’s sculpture gardens are 
very methodological in terms of the care that goes into the product of his work and the difficult 
of casting bodies to make lifesize sculptures and then placing these immensely heavy sculptures 
in the sea.  However, because he is sculpting bodies, not using blocks, he does not use the same 
calculation methods scientists do to determine the size and spacing of the concrete in other 
artificial reefs.  Damon’s Living Water Garden was also very systematic and planned out, with 
each detail in the park carefully chosen to work in a larger process.  The difference here to 
traditional science is the lack of organization in properly documenting and testing the project. 

One aspect of all of these works of art is bringing back aesthetics to areas people feel it 
has been lost.  Part of what people grieve with ecosystem destruction such as cutting down trees 
and biodiversity depletion is the loss of what people find beautiful.  Art is a way to bring beauty 
back into a region where people feel it is gone.  Ecological restoration practices are driven by 
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people’s values, and people value what they find aesthetically pleasing.  For instance, Larson 
(2007) discusses this in the context of invasive species, which he calls IS due to the immediate 
negative connotation of the word invasive.  Larson says,  

“individual stakeholders weigh differing ecological, economic, and aesthetic values in 
reaching a decision about IS, these values need to be incorporated in decision-making. These values 
appear in such divergent cases as the gardeners who introduced purple loosestrife for its beauty and 
the bee-keepers who argued against control of yellow star-thistle when it first arrived in California 
because of its high- quality honey,” (48). 
Part of the conversation in this case about whether invasive species stay or go in 

this case has to do with how pleasing different species are to look at. 
This is also the case with how eco-art is determined to be made.  Taylor’s sculptures are 

not only aesthetically pleasing to look at on their own, but bring back the life forms that tourists 
from across the world travel to see in person on scuba and snorkeling adventures.  Urban parks 
are used in the vast majority of urban cities as ways to create space and a change in scenery in 
densely built up areas.  Even Buster Simpson, aside from the aesthetics involved in performances 
is working towards a goal of cleaning up the Hudson River. By and large, clean water, that is 
clear and blue is seen as more beautiful than murky polluted water.  

This is an important role in these artworks that traditional engineering structures do not 
do.  A typical water treatment facility is a functional industrial plant that is not meant to be seen 
as beautiful.  At least until colonized, brick and other conventional artificial reefing structures (as 
shown in figs 25 and 26) do not have the same aesthetic quality as carefully constructed figure 
sculptures. 
 
Figure 25: Artificial Reef Example 1 

 
Photo from: 
https://www.gasdetection.com/interscan-in-the-news/magazine-articles/artificial-reefs-great-ecology-economy/ 
 
Figure 26: Artificial Reef Example 2 
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Photo from https://bcssmz.org/news/projects/artificial-reefs/ 
 

Earlier I mentioned the uniqueness of this phenomenon, in which artists are now creating 
art in water instead of in the interior spaces we call home.  I also call attention to the definition of 
home that Bachelard (2006) provides as a place of emotional and personal attachment that 
creates memories.  These three artists can be seen as expanding the definition of home away 
from just interior spaces we physically dwell in, to our surrounding environment we rely on.  I 
believe for these artists there is personal and emotional attachment to these places that they find 
enough importance in to make art there.  So even though they do not sleep and cook dinner and 
watch TV in the ocean or river, it is still domestic for them in terms of their connection to the 
places and the reliance on these ecosystems to provide resources that allow us to carry out our 
daily activities.  

When you continually revisit and work with a site, that place will begin to feel like home 
for you.  On a personal note, part of why I chose Buster Simpson is because he revisited his work 
on the Hudson and repeated it over and over for decades.  I moved around a lot growing up, 
living in about 7 different houses before I reached college, but many of those houses were on the 
town that bordered the Hudson River, and that river was a huge part of my life growing up. 
When I think of home and sentimental attachment to places of my upbringing, I do not think of 
the houses I lived in, because I did not live in any of them long.  I think of the Hudson River.  I 
have no doubt in my mind that after such long term extensive work at these sites, that the artists 
chose because of a concern and affection that already existed for these places, the artists feel at 
home in these places.  

The other reason these artists are placing art in water, is because these are areas they are 
concerned for.  Art reflects cultural concerns of the time and society they were made in as well 
as individual concerns, and we live in a time with a seemingly endless list of environmental 
problems related to water.  This shows that even when part of the problem is these issues are not 
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being addressed, especially if they are not being addressed by those in power, on a cultural and 
individual level water is something people are deeply concerned with.  

All this being said, it is easy to think that environmental issues are a modern 
phenomenon, but it is not as if issues of clean available water suddenly emerged in the past 
century.  There have always been struggles for resources, including water.  And making art about 
water is not new either.  Take a look at the two classic paintings The Great Wave of Kanagawa 
by Japanese artist Hokusai (Fig. 27), or The Slave Ship by British artist J. M. Turner (Fig. 28). 
Japanese and Chinese Gardens have for centuries incorporated ponds.  But historically water was 
depicted in different art forms than what we are seeing now, where it is not only in the water, but 
works with the water and away from our domestic interiors.  Even Japanese and Chinese 
gardens, which were outside, were decoration of the external part of peoples owned and lived in 
property, the way many Americans have yards. 

What really stood out when comparing the results of all these artists, was that they are on 
a spectrum of how much they blend art and science, with none of them completely on one end 
and Taylor in the middle.  Buster Simpson’s is very performative and coheres the least to 
mainstream scientific practices.  His work is much more so about making a statement than a pure 
ecological function.  Betsy Damon’s park is on the other side, being much more so about the 
function of an urban park, education and water treatment.  Living Water Garden fits more into 
urban design and landscape architecture than fine art, but it definitely is still fine art as well. 
Those qualities are just a little less evident than with Simpson’s and Taylor’s work, and some 
would argue it is not fine art at all but only urban design.  I personally feel Damon’s work is both 
urban design and fine art.  Now Jason Decaires Taylor’s work is rich with aesthetics and 
metaphor and also coheres pretty well to the practice of artificial reefing and very much so uses 
science to dramatically change an ecosystem.  These areas where his sculpture parks are placed 
go from having virtually no life to having sponges, coral, fish, among other organisms.  For this 
reason, I consider Taylor to be the best representation of make aquatic ecoventions, where 
neither the science or art is overpowered by the other.  This is not at all to say his art is better ot 
the other artist’s work is worse.  His art is simply the best example of this cohesion of disciplines 
out of the three artists. 

 
Figure 27: The Great Wave of Kanagawa by Hokusai 
 

 
Photo found from Wikipedia 
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Figure 28: The Slave Ship by J. M. W. Turner 

 
Photo from Wikipedia 
 
COMPARISON/GENERALIZATION 

This research turns to a broader conversation about art and aesthetics in the anthropocene. 
It begs the question why make art at all to address environmental problems?  As Henri 
Cartier-Bresson says, “the world is going to pieces and people… are photographing rocks!” 
(Davis and Etienne 2015, 3).  People have made a strong argument for why to connect art and the 
anthropocene.  Davis and Etienne (2015) in Art in the Anthropocene make their claim by saying,  

First, we argue that the Anthropocene is primarily a sensorial phenomenon: the experience of living 
in an increasingly diminished and toxic world.  Second, the way we have come to understand the 
anthropocene has frequently been framed through modes of the visual, that is, through data visualization, 
satellite imagery, climate models, and other legacies of the “whole Earth.” Third, art provides a polyarchic 
site of experimentation for “living in a damaged worl”... an a non-moral form of address that offers a range of 
discursive, visual, and sensual strategies that are not confined by the regimes of scientific objectivity, 
political moralism, or psychological depression,” (Davis, 2015, 4) 
The art world will inevitable justify their art, but what do people outside of the artworld 

have to say about “photographing rocks?”  There are many scholars who do not specifically 
focus on art who have demanded more creative solutions or thinking about environmental 
problems. In Wicked Problems, Rayner (2014) argues that environmental problems are “wicked” 
now, in that they are not as simple as pollution control and nature conservation, and that they are 
all deeply multifaceted, and we cannot address multifaceted issues with one approach.  He asks 
and answers, “So how do we deal with wicked problems? The most obvious urge – although an 
urge that I shall argue is to be resisted – is to simplify them,” (Rayner, 2014, 5).  Towards the 
end, he claims that “wicked problems have no definitive solutions,” (Rayner, 2014, 6). 

In a similar essay, Clumsy Solutions for a Complex World: The Case of Climate Change, 
Verweiji et al. (2006) open up the conversation by immediately saying, Successful solutions to 
pressing social ills tend to consist of innovative combinations of a limited set of alternative ways 
of perceiving and resolving the issues,” (Verweiji et al., 2006, 817).  Both of these essays are 
primarily advocating for environmental solutions that combine all the different perspectives 
instead of taking one specific approach, but ultimately what this means is there is not one way to 
solve these problems and people should be trying everything and constantly asking what new 
approaches to these solutions we can come up with.  And these artworks do exactly that.  The 
artists are thinking outside the box and do not take just one approach of only educating, or only 
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engineering or only engaging in communicative activism.  If we want creative solutions to our 
environmental problems that offer different perspectives, well art is exactly that; acts of 
creativity that are a matter of perspective and bringing attention to itself.  “Photographing rocks” 
is doing the same thing that Buster Simpson is doing standing in the water, sometimes naked, 
dumping tabs of limestone into the water and looking like a crazy person, so that any passerby 
would stop, stare and ask, “what on Earth is that man doing?”  Both of these actions are saying, 
“hey! Look over here!” 

These artists in particular really get at this notion of hybridity that a number of 
environmental scholars have argued for.  These artworks all blur the line between natural and 
manmade and this notion that natural is always good and manmade is inherently evil. Larson 
(2007) argues against this natural-manmade dichotomy in terms of invasive species, saying, “I 
suspect that we dislike these species because they threaten to rupture our way of relating to the 
natural world. We single them out because they are ‘unnatural’ in that humans have assisted their 
transgression of ancient biogeographic barriers. Yet this is only the case if we think of ourselves 
as separate from nature, as cultural entities rather than natural ones,” (46).  Richard White (1999) 
warns us of the consequences of relying too closely on “purity,” in terms of keeping categories 
such as culture and natural separate.  White says, “I would suggest that a beginning of a way out 
lies with an abandonment of fitting everything into pure categories and accepting a series of finer 
gradations as we take responsibility for a world that we are creating,” (226). 

The art I am looking at are very small examples of much larger environmental and art 
movements that are also working under this notion of hybridity.  Much eco-art is directly related 
or also categorized as what I would call a more mainstream genre of landscape architecture or 
green architecture.  In fact, Betsy Damon’s work, such as Living Water Garden is a great 
example of what green architecture entails.  Thompson (2004)  specifically refers to Living 
Water Garden as landscape architecture that plays a role in ecological restoration of urban rivers. 
The Encyclopaedia Britannica describes landscape architecture as, “the development and 
decorative planting of gardens, yards, grounds, parks, and other planned green outdoor spaces,” 
(“Landscape Architecture,” 2019).  Landscapes specifically refer to larger areas such as parks 
rather than smaller condensed areas usually referred to as gardens (“Landscape Architecture,” 
2019).  By this definition, both Jason Decaires Taylor’s sculpture parks and Betsy Damon’s 
Living Water Garden qualify as landscape architecture.  What makes their work stand out is that 
they are not merely decorative, but also creative solutions to localized environmental problems. 

While this paper focused on eco-art pertaining to water, the genre expands much further 
than that.  Ecological artists are making art all over the globe and not only in sculptural form. 
Some artists, for instance, are looking at issues of deforestation and reforestation.  German artist 
Dirk Fleischmann uses business models to think economically about the land.  For myforestfarm 
he created a completely organic, zero carbon footprint carbon offset programme in the form of 
reforestation, where he planted 1,838 trees in the Philippines (Brown, 2014, 233).  The art 
product of this project was a series of photographs and digital media displayed in a gallery 
(Brown, 2014, 233). 

Furthermore, not all environmental and ecological art is outdoors.  Futurefarmers is a 
group of different kinds of artists and researchers who create designs and workshops that offer 
unique and creative solutions to environmental problems while also attempting to raise 
awareness.  Many of their designs are shown in inside areas such as gallery spaces, while much 
of their work and research is done outside. (Brown, 2014, 185). 
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This research can also pertain to other types of creative responses to environmental 
threats, both terrestrial and aquatic.  As seen in figure 29, former Maldives president Mohamed 
Nasheed held a cabinet meeting five meters underwater in his first term, where everyone met at a 
desk in scuba gear.  During this meeting, he signed a ten year commitment to become a carbon 
neutral nation. (Demos, 2016, 73).  While Nasheed was a politician not an artist, this could be 
seen as a form of performance art.  Furthermore, this action was similar to that of the art 
discussed in this paper in that it called attention to an issue by approaching it in a new and 
creative way. 
 

Fig. 29: UNDERWATER CABINET MEETING  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Image from 
https://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-1221021/Maldives-underwater-cabinet-meeting-held-highlight-impact-climate-c
hange.html  

 
NEXT STEPS/FURTHER RESEARCH 

There are a few logical projects that could follow this research.  For starters, this same 
research could be done on eco-art on land.  The same methodological process could be followed 
to see how land art and aquatic art in this genre compare in terms of how they use sciences. 
After doing research on terrestrial eco-art, seeing how the art compares to traditional sciences, 
one could compare land art and aquatic art.  Are these two types of eco-artists working in similar 
ways.  Also, many aquatic eco-artists work with terrestrial sites as well.  How do particular 
artists works differ when on land and in water?  Both Aviva Rahmani and Jason Decaires Taylor 
create land art as well.  How do these projects differ from their aquatic work? 
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My research also does not compare different global regions.  I have looked largely at 
aquatic eco-art all over the world.  But how does aquatic eco-art, or eco-art in general, vary in 
different continents and countries?  Which geographic locations have the most eco-art?  This 
could be done with GIS analysis.  The majority of scholarship on eco-art is qualitative and gives 
little scientific information.  More quantitative and scientific research could be done to better 
understand this artform. 
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