
Much of our planet is choking on 

plastic. Images of swaths of plastic 

debris crowding the oceans; birds 

starved with bellies full of bottle 

caps; massifs of discarded containers 

climbing to the sky — it is enough to 

make one recoil from the truth of the 

impact our so-called innovation has 

had on our fellow creatures, on beloved 

landscapes and on ourselves.

Clearly, hiding will not reverse the 

course of our human folly. To change our 

ways while there is still time, we need to 

look squarely at the activities, appetites 

and lack of accountability which are 

leading us into an unsustainable future. 

But beyond our wish for a livable world, 

where is the incentive to address the 

question? How can the subject be 

broached in palatable ways?

“Plastic Entanglements: Ecology, 

Aesthetics, Materials,” on view through 

late July at the Smith College Museum 

of Art, chronicles the interaction of 

plastics with our environment and 

our lives as motivation and historical 

record. Representing the work of 30 

international artists, the collection 

and its related events demonstrate the 

artistic application of plastics in a far-

reaching, comprehensive assemblage 

that is at once informative and 

aesthetically captivating.

Originating from the Palmer 

Museum of Art at Penn State 

University, “Plastic Entanglements” 

traveled to the University of Oregon 

before arriving at Smith College. 

Emma Chubb, the Charlotte Feng Ford 

‘83 curator of contemporary art at 

Smith College Museum of Art, shared 

an overview. “In the last half-century, 

plastic has become ubiquitous. From 

the Great Pacific Garbage Patch 

to the microplastics that move 

through our food chain and into 

our bodies, plastic impacts all 

of us in ways that are at once 

immense and intimate. “Plastic 

Entanglements” invites us 

to rethink our relationship to 

plastic. Taken together, the 

artworks in the exhibition do 

more than confirm what those on 

the front lines of plastic pollution 

have long known,” she added. 

“In three-dimensional form, 

the artworks ask: what is 

the aesthetic, material 

and social potential of 

plastic? How does 

plastic harm all 

who make a home 

on this planet? 

Where do we go 

from here?”

Sculptor Aurora 

Robson’s work, 

“Ona,” 2014, 

constructed of 

plastic debris 

(PET + HDPE), 

aluminum rivets, tinted 

polycrylic and mica powder, stands 

as an emblematic yet paradoxically 

ephemeral testament to the versatility 

and whimsy of residual plastics. 

Through immaculately conceived 

structural choices, Robson is able to 

convey aesthetic transcendence of 

the media through the use of discreet 

tones, delicate filigree and soft 

translucence. Robson’s work carries 

a lightness of being and crafted 

precision which reveal consecutive 

layers of detail and hidden content, 

inviting an ever-closer view.

“The sculpture “Ona” is a portrait of 

my daughter Ona that I created while I 

was on a residency and away from her,” 

Robson shared recently. “It was her 

height at the time (the form in general 

embodies her personality). I experience 

Ona as an exceptionally balanced, 
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Aurora Robson, Ona, 2014, 

plastic debris (PET + HDPE), 

aluminum rivets, tinted 

polycrylic and mica powder, 

collection of the artist.



playful, harmonious, intricate, curious 

and perceptive person,” Robson added. 

“I wanted to be close to her and her 

little sister Isla (purple companion 

floor piece) while I was on residency 

— so making these portraits of them 

made that possible for me — it greatly 

appeased my maternal longing to be 

near them.

“Plastic (or any material really) to 

me, is immaterial. I have a love/hate 

relationship with it, thus it is my ideal 

fodder. I love that it bends — without 

much resistance — to our whims, thus 

giving us a unique opportunity to 

reflect on the nature of our whims. 

Plastic is a global problem and art is a 

global language, so it feels completely 

appropriate to me to conduct this 

inquiry into the material and its 

potential for various art applications 

(wherein it will not re-enter the waste 

stream),” Robson said.

“Ultimately my work is a meditative 

practice — a study of the mechanics of 

transformation,” Robson explained. 

“I am interested in leveling out 

false hierarchies. I am interested in 

continually developing a greater sense 

of appreciation in both myself and 

those who engage with the creative/

cultural residue that my thought 

processes manifest in.”

Steve McPherson’s 

mounted piece, 

“Wavelengths,” 2012–

2013, utilizes marine 

plastic objects found 

on the British coast to 

create a visual mirage 

of unity moving radially 

from within its circular 

composition. Viewed 

from a close distance, 

“Wavelengths” reveals 

a panoply of plastic 

fragments, each 

representing oceanic 

degradation, yet the 

work in its entirety 

offers the reassurance of a mandala-

like whole.

Similarly, “Economies of Scale,” 

2013, a progression of found objects 

by Pamela Longobardi, begins with 

an eclectic, almost random collection 

of miniature items organized linearly 

from smallest to largest, presenting 

conceptual unity when viewed from 

afar. Longobardi’s subjects include 

a brightly colored bead, fragments 

of molded children’s toys, tiny 

figurines and a discarded toothbrush. 

“Economies of Scale” coalesces the 

seemingly haphazard items into one 

integrated work through meticulous 

placement and choice.

“‘Economies of Scale’ was inspired 

by a handwritten sign I saw at Trader 

Joe’s in the frozen section saying ‘How 

can we bring you so much seafood at 

such low prices? Economies of scale,’” 

Longobardi wrote. “This is a marketing 

term that refers to the unit cost of a 

product being lower with an upscale of 

production. This struck me as such a 

dangerous idea to apply to the ocean, 

which is not a product at all, but a 

life-bearing engine of our climate 

and weather. I also thought about the 

scale of production of plastics, which 

is exponential. So, I created a kind of 

ascending scale, which also functions 

as a kind of visual horizon, of a range 

  

Mark Dion, Institute for 

Invertebrate Marine 

Biology, 2017, wood 

cabinet, plastic and rubber 

children’s toys, sex toys, 

glass specie jars, and 

books, courtesy of the 

artist and Tanya Bonakdar 

Gallery, New York.
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LEFT: Vik Muniz, Sarah 

Bernhardt from Rebus, 2010, 

digital C-print, purchased with 

funds provided by the Friends 

of the Palmer Museum of 

Art, collection of the Palmer 

Museum of Art, 2011.25. © Vik 

Muniz, courtesy of Sikkema 

Jenkins & Co., New York.

OPPOSITE PAGE TOP: Steve 

McPherson, Wavelengths, 

2012–13, unaltered marine 

plastic objects, courtesy of 

Victori + Mo Gallery.



of 72 objects starting with a 

Styrofoam ball found in a sea 

cave in Greece, to a 15-pound 

net float found on a remote 

Alaskan beach. Embedded 

within the sequence are 

narrative juxtapositions, 

which for me talk about 

the relationship between 

human production, oil 

extraction, agribusiness, 

GMOs and the greenwashing 

idea of ‘bioplastics’ made from 

corn oil.”

The Smith College Museum of Art has 

organized a number of events to complement 

the primary exhibition. They include lectures by Dianna Cohen, visual 

artist and co-founder and CEO of Plastic Pollution Coalition on March 

7, a panel discussion on “Neo-Traditionalism and the Eco-Aesthetics of 

the African Feminist” hosted by artist and scholar Ifeoma U. Anyaeji 

and cultural studies scholar Chelsea Mikael Frazier on March 26, a Free 

Community Day cleanup of the Connecticut River on April 6 and a talk by 

Aurora Robson on “Re:Fuse” on April 16.
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