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Preface
In her photographic series Empire, Lori Nix visualizes a post-apocalyptic world in which
humans have gone extinct and the haze of environmental disaster remains. With her partner
Kathleen Gerber, Nix handmakes intricate dioramas of these disaster scenes, modeling her
fictional worlds on very real fears of the future to come. She photographs these models and then
destroys them, fulfilling their envisioned catastrophic future on the small scale. One photograph
from this series, Sentinel (2017), encapsulates the eerie terror of Nix’s post-human vision (Fig.
1).
Sentinel depicts a desolate post-apocalyptic future, with seven grimy, damaged
newspaper boxes on the roof level of an abandoned parking garage. From this roof, we can see
deserted skyscrapers beneath an ominously cloudy sky. In this seemingly infinite sea of
buildings, not a single window shows light from within, subtly revealing to us the absence of
humans. These shadowed, empty windows parallel the dark, half-empty newspaper boxes. The
disheveled newspapers pouring out of these broken boxes reveal to us that disaster has indeed
struck. Two headlines are visible to the naked eye. Daily News’s front page declares “GLOOM,
DESPAIR, AGONY, ENNUI” over a foreboding black background. The Sentinel similarly
pronounces doom, claiming “IT’S OVER,” superimposed on top of an image displaying a virtual
sea of people. The colorful newspaper boxes with their ominous messages draw the eye, almost
acting as captions within the photograph for the desolate cityscape behind them. The sign pole on
the roof includes various signs to control the flow of traffic, but the bright red “WRONG WAY”
seems strikingly prescient in relation to the apocalyptic newspaper headlines nearby. In
conjunction with the other photographs in the series, which feature evidence of disastrous
flooding (Arch, Fig. 2), earthquakes (Rift, Fig. 3), and destroyed buildings (Dawn, Fig. 4),
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Sentinel lives up to its title’s original meaning by placing the viewer on edge so that they become
a sentinel themselves, on the lookout for environmental catastrophe. The paralyzing fear
resulting from Nix’s apocalyptic photographs reflects the messages on the newspapers within
Sentinel. The overwhelming dread created by the photographs results in apathetic despair or even
ennui from the oversaturation of threats to the environment. Instead of spurring action regarding
these crises, the apocalyptic mode in Nix’s work presents the environmental doom of humanity
as a fait accompli.
Nix’s photographs from Empire and in other series like The City reflect the growing trend
of apocalyptic expression in contemporary art as a way to sensationalize and direct attention to
our uncertain future should current environmentally harmful practices not end. This thesis argues
that the apocalyptic mode in environmental art presents a variety of problems, however, because
it fosters paralyzing hopelessness or even a sense of Deep Ecology, resulting in
counterproductive attitudes that unilaterally write off humans. Such attitudes elide the fact that
the people who created the environmental crises causing our current hopelessness will not be the
ones who bear the brunt of said catastrophes. The apocalyptic mode implicitly encourages the
disproportionate burden of environmental injustices and ecocides faced by poor people,
minorities, and other oppressed groups by creating paralyzing fear and doom. This paralyzing
apathy fails to hold capitalism, petrochemical industries, and transnational elites responsible for
said injustices, thus tacitly allowing these forces to continue the westernizing narrative and
neoliberal agenda.
My argument further explores these concerns stemming from the apocalyptic mode,
couched in an analysis of the uses and the efficacy of apocalyptic art in its current environmental
regime. I identify trends of apocalyptic expression in contemporary environmental art and
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examine how these works result in paralyzing nihilism and apathy. Important theoretical bases
for this argument include scholarship from Greg Garrard and Rob Nixon. Garrard examines the
apocalyptic mode in literature through an ecocritical lens, clarifying the important difference
between comic eschatology, which results in a sense of agency, and tragic eschatology, which
implies unavoidable doom.1 Rob Nixon’s Slow Violence and the Environmentalism of the Poor
provides another important interpretive model regarding the significance of visualizing
environmental injustices and unspectacular forms of violence that fail to attract media attention
despite their devastating long-term impacts on impoverished communities. Nixon makes clear
that visualizing such violence is necessary to spread awareness and expose those responsible,
providing a proactive alternative to the apocalyptic mode.2 These scholars and a variety of others
working in the environmental humanities productively address the apocalyptic mode in relation
to other aspects of environment art, climate change, and the so-called Anthropocene.
Building on such scholarship, this thesis provides a focused analysis of the apocalyptic
mode in art by tying together parallel strands in ecocriticism, environmental justice, postnatural
philosophy, and art history. Following an introductory chapter about apocalyptic expression in
historical social movements and art, the thesis delves into three sections examining various
apocalyptic modes in recent art. These sections address (1) the neo-Romantic apocalyptic
sublime, (2) imagined post-apocalyptic futures, and (3) sensationalizing depictions of disaster
that act as warnings for an impending apocalypse.
In Chapter Two (section one), artists such as Edward Burtynsky, Julian Charrière, and
David Maisel demonstrate the simultaneous awe and horror of the apocalyptic sublime through

Greg Garrard, “Apocalypse,” in Ecocriticism, 2nd. ed. (New York: Routledge, 2012), 95, 114-115.
Rob Nixon, Slow Violence and the Environmentalism of the Poor (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University
Press, 2011), 9-10.
1
2
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their photographs and films of critically impacted environments. This section critically analyzes
how their art overwhelms and distances the viewer. Through the environmental apocalyptic
sublime, we encounter a crisis of agency regarding the significance of human impact and our
ability to reverse the current course. The inadvertent message of hopelessness produced by these
artists demonstrates the fallacy of apocalypticism by circumventing environmentally effective
action.
The third chapter (section two) of the thesis examines the post-apocalyptic art of Lori Nix
and Alexis Rockman. These artists create fictional worlds that show the apocalyptic aftermath of
environmental crises. Nix and Rockman make imaginary, but nonetheless terrifying, worlds in
which the apocalypse has already happened, and the human presence is from beyond the grave.
Nature has continued on, revealing the insignificance of humans in a manner that recalls Deep
Ecology, a purist environmental philosophy prone to authoritarianism and influentially critiqued
by environmental historians such as Ramachandra Guha and William Cronon. The fictionalized
post-apocalyptic worlds remove any sense of immediacy or urgency both because they are
undeniably hypothetical and because they treat the apocalypse as an event that has already
happened and thus cannot be prevented.
The fourth chapter (third section) explores spectacular media depictions of natural
disaster resulting from current environmental crises. This chapter especially focuses on
photographs from Matthew Abbott, as well as images from Stuart W. Palley, Angelos Tzortzinis,
Noah Berger, Christof Stache, David Swanson, Bill Feig, Emily Kask, and Edmund D. Fountain.
Works from these photographers exemplify the warped dynamics of media spectacle critiqued by
Rob Nixon in his book on slow violence. These artists attempt to force the viewer to confront an
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impending apocalypse by explicitly portraying its symptoms. However, the shock of such
disaster overwhelms the viewer instead of encouraging their agency to make a difference.
After these three sections examining the messages and efficacy of apocalyptic expression
and environmental art, I conclude the thesis by reiterating the problems with the apocalyptic
mode and its counterintuitive results when used in an attempt to spur action. Discussing
environmental art through this critical view on the apocalypse suggests a more nuanced path
forward in which alternative imaginations urge us towards action instead of foreclosing the
future entirely.

1

Chapter 1: Introducing the Apocalypse
The end approaches, but the apocalypse is long-lived. The question remains and comes back: what can be
the limits of a démystification?
—Jacques Derrida, “Of an Apocalyptic Tone Recently Adopted in Philosophy”

Our contemporary notion of the apocalypse has many sources. Religion is an undeniably
significant factor in ideas of the apocalyptic, especially considering that the word ‘apocalypse’
comes from the New Testament’s original Greek word for revelation, apokalypsis. In addition to
Christian ideas of the apocalypse, the end-of-days appears in many religions and belief systems,
including ancient Hebrew texts,3 Near Eastern combat myths,4 Hinduism’s yuga cycles, Norse
mythology’s Ragnarok, Islam’s Yawm al-Qiyāmah, Zoroastrian frashokereti, and the Aztec Five
Suns myth.5 The end of times has concerned the people of the world for thousands of years.
The tropes of the apocalypse found in Judaism and Christianity have become ingrained in
Western ideas of the end of the world, to the point that the word ‘apocalypse’ has turned into a
secularized and versatile term.6 In addition to religious influence, disasters like the eruption of
Mount Vesuvius in 79 C.E., pandemics like the Black Death in the fourteenth century, and
human-based destruction like World War II and the creation of the atomic bomb have all been
labeled as apocalyptic. At the same time, the elimination of an explicit religious connotation to
modern discussions of the apocalypse has not removed its implicit references to battles of good

3

See Books of Daniel, Enoch, and Ezra.
Prime examples include the Ugaritic Baal Cycle and the Babylonian Enuma elish.
5
Martha Himmelfarb, The Apocalypse: A Brief History (John Wiley & Sons, 2009),
https://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/cwm/detail.action?docID=480470, 2; Richard J. Clifford, “The Roots of
Apocalypticism in Near Eastern Myth,” in The Continuum History of Apocalypticism, ed. Bernard J. McGinn, John
J. Collins, and Stephen J. Stein (New York: Continuum, 2003), 3-27; Sérgio Fava, Environmental Apocalypse in
Science and Art: Designing Nightmares (Taylor & Francis,
2012), https://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/cwm/detail.action?docID=1108564, 1.
6
Fava, Environmental Apocalypse in Science and Art, 1.
4
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versus evil, moral triumph, immense destruction and catastrophe, and an uncovering of the truth
or a revelation of those who are worthy.7 The apocalypse continues to carry moral connotations
and its presence throughout art history conveys the significance of these judgments as well.
Natasha and Anthony O’Hear’s book Picturing the Apocalypse: The Book of Revelations
in the Arts over Two Millennia categorically discusses the proliferation of apocalyptic imagery
throughout art history. The O’Hears write that “through the centuries Revelation has been
appropriated by many religious and non-religious movements and counter-movements, and these
appropriations have been reflected in the art that springs from Revelation.”8 From illuminated
manuscripts and early Renaissance altarpieces to Romantic paintings and twentieth century
lithography, the apocalypse is an integral theme in the history of art. Seminal works include the
Angers Apocalypse Tapestry (Fig. 5), Albrecht Dürer’s Apocalypse series (Fig. 6), Hieronymous
Bosch’s The Garden of Earthly Delights (Fig. 7), Michelangelo’s The Last Judgement (Fig. 8),
The Triumph of Death by Peter Bruegel the Elder (Fig. 9), William Blake’s The Great Red
Dragon paintings (Fig. 10), John Martin’s The Great Day of His Wrath (Fig. 11), and Salvador
Dalí’s The Visage of War (Fig. 12). These works illustrate apocalyptic events in a number of
styles, providing iconographic prototypes of catastrophe for more contemporary apocalyptic
artworks.
In Doomsday Dreams: The Apocalyptic Imagination in Contemporary Art, Eleanor
Heartney outlines the historic uses of apocalyptic rhetoric and how such influential narratives
have contributed to the apocalypse’s present-day connotations. Heartney writes that ideas of the
apocalypse were used to “make sense of the apparent chaos of history, seeing it all as the

7

Garrard, Ecocriticism, 94
Natasha O'Hear and Anthony O'Hear, Picturing the Apocalypse: The Book of Revelation in the Arts over Two
Millennia (Oxford: Oxford University Press, Incorporated, 2015), 28.
8
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necessary unfolding of a divine plan whose end is prefigured in its beginning.”9 This idea of
predetermination and inevitability has carried into contemporary apocalyptic notions. Rebecca
Evans observes that apocalypticism creates “a deterministic narrative [that] produces not only
narrative closure, but also enclosure to the point of claustrophobia.”10 Despite these resonances
of feeling trapped, apocalypticism is prevalent throughout history. According to Heartney, each
generation identifies “its own Apocalypse as the eschatological narrative is recast to address
contemporary conditions.”11 Apocalyptic rhetoric and imagery have been taken up as the mantle
of a number of historical movements, largely religious ones (as seen in the Crusades, the
Reformation and the Spanish colonization of Latin America) but also in more recent contexts
like the World War II and the Cold War.12 These uses of apocalyptic rhetoric appear across
multiples battle lines in history, serving at times to preserve the status quo and in other moments
to call for revolution.
More recent so-called apocalypses like the Cold War or the current environmental crisis
draw on a distinctly pessimistic trend, as opposed to the ultimate optimism of reaching paradise
following Revelation that appeared in the original apocalypses. Heartney reveals that “today
when we use the word Apocalypse, it is generally in [a] darker, more nihilistic sense, in which
the End is bereft of any promise that something better will follow the destruction of the world as
we know it.” A number of activists and scholars agree with Heartney’s claim, leading us to
question why art addressing environmental crises, especially slow violences like climate change,

9

Eleanor Heartney, Doomsday Dreams: The Apocalyptic Imagination in Contemporary Art, (Chichester, New York:
Silver Hollow Press, 2019), 12.
10
Rebecca M. Evans, “The Best of Times, the Worst of Times, the End of Times?: The Uses and Abuses of
Environmental Apocalypse,” ASAP/Journal 3, no. 3 (2018): 514.
11
Heartney, Doomsday Dream, 13.
12
Wallace McNeish, “From revelation to revolution: apocalypticism in green politics,” Environmental Politics 26,
no. 6 (2017): 1040-1043.
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continues to follow apocalyptic stylistic tropes and reinforce paralyzing rhetoric that forecloses
the possibility of the future entirely.
In his book Ecocriticism, Greg Garrard devotes a chapter to the presence of apocalyptic
language and imagery in representations of the environment. Garrard identifies two apocalyptic
modes, which he calls “tragic eschatology” and “comic eschatology.”13 Garrard’s category of
comic eschatology allows for human agency, however flawed and morally ambiguous, while
tragic eschatology is predetermined and epochal, only allowing humans to choose from the preexisting sides of good and evil. Dominant contemporary apocalyptic narratives that attempt to
address environmental crises espouse the latter framework, representing these issues as
unavoidable fait accompli. Garrard powerfully observes that “apocalypse provides an
emotionally charged framework within which complex, long-term issues are reduced to
monocausal crises involving conflicts between recognizably opposed groups.” Such catastrophic
rhetoric and imagery, then, contribute to a sense of impotence that tacitly allows neoliberal elites
to continue propagating environmental injustices. The world as we know it will change if we
keep this status quo, but at the same it is difficult to imagine how we can change anything in
order to allow any sort of future in which a status quo can be maintained. Scholar Srinivas
Aravamudan observes this problem in “The Catachronism of Climate Change,” writing that:
The only desired response seems impossible: Climate change is all about politics, and yet
the “wicked” problem that it represents puts it beyond politics altogether, in the manner
of the prince’s nephew Tancredi in Giuseppe di Lampedusa’s The Leopard, who
famously says that in a revolutionary situation “everything needs to change so everything
can stay the same.”14

13
14

Garrard, Ecocriticism, 95.
Srinivas Aravamudan, “The Catachronism of Climate Change,” Diacritics 41, no. 3 (2013): 23.
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Tragic eschatology contributes to this paradoxical issue, ultimately overwhelming people with
the sense that the magnitude of the problem is too big and that any solutions are too
revolutionary to be possible. Apocalyptic narratives and imagery are powerful, but as the
following chapters reveal, when they are used to depict environmental issues as overwhelmingly
world-ending, these depictions foreclose the future as a possibility entirely and result in
despondent apathy.

6

Chapter 2: The Neo-Romantic Apocalyptic Sublime
[I]t is . . . no accident that the sublime is missing in the aesthetics of activists and idealists.
—Thomas Weiskel, The Romantic Sublime: Studies in the Structure and Psychology of Transcendence

This chapter connects theories of the sublime to my existing discussion of the apocalypse,
resulting in the definition of a distinct category of contemporary art that I refer to as the neoRomantic apocalyptic sublime. I begin by briefly examining the history of the sublime and its
trends in art history and theory up to the present. Building upon this background, I argue that
contemporary artists Edward Burtynsky, Julian Charrière, and David Maisel belong to a neoRomantic apocalyptic sublime tradition that doubly overwhelms the viewer through the visual
techniques of sublimity and the paralyzing limitations of apocalyptic imagery. I conclude that
through this environmental apocalyptic sublime, we encounter a crisis of agency regarding the
significance of human impact and our ability to reverse the current course. The inadvertent
message of hopelessness produced by these artists demonstrates the fallacy of apocalypticism by
circumventing environmentally effective action.
Ever since Edmund Burke published A Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of Our
Ideas of the Sublime and Beautiful in 1756, theories of the sublime have played a significant role
in aesthetic philosophy and art history.15 Along with Burke’s seminal treatise, Immanuel Kant’s
Observations on the Feeling of the Beautiful and the Sublime from 1764 and his 1790 Critique of
Judgement have also established foundational theoretical discourse about the sublime. Burke and
Kant both discuss the sublime as an experience of simultaneous awe and horror, pleasure and
pain, and joy and terror.16 Burke wrote that:
Helene Pharabod-Ibata, The Challenge of the Sublime: From Burke’s Philosophical Enquiry to British Romantic
Art (Baltimore, Maryland: Project Muse, 2019), 29.
16
Ibata-Pharabod, The Challenge of the Sublime, 12
15
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WHATEVER is fitted in any sort to excite the ideas of pain and danger, that is to say,
whatever is in any sort terrible, or is conversant about terrible objects, or operates in a
manner analogous to terror, is a source of the sublime; that is, it is productive of the
strongest emotion which the mind is capable of feeling.17
Burke’s treatise informed a visual category that draws upon art that creates simultaneous feelings
of beauty and terror. His description of the sublime explains how strong feelings of terror are
caused by pain and danger. Burke significantly observed that:
THE PASSION caused by the great and sublime in nature, when those causes operate
most powerfully, is astonishment; and astonishment is that state of the soul, in which all
its motions are suspended, with some degree of horror. In this case the mind is so entirely
filled with its object, that it cannot entertain any other, nor by consequence reason on that
object which employs it.18
More recent philosophers, such as Lyotard, have explored theories of the sublime post-Burke,
but the concept that the astonishment and horror caused by the sublime results in a suspension of
reason and action remains. Imagery that elicits simultaneous pain and pleasure, delight and fear,
ultimately results in overwhelming sensations of terror which cause the viewer to be paralyzed
by the scene before them.
In its traditional sense, the sublime was often applied to the Romantic art of the late
eighteenth century and the nineteenth century. Burke’s treatise paved the way for “vast, dramatic
natural scenery, together with supernatural or apocalyptic subject matter,” giving these subjects
“aesthetic legitimacy, [and] inspiring new artistic endeavors.”19 In particular, the works of

17

Edmund Burke, A Philosophical Inquiry into the Origin of Our Ideas of the Sublime and Beautiful (England:
George Bell, 1889), 26.
18
Burke, A Philosophical Inquiry into the Origin of Our Ideas of the Sublime and Beautiful, 40.
19
Ibata-Pharabod, The Challenge of the Sublime, 8.
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British Romantics and artists in the Romanticism-influenced Hudson River School exemplify the
use of the sublime to address these themes. Early depictions of the sublime often used either
overwhelming landscapes or apocalyptic Biblical scenes to elicit simultaneous awe and horror in
the viewer.20 As already discussed, concepts of the apocalypse originate in the religious end-ofdays, a truly sublime experience in the terror of death and earthly destruction in tandem with the
joy and beauty of divine revelation. These existing themes translated from the Bible to the
canvas as some of the earliest examples of the sublime in art. A more environmental sublime can
be found in scenes of the destructive power of nature, reminding us of humans’ helplessness in
the face of nature, the universe, and even God.
In The Apocalyptic Sublime, art historian Morton D. Paley categorizes a number of
British Romantic artists into a genre he calls the apocalyptic sublime. Paley claims that artists in
this category evoke the sublime in their apocalyptic subject matter, which deals with the pain and
pleasure of divine revelation at the end of the world. Prime examples from Paley include the
works of Joseph Mallord William Turner (1775-1851), William Blake (1757-1827), and John
Martin (1789-1854).21 Turner’s use of the sublime was profoundly influential and particularly
well-received. He created sublime imagery using religious motifs, as Paley discusses, but Turner
also found the sublime in images of nature’s vastness and destructive power. Alison Smith
summarizes the techniques used by Turner to evoke the sublime as “juxtapositions of dark and
light, obtrusive facture and subtle blending effects, combined with energetic centrifugal and
vortex configurations and exaggerated distortions of scale.”22 These techniques are found in

20

Morton D. Paley and Northrop Frye, The Apocalyptic Sublime (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1986), 1-13
Paley, The Apocalyptic Sublime, 1.
22
Alison Smith, “The Sublime in Crisis: Landscape Painting after Turner,” in The Art of the Sublime, ed. Nigel
Llewellyn and Christine Riding (Tate Research Publication, 2013), n.p. https://www.tate.org.uk/art/researchpublications/the-sublime/alison-smith-the-sublime-in-crisis-landscape-painting-after-turner-r1109220.
21
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Turner’s earlier works, like Fisherman at Sea (1796), as well as in his later career, such as in The
Slave Ship (Slavers Throwing Overboard the Dead and Dying, Typhoon Coming On) (1840). In
Fishermen at Sea, Turner uses incredible juxtaposition of light in dark through the churning,
murky sea, the black of the night sky, and the glow of the moon through clouds onto a
diminutive ship, struggling against the power of waves (Fig. 13). This painting in particular
exemplifies the “energetic centrifugal and vortex configurations” mentioned by Smith, with the
sea swirling around the ship in an oval shape, insinuating the potential for a deadly maelstrom.23
The Slave Ship (Slavers Throwing Overboard the Dead and Dying, Typhoon Coming On) uses
similarly swirling vortexes of water in combination with overwhelmingly bright reds, purples,
oranges, and yellows reflected in the sky by the coming typhoon (Fig. 14). Again, the ship is tiny
in comparison to the monumental sea and storm, but, in this painting, we also have the added
horror of minuscule slaves floating in the churning waters. The powerlessness imposed by
enslavement is compounded by how intensely they are overwhelmed by the ocean. In his use of
the sublime, Turner created scenes of simultaneous beauty and terror, operating in Blake’s
sublime by infusing pleasure with pain so as to completely paralyze the viewer.
Hudson River School landscapes also reflect the aesthetics of the sublime, in which
feelings of awe from the simultaneous overwhelming beauty of nature and the terrifying reality
of its destructive power produce vistas of paralyzing beauty. Hudson River School artists
attempted to create this sense of awe and majesty in order to portray ideals of American
exceptionalism, adding a political bent to the sublime.24 Although Thomas Cole (1808-1848)
voiced Whiggish opposition in private letters to Democratic President Andrew Jackson’s

Smith, “The Sublime in Crisis.”
Barbara Novak, American Painting of the Nineteenth Century: Realism, Idealism, and the American Experience
(Cary: Oxford University Press USA - OSO, 2007), 41.
23
24
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expansionist policies, his paintings contributed broadly to this artistic conflation of American
nationalism and the natural sublime. Cole was a British immigrant to the United States and is
considered to be the founder of the Hudson River School.25 He worked in landscapes as well as
in more allegorical and religious works, like his The Course of Empire Series which will be
discussed further in the third chapter. Even his landscapes include a sense of morals and
symbolism, however, due to his strong spirituality.
Cole sacralized wilderness using sublime techniques in order to convey his belief in
America’s future as well as his belief in the power of God, as manifested through nature.26
According to Barbara Novak, Cole did this by “attempt[ing] to transform the sublime into an
artistic element within the painting itself, into a structural principle capable of evoking in the
spectator feelings of nature’s terribilita.”27 View from Mount Holyoke, Northampton,
Massachusetts, after a Thunderstorm (The Oxbow), completed in 1836, exemplifies Cole’s
approach to the sublime. From the overwhelming size of the painting (51 ½ by 76 inches) to the
immense panoramic view within the image, Cole truly captured one of the sublime’s key
characteristics—the absolute immensity of nature (Fig. 15). In The Oxbow, Cole contrasted his
ideas of sublime wilderness with a more pastoral, ordered approach to nature. On the left side of
the canvas, a storm rages over gnarled tree trunks, untamed brush, and dense trees on top of
cliffs. This cliff face overlooks a valley on the right, in which an idyllic river curves through
ordered and cultivated fields, all under a peaceful blue sky. Much like other artists that worked in
the sublime, Cole’s sensitivity to light and dark greatly contributed to his paintings’

Marek Wilczyński, “The Americanization of the Sublime: Washington Allston and Thomas Cole as Theorists of
American Art,” Polish Journal for American Studies: Yearbook of the Polish Association for American Studies 11
(2017): 21.
26
J. Robert Wright, “Thomas Cole and the Episcopal Church,” Anglican and Episcopal history 83, no. 3 (2014):
298.
27
Novak, American Painting of the Nineteenth Century, 43.
25
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overwhelming power. Charles L. Sanford aptly describes the harsh contrast favored by Cole,
writing that “[a]t one side of his palette was white and at the other black, between whose limits
he generated his power.” With the two distinct halves to the painting, Cole truly juxtaposes
concepts of the pastoral and the wild, using this contrast and a sensitivity to light and dark,
extreme weather occurrences, and monumental landscapes to invoke the sublime.
Cole’s works use the sublime to demonstrate the power of nature, in an attempt to create
an impetus for the preservation of ‘wilderness,’ which he worried civilization would destroy.
This conception of nature as either tamed or wild, with the wilderness being inherently separate
from civilization, is entirely arbitrary, as William Cronon reveals in his article “The Trouble with
Wilderness; or, Getting Back to the Wrong Nature.”28 Cronon explains how viewing nature
through the lens of sublime wilderness infuses the landscape with a sacrality that creates an
impetus for preservation and conservation. Preservation and conservation movements contribute
to the idea that only ‘pure’ land is worthy of saving. This often results in conflating any use of
the environment with exploitation and creates a deep ecological perspective in which ‘virgin’
land and ‘untouched’ nature (both inherently constructed categories) are pitted against humans.
This invented dichotomy results in environmental issues that harm humans—the burden of which
disproportionately falls on the poor and Indigenous peoples—being written off, since in these
cases it is already too late to save the ‘wilderness.’ The Hudson River School contributed to this
Deep Ecological preservation-based environmentalism through its use of the sublime to valorize
wilderness.
Theorizing about the sublime underwent a resurgence in the mid-twentieth century, with
philosophers like Jean-Francois Lyotard, Jacques Derrida, Gilles Deleuze, and Jean-Luc Nancy

William Cronon, “The Trouble with Wilderness; or, Getting Back to the Wrong Nature,” in Uncommon Ground:
Rethinking the Human Place in Nature, ed. William Cronon (New York: W.W. Norton & Co., 1995), 69.
28
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all reflecting on the sublime, especially the Kantian sublime. Lyotard especially contributed to
contemporary renditions of the sublime, supporting the view that “the sublime hinges on the
unresolved conflict between what cannot be presented (because it exceeds the grasp of the
imagination or the senses) and the endeavor to present it nonetheless.”29 Lyotard connects the
sublime to post-modernisms, which he also believed to pursue “the representation of the
unrepresentable.”30 Lyotard admits that the unresolvable tension of this fundamental
inaccessibility can result in feelings of powerlessness. Lyotard goes on to explain that using this
inaccessibility creates an impetus for inventing new forms of presentation, however, he does not
elaborate on how non-avant-garde art can escape from the sublime’s pitfalls (perhaps because it
is not possible).
In its contemporary, irreligious sense, the apocalypse has similar issues of paralysis in the
face of overwhelming terror caused by the end of the world. Fatalistic messages about the
imminent destruction of the planet due to environmental crises result in counter-productive
apathy because the problem seems too big. The passiveness of apocalypticism is reinforced by
the use of the sublime in art and visual culture addressing current environmental issues. Curator
Martin Guinard-Terrin described the fallacies of this combination, saying that:
The aesthetic regime of the sublime seems at first particularly appropriate: a mix of
fascination and awe in the face of geological force. But looking closer, the sublime
feeling stimulated by the Anthropocene is actually misleading. Indeed, this peculiar
aesthetic regime was formulated at a time when the overwhelming spectacle of 'nature'
was seen as a separate and remote phenomenon from its observer.31
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The photography of Edward Burtynsky, Julian Charriere, and David Maisel exemplify this
combination of apocalyptic apathy and sublime overwhelmingness, serving as paradigms of a
neo-Romantic apocalyptic sublime. Art in this category builds on the techniques used in
Romantic art and the Hudson River School to evoke the sublime. While the exact subject matter
has changed, themes of natural disaster and end-of-days terror persist in this contemporary
sublime as well.
Canadian photographer Edward Burtynsky (1955-) has worked prolifically in largeformat photography since the 1980s. Burtynsky’s photos record the impact of industrial
operations on the environment, with series that explore commercial waste, logging, water
pollution, mining, and various other ways in which industrialization and manufacturing impact
landscapes. Throughout his numerous series, Burtynsky employs a number of elements in order
to evoke the apocalyptic sublime. Examining works from his Oil, Tailings, and Anthropocene
series demonstrates that Burtynsky’s photos create awe and anxiety at the cost of agency and
action, painting industrial landscapes as lost battle sites and ignoring the larger consequences of
this fatalism for people and the environment at large.
In his Oil series, Burtynsky explores oil extraction and refining, transportation
infrastructure, and automobile manufacturing and waste. Photos in this series include aerial shots
of oil fields and highways, panoramas of abandoned car plants, conglomerations of vehicles, and
scrap yards. Burtynsky connected these various subjects together because they all relate to
human consumption of automobiles, from the processes that go into fueling and producing them
to the afterlives of vehicles.32 Three particularly relevant works from this series are Oxford Tire
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Pile #1 (1999), Oxford Tire Pile #9ab (1999), and Burning Tire Pile #1 (1999), which Burtynsky
photographed in California.
In Oxford Tire Pile #1, Burtynsky positions the viewer so that they are gazing out on a
vast field of tires that recede into the distance (Fig. 16). The tire piles cover almost the entire
photo, with only a brief strip of manmade hills and a semi-trailer at the top of the composition
preventing the image from being an infinite sea of tires. The tire piles are stacked absurdly high
on the right side of the image before sprawling out into lower mounds in the foreground, the left
and center middle ground, and the background. This arrangement, in combination with the angle
Burtynsky chose for his shot, evokes a swirling vertex similar to the centrifugal composition
favored by J.M.W. Turner. Even with the visual relief of visible patches of ground and the strip
of hills and truck in the background, this whirling mass of abandoned tires completely
overwhelms. This is exacerbated by a common technique used by Burtynsky—imbalance.
Curator Paul Roth explains that “[a]s our eyes shift from distant elements to the startling clarity
of the foreground, an imbalance takes hold. There is a vertiginous quality, a tipping-forward in
our view.”33 The inherent unsettling role of imbalance places the viewer on edge, offsetting any
aesthetic pleasure from the abstracted composition to create the distinct awe and anxiety known
as the sublime.
In Oxford Tire Pile #9ab, Burtynsky takes the aforementioned infinite sea of abandoned
tires to a whole new level (Fig. 17). This large diptych is composed of two prints, each
measuring forty by fifty inches for a total of one hundred inches in length. The huge size of this
pair exacerbates the massive tire piles depicted within, which sprawl across nearly the entire
surface and recede into the distance thanks to Burtynsky’s large-scale perspective. The small
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semi-circle of dirt in the center of the diptych provides the only reference for depth in the image,
revealing even further the magnitude of this colossal scrap yard. In this work, Burtynsky makes
use of the angles at which the tires were piled to create powerful diagonal lines in his
composition, guiding the viewer deeper into the abyss of tires. In both of these Oxford Tire Pile
works, Burtynsky masterfully created a visually interesting image through his composition, but
the wasteland of tires, potent symbols for the environmental consequences that go into producing
and using vehicles, is ultimately paralyzingly terrifying.
While in the Oxford Tire Pile works Burtynsky achieves the sublime through the angles
at which he shot the tires, creating abstracted vortexes and diagonals, in Burning Tire Pile #1
Burtynsky’s sublime is distinctly subject-based (Fig. 18). This photo is shot from an even greater
distance than either Oxford Tire Pile piece, providing a totalizing view of the next stage for tire
piles—burning in their own graveyard. The minute licks of orange flame and the wafting plumes
of white and gray smoke distinctly contrast with the dark tires, which are so small from this
perspective that they already look like the rubble they will become. The high horizon line and the
chasm of minute, burning tires combine to create a sublime apocalyptic wasteland, which seems
infinite and unavoidable.
A photo from Burtynsky’s Tailings series provides additional insight into his use of the
apocalyptic sublime. Nickel Tailings #30 (1996) depicts the eponymous tailings, which are waste
stream byproducts from mining (Fig. 19). When nickel is mined and separated from other metals,
iron is left behind in these tailings and oxidates, resulting in the vibrant red and orange streams
we see this in this picture.34 Against a thin strip of light gray sky, rivers of glaringly bright
mining waste stream over a barren brown landscape, harkening to the trails of lava seen in
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apocalyptic scenes of natural disaster. The God’s eye angle used by Burtynsky abstracts these
lines to the point of beauty, but despite the distanced gaze, there is still a sense of approaching
doom as the tailings barely stop short from continuing beyond the bottom edge of the photo and
into the world of the viewer. The dread of this oddly visually enticing threat makes the viewer
powerless to intervene in the irresponsible practices that cause such waste and the containment
done by Burtynsky’s photographic practice removes any agency and urgency from the viewer.
The works discussed reveal that Burtynsky’s most significant tool is his use of aerial
shots, which give his photos a panoramic view similar to that used by Romantic artists to evoke
the sublime. Taking photographs at this scale results in “the double effect of distancing the
viewer from the scene while providing a visual window so large that the viewer feels absorbed,
indeed thrown back into, the image.”35 Burtynsky’s aerial perspective and the sheer size of his
photos result in breathtaking views at the cost of details that would spur activism. His God’s eye
view distances the viewer to the point that the land seems beautifully abstracted as well as
irreparably harmed. This undoable, aestheticized damage results in the paralysis characteristic of
the sublime. The imbalanced vertigo Burtynsky creates contributes to this paralysis and results in
the feeling that, as Joshua Schuster says, “we are in the grip of fate. Our vantage conveys a sense
. . . that what we see, and where it will lead, has been foreordained.” This fait accompli attitude
inherent to the apocalyptic sublime reveals the inability of the genre to spur activism and to
recognize the uneven burdens of environmental injustice.
Furthermore, Burtynsky’s photos contribute to the previously described problem of
wilderness that William Cronon explores. The industrial landscapes portrayed by Burtynsky
cannot return to any state of ‘wilderness,’ making them acceptable for writing off in the eyes of
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first world environmentalism, which so often prioritizes preservation and conservation over
addressing environmental burdens and slow violence. At the scale used by Burtynsky, there is no
possibility for any human agency in addressing and mitigating such environmental injustices.
Burtynsky intends to expose the intense environmental consequences of resource extraction in
order to inspire conservation because he believes humans “are on the cusp of becoming (if we
are not already) the perpetrators of a sixth major extinction event.”36 This statement and a
number of others on his website reveal the shortsighted environmental ideology underlying his
work. Burtynsky’s sublime engagement with physical symbols of human consumption in
landscapes where there are no other traces of human presence results in an uncritical assignment
of blame for the environmental consequences to all humans instead of to those neoliberal elites
responsible.
French-Swiss conceptual artist Julian Charrière (1987-) works in photography,
performance art, sculpture, and video. According to his website, Charrière examines “ideas of
nature and its transformation over deep geological as well as human historical time.”37 Charrière
consistently explores the sublime in his work, acting as an inheritor to the eighteenth and
nineteenth century tradition. Curator Anna Katherine Brodbeck wrote that:
In the 160 years that separate the journeys made by Charrière and (Frederic Edwin)
Church, the symbolic resonance of their subject has changed from the terror and delight
of the Romantic sublime to anxieties over climate change that are symptomatic of the
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Anthropocene era, in which humans have so altered the natural landscape that their
influence is irreversible.38
Much like his Romantic influences and associates like Thomas Cole, Charrière subscribes to the
uncomplicated constructed view of civilization versus wilderness, which ultimately contributes
to uncomplicated Deep Ecological narratives about the Anthropocene that fail to take into
account the actual parties accountable and write off humans as a whole.
For his Towards No Earthly Pole (2019) film and installation (the two share a name),
Charrière joined expeditions to Greenland, the Antarctic, the Alps, and Iceland to explore polar
landscapes (Fig. 20 and 21). During his journeys, Charrière photographed and filmed his
surroundings. Additionally, he created sculptures responding to his experiences and research,
combining all three forms in installations at various galleries and museums. A number of stills
from Towards No Earthly specifically invoke the sublime majesty and power of nature. Charrière
created this film using drones for lighting and videography. Harsh beams of light emanate from a
circular source that at first seems like it could be the moon or the sun. With just this light,
Charrière swathes his polar landscapes in a distinct chiaroscuro, creating a harsh contrast
between artificially produced white and terrifyingly encroaching pitch black. Scott Mackenzie
and Anna Websterstahl Stenport write that “[t]he aesthetics offer no conventional sense of hope;
the human element is removed, and the natural environment is on its own.”39 This quote captures
the apocalyptic nature of Charrière’s work, which portrays the sublime of unimaginably extreme
weather and environments at the cost of human agency. Charrière’s bleak, icily beautiful
landscapes in this video are incredibly overwhelming. His desire to capture images of remote,

Anna Katherine Brodbeck, “Julian Charrière and the Future of Romanticism,” in Towards No Earthly Pole, ed.
Dehlia Hannah (Milan: Mousse Publishing, 2020), 69.
39
Scott MacKenzie and Anna Westerstahl Stenport, “An Alternative Cinematic History of the Circumpolar North,”
in Towards No Earthly Pole, ed. Dehlia Hannah (Milan: Mousse Publishing, 2020), 257.
38

19

often invisible areas reflects the Lyotardian sublime, which seeks to “[represent] the
unrepresentable.”40 Charrière attempts to reveal regions previously unseen, overcoming harsh
climes and extreme weather in order to capture their beauty, but his work ultimately reinforces
the construction of nature cum wilderness as inaccessible to civilization. Charrière’s drive to
explore “remote regions of Earth” in order to “investigate the irreversible transformation of the
natural world by human activity” reveals an uncritical understanding of nature as inherently
separate and nonhuman, akin to the wilderness divide posed by Cronon.41
And Beneath It All Flows Liquid Fire (2019) is another video work from Charrière’s
Towards No Earthly Pole project. This work is a continuously looping video that shows a neoClassical fountain in Lugano, Switzerland, which Charrière doused with flammable liquid and
set aflame (Fig. 22). An installation view of this work provides insight into its simultaneously
enticing and petrifying flames (Fig. 23). The screen showing the video recedes into the dim
lighting of the exhibition space, resulting in the video being the only light source and the fire
casting its ominous glow onto the ground. The all-encompassing nature of the exhibition
experience places the work on an overwhelming scale despite it being one of Charrière’s more
site-specific pieces. Charrière again makes use of the established sublime trope of distinct
contrast between light and dark. The fountain, flowing with fire, is set against a dark, shadowed
background, resulting in the white-hot tendrils of flame glowing and the fountain turning into an
unsettling dark orange. While the title reveals the video’s connection to Charrière’s interest in
geology and deep time (referring to the magma flowing under the earth), the subject matter
additionally takes on questions of nature and architecture. The implicit associations of fire with

40

Ibata-Pharabod, The Challenge of the Sublime, 12
“Exhibition: Concentrations 63: Julian Charrière, Towards No Earthly Pole, Dallas Museum of Art, Dallas, USA,”
Julian Charrière, accessed February 4, 2022, http://julian-charriere.net/projects/exhibition-towards-no-earthly-poledallas-museum-of-art.
41

20

natural disaster and destruction seem contained by the humanmade object, but an alternative
interpretation sees the work as valorizing fire returning to its wild status and destroying an
emblem of the civilization which first tried to tame it. With this piece, the inheritance of the
Romantic apocalyptic sublime is distinctly on display. This work exemplifies the Romantic
apocalyptic sublime through its focus on the destruction of neo-Classical architecture,
referencing the Romantic sublime paintings of classical ruins and the falls of civilizations.
American photographer and visual artist David Maisel (1961-) examines “radically
human-altered environments,” as well as historic and current cultural artifacts.42 A number of his
photographs use incredible height, achieved by helicopter and plane, to capture abstract views of
what he calls “compromised landscapes.”43 Maisel purposefully interacts with the apocalyptic
sublime, titling a book that contains many of his aerial photography projects Black Maps:
American Landscape and the Apocalyptic Sublime. These projects include his The Mining
Project (1989), Terminal Mirage (2003-2005), and American Mine (2007) series, which all elicit
the sublime through distanced, totalizing perspectives, juxtapositions of toxically neon colors,
and abstracted compositions that hide the environmentally devastating reality of Maisel’s
subjects.
In The Mining Project, Maisel photographed the open pit Berkeley Mine in Butte,
Montana, as well as open pit mines in Arizona. The Mining Project, Inspiration, Arizona 9
(1989) demonstrates the power of Maisel’s aerial gaze (Fig. 24). The open pit mines in this
image have filled with water, which turned a deep, bloody red because of chemicals from
mining. Without this context, which Maisel does not make easily available to the viewer, the
photograph would not be out of place next to a color field painting due to the vivid swathes of
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red water which have been ordered into rectangular-like shapes by the humanmade mining pits.
The ambiguous subject matter, enticing composition, and jarring colors and perspective of this
image introduce awe and anxiety in the viewer. Natasha Egan writes that “[i]n this experience of
the sublime, anxiety supplants rectitude. Consequences of our fascination exist, of course, but
they cast neither guilt nor absolution.”44 This quote succinctly describes Maisel’s approach,
which privileges evoking the sublime through abstracted, vibrant landscapes that flatten
perspective and prevent the viewer from engaging with or feeling any agency in the image.
Another work from The Mining Project, The Mining Project, Butte, Montana 6 (1989) is
particularly deceptive visually (Fig. 25). Egan explains that the photo “appears like a Romantic
landscape, with a horizon line and billowing purple storm clouds closing in on the break of
sunlight—not unlike a mid-nineteenth-century Hudson River School painting depicting an aweinspiring scene of uninhabited American wilderness.” This photograph contains two levels of the
apocalyptic sublime—at first glance it appears we are experiencing the Romantic sublime of an
overwhelming landscape in which we are positioned below and possibly on the receiving end of
a white explosion below warm, threatening clouds; in reality, the purple clouds and white
explosion are actually toxic water filling an abandoned open pit mine in Butte, Montana. Since
Maisel purposefully obscures the exact subject matter of his images, the audience must allow the
fear evoked by the ominous unknown to wash over and paralyze them.
Maisel’s Terminal Mirage series continues his work in aerial abstraction, this time
exploring the Great Salt Lake in Utah. In this series, Maisel photographed “mineral evaporation
ponds and macabre industrial pollution covering some 40,000 acres along the shores of the
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lake.”45 The photographs in this series feature toxically neon colors that leach across the
geometric shapes in the images. The overall effect is striking, but also alarming and poisonous,
with a sense of emergency rising and no clear indication of the emergency’s cause or how to
respond. In other words, Maisel has again locked into the sublime. The foreclosure of any
horizon and the denial of perspectival depth in Terminal Mirage elicits feelings of the
apocalyptic sublime, resulting in especially paralyzing anxiety.
Terminal Mirage 19 (2003) epitomizes the leaching, cancerous landscapes photographed
by Maisel (Fig. 26). In this image, two light green rectangles on the far right are divided from the
murkier green that dominates the center and the left side of the image by dark black line, outlined
in white. Within the murky green rectangle, a second black line runs parallel to left of described
the dividing. From the left line, black tendrils ooze into the left side of the image, evoking
infectious toxicity. The absolute flatness of this image and the geometric nature of the grid
system in the photographed lake result in a startingly abstract image, reminiscent of Barnett
Newman or Mark Rothko. Terminal Mirage 9 (2003) continues this abstraction beyond our
comprehension (Fig. 27). This photograph has similar spans of repulsive but seductive
chartreuse, but in this shot Maisel also captured deep and bloody reds, cut by white. The darkest
red of the photo takes up the bottom third of the image, but we can see it breaking across the
black geometric dividing lines and crawling into the pinker, middle red. This intrusion is framed
by white vertical lines that have abrupt, Lucio Fontana-like cuts across them. The chartreuse at
the top and left of the image contrast sharply with the overwhelming red, creating a striking vista
of epic scale. This scale results in a sense of tremendous, yet terrible beauty that exceeds our
ability to take action and really any human agency at all.
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The consequences of the distance inherent to Burtynsky’s and Maisel’s sublime make it
difficult for the audience to fathom any possible action, both because the viewer is overwhelmed
as an individual and because the scale of the photos make the environmental problems seem
irreversible and inescapable. The detached, aestheticized gaze of all three artists in this chapter
creates a sense of hopelessness and a crisis of agency. Scholar Jeffrey L. Bilbro discusses how
when the audience is able to overcome the anxiety of the sublime, the style still fails from an
environmental justice perspective because the sublime encourages preservation of wilderness and
pure land but does not “translate into our daily interactions with the natural world, [so] we fail to
care for the more quotidian places in which we live.”46 The resulting apathy of the apocalyptic
sublime towards concrete action and human agency thus allows current environmentally
devastating actions to continue, while making invisible the sociopolitical machinations behind
these actions and the populations who face the most pressing consequences. In Slow Violence
and the Environmentalism of the Poor, Rob Nixon argues that “[t]o intervene representationally
entails devising iconic symbols that embody amorphous calamities as well as narrative forms
that infuse those symbols with dramatic urgency.”47 While the sublime can capture the scale and
scope of slow violence, it fails to meet that last significant tenet of Nixon’s argument—infusing
urgency into representation. In addition to a lack of urgency, the sublime presents distinct
challenges to individual and institutional agency, both of which are critical to actually
responding to the environmental challenges on display. Bilbro similarly claims that “we’re in
need of a more diverse range of aesthetics that represent humans in complex global situations,
but in such a way that we are able to imagine ourselves as able to take responsible action.”48
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Adding such nuance and agency is imperative for similar representations moving forward in
order to avoid implicitly contributing to apocalyptic narratives of hopelessness and fatalism
regarding environmental crises like global warming and pollution. The apocalyptic sublime
precludes the future as a possibility, which inherently prevents the audience from believing in
any ability to take responsible action to address the numerous environmental crises that are
currently happening to people who do not have the privilege of escaping the sublime by looking
away.
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Chapter 3: Imagined Post-Apocalyptic Futures
The optimum human population of earth is zero.
—Dave Foreman, co-founder of Earth First!

This chapter examines representations of imagined post-apocalyptic scenes in which endof-days environmental catastrophe has already happened. I continue to reference Cronon’s
argument against wilderness, in addition to engaging with Ramachandra Guha’s critique of deep
ecology and scholarship on climate fatalism. Building on the previous chapter’s discussion of
Romanticism and the Hudson River School, the artists in this chapter are similarly influenced by
the traditions of history painting and landscapes of ruin. Through an analysis of the fictional
post-apocalyptic futures created by artist Lori Nix and Alexis Rockman, I reveal how such
imagery contributes to a climate fatalist, Deep Ecological perspective that writes off the future
and humanity as a whole.
In “Radical American Environmentalism and Wilderness Preservation: A Third World
Critique,” Ramachandra Guha critically examines Deep Ecology and reveals that this
environmental philosophy overly focuses on inequitable environmental preservation agendas that
have a narrowly Western, aesthetic scope and fail to take into account existing responsible
ecological practices in diverse locales. Guha identifies four essential tenets in American Deep
Ecology. Particularly relevant to this paper is the first tenet, which advocates for a shift from
anthropocentrism to biocentrism. Guha argues that while biocentrism “as a check on man’s
arrogance and ecological hubris” is welcome, the turn towards biocentrism concerningly ignores
the environmental justice threats facing the planet, especially “overconsumption by the
industrialized world and by urban elites in the Third World,” since Deep Ecology views these
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problems in terms of a universal “human” culpability.49 While these problems may have
Anthropocentric causes that impact the planet as a whole, they produce uneven effects that
disproportionately impact the poor, people of color, and Indigenous people. The Deep Ecological
impetus to preserve and conserve ‘pure,’ undifferentiated nature instead of addressing the
environmental injustices variously faced by diverse populations results in a dangerously
misanthropic worldview. This ultimately creates an apathy towards environmental injustice and a
valorization of post-apocalyptic modes in which nonhuman nature is viewed as reclaiming the
earth.
A compounding factor in Deep Ecology’s universalizing, anti-human perspective in
addressing the current and future impacts of climate change and related environmental crises is
the growing sense of climate fatalism presented by the media. In How to Blow up a Pipeline:
Learning to Fight in a World on Fire, Andreas Malm discusses the trend of climate fatalism,
referencing writers Roy Scranton and Jonathan Franzen. Malm quotes Scranton as saying it is
“‘too late to stop apocalyptic global warming’” and “it ‘ends in disaster, no matter what.’”50
Similarly, Franzen writes “‘human beings are killers of the natural world’; ‘we’ll all be sinners in
the hands of an angry Earth.’” Malm uses these quotes to discuss climate fatalism at large, which
treats climate change as an unavoidable apocalypse and which sees the only possible response as
apathetic despair. The quote from Franzen reveals how climate fatalism ties into Deep Ecology,
as he points the blame at human beings in general, creating a dualism in which humans at-large
are pitted against the Earth (i.e. nature) and humanity loses. Franzen uncritically blames
humanity as a whole for global warming, demonstrating how Deep Ecology and climate fatalism
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alike elide the more complicated sociopolitical that result in climate care and the uneven
resulting burdens that Guha described.
The artworks of Lori Nix (with her partner Kathleen Gerber) and Alexis Rockman
illustrate the misanthropic Deep Ecological perspective, in addition to exacerbating the growing
sense of climate fatalism presented by the media. Both artists create imagined post-apocalyptic
landscapes that visualize how the planet would look once some unspecified disaster has wiped
humans off the face of the earth. In these post-human scenes, we continuously see that
nonhuman nature continues on and has reclaimed the spaces consumed and built by civilization.
these post-apocalyptic landscapes align with the Deep Ecological desire to see nature flourish,
unhindered by human exploitation (which Deep Ecology and conservationism take to mean any
use, as Cronon discusses).51 Furthermore, the inherent hypothetic nature of post-apocalyptic
landscapes prevents the images from the immediacy necessary for urgency, while also treating
the apocalypse as a fait accompli.
Lori Nix (1969-) works with her partner Kathleen Gerber to build intricate dioramas of
imagined scenes involving natural disaster, extreme weather, and post-apocalyptic futures. Nix
photographs these meticulous models and then destroys them, adding a second layer of
unpreventable destruction to the consumption of these images.52 Nix and Gerber’s Empire and
The City series explore post-human landscapes after an unseen catastrophic natural disaster. Nix
cites a number of influences on these works, including her upbringing in Kansas, where extreme
weather often occurs); her love for disaster movies from the 1960s and 1970s; dystopian
literature; and a number of art movements and artists, such as Albrecht Dürer, Hieronymous
Bosch, and Francisco Goya, as well as Hudson River School artists Thomas Cole and Frederic
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Edwin Church.53 Art critic Magdalena Kroner writes that “Nix presents dystopia as the final
stage of the neoliberal American dream.”54 The idea of dystopia encapsulates Nix’s work—
imagined society after an unseen apocalypse. In Nix’s case, she imagines that society itself has
collapsed, as humans have completely disappeared from the earth.
In her Empire series, Nix investigates “the relationship between the power of Nature and
the nonexistence of Mankind.”55 This series consists of photographs that show abandoned,
humanmade structures following an extinction-level disaster. These photographs have a
nightmarish quality despite or maybe even because of their ever present glowing, atmospheric
skies. In addition to Sentinel, which was discussed in the preface, other works from Empire
include Utopia (2017), Dawn (2016), Rift (2016), and Arch (2015). The ironically titled Utopia
actually depicts a dystopic city street (Fig. 28). Grass sprouts through the cracks in the dusty
street, which runs between a brutalist building on the left and a perpetually unfinished high-rise
on the right, which is cloaked in climbing ivy and vines as well as infrastructure that will never
be removed. In the background we see another high-rise building with infrastructure for a
construction project that will never be finished. Vines and moss have climbed to the highest level
of this building. The small details of this photograph lend it an eerie presence—there is visible
wear and tear from discolored concrete, rusted metal, and water stains. This degradation makes
clear that no human has been in the so-called Utopia for a long time, while the green grass
continues grow and an idyllic blue-sky shines down from above.
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Dawn shows us the next stage in an abandoned city’s decay (Fig. 4). Now, the buildings
have partially crumbled, with uneven skylines and protruding, rusted beams revealing the
skyscrapers’ frames. The jagged buildings overgrown with green appear tombstone-like,
combining with their metal skeletons to turn the city into a graveyard. The moss, brush, and
creeping vines have multiplied, and even trees have been able to grow to heights taller than some
of the buildings. At this point, nature has truly reclaimed the city, which is exemplified by the
small birds flying overhead. In addition to giving us a post-apocalyptic time lapse, Nix also
changes the angle and the time of day in this photo. Seeing the city from above adds a level of
the apocalyptic sublime to this image, which is exacerbated by the scene’s eerie, pale green
pallor caused by the sunrise.
In Rift, Nix finally gives us a hint at what natural disasters might have caused or at least
been symptomatic of the apocalyptic event causing the city’s abandoned state (Fig. 3). This
photograph is dominated by the gaping chasm that results from the titular rift cutting right
through the city. The photo is ominously precarious, with nearby overgrown cars and parts of the
pavement bordering the rift seemingly about to fall and crumble into the void. Not only are the
buildings moss-covered, rusting, and decayed, but also, they are on the verge of falling off the
face of the earth altogether. This image is easily one Nix’s most anxiety-inducing, however, the
triumph of nature echoes throughout. This chasm seems to threaten human life and architecture
more than anything else, contrasting with the resilience of nonhuman nature.
Throughout the Empire series, Nix demonstrates the persistence of plants and animals in
the face of dystopic societal collapse for humanity. The Empire series builds on Nix’s previous
post-apocalyptic themes in her The City works. While highly detailed, the cityscapes are
ambiguous enough in their architecture that the viewer could find them anywhere in the world,
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implying not just the fall of one country or one city but instead the complete loss of humanity as
a whole. While Empire focuses on exteriors of buildings, showing us their crumbling facades and
various degrees of nature’s return. In The City, Nix instead depicts the interiors of a number of
buildings that seem archetypal of modern life. This includes laundromats, malls, libraries,
subway cars, classrooms, stores, homes, museums, and even a church. By sheer number of
details, this series is much more complex than Empire due to the number of abandoned things
proliferating in each scene. It truly seems like whatever disaster has occurred in Nix’s mind was
sudden enough that humans dropped everything immediately and death quickly followed.
Subway (2012) shows a rusty corrugated subway car with bright red and orange seats that
contrast with the blue sheen of the metal (Fig. 29). This contrast emphasizes the post in the
center of the left edge of the photograph. This water damaged sign serves as a bit of a precursor
to the tongue-in-cheek warnings in Sentinel, advertising to “Take A Break From Life.”
Considering the complete absence of humans in this photo, it is clear that the poster has come
true. Sand piles high on the floor of the train car, growing with desert brush and completely
covering the floor. The sand trails out of the car and leads across a desert to the city containing
the buildings shown in other photos from this series.
Casino (2013) provides a glimpse into a building on the other side of this desert (Fig. 30).
A significant crack in the wall shows us desert sands, while the rift in the ceiling admits light
into the otherwise dim room. The casino diorama Nix built for this scene draws on ancient
Egyptian sculpture and architecture. Sculptures of pharaohs standing in their traditional pose of
one foot forward line the left wall. Sunken relief tableaus and hieroglyphics line the walls. In
front of the rightmost wall, papyriform columns stand in sequence, but one of them has fallen
over. The richly decorated room contains abandoned, cracked slot machines and dusty chairs, a
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number of which have fallen over. Chairs and machines dangle precariously over the edge of a
rift in the floor that cuts across the room. This post-human casino operates on a meta level. When
the casino was operational, people would have gone there to gamble and revel in the beauty of
art and architectural elements from a fallen civilization. Now the casino itself could easily be
excavated as a tomb much like the buildings it is modeled on. The beams of sun from the crack
in the ceiling add to the tomb-like nature of this building, combining with popular culture
depictions of ancient Egypt to deeply affirm that this image depicts the aftermath of the fall of a
civilization—or in this case, humans at large. By referencing the cyclical nature of civilizations,
Nix affirms the misanthropic attitude of climate fatalism, which holds that humans inherently
destroy themselves and intervening or resisting is futile.
In Botanic Garden (2008), the plants in a greenhouse have completely gone wild (Fig.
31). Tropical flora sprawl across the entire structure, climbing up the metal frame and breaking
through the building’s ceiling. The petals, leaves, and stamens of these plants have grown to
enormous sizes despite the broken glass impeding the greenhouse from its warming function.
With this photo, Nix hints at what event might have caused humankind to become conspicuously
absent. The large tropical plants flourishing to the point of breaking through and growing over
the glass roof indicate that temperatures have risen to the point that a region which might once
have required greenhouses in order to support tropical life can now easily provide the heat
needed for these plants. Nonhuman nature has flourished under whatever circumstances have
erased humankind, resulting in a nearly beautiful scene of biotic interaction that a Deep
Ecologist would laud.
At first glance, Great Hall (2006) seems like an outtake from Thomas Cole’s The Course
of Empire series (Fig. 32). The neoclassical architecture, idyllic sunset and cloud cover, the
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ruined building, and the complete absence of humans beyond the remains of their building
projects distinctly evokes the fifth painting from Cole’s famous series, Desolation (1836) (Fig.
33). Cole described Desolation, writing that “[v]iolence and time have crumbled the works of
man, and art is again resolving into nature.”56 As previously discussed, Cole valorized
preservation and wilderness, contributing to the shallow view of ‘good’ nature as wild and
separate from civilization that Cronon and Guha critique. Nix’s photograph similarly illustrates a
drive for post-human nature in Great Hall (and in the two series discussed in this thesis at large).
Upon closer examination, the titular great hall of this photo is actually the entrance hall of the
American Museum of Natural History in New York City. The museum’s distinctive foyer
contains a number of dinosaur fossils that allow us to identify the building. While the ceiling is
gone, the walls are crumbling, and plants have grown in the absence of humans and exposure to
the elements, the fossils shockingly remain intact in this post-apocalyptic world. Even more
surprising, what seems to be a pterodactyl flies over the gaping hole of the former roof. While
the return of this flying reptile signals the possibility of anything to happen, this photograph,
much like Casino, ultimately serves to remind us humankind’s mortality through its depiction of
one of our monuments to extinction. Dinosaurs were once wiped off the face of the earth, and
now humans have disappeared too.
In his Rubicon and American Icons series, Alexis Rockman (1962-) explores post-human
landscapes overwhelmed by climate change and environmental crises. These oil paintings depict
post-apocalyptic urban scenes where nonhuman nature grows with abandon now that humans
have mysteriously disappeared. Rockman has a distinct, incredibly detailed style that has been
compared to Thomas Cole, Hieronymous Bosch, and the genre of history painting. Journalist
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James Jung describes his work as “ominous, baroque, pop art-inspired wildlife paintings, which
evoke John James Audubon, if John James Audubon liked to watch Godzilla movies and drop
acid.”57 Rockman’s brightly-colored, intricately planned paintings indeed reflect Audubon’s
documentary, scientific approach to naturalist painting. This painstaking rendering reveals a
preservation ethic in Rockman that belies his misanthropic biocentrism. Rockman is also
distinctly unoptimistic about climate change and humanity’s ability to change in the face of
environmental problems, like Franzen and Scranton. He reveals his defeatist attitude in an
excerpt written for The New York Times, where he says:
Over the past two decades, I realized we have a crucial Achilles heel: Our brains are
wired to be tribal and to think only in the seasonal short term. Even someone as
persuasive as Al Gore could not successfully galvanize the world with his books and
films. The idea of “sacrificing” for the future seems ridiculous to most people when they
are entrenched in a daily struggle for survival. Even if they will listen, people just don’t
have the collective will to do much. The engine of capitalism is too powerful.58
The language Rockman uses is telling, from the fatal flaw of an Achilles’ heel and the lack of
belief in any “collective will” to “the engine of capitalism” which he believes will destroy us all.
Rockman’s outlook epitomizes the apocalyptic despair of climate fatalism as well as the
misanthropic attitudes of Deep Ecology and the colonial nature of pastoralism. His postapocalyptic landscapes reflect these attitudes as well.
In the first discussed painting from American Icons, Hotelscape (2009), Rockman
composes a blue, gray, and white toned landscape filled with famous monuments (Fig. 34).
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Recognizable figures include the Sphynx and the Eiffel Tower, while a more ambiguous
structure—perhaps a cathedral—blurs in the background. Rockman situates these impressive
structures in a huge desert, with purple mountains in the distant background. The desert sands
slowly swallow the monuments, with the Eiffel Tower’s bottom legs almost completely
disappeared. Under the brilliantly blue sky filled with white clouds, these incredible tourist
attractions shockingly lack any human crowds, revealing to us that something caused humans to
disappear. A photorealistic crystal in the foreground signals to us the passage of time on a
geologic scale, while the mouse and the lizard represent resilient nonhuman creatures that have
persisted in the face of the environmental disaster which caused humans to disappear.
Disney World I (2005) illustrates a nightmarish, grayscale Disney World (Fig. 35). The
theme park has flooded and turned into a swamp, with the ghostly structure of Epcot in the
misty, ashen background. Mossy trees, lily pads, and a single, pure white lily blooming in the
foreground show us that nature has welcomed Disney, an icon of consumption and culture, back
into its arms. On the right side of the painting, a giant Mickey Mouse head is submerged in the
swamp. To the left of Mickey, Rockman uses his painstakingly accurate illustration skills to
paint a warthog fornicating with a nutria. As Nicholas Mirzoeff writes, “[n]ature, so
often used by humans to define perversity as unnatural, has itself become perverse.”59 The
contrast between this realistic, abnormal coupling and the innocent cartoon relationships between
animals in a number of Disney productions highlights the lurid, surreal essence of Rockman’s
post-apocalyptic mindset. Rockman’s artwork possesses a ‘live and let nature live’ attitude
where human life ultimately extinguishes itself and letting nature live entails scientifically
accurate depictions of non-human environmental futures where anything goes.
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The large landscape painting Manifest Destiny (2004), which Rockman produced for the
Smithsonian American Art Museum, visualizes a post-apocalyptic view of Brooklyn from
Manhattan (Fig. 36). The city is largely submerged underwater, with only a few building tops
peeking out and some birds, fish, and flora at the surface. The sun sets in pink streaks over the
water, casting a red-orange glow through the clear liquid and lending the entire painting an eerie
haze reflective of the climate change which would have caused the sea to rise and submerge the
city. In the center left of the image, we see the rusted, exposed frame of the Manhattan Tunnel
under the remaining suspension wires of the Manhattan Bridge. The center right of the painting
provides a parallel to this through the Brooklyn Bridge. Only the Brooklyn Bridge’s towers
remain, and they are overgrown with plants. Two failed sea walls enclose and bisect Brooklyn.
One runs around the borough’s edge, while the second one cuts through Brooklyn. These bridges
demonstrate the futile attempts to stop sea level rise that came too late to prevent the complete
flooding of New York City. Rockman created an outline drawing to accompany this painting in
order to aid his audience in deciphering the numerous buildings, vehicles, plants, animals,
insects, viruses, and bacteria in the image (Fig. 37). This illustration describes fifty-five details
from the painting, the majority of which (thirty-four) are plants, animals, and insects. The sparse
architectural descriptions allow us to understand that we are seeing a post-apocalyptic New
York, while the abandoned vehicles (largely ships and war-related vessels) and numerous viruses
and bacteria indicate the strife that preceded this post-human world. Rockman makes sure to note
when any of the plants or animals are genetically-modified, revealing a concern for humanmotivated intervention in nature that precludes human intervention in nature as a whole. If
human action is ineffective and unethical, then it seems the only reasonable course is for humans
to die off. Neel Ahuja writes that works like Rockman’s “universalize human responsibility for
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climate disaster and mask violences of colonialism that created the settler landscapes they depict
as vulnerable.”60 With this quote, Ahuja encapsulates the concerning results of the
sensationalized post-apocalyptic spectacles portrayed by Nix and Rockman, both of whom set
their works in distinctly American scenes (or “settler landscapes”). The title of this painting,
which explicitly recalls a nineteenth-century American ideology of divine providence and
national exceptionalism, demonstrates Rockman’s belief that humans brought this apocalyptic
destiny upon themselves and must bear the consequences, reflecting the Deep Ecological
dismissal of environmental injustices as anthropocentric and not warranting action.
Bronx Zoo (2012-2013), from Rockman’s Rubicon series, continues his trend of postapocalyptic scenes over iconic New York landscapes (Fig. 38). This painting is set in the titular
Bronx Zoo, which has been overrun by animals escaped from their cages and flooded by rising
sea levels, similar to Manifest Destiny. Flowers and other plants grow on top of the zoo’s
neoclassical buildings, while the sun sets in a hazy sky over the rest of New York City. A polar
bear streaked with red stands on top of a cage and gazes at the sunset; a monkey leaps after a
fleeing spoonbill bird; a hippo and an alligator defiantly open their mouths at each other. Signs
of human consumption and wastefulness—like beer bottles, ominous chemical drums, and a
capsized shopping cart—float past these scenes of wild freedom. In the hazy background of the
painting, palm trees have grown to towering heights in New York of all places, truly revealing
just how much the climate of the planet has changed. As with Manifest Destiny, Rockman
provides us with a detailed diagram of the exact flora and fauna in the painting (Fig. 39). The
focus on accurate scientific detail in the midst of his despair-filled landscapes gives his paintings
a sense of inherent truth and inevitability. As the title of the series (Rubicon) denotes, we have
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crossed the point of no return. At the same time, the audience’s knowledge that these paintings
are essentially fictitious, since we cannot predict the future, creates a lack of urgency since
anything could happen. This ultimately results in a vicious cycle of response between the
uncontrollable, unurgent future and the already-decided, unavoidable apocalypse. Both sides of
the spectrum yield in inaction and despair.
In The Ecological Thought, Timothy Morton connects Deep Ecology and apocalypticism,
writing that they both result in a “fundamental lack of concern for the way things are going.
Since the end of the world is nigh, or since we will all be extinct in the long run, there isn’t much
point in caring.”61 The post-apocalyptic works of Lori Nix and Alexis Rockman exemplify this
claim. Both of these artists completely remove humanity from their end-of-days scenes, resulting
in the sense that only with the extinction of humanity can nature thrive unimpeded. These artists
both unconsciously reveal their privileged positions of radical American environmentalism in
their artworks, contributing to Deep Ecological trends that accept and even encourage the end of
humanity as a valid environmental solution.
On a similar note, hopeless apathy towards climate change presented in Rockman’s and
Nix’s work reflects Malm’s critique of climate fatalism. Again, the removal of human agents
contributes to a feeling of powerlessness in the face of complex and varied environmental
problems. Malm writes that “climate fatalism is for those on top; its sole contribution is
spoilage.”62 Non-human post-apocalyptic futures produce a sense of environmental guilt but at
the same time they fail to demonstrate any responsibility can be taken, since the battle has
already been lost. The ultimate problem with the works discussed in this chapter is that they
paint the apocalypse as a future event when the Global South is already facing serious
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consequences from the climate crisis and important emissions deadlines for the world at-large
are rapidly approaching. Instead of promoting an ethics of care, holding institutions responsible,
or explicitly dealing with the different scales and temporalities of the so-called apocalypses
facing people around the world, the works in this chapter retreat to despair and apathy. The only
signs of hope are for futures without humans at all.
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Chapter Four: Sensationalizing Depictions of Disaster
“This is the way the world ends, not with a bang but a whimper.”
—T.S. Eliot, “The Waste Land”

In this chapter, I examine a number of photographs that depict the spectacle of natural
disaster. Drawing on T.J. Demos’ discussion of fire imagery in the media and Rob Nixon’s
critique of media spectacle in Slow Violence and the Environmentalism of the Poor, I argue that
the photographs presented here are representative of the current issues facing popular visual
representations of climate change. Eye-catching scenes of natural disaster only reveal the
proverbial tip of the iceberg when it comes to the numerous slow violences that have resulted in
pervasive environmental injustices in the Global South and in poor populations around the world.
Shocking photojournalism of wildfires, floods, and destroyed buildings and property appeal to a
voyeuristic interest in disaster without capturing the root causes or the long-term consequences.
These photos have a simultaneous latency and immediacy. While the disaster is evident, the
delay and the buildup between cause and effect disappears. Ultimately, these images are
incomprehensible—they capture the audience with fear and dread of the catastrophe before them
while providing distance between the viewer and the event, resulting in immobilization.
In his article on “Burning Aesthetics,” T.J. Demos examines the oversaturation of the
media with eye-catching wildfire imagery and the counterproductive results of such witnessing,
providing important framework for this chapter. Demos writes:
Frozen and flattened, images of fire present a misleading visual field of aesthetic
contemplation. Framed and objectified, they offer only a privileged sort of distanced
voyeurism, a reassuring domination of disaster, but also a failure to capture the
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momentousness of loss, its duration and nonspectacular wake of suffering, its
bureaucratic and financial devastations that move trauma to banality.63
This statement encapsulates the problem with images of shocking environmental devastation—
the safe distance felt by the audience, the overwhelming power of nature preventing any hope,
the invisibility of the long-term consequences of environmental injustice. As Demos points out in
the article, photographs of spectacular disaster can even counter-productively contribute to
climate denial narratives by emphasizing singular moments of devastation instead of the long
term and less spectacular (but just as dangerous) effects of global warming. Demos finds that:
If aesthetics concerns cultural modalities of organizing sensibility, then burning
aesthetics extends both to the incineration of sensation and to the destruction of the
ability to sense, burning sense-ability, constituting a further debility that renders those
affected more vulnerable to future burnings, impacting in turn response-ability (to use
Haraway’s terms).64
The debilitation of the spectator from burning aesthetics prevents them from being able to
respond and ultimately allows the elite minority to continue perpetrating environmentally violent
actions that the rest of the world will have to bear.
Demos’ article resonates with Rob Nixon’s argument about the failures of spectacle in
representing slow violence. Nixon writes that “[t]he representational challenges are acute,
requiring creative ways of drawing public attention to catastrophic acts that are low in instant
spectacle but high in long-term effects.”65 The images of natural disaster in this chapter are
incredibly eye-catching but they fail to represent the slow violence of climate change and the
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multifaceted consequences faced by the majority of the planet’s population, who live in poverty.
Nixon carefully examines the parallels between the difficulties in representing slow violence and
documenting abuse, writing that:
As the journalistic chestnut has it, “if it bleeds, it leads.” And as a corollary, if it’s
bloodless, slow-motion violence, the story is more likely to be buried, particularly if it’s
relayed by people whose witnessing authority is culturally discounted.66
This statement exemplifies the problems of representing slow violence and other environmental
crises. The unglamorous, attritional nature of slow violence does not appeal to the media’s desire
for flash and spectacle, but as Demos has shown, images of apocalyptic spectacle overshadow
the issues as well. The following analysis of photojournalism regarding climate change illustrates
how the overwhelming eco-anxiety from the media ultimately makes the apocalypse banal.
Photos from Black Summer, a series by Australian photographer Matthew Abbott
(1984-), illustrate a December 2019 New York Times article titled “Apocalyptic Scenes in
Australia as Fires Turn Skies Blood Red.”67 Both the images and the language of this article
emphasize a sense of spectacular disaster and hopeless devastation. The lead-in photo for the
article is a harrowing picture of a kangaroo, darkened by either ash or shadow, hopping in front
of a house ablaze with flames in Lake Conjola, New South Wales, Australia (Fig. 40). Only the
support beams and foundation of this home remain, and in the photo, we can see that the fire has
continued to blaze through these structures too. This picture is composed of dark grays, browns,
and blacks that distinctly contrast the vivid reds and oranges of the fire. The kangaroo’s flight
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shows us the futility of fighting the wildfire, with the image ultimately resulting in
overwhelming depression and panic.
Another photo from Abbott in this series shows us a house in peril, giving off a
foreboding sense of dread as a wildfire approaches a cottage-like house in its path (Fig. 41). The
sky has become a sickly orange with clouds of black smoke, while a column flame grabs our
immediate attention. No lights are on in the house and there is not a person in sight—this home
has become fodder for climate changed-induced bushfires. The next image reveals the complete
desolation in this house’s future (Fig. 42). Under a smoke-dusted blue sky, palm trees billow in
window and huge clouds of smoke create an eerie haze. Licks of bright orange flame emerge
from the burnt shell of a house. The destruction in this photo seems unreal, almost like a
Romantic painting. Much like the Romantics, the absolute helplessness of the viewer in the face
of this spectacular disaster results in hopeless immobilization. A picture of firefighters trying to
fight the blaze outside of a village in New South Wales does little to assuage this feeling of
hopelessness (Fig. 43). Three firefighters carry lengths of hose from the fire truck. To the left of
the firefighters, white-hot flames burn on the ground. The sky has gone completely red, casting a
dark glow over the whole landscape that results in the trees and brush appearing shadowed. A
sign to the left of the fire truck reads “OVERTAKING LANE 300 m AHEAD.” This sign feels
particularly ironic since the fire has clearly already overtaken the landscape. The ominous,
apocalyptic nature of Abbott’s photos corresponds to the rhetoric used in the reporting. For the
introductory paragraph of the article, journalist Isabella Kwai wrote:
As the fire stalked the east coast of Australia on Tuesday, the daytime sky turned inky
black, then blood red. Emergency sirens wailed, followed by the thunder of gas
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explosions. Thousands of residents fled their homes and huddled near the shore. There
was nowhere else to go.68
The scene Kwai describes is distinctly catastrophic, easily fitting into eschatological rhetoric
regarding climate change. Abbott’s accompanying photos bring Kwai’s words to life. T.J. Demos
describes the results:
Pyro-aesthetics spark affect, discernable too in these flaming images. It begins with the
register of fear, including worry, apprehension, dread, foreboding, panic. They extend to
pain, invoking agony, anguish, hurt, misery. They move on to sadness, as in depression,
dejection, despondency, gloom, melancholy. And they end with disconnection and
disassociation, expressed in feelings of alienation and abandonment, immobilization and
end-of-world numbness.69
These four stages described by Demos are evident in other wildfire photographs as well. Stuart
W. Palley photographed of the summer of 2021 Dixie Fire in California for the Washington
Post.70 His photograph of a destroyed building in Greenville, California, is framed by a smoky
orange sky (Fig. 44). In the image, we can see the husk of building, whose exterior shell and sign
are all that remains. The sign reads Pioneer Café, identifying the building like a tombstone. Next
to the diner, the metal frame of an abandoned car provides the only relief from the overwhelming
orange of the photo. The silver, black, and blue-gray of the car stand in strong contrast to the
orange glow within the diner and in the sky. The car is decomposing in front of us, with its front
hood missing, its glass windows blown out, and its tires completely melted to the road. Greek
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photographer Angelos Tzortzinis (1984-) took a number of photos documenting the Greek
wildfires that burned during the summer of 2021. In this photo from The Guardian, Tzortzinis
documents a man from the Greek island of Evia, who stands with his back facing the camera as
he gazes at a wildfire raging in the distance (Fig. 45).71 This anonymous figure looks on in
distress, with his hands held up to the back of his head in a position of helplessness and defeat.
He can do nothing to productively respond to the devastating fire raging in front of him, which
fills the background of the photograph with smoke and orange. The feeling of powerlessness
created by this photograph exemplifies how such spectacular imagery results in the numbness
described by Demos.
A New York Times opinion column from July 2021, titled “Apocalypse Right Now,”
provides an appropriate transition from Demos’ burning aesthetics to Nixon’s larger argument
about media spectacle. This article begins with a photo from Noah Berger, a California-based
photographer, that depicts a house in Doyle, California that was absolutely ravaged by the
Beckwourth Complex wildfire that began in June 2021 (Fig. 46).72 Of all the burning images in
this chapter, this one feels the most visceral. Vibrant tendrils of fire lick out from the first floor
of the house and flicker upwards, appearing like a hand about to grip the front porch and crush it
into nothingness. The color and detail in this photograph are so vivid that it almost looks like
special effects from a disaster movie. The resonances with spectacular fictional disaster
contribute to the distance between the viewer and the subject of the photograph. The escapist
distance of such spectacle, as Niklas Salmose argues, prevents the viewer from having “a will to
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actively change how the planet is treated and can therefore be seen as obstructive in the work to
save it.”73 Other images in the “Apocalypse Right Now” article that depict a number of disasters
correlated with climate change continue to demonstrate this argument. A photograph from
German-based photographer Christof Stache shows the results of a landslide caused by flooding
in Germany (Fig. 47). In this picture, a house sits precariously close to the edge of a jagged slope
created by the landslide, while a black car to the left teeters precariously over the edge of the
same slope. A retaining wall on the left of the photograph releases debris down the escarpment.
The utter destruction shown here and the precarity of the structures in the image call to mind
Lori Nix’s Rift, similarly creating a sense of imminent peril (Fig. 3). A photograph from David
Swanson depicting an inlet from Madera, California’s Hensley Lake that has been dried out by
drought (Fig. 48). The grass surrounding the green has turned into dead yellow and browns,
contrasting the surprisingly dark green trees nearby. An abandoned boat sits on top of a mound
in the dried-up inlet, again creating a sense of a post-human world caused by environmental
disaster. The bleak desertification of this water source, as viewed from above, showing us
something so dismal that it feels unreal and thus unpreventable.
Photographs documenting flooding and hurricanes in Louisiana provide a similar doubletap of shock and powerlessness. Photojournalist Bill Feig encapsulates the devasted Ascension
Parish following May storms, which caused severe flooding throughout the parish.74 In this
image, a flooded lawn completely covers the foundation of a single-story home, as well as the
overturned trash can, lawn mower, and grill in the yard (Fig. 49). The murky green water of the
flood combines with the surrounding verdant trees and plants to make it seem like the Louisiana
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swamps have reclaimed their territory. Emily Kask photographed the destruction wrought by
similar flooding that occurred in Lake Charles, Louisiana in July.75 This photo depicts a
completely devastated house, with the walls stripped away to reveal wooden frames and pieces
of drywall and the lawn covered in mounds of debris (Fig. 50). The bright green grass and trees,
as well as the blues, whites, and pinks of the house’s wreckage lend a surreal quality to the
photograph that harkens to the postapocalyptic landscapes discussed in the previous chapter.
This picture would not remotely be out of place as one Lori Nix’s photographed dioramas. How
could water turn a house inside out? The sensational nature of this image shocks this audience
with the chaos of disaster and the fragility of human needs. The final photo in this chapter
depicts flooding from Hurricane Ida. Edmund D. Fountain photographed the flooded churchyard
of St. Pius Church in Marrero, Louisiana (Fig. 51). This image centers around a statue of Jesus
outside the church. The Category 4 hurricane completely submerged the church’s lawn, resulting
in Jesus being submerged up to his torso in floodwaters. The apocalyptic nature of this
photograph reaches the word’s original religious proportions, with humanity’s savior himself
made powerless by the spectacular natural disaster caused by environmental crises. This photo
yields an end-of-days fatalism that shocks and horrifies to the point of no return.
The sensationalist photographs discussed in this chapter create an incredible sense of
urgency regarding climate change, but the documentary distance of these images, as well as the
lack of agency that could be provided by infusions of possible positive actions involving
individual agency, an ethics of care and responsibility, and pointed imagery indicating
transnational neoliberal elites and institutions responsible for the environmental injustices
causing these disasters. Niklas Salmose identifies the “crucial importance of agency in ecological
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discourse,” which “becomes essential in relating the Anthropocene through media. Agency
operates on both individual and collective levels; we need to act, and we need to organize those
acts.”76 As Demos and Nixon have indicated, and as this analysis has shown, existing climate
imaginaries in ecological discourse fail to meet Salmose’s insightful call for individual and
collective agency. These photos instead create a sense of doom that supersedes their
documentary character as witness. Emily Scott describes this dilemma by writing that “the
figurative mode crumbles under its weight, fundamentally out of scale and character with the
subject at hand.”77 Current photojournalistic depictions of climate change too narrowly focus on
singular, spectacular events in order to captivate audiences. This ultimately comes at the cost of
providing individual viewers with any sense of agency or urgency, foiling the image’s role as
witness and creating paralysis instead of action.
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Conclusion
Compassion is an unstable emotion. It needs to be translated into action, or it withers.
—Susan Sontag, Regarding the Pain of Others

As the chapters of this thesis have shown, the apocalyptic mode in contemporary
environmental art ultimately contributes to a number of attitudes that prevent action. Chapter 1
revealed that the awe and horror of the neo-Romantic apocalyptic sublime overwhelms the
audience with sublime artistic techniques and magnifies the scale of numerous environmental
crises that the viewer face a crisis of agency about human’s ability to make a difference and
reverse the current path. The art of Edward Burtynsky, Julian Charrière, and David Maisel
exemplify the problematics of this contemporary environmental sublime, removing humans from
their images of the majestic power and destruction of nature. As Thomas Weiskel wrote, “[i]t is .
. . no accident that the sublime is missing in the aesthetics of activists and idealists.”78 The power
of the sublime in art is its ability to freeze the viewer in place. This power becomes a liability in
any attempt to use art to spur productive environmental action, instead creating a message of
hopelessness and contributing to the Deep Ecological preservation drive that allow current
environmental injustices to continue unabated.
Chapter 2 explores the post-apocalyptic worlds imagined by Alexis Rockman and Lori
Nix, demonstrating how fictional post-human landscapes contribute to a sense of climate
fatalism that leads the viewer to write off any action entirely. The resilience of nonhuman nature
in these post-apocalyptic scenes resonates with Deep Ecology’s anti-human message, which
condones the apocalypse both as deserved by humans (who are grouped together as one and all
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vilified) and required in order to end human intervention in the environment. The absence of
humans removes individual agency while the flourishing of nonhuman nature appears
triumphant, validating Deep Ecology. The inherent fiction of these scenes creates a distance
between the viewer and the show-cased events, denying any urgency because the apocalypse has
already happened and therefore nothing can be done to prevent it.
In Chapter 3, I discussed a third apocalyptic trend—sensationalized photographs of
natural disaster utilized in media depictions of climate change. The warped perception of
environmental problems created by the oversaturation of news with spectacle-driven images
overshadows the deep underlying slow violence of climate change, as well as the various causes
of environmental crises and the uneven burden of who faces the resulting injustices. The shock
of these spectacular images, as well as the isolation of climate change into singular catastrophic
events, elides the complex nature of the problem and fails to demonstrate responsible actions that
can be taken. Garrard importantly points out that:
Environmental problems, whilst they certainly should not be seen in isolation, might
seem more amenable to solution if they are disaggregated and framed by comic
apocalyptic narratives that emphasise the provisionality of knowledge, free will, ongoing
struggle and a plurality of social groups with differing responsibilities.79
Instead of the tragic eschatology demonstrated by current sensational narratives regarding
environmental problems, we need to move into a pictorial mode that retains agency and urgency
in order to spur action in the audience. Furthermore, as Garrard says in the above quote, these
representations must find a way to illustrate the asymmetry of climate change, which is caused
by a small wealthy minority but unevenly burdens poor and marginalized communities.

79

Garrard, Ecocriticism, 115.

50

Luis Prádanos further examines the complications of apocalyptic environmental
narratives. He states that “the utility of pedagogical interpretations of catastrophe should be reevaluated.”80 He reveals that catastrophe must be rethought for a number of reasons. Social and
behavioral sciences studies have resoundingly shown that encouraging fear fails to mobilize
activism. Additionally, Prádanos identifies similar problems with spectacular, sensational
imagery as I have discussed through this thesis. Prádanos writes that “disaster fiction—at least in
visual media—tends to focus on sensationalist and spectacular effects and individual heroism,
ignoring the root causes of catastrophic events involving drastic anthropogenic change and
pervasive environmental injustice.”81 Singular images of catastrophe ignore greater problems
while creating a voyeurism in the audience that results in distance from the event, removing both
agency and urgency. Furthermore, Prádanos explains that environmental apocalypticism “often
perpetuates the current post-political and managerial mainstream culture rather than challenging
it . . . [It] also tends to ignore or, in the worst cases, conceal the pervasive structural violence
against humans and nonhumans resulting from global neoliberal policies.”82 The artwork
discussed throughout this thesis exemplifies Prádanos’ argument, resulting in fear and important
that allows the harmful status quo to continue.
The failures of the apocalyptic mode in contemporary environmental art require a
discussion of how we can move forward in a more positive direction that recognizes the
significant environmental problems facing us, reveals the various causes and uneven
consequences, and ultimately creates a sense of both agency and urgency in the viewer instead of
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despair, apathy, or even misanthropic schadenfreude. I again turn to Prádanos, who argues that
we must “move from the ineffective—usually counterproductive—pedagogy of catastrophe to a
more assertive ‘pedagogy of degrowth’.”83 Visualizations of the environment need to find ways
to demonstrate ecologically sound practices that reveal to the viewer alternate ways we can live
in the world that will reduce environmental problems. Prioritizing depictions of alternative paths
forward will encourage people to embrace degrowth and vitalize modes of living that would
decrease neoliberal petrocapitalist systems that cause a number of environmental injustices.
Prádanos clarifies that “we need more narratives that represent a society that happily degrows
and learns how to live better with less, embraces more fulfilling and less intensive material and
energy lifestyles, and seeks meaningful and just prosperity without growth.”84 Through such
representations, artists and the media can encourage an ethics of care and vitalize individual
agency and collective responsibility instead of contributing to the current cycle of apathy and
fear. While Prádanos’ argument is more theoretical, scholar Emily Eliza Scott describes specific
alternative modes that representation can turn to.
Scott argues for “perspectives that are highly situated yet move across registers and
scales—both spatial (e.g., the so-called local and global) and temporal (e.g., historical time,
evolutionary time, and media time).”85 The multiscalar and multitemporal nature of slow
violence requires such engagement, ultimately resulting in a need for a living, relational network
of images, an “ecology of pictures,” as T.J. Demos would call it.86 Such an ecology of pictures
would require “representations that engage multiple, ultimately incommensurable scales and
registers (e.g., the molecular, bacterial, geopolitical, geological, and architectural, visible,
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invisible, material, speculative, and so on) that best suit our present moment.”87 Turning from the
apocalyptic mode to such representations would present a positive way forward that allows us to
imagine the degrowth described by Prádanos and to critically engage with climate change instead
of being overwhelmed by the magnitude of the problem. Already, we can see a turn to more
responsible, less spectacular images in some media outlets. The Guardian published an article in
2019 outlining a new policy in its climate change reporting. Picture editor Fiona Shields
described how photos of lonely polar bears on melting ice or sensational forest fires “tell a
certain story about the climate crisis but can seem remote and abstract – a problem that is not a
human one, nor one that is particularly urgent.”88 Instead, The Guardian is turning towards
photojournalism that reveals the range of impacts of climate change on people’s daily lives, as
well as photos of people taking action to mitigate environmental problems.
Scholar Jeffrey Cohen succinctly wrote that “[a]pocalypse is ultimately a failure of the
imagination, a giving up on the future instead of a commitment to the difficult work of
composing a better present.”89 This thesis has demonstrated how apocalyptic environmental
imagery forecloses the future as a possibility, while in the conclusion I have suggested a
framework for depictions that could move climate action forward and empower viewers to take
action. The power of art for imagining productive ways to address environmental crises and for
representing what we can do in the present, restoring agency without removing urgency.
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Figures

Figure 1. Lori Nix and Kathleen Gerber. Sentinel. Pigment print. 48 x 48 in. 2017.
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Figure 2. Lori Nix and Kathleen Gerber. Arch. Pigment print. 48 x 65 in. 2015.
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Figure 3. Lori Nix and Kathleen Gerber. Rift. Pigment print. 70 x 48 in. 2016
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Figure 4. Lori Nix and Kathleen Gerber. Dawn. Pigment print. 48 x 57 in. 2016.
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Figure 5. Jean Bondol and Nicholas Bataille. Panel from Apocalypse Tapestry. 1377-1382.
Musée de la Tapisserie, Château d'Angers, Angers.
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Figure 6. Albrecht Dürer. The Opening of the Seventh Seal, from The Apocalypse. Print from
woodblock engraving. 15.3 x 11 in. 1498.
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Figure 7. Hieronymus Bosch. The Garden of Earthly Delights. Oil on oak panels. 81 x 152 in.
1490-1510. Museo del Prado, Madrid.
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Figure 8. Michelangelo di Lodovico Buonarroti Simoni. The Last Judgement. Fresco. 539.3 in x
472.4 in. 1536-1541. Sistine Chapel, Vatican City.
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Figure 9. Peter Bruegel the Elder. The Triumph of Death. Oil on panel. 46 in × 63.8 in. c. 1562.
Museo del Prado, Madrid.
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Figure 10. William Blake. The Great Red Dragon and the Woman Clothed with the Sun. Black
ink and watercolor over traces of graphite and incised lines on wove paper. 17 3/16 x 13 11/16
in. c. 1803-1805. Brooklyn Museum, New York.
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Figure 11. John Martin. The End of the World. Oil on canvas. 78 x 119 in. 1851-1853. Tate
Britain, London.
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Figure 12. Salvador Dalí. The Visage of War. Oil on canvas. 25.2 x 31.1 in. 1940. Museum
Boijmans Van Beuningen, Rotterdam.
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Figure 13. J.M.W. Turner. Fishermen at Sea. Oil on canvas. 36 x 48 1/8 in. c. 1796. Tate Britain,
London.
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Figure 14. J.M.W. Turner. Slave Ship (Slavers Throwing Overboard the Dead and Dying,
Typhoon Coming On). Oil on canvas. 36 x 48 in. 1840. Museum of Fine Arts, Boston.
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Figure 15. Thomas Cole. View from Mount Holyoke, Northampton, Massachusetts, after a
Thunderstorm (The Oxbow). Oil on canvas. 51 ½ x 76 in. 1836. The Metropolitan Museum of
Art, New York.
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Figure 16. Edward Burtynsky. Oxford Tire Pile #1. Chromogenic color print, edition of 10.48 x
60 in. 1999.

Figure 17. Edward Burtynsky. Oxford Tire Pile #9ab. Two chromogenic color prints. 40 x 50 in
each. 1999.
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Figure 18. Edward Burtynsky. Burning Tire Pile #1. Chromogenic color print. 40 x 50 in. 1999.
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Figure 19. Edward Burtynsky. Nickel Tailings #30. Chromogenic print. 39 15/16 x 60 1/8 in.
1996.

Figure 20. Julian Charrière. Towards No Earthly Pole. Stills from 4k color film 32:9, 14.2
Ambisonic soundscape 104’ 30.” 2019.
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Figure 21. Julian Charrière. Towards No Earthly Pole. Stills from 4k color film 32:9, 14.2
Ambisonic soundscape 104’ 30.” 2019.
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Figure 22. Julian Charrière. And Beneath It All Flows Liquid Fire. Still from 4k color film,
16:10, continuous video loop. Neoclassical fountain doused in flammable liquid. Performance in
Lugano, Switzerland. 2019.
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Figure 23. Julian Charrière. Installation view of And Beneath It All Flows Liquid Fire. Dallas
Museum of Art, Dallas. Photo from 2021.
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Figure 24. David Maisel. The Mining Project, Inspiration, Arizona 9. Archival pigment print,
edition of 5 + 2AP. 48 x 48 in. 1989.
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Figure 25. David Maisel. The Mining Project, Butte, Montana 6. Archival pigment print, edition
of 5 + 2AP. 48 x 48 in. 1989.
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Figure 26. David Maisel. Terminal Mirage 19. Archival pigment print, edition of 5 + 2AP. 48 x
48 in. 2003.
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Figure 27. David Maisel. Terminal Mirage 9. Archival pigment print, edition of 5 + 2AP. 48 x
48 in. 2009.
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Figure 28. Lori Nix and Kathleen Gerber. Utopia. Archival pigment print. 30 x 49 in. 2017.
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Figure 29. Lori Nix and Kathleen Gerber. Subway. Archival pigment print. 48 x 63 in. 2012
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Figure 30. Lori Nix and Kathleen Gerber. Casino. Archival pigment print. 48 x 60 in. 2013.
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Figure 31. Lori Nix and Kathleen Gerber. Botanic Garden. Chromogenic print 48 x 65 in. 2008.
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Figure 32. Lori Nix and Kathleen Gerber. Great Hall. Chromogenic print. 48 x 78 in. 2006.
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Figure 33. Thomas Cole. The Course of Empire: Desolation. Oil on canvas. 39 ½ x 63 ½ inches.
1836. New-York Historical Society, New York.

84

Figure 34. Alexis Rockman. Hotelscape. Oil, mica, clay, and sand on wood. 72 x 84 in. 2009.
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Figure 35. Alexis Rockman. Disney World I. Oil on wood. 72 x 84 in. 2005.
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Figure 36. Alexis Rockman. Manifest Destiny. Oil on wood. 96 x 288 in. 2004.

Figure 37. Alexis Rockman. Outline drawing of figures in Manifest Destiny. No size given.
2004.
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Figure 38. Alexis Rockman. Bronx Zoo. Oil on wood. 84 x 168 in. 2012-2013.
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Figure 39. Alexis Rockman. Outline drawing of figures in Bronx Zoo. No size given. 2012-2013.
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Figure 40. Matthew Abbott. A kangaroo rushes past a burning house in Lake Conjola, New
South Wales, Australia, on Tuesday. Digital photograph. No size. 2019. New York Times.
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Figure 41. Matthew Abbott. A house under threat from an approaching bushfire in Conjola, on
Tuesday. Digital photograph. No size. 2019. New York Times.
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Figure 42. Matthew Abbott. A house burns near Conjola. Digital photograph. No size. 2019. New
York Times.
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Figure 43. Matthew Abbott. Firefighters battle the flames on the outskirts of the village of
Bredbo, New South Wales. Digital photograph. No size. 2019. New York Times.
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Figure 44. Stuart W. Palley, A structure burns in Greenville, Calif., on Aug. 4 as the Dixie Fire
rages. Digital photograph. No size. 2021. The Washington Post.
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Figure 45. Angelos Tzortzinis. A resident watches a wildfire on Evia island, Greece, as the
region endures its worst heatwave in decades, which experts have linked to the climate crisis.
Digital photograph. No size. 2021. The Guardian.
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Figure 46. Noah Berger. Fire consumed a home as the Sugar Fire tore through Doyle, Calif., this
month. Digital Photograph. No size. Photo from Associated Press.
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Figure 47. Christof Stache. Germany suffered its worst flooding in living memory, with at least
165 people confirmed dead. Digital photograph. No size. 2021. Photo from Agent France-Presse.
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Figure 48. David Swanson. A boat sits on a mound in a dried-out channel of Hensley Lake in
Madera, Calif. Digital photograph. No size. 2021. Photo from Reuters.
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Figure 49. Bill Feig. Water surrounds a house along flooded areas in Ascension Parish, La.
Digital photograph. No size. Photo from Associated Press.
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Figure 50. Emily Kask. A destroyed home in Lake Charles, La., on Saturday. The city has
struggled to rebuild after it has been hit by one natural disaster after another in the past year.
Digital photograph. No size. 2021. New York Times.
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Figure 51. Edmund D. Fountain. Floodwaters surrounded a statue of Jesus at St. Pius Church in
the aftermath of Hurricane Ida, which came ashore as a Category 4 storm, causing widespread
power failures and killing at least 26 people in the state. Digital photograph. No size. 2021. New
York Times
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