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In a contemporary art world saturated with technology, 
urbanism and often complex aesthetic and philosophical 
themes, the relationship between man and nature is one 
that is often treated as something as a respite to new trends 
and ideas, yet it is one which continues to inspire artists 
around the world. William Morris, whose renowned designs 
crystallised socialism and nature, once said that, “the true 
secret of happiness lies in taking a genuine interest in all 
the details of daily life.” While, in the twenty-first century, 
this certainly includes technology and social customs, the 
natural environment is a constant in the backdrop of our 
daily lives, and certainly worth exploring in contemporary 
art practice, to observe the differences between current 
work and Morris’ nineteenth-century outlook. 

Capturing the natural environment within the arts institution 
is the primary focus here, and one that attempted to 
embrace and maintain a natural environment was the 
large-scale exhibition by Ben Rivers at Camden Arts Centre 
in London in 2015. Its title alone, Earth Needs More 
Magicians, was telling of the artist’s desire for change 
regarding mankind’s attitude towards its environment. 
As part of the show, Rivers’ video works dominated the 
room, displaying insights on small, remote cultures and 
landscape views of the elements and often enhancing 
them with narratives. Within Camden Arts Centre, however, 
much was added to the scenes depicted in the various films 
by the curatorial decisions formed in the gallery space, 

which might be described, or defined, as the ‘set design’––
it certainly exceeded standard practice for displaying film 
in a contemporary art setting. Dwarfing the viewer, heavy 
pieces of wood lined the walls and created not only a 
claustrophobic effect but more importantly, left no option 
to escape the message and context of Rivers’ work. In a 
world of depleting attention spans, what does this tell us 
about our relationship with nature? Being immersed within 
it is sublime; this is not new information, as identified by 
Edmund Burke in the eighteenth century, but replicating 
the natural environment is a different experience entirely, 
and in a world where we can access these static images on 
Google, Instagram et al., contemporary art must look to 
new methods of engaging with the viewer once more.

With the example of Ben Rivers’ work, we still see the 
ways in which nature’s narrative is being told through the 
lens of the camera or in an artificial setting. The physical 
environment in which natural spheres are presented 
enhances, or indeed reduces, the impact of the artwork in 
question. Dominating wall spaces around the exhibition at 
Camden Arts Centre ensured audiences that the work was 
under the authorship of Rivers, as opposed to traditional 
documentary-making. Also in London, South African artist 
Nicole Vinokur created an installation at Tintype Project 
Space entitled Paridayda, inhabiting the indoor space with 
a meadow, providing a powerful intervention into the way 
we think about nature. In the urban setting of Islington, 
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using the green imagery of grass inside a gallery space 
showcased a stark contrast between social life in the city, 
in the form of the gallery, and the natural environment. 
Merging the two in this way highlights the chasm between 
urban life and even the simplest of nature symbolisms in 
the form of grass. Technology has been lovingly cast aside 
for Paridayda, and again simplicity is key almost to the 
point of cliché, in that the gallery becomes a ‘stripped-
down’ showcase of natural growth. 

Previous examples of contemporary art addressing nature 
have been in the forms of installation and video, but how 
about truly subjective, artificial forms such as painting and 
sculpture? Jimmie Durham’s practice has a very different 
stance than that of Rivers and Vinokur; yet employs natural 
materials as components of the sculptural works. Yet again 
we can see the domination of artist over material and 
space, however it could be argued that these works are 
being given a new, powerful voice. 
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Cleverly this voice is ultimately that of Durham, but the 
instruments through which the artist chooses to express 
these ideas is incredibly revealing, and in the case of pieces 
such as It Should Work, provides a smart satire on ideas 
such as sustainability and global warming. In the post-
2000 era of what atmospheric scientist Paul Crutzen calls 
the ‘Anthropocene,’ it is perfectly valid, if not necessary, for 
contemporary artists to involve themselves in the narrative 
of the degradation of the natural environment, as part of 
the wider idea of a politically charged contemporary art. 

Despite the sublimity and delight we encounter in nature, 
its place in global warming has secured it a strong scientific 
importance, accelerated further from mere research into 
its reproduction and histories. While contemporary art is 
often analysed forensically in a similar way, there emerges 
a disparity between art and science in a way that can 
be difficult to explore for contemporary artists. Vinokur’s 
Paridayda uses the somewhat sterile environment of 
the gallery space as juxtaposition to her microcosmic 
landscape, producing a narrative, which places the viewer 
at an interesting, and not entirely alienating, point between 
nature and the complexities of the twenty-first century. 

Realistically, this position and strained relationship is what 
artists using nature as a theme and medium can expect 
to deliver to their audience. Additionally, using nature as 
a medium as in Vinokur’s work highlights a secondary 
level of sustainability, for example a patch of grass in a 
gallery space begs the question of value in the art market 
versus social value, and what happens to the work after 
the exhibition ends? There is clearly a lot of room for 
investigation, challenging and collaborative work, which 
confirms the salient role of nature in contemporary art 
theory and practice as agitator. Perhaps this is opposed to 
its classical value of providing an audience with a sense of 
awe and wonder, which is certainly fitting given its on-going 
state of rapid degradation.
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