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Carleton’s Energy Future: 

Musings from Laurel Bradley

Writing from a visual arts perspective


As a visual arts professional, I was initially confounded by the assignment to write on “how would you think about and explore Carleton’s energy future?”  But then I began to imaginatively project ahead to a future day when Carleton has devised programs and structures which effectively embody a conservation ethos.  And I wondered:  how will this important commitment be evident?  What strategies will Carleton employ to render progress visible in a campaign for a more energy efficient campus?  I think that ART and other visual and visible signs and symbols may be the answer!


Let’s say that ten years hence, Carleton has progressed along the road to great energy efficiency, and inaugurated innovative recycling and other “environmentally positive” programs.  Carleton can boast of a new “green dormitory,”  an exemplary composting system; more efficiency thermostatic controls; multiple “green roofs,” and more (I’m hoping others can help extend this list!).  How will the public, including students, faculty, staff and visitors come to recognize and appreciate Carleton’s positive achievements in the energy arena? Conventionally, the college employs signage with verbal texts to tell its stories – for example, signs about restoring the Oak Savannah in the Arboretum.  And press releases, which elicit attention when a project is finished or underway but do not help call attention to an on-going feature or program.  


I propose that art could play a very powerful role in bringing attention to the various components of a “positive energy” program.  Attracting attention is the first step in a process of continuing education, which should be integral to all projects and structures by which Carleton becomes more “green” and energy efficient.  Art, by rendering processes, and ideas visible, will transform campus features into symbols of positive energy policy.  These symbols will stimulate on-going teaching opportunities. 


Exactly what role do I imagine artists will play?  Effective signage and beyond.  Way beyond.  Modern art is not about making pretty pictures, or impressive monuments.  Rather, modern art is about raising questions, and calling attention to process.  Artists today are some of the most effective “out of the box” thinkers, who create visible and physical embodiments of complex problems. They can experiment with materials, respond to processes which add symbolic resonance to a place, a structure, a situation.  


My slightly utopian vision brings an artist/artists into the mix – designing aesthetically pleasing/arresting configurations in/on the “green” roofs; adding a “performance” dimension to on-going processes/projects, and as complements to inauguration and Public Relations activities; bring in a sculptor to create way-stations around campus which dramatize significant locations or nodes of  activity/significant process; collaborating with architects and craftsmen in highlighting the use of re-cycled materials and locally harvested materials; use an architect/designer to enhance the look and feel of up-coming hay bale structures (good design can advance an environmentalist/energy efficient agenda as effectively as some other tools).  


Let’s add art to the mix when strategizing about the communication component of a successful energy policy and set of practices.  

