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INTERALIA MAGAZINE interview with artists Ackroyd & Harvey 

 

Helen Moore: Your work is expressed in this powerful mix of intersecting disciplines – 

sculpture, photography and film, architecture, science – and I wonder if this breadth has 

emerged as part of your process, possibly out of a desire to find the right means for 

narrating and/or making physical your response to the issues and themes you address 

(climate change, extinction, natural cycles of growth and decay etc); or if a multidisciplinary 

approach was there from the start, perhaps arising out of your different skills and interests? 

Ackroyd&Harvey: It tracks back to formative influences and decisions, chance meetings and 

free-ranging instinct. In the late ’70’s Heather studied a degree in Combined Arts, the first 

Honours Degree in the UK to actively encourage cross-disciplinary work. Concentrating on 

performance and sculpture, the disciplines of sound, text, design, video and movement all 

played a key part too and throughout the ’80’s she was involved in the British avant-garde 

theatre world, working across Britain, Europe and the USA. Dan completed his Masters in 

Sculpture at the Royal College of Art in 1982, and started showing with Birch and Conran, a 

London art gallery based in Soho. One of his exhibitions was seen by art directors Ben van Os 

and Jan Roelfs who were working with filmmaker Peter Greenaway, and subsequently Dan 

worked on three consecutive films on specialized prop making and set design. He grew 

Caliban’s Pit for Prospero’s Books and worked on the magical books. In 1988, he also created 

some sculptural pieces for Derek Jarman’s War Requiem. So, the stage was set early on for 

us to feel that we could draw on and intersect different disciplines when we started 

collaborating together in 1990.  

HM: By coincidence, we independently responded to the mock Ecocide trial held at the 

Supreme Court in September 2011 – I, as a poet, with ‘Earth Justice’; you with your film of 

the proceedings, which was exhibited the following year in Texas.  How was your film 
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received in an American state readily identified with the oil industry, and to what extent do 

you hold the reality of ecocide at the centre of your practice?   

A&H: In 2011, we had in place a commission from Ballroom Marfa to create a new work as 

part of a group show Carbon 13. When we heard about plans to mount a mock Ecocide trial 

at the Supreme Court in London, we thought the opportunity of making an artwork 

irresistible and we set up meetings with Polly Higgins and The Hamilton Group to discuss 

recording the trial as part of our artwork. We thought this event was an unparalleled, 

brilliant feat of drama, where the instruments of court room proceedings played out to 

spellbinding effect in a make-believe situation where the language of law took the crisis of 

environmental destruction to unexpected and unambiguous new levels.  

As part of Carbon 13, we presented four hours recording of the trial and a series of 

automated drawings using ink and bird wings. However, a clash of commitments meant we 

didn’t go out for the opening of the exhibition and so we missed the opportunity to gather 

first hand feedback to our work and participate in the Marfa Dialogues, a three-day 

symposium that included conversations around climate change and sustainability with 

artists, performers, writers, scientists and entrepreneurs — among them Michael Pollan, 

author of The Botany of Desire and The Omnivore’s Dilemma, and Rebecca Solnit, critic and 

author of Hope in the Dark and A Paradise Built in Hell.  

 

Critically, what did emerge from the showing of our piece at Marfa Ballroom was The Trial of 

David Suzuki, premiered at Carbon 14: Climate is Culture in Toronto, Canada in 2012. Directly 

inspired by the mock Ecocide trial played out at the Supreme Court, this new work put on 

trial one of Canada’s leading scientists, Dr. Suzuki who stood trial accused of ‘seditious libel’ 

for printing his Carbon Manifesto and accusing the Canadian Government, Canadian 

corporations and some Canadian citizens of serious crimes against the country, environment 

and planet. Suzuki was found ‘not guilty’ by the jury. Bear in mind, Canada is the country 

that continues to cut down vast swathes of primary arboreal forest (the size of England) to 
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create what could be termed ‘the devil’s playground’ in the form of the Canadian/Athabasca 

tar sands: a travesty to public health, bio-diversity and planetary well-being.  

You ask to what extent we hold the reality of ecocide at the centre of our practice? Well, the 

big global picture rapidly induces a desperate feeling of freefalling.  Whilst we recognize that 

species have always gone extinct, the difference is that now human actions have elevated 

extinction rates to roughly 1,000 times the average of the so-called background level seen in 

the fossil record. At least 1 in 5 of all fellow species are reckoned to be in danger of 

extinction in the near future – in some groups, like frogs and corals, the figure is higher still.  

With regard to ecocide, we think that Polly Higgins who is leading the campaign to eradicate 

ecocide is extraordinary in her ambition and vision. She has a mission, and we fully support 

her and the tabling of an amendment to the Rome Statute in 2015 with Ecocide being legally 

acknowledged as the 5th crime against peace.  

HM: Much of your work is based on scientific research and collaborations with scientists.  Do 

you believe you have a role in translating the findings of the scientific community?  I’m 

thinking of your piece ‘Stranded’, a whale skeleton covered in alum crystals, exploring the 

acidification of the oceans, which is potentially a difficult concept for people to grasp? 

A&H: Working with scientists has come about through a process of enquiry and intuition. A 

chance reading of an article in New Scientist in 1997 paved the way for collaboration with 

plant scientists based at the Institute for Grassland and Environmental Research (now IBRES 

at Aberystwyth University.) The beginning of our artistic collaboration in 1990 was catalyzed 

by seedling grass, a sculptural material we had both been working with individually before 

we met. With support of a Wellcome Trust Sci-Art Award, seven years later we embarked on 

intensive research into a specialized new breed of grass, termed a ‘staygreen’ that has 

enabled us to conserve our grass photographs for significant periods of time in exhibition. 
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Stranded was born out of a research expedition to the High Arctic in 2004. We were drawn 

to the idea of working with a whale skeleton after seeing remote beaches littered with 

thousands of bones. Whales were hunted for centuries for their oil, for heating and lighting 

in the industrializing world prior to the discovery of petroleum. Some species of whales were 

eradicated completely and many are now endangered by changes in sea temperature and 

ocean currents, noise pollution and hunting. The term ‘ocean acidification’ first came to our 

attention in 2005 when we attended a two day event “Changing the Climate” organized by 

TippingPoint and hosted by the Environmental Change Institute at Oxford University. John 

Schnellnhuber, director of the Potsdam Institute in Germany discussed various planetary 

‘tipping points’ – he voiced particular concerns over the amount of carbon dioxide being 

absorbed by the oceans and the shift happening in ocean chemistry.  

Working closely with the Cetacean Stranding Programme at the Natural History Museum in 

London, we located and removed the skeleton from a minke whale washed up in Skegness, 

Lincolnshire. We cleaned the bones and then immersed them one by one in a highly 

saturated alum solution, encrusting the skeleton with a chemical growth of ice-like crystals.  

As the work progressed so did our understanding of how the ocean absorbs vast quantities 

of carbon dioxide entering the atmosphere through the burning of fossil fuel. Dr. Carol 

Turley from the Plymouth Marine Laboratory explained how the oceans present 

unambiguous evidence that climate change is a man-made crisis and how in the last two 

hundred years (since the advent of the industrial revolution) the chemistry of the ocean has 

changed for the first time in tens of millions of years. The seawater is turning sour and many 

marine creatures are struggling to make shells. Ocean acidification is affecting corals, 

molluscs and tiny zooplankton, the major food source of many marine animals, including 

whales. It is now accepted that if carbon emissions continue unabated the acidity of the 

oceans will increase incrementally and the life they support will gradually perish.  



 5 

 

Stranded makes no easy concession to the audience, but we find that people are visually 

arrested by the artwork and they are keen to understand more. As part of our practice we 

often engage in public forums with invited scientists or specialists. This gives the public an 

opportunity to explore ideas captured in an artwork in more depth. We enjoy these 

dialogues and find it comes naturally to us to share our thoughts and research in an open 

forum. Beuys’ Acorns – an ongoing artwork initiated in 2007, has public dialogues at the 

heart of the project and over forty speakers have been part of this process. 
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Currently, we are working on a new commission with the University of Cambridge, 

specifically working closely with the Department of Zoology, Museum of Zoology and the 

newly initiated Cambridge Conservation Initiative.  As part of the Cambridge public art 

commission, we’re developing a new work Conflicted Seeds that places conservation 

challenges centre-stage.  

HM: You’ve recently participated in a conference ‘Facing Extinction’ inspired by artist Gustav 

Metzger at UCA Farnham on the theme of mass extinction, which is currently occurring at a 

rate of 150-200 species per day, according to the UN Environment Programme.  Could you 

talk about this relationship, and any outcomes of the conference – particularly in the light of 

the enquiry, “How can we articulate and shape a programme of action?  Also, Metzger 

intended this UCA conference to be “a call to arms for artists/activists/architects/designers 

to turn the tide on the remorseless pattern of destruction, using wit, imagination and 

vision”; do you see a changing role for the artist in today’s society, perhaps moving towards 

the political activism that both Beuys and Metzger have espoused? 

A&H: Gustav Metzger was the catalyst for this two-day conference. He worked with the 

students at UCA Farnham in 2013, and he threw down the gauntlet and asked them what 

they were going to do about the rate of extinction of species. This spurred an action by 

lecturers to set up the conference as a response.  

Gustav is remarkable. A near nonagenarian, child survivor of the holocaust, vigorous political 

activist and founder of the auto-destructive art movement, he is appalled at the rate and 

speed of extinction. He thinks it is a duty of artists, architects and designers to be at the 

forefront of the struggle against the decimation of nature. He evoked the ‘daisy chain’ 

metaphor – he describes how a ‘daisy chain’ is a term used for connections and exchanges, 

for multiple linkages in electronic devices and he calls for the daisy to become a widely used 

symbol in the struggle against extinction. Gustav’s daisy chain metaphor brings to mind how 

Polly Higgins book Eradicating Ecocide inspired The Hamilton Group to mount the mock-
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ecocide trial at the Supreme Court, inspired us to make an artwork, which in turn inspired 

the Trial of Suzuki. 

 

Time and speed is of the essence given 73,600 species are listed on the IUCN Red List. 

Greenhouse gases continue to grow year by year. Rates of loss of wild nature have 

accelerated: half of what once was has now been killed, cleared or converted. Undoubtedly, 

humanity and the myriad of multi-species that inhabit this bewitching and bewildering world 

exist between a rock and a melting place.  And the enormity of loss and the challenges faced 

give profound pause for thought.  

Andrew Balmford, Professor of Conservation Science in the Department of Zoology at 

Cambridge and author of Wild Hope points out that: “since the advent of farming 

humankind has cleared most of the land that’s suitable for crop cultivation, taken over most 

tropical grasslands, cut down over half of the world’s temperate forests, and even converted 

more than a quarter of the deserts. And habitat destruction is only part of it. Through 

overhunting humans have reduced the populations of great whales by at least two-thirds, 

cut wild tiger numbers by over 95 percent and eaten more than 99% of the Caribbean’s 

green turtles….  The havoc of habitat loss has been compounded by moving species to new 

places, where they’ve variously eaten, infected or out-competed indigenous animals.” 

And human impact is still growing. In the shape of people-driven climate change, which 

Balmford says can be held responsible for between a fifth and a third of all species extinction 

by 2050, and which has already caused 1 in 25 populations of lizards to disappear, unable to 

cope with us turning up the heat.  However, scary statistics aside, Wild Hope is an 

inspirational book. The ‘glass half-empty’ approach forms the introduction to his book, yet 

the main body of the text is dedicated to conservation successes. His final concluding 

chapter reveals that the glass can be seen to be ‘half-full’ if carefully researched locally 
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prescriptive measures are put in place supported by sustained funding, policy and good 

governance.  

Balmford describes how real-world conservation successes have made great progress in 

stemming the rate of loss. He points out how the range and methods of protagonists has 

broadened too, giving rise to an expanded cast of players and new tools. And we would say 

artists play a critical role in this cast of players.  

 

From Iceland to the United Arab Emirates, Australia to Antarctica, a multitude of artists, 

activists, curators, galleries, museums, and commissioners have seized the cultural ground 

opened up by climate change and bio-diversity devastation, revealing how artistic intent is 

rich and varied - a cultural diversity where ethics is laced into aesthetics. The voice has to be 

amplified and the outreach widened. Like a rhizome, working laterally. But, pressure has to 

be placed on the politicians and the corporations to stop the remorseless ‘growth at all 

costs’ model. So, we see the way forward as artists continuing to work with scientists, 

lawyers, economists, psychologists, educationalists, market and media savvy people, 

politicians, corporations to conservationists - sharing insights and creativity to bring new 

visions to light to avert the continuing car-crash approach. But the platform has to broaden 

to both in terms of public engagement, media presence and political action. And resistance 

to politically convenient decisions riding roughshod over public opposition has to be 

ratcheted up.  

HM: The American deep green activist and author, Derrick Jensen, writes passionately about 

the growing urgency of the ecological crisis and the lack of a meaningful collective response 

to its cause – industrial growth society.  He advocates developing a culture of resistance, 

which would support the strategic destruction of industrial civilisation’s infrastructure.  I’m 

already aware of a lot of underground cultural resistance going on, such as the ad-

busting/subvertising/détournement intended to reclaim public spaces from the 

corporations.  This seems to be aligned with Metzger’s idea of ‘anti-art’, and I wonder if this 

is the direction we should be moving in, and whether it’s possible for artists with a social and 

ecological conscience to continue working within the traditional arts establishment? 

A&H: Metzger gave up making art for three years. There was a set of statistics produced by 

Caroline Keppi for the Paris Biennial where she estimated 1,685,740 artworks were made 

per day, i.e. 19.51 every second. He also initiated RAF – Reduce Air Flights. However, we 

recently gave a lecture at Central St Martins on the MA of Applied Imagination. The vast 

majority of students came from overseas. We can advocate reducing flying or attending AA 

(Air-flights Anonymous) but in truth, the fly is well and truly drowning in the green ointment 
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if we think that reducing will make the kind of radical difference needed. If everyone does a 

little, reduce here and there, then that’s what will be achieved, just a little.  We sometimes 

argue that if meaningful action on climate change had been taken thirty years ago when the 

scale of the problem became apparent, we could be flying SolarJet or AirAlgae now. 

 

 

A culture of resistance is inevitable. Too much is at stake. Resistance is apparent in the anti-

fracking and Occupy movements that have high visibility. Subversive organisations like The 

Yes Men, Laboratory of Insurrectionary Imagination, Art Not Oil and Liberate Tate hit various 

targets. PLATFORM advocate social and ecological justice and critique in highly effective 

ways the ‘social licence to operate’ of corporations wrapped up in oil.  
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Yes, we do think it’s acceptable for artists with a social and ecological conscience to be 

working in the traditional arts establishment. We’d be hypocritical if not, given we’ve just 

exhibited at the Royal Academy of Arts Summer exhibition.  Look at the work of Bob and 

Roberta Smith and his Letter to Michael Gove in Cornelia Parker’s black and white themed 

room. Apparently a VIP night had an eager Mrs George Osborne keen to see the work in 

Parker’s room. We would have enjoyed seeing their faces when they set eyes on Letter to 

Gove! And a few weeks later he was jettisoned from the cabinet. So, agit-prop art can exist 

and should have a place in the institutions. The problem is when curators attempt to 

suppress artistic content for fear of offending sponsors as Tate Modern found out to their 

cost when working on an art activism workshop with John Jordan and Lab of ii in 2010. 

HM: Beuys is quoted as saying: “Only art, and that is to say art conceived as creative self-

determination and as a process that engenders creation, is able to liberate us and lead us 

towards an alternative society.”  Is this idealistic, or do you think art can really have this kind 

of liberatory and visionary function, leading us towards an ecologically sustainable society?” 

A&H: Artists can cross and transmute boundaries at will. They are not bound by many of the 

conventions that hold other professions to check. Free-thinking, free-ranging and at times 

free radicals. But there are a multitude of different artists and many ‘celebratory’ artists are 

purely playing to the gallery and the money game. We don’t see they are leading us to an 

alternate society.  

Many of the artists who are working in visionary ways are more under the media radar, 

working on a cellular level and often instigating cross-disciplinary actions that have 

meaningful action of the ground.  Beuys was an idealist, but also an agent provocateur.  He 

regarded 7000 Oaks as one of his most important artworks and it is a testament to his vision 

that the city of Kassel has seven thousand artworks in the form of living, breathing trees 

growing alongside generations of people. 

 


