including Richard Sunter from the Wakefield Naturalists Society in Yorkshire. During a
preliminary research phase in Summer 2007, Ballengée and Sunter identified a
particular population of toads in Yorkshire with a very high incidence of deformity. The
artist set up a number of tanks at the sculpture park to study the possible effects of
parasites and predators, in an effort to determine what might be the cause of the
malformations. During Winter 2007, Ballengée is working with scientists to examine
collected specimens, involving a process known as 'clearing and staining' which renders
the soft parts of the specimen transparent or semi-transparent in order to study their
morphologies. In Summer 2008, Ballengée will return to Yorkshire Sculpture Park to
continue the study, the work culminating in an exhibition and publication of the study's
process and its results, both artistic and scientific (if these things could even be said to
exist separately in Ballengée's work).
Ballengée high-resolution scanned images of his 'cleared and stained' specimens are
the most obvious visual outputs of his practice, and along with the preserved, cleared
and stained specimens themselves – particularly the amphibians – they are the art
objects that his New York gallery is most easily able to sell (although the interest from
collectors in buying the actual preserved specimens initially surprised the artist himself).
I think that the market for these objects contributes to a confusion about Ballengée's
practice: that his 'art' comprises these tangible outputs, but I believe his practice is his
unique blend of ecological research, public participation, environmental activism and
education, undertaken as an artist. Ballengée’s field trips, in which participants
(members of the general public, scientists, families, young people) play an active part in
biodiversity surveys, are collective experiences by which the artist enables people to
collaboratively acquire understanding of particular species and ecosystems. Through
this shared experience between artist and participant, new meanings and values emerge
in the relationship with the natural environment. The process of involvement,
understanding, discussion, learning, creativity, communication and community is, for me,
the heart of Ballengée's art.
The artist and teacher Pavel Büchler has argued that the artist's relationship with society
is more important than any actual work of art: 'Modern society undoubtedly needs
creativity, critical imagination and resistance more than it needs works of art. It needs
artists with their ways of doing things more than it needs the things that they make. It
needs them for what they are rather than what they do.' 1 My own view would replace
'more than' and 'rather than' with 'as much as' and 'as well as', particularly as it seems
unrealistic and unnecessary to divide and rank these aspects of an artist's practice.
However, Büchler's views can help us to appreciate Ballengée's practice as more than
the sum of its parts. For Büchler, it is the subjectivity of artists that counts, unlike
science where objectivity is the cornerstone. Thus Ballengée operates as 'an itinerant, a
messenger and an explorer' 2 in science's territory.
The scientific method consists of the collection of data through observation and
experimentation, and the formulation and testing of hypotheses. The hard-won
knowledge thereby obtained is issued to the rest of us via press releases on the
occasion of some institutional discovery of newsworthiness. Ballengée's practice shortcircuits and realigns this process, placing public involvement and communication at its
heart and exemplifying a rare model of participatory, performative science rooted in a
contemporary artistic practice.
NOTES

1. Büchler, Pavel, Somebody's Got To Do It, in 'Art: What Is It Good For?', Institute of
Ideas/Hodder & Stoughton, 2002. p 29
2. Ibid, p 32.

