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Abstract
The author criticizes the increasing trend of installing artworks in natural environments, questioning the ecological and cultural
implications of such practices. While recognizing the contributions of historical land art and environmental art to raising awareness of
humanity’s relationship with nature, this paper argues that many contemporary interventions, driven by commercial or entertainment
purposes, undermine ecological integrity and perpetuate harmful cultural attitudes toward nature. The purpose is to illuminate how
the placement of artworks in natural contexts—whether labeled “environmental” or otherwise—contributes to a cultural phenomenon
of commodifying nature as an amusement park or a scenic backdrop, thereby undermining genuine ecological engagement. To address
this, the author calls for stricter legislative frameworks, interdisciplinary collaboration, and sustainable artistic practices that prioritize
non-intrusiveness and ecological restoration.
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1. Introduction
For ecologists who spend many days in the field, it is increasingly
common to come across artistic violations of places where nature
is so beautiful that it invites even the most narrow-minded to
contemplation.

The trend of installing artworks at natural sites has become in-
creasingly common for several reasons, reflecting broader cultural,
artistic, and environmental shifts. In a world where urbanization
and digitalization dominate, many people feel disconnected from
nature. Art installations in natural settings offer away to bridge this
gap, providing an opportunity for people to engage with nature in a
meaningful and reflective way [1–3]. Moreover, contemporary art
has increasingly embraced the concept of site specificity, where the
location of the artwork is integral to itsmeaning. Natural sites offer
unique, ever-changing environments that can deeply influence the
interpretation and experience of an artwork. Artists often use these
settings to comment on the relationship between humanity and
nature, highlighting issues such as environmental conservation,
climate change, or the beauty of the natural world [4].

Many artists are highly motivated by environmental concerns and
use their work to raise awareness about ecological issues. By plac-
ing art in nature, they wish to draw attention to the environment
itself, encouraging viewers to think about sustainability, conserva-
tion, and humanity’s impact on the planet. These installations are
intended as a form of environmental activism, sparking dialogue
and inspiring action [5, 6]. Art installations at natural sites often
became tourist attractions, boosting local economies and drawing
people to natural sites they might not have visited otherwise [7–9].
Artists can use natural elements—light, water, vegetation—as

integral parts of their work, creating pieces that are dynamic and
interact with the environment over time [10].

Overall, the practice of installing artworks at natural sites reflects
a desire to blend culture and nature, fostering a deeper connection
between people and the environment while addressing contempo-
rary issues through the universal language of art. This is a sort of
return to the origins, an idealized reinterpretation of the artistic
expressions of a primitive world, of which there is no trace in the
contemporary age, at least among artists who ‘install’ their works
in nature, having nothing to do with cultures that produced art
while living in nature, as is the case for several famous tribal or
indigenous artworks and cultural landmarks, such as the Moai
statues of Easter Island, the Nazca Lines in Peru, Stonehenge in
the UK, and the monoliths of Göbekli Tepe in Turkey.

Ecological theory posits that life on Earth operates as a network
of interdependent subsystems—ranging from local ecosystems to
the global biosphere—where changes in one component inevitably
ripple through others. This interconnectedness implies that even
small disturbances in a single ecological subsystem can have cas-
cading effects in broader contexts. For example, habitat alteration
caused by human interventions, including art installations in nat-
ural landscapes, inevitably interacts with the local flora and fauna,
contributing to ecological disturbances and imbalances.

It is important to emphasize that the scale of ecological harm
caused by individual installationsmay, inmany cases, be negligible
compared to larger ecological threats. However, placing art in
natural ecosystemshas broader cultural implications, because such
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practices trivialize the intrinsic value of these spaces by framing
them as anthropocentric sites of entertainment or consumption.

The aim of this paper is to stress that installations of contemporary
artworks at natural sites, even when labelled as sustainable, can
risk harming ecosystems by increasing human footprint, disturb-
ing wildlife, and shifting conservation focus away from preserving
the natural ecosystems. Empirical evidence of harm,while valuable
in other contexts, is not central to the cultural and ethical criticism
expressed in the following paragraphs.

2. Discussion
The relationship between art and nature has spanned the entire
art history, taking on different forms and meanings according to
ages, cultures and artistic currents. Undoubtedly, this relation-
ship continues to be relevant in contemporary art as well, but
it is expressed in new and complex ways, enriched by unusual
perspectives, often linked to global environmental challenges and
technological innovations.

Capo Gallo (Sicily), Tafraout (Morocco), Gallura (Sardinia): the
tracks of those who think a painted rock is more beautiful than
in its natural state are now widespread. The case of a TV presen-
ter, who was fined for painting a rock on the Li Teggiaccj beach
(Aglientu, Sardinia), was widely reported in the local news some
years ago [11].

The passion of Jean Vérame and his epigones for rocks does not
exhaust the list of those who claim the right to artistic misuse of

natural ecosystems. A couple of years ago, in NW Sicily, next to the
Torre della Tonnara of Monte Cofano, it was possible to admire a
shantytown set up for the filming needs of a well-known Sicilian
director.

Bluntly ignoring thousands of comparable sets available all over
Sicily, zealous set designers wanted the Monte Cofano Nature
Reserve to have its own set of broken sofas, mattresses, washing
machines, garbage and plastic everywhere (Figure 1). They were
necessary to ‘narrate a reality steeped in poverty and degradation’.

I wonder: if a director wanted to set up a garbage dump in the
Pantheon Square; if, for script requirements, he wanted to apply
washable paint on Michelangelo’s David, would he get permission
to do so?

The promontory of Monte Cofano is one of Sicily’s most iconic
natural assets. Its natural interest is of international relevance, just
as the Pantheon and David are for art history.

Evidently, there are many people who consider it acceptable to
exploit natural assets for artistic needs, and unacceptable to re-
quest that nature is properly protected from speculation of all
kinds. Otherwise, the installation of giant benches and landscape
frames, increasingly common in the core areas of parks and re-
serves (Figure 1), would never have been allowed.

It occurs to me that many humans live their daily lives with un-
ease, and, believing that only through dialogue they can resolve
their existential crisis, they seek to express themselves through a
universally codified representation, the artistic expression, whose
standards and interpretative keys have been lost. Since it has been

Figure 1 • Top—big benches installed in the core areas of the Sicilian regional parks of Mt. Etna (left) and Madonie (right). Bottom
left—shantytown set up for the movie ‘Misericordia’ by Emma Dante in Monte Cofano Nature Reserve (NW Sicily). Bottom right—
Landscape frames in the Dolomites (NE Italy). Photo credits: Riccardo Guarino (left), Francesco Rinaldi (top right), Vincenzo Marino
(bottom right). While early land art and environmental art played pivotal roles in fostering environmental awareness, contemporary
examples lack authenticity and reflect a broader trend of commodifying nature for entertainment or tourism.
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established that art must be free from any formal and cultural
constraints, it sometimes happens that the artist no longer com-
municates through his or her work, which is incomprehensible to
most, but rather by flaunting their artistic conviction to the hilt.

...Is there a stunning cliff? Well, let’s pack it up with the intention
of preserving it for ten weeks and, by unpacking it, unveil its
marvelous beauty! This was done in Australia by Christo Javacheff
and Jeanne-Claude Denat de Guillebo [12].

...Is there a scenic view? Let’s put in a skywalk designed by starchi-
tects like Todd Saunders and Tommie Wilhelmsen! [13].

...A beach? Let’s put in ‘La finestra sul mare’ by Tano Festa! [14].

…A broad stream? Let’s put in ‘La materia poteva non esserci’ by
Pietro Consagra! [15].

In general, anthropogenic art intrusions into sensitive natural envi-
ronments intend to highlight the fragility anduniqueness of nature,
fostering appreciation through temporary alteration, or use natural
backdrops to juxtapose human creativity against untouched envi-
ronments, drawing attention to their interplay and the themes of
humanity’s connection to nature.

The aesthetic integration of natural elements such as light, water,
and vegetation into the artwork is cited as a way to honor and
interact with the dynamic qualities of these settings. Jean Vérame’s
painted rocks, for instance, aim to transform otherwise unnoticed
natural forms into bold artistic statements, inviting reflection and
reinterpretation [16].

Such works, despite their lofty ideals, often undermine the
very ecosystems they aim to honor. The disruptions caused by
installations—ranging from physical alterations to increased hu-
man traffic—can harm habitats, disturb wildlife, and alter conser-
vation priorities. This misuse raises questions about the ethics of
imposing human narratives on pristine environments. The fun-
damental issue lies in whether the transformative potential of art
justifies its ecological footprint.

It is difficult to say that land art is not a form of pollution, because
behind the artist’s pervasive action lies the drama of humanity’s
inability to see life beyond us. In fact, it seldom happens that the
artist comes up with a work that does not impose itself on the envi-
ronment, that recognizes in nature a sublime beauty and harmony,
with which it may possibly communicate through signs capable of
integrating with the natural environment, without appearing as yet
another anthropic challenge to a place thatmaybehostile to human
beings, as a cliff can be, but is nevertheless very rich in life.

Modern multimedia installations require cabling, screens, pro-
jectors, loudspeakers, and other technical infrastructure that is
difficult to integrate with the many life forms of natural habitats.
While not representative of traditional land art, these practices
reflect a growing trend in contemporary art that integrates tech-
nology and natural settings. However, the same applies to techno-
logically simpler installations, such as the iron lecterns scattered
by Giuliana Cunéaz at 24 natural sites in the Aosta Valley (NW
Italy), challenging the idea that nature’s beauty requires human
augmentation [17]. The ultimate question is whether art should
complement or dominate its natural setting and whether it can
truly be sustainable when it necessitates anthropogenic interven-
tions.

Terms such as ‘environmental art’ or ‘sustainable art’ are com-
monly used with reference to works that seek interaction with the
natural environment, often incorporating elements of the land-
scape and focusing on ecological themes to raise public awareness
of environmental issues. In doing so, eco-friendly materials and
processes are used to reduce environmental impact, promoting
ecological awareness and the importance of sustainability through
art—blameless intentions, when implemented in urban contexts.
However, when artists, proposing their own idea of art as an
extension of the natural world, install artworks at natural sites,
they commit a violation to the detriment of ecosystems, not very
different in its effects from littering.

Many artists argue that their works are designed with minimal
environmental impact and aim to enhance viewers’ appreciation
of nature rather than harm it. For instance, Andy Goldsworthy’s
ephemeral creations, oftenmade fromnaturalmaterials like leaves,
stones and ice, are claimed to blend seamlessly with the environ-
ment and decay naturally. However, even seemingly benign instal-
lations can disrupt ecosystems. For example, collecting materials
for artworks can alter habitats, disturb soil composition, or inter-
fere with wildlife behavior, particularly in the case of burrowing
animals. Goldsworthy’s works, though natural in form, still rep-
resent human intervention in spaces that might otherwise remain
untouched, thereby altering the natural balance, however slightly.
This raises the question: does the value of artistic expression out-
weigh the intrinsic value of unaltered nature?

Some authors emphasize the transformative potential of participa-
tory art in fostering emotional and intellectual connections with
audiences [18]. While this perspective highlights the immersive
and empathic qualities of interactive art, it overlooks the environ-
mental costs of embedding such installations innatural landscapes.
Andy Goldsworthy’s practice of ecological art as “letting nature be”
offers a compelling paradigm of art as a form of ethical engagement
with the environment, proposing that art should be a participant in
nature’s cycles rather than a disruptor [19]. However, while this
perspective emphasizes respect and minimal disturbance, being
celebrated for the transient and minimal material manipulation of
nature, it still introduces human-centered narratives into natural
processes. Such documentation, while intended to preserve a mo-
ment in nature’s cycle, arguably commodifies the experience of na-
ture, transforming it into an artifact for human consumption. The
idea of “letting-be” (Gelassenheit) is noble, but in practice, it often
involves altering natural arrangements to communicate human
concepts. Even minor disruptions can affect micro-ecosystems
or invertebrate fauna. Should art in sensitive environments be
entirely non-intrusive, or does its potential to inspire ecological
consciousness justify these minimal disturbances?

Goldsworthy’s collaboration with nature is described as harmo-
nious, yet it is the artist who imposes order or narrative upon
the natural elements. This mirrors the dynamics of hospitality
discussed in Derrida’s framework, where the host (nature) often
bears the burden of accommodating the guest (the artist). The con-
ditional hospitality of nature—allowing human interaction while
maintaining its cycles—is finite. How can ecological artists ensure
their work does not overstretch this hospitality?

The discussion of Bradley McCallum’s socio-ecological art, which
directly addresses human needs through collaborative practices,
provides an alternative framework [20]. This approach shifts the
focus from nature to human social systems, tackling immediate
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ethical concerns such as homelessness. While this model is socially
impactful, it begs the question: can art still claim to be ecological
if it primarily serves human interests, albeit in socially restorative
ways?

Christo and Jeanne-Claude emphasized the temporary nature of
their works, such as “Wrapped Coast” or “The Gates”, asserting
that once removed, the landscape would return to its original state,
leaving no trace. However, temporary does not mean impact-free.
Even short-lived projects require substantial infrastructure, hu-
man traffic, and material resources. For instance, the construction
of Christo’s “Running Fence” involved miles of metal poles and
fabric, as well as large-scale land disruption. Although dismantled,
the cumulative impact of such projects—soil compaction, plant
damage, and increased footfall—can leave long-term scars on the
environment. Restoration efforts do not return ecosystems to their
original complexity or vitality, particularly in sensitive areas.

Artists like Robert Smithson with works like “Spiral Jetty” argue
that their pieces stimulate public awareness and dialogue about
humanity’s relationship with nature. While the intention to raise
awareness is laudable, the paradox lies in themethod.Highlighting
the fragility of nature by imposing upon it is contradictory. “Spiral
Jetty”, constructed in the Great Salt Lake, altered its hydrology and
local microbial ecosystems [21], demonstrating how such works
can unintentionally overshadow the very message they seek to
convey. Furthermore, there is a risk that viewers might interpret
such interventions as a justification for other human encroach-
ments, blurring the lines between appreciation and exploitation.
For instance, it is nowadays quite difficult to find a shore without
man-made pebble towers, mountains without stacked rocks, even
in the most remote places on the planet.

Certainly, there is a risk that installing artworks at natural sites,
instead of promoting a reconnection with nature and supporting
the preservation of natural ecosystems, could have detrimental
effects on those ecosystems. Somekinds of installations—especially
large-scale, outdoor, or immersive ones—can unintentionally lead
to ecosystem degradation. Art installations often require clearing
vegetation or building infrastructure that can disturb wildlife and
attract more visitors to natural areas. Increased trampling can re-
sult in soil compaction, erosion, and destruction of sensitive plant
species [22–24]. Depending on the materials used, art installa-
tionsmayproduce non-biodegradablewaste or chemical pollutants
that can harm local ecosystems. This is particularly concerning
when materials such as plastics, paints, or treated metals are
used [25, 26]. Coastal areas where installations have used plastics
or synthetic materials increase the risk of microplastics entering
marine ecosystems [27, 28]. Art installations that involve lights,
sound, or reflective surfaces can disturb animal behavior, including
feeding, nesting, or migration patterns [29, 30]. Additionally, the
influx of visitors can disturb local fauna, leading to stress, altered
behaviors, or even displacement [31, 32]. Art installations near
rivers, lakes, or wetlands can alter water flow, change sediment
patterns, or contribute to water contamination through chemicals
or debris, potentially leading to algal blooms or reduced oxygen
levels for aquatic species [33, 34]. Even after an art installation
is removed, the ecosystem may take years or decades to recover
from the disturbance. Soil microbiota and vegetation in sites of
past land art projects or temporary exhibitions may exhibit re-
duced biodiversity and altered ecological functions for years after
removal [35, 36].

3. Conclusions
Our society makes the need to be noticed more and more com-
pelling. For those seeking notoriety, it is relatively easy to proclaim
themselves as artists and spread tangible signs of their art. Should
the artistic qualities of the artwork appear questionable, he or
she can still defend their right to communicate without being
understood.

Many artists claim that the temporary nature of their works miti-
gates their ecological impact and highlights their ephemeral qual-
ity, reflecting the transient nature of human intervention in the
environment. However, the perception of temporality does not
always align with ecological reality. Even short-lived projects can
leave long-term marks on ecosystems, especially in sensitive or
recovering environments, setting in motion changes that persist
long after the installation is removed.

I think that the only possible recreational use of natural ecosys-
tems is the one that does not make noise and leaves no traces.
Unfortunately, most visitors to protected areas perceive them in-
stead as recreational commodities to their daily lives, with profits
and services to claim in the name of usability. Thus a saddening
interaction is born between people tied to local interests that are
certainly not naturalistic, and people who are extraneous to them,
who enjoy nature reserves and protected areas to have fun or for
other purposes that are always and in any case centered on their
senses, on a typically human feeling of interaction with their peers,
in which the natural context plays the role of a scenic element to be
consecrated to one’s own deeds.

Jean Clair’s “Hiver de la culture” [37], raises ethical and moral
challenges that resonate deeply with sustainable, land, and envi-
ronmental art. When art aligns with entertainment and marketing
strategies, even well-intentioned artists risk succumbing to the
ethics of consumerism and superficial engagement, diluting their
ecological or moral imperatives. Such tendencies challenge sus-
tainable art to remain grounded in genuine ecological principles
and resist commodification, ensuring that it serves as a transfor-
mative force rather than a mere tool to promote natural locations.

The best place for art installations, even those conceived to en-
hance appreciation for nature, is in the immediate vicinity of, or
within human settlements, where theywould be accessible tomany
people, without causing unintended alteration to natural habitats.
This is the case ofAgnesDenes’ projects “Wheatfield—AConfronta-
tion” [38] and “Tree Mountain—A Living Time Capsule” [39],
reflecting her concern for sustainability, human values, and eco-
logical harmony. By transforming urban or peri-urban landscapes,
Denes seeks to raise awareness about environmental issues, and
humanity’s relationship with land and nature.

Symbolism is undoubtedly impactful, but in an era of accelerating
environmental crises, there is a pressing need to ensure that artistic
interventions do not inadvertently contradict their ecological mes-
sage. Artworks that draw public attention to environmental issues
risk undermining their advocacy if they themselves contribute to
the degradation they aim to highlight. A potential way forward lies
in embracing methods that minimize physical intervention, such
as leveraging virtual or digital platforms to replicate the immersive
and participatory qualities of ecological art without disrupting
natural ecosystems. Additionally, engaging artists, conservationists
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and ecologists in collaborative projects that restore nature could
bridge the gap between aesthetic ambitions and ecological in-
tegrity. Such collaborative projects could prioritize active nature
restoration, where art serves as both a reflection and a catalyst
for environmental healing. Collaborative approachesmight involve
designing installations that actively enhance biodiversity, support
native species, or contribute to carbon sequestration. For example,
land art projects could integrate nature restoration initiatives in
degraded, peri-urban sites. Here, they could perhaps be combined
with educational initiatives that raise awareness of the importance
of preserving natural ecosystems, thus turning art into a conserva-
tion tool.

Any artistic expression that disrespects natural ecosystems and the
countless living organisms that make them up does not seem tome
to be an ecologically educated and far-sighted way of being in the
world.
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