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Abstract       Contemporary art has greatly expanded its territories; its fusion 
with other fields of knowledge is no longer new. Although still surprising for 
the large public in our country, the use of theoretical foundations specific for 
certain fields and practical applications of these, in order to make art, is 
nowadays a common procedure for international artists and for exhibitions in 
the greatest museums in the world.       
The fields of horticulture or landscaping have not been overlooked, either, and 
their use in contemporary art has led to the appearance of suggestive terms:  
Plant Art, TransPlant Art, etc. This study presents a few well-known artists 
who use live plants together with their natural environment – and the range of 
practices and procedures derived from this. The natural environments of 
plants are either collected or rebuilt in the location of the exhibition, offering 
artists wide perspectives for drawing attention on certain issues that society 
has to face, with ecological, cultural and social implications.   
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The previous study deals with the tendency of 

artworks to break free from the spaces allotted for 

them (museums and art galleries). The opposite 

perspective is that of literally bringing nature into 

museums and galleries that exhibit contemporary art. 

Thus, interventions in open spaces will have a 

complementary phenomenon: bringing these means 

of expression into spaces especially designed for art 

items: museums and galleries.    

The use of vegetation/plants as raw material 

for creating art objects covers a wide range at 

present, from installations of inside biotopes to 

experiments with computer-generated natural forms.   

This tendency has gained a variety of thematic and 

visual contexts, with a spectrum ranging from 

horticultural-sculptural experiments, subversive 

individual use of indoor plants, the creation of 

different biotopes, to the creation of complex garden 

designs. [2] 

 

I. Brief history of these tendencies 

 
The origin of these experimental visual 

studies is to be found in the artistic movements of the 

1960s, Landart (America and Europe) or Arte povera 

(Roma, Torino), which entailed the transformation of 

the surrounding environment and the use of 

poor/primary means, such as clay, wood, iron, but 

also industrial waste, plastic, etc. The aim of these 

artists was to evoke the organic structure of the 

language used by contemporary society but also to 

revolutionize conceptual art by means of installation 

and performance. In their quest to eliminate semantic 

formalism, they highlighted new possibilities of 

expressing the message.  [1,5] 

Nature is the main partner in such artistic 

manifestations, but nature revisited in an artificial 

key, in an attempt to update matter and to bring it 

closer to the feeling of a tremendous transformation 

that includes man and his perception of the world, as 

well as a profound reflection on art and history.    

Thus, one of the representatives of Arte 

Povera, Mario Merz, obsessively created igloos made 

of various materials – branches, clay, metal or glass 

– meant to evoke the lifestyles of various cultures, 

different from the Western one, and people’s 

capacity to adapt to their determining environment. 

[1]   

Sectioned trees, installations of branches or 

leaves or even monumental drawings made of thorns 

are Giuseppe Penone’s favourite work procedures. 

The main objective of this Arte povera artist’s 

creation is the dialog with nature.  

After dead vegetal matter started being 

used, the transition to the use of living vegetation 

happened imperceptibly, following the concept 

introduced in art by Marcel Duchamp and later 

legitimized by conceptual art - that any 

matter/environment can become art. 

Living nature was recontextualized through 

conceptual art, in which the use of vegetal matter is 

just one of many artistic procedures for expressing 

the message or the artist’s critical position.  

Institutional criticism is one of the 

characteristics of conceptual art, which appeared at 

the end of the 1960s. Art started using a critical 
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discourse, asking questions about the mechanisms 

and functions of cultural, political and economic 

institutions that serve as active instruments in the 

construction and transmission of identity and 

ideological values.   

Hans Haacke is one of the artists who 

present such a discourse through their art. He builds 

networks of relationships using literal elements taken 

from everyday life, following the critical meanings 

which become evident through the symbolic collision 

that appears when they are juxtaposed. The basic 

intention is to reveal, rather than denounce, the 

relation between art and social behaviour. Thus, 

through his installation Grass Grows, exhibited at 

Reina Sofia Museum in Madrid, the artist meditates 

at the beautiful texture of the city, defined by 

concrete, brick and stone, which makes it ever more 

difficult for grass to be seen. He introduces grass into 

the museum exhibition space, under the symbolic 

form of a mound of earth overgrown with grass. [5] 

This indoor work is a representative 

approach of the vegetal environment and of the 

medium specific for its development – earth, as a 

medium of expression in itself in visual art. The 

installation recontextualizes these matters in relation 

with art and redefines what we perceive as indoor 

and outdoor space. 

  

 

 

 
 

Fig. 1. Hans Haacke, Grass Grows, Reina Sofia Museum, Madrid 

 

II. Various contemporary approaches 

 
Being part of the same generation of 

conceptualist artists, Yoko Ono is another example 

of an artist who brings the work techniques with 

natural vegetal matter into contemporaneity.   

Wish Tree is one of Yoko Ono’s best known 

artworks, the installation that made her declare: “All 

my works are a form of wish”. This work, which the 

author has created in countless replicas since 1996, is 

a participatory installation that recalls an old custom, 

common in Japan. It was her habit in childhood to 

write her wishes on pieces of paper and then hang 

them on the trees in the courtyard of temples. She 

asks the public to do the same: to write a hope or a 

wish on a piece of paper and then hang it in an olive-

tree.    

At first produced in different exterior 

contexts, the gardens of museums or art galleries, a 

replica of Wish Tree now stands inside the Museum 

of Contemporary Art in Bilbao. This says a lot about 

how a piece of work designed for outdoor display 

can very naturally be transplanted indoors. 

Ex IT was another remarkable installation, created in 

1998 by the same artist. It involved 100 fruit trees 

planted in 100 wooden coffins. The trees came out of 

the coffins through an opening made where the faces 

of the dead would normally be seen. The dramatic 

atmosphere combines the vision of death with that of 

rebirth, supported by a soundtrack with bird chirping 
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and human voices. The work, created in the memory 

of the victims of war and natural disasters, is at the 

same time a celebration of nature, of nature’s 

capacity for renewal. 

 

 

 

 
Fig. 2. Yoko Ono, Wish Tree, Guggenheim Bilbao, 1996/2014 

 

At present, the only problem posed by the use of live 

plants in all kinds of artistic installations is perhaps a 

technical one. Jeff Koons is one of the best known 

contemporary artists in the world, due to his large 

sculptural representations, such as animals made of 

balloons or even huge sculptures made of flowers 

(e.g. the famous Puppy), which border on kitsch and 

have often sparked outrage. The artist uses the advice 

of horticulturists in choosing and preserving the 

plants in order to reach the desired effect and to help 

them survive for the entire duration of the exhibition, 

which can last for several weeks. For instance, in the 

work entitled Hulk, the artist included real, live 

plants in a wooden wheelbarrow, in relation with a 

sculpture made  

of painted stainless steel representing Hulk, the 

symbol of American cinematography. [7] 

However, more often than not, the use of this vegetal 

matter keeps its reference, the artist’s message 

deriving from nature-related issues addressed in 

ecological artworks. For example, Mark Dion’s 

Mobile Wilderness is a fine representation of the way 

in which man relates to nature, of the way in which 

we create and manipulate an image of nature. By 

extracting a wild fragment from nature, the wolf 

alongside a vegetal detail from its natural habitat, 

and displaying them in a trailer that represents man’s 

will and power to move everything, Mobile 

Wilderness forces us to face our desire to manipulate 

and control nature. [8, 2] 
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Fig. 3. Jeff Koons, Hulk (Wheelbarrow) polychromed bronze, mixed media and live flowering plants, 2004-2013 

 

 

 
Fig..4. Mark Dion, Mobile Wilderness, mixed media: earth, real vegetation, stuffed animal, 274x 148 x 294 cm, 2006 

 

 
Fig.5. Liliana Mercioiu Popa, Cultură recentă [Recent culture], installation of plants, overturned easel, debris, 

The Revolution Memorial, 2015 
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An artwork by artist Liliana Mercioiu Popa, 

presented in the Biennial Art Encounters, which has 

recently taken place in Timisoara, has a similar 

discourse from the point of view of the critical 

character and the relation between text and plants.  

Starting from the dictionary definitions of the word 

“cultura”, which she represents symbolically in an 

installation of various materials that make reference 

to them, the artist reveals a paradox: the word can 

change its meaning totally – depending on how it is 

pronounced, in Romanian, the word “cultura” 

[culture] has an additional meaning: cult ura [the 

cultivation/worship of hate]. Highlighting the 

contrast between the correct and altered 

pronunciation of this word, the artist makes the 

public aware of the danger: the use of cultural 

pretexts for producing conflict/destruction/war, a 

state of fact that goes far beyond the antagonism that 

is required for the creation of art.  

The plants in this work that seems to rise from debris 

make reference to one of the meanings of the word 

“cultura” – plant cultivation. But at the same time it 

gets a symbolic connotation, suggesting the positive, 

constructive, transformational character of real 

culture, which is capable of maintaining life, of 

salvaging real values, despite the adverse 

environment.

 

 

 
Fig. 6. Carsten Höller, Solandra Greenhouse , installation view, Carnegie Museum of Art, Pittsburgh, 2004 

 

In other cases, the use of plants may have an 

experimental, scientific connotation; the work of art 

becomes a field for research on the moods and 

feelings induced to people/ the public.  This is the 

case with Carsten Höller. Originally trained as a 

scientist, he has a doctorate in biology and often 

makes use of his training in his work, which is 

focused on the human responses to certain specific 

stimuli. Therefore, his activity is partly experimental, 

partly sensual.     

At the Carnegie Museum of Art in  

Pittsburgh, the artist created Solandra 

Greenhouse: a greenhouse filled with a 

plant, Solandra maxima , which emanates  

pheromones capable of inducing amorous feelings. 

Together with a lighting system, the artwork is 

conceived in such a way as to make the visitors feel 

slightly confused, in an experience meant to produce 

the physical effects of falling in love. [8, 2] 

Despite the scientific foundation of the approach, this 

playful and somewhat humorous character gets 

another meaning in a similar visual display. It is the 

case of Basserode, who transplanted trees in the 

exhibition space. 
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Fig. 7. Basserode, La maison des mots, wood, paraffin, eggs, words on paper, wooden cellulose, vegetal wax, grass 

seeds, live trees, coal, copper oxide, 220 x 175 x 210 cm, 1991 – 1995 

 

Jerome Basserode is a French-Belgian artist 

who shares Höller’s fascination for science and whose 

art borrows this experimental approach. Ethnology, 

philosophy, carpentry, mechanics, painting, sculpture, 

etc. are his fields of interest. His eclectic style appeared 

as a result of the implications of travel in his art, and 

due to his collaboration with writers, musicians and 

scientists.    

The artist is looking for meanings in a world 

where consumerism makes us yearn for a crowd 

lacking in constructive utopias. His work talks about 

the fact that we live in a world of the lobby, where 

each person has their own truth, and we are all crushed 

by our lack of faith in a universal conscience.  

The materials used in his works allow him to 

move in continuous research, raising questions on his 

favourite subjects: memory, time, space and 

nomadism. [8] 

The following artist, Olafur Eliasson, explores in his 

art a connection between nature and technology, 

introducing elements such as temperature, smell or air, 

so that these become part of the artistic 

installation/object.

 

 

 
Fig. 8. Olafur Eliasson, Moss Wall, 1994. Museum of Contemporary Art, Chicago. 

(http://olafureliasson.net/archive/artwork/WEK101810/moss-wall) 

http://olafureliasson.net/archive/artwork/WEK101810/moss-wall


 100 

Olafur Eliasson uses a species of moss 

(Cladonia rangiferina), a lichen that grows in Northern 

regions (including Iceland), to create green walls in 

museums. The moss is woven into wire netting placed 

on the wall. The lichen dries out, gets smaller and 

disappears; if the installation is watered, the moss 

expands, changes colour again and releases a pungent 

smell. [2,11] 

Henrik Håkansson proceeds in a similar 

manner; his interest in the human condition and in 

potential types of dialogue and cohabitation between 

people and nature results from his observation of 

plants, birds, insects and other creatures in their natural 

habitat. The borders between ecosystems, the complex 

relations among people, animals and plants become the 

aesthetic material for his work, which is constructed as 

a living system combining biological and technological 

elements. [2,8] 

Through his work Landscape and interior, 

created for Documenta X from Kassel, Olaf Nicolai 

takes this relationship with nature further, discussing 

the way in which the notion of nature itself changes in 

time from a cultural point of view. 

The simultaneous references to the past (through the 

projection at the level of vegetal ornament as a way of 

bringing nature inside living quarters), the present 

(through the display of some samples of real nature, 

rocks covered by natural mini-flora) and the future (by 

projecting a luxurious cybernetic vegetal construction) 

remind us of Kevin Kelly’s theories. Inspired by the 

biotechnological revolution of the 1990s, this 

American philosopher considers that the deliberate 

reconstruction of nature is not only possible but also 

necessary and to a certain extent desirable, which 

raises questions about the relation between man and 

nature in the future. [2,8].

 

 

 

 
Fig. 9. Henrik Hakansson, Three Hanging Trees, 2014 

 

 

http://www.stunned.org/cgi-bin/axs/ax.pl?http://www.haakansson.net/
http://hugvonbelow.com/hug/691/
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Fig. 10. Olaf Nicolai, Landscape and interior, 1996-1997, (Documenta X, Kassel), Mixed Media 

 

The installation entitled Garden, created by Georgia 

Creimer in 1998, seems to discuss the same principles 

as Kevin Kelly. She used the principle of 

communicating vessels for the installation, which 

consists of 9 white balls made of synthetic resin. 

Plastic tubes connect the balls to a source of water for 

keeping alive the yellow roses stuck into these balls. 

The effect is that of living vegetal sculptures. The 

system allows of a hybrid growth of plants. The work 

borders on irony and sincerity, natural and artificial 

order, all invested by Creimer into a playful 

experiment based on the fusion of opposites [6].

 

 
 

Fig. 11. Georgia Creimer, Garden, roses, resin, plastic tubes, glass and water, variable size,  in collaboration  

with "Edition Artelier", Graz, 1998 
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Conclusions 

 
This international tendency to use live plants 

as a new medium of visual expression, highlighted in 

contemporary art after the beginning of the new 

millennium (after the year 2000), goes beyond 

individual interests, discussing complex issues that 

define the context of contemporary art and talk about 

the contemporary social context in its entirety. 

There are various practical implications of 

these manifestations, which place them at the border 

with all sorts of domains, such as architecture, design, 

environment planning, and different scientific fields, 

such interferences proving useful for all parts involved. 

In addition, they generate new theoretical discourses on 

charting, experimenting and conquering new frontiers 

of expression in contemporary art. The questions, 

comments, significances or conclusions that appear 

together with such works of art make reference to the 

reality experienced and filtered by the artists; they are 

meant to reveal issues of our times that are worth 

pondering on.  
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