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Snezana Saraswati Petrovic:

Art as Clarion Call for Climate Change Action

Climate change is no longer some far-off problem; it is 
happening here, it is happening now.



~Barack Obama



President of the United States


It's hard for us to grasp the magnitude of the climate 
emergency we face, or how much it will change our daily 
lives. Art has the capacity to make scientific theory real at 
a visceral level...I believe that all artforms have the 
potential to help us see deeper and connect us more 
strongly with reality around us. In these times, the ability 
of art to tell the truth this way can be truly revolutionary.



~Sara Hudston


British Extinction Rebellion activist & journalist



Snezana Saraswati Petrovic uses her impressive creative skills to generate images and experiences that address, in poetic visual language, the compelling issues of Global Climate Change. She does so with a remarkable diversity of materials: everything from recycled newspaper and plastic ties, to photographs and videos, to salt and turmeric, to the surface of the earth itself. In 2012, she spun old newspapers into thick "yarn" and used it to weave, knit, and crochet large sculptures (ARTchemy video installation). She transformed plastic ties into flower- and sea anemone-like forms for Bionic Mirror Garden in 2015. Her Soundwalk (2007-08) used video to address the nature/culture divide. She deployed salt and turmeric in a floor piece done in collaboration with another artist (2013). And from 2007 to 2013, she composed labyrinths at various sites around the planet, from Kauai, Hawaii to Redlands, California (where she currently resides) to Belgrade, Serbia (where she was born.)


All of Petrovic's aesthetic paths converge in her Collateral Damage installation, exhibited at The Museum of Contemporary Art: Cedar in Lancaster in 2019 and reprised at the Los Angeles Art Association/Gallery 825 in spring 2020. The artist relates an experience in Hawaii that inspired her current installation. One day, as she emerged from the water after a leisurely swim, an elderly woman came up and told her that the coral on the ocean floor is killed when people touch it. Petrovic was shocked. She had not realized her walk from the sea to the shore could injure, perhaps kill, something as precious and beautiful as coral.


At the time, the artist's son Vid was researching the ecosystem of the Great Barrier Reef of Australia. He told her how warmer waters were "bleaching" and killing the corals. That night, the artist had an epiphany: She could create art about the decline of coral populations, a key indicator of the devastating changes wrought by Global Climate Change. (As it happens, Petrovic had traveled to Hawaii for a Kipaipai Workshop, facilitated by Andi Campognone. The artist described her intentions to the MOAH director/curator, and the two women began making plans for an exhibition almost immediately.)


Collateral Damage involves several distinct but related components: an immersive sculptural environment around a waterbed bathed in blue video projections; numerous three-dimensional objects created from biodegradable plant-based filaments; several coral-like curtains of knotted plastic ties; an interactive computer-based dialogue; photographs of dead or dying coral; a chart detailing the incredible diversity of shark species, each one "wounded" by red plastic drinking straws; and a taped "conversation" with "Mother," i.e., Mother Earth. Also included are pages from the artist's notebook with notes charting her learning curve: "November 2016: Plastic is killing the bacteria that make 10% of the earth's oxygen." And, with hopeful optimism: "Carbon-eating bacteria could be one answer to climate change." The combination of seductively beautiful oceanic imagery with disturbing information about extinction and other environmental losses gives the exhibition its undeniable "visceral" impact.


In the introductory wall text of Collateral Damage, Petrovic urges viewers "to become aware of our destiny, while sharing the responsibility and love for nature and all life as an indivisible global network that needs sunlight, air and water to continue its survival." As French philosopher and Jesuit priest Pierre Teilhard de Chardin reminds us, "We are one, after all, you and I, together we suffer, together exist, and forever will recreate one another."


Teilhard de Chardin's work inspired what is known as the Gaia hypothesis: the belief that the planet is a single "superorganism," with all of it--all of us--linked in a network of consciousness. Jamaican musician Bob Marley sang about such global unity in his classic "One Love." (Although written in 1977, Marley's lyrics continue to inspire: In July 2018, more than eight hundred Jews, Christians, and Muslims gathered in Jerusalem to sing the reggae anthem.)


More than forty years after Marley and almost a century after Teilhard de Chardin's then-controversial theories, Petrovic's Collateral Damage invites viewers to submerge themselves in this oneness. All of their senses are engaged. Waves of video projections wash the walls--and the viewers--in oceans of azure light. Reclining on the waterbed, viewers feel the waves undulating through their bodies. Scientific references enrich the intellectual appeal of the visual materials. And opening their auditory awareness, viewers hear Mother Nature cautioning us about the effects of our overconsumption of the planet's riches.



As Sarah Hudtson reminds us, "[A]rtforms have the potential to help us see deeper and connect us more strongly with reality around us." Certainly, Petrovic's Collateral Damage allows us to see more deeply and connect more strongly with the catastrophic losses of the Global Climate Crisis.
Betty Ann Brown
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