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Abstract

We are living in a time that we must radically transform our human
relationships to the earth. The crisis we are facing demands us to pool
all of our creativity together, and demands adaptive, integrated solutions
and systemic thinking. It is more than biology or ecology combining
with art. It might be chemistry, physics, and certainly engineering, as
well as psychology, and all the social sciences — and not so much a
combining of these, as finding emergent ideas when these different kinds
of knowledge come together. This kind of complex, systemic and multi-
or trans-disciplinary approach is what we need to even begin finding
solutions adequate to the need.
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Panorama of the 18-acre stormwater detention basin at Rabanus Park, Fargo, North Dakota,
USA. This is the site for The Fargo Project pilot project. © Jackie Brookner

. The same basin filled with water after a heavy 20 minutes rain storm during the summer of
2012. © Jackie Brookner
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How do you define the “boundaries” between different disciplines

or professionals, and what is your understanding of “crossing

boundaries”?

Jackie BROOKNER (BROOKNER hereafter): [ am less
interested in the boundaries themselves than in how a particular site,
or place, or situation brings people with different understandings
together to experience it from their different perspectives. These
might be engineering, hydrology, landscape architecture, zoology,
plant science, history, anthropology or geomorphology, for
example. So people can share their points of view and their depth
of knowledge, and new understanding and meanings of this place
can emerge. Crossing the boundaries just happens as a consequence
of this process. In today’s world where the problems are so deeply
complex, I would say that this kind of complex, systemic and
multi- or trans-disciplinary approach is what we need to even begin

finding solutions adequate to the need.

How do you identify or describe your crossing professional practice

between ecology and art design?

BROOKNER: I am an artist, and I have had a life long interest
in biology and love of plants. As an artist, [ am a synthesizer. |
bring different kinds of approaches together and act as a bridge or
container.

We are living in a time in which we must radically transform
our human relationships to the earth. I am passionate about
affecting the ways people think and behave in order to do whatever
I can to help catalyze healthier relationships with nature. We need
to change our ways of living to find how to have mutually beneficial
relationships with the natural world so that our species can survive,
and the other species that we share this planet with can thrive. We
need to learn how to support rather than stress the natural systems
that all life depends upon. We are really at the edge of tremendous

catastrophe. There is no time to waste.

You have collaborated with ecologists, design professional,

communities and policy makers, and we would like to learn how

do you get knowledge or intelligence support from them or vice

versa?

BROOKNER: It often takes a while for people to trust that I, as

an artist, am worthy of their attention, understanding and support.
People are more inclined to hear what you have to say when you
can speak their language. I feel it is my job to learn the language

of the different professions and people I am working with — I

do not mean the words, but to learn how to communicate about

the things they care about. What I do is to look for our areas of
common interest and build upon that. For example, I not only have
to understand what the engineers are talking about, but also to have
ideas that can suggest different ways of thinking about these things.
I am interested in shaping my ideas in response to their concerns

so that I can help them find ways to do what they want to do and
go beyond that, to perform in multifunctional ways. I could never
do this work without the support and expertise of all the different
collaborators I work with. We each have our own areas of deep
knowledge and experience that are essential. There are periods of
expansion where the questions and curiosities are more general and
open, and then periods of contraction where we narrow down to
specific details or issues that demand sophisticated expertise. Then

we might open things up again to share ideas, etc.

As an artist, | am a synthesizer. | bring different

kinds of approaches together and act as a bridge
or container.

The Fargo Project in North Dakota is the biggest and the
most complex project I have done so far. It is a pilot project to
transform a functioning 18-acre storm water detention basin into a
multifunctional commons with restored prairie, prairie meadows,
walking trails, natural play areas, and more. Most of time the site
is dry, but about 30 days a year, it is completely flooded by intense
summer storms. Anything we do here has to be able to withstand
inundation. The plants must be able to survive in conditions that go
from very dry to flooded. So establishing them in these conditions
is very challenging. The engineers who designed this basin told
me that they know what they designed is ugly, but they did not
know how else to do it. No one ever asked them to design itin a

more beautiful way, or in a way that was more functional socially.

Once they saw that I respected their concerns and could help their
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. This photo gives a little sense of how beautiful the restored prairie will be. One of our first

tests at the site was to let some of the grasses grow so we could see what existing species
are. The city rules say the grass is supposed to be no taller than 3". Changing these
attitudes towards what is desirable and acceptable is part of the work we have to do. ©
Jackie Brookner

Picture from design workshop in late spring 2012, where people worked with models to be
able to change topography, as well as with drawings. © Jackie Brookner
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project perform many functions they have been very generous with
their participation. The basin was designed only for water quantity,
and does not do anything to enhance water quality. The prairie
grasses will help filter out pollutants and help sediments settle out
to contribute to cleaner water going into the Red River. As a pilot
project, we hope this will be a model for transforming many of the
storm water basins in Fargo, so there will be a green infrastructure
network. This will make many places for people to enjoy, it will
also increase habitat for birds, pollinators and other animals, and
will have a significant impact on water quality in the watershed.

I also thought it was very important for this project to be
deeply based in the community. I didn’t want it to be about my
ideas, but rather it is about nurturing “creative agency”. This is
about diverse people being deeply involved in the whole process,
and experiencing how we can solve difficult problems in creative
ways when we all work together. The United States is all about
individualism. Despite the rhetoric of democracy, the idea of people
at the grassroots working together and having a serious voice in
the design of our built environment does not happen that much.
The population in Fargo is very complex. It includes refugees
from many different countries, Native Americans, and the majority
population, primarily of Northern European descent. We wanted to
try to get all of the different groups to participate in this together.
After taking a long time to build a community of interest, and to
get people informed, we are now working on developing the design
and also starting to figure out how we can create programs so that
people can really be actively involved in building this place and

taking care of it over the long term.

You made your Biosculptures™, living ecological systems with the

genes from both ecology and art, which is a dynamic and vibrant

initiation. What do you think of the future and development of this

valuable result of combination of ecology, biology and art?

BROOKNER: When I started doing this work in the mid-1990s,

I could not convince people that there was a water problem. How

fast things have changed! Today, everybody is talking about water
issues: rising oceans, floods and droughts. Now everyone all over

the world knows now how severe our water problems are. The

crisis we are facing demands that we pool all of our creativity

together, and demands adaptive, integrated solutions and systemic
thinking. It is more than biology or ecology combining with art.

It might be chemistry, physics, and certainly engineering, as well
as psychology, and all the social sciences — and not so much a
combining of these, as finding emergent ideas when these different

kinds of knowledge come together.

You have been focusing on the ecological function and aesthetics of

art in your work, we would like to learn how do you consider the

experience and appreciation of the users?

BROOKNER: What first stimulates my thinking about a particular
projector place are its ecological and social functions. I need to
learn about both of these. I listen hard, as hard as I can, to the
people who are going to use the site, to the stories they have to tell
about it, and to the site itself. What do people want? What does this
place want? And then I respond to all of this in terms of structure,
function, form and metaphor, to enhance the ecological and social

functions of the place.

"Human being" is a noun, an object or a thing.

"The being of human" is a verb, and a process.

I try to bring things together in ways that are evocative, and
provocative, sometimes provoking questions. [ want to reveal
the power of all the forces and flows in a place, and ultimately
to move people at the heart level, and through the unconscious
levels of the body and dream, to create affection for this place. [
want to create opportunities for meaning that encourage people
to think, to ask questions; to wonder about who we are and what
our relationships are with each other and with life. To think
differently about who we human beings are, as individuals and
as a species, we need a different understanding of what I call
the “being of human”. I do not know Chinese grammar, but in
English, “human being” is a noun, which is an object or a thing.
But we have verbs, which are actions and processes. So “the
being of human” is a verb, it is a process. We are not so much
static objects as we are processes that are always changing. And

we live in a world of process. LAF
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