
 

Ephemerality and Sustainability in Contemporary Art  
ART H 456/556 
Instructor: Dr. Natalie S. Loveless 
 
Class Meetings: W 11:00-1:50, FAB 3-91  
Office Hours: Th, 1:00-3:00, FAB 3-91  
Contact: nsl@ualberta.ca 
 
Course description: 
James Lovelock, known for having co-created the Gaia hypothesis with Lynn Margulis, was recently 
quoted as saying that “saving the planet is a foolish, romantic extravagance.” This course will examine how 
perspectives such as Lovelock's reorient artistic production in the 21st century, with particular attention to 
debate surrounding the so-called ‘anthropocene.’ The anthropocene, as a political term, has increasingly 
found itself at the center of contemporary discourse in the arts, with numerous books, exhibitions, articles 
and journals devoted to it. Readings will examine contemporary debates surrounding anthropogenic 
climate change and the impact of such debates on art practice and scholarship. Students will be expected to 
engage with the course “research-creationally” – bringing scholarly attention to arts practice and artistic 
attention to academic scholarship.  

Please note:  a portion of this class will include working with Latitude 53’s 17th annual 
Visualeyez festival (http://www.visualeyez.org). If you are not available Sept 22-24 to 
participate, please advise me as soon as possible). 

 
Required Books: 

1. Donna Haraway, Manifestly Haraway , University of Minnesota Press, 2016 (available in Bookstore) 
2. Etienne Turpin, Art in the Anthropocene,  Open Humanities Press, 2014 (freely available online at 

http://openhumanitiespress.org/books/art-in-the-anthropocene; hardcopy available in Bookstore) 
3. Eben Kirksey, The Multispecies Salon,  Duke University Press, 2014 (Please purchase on Amazon) 

 
On your responsibilities:  You will attend all seminars and events organized in conjunction with the course. You 
will bring readings to the meetings for which they are assigned. You will write reading responses as 
assigned. You will lead discussion once during the semester. Finally, you will develop a research-creation 
project grounded in a research question that you devise. This project should have both a scholarly and 
creative/experimental component. For each of the above, I will go over the relevant criteria in class.  It is 
your responsibility to be sure that you understand the criteria for each assignment and manage these as the 
course progresses.  
 
On participation:  You are expected to be self-motivated and engaged. I encourage you to intervene and 
interrupt. All comments and questions should be posed with patience and respect for classmates, for me, 
and for the course material. 

http://www.visualeyez.org/
http://openhumanitiespress.org/books/art-in-the-anthropocene


 
On screens in the classroom:  In order to isolate ourselves from certain distracting habits of thought, we will 
work in a screenless classroom. Please leave your computers, smartphones, tablets, etc., in your bag.  
 
On food in the classroom:  On the presumption that the sharing of food makes for better shared-thinking, each 
week two students will sign up to bring food/drink to share during discussion. 
 
Evaluation:  

● Weekly Reading Responses (5 responses at 5% each): 25% 
● Visualeyez Participation and Writing Assignment: 20% 
●  In-Class Presentation: 25%  (15% on research paper and 10% on presentation/discussion leading) 
● Final Research Project: 30%  (Dec. 6th) 

 

Reading Response Criteria :  

(1) Responses should be between 800-1000 words, 12 point Times New Roman, double-spaced, 
clearly labeled, stapled, and submitted to me before the start of class each week. 

(2) Responses should synthesize that week's readings, bringing out salient points and questions 
SUCCINCTLY.  Practice your writing craft.  (Pitfalls include referencing only some of the 
readings, and doing so in ways that leave me feeling like you didn't read them all or using a lot of 
words to say not very much). 

 

In-Class Presentation Criteria :  
Once throughout the semester you will be responsible for presenting on one-to-three artists working in 
ways relevant to the course material. You will:  

(1) Research these artists, write a 8-10 page research paper (12 point Times New Roman, 
double-spaced) analyzing their work in the context of the course content (due at the start 
of class on your presentation day) 

(2) Present your chosen artists’ work to the rest of the class. For this you can do a formal 
ppt-type presentation, a workshop, an exercise that takes us out of the classroom, or a mix 
of genres. Creativity is encouraged. Novel ways to help us understand the form, structure 
and content of the artist’s work are welcome.  

(3) Two people will present per day. You may use this time in any way that you agree on, as 
long as you each present on your own artists separately (ie, you can work together for the 
discussion/exercise portion of the class). 

 
Final Project  
Each student will devise a project related to the content of the course to explore research-creationally. This 
project will be largely self-directed. Please begin by coming up with a research question that grabs your 
curiosity. Follow this by researching that question in all standard research formats -- articles, books, 



archives. After you have completed this “standard” research, ask yourself “what else could I learn about 
this topic through artistic  or embodied  research”? 

Criteria :  
(1) evidence of substantial independent research. 
(2) evidence of questioning and challenging disciplinary boundaries (this does not mean a rejection 
of disciplinary specificity, but rather a refusal to accept the naturalization of disciplinary habits). 
(3) evidence of rethinking the relationship of “practice” to “theory” and the refiguring of these in 
new and compelling ways. 
(4) evidence of the aptness of final output choices (relation between research question and the final 
form of the research). 

 
 

Here is the link to the shared google drive folder, for sharing resources: 

https://drive.google.com/a/ualberta.ca/folderview?id=0BwUtGNKZLFf6bmdrSy1WNzJoSnM&usp=sh

aring 

 
Visualeyez assignment: 
Your job is to attend the festival, paying particular attention to the work of your assigned artist. Think of 
yourself as a researcher asking the questions: "how is the concept of 'kindness' at work here? how does it 
inform the *form* of the art? how does it inform the *content* of the art?"  Also ask the following 
question: "how might I analyze this work in terms of ephemerality and sustainability?" 
 
When you are watching your artist, take notes on the above, but also on anything else you find interesting 
and write up your description and analysis of the artist's work and submit your draft to me. Below are three 
examples from a previous class (they were asked to respond to different research questions). You can use 
these to decide on length and form. 
 
http://blog.latitude53.org/post/142076343895/on-ming-hon-by-jacob-dutton 
 
http://blog.latitude53.org/post/143073178157/on-luciana-danuncia%C3%A7%C3%A3o-by-mika-hayko
wsky 
 
http://blog.latitude53.org/post/141969630312/on-luciana-danuncia%C3%A7%C3%A3o-by-holly-hughes 
 
Reading schedule: 
 
PREPARATION PRIOR TO FIRST CLASS 
Before the first day of class 

1. prepare a 5 minute presentation introducing us to you and your interest in the class.  
2. Read:<http://europe.newsweek.com/james-lovelock-saving-planet-foolish-romantic-extravagance

-327941> 

http://europe.newsweek.com/james-lovelock-saving-planet-foolish-romantic-extravagance-327941
http://europe.newsweek.com/james-lovelock-saving-planet-foolish-romantic-extravagance-327941


 
 
(wk1) September 7th 
INTRODUCTIONS & OVERVIEW 
Go over syllabus & introductory presentations. 

Come to class ready to let us know why you are here and what you aim to get out of taking a class 
like this one. 

 
(wk2) September 14th 
SITUATED KNOWLEDGES I 
Read: (1) Donna Haraway, “Cyborg Manifesto” in Manifestly Haraway ; (2) Bruno Latour, “Waiting for Gaia. 
Composing the common world through arts and politics*”; (3) Gerry Canavan, Lisa Klarr, and Ryan Vu, 
“Ecology & Ideology: An Introduction”; Jodi Dean, “The Anthropomorphic Politics of Climate Change”. 

Come to class ready with one fully fleshed out discussion point linking the readings, and be ready 
to present this to the class. We will go around the room. 
Graduate Student Presentation and Discussion Leading: Jessie Beier 
** Discussion of Visualeyez assignment: Kindness as a Concept for the Anthropocene 
 

SIDEBAR FOR WK 2 
Your homework for this week is substantial -- we are digging in deep from the get-go to 
set us up for our approach in this course. Experimental courses can be rewarding but they 
are also taxing -- they take more work, and more individual responsibility on the part of 
the student. 

● I recommend first watching "home" -- 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jqxENMKaeCU 

● Next tackle the 4 substantial articles that we will be dealing with next week. There 
is a lot there. It is valuable stuff, and you will see the overlapping ties between the 
articles, but do set aside a substantial amount of time for reading this weekend. 

● Come to class prepared to bring our attention (in only 5 minutes, the way we went 
around the room today) to an overlapping set of concerns amongst the articles. 
Please "notice what you notice" and bring our attention to that. Focus on specific 
points in the text rather than general thoughts (i.e. "Latour, on page X suggests Y. 
I noticed this same concern in the Dean, and it seems to reaffirm/ contradict/ 
complicate this key point in the Haraway (bring us to the page or pages where she 
raises said key point)." Conclude by saying why you are interested in the point or 
question you are raising. Prepare not by writing out a script, but by having stickies 
with keywords and pages highlighted. As you saw today, 5 minutes go quickly. 

● Finally read the Freire and Rogoff if you get stuck and need some perspective on 
how you should be reading. 

 
 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jqxENMKaeCU
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jqxENMKaeCU


(wk3) September 21st 
PERFORMANCE ART AS EPHEMERAL/SUSTAINABLE PRACTICE 

** Attend Visualeyez 17th annual performance art festival, Sept 22-24 & write blog draft. The festival theme this 
year is kindness. 

 
(wk4) September 28th 
SITUATED KNOWLEDGES II 
Read: D. Haraway, “Companion Species Manifesto” in Manifestly Haraway 

Come to class ready with one fully fleshed out discussion point linking this week’s to last week’s 
readings, and be ready to present this to the class. We will go around the room. 
Graduate Student Presentation and Discussion Leading: Michael Woolley 
** Exchange blog first draft with assigned partner; return feedback next week 

 
(wk5) October 5th 
ART IN THE ANTHROPOCENE 
Read: Art in the Anthropocene/ Multispecies Salon essays TBA 

● 2 Student Presentations: what idea in the readings does your artist help us think through? 
(present on your artist separately but devise experimental activities together) 
Reading Response #1  
** Take feedback on blog piece and rewrite  

 
(wk6) October 12th 
ART IN THE ANTHROPOCENE 
Read: Art in the Anthropocene/ Multispecies Salon essays TBA 

● 2 Student Presentations: what idea in the readings does your artist help us think through? 
(present on your artist separately but devise experimental activities together) 
Reading Response #2  
In-Class Discussion of Proposal and Timeline for Final Project 
** Submit blog second draft for consideration for publication 

 
(wk7) October 19th 
ART IN THE ANTHROPOCENE 
Read: Art in the Anthropocene/ Multispecies Salon essays TBA 

● 2 Student Presentations: what idea in the readings does your artist help us think through? 
(present on your artist separately but devise experimental activities together) 
Reading Response #3 
On Own: Prepare proposal for final project 

 
(wk8) October 26th 
ART IN THE ANTHROPOCENE 
Read: Art in the Anthropocene/ Multispecies Salon essays TBA 



● 2 Student Presentations: what idea in the readings does your artist help us think through? 
(present on your artist separately but devise experimental activities together) 
Reading Response #4 
In pairs: Rework proposal for final project 

 
(wk9) November 2nd 
ART IN THE ANTHROPOCENE 
Read: Art in the Anthropocene/ Multispecies Salon essays TBA 

● 2 Student Presentations: what idea in the readings does your artist help us think through? 
(present on your artist separately but devise experimental activities together) 
Reading Response #5  
Submit Proposal and Timeline for Final Project 

 
(wk10) November 9th 
FALL BREAK 
No Class 
 
(wk11) November 16th 
FINAL PROJECT WORKSHOP DAY 
In assigned groups: Work on Research-Creation Project 
 
(wk12) November 23rd 
RESEARCH-CREATION PRESENTATIONS I 
No Readings: learn from others’ presentations and work on your project (5 UG projects - 20 min each) 
 
(wk13) November 30th 
RESEARCH-CREATION PRESENTATIONS II 
No Readings: learn from others’ presentations and work on your project (5 UG projects - 20 min each) 
 
(wk14) December 7th 
FINAL CLASS  
Final Projects/Papers due in class + 2 Graduate Student Presentations 
 
 
The Fine Print 
 
Students will be evaluated according to the 4point scale adopted by the University of Alberta, which will result in a letter 
grade (from A+ to F). Students who receive a grade below a B in either a studio or a History of Art, Design and Visual 
Culture course will not be permitted to continue to the next level in that discipline. 
 
Audio or video recording of lectures, labs or seminars or any other teaching environment by students is allowed only with 
the written consent of the instructor or as a part of an approved accommodation plan. Recorded material is to be used 
solely for personal study, and is not to be used or distributed for any other purpose without prior written consent from the 
instructor.  



 
Students registered with SSDS (Specialized Support and Disability Services) requiring accommodation should inform the 
instructor during the first week of class. 
 
The University of Alberta is committed to the highest standards of academic integrity and honesty. Students are expected 
to be familiar with these standards regarding academic honesty and to uphold the policies of the University in this respect. 
Students are particularly urged to familiarize themselves with the provisions of the Code of Student Behaviour (online at 
www.governance.ualberta.ca) and avoid any behaviour that could potentially result in suspicions of cheating, plagiarism, 
misrepresentation of facts and/or participation in an offence. Academic dishonesty is a serious offence and can result in 
suspension or expulsion from the University.  
 
Policy about course outlines can be found in §23.4(2) of the University Calendar. 
 

From the Code of Student Behaviour 
The U of A considers plagiarism, cheating, misrepresentation of facts and participation in an offence to be serious 
academic offences. Plagiarism, cheating, misrepresentation of facts and participation in an offence can be avoided if 
students are told what these offences are and if possible sanctions are made clear at the outset. Instructors …will be fully 
supported by Departments, Faculties and the University in their endeavours to rightfully discover and pursue cases of 
academic dishonesty in accordance with the Code . 
 
30.3.2(1) Plagiarism 
No Student shall submit the words, ideas, images or data of another person as the Student's own in any academic writing, 
essay, thesis, project, assignment, presentation or poster in a course or program of study. 
 
30.3.2(2) Cheating 
30.3.2(2)a No Student shall in the course of an examination or other similar activity, obtain or attempt to obtain 
information from another Student or other unauthorized source, give or attempt to give information to another Student, or 
use, attempt to use or possess for the purposes of use any unauthorized material. 30.3.2(2)b No Student shall represent or 
attempt to represent him or herself as another or have or attempt to have him self or herself represented by another in the 
taking of an examination, preparation of a paper or other similar activity. See also misrepresentation in 30.3.6(4). 
30.3.2(2)c No Student shall represent another's substantial editorial or compositional assistance on an assignment as the 
Student's own work. 30.3.2(2)d No Student shall submit in any course or program of study, without the written approval of 
the course Instructor, all or a substantial portion of any academic writing, essay, thesis, research report, project, 
assignment, presentation or poster for which credit has previously been obtained by the Student or which has been or is 
being submitted by the Student in another course or program of study in the University or elsewhere. 30.3.2(2)e No 
Student shall submit in any course or program of study any academic writing, essay, thesis, report, project, assignment, 
presentation or poster containing a statement of fact known by the Student to be false or a reference to a source the Student 
knows to contain fabricated claims (unless acknowledged by the Student), or a fabricated reference to a source.  
 
30.3.6(4) Misrepresentation of Facts 
No Student shall misrepresent pertinent facts to any member of the University community for the purpose of obtaining 
academic or other advantage. See also 30.3.2(2) b, c, d and e. 
 
30.3.6(5) Participation in an Offence 
No Student shall counsel or encourage or knowingly aid or assist, directly or indirectly, another person in the commission 
of any offence under this Code. The Truth In Education (T*I*E) project is a campus wide educational campaign on 
Academic Honesty. This program was created to let people know the limits and consequences of inappropriate academic 
behavior. There are helpful tips for Instructors and Students. Please take the time to visit the website at: http 
://www.ualberta.ca/tie 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 


