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Framing the Field

An Introduction

The Matter of Artists and the Practice of Agriculture

This book reflects on artist-run farms, art installations, and performances that
incorporate edible gardening, foraging, and farm animal rearing. Starting in
the 1960s, the definition of art has expanded, and the boundaries of art and life
have begun to blur. Being reframed as experience, art can hinge on connections
with sites and communities and on the multisensorial perception of materials
and environments. Within such a context, agriculture has offered opportunities
to experiment with creative projects that defy classifications and shape forms
of communication beyond traditional visual languages. Agriculture, for the
purposes of this book, is broadly defined as food and medicine cultivation and
gathering that depend on human and other-than-human interactions. Artists
that engage with agriculture embrace it as a tool for both political critique and
aesthetic expression. Their work deconstructs the inequality of food systems
and proposes alternative agricultural models to achieve food sovereignty, in
ways that echo case studies discussed by other books published in Routledge’s
Critical Food Studies series.!

However, this volume presents a distinguished point of view as it elaborates
on the practice of artists who approach agriculture with tools and goals that
often differ from those of traditional farmers. The process of artists is often
experimental and creative, and their work has conceptual and ethical motiva-
tions, which are inspired by critiques of power structures in the art world and
the world in general. Artists involved with agriculture often do so to make a
statement; they deconstruct current systems and imagine—enact, even—alter-
native ones. This book’s contribution is to cast light on the experiences of artists
who model diverse and creative possibilities for the present and future of agri-
culture in a global landscape. Also, the volume provides frameworks to decode
the artistic language of agriculture-based art projects, facilitating the reader’s
appreciation of a plethora of case studies. Artistic practices that involve farm-
ing respond to art discourses by developing specific aesthetics. Through phe-
nomenology and culture-specific visual and material vocabulary, artists work
with agriculture to convey personal stories, react to historical, social, and
environmental narratives, and embody theoretical shifts in art discourses.

DOI: 10.4324/9780367200800-1
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2 Framing the field

Figure 0.1 Ghada Amer, Hunger, 2013. Earthwork. Earth Matters: Land as Material
and Metaphor, Enid Haupt Garden, National Museum of African Art
(April 22, 2013-February 23, 2014), Smithsonian Institution. Photo
Franko Khoury.

The Visual and Material Language of Agriculture as Art: The Example
of Hunger by Ghada Amer

A taste of the complex language that is embedded in edible gardening can be
gathered from an analysis of the work Hunger by Egyptian artist Ghada Amer.
Hunger was created on the occasion of the exhibition Earth Matters: Land as
Material and Metaphor in the Arts of Africa at the National Museum of Afri-
can Art and Smithsonian Gardens in Washington D.C. in 2013.2 Sited just feet
away from the USDA People’s Garden and Farmer’s Market, the work curates
its public carefully to spread awareness on global and local food issues at mul-
tiple levels. Those who encounter the work in person range from citizens to
tourists, museum visitors, consumers, and administrators who hold decisional
power over agricultural policies in the United States.

In the piece, patterns made by seeds and plants form letters in the soil and
read as the word “hunger.” Thus, in this case—although not in every example
covered by this book—the use of language literally points to verbal communi-
cation. The word “hunger” in Amer’s artwork is made of rice stalks for six
months and winter kale for the remainder of the year.? Why write with edible
plants on the ground? Why create an artwork so large and immersive that visi-
tors can experience it as a garden? The answers to these questions are layered
and can help unpack not only Amer’s art but also some of the broader critical
themes and disciplinary frameworks embedded in this volume.

Ghada Amer began using gardening as an art form in 1997. When asked to
create a piece for an outdoor space, she was presented with a new challenge:
her previous work mostly used embroidery to leave marks on the canvas, a
technique that allowed her to draw and paint with thread. The conservation of
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sewn fabrics was threatened by an outdoor display; thus, the artist had to re-
think her medium. Amer considered what she appreciated most about embroi-
dery: its connection to women’s everyday life and creativity in the context of
Islamic homes, as well as its ability to delineate shapes and figures like inks and
paints do. Looking for a medium that could parallel embroidery in an outdoor
environment, she decided to experiment with gardening, a practice that women
were allowed to engage with in Muslim cultures, if only in the confined spaces
of domestic yards.* The story of Amer’s creative process underlines how gen-
der conditions the ways people relate to other-than-human beings—a theme
that emerges in the work of several artists that choose agriculture for their
practice, as in the cases of Agnes Denes, Fritz Haeg, Binta Diaw, Maria Mag-
dalena Campos Pons, Lisa Kyung Gross, and Eli Brown, among others dis-
cussed in this volume. Also, Amer’s work reminds us that religion can inform
much of people’s connection with landscapes, an awareness that impacts the
work of other artists addressed here, like Kamin Lertchaiprasert and Rirkrit
Tiravanija, Tattfoo Tan, and many more.

Ghada Amer has continued writing and drawing with gardens since the ini-
tial commission that made her reimagine her artistic vocabulary at the end of
the 1990s, as shown by Hunger—which, as we have seen above, was created in
2013. In this artwork, the word “hunger” appears neatly right after the seeds
are planted, but once the crops grow, the writing becomes harder to decipher.
Thus, the piece illustrates how hunger can be erased by agriculture. While be-
ing very literal and experiential, the work also has a metaphorical and critical
dimension, and as such it well exemplifies artworks created through agriculture
in general. Amer wants to expose the public to a simple principle that some
contemporary viewers might be disconnected from: food comes from the earth,
and not from the supermarket. She hopes to bring urban dwellers closer to the
source of what they eat, reenvisioning city—countryside dichotomies—a goal
that is shared with many other artists involved with farming, including Bonnie
Ora Sherk, Seitu Jones, HK FARM, Juan William Chavez, Fallen Fruit, and
many more discussed in this book.’

Not only is Hunger specific to D.C. as a city environment that could be en-
livened by urban agriculture, but also as a portal that opens up to national and
geopolitical dynamics, which are deeply affected by food production and
trade.® In this sense, Hunger is aligned with the practice of other artists—such
as Joseph Beuys, Gianfranco Baruchello, jackie sumell, Nida Sinnokrot, Yinka
Shonibare—who see growing food as a political matter, one that responds to
specific sites while being connected to broader scenarios. In particular, Amer is
interested in pointing to issues that concern Egypt, the country where she was
born and spent her childhood before moving to France. According to the art-
ist, Hunger refers to “the fact that politicians in her native Egypt and elsewhere
prey on the hungry by promising food in exchange for votes. Bags of rice and
other edibles are therefore bartered for political support.”” Corruption is one
of the facets that pollute global dynamics in the field of agriculture, compro-
mising access to resources and fair distribution of yields.
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As environmental scholar and activist Raj Patel denounces, hunger and
starvation affect farmers themselves in India—as well as Sri Lanka, China,
Peru, and more—where the promise of a “Green Revolution” introduced de-
pendence on new crop varieties, fertilizers, pesticides, and mechanization in the
1960s and 1970s.2 In recent decades, the production and trade of genetically
modified Organisms (GMOs) by multinational corporations has intensified the
dependence on expensive technologies to increase yields. As shown by science
and nature writer Tim Folger, there is much debate regarding the long-term
effectiveness of GMOs in the fight against world hunger.’ According to Patel,
farmers in India have taken on debt that becomes hard to repay in order to
purchase GMO seeds, pesticides, fertilizers, and more; and sometimes, farm-
ers’ inability to pay their debt back leads them to suicide and ruins entire fam-
ilies and communities.!? Indian artists respond to this widespread loss through
multiple mediums. For example, Dharmendra Prasad researched and reintro-
duced pre-industrial agricultural knowledge in the project Carebiosphere
(2020), where traditional tools and objects are woven with straw as a demon-
stration of care; and Dayananda Nagaraju’s Golden Seed (2019) represented
the story of the artist’s mother by presenting rice seeds made of gold inside a
bowl made of earth. The piece denounces the harsh working conditions and
economic inequality that affect women farmers, who carry most of the labor
and risks in many Indian farming communities.!!

In addition to compromising the livelihoods of farmers, the induced reli-
ance on monocropping and industrial agriculture has impoverished the soil
and polluted watersheds, jeopardizing the health of entire ecosystems in an era
in which the weight of capitalism and colonial legacies is preponderant, as
encapsulated by terms like Anthropocene (Paul Crutzen), Capitalocene (Jason
W. Moore), Plantationocene (Anna Tsing and Donna Haraway), and Chthulu-
cene (Haraway).'?

Colonial legacies and industrial extraction, corporate power, and geopoliti-
cal injustice are some of the challenges that impact global food systems today,
and as such they are highlighted by many of the artists discussed in this vol-
ume, including Jolene Rickard, Elizabeth James-Perry, Critical Art Ensemble,
and Maria Thereza Alves.

Environmental complexities—beyond the simplistic dichotomies of culture
and nature, North and South, developed and developing, industrial and ru-
ral-—can be emphasized by a reconsideration of human and other-than-human
relationships, and by casting light on the agency of other-than-human ele-
ments. Amer’s Hunger continues to well exemplify how art participates in such
discourses. The work illustrates how working with organic matter, like live
crops, implies a release of control and invites collaboration with plants and
non-human animals. In fact, even though Amer’s concept predicted that rice
and kale would be harvested to feed participants with a community meal,
ducks and birds were faster and consumed the grains and leaves before people
could gather them. Amer reacted with a smile'>—perhaps, admittedly, allowed
by the fact that the artist and her community’s sustenance did not depend on
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this harvest. On the one hand, the unintended outcome emphasizes the theme
of the artwork, that is challenges in food access. On the other, in terms of art
process and participation, Amer appreciates that other-than-human animals
sculpted the piece in unplanned ways and that they took an active part in the
realization of the project. The interaction of human and other-than-human
beings in the formation of Hunger can be interpreted through the lens of post-
humanist philosophies—further described in Chapter 1—which inform my
readings of the practice of Giuseppe Penone, Li Shan, and Natalie Doonan,
among others discussed here.

Contributions, Scope, and Disciplinary Perspective of This Book

The analysis of Ghada Amer’s Hunger (2013) illustrates how agriculture, in the
hands of artists, becomes a vehicle to convey multiple overlapping meanings
and intersects a range of discourses.

In the hands of artists, farming morphs into a language that communicates
personal, spiritual, symbolic, historical, and political meanings through em-
bodied experience. It allows artists to initiate discussions on a range of press-
ing topics, from hunger to public health, from colonial legacies to industrial
agriculture, and from class, race, and gender discrimination to community
building and placemaking. In some cases, the artworks are meant for gallery
and museum spaces and remain short-lived; in others, the projects exist as
working farms that produce food and medicine, offering sustenance and sover-
eignty for particular communities.

Taken individually, farming-based artworks may seem small-scaled and rel-
atively isolated; yet, this volume demonstrates that agriculture-based works
form a constellation of practices that, if considered as a whole, have weight
and impact. Not only do they affect the ecosystems and the social contexts of
specific places, but they also critique extractive systems and propose alternative
models of human interaction with land that emphasize care, diversity, relation-
ality, and food sovereignty. They provide a repertoire of options and model
what becomes possible when priority is given to food security, equity, intercon-
nectedness, reparations after colonial trauma, and spiritual and environmental
health. Thus, Artists and the Practice of Agriculture shows what can be done
and is being done by artists in order to develop fairer food systems.

Because, fortunately, farming-based art projects are numerous and thriving
across the world, this volume cannot claim to be exhaustive. That said, it strives
to be inclusive by discussing case studies from all continents and by represent-
ing the work of artists of different races, classes, and genders. By sketching a
map of contemporary agriculture-based art practices, the book offers informa-
tion and examples that can help artists, activists, and farmers form productive
networks and cross-pollinate ideas. Indigenous scholar Elizabeth Hoover,
whose research focuses on Indigenous food sovereignty in North America, has
observed that connecting with Indigenous communities internationally and
learning from one another has been a challenge due to language barriers.!*
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Perhaps, this study can disseminate information about creative farming prac-
tices that, through visual communication, can abate some of those barriers, so
that people with similar concerns and goals can inspire one another.

My research for this book stems from previous literature on similar topics
that emerged from a range of disciplinary contexts. Studies on agriculture as
an art form have flourished in contemporary art, architecture, and art history,
especially within the discourses of participatory art, environmental art, and
food-based art, as well as in cultural geography and anthropology scholarship
that reflects on placemaking and counter-monuments.

The book The Cultivated Landscape: An Exploration of Art and Agricul-
ture®—published by artist Judith Nasby and agricultural policy professor
Craig Pearson in 2008—looks at the topic from the perspectives of environ-
mental studies and Western history. It traces a chronological narrative that
represents the history of rural landscapes and built environments by using
visual materials as sources. The authors choose to focus on European and
North American histories and elaborate on the specifics of traditional and in-
dustrial agricultural techniques. Similarly, the more recent volume Rurality
Re-imagined: Villagers, Farmers, Wanderers, Wild Things (2018), edited by ar-
chitect Ben Stringer, examines case studies created for Western environments,
especially in Britain.!® The book mirrors the interests and approaches of land-
scape design practitioners, and thus the majority of the contributions included
in the volume are authored by designers, architects, and artists. Their texts
communicate about their own projects, with the goal of redefining what rural-
ity is at a time of planetary urbanization.

The concept of rurality, as theorized by philosophers, anthropologists, and
contemporary artists, is also examined by the anthology The Rural, edited by
the European artist collective MyVillages.org (Kathrin Bohm, Wapke Feen-
stra, and Antje Schiffers) for MIT-Whitechaptel in 2019.!7 The volume pro-
vides a theoretical and conceptual archive of analyses and questions the
separation of urban and rural spaces. The selection of sources is made by prac-
ticing artists and reflects their involvement with community-based and collab-
orative projects in agricultural environments.

Other disciplinary views are allowed by the volume Field to Palette. Dia-
logues on Soil and Art in the Anthropocene, edited by visual artist and environ-
mental planner Alexandra Toland, landscape pedology professor Jay Stratton
Noller, and soil physicist and painter Gerd Wessolek. The book involves scien-
tists and art practitioners who discuss soil as a fundamental component for
food production, while also playing broader ecological, economic, and cultural
roles. Field to Palette incorporates interviews with artists, a format that has
inspired part of Artists and the Practice of Agriculture’s structure. The recent
book Art, Farming and Food for the Future: Transforming Agriculture, co-
written by Barbara Benish and Nathalie Blanc and published in Routledge’s
Explorations in Environmental Studies Series in 2022, is informed by the au-
thors’ interdisciplinary collaborations and activities across art practice, science,
urban geography, and farming.!® Despite some overlap with this volume,
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Benish and Blanc’s research is often grounded in the analysis of European
networks and elaborates on themes such as breadmaking and food processing.
Combining the study of both volumes will expand the reader’s understanding
of the diversity and abundance of art farming approaches and examples,
amplifying the overall goals and arguments made by all authors.

Case studies of artist-farmers or essays on agricultural practices are also
analyzed as part of exhibition catalogs that discuss food-based art. Notable
examples include Feast: Radical Hospitality in Contemporary Art, the catalog
of a groundbreaking exhibition curated by Stephanie Smith at Chicago’s Smart
Museum in 2012, and FOOD: Bigger Than the Plate, the catalog of an exten-
sive show curated by Catherine Flood and May Rosenthal Sloan at the Victo-
ria and Albert Museum in London on display in 2019.2° Scholarly essays about
experiments in art and farming also appear in two projects that I co-edited
with art historian Margherita d’Ayala Valva: the volume The Taste of Art:
Cooking, Food, and Counterculture in Contemporary Practices, published in
2017*! and a special issue of the journal Public Art Dialogue on “Food and
Activism in Contemporary Public Art.”? In the context of all the publications
above, either curatorial or scholarly, farming is analyzed as a vehicle for the
phenomenological experience of the participant, as mechanisms of shared au-
thorship, as a way to achieve food ethics, as an expression of gender, race, and
class identity, and as a platform for creative forms of activism.

Art farming is further examined in the context of Eco Art and environmen-
tal humanities publications. In these venues, authors look at artworks that em-
ploy agriculture in relation to landscape painting or as part of the genealogy of
Land art and Earthworks. The scholarly book Landscape into Eco Art, by art
historian Mark A. Cheetham, situates art farming projects like Wheatfield—A
Confrontation by Agnes Denes—a work also analyzed here in Chapter 2—
within site-specific Eco Art narratives that confront ideas of remoteness and
ecological conservation. Rather than focusing on food systems, Cheetham’s
discussion of Wheatfield pays attention to the work’s critique of unsustainable
financial systems and frames it as an ephemeral monument. The author points
out that, because this and other artworks that transform the land do not exist
any longer, current publics rely on photographic documentation, among other
sources, to view them. Thus, temporary site-specific artworks depend on the
more traditional genre of landscape painting, with which Cheetham identifies
both disruptions and continuities through a series of visual analyses as well as
thanks to a thorough review of art historical literature.?* The influential book
Earthworks and Beyond—the first of multiple editions which was published in
1984 by garden and landscape historian John Beardsley**—describes Land art
as in direct continuity with landscape painting, as both involve the representa-
tion and interpretation of particular lands.

That said, the perception of landscape as a neutral, delightful, and univer-
sal expression of human imagination—as encapsulated in the landmark
mid-twentieth-century publication Landscape into Art by Kenneth Clark*—
has been critiqued by scholars and artists alike starting in the late 1960s.
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Deconstructions of landscape painting through critical theory, postcolonial,
and new materialist lenses have thrived since the 1990s. Seminal contributions
that show how landscape images hold implications of ownership, control,
and colonial power include visual culture historian W.J.T. Mitchell’s Land-
scape and Power?® and environmental historian William Cronon’s The Trouble
With Wilderness.*” In landscape painting, the artist, patron, and public con-
tribute to the definition of the visual codes that inform the portrayal of a
place, often framing it as a possession at the disposal of specific groups of
humans. Landscape paintings tend to convey concepts and ideologies that
sometimes reinforce worldviews and justify hierarchies of class, race, and
gender. In contrast, agriculture-based artworks contribute to the disruption
of the distanced views of landscape paintings by replacing apparently har-
monious pictures with hands-on, immersive, and usually fatiguing interac-
tions with particular sites.

Beyond being analyzed in relation to histories of landscape painting and
earthworks, experiments in art farming are often discussed as models for sus-
tainable living in the context of ecocriticism.?® This approach is exemplified
by artist and art critic Linda Weintraub’s book To Life! Eco Art in Pursuit of
a Sustainable Planet (2012), which pairs thematic essays with monographic
chapters.” In addition, seed collection, plant materials, and edible gardening
are included in contemporary art overviews like artist and writer Barbara
Nemitz’s Trans Plant: Living Vegetation in Contemporary Art, published in
2000,% and Down the Garden Path: The Artist’s Garden After Modernism, the
catalog of an exhibition curated by Valerie Smith at the Queen’s Museum
of Art.’!

Artists and the Practice of Agriculture: Politics and Aesthetics of Food Sov-
ereignty in Art since 1960 can be positioned at the intersection of the ap-
proaches and fields overviewed above. The book analyzes agriculture-based art
by considering its roots in landscape painting, Land art, landscape design, en-
vironmental art, food-based art, and public art. It examines themes that con-
nect examples of art farming by responding to critical questions that have
emerged from research in food studies, ecocriticism, the environmental human-
ities, anthropology, cultural geography, history, landscape history, and more.
While the volume embraces multidisciplinary frameworks, its primary field of
reference is that of contemporary art history and visual studies.

Compared to other sources that address art and agriculture, Artists and the
Practice of Agriculture does not follow a linear timeline and rather adopts a
thematic and discursive approach. In addition, the study’s scope goes beyond
Western art historical canons. It shows the similarities that link critical ques-
tions, concerns, and priorities of artists on a global level, while contextualizing
their practices within specific cultural, social, and political histories. The global
scope does not aim to propose an encyclopedic overview: as stated before, this
volume cannot be comprehensive, as art farms and art gardens are in constant
flux, with new initiatives appearing frequently, and others decaying quickly,
like the organic matter that the works are made of.
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Chapters’ Overview, Author Positionality, and Writing Process

Each section opens with a chapter that constructs a theoretical and art-histor-
ical narrative based on the study of primary and secondary sources and con-
siders issues of artistic intention and reception.

Chapter 1 elaborates on agriculture-based art as a means to enact human/
other-than-human relationships, which foster interconnected ontologies, em-
body Indigenous knowledges and spirituality, and provide tools for environ-
mental adaptation. Chapter 2 discusses artists who critique corporate industrial
science applied to food production and who propose alternatives by research-
ing pre-industrial, do-it-yourself, and open-source technologies.

Chapter 3 reflects on the living legacy and harsh consequences of colonial-
ism on land and people; it presents examples of artists who incorporate crops
into participatory installations or run community-based farms, in order to
counter the violence of slavery and its legacy in contemporary labor with mod-
els of food sovereignty and care. Finally, Chapter 4 shows how artists plant the
seeds for a more just and distributed food system by using art as a pedagogical
tactic to educate and learn about urban agriculture, permaculture, regenerative
agriculture, beekeeping, and foraging. These artists aim to foster public health
by showing the links between food cultivation, land remediation, connection to
place, nutritious diets, and socio-emotional fulfillment.

I acknowledge that the analyses included in the book’s chapters are inevita-
bly impacted by my positionality as a white middle-class woman who grew up
in Italy and lives in the United States, as well as by my expertise as a visual and
material culture historian with a focus on contemporary food-based art, eco-
criticism, and twentieth- and twenty-first-century Italian art. To offer a more
diversified range of perspectives, each section of this book also includes a se-
ries of conversations with artists who address the chapter’s themes, while also
elaborating on additional aspects of their practice. This format allows the
reader to understand multiple facets of the artists’ work beyond thematic cate-
gorizations. Although language barriers affected the selection of interviewees,
the inclusion of artist interviews helps present overlapping narratives and rep-
resent diverse positionalities.

The process of writing this book unfolded during a very complex period.
While I have consistently studied art and agriculture since the early 2000s, re-
search and writing toward this specific volume started in the summer of 2020,
at a time of almost global quarantine at the inception of the COVID-19 pan-
demic. In the same months, social unrest and protests against racial and gender
discrimination cast light on centuries-long crises, gaining overdue attention
within academic and public discourses. Finally, national politics in the United
States and elsewhere triggered awareness about the urgency of climate change
and the inadequacy of existing policies to curb its effects. These intersecting
crises left an important mark on the pages of this book and shaped many of its
concerns. On a logistical level, the quarantine limited my opportunities to study
at libraries and archives in the early stages of the writing process. Also, travel



10  Framing the field

bans did not allow me to visit some of the contemporary examples discussed in
this book until the spring of 2022. Finally, COVID-19 regulations, illness, and
loss slowed down the very completion of the art and agriculture projects that I
had planned to analyze here. Because of all these reasons, this volume remains
open-ended and should be read as a dynamic resource, the subject of which will
continue to shift and grow after the book’s publication. More than ever, I hope
that my contribution will inspire others to continue learning, writing, and mak-
ing to establish more creative, equitable, and mindful food systems.
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