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The Relentless Memorial: Environmental Melancholia and
Collective Social Mania
“What [the artist] aims at is to awaken in us the same emotional attitude, the same
mental constellation as that which in him produced the impetus to create” -- Sigmund Freud
(1914/1955, p. 212).
My artistic interest situates itself at the intersection of the natural and the man-made
world. There, I experience a deep reverence for the Earth’s limitless diverse species and
interwoven, highly evolved ecological environments. I also experience grave concern from
witnessing environmental exploitation, pollution, and lack of conservation. I am not alone in this
sentiment. At this time in history, humanity’s single most relevant, under-examined, overarching
dilemma is the collective global ambivalence and grief caused by widespread habitat loss. My
work investigates the psychological responses we have to notions of a worldwide ecological
collapse, which was recently given a name by psychosocial researcher and writer Renee
Lertzman. Lertzman calls the devastating contemporary ailment environmental melancholia
(2015, p. 6). Rooted in human psychological theory, environmental melancholia is an arrested
state of mourning related to overlapping events of environmental destruction.
Among artists, activists, and conservationists today, a feeling of disappointment and
confusion is prevalent. In an interview between contemporary American artists Mark Dion and
Alexis Rockman, Dion (2014) confessed that he once believed that environmental issues were
simply “information problems,” and that people would “opt for environmental sanity over
ecological suicide” (Dion & Rockman, p. 1). He eventually concluded that although there is
plenty of information available, people (including himself) still continue to degrade the
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environment “to suicidal extremes” (Dion & Rockman, 2014, p.1). News outlets provide
frightening tidbits of information from all corners of the world, as well as apocalyptic warnings
that will result from inaction. Yet tragically, in spite of a constant stream of information, the
ecological collapses around the planet have been getting undeniably worse.1
After countless discussions with all kinds of people about environmental collapse, I
began to notice a pattern. People would discuss the unsettling reality of environmental changes
(whether on the other side of the world or nearby) with gravel in their voices, fear, and anxiety.
Then there would be silence, often followed by a shrug. My work changed when instead of
asking people to see the horror, I realized that they indeed had seen it, but were responding by
locking that horror away somewhere inside themselves. I wanted to know where, and why. My
work changed from following the path of didactic visual portrayal to behavioral inquisition.
As the new conversation about environmental melancholia continues to percolate around
the globe, I count myself among the contributing scientists, psychologists, activists and artists
who are adding invaluable research and social commentary. While some artists are portraying
glorious homages to our world’s dwindling species, others are responding by graphically
showing the threats to humankind and ecology. Both are valuable contributions and both help to
frame one another. My approach is to plant a psychological seed using both a layered visual
entry and a conceptual sensibility that contains more than one meaning. As such, my thesis
artwork, Relentless Memorial, is a synthesis of complex themes relating to human psychology,
environment, nature, aesthetics, activism, and grief. This paper argues that the urgency of our

1

“Not only is the planet undergoing one of the largest climate changes in the past 65 million years, scientists
report that it's occurring at a rate 10 times faster than any change in that period. Without intervention, this
extreme pace could lead to a 5-6 degree Celsius spike in annual temperatures by the end of the century”
(Climate change occurring ten times faster than at any time in past 65 million years, 2013, para. 1).
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collective human response to ecological collapse can directly be mediated with artworks such as
Relentless Memorial (see Figure 1).

Figure 1. Installation detail of Relentless Memorial (2015) by Regan Rosburg, the author’s thesis work, showing a
bird in flight as a representation of fragile beauty. Oil paint, mylar, spray paint, aluminum, velcro, cables, and glue.
144’ x 144’ x 120’. Denver, CO: Artist’s private collection.

Environmental Melancholia, Collective Social Mania,
And the Loop Between Them
“So by taking flight into the ego, love escapes extinction” – S. Freud (1917, p. 257).

In my attempt to understand my own sadness about the environment, I first turned to
understanding sadness itself. My research began with a brilliant essay on mourning by Sigmund
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Freud. In Mourning and Melancholia, Freud analyzes the psychological processing of loss and
grief (1917, p. 244). Whether the loss is literal or symbolic (it can be a person, place, idea, or
object), the “mourner” experiences a period of time in which she is forced to grieve, mentally let
go of her beloved object, and emotionally sort out her memories and attachments to it. When the
painful work of mourning is over, the ego is free, and she becomes uninhibited again (1917, p.
245).
This process is made easier when there is a tangible way to subject the lost love to the test
of reality (i.e., seeing the dead body of her deceased relative, or having a conversation that ends a
romantic relationship). Unfortunately, sometimes this is not possible. If, for whatever reason, she
is unable to properly mourn the loss (lack of a body, lack of closure, traumatic separation from
the loved object) then her ego is instead tethered between love and hate, between desire and
aversion, and between confusion and certainty. Freud argued that this un-reconciled loss and
ambivalence is what leads her to the damaging pathos of “melancholia” (1917, p. 251).
Melancholia is not limited to love relationships, or dying relatives. In fact, I believe that it
directly correlates to the mass deaths in the environment (species, ecosystems, natural resources
and people), and that humanity is exhibiting a social behavior of what has been recently named
“environmental melancholia.” Environmental melancholia is caused when loss and mourning
related to ecological deaths are unattended to (Lertzman. 2015, p. 6). As the ecological collapse
reaches epidemic proportions, so grows the pervasiveness of environmental melancholia.
Does one’s love for the environment translate into action? Surely love can overcome
melancholia? Unfortunately, this is not the case.
In her book, Environmental Melancholia: Psychological Dimensions of Engagement,
Renee Lertzman says, “Even those who care deeply about the well-being of ecosystems and
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future generations are paralyzed to translate such concern into action” (2015, p. 12). Far from
coming from apathy, the lack of action stems from the inability to reconcile loss or ambivalent
feelings (melancholia) and the resulting onset of manic defense mechanisms such as denial,
defensiveness, guilt, avoidance, and splitting (2015, p. 13). This observation echoes Freud’s
conclusion about untreated melancholia, which is that the inevitable emotional exhaustion caused
from melancholia will eventually end in “mania.”2 Mania, Freud said, essentially meant that the
person would desperately reach for a new focus or love, often in a state of wild elation or
addiction (1917, p. 258).
Freud’s observations from over a hundred years ago are being expressed in contemporary
society as a global scourge of pain, paralysis and avoidance. I propose that the manic defense
mechanisms manifest in our society in two ways: first, as mind-numbing and distracting
behaviors (watching television, drinking alcohol to excess, staring at social media applications
on our phones, packing our schedules); and second, as a rationalized allegiance to materialism
and shopping.
This manic behavior is a socially collective response – a mood management tool that is
encouraged by advertisers, habitually internalized by individuals, and left un-policed in the face
of declining ecological health – which I have termed “collective social mania.” Collective social
mania is a direct result of environmental melancholia. It is the collective pathological manic
defense response manifesting as an unrelenting, frantic consumerism that betrays the very object
that the collective culture is grieving: the Earth.
A culture that is driven, encouraged, and addicted to consuming is a culture that is numb,
indebted, and controllable. I propose that the two pathologies of environmental melancholia and
2

Freud writes “The most remarkable characteristic of melancholia […] is its tendency to change round into
mania […] Some cases run their course in periodic relapses […] Others show the regular alternation of
melancholic and manic phases which has led to the hypothesis of a circular insanity” (1917, p. 253).
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collective social mania function as opposite poles of consumerism, around which society cycles
endlessly.
The paradoxical cycle is illustrated below (see Figure 2). The psychological response to
prolonged, overlapping occurrences of environmental melancholia is to have a manic defense
reflex. It entails an individual temporarily managing his mood by becoming manic -- “checking
out” emotionally and/or consuming goods -- in order to forget his melancholia. This mania may
last for hours, or days, or weeks. Eventually, he hears another news story about how the
(over)production and consumption of these goods and services contribute to the crushing strain
on the environment, or is otherwise brought back into the sobering reality of slow environmental
collapse. Possibly, the high has worn off. As sadness and grief set in, the cycle returns to
melancholia.
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Figure 2. Illustration of the continuous, reflexive cycling between environmental melancholia and collective social
mania. Copyright 2015 by Regan Rosburg.
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Funeral for An Invisible Body:
The Connection Between Ambivalence and Grief
“Maybe if you don’t look at the death, maybe it didn’t happen.....Seeing is believing. The
body in a casket. That’s how infantile, sometimes, we are.” -- funeral director in Sweeney (2014,
p. 135).

Both destructive poles of the environmental melancholic/collective social manic cycle
result from one thing: non-awareness. Correspondingly, in psychology, the vital step towards
halting the melancholic/manic cycle is simply bringing awareness to one’s ambivalence (two
opposing ideas).
The causes of environmental melancholic ambivalence are, for example, wanting material
goods but feeling guilty that materialism contributes to ecological suffering (Jamail, 2015).
Another example could be city residents depending on a factory for their economy, while
lamenting that the factory is polluting or sprawling out in the once-pristine landscape (Lertzman,
2015, p. 19). Holding these two opposing desires is emotionally taxing and contributes to the
corrosive cycle of environmental melancholia and collective social mania.
However, once the ambivalent feelings surrounding a loss can be admitted, one is able to
do two things: 1) seek emotional reparations3 (a wish to heal), and 2) face the notion of grief.
Unlike the notion of depression, which is a kind of dead-end that does not embody emotional
connection, grief is connection. It is, at its core, the emotional engine of mourning. Chris Jordan,
a contemporary American photographer and documentary filmmaker of the upcoming film,
3

As psychologist Hanna Segal explains in Notes on Symbol Formation, every child inherently learns to tolerate
ambivalent feelings as a stage of development, and a sense of inner reality is developed. A wish to make
reparations for angry, violent, or uncomfortable feelings towards the loved object is sought. (Segal, 1957, p.
392).
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Midway, says “Grief is the same as love. [It] is a felt experience of love for something that we’re
losing, or that we’ve lost” (as cited in Jarvis, 2015, para. 3).
We may inwardly grieve the suffering of animals or environments we have never known
before, and our sadness equals our love for these unknown things. Unfortunately, not only is the
suffering overwhelmingly plentiful, abstract, and overlapping, our resulting mourning (grief) is
halted because there is no body to bury, no ashes to spread, and no flag to fold. How does one
mourn the loss of bees, or melting glaciers, or plastic-filled birds? How does one bury a body
that does not exist? (See Figures 3 and 4.)

Figure 3. An example of visual representation creating a bridge to grief, in Chris Jordan’s Unaltered Stomach
Contents of a Laysan Albatross Fledgling, Midway Island. 2009. Color photograph. Used with the artist’s
permission. Seattle, Washington: artist’s private collection.
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Figure 4. Similarly, Mai Iksander’s close framing of garbage evokes the viewer’s emotional experience, in this still
from the film, Garbage Dreams. 2009. Retrieved from: http://www.popmatters.com/review/124588-independentlens-garbage-dreams/

The answer is to create a symbol of the lost object (see Figure 5), or perform a symbolic
act. Then the mind can healthfully mentally process the intangible loss. In psychology, this is
called a “transformational object.”4 It provides an emotional bridge for one to step over into
healing and reparation.
No one is more comfortably versed in symbolism than an artist.

4

Transformation object theory is based on the idea that in adulthood, we seek objects, relationships or things
that comfort us and alter our mood in the same way our mother did. We seek to reconnect with a reassured
state that existed during our early memorable life (Lertzman, 2013, p. 127).
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Figure 5. Sally Mann’s Eva turns the remains of her dog into a visceral abstraction of loss. 2012. Silver gelatin print,
8” x 10”. Retrieved from: http://emerald.tufts.edu/programs/mma/fah189/2002/nmadahar/sallymann_eva.html

Symbolizing Grief: Leaving Didacticism Behind
“By virtue of his art he can give his objects an eternal life in his work. And since they
represent his internal world too, if he can do that, he himself will no longer be afraid of death.”
-- psychologist Hannah Segal of the artist Marcel Proust (1952, p. 198).

Segal wrote in her groundbreaking work, A Psycho Analytical Approach to Aesthetics,
“Symbol formation is the outcome of a loss; it is a creative act involving the pain and the whole
work of mourning” (1952, p. 203). More importantly, she points out that the very essence of art
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is the use of symbols.
Artists wield a valuable tool in addressing environmental melancholia and collective
social mania by employing symbols and symbolic acts by which they address their own grief, as
well as providing an object or event to be “grieved” by others. They have an acute awareness of
what is inherent in all humans, which is the desire to re-create a once loved but now ruined or
lost object, or a ruined internal world or self (Segal, 1952, p. 199).
Segal posits (1952, p. 203) that normal individuals, neurotic individuals,5 and artistic
individuals all experience profound feelings of ambivalence towards a variety of life factors.
Although artists and neurotics can experience the same “difficulties of unresolved depression,
[and] the collapse of their internal world” (Segal, 1952, p. 203), the artist possesses an inherent
high tolerance for anxiety and depression. Put another way, while the neurotic patients defaulted
to “manic defenses leading to a denial of psychic reality”6 (Segal, 1952, p. 203), artists instead
were acutely aware of both their inner reality, which they outwardly express, and the external
reality of the materials in which the expressing happens.
Artists, then, are driven to transform the pain of an intangible emotional loss by creating
symbols; the physical act of producing symbols makes this possible. The resulting artwork can
also prompt emotional responses from and transformation for its audience. As such, one of the

5

Miriam Webster Dictionary describes the word “neurotic” as having or suggesting neurosis; often or always fearful
or worried about something; tending to worry in a way that is not healthy nor reasonable. “Neurosis” is an emotional
illness in which a person experiences strong feelings of fear or worry (Miriam-Webster.com, retrieved from
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/neurotic, n.d., n.p.)
6
If neurotic patients default to manic defenses to deny psychic reality, and society defaults to collective social
mania (which is a state of manic defenses) to deny the psychic reality of environmental melancholia, then society is
clearly neurotic when experiencing collective social mania.
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peripheral roles of an artist (as a producer of symbolism) is to help others sympathetically or
empathetically manage their own grief.7
More importantly, the more that individuals can utilize artistic symbolism as a way of
experiencing their grief (and thus, their love for what has been lost) the more authentically they
can connect with themselves, and then move towards meaningful, pragmatic changes of behavior
in the face of overwhelming collapse. The goal, if there is one, is not to solve the world’s
problems, but to first get individuals to confess that they hurt at all.

Figure 6. James Audubon depicts the beauty and genius of nature. Plate 79, Yellow Throated Wood-Warbler. Birds
of America: Octavo Edition. Lithograph. 1841-1848.

7

Segal says: “In creating tragedy I suggest the success of the artist depends on his being able fully to acknowledge
and express his depressive phantasies and anxieties. In expressing them...he does work similar to the work of
mourning in that he internally re-creates a harmonious world which is projected into his art” (1952, p. 204).
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During my initial studies at Lesley, I quickly identified with painters with similar
aesthetic choices to my own (Hudson River School artists, James Audubon (see Figure 6), and
Ernst Heckle). The bucolic scenery and scientific mastery of these artists captivated me. But as
my research in environmental melancholia deepened, I identified more with contemporary artists
like Julie Heffernan, who inverted one of the aforementioned attributes to create beautiful,
apocalyptic visions of dystopia.

Figure 7. Inverting the beautiful and the dystopic. Self Portrait as Booty, 2007, by Julie Heffernan. Oil on Canvas,
68.5” x 85”. Retrieved from: http://www.julieheffernan.net/2007

In Self Portrait as Booty (see Figure 7) Heffernan exemplifies a deceptively disharmonic
commentary on environmental melancholia. In a 2013 interview with Art-Rated, she explains
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how her fear and concern over climate change is expressed in her work. She says “All the
paintings are very much about the fact that we’re on the brink of some very interesting,
potentially scary times, and I’m trying to get ready in my own psyche for those changes we will
soon have to deal with” (cited in Beer, 2013, para. 4). She not only implicates herself squarely in
the middle of her painful melancholia, but also symbolically weaves images of idealized
landscapes and those of a culture that takes indulgence too far. By portraying a massive,
unnecessary slaughter, she is painting her grief.

Figure 8. Revering the beauty and vulnerability of nature at the same time expressed in an early work, The Thread,
by Regan Rosburg, 2012. Resin and mixed media on wood, 32” x 24”. Denver, CO: Private Collection.
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My earlier works highlighted the beauty of the natural world, but also lamented on how
humans were destroying it. In The Thread (see Figure 8), I portray a Black Stilt with its foot
entangled in a painted red thread. Close examination of the thread reveals its deep entanglement
in heaps of real trash under the painted water, thus dooming the endangered bird.8 Though the
beauty of this piece worked well as an entry point, it was unbalanced, leaning too far towards a
melancholic lament and lacking any kind of the manic reality that now interests me. Also, the
plastic trash imbedded in the painting was too easily digested and literal.

Figure 9. Another early work relying more on literal meaning rather than symbolism, by the author. Slick, by Regan
Rosburg, 2014. Plastic and paint on wood, 24” x 20”.

8 In 2012, there were only 61 adult Black Stilts left in New Zealand because of polluted habitats and predators (Top 100

Birds, entry 67, para. 1).
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Figure 10. Detail. Slick, by Regan Rosburg, 2014.

As I continued my graduate studio work, despite my conceptual intention, I usually
defaulted to using straightforward symbolism in each piece.9 Even my sculptural painting, Slick,
(see Figure 9 and Figure 10) fell short. Although it balanced beauty and terror, it hastily
referenced oil spills, and did not symbolize the environmental melancholic/manic ambivalence I
was looking for. In different ways, most pieces were didactic. I was unsatisfied that they did not
engage emotion, and could not conjure notions of grief. They failed.

9

I have often used animal symbolism in my paintings and drawings to infer dissonant harbingers of a coming
collapse. I feel that the increasingly common trend of beautifully portraying dystopia/catastrophe/environmental
melancholia in paintings/photography could lead to (in both collectors and the general art audience) a desensitization
to the information the artist had intended to convey. At the extreme level, an over-saturation of this genre of work in
the world market could bring about the same melancholic/manic responses that the over-saturation of media images
does on an individual’s psyche.
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Figure 11. The artist evokes emotion through scale and viewer participation. the common S E N S E (installation
view), 2015, by Ann Hamilton. Color print on newsprint sheets, varied sizes. Seattle, WA: Henry Museum.

Engaging a Sense of Grief: Symbolic Materials, Spaces and Images
“We are drowning in information, while starving for wisdom. The world henceforth will
be run by synthesizers, people who are able to put together the right information at the right
time, think critically about it, and make important choices wisely,” -- biologist Edward Owen
Wilson (1998, p. 294).

Everything changed when I saw contemporary artist Anne Hamilton’s museum exhibition
entitled the common S E N S E (see Figure 11). Deceased animal bodies from the Burke Nature
Museum had been scanned, printed on newsprint paper, and then hung in stacks. The sheer scale
of the installation was powerful. Thousands upon thousands of blurry portraits hung in silence,
continuing into the next room and the next.
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Viewers were invited to tear away a portrait to take home. As I tore off my favorite
image, I was aware of how I had just implicated myself in the taking of a species. It was a
brilliant activation of thoughts, feelings, emotions and memory. Hamilton tactically forced me to
confront a harsh reality about human nature: consume the animals – take the prettiest one you
can find. Suddenly, I felt my sadness, guilt and grief.
Indeed, in her own words, her show is "an address to the finitude and threatened
extinctions we share across species—a lacrimosa, an elegy, for a future being lost” (Hamilton,
2014, para. 3). The intent behind the work was not lost in any kind of didactic lament or obvious
imagery. It was a strategic placement of the viewer in the work with an underlying theme of
environmental melancholia. I would argue that the act of tearing away the image is a perfect
example of collective social mania.

Figure 12. The author’s installation provides a tactile and sensory experience. Relentless Memorial by Regan
Rosburg, 2015.
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In a similar manner, my thesis work Relentless Memorial (see Figure 12) is an
installation space with a tactile component that not only engages the senses, but also encourages
emotional awareness. It symbolizes the paradox of environmental melancholia and collective
social mania, thus addressing the ambivalence of simultaneous pristine beauty and disintegrating
horror. By concurrently existing as both symbolism and symbolic action – entering and exiting
the space as an act of reverence and contemplation – Relentless Memorial becomes a place for
grieving and a transformational object.
The hanging installation is made almost entirely from petroleum products.10 The circular
wall is a collection of frosted, eight-foot tall Mylar panels. Images of white doves in flight begin
to appear on the panels in a clockwise migration. Parts of the panels are cut away and layered,
increasing in chaos towards the entrance (see Figure 13 and Figure 14).

10

It is important for me to indirectly reference the darker aspects of the petroleum industry without overtly pointing
at it. The petroleum industry contributes significantly to greenhouse gasses, which have been correlated to a rise in
global temperatures worldwide (A Blanket Around the Earth, 2015, para. 15). Furthermore, the overproduction of
petroleum products, including packaging, shipping, and disposable utilitarian products, has created a cultural
desensitization to the perils of this un-biodegradable material. As more and more plastic clogs our waterways,
streets, trashcans, oceans, and bodies, our landscapes become more ugly and toxic.
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Figure 13. Details showing cut material as a representation of fragility and disappearance. Relentless Memorial
(outside), by Regan Rosburg, 2015.
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Figure 14. Details showing cut material as a representation of fragility and disappearance. Relentless Memorial
(inside), by Regan Rosburg, 2015.

The cuts are in the silhouette shapes of dove wings and blackberry brambles. I have
purposefully chosen these symbols for this piece. Birds are a consistent symbol in my work. I
have often looked upon scenes of historical destruction and marveled at how the ever-present
existence of singing birds ironically points to both hope and sadness. They also serve as a
melancholic symbol in the face of climate change, for even though they excel at building nests in
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urban areas (often with human detritus), the speed at which they are being forced to adapt is
proving to be too much for them, and many species are disappearing (McKie, 2013). For
Relentless Memorial, I have specifically chosen to use white doves to represent the dove release
ceremony11 of funerals and memorial services12 where it is considered a symbolic act. Further,
doves have a long symbolic history as messengers of peace, hope and purity (Werness, 2004, p.
156).

LEFT Figure 15 and RIGHT Figure 16. Disintegration and chaos in Relentless Memorial (installation detail), by
Regan Rosburg, 2015.

11

I photographed the doves for this piece at a dove release farm outside of Denver, Colorado, where they are trained
to fly during such events.
12 Birds also are often considered to be the carriers of souls of the dead to heaven (Werness, 2004, p. 156).
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Figure 17. The white form with its subtle references to nature keeps the viewer from being overwhelmed. Relentless
Memorial (installation detail with evidence of disintegration on the floor) by Regan Rosburg, 2015

Blackberries symbolize an abundant wild food source that must be harvested carefully
(thorns), yet I also use them in Relentless Memorial to convey mania. Visually, a small laser-cut
briar becomes more frantic, until the vines literally fall off their substrate into a giant tangle (see
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Figures 15 and 16). They disintegrate into cascading abstract shapes as they simultaneously
crescendo into a maddening mess that is held together by the tension of their thorns.
Though my initial pieces at Lesley used beauty as an entry point, Relentless Memorial
manipulates “the beauty” so that it slowly becomes overwhelming, sickening, and maddening. In
this way, my intent of inserting a subtle state of mania into the work is executed by cloaking
anxiety in a calming white curtain of nature references (see Figure 17).
This approach resonates with contemporary artists such as Petah Coyne, who also asks
for her work to be looked at through the enticing lens of beauty. She delivers complex ideas -overconsumption, activism, death and grief 13 – portrayed in a way that is too horrible not to look
at, and yet too beautiful to look away. “Beatrice” (see Figure 18) references dark Victorian
opulence, using hundreds of wax-dipped flowers that envelop taxidermied birds. “Eguchi’s
Ghost” (see Figure 19) references silver human hair, but is made from a shredded
airstream trailer that had been stopped mid-recycling.

13

In an interview with Petah Coyne, Rebecca Solnit states how Coyne’s work speaks to “the politics of our
time and the things we don’t think about: embodiment […] materiality and the strange states of American
abundance and deprivation (Coyne, 41).
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LEFT Figure 18. Complex forms by Petah Coyne (2003/2008) evoke both horror and awe. Untitled #1180
(Beatrice). Mixed media, 136” x 109” x 121”. Retrieved from:
http://americanart.si.edu/exhibitions/online/birds/artists/coyne/coyne_beatrice.cfm
RIGHT Figure 19. Petah Coyne, Untitled #720 (Eguchi's Ghost), 1992/2007. Mixed media, 120” x 68” x 75”.
Retrieved from: http://www.petahcoyne.org/720.html

I identify with Coyne’s ability to hide layers of meaning in the folds of her work,
coalescing in a kind of conflict. Relentless Memorial makes the viewer touch and move into the
space, and once inside the viewer is confronted with different forms of visual tension. For
example, the space itself is both wholeness and disintegration, represented by solid panels of
Mylar that slowly get eaten away with holes and sharp jagged cuts. The deterioration of the
panels overlaps and begins to form its own new kind of frenzied barrier, which looks both like a
living vine and a dying solid structure. There is also tension in the images of the birds (see
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Figure 20 and Figure 21), which are portrayed fully in flight and as broken, mangled pieces of
disharmonic wings and claws. As parts of perfectly painted feathers are cut away, the viewer can
be confronted with a further sense of disease and loss. I find the tension between terror and
beauty to be a visceral, simultaneous confliction of emotional responses. I propose that the
resulting feeling of ambivalence is a gateway to feeling ambivalence in other ways.

Figure 20. Embedded in Relentless Memorial, 8” x 8” birds depicted in states of both aliveness and injury. By
Regan Rosburg, 2015.
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Figure 21. Embedded in Relentless Memorial, 8” x 8” birds depticted in states of both aliveness and injury. By
Regan Rosburg, 2015.

The entire circular structure is symbolic of the cycle between melancholia and mania. It
is symbolic of how the environmental melancholia/collective social mania cycle is subtly
transitional, existing in the background of daily life, moving silently from structure to
deterioration, and back again. As the viewer, by standing in the center of the circular room, and
by slowly turning clockwise to read the subtle migration of painted doves, the cycle can be
visually iterated ad infintum (see Figure 22). The title, Relentless Memorial, refers to this
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relentless cycle. Furthermore, the viewer enters the piece through mania, signifying how
individuals commonly have an unacknowledged familiarity with a persistent level of mania in
their lives.14 By moving the brambles aside to physically enter the piece, the viewer’s awareness
of the manic state is activated.

Figure 22. The experience of an infinite cycle in Relentless Memorial (installation detail), by Regan Rosburg, 2015.

The final layer of symbolism in the installation lies within the room itself. Viewing the
relentless cycle of environmental melancholia/collective social mania in a circular room also
directly references the “panorama,” which was a signature leisure phenomenon of the nineteenth
century.

14

As stated previously on page 7, mania in society (shopping, numbing, distracting, avoiding, drinking, etc.) is
enticing, encompassing, acceptable social behavior.
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Panoramas became a popular attraction around the year 1800, during Europe’s exploding
industrial revolution. As cities like Paris and London rapidly grew taller and sprawled into
suburbs, city dwellers felt lost both in the city and in personal identities (Comment, 2000, p.
137). Factories belched out the black smoke of innovation, and people craved a way to
comprehend the hasty expansion that was beyond their control. In response to a need, the
panoramas portrayed the majesty of the cities from a lofted vantage point, while incorporating
slivers of bucolic landscape and nostalgic vistas from a previous time. Panoramas could also
offer a pristine natural landscape to gaze upon, much like a vacation (see Figure 23 and Figure
24).

Figure 23. Panoramas historically gave the viewer a respite from reality. Rotunda housing Hendrik Willem
Mesdag’s Panorama of Scheveningen, Panorama Mesdag. The Hague, 1831-1915. Retrieved from:
http://i2.cdn.cnn.com/cnnnext/dam/assets/140703195533-06-the-hague-horizontal-large-gallery.jpg
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Figure 24. Onlookers enjoy the environmental simulacrum. Hendrik Willem Mesdag’s Panorama of Scheveningen,
Panorama Mesdag. The Hague, 1831-1915. Retrieved from:
http://www.holland.com/upload_mm/5/0/f/54184_fullimage_panorama%20mesdag%204_560x350.jpg

Panoramas combined painting, sculpture, and entertainment into one spectacle.15 These
massive encircling images of pastoral landscapes, sprawling industrial cities, and scenes from
war were housed in cylindrical buildings. In this way, they isolated the viewer from the outside
distraction of real, everyday life and in turn provided a temporary escape. To the spectators, the
panorama offered a false sense of control in a rapidly changing world (Comment, 2000, p. 138).

15

The most successful panoramas incorporated the use of natural light from above (the source hidden overhead by a
canopy or veil) and a fence that prevented onlookers from stepping over a certain boundary. Viewers would most
commonly enter from below, climb a spiral staircase, and arrive at a lookout platform from which to gaze out into
the painted panorama.
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It conveyed a world that was organized by and around the individual’s financial hopes, dreams of
exploration and travel, and desires for the country’s domination. The people were separated and
protected from their reality because the panorama allowed them to engage with their reality on
their own terms, in their own time, from a safe distance (Comment, 2000, p. 8). In actuality, it
was a paradox in that it was an artifice for pleasure, a simulacrum of their environment, and a
substitution of idealistic beauty that replaced the actual landscape that was being swallowed up
and destroyed right outside the walls of the panorama.
Relentless Memorial is both a trick and a paradox. It is a trick in the same way that nature
entices with beauty and sensory pleasures; the visual beauty and required touching of hanging
Mylar personalizes the experience, making an intimate subtle sensory imprint on the visitor.
Here the trick leads to the paradox: the piece is a collapsing, symbolic memorial to lost
species and world ecosystems, made from petroleum products, in a format that references a
panoramic landscape. The panorama of the nineteenth century was meant to be an escape. My
panorama is an arrival. It is a humbling, quieting, contemplative, and haunting place to
experience grief for a dying world (as the atmospheric detail reflects in Figure 25). It is an
artificial world, and yet asks for an honest acknowledgement of personal implication into
environmental destruction. Also, as much as it all seems to disintegrate, it also implies that it can
regenerate itself.

THE RELENTLESS MEMORIAL

Figure 25. A contemplative space for previously unfelt feelings in Relentless Memorial (installation detail) by
Regan Rosburg, 2015.
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Conclusion
“I always think art is a tool to set up new questions” -- contemporary Chinese artist Ai
Weiwei (cited in Ai Weiwei: Sunflower Seeds, n.d., para. 1).

Relentless Memorial confronts environment melancholia, collective social mania, denial,
and overconsumption. Through symbolism and symbolic action, it exists as a space of reflection,
contemplation, and grieving. Works like this can be powerful in the aesthetic and emotional
sense, but the thought that the work alone will change policy is a myth. Symbolic action does not
equate to political action; the battle cannot be fought only in the imagination.
However, Relentless Memorial positions an individual to break down emotional walls
and provide a space for grieving. The act of mourning, as I have shown, is the psychological
prescription used to remove manic defense mechanisms. If mania subsides, ambivalence is
addressed, and reparations are then sought for the loved object (in this case, the Earth itself).
Only then is there a possibility for thoughtful political courses of action to be taken.
There is an added layer, then, in the exit of this panorama. Just as with the panoramas of
the nineteenth century, a viewer can consume the images inside my work, feel the emotional
changes within themselves, but then quickly forget the changes as soon as they are outside the
panorama’s walls. The choice of action still sits squarely on the shoulders of the viewer (see
Figure 26). In order for artworks like Relentless Memorial to not be treated as a theater of
sadness, with woeful truths that are consumed and then forgotten, there needs to be an
engagement of narrative and pragmatic political actions at once. This space represents only a
necessary first step: to feel grief. It is when the truth is not only recognized, but also felt on a
deep emotional level, that there can be any chance of forward movement and a paradigm shift.
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Figure 26. Standing inside the Relentless Memorial, one can grieve the overwhelming loss that words fail to
articulate. (Installation view) Rosburg, 2015.

My ambition is to continue this conversation as an artist, conservationist, researcher, and
concerned citizen. It is my hope that artists creating symbols and symbolic acts can catalyze
questions, thoughts, feelings and courses of action that will forcefully address and alleviate the
global epidemic of environmental melancholia and collective social mania. The collapse of our
ecology is the single most important issue faced by humanity, addressable only if our attention
shifts from capitalistic solutions to a sincere emotional evaluation of our self-implication, anger,
and collective sadness. We are not helpless. I believe that our greatest evolved trait as individuals
is the ability to feel, evaluate, and then act with decency and candor.
In correspondence to his peers in the psychoanalytic field - including Sigmund Freud Carl Jung offered this: “Your vision will become clear only when you can look into your own
heart. Without, everything seems discordant; only within does it coalesce into unity. Who looks
outside, dreams; who looks inside, awakens” (1973, p. 33).
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