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ABSTRACT 

 

Fight or Flight addresses the end result of recent environmental disturbances and catastrophic 

weather events brought on by climate change.  Many humans throughout the planet have faced 

personal or property devastation of one kind or another, and this has also occurred in the natural 

world, affecting plants, animals, insects and other living beings.  This body of work suggests a 

loss of home, or living environment, creating the need for organisms to find another place that will 

meet their collective needs in terms of food, water, climate and breeding grounds. Through the 

artworks Swarm and Mob, the viewer was immersed into a purposeful juxtaposition of repeated 

forms that allude to themes of transformation, metamorphosis, evolution and survival. 

Simultaneously attracting and repulsing, the work presented an environment that is on the move, 

unstable and in flux, suggesting the repercussions of environmental devastation.  Swarm was 

represented through the use of individualized forms, which were repeated and massed to suggest 

a community of anthropomorphic creatures swarming and moving in transition, as they migrated 

from their former environment to another location, as yet unknown.  In Mob, however, the 

creatures had transmuted into a similar yet more evolved physical form.   Smaller in number, they 

vocally and physically attack predators that have strayed into their territory, threatening their 

homes and offspring.  The immersive environment created by Swarm and Mob surrounded the 

viewer in the gallery, allowing the dark and furry creatures to enter their personal space, creating 

a sense of discomfort at being outnumbered, forcing them to confront their day to day actions and 

their repercussions on the world at large.  
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Introduction 

 

 Fight or Flight addresses general issues related to the environment such as climate 

change, extreme weather occurrences, and society’s actions with regards to the natural world 

around us.  Alongside these general concerns, the exhibition focuses more specifically on forced 

migration, which may result in the extinction of many living species, and our own personal 

relationship with nature. 

 The impetus behind my selection of these themes is a growing sense of personal 

urgency as the world around us undergoes swift and major changes.  Being in touch with the land 

around me, gardening on my rental property and working from my outdoor home studio has 

brought me comfort and joy, yet has also made me question my own actions as I live from day to 

day.  From the pests that mercilessly attack me while I am outside, to the ones that have come 

into my home uninvited, infesting my living spaces, I deal with other living beings on a daily basis.  

Moving from my microcosm, to the neighboring areas, I am confronted with many other animals, 

insects and natural forces beyond my control – from the deer that are plentiful, to the possums, 

skunks, raccoons, squirrels, moles, voles, mice, rabbits and more; all are sharing the same 

outdoor spaces as I am, as well as experiencing the ever changing weather events, from drought 

to hailstorms, from tornados to flash floods.  The earth and all of its creatures are reacting to the 

environmental damage and physical devastation that man has inflicted upon its delicate eco-

system, and I fear we have only just begun to experience its wrath.1   

 The exhibition Fight or Flight is my personal expression of this turmoil brought to the 

viewer in the form of an abstracted living species that has lost their home due to these changes, 

resulting in their turmoil and despair.  There are two distinct artworks that comprise the exhibition, 

Swarm and Mob.  Swarm addresses the creatures’ attempt to find a hospitable environment in 

which they can regroup, grow strong and once again prosper as a species.  In the installation, the 

bat/bird/insect-like forms are resting upon trees and rock walls, perfectly still upon their perches.  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1Thomas T. Moore.  “Climate Change and Animal Migration”, Environmental Law 41, no.2 (May 2011): 393-
405.	  	  
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Yet there remains a sense of uncertainty for the viewer that perhaps the creatures may take off 

instantaneously, swarming in the air, if startled.  Cries of anguish are heard intermittently, bringing 

a sense of foreboding to the gallery space.  

 Mob fills the other side of the gallery, and in this case, instead of remaining docile, these 

creatures are in fight mode.  From the second the viewer enters the gallery, pointed appendages 

on each form threaten the viewer, essentially dictating how to navigate the space.  Instead of the 

weaker species being attacked, they are attacking or mobbing the predator, which in this case is 

the individual viewer, forcing the acknowledgement of their complicity in the current 

environmental situation.    

 In terms of the future of these creatures, it is not known if a hospitable environment even 

exists anymore, and begs the question: will the species perish before they arrive, and become 

extinct? Only time will tell.      
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The Environment and Climate Change 

 

 Fight or Flight addresses the effects of environmental and climate change on all living 

things.  Recent academic environmental and climate change studies, many of which are 

projections that employ factual data in order to make these conclusions, inform the premise that 

the creatures in Fight or Flight are undergoing a forced migration.  

 Thomas T. Moore discusses the impact of climate change on animals around the world.  

He concluded that 

Climate change will have many effects on migration by altering habitat, shifting 
seasonality, changing resource availability, and increasing disturbance. Migratory species 
will react to these impacts by changing phenology, ceasing migration, and attempting to 
adapt to multiple (and sometimes divergent) changes. Species that migrate to or from 
regions that are becoming warmer are developing shortened migrations or are ceasing to 
migrate (e.g., white storks in Spain, Canada geese in the United States, and monarch 
butterflies in North and South America).2 

 

It is clear from Moore’s research that many species will undergo some sort of altered migration 

during their life cycle and be greatly affected by climate change in the coming years, if they are 

not adversely affected already.   

 In 2009, Karina Acevedo-Whitehouse and Amanda L. J. Duffus outlined the potential 

effects that human-induced environmental change can have on wildlife.  In their study, 

environmental change is considered to encompass changes in electromagnetic fields, exposure 

and accumulation of pollutants, and ozone depletion.  These factors leave a compromised 

habitat for wildlife, leading to impaired development, impaired immune systems, impaired 

reproductive abilities, cell damage and carcinogenesis.  Climate change and weather disasters 

are resulting in extreme climates, drought, and altered habitats, among other effects.  These 

factors bring on thermal and hydric stress, as well as impaired reproduction, impaired immune 

responses and an increased prevalence for infectious diseases in the beings studied.  Ecological 

changes such as land degradation and fragmentation are leading to a decrease in food 

availability, decreased movement of animals, and an increased rate of contact with humans and 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
2 Thomas T. Moore.  “Climate Change and Animal Migration”, Environmental Law 41, no.2 (May 2011): 393-
405. 
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domestic animals, which in turn result in starvation, inbreeding and a potential loss of genetic 

diversity.3  All of these outcomes are extreme, and make it evident that our world is rapidly 

changing in ways that will affect all living beings, due to our harmful treatment of the 

environment.   

 The Secretariat of the Convention on the Conservation of Migratory Species of Wild 

Animals (2006), found that although all species will be affected by climate change, it is the 

migratory species that will be especially at risk, due to the many variable involved in re-location 

from one area to another. 4 Most frighteningly, though, they conclude that 

Species have three possible responses to climate change:  
(i) change geographical distribution to track environmental changes;  
(ii) remain in the same place but change to match the new environment, through either a 
behavioral response, such as shifts in phenology (for example timing of growth, breeding 
etc.) or a genetic response, such as an increase in the proportion of heat tolerant 
individuals; or  
(iii) extinction.5 

 

Herein lies the genesis for my exhibition, Fight or Flight.  Species that would normally migrate 

may either fight climate change by shifting their biological make up, or change the timing of their 

migrations or breeding.  They may also take flight, resulting with them going off into the unknown, 

in order to seek out a new habitat, or they may encounter extinction.  

            Another source of inspiration for this project occurred during the past five years or so, as 

a synchronistic topic keeps presenting itself to me.  This is the plight of the bat populations in 

North America, which are at great risk, due to the White Nose Syndrome.  Yvonne Dazl et al. 

(2011) reveal that  

Prior to the discovery of White Nose Syndrome, more than 80% of the M. lucifugus were 
projected to be stable or increasing, but with bat populations plummeting, by 75 – 99% 
since the discovery of WNS, the bat once considered as the most common bat species in 
North America may become regionally extinct within 16 years.6 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
3 Karina Acevedo-Whitehouse and A. L. J. Duffus.  “Effects of Climate Change on Wildlife Health”, 
Philosophical Transactions of the Royal Society of London, Series B, Biological Sciences 364, no.1534 
(November 2009): 3433. 
4 “Migratory Species and Climate Change: Impact of a Changing Environment on Wild Animals”, United 
Nations Environment Programme (UNEP), and the Secretary of Convention on the Conservation of 
Migratory Species of Wild Animals, 2006, p. 49.  
http://www.unep-aewa.org/publications/cms_climate_change_brochure_internet.pdf (accessed July 2, 
2013). 
5 Ibid. 
6 Yvonne Dzal et al. “Going, Going, Gone: the Impact of White-Nose Syndrome on the Summer Activity of 
the Little Brown Bat (Myotis lucifugus)”, Biology Letters 7, no.3 (June 2011): 394. 
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The general public would likely not understand the major importance behind this finding, but bats 

play an important role in our eco-systems.   As Madeline Bodin (2010) makes evident, 

Every bat eats up to half its body weight in insects each night. The loss of a million bats 
means that billions of flying insects—mostly moths and beetles, but also mosquitoes—
have gone uneaten. Some of those moths and beetles are crop pests, meaning that 
farmers will have to use more pesticides or grow less food.7 

 

These studies are but the tip of the iceberg for proof of the way that climate change is and will 

continue to greatly effect all humans, animals, insects, fish, birds and other species for the 

unforeseeable future, and this is the scientific evidence behind my exhibition, Fight or Flight.   

 The final inspirational factor that contributed to Fight or Flight was an urban ecology 

restoration project that took place along a part of the MKT Trail that runs through Columbia.  This 

project was sponsored by 3M, as well as the Missouri Department of Conservation, Columbia 

Public Works, Missouri Conservation Heritage Foundation (through MDC), Columbia Water and 

Light, Boone County Public Works, Columbia Audubon Society, Recreational Trail Program, 

National Association of Counties Research Foundation, Missouri Native Plant Society, Missouri 

River Relief, Forest ReLeaf of Missouri, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, Columbia Aquatic 

Restoration Project volunteers, and TreeKeepers volunteers8. This project is obviously a 

tremendous undertaking, and is described as follows, 

This project will reclaim and restore an environmentally degraded site along an important 
riparian forest corridor by creating wetland habitat, planting native bottomland woods, and 
removing invasive species.9 

 

According to their website, the wetland cell and trail conversion was completed in 2012.   

However, I am not so sure, as every time that I have walked this part of the MKT Trail in the past 

two years (about 25 times total) there continue to be changes.  Plants or trees had been ripped 

out and left on the side of the trail, or the space had undergone a noticeable shift of some kind.  

Canada geese, squirrels and deer were plentiful last year (2012), but I have yet to see any in 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
7 Madeline Bodin. “Flying in the Dark”, Defenders of Wildlife (Fall 2010): 
http://www.defenders.org/magazine/fall-2010/flying-dark  (accessed April 21, 2013). 
8 “3M Flat Branch - Hinkson Creek Wetland Development Project,”  City of Columbia, Missouri Website, 
(2013) http://www.gocolumbiamo.com/ParksandRec/Parks/MKT_Trail/cip_3m_urban_restoration.php 
(accessed July 6, 2013). 
9 Ibid. 
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2013.  The tree cover along one side of the trail has disappeared since last year, making it less 

deer friendly. Where I regularly would see 6 – 10 deer grazing in the central area of the space, 

protected by trees on all sides, in 2013, they seem to have vanished.   

 Although the project’s goal was to construct a wetlands with a number of native plants, it 

also stated that the “improvements to be realized through this project are to the natural systems 

and wildlife along the Hinkson Creek corridor at and below this point.”10   I am not sure how one 

would quantify improvements to wildlife, yet these changes concern me, as part of the premise of 

this project is that it provide for the already existing wildlife in the area, yet the deer have been 

displaced.  I have spotted a great egret, which was new for me to experience at this site, but 

have yet to see any Canada geese in 2013.   

 Despite these personal concerns, this area has been inspirational to me in terms of an 

ever-changing environment.  The blackened and seemingly dead trees have especially 

captivated me, with huge grapevines hanging down, ending in mid-air.  There are several well-

established rock faces along this same area, which are integrated into the large hillside, from 

which the trees slope down into the central wetlands area.  This seemed to be a pathway 

forgotten by time, permeating the landscape with an almost post-apocalyptic sensibility.  

Although many of the trees have been butchered to make way for new growth, huge tree trunks 

continue to litter the landscape, left where they were felled, creating a strong contrast with the 

verdant plants and shrubs added by volunteers.  It is these trees and rock faces on this particular 

area of the trail that have inspired the landscape created for Fight or Flight, as I could imagine a 

swarm migrating, searching for a new habitat, and resting there mid-journey.  The site itself is in 

a similar state of transition to the plants and animals it currently supports. 

 

 

 

 

 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
10 3M Urban Ecology Restoration Project billboard, MKT Trail. 
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Fight or Flight - The Installation 

 

 Fight or Flight addresses the end result of recent environmental upheaval and calamitous 

weather occurrences precipitated by climate change. This body of work suggests a loss of living 

habitat, causing the need for organisms to find a new environment that will meet their collective 

needs in terms of food, water, breeding and climate.  Through the artworks Swarm and Mob, the 

viewer was immersed into a created setting filled with repeated forms that alluded to themes of 

evolution and survival, as well as the possibility of metamorphosis and transformation. While 

simultaneously surrounding, attracting and repulsing the viewer, the work presented a species 

that was in transition, fluctuating and unsettled, suggesting the after effects of environmental 

devastation.   

 I felt compelled to create Fight or Flight as an immersive installation.  I wanted to engage 

the visual, auditory and olfactory senses of the viewers that entered the gallery space, in order 

that the viewer was integrated into the work, and was in fact, necessary for the pieces to exist.  It 

seems that in the art world, defining installation art is almost as challenging as defining art itself. 

Julie H. Reiss (2001) stresses that although spectators are an integral part of installation art, the 

term itself, 

is still relatively nonspecific.  It refers to a wide range of artistic practices, and at times 
overlaps with other interrelated areas including Fluxus, Earth art, Minimalism, video art, 
Performance art, Conceptual Art and Process Art.  Site specificity, institutional critique, 
temporality, and ephemerality are issues shared by many practitioners of these genres.  
While establishing the autonomy of Installation art, we must also examine its relationship 
to other forms.11 

 
The definition of installation art that resonated the most with me, and fits with the factors that I 

wanted to emphasize in my thesis exhibition, Fight or Flight, was from Lisa Moran and Sophie 

Byrne, who stated that 

Installation Art requires the active engagement of the viewer with the artwork. This may 
involve the viewer entering into the space of the artwork and interacting with the artwork.  
By entering into the space, the viewer encounters the artwork from multiple points of 
view, rather than from a single perspective.  Installation Art may engage many or all of the 
senses - touch, sound and smell - rather than just the visual or optical sense. Installation 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
11	  	  Julie H. Reiss, From Margin to Center: The Spaces of Installation Art.  Cambridge, Massachusetts: MIT 
Press, 2001, p. xiii. 
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Art also foregrounds experience and communication over the production of a finished art 
object.12 
 

These are the features of installation art that I engaged in Fight or Flight.  Although Fight or Flight 

is an immersive installation, the intersecting art works Mob and Swarm will be discussed 

separately here in order to highlight some of their key features.  

 Upon entry into the gallery space, the creatures of Mob were situated at eye level to the 

viewer, forcing the negotiation of space from the start (Figure 1).  This was a deliberate choice to 

have every part of the gallery space active either with the work itself, or with its many cast 

shadows, which doubled and at times tripled the amount of forms that were present in the air.  

The goal of this was for the viewer to feel swarmed and mobbed by the creatures, surrounded at 

every turn, in that they could fully experience a shift from the outside world to the created 

environment of Fight or Flight.   

 The viewer of Fight or Flight could move to different locations throughout the work and 

get a very different perspective (Figures 1 - 13).  This enabled him/her to consider the plight of 

the creatures presented in both Swarm (Figures 5 – 13) and Mob (Figures 1 – 7), and to ponder 

the differences and the similarities of the pieces, as well as to contemplate the spaces where both 

artworks integrated and shared space. Mob was situated just inside the entrance to the exhibition, 

while Swarm was situated closer to the back of the gallery space.  

 Swarm and Mob were both composed of abstracted creatures, which were identified as 

birds, bats or bugs, depending upon the viewer.  The forms in Mob were of two sizes:  the large 

ones were approximately 8 inches in length, and 2 ½ inches in diameter, with the smaller ones 

being 6 ¾ inches by 1 ¾ inches in diameter.  These creatures were made from totally mass 

produced man-made objects:  a Dixie disposable paper bowl, a Styrofoam ball, and two 

ears/antennae made from wooden craft sticks, which were then painted a dark brown-black color 

with a paint and dye mixture (Figure 2). I went through many different materials and prototypes 

possibilities when creating these more synthetic forms, as they needed to be able to attach 

seamlessly to wires, in order to “fly”. 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
12	  Lisa Moran and Sophie Byrne. What is Installation Art.  Dublin: Irish Museum of Modern Art, 
2010, p. 5.   
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Conceptually and materially, this species transformed itself from their original genetic makeup, 

the natural, organic materials of the creatures found in Swarm.  The use of synthetic, mass-

produced objects represented the contamination that creatures from Mob underwent, attempting 

to live in such close quarters with humans, as their natural habitats were slowly but surely 

destroyed.  In my mind, their massive consumption of trash instead of organic materials led to 

their being far more synthetic in nature than their counterparts, as well as far more aggressive 

towards people.  Materially, the forms were strikingly streamlined, sleek, dark and smooth, which 

made them ideal for flying in formations above the heads of the viewers (See Figure 2).  

 

Mob consisted of approximately 250 of these creatures, but the shadows abounded around the 

walls and floor, making at least 600 or more of them present in the space.   Physically, the dark 

forms and their ghost-like remnants surrounded the viewers, taking them to another reality than 

the one they left outside of the gallery.  The shadowy space was very effective in clueing each 

viewer into the somber mood that prevailed throughout the space.  The beings from Mob were 

strung on wires which were suspended from above, and for the most part, they were eye-level 

and above.  However, as seen in Figures 1, 3, 4 and 5, some of them were lower than this, thus 

forcing the average adult viewer to negotiate a pathway through them in order to experience the 

entire exhibition.  Figure 3 shows Mob to the right of the entry, and the shadows were very visible, 

even though the lighting in the gallery was very dark overall, a key factor in presenting a more 

sinister mood, which reinforced the dire subject matter of the work.  Visible in Figure 4 (the full 

view of Mob) and Figure 5 (one location where Swarm and Mob intersected), the flight paths of 

the creatures were both erratic and irregular, suggesting there was potential for attack at any 

moment.  The diffuse and foggy ghost-like shadows on the floor and the wall (Figure 4) added to 

a feeling of being surrounded by the forms, making it challenging to escape them in the front half 

of the gallery, causing a claustrophobic and overwhelming sense of    being inundated by the 

creatures. 

 For me, Mob is actually about the predator becoming prey, as the flock moves from their 

former home to a new and unknown environment. The creatures in Mob have developed 
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ears/antennae in order to use sound to navigate their landscape, and to communicate with and 

hear each other.  In my mind, they have endured much death, as their predator pool grows ever 

larger in their new location. On rare occasions, however, they are able to turn things around, and 

collectively mob or feign attack upon a single or injured predator.   The premise behind Mob is 

that the viewer has become the predator and will be attacked by the creatures.  Viewer 

participation is necessary to the work, in order to animate the piece, and allow the ideal outcome 

of the piece to come to fruition – to recognize him/herself as complicit in the changes in the 

natural and ever-disappearing habitats of living things.   

 The central area of the gallery (Figures 5, 6 and 7) was transitional, with the pieces of 

Mob and Swarm intersecting.  One rock wall and one tree were to the far right of Mob (Figures 3, 

5 and 6), and one tree was directly in line with the gallery entrance (Figure 1).  Several trees 

bridged the gap in the center of the gallery space as well (Figures 6 and 7). This intersection was 

carefully planned in order to have the installation be more cohesive, instead of having two totally 

separate pieces in the space.   

 The second piece that comprised Fight or Flight was Swarm (Figure 8).  This artwork 

consisted of twenty-one trees and three rock walls, which were all swarmed by over 2500 

creatures.  Each creature was between 3 – 7 inches in length, and was carefully constructed in a 

series of 4 distinct steps.  They ranged in color from black to dark brown to tawny red, and most 

had a coat of “fur” on them (Figures 9 and 10).   

 It was very important to me that the creatures were made by hand from natural materials.  

They were created from hand made paper using abaca fibers, a product that is a self-sustaining 

crop, used in the development of clothing and paper products.  First the forms were cast by hand 

onto molds, and then once dry, they were painted inside and out in a dark palette of colors 

ranging from black to browns to ginger or auburn hues using paints mixed with dye, in order to 

permeate the fibers.  This molded form was then altered and reformed, in order to create the 

shape desired for the creature.  The final step of the production was the “furring”, which involved 

using alpaca and/or wool fibers in a liberal coating over the front of the creature.  The care and 

time that went into each creature was part of the overall process for me, spending time with the 
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ideas behind the piece as each part was created.  A small production team to assisted with this 

process.  These, then, were the creatures that swarmed the trees and rock walls in Swarm.  

Although they were created by hand in a collaborative mass production, they were not 

mechanically generated in any way. 

 Swarm’s landscape elements were made totally from manufactured and synthetic 

materials and fibers, to reference the interaction between man and nature and the co-mingling of 

the two.  The trees (Figures 8 and 11) were cylinders, which ranged from 5 inches to 12 inches in 

diameter.  Sheer polyester fabric was hand painted in black, grays and browns, in vertical 

strokes, so as to mimic bark.  Each tree was approximately 9 ¾ feet high, creating strong 

verticals throughout the installation.  While imposing in color and height, the trees transparent, 

and were visibly affected by the number and placement of creatures upon them.  Some had an 

obvious lean to them, while others had difficulty maintaining the cylindrical shape once swarmed 

(Figures 5, 8 and 9).  

 The fact that the trees were weighted down by the creatures, as well as somewhat 

unstable was purposeful to highlight the fact that the environment itself is also in flux, and that 

once strong and permanent fixtures in the landscape (trees) are being affected by climate change 

as well.  The shadows created by the lighting in the gallery space also emphasizes that what may 

seem strong and stable can be but an illusion in reality.   

 The rock walls provided a counterpoint to the trees, by presenting a horizontal emphasis 

into the landscape.  While these walls seemed very solid and strong, they were actually created 

from various types of Styrofoam insulation, some found and some locally sourced.  This material 

is often only used briefly, then thoughtlessly discarded, despite its toxic effects upon the 

environment.  Built one layer at a time, and glued and dowelled together, their surfaces were 

carved and shaped to resemble the rock walls that are ever present in Columbia, along the sides 

of the road, as well as in the green park and trail areas.  The colors were created by hand 

painting the walls with a mixture of house paints blended to match the rocks that I pass along 

Stadium Drive everyday.  The rock walls had a series of little nooks and crannies that the 
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smallest baby creatures could fit into, as well as the elderly and gray ones, providing protection 

from predators by surrounding the spaces with adult sized forms. 

 The shadows activated the empty space in the gallery, filling corners, walls and floor 

space up with their presence, making the work seem even more foreboding and all 

encompassing (Figure 8).  In some cases, the tree shadows multiplied the number of creatures 

present, as the tree itself was translucent on the wall/floor (Figure 9).  

 Along with this intentional intersection, both sides of the gallery had sound and smell 

elements present.  As previously stated, one of the key factors in creating an immersive 

environment for me is the engagement of senses besides merely the visual.  The sound 

component of Fight or Flight consisted of two i-home consoles, each with an i-pod that contained 

the creature’s soundtrack hidden behind one of the rock walls.  These were played at medium-

low volume in different corners of the gallery, with a time delay between them.   The repeating 

track was 6 – 10 seconds long, and was a blending of three different recordings done with 

Garage Band.  The sounds were an attempt at an attack scream, pain screams, and sounds of 

confusion and fear, and occurred every 2 ½ - 3 minutes.  For me, the sound component was very 

successful, and added to the animation of the overall installation, casting a more frightening and 

desperate mood throughout the gallery space.   

 The olfactory component of the installation was not as successful.  Cedar chips were 

placed about the installation in hidden bundles, behind each rock wall, as well as in the bottom of 

the trees, where they intersected with the ground.  The scent of the cedar chips was much more 

prevalent in the exhibition set-up, and the smell dispersed rather quickly.  This scent was meant 

to evoke “fake/synthetic forest” smells, also calling to mind small rodents that many of us 

experienced as children.  The intent was to emphasize the “creature-ness” of the creatures, by 

conjuring up memories of small animals the viewers may have had as pets.  

  In conclusion, Fight or Flight achieved its goal of having the creatures surround the 

viewer physically in the space, which led to a feeling of attraction and repulsion, as the furry 

objects were always close enough to touch, yet just far enough away to avoid.  The installation 

also created a dark and threatening mood by working with the lighting and playing with the 
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shadow vs. light ratios.  The viewer felt surrounded by the creatures above, beside and below 

them, unable to really get away anywhere within the gallery.  This immersive environment led the 

viewer to consider the primary premise of the project – man’s effect on the environment and 

nature’s reaction to the ever-changing eco-systems. 
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Artistic Inspiration and Contribution  

 

 During my undergraduate degree at NSCAD, I was introduced to sculpture and 

installation art by many different artists, during different art historical moments in time.  I was most 

taken with the work of Ann Hamilton.  Works such as between taxonomy and communion, 

palimpsest, privation and excesses, and dominion spoke strongest to me.  Hamilton used 

common but unusual materials in her work, often creating simple units that were then multiplied to 

fill the huge expanses of space that her art encompassed.   Sound, smell, touch, and sight were 

all part of the viewer’s experience in her installations.  Typically, there was also a worker or 

attendant in the piece, who would perform ritualistic actions over and over again.  Hamilton would 

visit the site prior to conceptualizing the work, with the history of the building or location playing a 

major role in completed piece.13  These works led to my desire to do both site-specific and 

immersive installations, and to engage the senses of my viewers as well.  For my solo exhibition 

at NSCAD, I did my first installation/performance in this vein. Hamilton has remained a strong 

artistic influence on my work throughout my MFA degree as well. 

   Fight or Flight, my thesis exhibition, is an immersive installation that engages the senses 

of the viewer, like Hamilton’s work does.  This exhibition essentially consists of two large artworks 

that come together as a created landscape in a cohesive gallery installation.  One of these works 

is entitled Swarm, which references both the behavior of the creatures I have created, as well as 

the massive number of them present in the gallery space.  This piece was a year and a half in the 

making, although conceptually, the ideas involved go back three years during my MFA degree.  

Hunting and gathering from the immediate environment around me was the subject of the first 

works I focused on when I moved to Columbia.  After a brief yet pivotal focus on infestation, I 

returned to the ideas of changing landscapes, both real and imaginary, and began Swarm.   

 Infestation is a topic that I am now very familiar with.  Since coming to Columbia in 

August of 2009, my home has been infested with fleas, ants and German cockroaches.  In the 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
13	  For more on Ann Hamilton, see Joan Simon.  Ann Hamilton (New York: Harry N. Abrams, Inc. Publishers, 
2002). 
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process of my MFA degree here, I have created several artworks that deal directly with this 

theme, but I feel the most successful was Infestation Dress (Figures 14 and 15). 

 Infestation Dress was created to physically manifest the personal horror and obsession 

that a full-scale infestation causes.  Imagine your body being attacked from the outside with 

scores of tiny bugs that want to bite you and drink your blood.   The fleas that I embroidered and 

painted onto the dress were larger than life size, to add to the impact for the viewer, and were 

dark brown, approaching black, to maximize their visibility.  A recycled, vintage cream-colored 

dress was used, as fleas are attracted to light colors, especially white.  It is even suggested that 

you wear a white t-shirt or use a white towel to test whether you still have fleas in your 

environment.  

 Besides the fear of being bitten, the most upsetting thing about having an infestation was 

the loss of control over my home environment.  These bugs just came and took over, amassing 

throughout my most private area, my home and even my bed.  Health and concerns over being 

bitten (by the fleas) led to a state of paranoia that the bugs were everywhere, and for a full year 

after the flea infestation, I still tucked my pajamas into my socks all the time while inside the 

house.  With the cockroaches two years later, the same type of paranoia was present, and still 

continues, as they were very evident throughout my kitchen, in the cupboards, stove, drawers, 

pantry and of course on the floor - I didn’t even eat at home for several months when the 

infestation was at its strongest.   I still imagine that I see one, out of the corner of my eye, and 

don’t really trust that my meager efforts at eradicating the cockroaches really worked, but time will 

tell. 

 There are other contemporary art works that reference different artist’s versions of 

infestations or swarms.  One that compares to both the Infestation Dress and the first prototypes 

of Swarm, is a piece by Elaine Parks also entitled Swarm (Figures 18 and 19).  Parks created 

over 1000 larger-than-life insects, which are shown to be infesting a gallery space.  The insects 

are Park’s representation of Mormon crickets, a type of shield-backed katydid, which swarm in 

order to find sustenance.   These insects infested Parks’ town of Tuscarora in northeast Nevada 

several summers in a row, with millions swarming the homes and gardens of the residents there 
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in an attempt to survive.  Parks’ first response to the invaders was to poison the crickets with bait, 

as the rest of the town did.  However, she noticed over time that this also brought about the death 

of birds, snakes and other predators, which led to her concern about the long-term effects of 

using the pesticides.  In an effort to investigate her feelings about the infestation, Parks eventually 

was led to 

recreate the swarm to find out just what it is about these bugs that makes us scream, be 
fearful and take the strong action of poisoning. I'm not sure I have found any answers, but 
making and studying a creature makes them less fearful to me and much more 
interesting.14 
 

This work has a similar genesis to Infestation Dress, as it is also about the primary fear that being 

inundated by another species can manifest.  Interestingly enough, the process of coming to terms 

with the experience of living with an infestation, for both Parks and myself, resulted in the 

obsessive creation of multiples.  For myself, it was sewing and painting tiny fleas upon a dress, 

and then paper casting thousands of forms, while Parks used clay and wire to create her 

katydids. 

 Parks chose to make her bugs light in color.  After discovering her artwork, I briefly 

investigated Mormon crickets, and the photos of them showed many different stages of the life 

cycle, during most of which the bugs were much darker and/or more colorful than those in Parks’ 

Swarm.  It seemed to me that Parks was attempting to get the viewer to see the bugs in a less 

threatening way, to emphasize attraction rather than repulsion, which may not have been 

possible if the bugs were a darker color.   

 When securing the permission to use her photos, I asked her about this, and she relayed 

to me, 

My crickets are not at all the "right" color.  Real ones are dark when they are hatched - 
and pop out of the ground like popcorn. Then they go through an adolescent phase when 
they are at their prettiest.  They range from green to pink to light tan, then as adults they 
turn very dark, blood red. I chose to make them white to put some distance between the 
real things and myself.15 

 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
14 Elaine Parks.  “Swarm: Fine Arts, Installation Design, Visual Arts”, Behance, 
http://www.behance.net/gallery/Swarm/1420299 (accessed July 9, 2013).	  
15	  Elaine Parks, e-mail message to author, July 10, 2013.  
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The response of the viewer was only part of Parks concern.  She wanted the insects to remain 

less threatening than reality to entice the viewer into the work and glean meaning from the 

masses of bugs.  However, my approach with Infestation Dress was different.  I felt it was 

imperative that the fleas on the dress be as close in color to the real thing as possible, and in fact, 

I made them larger than the actual insects, in order that the viewer would feel the same 

squeamishness that I did at the idea of actually having the bugs on their clothing. 

 Infestation Dress began to explore the symbiotic aspect of the man versus nature 

relationship; however, I found working on the dress to be too small, too flat and too limiting.  This 

eventually led me to want to explore the idea of massing large groups of fist sized three-

dimensional forms, leading to my creation of the creatures that eventually became the main 

component of all of the different Swarms.  Abstraction and the copious use of multiples provide 

two of the essential formal elements throughout my body of work to date.   

 Conceptually, I knew that I wanted to address environmental issues and climate change, 

and their impact upon all living things, but I did not want the piece to be too specific.  Therefore, I 

decided to make the creatures nonobjective, so that they were capable of referencing birds, bats 

or insects, many of which are now at risk of being displaced or negatively impacted by climate 

change issues.  I came up with the molds and the processes that I wanted to use and began to 

create many creatures.  I wanted to use cast paper, as it is a material that originally is plant-

based, and therefore very organic in nature.  It is also a material that I enjoy working with, and I 

appreciate the flexibility and fluidity of working with cast paper, as it can mimic almost any 

surface.   

 The Swarm that was exhibited in Fight or Flight was preceded by several prototypes. 

Prototype 1 (Swarm) consisted of a few hundred animal-like creatures pinned to a wall.  Several 

hundred seemed like a very small amount once up on a big wall, and I was frustrated with my 

progress, not liking the look of them in the arrangement.  Also, I found with the dark creatures just 

sitting on the wall and floor, it was somehow not a very dynamic piece.  Prototype 2 (Swarm), 

(Figure 16) was very small in stature, but it taught me a lot about what I wanted to include in the 

final exhibition.  This piece incorporated old wooden boards and rope that I had collected during 
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my walks around the city.  Creatures were pinned to both surfaces, swarming the boards and 

ropes, and they also started climbing up the wall and along the floor.  I did like the fact that this 

prototype seemed more dynamic, as though the creatures were really moving, or at least more 

alive than they seemed in their first incarnation.  The objects needed to be more integrated into 

their environment, and Prototype 2 (Swarm) got me closer to this.  

As my final Graduate Review approached, it became clear that walls needed to be built to create 

a new environment to house the forms.  These were 8 ft. x 8 ft. x 8 ft. in dimension. In order to 

create the most possible visual impact for the viewer, the dark and furry creatures were pinned on 

the white walls of this intimate gallery-like area.  700 of the creatures were amassed in this 

impromptu space, creating Prototype 3 (Swarm) (Figure 17). 

 At this point, the conceptual basis for the work was becoming clearer to me, with the 

focus of the piece being on forced migration as a result of environmental damage due to climate 

changes.  The mood of the work had darkened considerably, and a sense of desperation became 

essential to the project, resulting with the creatures clinging on to the walls and each other.  The 

large number of massed creatures created the impression of movement, which increased the 

feeling of repulsion and fear in the viewer.  It became imperative to heighten these sensations in 

the enclosed space, and I did find that Prototype 3 (Swarm) was successful in this regard.  In 

planning my thesis exhibition, however, I realized that a few thousand more creatures would be 

needed to fill even small sections of the expansive George Caleb Bingham Gallery. Again, the 

influence of Ann Hamilton was brought forward, as I envisioned my final exhibition to be 

immersive, stimulating sight, sound and smell in the viewer, so much more research and 

tweaking of the pieces was ultimately involved. 

 In Prototypes 1, 2 and 3 of Swarm, as well as in the final installation, the dark colors of 

the creatures made them stand out from the white gallery walls, with the goal of rendering them 

more threatening, more seductive and more present for the viewer.  The forms created for my 

final version of Swarm also had fur on them, making them more anthropomorphic in nature, 

whereas Parks’ katydids had very smooth and non-textured surfaces.  I felt that the fur would 
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increase the sense of unease, or repulsion in the viewer, yet at the same time, force an 

association of kinship, an important consideration in the final installation of Swarm.    

 The final version of Swarm (Figure 7) in Fight or Flight was a site-specific installation that 

took place at the George Bingham Gallery, at University of Missouri, Columbia, May 20 – 30, 

2013. It consisted of creatures that were capable of flight, (whether bats, birds or bugs) hovering 

in the air and swarming the walls and floor.  Additionally, a landscape of trees and rock walls was 

fabricated for the dark creatures to inhabit, directly inspired by the landscape of the Flat Branch - 

Hinkson Creek Wetlands project of the Katy Trail. The trees were made of darkly painted 

transparent fabric, with rings at both ends to keep an organic but trunk-like feel to them.  They 

were abstracted versions of the blackened trees I had witnessed that seemed post-apocalyptic in 

nature. These were scattered throughout the gallery space and around the rock walls, and hung 

from floor to ceiling, varying in diameter from 5 inches to 10 inches across.  This gave the “forest” 

some variety, as opposed to the trees all being uniform in height and width.    

 The trees in Swarm bear some resemblance to another artwork, Traverse by Meeson 

Pae Yang (Figures 20 and 21).  Yang’s trees were made from clear PVC pipes, and were all the 

same diameter around, approximately 5 inches.  The tubes were lined with Mylar that had been 

printed and stained with ink and acrylic paint.  Her “forest” was in white and black shades, as it 

was birch trees that Yang was mimicking.  This piece has been shown in multiple venues, and 

has filled a huge storefront area in California, as well as having been a site-specific installation in 

the LAX airport.   

 Yang states, “a central focus of my work is displacing time, scale, and material through 

working in various mediums to explore and engage in a closer examination of transitory 

moments”.16   Our work is somewhat similar in this sense, as I consider the creatures in Swarm to 

be suspended in time, in a liminal space, having left their former environment, and being in transit 

to a new home base, should one exist for them.  Much of Yang’s other work has a futuristic or 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
16	  Meeson Pae Yang, “Artist Statement,” http://www.meesonpaeyang.com/profile_pages/artist_stmt.html  
(accessed July 11, 2013). 
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otherworldly quality about it, with the pieces resembling something out of a science fiction movie, 

like strange biological experiments to create new species.   

 There are other ways in which Traverse and Swarm are similar.  Conceptually, Yang 

carefully considers the materials that she employs in her work, as I do.  We both also desire to 

create immersive installations.  Yang relates, 

Traverse is an installation that transformed the space into a fantastical ecosystem of 
synthetic materials reinventing the natural world.  ...This immersive installation combined 
the real and fantastical to re-envision our environment as poetic and transposed with the 
subconscious.17  
	  

Traverse and Fight or Flight (Swarm and Mob) both used synthetic materials in their composition 

in order to depict the natural world.  The man-made polystyrene foam, house paint, polyester 

fabric, and manufactured materials in Fight or Flight were chosen specifically to mimic nature.  In 

Swarm, it was the environment of the trees and the rock walls that were fabricated from synthetic 

materials, while in Mob, it was actually the creatures themselves.  In my case, I wanted to exploit 

the relationship that exists between man and the creatures in nature, by fabricating the nature, 

like we so often do in our lives.  Whether creating gardens, green spaces, parks or even 

wetlands, the hand of man is heavily involved.  Control over the natural environment seems to be 

the aim for the most part, as we carefully tend our little plots, and guard them against interference 

from animals, pests and drought.  However, as the environment becomes more out of balance, 

the less control we have against the weather, wildlife and our way of life.   

 Although Yang also uses industrial, synthetic materials to create her work, Traverse 

seems lighter both in subject matter and in actuality.  The birch trees were made from PVC 

piping, making them much shinier and brighter than those in Swarm, despite the fact that the 

trees in both works are somewhat transparent.  This allows Traverse to seem more poetic and 

perhaps less dire than Swarm.  Traverse definitely gives the impression of being a meditative 

space, one where a simulated winter’s day is there to drink in, without the cold or snow.  Although 

she hints at the fact that this landscape may eventually disappear, Yang’s piece feels more like a 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
17Liv Tait. “Pre-Miami Interview with Meeson Pae Yang”, The Tait Global: AOD Tait on Fine Art Exhibitions 
Around the World, (November 30, 2010): http://thetaitglobal.com/?p=743 (accessed July 11, 2013). 
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simulacrum than a public outcry.  The goal in Fight of Flight, of course, was very different, with 

the darker mood in the gallery matching the seriousness of the concept.  Although it also had the 

potential to be meditative, it was in a more sinister capacity, and really more of a call to arms for 

the viewer. 

  The other major artwork in Fight or Flight is entitled Mob (Figure 9). Both Swarm and Mob 

reference the behavior of the creatures they contain, and in Mob the creatures are suspended on 

wires, both above the viewer’s heads and around their bodies in the gallery space.   The premise 

behind the piece is that the creatures are exhibiting predatory behavior toward a being that is 

usually their predator, which in this case is the viewer, a human being.  In nature, when one of the 

aggressors is found alone, or is in some way threatening roosting or nesting sites, the prey turns 

the tables, and attacks in the air, or on land, in order to scare the actual predator away.    

             Though not immediately evident to the viewer, these strands of creatures were installed 

with all of the forms headed in the same direction on the wires.  This way, it seemed as if they 

were flying in formation, one directly following the next.  The wires symbolized the flight path of 

each of the creatures, making them like a drawing in space.  These works were made from totally 

manufactured materials, disposable paper bowls, Styrofoam heads and wooded sticks.  The Mob 

were painted a very dark brown/black, and the surface of the paper made them seem sleek and 

industrial in nature.  The lighting was set up to maximize the number of shadows being projected 

onto the walls, to multiply the number of creatures in the mob, as well as to cast an unsettling 

mood over the gallery space.  

 Mob had both a light and a heavy presence over the heads of the viewer.  Viewers were 

forced to negotiate the path they navigated through the mob in order to enter and move about in 

the gallery space.  The piece was designed to make viewers uncomfortable and to make them 

question the intent of the overhead forms.  In this case, the viewer had become the predator.  By 

forcing interaction with the aggressive, erratic and potentially dangerous creatures, a feeling of 

anxiety and being put out was felt by the viewers. 

 An artwork that relates to Mob, due to its dark and rhythmic qualities, is passage, an 

installation by artist Ann Coddington Rast (Figure 22 and Figure 23).  Commissioned by the 
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Cincinnati Arts Association18, passage consists of hundreds of slip-cast ceramic birds, that hung 

individually in space, hovering about 8 feet above the ground.  Each of the birds had its own black 

linen string from which it is suspended, close to the others, but not quite touching.  The lobby 

area in the Weston Art Gallery is very tall, allowing for about an approximate 6-foot tall and 12-

foot wide expanse to be occupied by the flock of black birds.  Lit from above and by natural 

sunlight, depending upon the time of day, a multitude of shadows were cast along the wall and 

the floor of the space, seemingly increasing the numbers in the flock.   

 The flock consisted of four different molds of hand-twined birds, in different flight 

positions, creating variety in form, adding interest to the groupings.  passage seemed 

monumental in the lobby area, even more so with the shadowy presences ever changing as day 

turns to night.  The fact that the birds are ceramic adds to the drama of the work, as they have a 

weight to them, and if one or many of the birds fell, they would smash apart on the gleaming 

lobby floor, although this is not obvious to the viewer from below the piece.  

 Both Mob and passage use many dark forms in their installations.  The different body 

positions in the birds in passage make them seem as though they are truly flying, the variations 

creating diversity in the flock.  This is only implied in Mob, as the creatures are all essentially in 

the same form, with just slight size variation creating the only differences.  As they are an 

abstracted creature, not purely referential, it is more challenging to add features, as that would 

make them resemble one species over another, hence, they currently have no wings, despite the 

fact they also seem in flight.   

 In terms of materials, the birds from passage were cast from clay slip, although the 

original four birds were twined from waxed linen, and then cast to create molds. This makes the 

forms seem as though they were made from fiber, when in fact they are not.  In terms of 

installation, the flock of birds in passage hung high above the viewer’s head, making it difficult to 

see what the birds were made of.  Ceramic is by nature a cold and hard material, but it was not 

evident that the birds were made of ceramic, due to the fashion in which they were hung.  In 

Mob, the dark and sleek forms were much closer to the viewer’s head and body.  They seemed 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
18 Ann Coddington Rast, passage, Commissioned artwork for the Alice F. and Harris K. Weston Art Gallery, 
in the Aronoff Center for the Arts, from March 30 – June 3, 2012. 
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aggressive because each creature had a pair of ears/stingers/antennae projecting out from their 

head into the air, many at a height in which they could actually hit a viewer if they were not 

conscious of their body in space.  This added to a feeling of discomfort in those that studied the 

creatures closest to them.   

 The multitude of birds in passage could be seen as either pleasant or threatening.  The 

fact that there was so much space under, around and above them made them seem more 

expansive caught in moment of time in which they were in mid-flight, in a bright corporate lobby.  

Coddington Rast writes about passage, sharing that the work is essentially “a murmuration 

frozen in time and place, as if it were an artifact set aside for our contemplation.”19 Referring to 

the flock as an artifact, or a frozen murmuration places a darker spin on the work.  This is 

confirmed in Rast’s artist statement, as she continued, “With this suspended flock, I call to mind 

the end of days from the ancient Mayan calendar – a time perhaps of rebirth and renewed 

harmony, or an apocalyptic culmination”.20  Rast offers a choice in how the installation can be 

viewed, as she presents both positive and negative interpretations of the work, presenting the 

opportunity to see the work as either light or dark in mood, depending upon the viewer’s own 

point. 

 Mob, on the other hand, is actually about the opposite, about the rare opportunities 

presented to creatures to prey on their predators, when they are lucky enough to be in a position 

to do so.  The darkened gallery, along with the threatening creatures pointed to the urgency in 

the viewer realizing their own complicity in how they related to the natural world around them.  

 Although there have been other artworks with themes and/or materials that relate to 

Fight or Flight in one manner or another, such as those by Parks, Yang and Coddington Rast, 

Swarm and Mob differed as it used materials that purposely furthered the conceptual message at 

its heart.  Fight or Flight also presented an immersive installation that addressed visual, auditory 

and the olfactory senses, affording its viewers a more corporeal gallery experience.   

 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
19 Ann Coddington Rast. 2012.  passage.  Cincinnati Arts Association Alice F. and Harris K. Weston Art 
Gallery, Aronoff Center for the Arts, March 30 – June 3, 2012. 
20 Ibid. 
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Conclusion 

 

The concept behind the exhibition Fight or Flight was to manifest a species in transit, undergoing 

a forced migration due to the devastating effects of climate change.  The fact that the work is 

informed by academic research highlighting recent environmental studies, and that these employ 

factual data in order to make their conclusions makes the premise all too real, and highlights the 

growing sense of urgency behind the work.   

 It was my goal in Fight or Flight to create an immersive environment, through the 

purposeful juxtaposition of the art works Swarm and Mob, which would impact viewers, allowing 

them to take some time to reflect upon the plight of the creatures depicted, and to coax them into 

considering and acknowledging their own complicity in the current environmental situation.  I feel 

that I was successful in creating an installation that affected the viewer’s own sensibilities, and 

brought forward and encouraged contemplation upon the dire circumstances affecting many 

species throughout the planet on a daily basis.   

 Although not originally intended, the large installations of Swarm and Mob can be easily 

broken up in order to exhibit the work in multiple venues and locations, creating site specific 

pieces that can have much greater impact than my Thesis exhibition, by getting out there in the 

public eye, and encouraging a more widespread dialogue about climate change and forced 

migration. 

 I began the work for Fight or Flight alone, as most MFA students work on their thesis 

exhibitions.  However, due to a variety of circumstances, including physical disability, I required 

an artist assistant to aid me in the creation of this work.  In fact, eventually, I was employing a 

small community of workers and volunteers in order to bring the work to fruition.  This taught me 

about the challenges, frustrations and rewards of working with volunteers and paid employees to 

pull off such an ambitious yet personal project.  I had to learn to let go of many of my own 

expectations, and pay attention to differing personalities in order to create the most congenial 

working environment for all concerned.  I was surprised at how they all became enamored of the 

creatures that they were creating, caring about each one as an individual, and the project as a 
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whole.  Many of them came to be personally dedicated to making the installation happen, for 

which I will be eternally grateful.   

 I believe that this installation has the ideal components that would be necessary in order 

to engage a community in assisting with an installation of Fight or Flight in the future.  I will look 

for residency situations, or short-term installation possibilities in art venues that would allow the 

public access to come and learn how to make creatures.  Places such as the Craft Alliance, and 

other Craft-based residency programs often look for residents who want to engage the public that 

are interested in art and craft.  This would afford me the opportunity to teach others about the 

ideas and concepts behind my thesis project: about environmental issues, and their impact on 

wildlife, forced migration, and the loss of habitats of many species on the planet.  I know that 

other artists, such as Ann Hamilton and Patrick Dougherty take on huge projects and ask for 

volunteers from the community to assist them in their creative visions.  Often, a university 

community can be ideal for this as undergraduate and graduate students may become involved 

and have an opportunity to work as an artist’s assistant, which is excellent job and life 

experience, for those considering the profession.     
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IMAGES 
 

 

Figure 1.   Entry into Mob 
Fight or Flight Exhibition, May 2013 
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Figure 2. Close up of Mob Creature, 
Fight or Flight Exhibition, May 2013 
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Figure 3.  Mob, Right of Entry 
Fight or Flight Exhibition, May 2013 
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Figure 4.  Mob from the Center Back 
Fight or Flight Exhibition, May 2013 

Photo Courtesy of Joseph Hladik 
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Figure 5.  Mob and Swarm Intersecting 
Fight or Flight Exhibition, May 2013 
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Figure 6.  Beginning of Swarm Intersecting Mob 
Fight or Flight Exhibition, May 2013 
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Figure 7.  Swarm Through Mob 
Fight or Flight Exhibition, May 2013 
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Figure 8. Swarm 
Fight or Flight Exhibition, May 2013 
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Figure 9.  Swarm Detail, Trees 
Fight or Flight Exhibition, May 2013 
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Figure 10.  Swarm Creatures Detail 
Fight or Flight Exhibition, May 2013 
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Figure 11.  Swarm Trees and Mob 
Fight or Flight Exhibition, May 2013 

Photo Courtesy of Joseph Hladik 
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Figure 12.  Swarm Rock wall and Trees 
Fight or Flight Exhibition, May 2013 
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Figure 13.  Detail of Swarm Rock Wall 
Fight or Flight Exhibition, May 2013 
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Figure 14.  Infestation Dress, 2010	  
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Figure 15.  Infestation Dress (detail), 2010 
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Figure 16.  Prototype 2 (Swarm), 2012  
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Figure 17.  Prototype 3 (Swarm), 2012 
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Figure 18.  Swarm Installation 2009, Clay 
Elaine Parks, Used with Permission. 
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Figure 19.  Swarm Installation 2009, Clay 
Elaine Parks, Used with Permission. 
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Figure 20.  Meeson Pae Yang.  Traverse, 2009 
Mylar, ink, acrylic, cement, and PVC pipes 

15' (h) x 39'(w) x 19' (d).  Used with Permission. 
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Figure 21.  Meeson Pae Yang., Traverse, 2009 
Mylar, ink, acrylic, cement, and PVC pipes 

15' (h) x 39'(w) x 19' (d).  Used with Permission. 
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Figure 22.  Ann Coddington Rast, passage 2012 
Slip cast ceramic, acrylic gesso, waxed linen string 

17 ft x 9 ft x 16 ft.  Used with Permission. 
Photo courtesy of the Weston Art Gallery 
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Figure 23.  Ann Coddington Rast, passage 2012 (detail) 
Slip cast ceramic, acrylic gesso, waxed linen string 

17 ft x 9 ft x 16 ft  Used with Permission 
Photo courtesy of the Weston Art Gallery 

 

 

 

 

 

 


