
AU F S Ä T Z E

Elizabeth J. Petcu and Maurice Saß

Toward an Ecocritical History of Early Modern Art

This article outlines a methodological framework for the ecocritical practice of early 
modern art history. First, we describe an emerging field of ecocritical studies in early 
modern art history and contextualize that development within recent ecocritical turns 
in other disciplines of early modern studies and periods of art historical research. Then, 
through a quartet of case studies, we demonstrate four ecocritical approaches to practic-
ing early modern art history. We thereby offer novel perspectives on how ecocritical 
methods can both transform the study of early modern art history and provide essential 
historical insights amidst our contemporary eco-crisis.
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Around 1497, Albrecht Dürer (1471 – 1528) 
painted an image now known as Landscape 
with Woodland Pond (fig. 1), a composition that 
depicts a modest body of water between two 
groups of trees, its horizon bending delicately at 
the edge of a clouded sky. Scholars have almost 
exclusively treated the watercolor as an image of 
nature and of human relationships to the natural 
world.1 At least one has established that the art-
ist took pains to depict the grasses on the pond’s 
banks with fidelity to botanical forms. Some ar-
gue that the ground’s and pond’s colors and the 
location of the pond on the edge of a pine for-
est portray a fictive environment;2 others con-

tend that the image evokes the Weißensee in 
the Erlenstegen Forest near Nuremberg.3 It has 
also been said that Landscape with Woodland 
Pond ’s crownless tree trunks, heavy clouds, and 
the distant character of its horizon all register 
the effects of a storm or a spring flood.4 Above 
all, scholars have recognized the composition’s 
motivic autonomy, technical skill, and the ap-
parent immediacy of its depiction of nature as 
artistic and humanistic innovations that qualify 
the work as an incunable of landscape art in Eu-
rope and the continent’s history of empirically-
informed naturalism.5

A latent affirmation of the watercolor’s novel 
modes of representing the natural world, if not 
an explicit enthusiasm for the modernity of its 
approach to nature, undergirds all such inter-
pretations. At the same time, the narratives of 
artistic and humanistic progress that dominate 
discussions of Landscape with Woodland Pond 
have obscured how the image and its empirical 
qualities also participate in an early modern 
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culture of putatively rationalized exploration 
and objectifying appropriation of the earthly en-
vironment.6 In other words, discourse on Dürer’s 
watercolor illustrates how “nature” has been the 
focus of intensive research on early modern art 
while its ecological dimensions stay out of focus, 
and while ecocritical questions remain unre-
solved or even unposed. Throughout the last de-
cades, scholars have probed the roles of the era’s 
visual artefacts in developing, differentiating, 
and implementing changing understandings of 
nature by drawing from areas such as the history 
of science, material studies, the history of col-
lecting, studies of the First Global Age and other 
fields—but more rarely from ecocritical theory.

Relating Dürer with “ecology,” a term in-
vented by natural historian, biologist, and eu-

genicist Ernst Haeckel (1834– 1919), seems at first 
glance to be anachronistic, if not suggestive of a 
latently activist impetus. But it is not. The term 
“ecology” describes interrelationships of living 
and non-living beings that have existed before 
Haeckel’s lifetime and have been the subjects 
of everyday practices and sophisticated obser-
vations around the globe.7 All art—as Timothy 
Morton has emphasized—is ecological in the 
sense that it is embedded in a terrestrial mesh, 
being a product and agent in the processes of its 
related ecosystems.8 Thus, “ecology” can act as 
a useful heuristic for accentuating embedded-
ness, interconnectedness, and, more generally, 
systemic thinking that includes subjective and 
social dimensions.9 Meanwhile, when we refer 
to “ecocriticism” or “the ecocritical,” we do not 

1  Albrecht Dürer, Landscape with Woodland Pond, ca. 1495– 1500, watercolor and body color on paper, 26.2 × 36.5 cm. 
London, The British Museum, Department of Prints and Drawings, inv. no. SL,5218.167
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mean just any contribution that engages with 
themes of what is commonly called “the envi-
ronment.” Rather—building on authors such as 
Dipesh Chakrabarty, Émilie Hache, Bruno La-
tour, Val Plumwood and others—we are describ-
ing thought that operates on a meta-level relative 
to nature, namely, reflections on what we might 
mean by “nature,” and on potential conditions of 
being-in-nature—human or otherwise.10

Foregrounding ecological perspectives on 
early modern art need not require historians 
to emphasize how objects such as Dürer’s land-
scape seek to possess or master nature, or to re-
gard them as origin points of our current eco-
logical crisis. For instance, one could instead 
ponder how Dürer’s image thematizes the hu-
man fabrication of landscapes and the inextri-
cable intertwining of culture and nature.11 The 
gathered conifers, all the same apparent age and 
penetrated by a deep, straight clearing, suggest a 
human-planted forest with a path leading into it. 
The trees on the left may have fallen in a storm, 
but their crowns can only have been taken from 
the scene by humans. The steep cliff on one side 
of the pond and the gentle gradient on the other 
moreover suggest the traces of a quarry cut into 
the rocky ground, from which workers dragged 
stone before abandoning the site to flooding.12 
Once one notices such ecological dimensions, it 
is difficult to assess the play of colors and sun-
light in Landscape with Woodland Pond only as 
painterly effects. Its ethereal charge, an effect 
rare in Dürer’s landscape watercolors, lends a 
metaphoric and possibly Christianizing valence 
to the picture, in which the complexity of nature 
and its relationships to the human acquire an 
awe-inspiring, supernatural force.13

Moreover, as in many early modern objects, 
ecological elements are evident not just in what 
is represented, but in how representation comes 
into existence and operates. For instance, Dür-
er’s Landscape with Woodland Pond displays 
varying degrees of finish that expose the differ-
ent temporal qualities and scales of the object’s 

facture.14 This foregrounding of technique has 
the effect—perhaps unintended—of relating 
the heterogeneous temporalities of artistic pro-
cedures with those of natural life cycles. The 
work’s temporal multiplicity exposes the painted 
landscape as an environment of projection and 
reception, a site of participatory processes that 
stimulate the imagination while diffusing the 
boundaries between image and depicted world. 
Here we do not confront a visually ordered and 
creatively dominated terrain. Rather, Dürer’s 
Landscape with Woodland Pond invites us to re-
configure human relationships to and within the 
natural environment, thereby suggesting ways 
of designing an alternative ecology of terrestrial 
reality.

What one can discern in the foregoing, eco-
critical reinterpretation of Dürer’s canonical 
landscape is the opportunity to confront eco-
logical questions in and through early modern 
art studies. That this opportunity exists should 
come as no surprise. On the one hand, numer-
ous studies from the histories of science, philos-
ophy, literature, etc. have established that “early 
modernity”—as problematic a term for the pe-
riod as it is15—occupies an exceptional position 
within the world history of the environment.16 As 
we will explain in greater detail below, descrip-
tions of the ecological valences of early modern 
art can draw upon such writings. On the other 
hand, the proliferation of ecocritical research 
on modern and contemporary art, indicative of 
a green turn in the discipline, has impressively 
reclaimed “the visual ecologically” and given 
“art history […] its place as a meaningful and 
engaged discipline set” within the growing field 
of ecocritical studies—a field that is in dialogue 
with posthumanist, post-colonial, new materi-
alist, gender and queer theory, human-animal 
studies, plant studies, etc., and which frames 
ecology as a site of non-hierarchical relationali-
ties.17 In examining the ecological ramifications 
of early modern art on their own terms, scholars 
have begun to inflect the narratives of fluidity, 

459Zeitschrift für Kunstgeschichte 88, 2025



hybridity, and connectedness that have already 
emerged in studies of the terrestrial and plan-
etary conditions of art in modernity.18 Yet, even 
if we observe a growing number of publications 
in early modern art history that address ecologi-
cal issues, Rebecca Zorach’s appeal a few years 
ago —“I don’t think we are doing enough”—has 
lost none of its validity.19

In the spirit of responding to Zorach’s ad-
monition, the aim of the following essay is to 
further our shared ambitions for a disciplinary 
re-orientation toward ecocritical perspectives. 
What ensues can be understood as an attempt to 
provide a methodological compass for ecocriti-
cal art histories of the early modern period. In 
contrast to Andrew Patrizio, to whom we owe 
the most comprehensive methodology of art his-
torical ecocriticism to date, we will not be con-
cerned with describing the genesis of ecocritical 
art history or locating it in a network of allied 
theories and methods.20 Rather, the question of 
what contribution the history of early modern 
art can make to the urgent ecological challenges 
of the present serves as our compass needle. 
Here we align with Allan C. Braddock, who, in 
his Ecocritical Dictionary for Art History, has 
described art as “a form of ecological practice 
that helps to navigate environments” and—re-
fusing with his dictionary’s ten terms to develop 
a structured methodology or abstract theoreti-
cal templates—has advocated for “ecocritical 
paths, dictated by curiosity, evidence, and an 
ethical impulse.”21 Our aim is not to bend his-
torical facts to current problems with presentist 
furor or to evaluate them with the wagging fore-
finger of present-day morality. On the contrary: 
unlike Braddock, whose dictionary takes its ten 
key terms as starting points for a transhistorical 
analysis, our concern is to use the historically 
specific qualities and contexts of early modern 
objects as our epistemic anchor points and to 
operate with the well-established instruments 
of traditional art historical practice (like ico-
nography, visual hermeneutics, reception theory, 

formal analysis, and technical art history, etc.). 
Such approaches might not merely realize a new 
dimension of interpretive potential for the entire 
field of early modern art history or recalibrate 
the very concept of “early modern art.” Far more, 
reframing early modern art in ecological terms 
can provide distinctive insights on the origins of 
today’s global ecological crisis, help us to analyze 
the contradicting ambivalences of current eco-
logical practices and ideals, rediscover historical 
models of ecological awareness, and offer idio-
syncratic tools for imagining and enacting alter-
native ways of being on the planet.

In what follows, we draw on our experiences as 
scholars of art in early modern Europe to outline 
four approaches to writing ecocritically-oriented 
histories of art in and of early modern Europe 
through a corresponding set of case studies.22 We 
understand this quartet of approaches as a pre-
liminary heuristic that may be limited to histo-
ries of images, objects, and spaces in Europe and 
its (colonial) contact zones.23 Nevertheless, it is 
in dialogue with and inspired by scholars of art 
made outside of Europe,24 is intended to stimu-
late reflection on the ecocritical objectives of early 
modern art studies writ large, and remains open 
to expansion, correction, or refutation by experts 
on the art of world regions outside of Europe.

One approach involves querying the early 
modern origins of the current ecological ca-
tastrophe within art, for instance, the roles of 
objects and images in depicting and spurring 
the ecologically fatal dichotomy of nature and 
culture. A second approach foregrounds the 
ecological ambiguities, conflicts, and contradic-
tions that early modern images and objects have 
represented or actively constructed. A third ap-
proach seeks to rediscover the objects, people, 
and narratives that can be discussed as models 
or even innovators of ecological thought in early 
modern art, many of which have thus far re-
mained unrecognized or unnoticed. A final ap-
proach reveals within early modern art alterna-
tives to the modern nature/culture binaries that 
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enduringly frustrate our ability to form a more 
nuanced view of nature and a more effective re-
sponse to our world’s current ecological crisis.

These four approaches (understanding roots, 
ref lecting ambiguities, documenting mod-
els, imagining alternatives) are not exhaustive. 
They are not mutually exclusive, have no inter-
nal hierarchy, nor are they to be understood as 
a sequence. Rather, they are four trails that run 
through the same forest, some on more solid 
paths that lead to more predictable results, oth-
ers along more speculative cliffs that make the 
outcome a little more uncertain (and, conse-
quently, perhaps more worthwhile). The paths 
may touch and intersect, but they do not all end 
in one large clearing, i.e. they do not all lead to 
a singular understanding of ecocritical practice 
for early modern art history. Above all, these 
trails should encourage readers to discover fur-
ther paths for themselves.

1. Understanding the Early Modern Roots 
of the Eco-Crisis

In the wake of Clarence J. Glacken, Lynn White, 
Jr., and others, a rich and decade-spanning tra-
dition of environmental and ecocritical writings 
has established that early modernity can be de-
scribed as a time of upheaval in which many of 
the developments that are known to have formed 
today’s ecological crisis have their origin: techni-
cal and scientific revolutions, media and infor-
mational acceleration, colonialism and global-
ization, capitalism, etc.25 As a key stage of such 
developments, the early modern period is the de-
cisive phase of the Anthropocene, in which the 
foundations of our present eco-catastrophe and 
overexploitation of the planet were laid in terms 
of mentality, politics, economy, and science. For 
this reason alone, the early modern period is of 
central importance for ecocritical research.

While scholars have begun to assess the prob-
lematic ecological consequences of the visual 

culture of the early modern period to reveal the 
“roots of the ecological crisis” of our time, as 
Ruth and Dieter Groh put it, there is still much 
to be done.26 For instance, researchers have of-
ten appreciated the early modern art-theoretical 
imperative to equal or even surpass or dominate 
nature as a sign of innovation and modernity 
as well as a meta-commentary on art-making 
as such, but have scarcely problematized that 
phenomenon ecologically. Art historical studies 
have for decades foregrounded such instances of 
the self-thematization of early modern art à la 
Victor Stoichiţă et alii, emphasizing the material, 
technological, physical, and practical contribu-
tions of art to the historical formation of mod-
ern understandings of nature.27 Such studies 
have analyzed morally problematic narratives of 
the naturalization of gender,28 class,29 race,30 and 
other (often binary) hierarchies.31 Cutting across 
that work are insights into the history of early 
modern art/nature dichotomies that often sup-
plied the rationales for the aforementioned hi-
erarchies.32 If scholars examine the formation of 
these art/nature dichotomies from an ecocritical 
perspective, this could bear wide-ranging rami-
fications for the histories of colonialism, clas-
sism, sexism, and other social phenomena from 
early modernity to the present.

That early modern art both registered and 
helped catalyze aspects of our current ecological 
crisis is apparent in a map, Terra Brasilis (fig. 2), 
attributed to the cartographers Jorge (ca. 1502 –
after 1575) and Pedro Reinel (fl. 1485 – 1540) from 
the so-called “Miller Atlas” of ca. 1519, with im-
agery that instantiates the origins of mass defor-
estation in Brazil, an environmental catastrophe 
and socio-political challenge that continues to 
this day.33 Together with the other six parch-
ment leaves in the Miller Atlas, Terra Brasilis 
depicts the global scope of Portuguese territorial 
possessions as of the second decade of the six-
teenth century.34 The contents of the Atlas were 
commissioned by João III of Portugal (r. 1521 –
1557) and presented as a diplomatic gift to King 
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Francis I of France (r. 1515 – 1547), presumably 
to establish Portuguese territorial claims in the 
face of Spanish competition.35 Terra Brasilis de-
picts, from left to right, the northeastern coast of 
what is now Brazil, tropical and equatorial zones 
of the Atlantic Ocean, and, in the upper right 
corner of the sheet, what is now the Ivory Coast.

The Reinels portrayed Brazil, which Portugal 
had already begun to conquer in the early de-
cades of the sixteenth century, in exacting de-
tail, with a fringe of small bays and inlets, many 
marked with tributaries of rivers that fade into 
the artist’s green wash. Parallel inscriptions in a 
fine hand indicate the names of the inlets, points, 
and other sites that formed the Brazilian coast-
line as known to, and (to be) colonized by, the 
Portuguese, by circa 1519.36 The northernmost 
and southernmost reaches of the coast appear 

in less precise detail and do not bear any place 
names, indicating regions the Portuguese had 
not yet mapped in extensive detail. Indeed, the 
Brazil of the Reinels—a place in transition—is 
not overtly a European possession, and is still 
replete with indigenous plants and animals as 
well as Indigenous people. For Portuguese view-
ers, the map may well have conjured a “green 
world”—a heterotopic space in which the image 
of nature constructs an existence apart from the 
everyday.37

The mapmakers concentrated much energy on 
depicting the natural resources that enticed Por-
tuguese colonizers.38 The inland regions of Brazil 
host numerous groups of trees, nearly all com-
bining seemingly intact specimens with stumps. 
That we are witnessing deforestation is apparent 
from the four unclothed individuals with brown 

2  Jorge Reinel and Pedro Reinel, Terra Brasilis, fol. 5r in Lopo Homem and Jorge and Pedro Reinel, Nautical Atlas of  
the World, called the Miller Atlas, 1519, 42 × 59 cm. Paris, Bibliothèque nationale de France, ref. GE DD 683 (5 RES)
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skin, one of whom wields an axe to cut a log be-
fore him, while the others gather cut logs. The 
reddish tinge of the logs evokes the color of Bra-
zilwood, the wood of Paubrasilia echinata that 
became a commodity that Portuguese coloniz-
ers extracted through the labor of Indigenous 
people and traded internationally.39

Meanwhile, another group of three individu-
als, clad in feather headdresses and skirts generi-
cized to a degree that defies efforts to pinpoint 
their tribal identities, stand above the tree-cut-
ters. They bear spears as well as a bow and arrow, 
appearing to observe the group of Brazilwood 
workers, whom, as Bárbara Polo Martín notes, 
the clothed figures have perhaps enslaved.40 The 
divergence between these two groups as well as 
their hierarchical placement within the compo-
sition evokes multiple forms of difference—not 
only the contrast between pre-conquest forms 
of interacting with the forest through activities 
such as hunting, and post-conquest deforesta-
tion, but also the divisions between different 
Indigenous peoples and even within Indigenous 
societies whereby the new economy of colonial-
era deforestation operated.41

Significantly, while the map instantiates a 
Portuguese presence through the inscribed 
place names, ships, flags, and other technolo-
gies of maritime navigation, colonial possession, 
and trade, no Portuguese bodies visibly occupy 
Brazilian territory. The colonizers’ ecological 
impact is instead implied by the pervasive ex-
traction of Brazil’s arboreal riches at the hands 
of Indigenous agents. Here, the absence of Por-
tuguese bodies and the portrayal of Indigenous 
people as enthusiastic participants in a colonial 
system of resource extraction is significant. This 
absence foreshadows how modern agents of eco-
nomic imperialism have often dissimulated how 
our environmental crisis originated in European 
global colonization, as well as the ongoing im-
plication of Indigenous groups in systems of re-
source extraction that feed external, neo-impe-
rial interests. In other words, this is an image of 

colonial resource extraction, in which European 
colonialism, pressures on Indigenous peoples, 
and the exploitation of the natural world operate 
in tandem to produce conditions of the present-
day ecological crisis.

Within this map, Brazil is also far from iso-
lated on the world stage. Strewn across the 
ocean are seven caravels with sails full of wind, 
emblazoned with Christian crosses. Three sail 
westward, toward Brazil, while the remaining 
four move eastward, toward the west coast of 
the African continent somewhere beyond the 
right edge of the sheet. The bidirectional courses 
of these vessels suggest the European-coerced 
movement of people and goods between Brazil 
and West Africa that was, in the early decades 
of the sixteenth century, becoming an important 
element of Portuguese colonial and global trade 
strategy. The presence of the Ivory Coast and 
the Gulf of Guinea, the third most active area 
of the Portuguese enslavement of Africans forc-
ibly transported to Brazil between 1500 and 1600, 
seems no accident.42 Rafael Moreira has hypoth-
esized that the mapmaker Pedro Reinel and his 
son Jorge claimed descent from forebears in 
what is now Sierra Leone, northwest of the land 
depicted in the map, a result of Portuguese in-
cursions into West Africa and the appropriation 
and training of artists of West African lineage 
at the Portuguese court during the closing de-
cades of the fifteenth century.43 Pedro voyaged 
to Sierra Leone, and his cartographic knowledge 
was in part based on that experience.44 By depict-
ing the Gulf of Guinea and the Ivory Coast in 
Terra Brasilis, the Reinels appear to acknowledge 
West Africa’s role in Portuguese colonial ambi-
tions. The map not only arose from Portugal’s 
operations in West Africa but suggests the links 
between those incursions and Portugal’s activi-
ties in Brazil.

Indeed, numerous elements mark the sheet 
as a product of sophisticated technologies of 
geospatial navigation and measurement, upon 
which Portugal’s exploitation of Brazil and West 
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Africa relied. A long, vertical scale bordered in 
gold near the right edge of the sheet indicates 
the scale at which the land and sea are depicted. 
The map also bears a series of black horizontals, 
indicating significant parallels. A red line at the 
top of the sheet meanwhile marks the Equator, 
while another red horizontal indicates the Tropic 
of Capricorn. Networks of thinner red lines radi-
ate from various points throughout the Atlantic 
ocean, four anchored by intricate compass roses 
embellished with red and blue ink as well as gold 
leaf—marks typical of portolan charts, used in 
the sixteenth century to indicate the wind cur-
rents and seaways.45 In addition to such techni-
cal elements, the map’s high level of figural and 
narrative detail, rich chromaticism, and gold leaf 
all affirm that the work operated more as a carto-
graphic showpiece than a functioning portolan 
chart.46

Created between the early sixteenth-century 
prohibition on colonial cartographic production 
beyond Portuguese crown commissions and 
the voyage of Magellan, the Miller Atlas counts 
among the oldest surviving instances of Por-
tuguese global cartography, and represents the 
epitome of Portuguese navigational knowledge 
at the time of its production.47 Indeed, scholars 
have established that the map was made based 
on the voyage of Pedro Álvares Cabral (1467 –
1520) in 1500.48 The map’s participation in the vi-
sual culture of navigation situates it within inter-
secting traditions of scientific and mathematical 
inquiry as well as European colonialism, all in 
the service of territorial conquest and natural 
resource extraction. Its embeddedness in such 
global, ecological developments reminds us that, 
just as land and the cultural categories of land-
scape and maps have shaped the history of art, 
made objects have informed how land is viewed 
and manipulated by humans.49

In sum, by adapting perspectives from the 
history of cartography, art-science studies, post-
colonial critique, and what is called “global art 
history,” we can affirm that the image not only 

depicts colonial resource extraction but also 
operated as one of the instruments that enabled 
European exploitation of people and the natural 
world in the service of the era’s emerging global 
trade networks. We suspect that the multivalent 
nature of this object’s ecological dimensions—as 
both a representation of an ecological condition 
and an instrument of ecological developments—
re-appears in many other works of early modern 
art. Terra Brasilis moreover serves as a potent 
reminder that the current eco-crisis is planetary 
and that further dialogue will hopefully enrich 
both the various regional and the global eco-
critical histories of early modern art—though, 
as we note above, such research may look differ-
ent from the European case studies we develop 
here.50

2. Documenting Ecological Ambiguities 
in Early Modern Art

Using ecocritical early modern art history to 
reveal the historical processes that produced 
our current ecological condition—an implicitly 
moralizing endeavor—risks oversimplifying the 
complexity of pre-modern issues. Early modern 
people did not always understand their actions 
in accordance with theological, philosophical, 
scientific, technical, or other well-researched 
concepts that scholars now often position in op-
position to nature. Rather, artists documented, 
reflected, and shaped human activity within su-
perordinate ecological contexts. There is reason 
to believe that their audiences, in turn, valued 
visual artifacts for their power to pose prob-
lems, paradoxes, and uncertainties, as well as 
their ability to embody relationships between 
similar, competing, or supposedly detached lay-
ers of meaning and discourses.51 Building on 
the wealth of research on themes of ambiva-
lence, ambiguity, and variance in early modern 
art,52 a second approach to an ecocritical history 
of early modern art can focus upon the incerti-
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tude, fluidity, and openness of objects from this 
era, documenting the contradictions, conflicts, 
and liminalities that characterize the ecologi-
cal dimensions of early modern material and vi-
sual culture. One way to uncover the ecological 
complexities of early modern art is to sketch the 
ecological debates that art visualized and even 
fuelled, many of which relate to issues, such as 
water management or strip mining, that still stir 
controversy today. Unpacking such conflicts can 
clarify how artworks used ambivalent and poly-
valent meanings to reflect nuanced early modern 
understandings of nature.

The potential rewards of scrutinizing the eco-
logical ambiguities and specifically conflicts of 
early modern art are evident in The Martyrdom 
of St. Catherine from The National Gallery of 
Art in Washington, D.C. (fig. 3). The painting is 
reservedly attributed to Matthys Cock (ca. 1510 –
before 1548) due to its intermediate position be-
tween Joachim Patinir’s (ca. 1480 – before 1524) 
world landscapes and Pieter Bruegel the Elder’s 

(ca. 1525 – 1569) landscape paintings.53 Two diago-
nals leading into the depths dominate the com-
position. In the left portion of the background, 
St. Catherine prays. God assists her with a thun-
derstorm that shadows large parts of the picture, 
threatening several ships and incinerating the 
torture wheels, killing her would-be execution-
ers. The tumult frightens the surrounding unbe-
lievers, as fire on a fortified rock beyond them 
seems to commemorate the previous martyr-
dom of the fifty philosophers Catherine con-
verted. The right half of the picture meanwhile 
boasts a clear sky. Favorable winds lead vessels 
into the busy harbor of a fortified city at the 
mouth of a wide river spanned by a bridge and 
graced with a busy shipyard—presumably, Al-
exandria. This scene, in its display of the order 
of earthly creation, resembles Patinir’s Wheel 
Miracle of St. Catherine in Vienna (fig. 4), which 
also shows panicking people, a rocky coastline, 
and a harbor or shipyard.54 But unlike the Vi-
enna panel, the Washington painting (see fig. 3) 

3  Antwerp, sixteenth century (possibly Matthys Cock), The Martyrdom of St. Catherine, ca. 1540, oil on plywood 
transferred from panel, 62 × 118 cm. Washington, D.C., The National Gallery of Art, Samuel H. Kress Collection, 
acc. no. 1952.2.18
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includes prominent figures in the foreground. A 
man holding an axe, highlighted by red clothing 
and apparently at work chopping down a tree, 
leads our gaze into the picture and appears so 
prominent as to require explanation.

The Christian iconography of tree felling is not 
well-researched. However, the theme’s semanti-
cally open integration arouses two particular 
and opposing associations. On the one hand, the 
presence of a woodcutter felling a tree makes the 
suffering of St. Catherine tangible and charac-
terizes her experience as an episode of imitatio 
Christi, insofar as writers have connected the in-
carnate Son of God with the wood of the cross 
and conceptualized him as a tree, which “was 
cut down from the edge of the wood, / ripped 
up by [its] roots.”55 Particularly in contempo-
rary depictions of St. Jerome, whose name the 
Legenda aurea translates as “holy wood,”56 one 
frequently observes tree stumps evocative of 
Christ’s sacrificial death, further emphasized 
through the type’s stereotypical, mounted cru-
cifix.57 In this sense, the woodcutter’s raised 
axe may also allude to the later beheading of St. 
Catherine, which is foreshadowed in Patinir’s 
Viennese painting by a sword floating in the air 
above the martyr. On the other hand, the motif 
of the woodcutter also recalls John the Baptist’s 
warning that “the axe is laid unto the root of the 

trees” that produce no “good fruit.”58 In depic-
tions of Christ’s baptism, fruitful or dead and cut 
trees frequently appear; occasionally, so does an 
axe.59 One could therefore understand the felling 
of the tree in the foreground of the Washington 
image both as a warning reference to the end of 
the “false prophets” or pagan religion, and as an 
instructive paraphrase of the Christian path of 
virtue and the wood of Christ from which the 
nave of the church is built.60

However, such theological connotations do 
not fully explain the woodcutter and his wood. 
Their integration into the painting’s larger eco-
nomic and ecological contexts is too pervasive 
for that. For instance, the painter has carefully 
described the different cutting and sawing tools 
used in the timber industry and differentiates 
their yields. To the left of the red-clothed wood-
cutter, medium-sized sticks lay together, some of 
which a second woodcutter carries toward the 
city, along with a bundle of brushwood. Planks 
already sawn to size lie on that woodcutter’s 
back. The different groups of cut wood refer to 
the disparate forms of wood-powered labor in 
the distant shipyard, where workers install large 
beams and planks while a caulking fire, several 
chimneys, and a tar kiln burn smaller sticks. As 
a building material and source of energy, wood 
was essential to the prosperity of early modern 
cities, producing an almost insatiable need for 
this raw material. Thus, the lack of forests in the 
left half of the picture, the site of St. Catherine’s 
projected martyrdom, can be understood as a 
reflection of the deforested landscape around 
Cock’s Antwerp and many other European cit-
ies during the middle of the sixteenth century.61 
The bareness of the darkened foreground like-
wise suggests the increasing and globally sel-
dom matched shortage of wood in various parts 
of sixteenth-century Europe.62 On its left side, 
one spies a last, gnarled tree that has become a 
dumping site with dead branches, exposed roots, 
and a hollowed-out trunk, and will perhaps only 
stand until the woodcutter sleeping next to it 

4  Joachim Patinir, The Wheel Miracle of St. Catherine, 
ca. 1515, oil on oak panel, 27.8 × 44.8 cm. Vienna, 
Kunsthistorisches Museum, inv. no. GG 1002
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awakens.63 On the right, a row of last tree stumps 
rises like a mournful memorial.

It may not be a coincidence that the tree 
against which the woodcutter swings his axe 
exhibits a frayed, vertical split down the middle 
of its trunk at an elevated point. The pattern of 
damage suggests either that the tree initially 
fell due to a natural phenomenon called “wind-
snap”—an event that is usually fatal for trees and 
which seldom occurs in the absence of structural 
flaws, often due to disease and rot—or that the 
woodcutter does not know how to properly level 
a tree.64 In other words, the painter leaves am-
biguous whether we are witnessing an episode 
of destruction due to humans, or a destructive 
process involving natural forces that a human 
merely completes. Or, more precisely, even if we 
assume that a windsnap is responsible for the 
tree’s fall, that demise might have a human cause, 
for a tree that stands in an area that otherwise 
lacks trees—a clearing perhaps made by hu-
mans—is more likely succumb to the elements 
than a tree that stands amidst an untouched 
grove. By the same token, the human impor-
tation of non-native trees can bring the kinds 
of fungal diseases that make trees susceptible 
to windsnap. Thus, windsnap may be seen as a 
natural, second-order consequence of human 
actions, and the frayed stump in this painting as 
an expression of the enmeshed, mutually impli-
cated effects of farming or forestry and natural 
forces. In sum, the tree embodies the slippery 
boundaries between human and non-human as 
well as the ambiguities of human relationships to 
the non-human.

As in current discussions about the complex 
needs that forests serve, the motive for the felling 
of the trees in the Washington landscape is thus 
ambivalent: in theological terms, it can be seen 
both in bono as God’s just punishment and in 
malo as violence against Christ or St. Catherine. 
The painter likewise presents deforestation’s sec-
ular dimension as double-edged, that is, as both 
a source of Alexandria’s prosperity and a poten-

tially unsustainable practice that threatens the 
city’s wellbeing. The painting’s aesthetic mode 
of shaping and presenting nature meanwhile 
conveys further ambivalence: On the one hand, 
one can understand the world landscape that ex-
tends into the distance on the right as a means 
for admiring divine creation and drawing closer 
to God, which St. Catherine recommended to 
the unbelieving Emperor Maxentius.65 On the 
other hand, the painting contradicts the utili-
tarian, anthropocentric view of earthly creation 
inscribed in such interpretations, insofar as the 
ship sails and other details (such as the tree be-
hind the nearby farm) hint that thunderstorms 
will soon darken the entire landscape, suggest-
ing the coming Last Judgment and the end of 
the scarcity-ridden, post-lapsarian world. It is 
through ambiguity, then, that this and, we sus-
pect, many other works of early modern art can 
engage ecological themes. And, if the foregoing 
case study has combined formal analysis, ico-
nography, and visual hermeneutics, as well as 
intersecting knowledge of cultural, economic, 
environmental, and forestry history, we likewise 
suspect that the ecological ambiguities of early 
modern art can be recovered by many other 
means.

3. Uncovering Models of Ecological 
Thought in Early Modern Art

If we can understand the complicity of early 
modern art in contemporary ecological issues 
and document the ecological ambivalence of 
early modern art, drawing productive insights 
from pre-modern art history presents a more 
demanding task. We are challenged not to settle 
accounts with the values of historical art objects 
or to describe their complexity in a reserved way, 
at arm’s length. Rather, inspired by Eve Kosof-
sky Sedgwick’s distinction between paranoid 
and reparative readings, we intend to uncover 
the ecological value and the ongoing topicality 
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of the ideas embodied and formed through early 
modern art.66 Two strategies of such a post-crit-
ical art history stand out to us in particular: on 
the one hand, to focus on historical models; and, 
on the other, to use early modern art as a plat-
form for imagining alternative ecologies, that is, 
ecologies unlike those that dominate present-
day imaginaries. The approach presented in the 
present section involves exploring the artistic 
dimensions of the cultural history of ecological 
awareness and evaluating evidence of early mod-
ern sensitivity to ecological contexts, whether 
expressed in visual, material, architectural, or 
performative explorations of the connection 
between humans and their environments.67 In 
other words, we describe a way of assessing how 
early modern art instantiates frameworks of 
ecological thought.

This approach strikes us as promising not least 
because the early modern period is characterized 
by a high level of ecological awareness. There is 
no lack of visual and textual sources from that 
era that bemoan, for example, the destructive 
extraction of raw materials, profit-oriented over-
exploitation, or the suffering that humans cause 
animals.68 However, such forms of early modern 
ecological awareness operated with parameters, 
basic assumptions, and ideas of the planetary 
and cosmic that implicate other or less pointed 
nature/culture dichotomies than those that are 
common today (and that we have inherited from 
the Enlightenment and later developments). For 
instance, early moderns possessed complex and 
contradictory attitudes toward organic nature 
that did not strictly distinguish between the so-
cial and natural spheres, as many twentieth- and 
twenty-first-century thinkers have.69 Early mod-
erns also harbored an ecological understanding 
of the body, and tended to conceptualize human 
beings less in isolation than as integral parts of 
a complex network of mutual influences.70 In 
addition, while scholars have read the absence 
of “ecology” and similar terms in early modern 
sources as an implicit sign of a lack of ecologi-

cal awareness, it may well register the absence of 
the deep disruption between culture and nature 
that suffuses (“Western”) modernity. Moreover, 
the “Western” history of political, philosophical, 
artistic or other commitments to preserving our 
shared existence begins in early modernity. If we 
are looking for the beginnings of a sustainable 
understanding of ecology, which, in the sense 
of post-humanism, new materialism, eco-fem-
inism, and other similar positions, is based on 
the integration of people, their fellow creatures, 
and the planet, the epoch before the marriage of 
subjectivism and modern individualism during 
the Romantic period appears highly attractive.71

One early modern model of ecological thought 
manifests in a majolica plate (fig. 5), probably 
painted by Francesco Urbini (fl. 1537) in 1533. The 
plate’s warning against excessive greed, ruthless 
overexploitation, and ultimate self-destruction 
echoes today’s slogans in the climate policy 
struggle over trees and forests. It depicts a scene 
from the myth, largely told by Ovid (43 BCE –
17/18 CE), of the Thessalian king Erysichthon, 
who felled a huge oak tree that was considered 
a sanctuary to Ceres.72 In a clearing, amidst lush 
vegetation, we see on the left one of Erysichthon’s 
followers—a group that had refused to disturb 
the grove. In the middle of the plate, Erysichthon 
swings his axe, creating a red notch at the foot of 
the tree, where he strikes. The blood that flowed 
from the wounded bark caused another follower 
to intervene, but this only led the leader to be-
head him.73 With his foot triumphantly placed 
on the buttocks of the slain man, Erysichthon 
continues his crime against the tree, whereupon 
the nymph, who embodies the tree on the right, 
predicts his end. On Ceres’s orders, Erysichthon 
is overcome by an insatiable hunger, for which 
he not only sacrifices his fortune, but also sells 
his daughter, and finally devours himself.

Greek and Roman mythology feature vari-
ous cases in which sacred trees are felled or 
nearly cut down, to the anger of the gods.74 Lu-
can (39 – 65) relays an ambiguous report about 
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5  Francesco Urbini (attributed to), Plate Depicting Erysichthon Felling an Oak in the Sacred Grove of Ceres, 1533, 
tin-glazed earthenware, 23.5 cm (diameter). London, Victoria & Albert Museum, inv. no. 1706-1855
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Julius Caesar (100 –44 BCE), who had a Druid 
grove razed near Massilia—a tale which per-
haps provided the template for the descriptions 
of Charlemagne (r. 768 – 814) and St. Boniface 
(ca. 672/675 – 754), who felled the pagan Irmin-
sul and Donar oak to Christianize the Saxons.75 
Erysichthon, on the other hand, is a negative ex-
ample, whose actual crime, as Ovid emphasized, 
is disrespecting the gods. In the Ovidio Meth-
amorphoseos vulgare, we read that Erysichthon 

“despised all the gods, and especially the goddess 
Ceres,” while for Ludovico Dolce (1508 – 1568) he 
was “such a mocker of the gods” that “he did not 
honor anyone.”76 In this sense, the majolica plate 
strives to frame the scene as a moral warning. 
While the opposing movement of hair and tunic 
illustrates the strength with which Erysichthon 
goes to work, neither the defenseless tree and 
its worried-looking nymph nor the unarmed, 
slain follower and his closed eyes excuse the 
crime. Rather, the attitude of the figure on the 
left warns Erysichthon to stop and evokes horror 
at his ungodly act of violence.

Sixteenth-century observers would have 
blamed Erysichthon’s greed for his offense 
against the sacred oak and his contempt for the 
goddess Ceres.77 As early as the ancient Greek 
poet Callimachus (fl. 2nd half of 5th century 
BCE), whose Hymn to Demeter was probably 
Ovid’s model, the felled oak was said to have 
been used to build a festive dining room.78 But 
especially since the medieval scholar Petrus Ber-
chorius’s (ca. 1290 – 1362) Christian interpreta-
tion, the myth was seen as a warning against the 
deadly sin of avaritia and as a teaching that the 
“opulence of [people’s] possessions makes them 
more desirous, for an increase in their property 
enflames the hunger of avarice proportionally.”79 
The Bible des poëtes invokes the “axes of cru-
elty” for the stingy usurers who, “no matter how 
much they have of the goods of this world,” still 
“set house to house and one field to another.”80 
For the Nuremberg Meistersinger Hans Sachs 
(1494– 1576), Erysichthon’s entire ambition is to 

“win great fortune […]. And miserly hunger con-
sumes him. He flogs, scrapes, profits, and lives 
luxuriously without shame.”81 This monetary 
justification for the crime also resonates in the 
Mythologiae (1568), a summa of popular attitudes 
toward classical material by the Italian mythog-
rapher Natale Conti (1520 – 1582), who draws the 
lesson from Erysichthon’s fate that, besides piety 
(pietas) and prudence (prudentia), thrift (pari-
monia) is “highly necessary for a good man.”82 
As the Italian humanist Gioseppe Horologgi 
(1520 – 1576) states in the Ovid translation of his 
compatriot, the Renaissance poet Giovanni An-
drea dall’Anguillara (1517 – 1572): “The godless 
Erysichthon, mocker of the power of the gods 
[…], what can we say other than that it is greed?”83 
Against the backdrop of such economic interpre-
tations, it is not surprising that the English poet 
Michael Drayton (1563 – 1631), referencing a for-
estry conflict that had simmered since the mid-
dle of the sixteenth century, used Erysichthon to 
criticize deforestation for short-term profits. The 
feminized Wyre Forest, he writes, “unto the For-
nace sold […] / of Erisichthon’s end begins her 
to bethinke, / […]. / You Driades, that are said 
with Oakes to live and die, / Wherefore in our 
distress doe you our dwellings flie; / Upon this 
monstrous Age and not revenge our wrong?”84

Drayton diverges substantially from today’s 
tree-protectors. His forest is not an empiri-
cally recorded ecosystem, but a place of poetry 
animated by dryads and nature spirits, through 
which the author conveys a deeply sympathetic 
understanding of the natural world.85 And de-
spite all the popularity of the Erysichthon myth 
in recent eco-literature,86 the majolica plate is 
neither a climate-political call for forest protec-
tion nor an eco-feminist lesson. It cannot be 
ruled out that the motif, painted on an object 
that could be used to present food, functioned 
as a sophisticated warning against excessive 
consumption. But it is precisely in this respect 
that the plate has lost none of its relevance and 
can perhaps be considered a model of ecologi-
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cal thought, at least if we, like Félix Guattari, as-
sume a concept of ecology that includes subjec-
tive and social dimensions.87 Part of the current 
eco-catastrophe is a radicalized individualism 
and a voracious capitalist system built on the 
accelerating consumption of natural resources, 
embodied by Karel van Mander’s (1548 – 1606) 

“insatiable Erysichthon,” insofar as he can be 
compared “to the stingy, greedy person who 
has no other god […] known than the gold and 
wealth of this world.”88

The majolica plate highlights Erysichthon’s 
greedy unscrupulousness by conflating homi-
cide with arborcide, and by “soaking” the entire 
scene in the brown-red pigment that connects 
the notch on the fatal iron with the streams of 
blood from the head and torso of the slain man. 
What’s more, the same color can also be found in 
other parts of the picture, where it is applied—as 
in other works of Francesco Urbini—with partly 
eruptive, partly fluid brushstrokes, suggesting 
that armor, ground, trees and even the sky are 
silent witnesses, if not compassionate victims, 
of the bloody deed, which thus becomes a crime 
against the whole world. In contrast to older and 
contemporary representations of the myth, the 
majolica plate does not isolate the Ceres oak, but 
rather uses the trees and bushes to depict the 
life-giving lushness of the grove, also described 
in various literary adaptations of the myth. 
What is striking is that the vegetation behind 
Erysichthon appears to wrap his upper body 
in a green cloak, which makes it clear that the 
king, despite all his contempt for the nature god-
dess Ceres, still forms part of the natural world 
against which he raises his axe. Here, as in many 
other objects made during early modernity, we 
discern how visual and material elements form 
a nuanced ecological statement—which, in the 
foregoing case study of a Kunstkammer object, 
we have mainly addressed by means of iconology 
and by combining written and visual evidence 
(in order to study the afterlife of a classical tradi-
tion).

4. Imagining Alternative Ecological 
Conditions

The early modern period shows an astonishing 
number of parallels to our own present. Indeed, 
if the early modern era stood at the beginning 
of the so-called “modern age,” we may stand at 
its end. Many developments that have been cel-
ebrated as achievements at the beginning of the 
twentieth century and, in some cases, touted as 
roots of our present conditions, either originated 
or noticeably intensified during the early mod-
ern period or experienced deep crises during 
that time: subjectivism, anthropocentrism/hu-
manism, rationalism, etc.89 Scientific and social 
developments have also given many pre-modern 
concepts of nature, which have been dismissed 
as magical and naive since the Enlightenment at 
the latest, a new plausibility.90

At the same time, the early modern past is also 
a context fundamentally different from our own 
present in terms of the many alternative models 
of ecological thought it fostered. Consequently, 
there is no lack of theoretical and practical 
frameworks from the early modern period that 
we might use to rethink and shape togetherness 
on this planet today. In our opinion, there are 
many “ecologies of the other,”91 as the anthro-
pologist Philippe Descola has formulated it, to 
be discovered in the visual culture and artistic 
texts of the early modern era.92 Formal, motivic, 
and material properties of early modern art-
works represent ecologies that run counter to 
the binary hierarchies in circulation today. Hu-
bert Zapf, a specialist in American studies, who 
has advocated for an analysis of texts as “cultural 
ecosystems,” suggests that art history has com-
pelling possibilities for uncovering such proper-
ties.93 Indeed, as Allan C. Braddock already pre-
dicted in his ground-breaking essay, “Ecocritical 
Art History” (2009), historically-oriented eco-
criticism “may bring attention to neglected evi-
dence of past ecological and proto-ecological 
sensibility or it may cast canonical works and 
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figures in a new light by revealing previously 
unnoticed complexity regarding environmental 
concerns.”94 Yet in the art history of early mod-
ern Europe, the prospect of uncovering such al-
ternative ecologies has so far remained a largely 
unrealized promise.

A fourth ecocritical approach to examining 
the history of early modern art that might fulfill 
that potential is to survey the variety of images, 
objects, and spaces that illustrate perspectives on 
people and their surroundings beyond contem-
porary positions such as today’s familiar nature/
culture dichotomies. Our task is to understand 
the internal ecological structures of early mod-
ern artworks and to determine how we can view 
images, objects, and built environments as eco-
systems that instantiate sometimes surprisingly 
de-hierarchical and fluid relationships between 
social and other horizons. Let us consider, then, 
a final example that illustrates how early modern 

images conjure alternative ecologies—materially, 
experientially, symbolically, and otherwise.

Sometime between 1610 and 1638, Hercules 
Segers (1589/1590 – before 1638) completed a work 
now called Mountain Landscape with a Crest and 
a Forked Tree, which depicts a ridge ceding to a 
valley dominated by two distant peaks (fig. 6). 
As much as the landscape, with its entrancing 
textures and vaporous qualities, seems like a re-
cord of a direct experience with nature, Segers 
likely gathered the sheet’s varied topographies 
from unidentifiable Netherlandish terrains and 
mountainous sites in prints and paintings.95 Yet 
while Segers’s Mountain Landscape constitutes a 
fantasy world that strives for plausibility and im-
mediacy, in contrast to older traditions of land-
scape painting embodied by Patinir or Cock, 
who prized motivic legibility (see, e.g., figs. 3 and 
4), it also displays a remarkable degree of under-
determination. A path traversed by a lone travel-

6  Hercules Segers, Mountain Landscape with a Crest and a Forked Tree, first version, ca. 1610 – 1638, mixed media on 
paper, 12 × 19.5 cm. London, The British Museum, Department of Prints and Drawings, inv. no. Sheepshanks.5516
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ler leads to a small village extending down the 
far side of the ridge, accompanied in the valley to 
the left by what could be a convent or a ruin. To 
the left of this structure, at the crest of the closest 
ridge in the middle ground, one can read a dark, 
upright line with a blunt terminus, in conjunc-
tion with the nearby vertical marks, as possible 
evidence of tree-felling. In hesitating to confirm 
the location of the landscape, the functions of 
the architecture, or even the existence of a felled 
tree, Segers sows ambiguity within the image’s 
ways of figuring nature as a possible subject of 
human intervention. Instead of objectifying and 
visually appropriating nature, Segers uses forms 
of dissimulation to open paths to a different 
ecology and an alternative experience of terres-
trial coexistence.96

One key way in which Segers’s Mountain 
Landscape achieves such dissimulation is its 
mingling of various media techniques. Whether 
physical or notional, dialogues between media 
typified the graphic productions of Segers. The 
artist often engaged painterly topoi and styles as 
well as materials such as fabric substrates, pre-
pared the grounds of his prints with colored 
washes, and tweaked individual impressions 
with chromatic adjustments such that each en-
dures as a formally unique image.97 According 
to the British Museum’s online catalog, Moun-
tain Landscape is an “etching and drypoint, 
printed in light-blue ink on ochre-tinted paper, 
brushed with grey-blue pigment, touched with 
greenish-brown watercolour.”98 Segers brought 
these various techniques into a multifaceted in-
terplay that in certain places creates a coherent 
narrative, but in many cases proves contradic-
tory, ambiguous, and perplexing. These effects 
begin with the treatment of line. The artist com-
posed Mountain Landscape with a cacophony of 
active, volatile lines, which crackle and pop be-
fore subsiding again into sinuous lineaments of 
ink. The jagged peak that defines the skyline of 
the right half of the work is covered in what can 
only be described as a marbleized web, creating 

a texture that resembles the irregular surface of 
bubbling sea foam and can read as naked rock, 
a brush-covered terrain, or a mixture of both. 
The confusion between organic and inorganic, 
still-fuzzy gradients of the seventeenth-century 
scala naturae,99 echoes in the ambiguous status 
of the broad plain below the mountain, com-
prised of many horizontal lines that run in par-
allel, occasionally interrupted by circular blobs 
suggestive of trees or bushes. Are we observing 
a brush-covered expanse marked by layers of 
horizontal gradients, or a cultivated field, whose 
horizontals evidence terracing or tilling? Or, al-
ternatively, vivid marks of Segers’s own artistic 
prowess? The lines will not say.

A different mode of medial dissimulation—
that is, a hesitancy to disclose the very identities 
of the various media that form the image—ap-
pears in the left margin, where black ink stains 
cover the landscape. These spots appear so dif-
fuse as to resemble paint, and seem to register 
foul biting or a similar, acidic manipulation of 
the plate. Together, they form a nebula of ink 
that pushes itself forward and all but dislocates 
the border of the image. We could have the feel-
ing that the sheet loses its representational qual-
ity here, if the blots did not at the same time 
adhere precisely to the topography of the scene 
and contribute to its atmospheric mood.100 The 
painterliness of these marks appears all the 
starker when compared to the diagonal hatching 
of the bottom right foreground, where the print-
maker’s gestures resemble drawing and thereby 
engage a longstanding rapport between etching 
and the art of drawing.101 In sum, the print not 
only refuses to divulge precisely which media 
we are pondering, but how they work together to 
achieve figuration.

Segers’s interest in medial dissimulation lastly 
manifests in the watercolor sections, which seem 
to work against representation as such. The 
light gray-blue pigment, which touches parts 
of the sky and above all highlights parts in the 
foreground and middle ground, contributes to 
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the image’s apparent spatiality. Meanwhile, it re-
mains unclear whether we should read the darker 
passages of wash as shadows, or as entities mate-
rially different and topographically distinct from 
the neighboring lighter passages. The same can 
be said of the brown coloring, which uniformly 
stains the valley on the left and the plain and 
mountain on the right, thus connecting them 
compositionally, and, at the same time, pushing 
the narrow strip of landscape on the horizon into 
the distance. The brown wash that forms a back-
drop to mountain on the right—which could sug-
gest a cloud or another mountain, were the same 
color not painted out to the left of the mountain 
peak toward the center of the picture—exists al-
most beyond mimetic legibility. In any case, the 
painterly interplay around the mountain finds its 
counterpart in the dark color arrangements that 
run along the contour of the left mountain peak 
and dissipate in cloud-like patches toward the 
center, contributing to the image’s compositio-
nal coherence, if not its legibility. With all these 
episodes of medial dissimulation, Segers fore-
grounds the innate and unrehearsed behaviors of 
his own artistic materials as mutually dependent 
players in a complex web of action and reaction, 
actors who together navigate a spontaneous co-
existence within the image-world.

The self-reflexive qualities of Segers’s mixed 
media technique in Mountain Landscape imply 
the roles of visual media in human experience. 
The foregrounding of visual media as shapers 
of human experience is particularly apropos for 
Segers’s subject, landscape, which has recently 
been reconceptualized, in scholarship on pre-
modern European art, as a way of seeing.102

Compositionally, the picture poises between 
the retreating macchia on the left and the plas-
tically tangible tree on the right, textures that 
evoke for the viewer the links between tactile 
and visual sensation, the anticipation of touch 
via sight, or of appearance through feeling. Be-
tween these edges, a dense network of graphic 
and colorful correspondences and connections 

unfolds, which our organizing gaze can only 
with difficulty transfer into the tight corset of 
veristic conventions of representation and recep-
tion. The result of Seger’s deft mixing of media is 
that everything seems connected to everything 
else, at least potentially.

Crucially, the under-determinacy and deliber-
ate blurring of visual and material strategies that 
generate mimetic objectivity—greatly served by 
Segers’s mixing of media—open a space of inter-
pretation and imagination that does not place 
us viewers in the position of all-knowing and 
all-understanding sovereigns over this land-
scape.103 Rather, the effect embeds us in a churn-
ing sea of ambiguities and relational possibilities. 
The church tower in the middle of the picture 
provides a decentered, fixed point, but without 
dominating the scenery, as it is integrated into 
the net of the picture ground by the watercolor. 
We may feel like the human silhouette in the pic-
ture, which merges colorfully and graphically 
into this landscape rather than measuring it with 
rigid steps. Anything but the semantic node of 
the image, this human figure offers itself as a per-
ceptual vehicle and alter ego that does not stand 
before or above this world but is one with it. And, 
in a further decentering of the human, Segers’s 
characteristically wide, deep, and uneven etching 
marks and volatile strokes of brush revel in artis-
tic processes subject not to human mastery, but 
to the agency of materials and indeed chance—
such as the artist’s signature, prolonged exposure 
of the plate to the chemical corrosion of nitric 
acid and the freedom with which he allowed his 
washes to stain his paper substrate.104 We can see 
Segers’s rhizomatic image itself as an ecology that 
involves us as observers within a complex mesh 
of processes and relationships. In other words, 
Segers’s interweaving of artistic techniques and 
materials calls for the cognitive exploration of 
the world not to be imagined as a simple subject-
object relation, but rather as an incomplete, con-
tradictory, multi-layered, and multipolar process 
that foils preconceived distinctions between per-
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ceived subject and the not-easily-objectifiable en-
vironment.

Segers’s intermedial printmaking represents 
an exceptional performance within a much 
broader tradition of mixed-media graphic art 
in sixteenth- and seventeenth-century Europe. 
There is reason to believe that mixed-media 
printmaking of the kind Segers pursued here 
was regarded, during the sixteenth and seven-
teenth centuries, as evidence of artistic genius 
and a means to sell his works. At least, this is the 
narrative that has dominated the literature on 
the subject in the last decades.105 From an eco-
critical perspective, those readings adopt an ex-
cessively anthropocentric stance that forecloses, 
to a degree, the elements of interrelation between 
subject and object clearly at play in Mountain 
Landscape. What if we were to understand the 
push-and-pull between etching, drypoint, and 
watercolor not only as evidence of Segers’s artis-
tic bravura, but as a performance of relationality 
between disparate elements that echoes the give-
and-take between the coexisting elements of na-
ture figured through those artistic techniques? 
In other words, what if the mixing of media in 
this work instantiates a medial ecosystem, one 
whose inner workings echoes the mingling of 
natural elements within the depicted landscape? 
In such a scenario, the intermedial qualities 
of Segers’s print join the work’s interweaving 
of points, lines, planes, lights, and shadows to 
evoke the interconnectedness and complexity 
of the natural world as system and experience, a 
living and lived ambience in which humans are 
merely a single group among many other types 
of actors.106

Here Segers doubtless retains some role as a 
demiurgic creator-figure, the first mover who 
materializes the work’s implied ways of sensing 
and molding that world. At the same time, the 
messiness, indeterminacy, and contingent na-
ture of the natural materials and processes that 
Segers used to form this image—a performance 
of forces not entirely subject to his artistic con-

trol—also reserve, in line with a longstanding 
early modern trope of nature-as-artist, a place 
for nature as the author of this work.107 Thus, the 
print accommodates both the artist-as-god-like-
creator and an alternative to that model, wherein 
the human is but one element within a complex 
web of material and non-material agents and 
forces. From a methodological perspective, such 
an expansion upon more anthropocentric inter-
pretations demonstrates how an object-oriented, 
technical, formalistic, and phenomenological 
study of art history (which in recent times has 
been used to make claims about the status of art 
or of artists in early modernity) can also accom-
modate assertions about the status of the terres-
trial world and the artist-in-nature—and specifi-
cally, to imagine an alternative ecology in and 
through images.

Conclusion

The foregoing case studies affirm that research 
on the visual and material cultures of early mo-
dernity can distinctively enrich ecocritical dis-
course in art history and other disciplines on sev-
eral fronts. As the “green world” of Terra Brasilis 
suggests, we can probe how encounters with the 
visual and material presented early modern peo-
ple with vivid and often multisensorial ways of 
experiencing and imagining human and more-
than-human existence on this planet. This map, 
along with the Martyrdom of St. Catherine and 
the Erysichthon plate, also confirms that we can 
seek to understand the early modern era as a pe-
riod of pivotal change in the histories of vision 
and visuality and their roles in constructing a 
human/nature dichotomy, generative forms of 
ecosophical ambiguity, and models of ecological 
thought. Finally, as we have seen with Segers’s 
Mountain Landscape, we can constructively at-
tend to the inherently material qualities of early 
modern art to imagine alternative ways of being 
in the world and its changing conditions.
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We would reiterate that what we have sket-
ched above is by no means a comprehensive set 
of approaches to studying early modern art his-
tory from an ecocritical perspective or a com-
plete outline of the types of evidence available 
for such research. Our selection of case studies 
has inevitably required a degree of focus that 
should not be interpreted as a limitation on 
other possible manifestations of the methods 
we have tested above. To expose some of the 
surprising ramifications of our proposal for the 
most conservative forms of early modern (Euro-
pean) art history—ramifications we will discuss 
presently—we have foregrounded the very two-
dimensional images that early modern art stu-
dies have often problematically privileged. We 
hypothesize that the most robust ecocritical his-
tories of early modern art will account for ma-
nifold other forms of making, from sculpture to 
architecture, urbanism, and engineering, a po-
tential we leave unrealized in the limited space 
of this essay. In variously analyzing two-dimen-
sional images of tree-felling, we have aspired to 
make differences and similarities between the 
four outlined approaches more obvious, while 
also inviting readers to add to our preliminary 
quartet.

What will have been apparent from the very 
start of this position paper and its re-reading of 
a canonical Dürer landscape is that an “activist” 
stance is all but unavoidable in the ecocritical 
practice of early modern art history. We do not 
deny that an ecological agenda informs our in-
terest in developing and sharing a methodology 
for that purpose. We also cannot deny that the 
dire ecological situation of our present motivates 
our call to engage with the art of the early mod-
ern past on ecological terms. Perhaps unsurpris-
ingly, then, we see evidence of a widespread im-
pression among certain art historians that those 
who incorporate ecocritical perspectives into 
analyses of early modern art operate with a pre-
sentist mindset as well as a theoretical and even 
avant-garde methodological orientation.108

And yet an ecocritical stance does not ne-
cessarily run counter to more conservative and 
source-oriented modes of early modern art his-
tory or entail an ultimately presentist ethos: 
Our understanding of Terra Brasilis as a record 
and instrument of colonial resource extraction 
arises not only from postcolonial criticality, but 
the technical history of mapmaking. Our consi-
deration of the ecological ambiguities of the St. 
Catherine painting relies on knowledge of scrip-
ture and cultural history. Humanistic learning 
enables the reading of the Erysichthon majolica 
as a model of ecological thought. Both the St. 
Catherine and Erysichthon readings likewise 
depend upon decades-old practices of iconology, 
visual hermeneutics, and, à la Erwin Panofsky, 
their intersections with literary studies and 
textual exegesis. Both our interpretations of 
map and plate are informed by reception aesthe-
tics and historical practices of handling objects. 
Finally, as our treatment of Segers’s Mountain 
Landscape shows, formal analysis and technical 
art history, along with long-familiar pheno-
menological approaches, can offer surprising 
avenues toward decentering the human in the 
face of early modern art history’s markedly an-
thropocentric dispositions, all in the service of 
imagining an alternative ecological condition. 
In short, to effectively understand the origins of 
our ecological crisis in early modern images, to 
unpack their ecological ambiguities, to discern 
their models of ecological thought, and to use 
them as platforms for imagining alternatives to 
our ecological present, one must hew closely to 
early modern sources while avoiding the pre-
judices of modern viewpoints. As acute as our 
current ecological crisis may be, we suspect that 
it is long-term thinking, not presentism, that 
must undergird an ecocritical revision of the 
history of early modern art. Thus, our hope is 
that ecocritical methods of early modern art 
history continue to develop in a way that proves 
capacious for virtually all practitioners of our 
art.
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We therefore conclude with a final ref lec-
tion on the potential benefits of an ecocritical 
re-orientation in the study of early modern art. 
First, established methods of art history, such as 
iconological studies, formalism, or technical art 
history, might, if approached from an ecocriti-
cal position, experience an unexpected renewal. 
Second, ecocritical perspectives can impart the 
entire tradition of art-nature studies within early 
modern art history with a novel dimension, one 
that foregrounds the connectedness of terres-
trial elements and forces as well as the embed-
dedness of human and more-than human life in 
a fluid meshwork of interdependencies. Third, 
studies of early modern art putatively devoted 
to other topics—say, political, colonial, material, 
gender, media, and other modes of art history—
can, through ecological considerations, likewise 
acquire a new way to deepen and expand their 
arguments. And lastly, the possible rewards of 
an ecocritical methodology of early modern art 
history do not end with art history as such. We 
have contended that the history of early modern 
art has a distinctive potential to accommodate 
ecocritical perspectives. In much the same vein, 
we discern that the history of early modern art 
has an exceptional capacity to project ecological 

models of thought that differ from those of our 
own times—paradigms that enrich our under-
standing of the past while mapping a path to an 
alternative future.
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