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with the trash of the New York Metropolitan area, and like Gursky, she is photographing her 

subject matter and creating relationships between her images. On her website, Wides describes 

her images as “a group of epic landscapes made at New York City's infamous Fresh Kills landfill 

site on Staten Island, the locus of all that is discarded by the city. An austere expanse of refuse 

becoming landscape, detritus 

turning into earth, evidence of 

consumption undergoing 

transformation into a version of 

nature, it is a remarkable place 

and an apt landscape subject for 

our time.”91   

Like Gursky, Wides 

employs a unique technique in 

capturing her vast array of 

subjects. Using a 4x5 inch view 

camera, she swings back the lensboard and filmholder in order to create certain areas of precise 

clarity and other areas of blurred views in her images.92 Whereas Gursky digitally manipulated 

his Untitled XIII to achieve the sharpest level of focus possible, Wides plays with the focus to get 

the viewer to hone in on one aspect of the scene, while questioning others. Art historian Reva 

Wolf argues, “This off and disorienting visual confusion – perhaps all the more alarming because 

unexpected from a photograph – seems located at the intersection of the eye and the mind, at the 

point where we process what we perceive.”93 Before even processing what exactly is being seen, 

the visual intrigue of the image has already piqued the viewer’s interest. Wides elaborates: 

Figure 20. Susan Wides, Fresh Kills 25, 2000. Pigmented Ink Print. © Susan 
Wides. 
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Time often seems to stream by in a blur, broken in upon by those wonderful instants of 
concentrated clarity. When I put on my glasses, the world comes into focus, but not a 
single, steady sharpness. Particular things are intensified in my awareness while other 
things recede or disappear… I was contemplating the processes of remembering and 
forgetting. It was these kinds of subjective perceptual cognitions that I was interested in 
exploring in Mobile Views.94 

 
It is interesting that Wides chose a landfill as her location to explore these issues of 

“remembering and forgetting,” as these sites do both of those things simultaneously. Landfills 

and garbage dumps are the 

receptacles for all of the material 

that humans would like to forget. We 

do not want to remember the items 

that we have discarded, for why else 

would we have thrown them away? 

Yet landfills do remember. Day after 

day, year after year, landfills like 

Fresh Kills get filled with more 

discarded objects and memories, 

though these objects never truly go 

away. Landfills, like cemeteries, are 

places of remembrance for the 

discarded materials of human 

consumption. Through her unique 

manipulation of the camera, Wides urges the viewer to see the machinery that is hauling one’s 

trash, to hear the sounds of the thousands of seagulls that feed off of the waste, and to not forget, 

but remember that all of this material has to end up somewhere. It is no accident that she pairs 

Figure 21. Susan Wides, Bubbles [Madison Ave 1], 2000. Pigmented Ink 
Print. © Susan Wides. 
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her images of Fresh Kills with shots of the most expensive streets in all of New York City. 

Madison and Park Avenues are known for their multi-mullion-dollar apartments and rows of 

designer stores and boutiques. Alone, these photographs of the Upper East Side of Manhattan 

would not be all that interesting. Yet, by pairing them with the images of Fresh Kills, Wides has 

created a dynamic tension. Art critic Ellen Handy argues, “More sinister than the photographs 

from the dump because more seductive, these images commemorate the brilliant allure of a 

culture of consumption, the beginning of a process which finds its inevitable culmination in the 

display on the fence at Fresh Kills.”95 Just like Gursky’s 99 Cent and Untitled XIII, Wides has 

captured the cyclical nature of consumerism within the small square mileage of New York. 

Gursky’s comparison documents globalization, while Wides’ Mobile Views bring this reality 

closer to home, allowing the viewer to perhaps more concretely understand that nothing can ever 

truly be discarded.  

Another contemporary artist who manipulates his images of trash is Yao Lu of China. 

Residing in Beijing, Lu’s work has only just begun to receive attention in the West having won 

the 2008 BMW Paris Photo Prize for contemporary photography.96 He was also shortlisted for 

the Prix Pictet, along with Andreas Gursky, in 2009.97 Of Lu’s body of work, his series entitled 

“New Mountain and Water” is what is most relevant to our discussion (fig. 23-25). In this series, 

Lu photographed the garbage dumps that have begun to appear in cities across China. These 

dumps spring up as cities strive towards modernity. Old buildings are torn down and new 

skyscrapers are constructed. In order to prevent passersby on the street from seeing the rubble, 

the piles of garbage in these dumps are covered with green nets. According to curator Gu Zheng, 

“The green tarps are used to cover construction or garbage and are a symbol of a city’s 

development. Cities that do not have piles covered by these materials are not modern, lack 
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money, and are therefore not powerful.”98 After photographing these green mounds, Lu creates a 

brand new image using digital technology to create what appear from a distance to be traditional 

Chinese paintings. These green piles of garbage become majestic Chinese mountain ranges, 

sprinkled with temples and dotted by clouds and waterfalls. Lu evokes this traditional style of 

landscape painting even further by adding in Chinese characters to his images and using typical 

formats such as a circular or thin rectangular composition. The titles he chose for these works do 

not evoke the hidden garbage underneath these green tarps. Instead, Lu names them for what 

Figure 22. Yao Lu, Passing Spring at the Ancient Dock, 2006. Digital C-Print. © Yao Lu. 
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they appear to be: Dwelling in the Mount Fuchun or Passing Spring at the Ancient Dock. These 

pieces lie “somewhere between painting and photography, between the past and the present” and 

the work “speaks of the radical mutations affecting nature in China as it is subjected to rampant 

urbanization and the ecological threats that endanger the environment.”99 But why utilize this 

traditional Chinese imagery to comment on the current environmental situation? 

Throughout China’s long history, landscape painting has been a constant theme utilized 

by artists. According to the Metropolitan Museum of Art, “Chinese depictions of nature are 

seldom mere representations of the external world. Rather, they are expressions of the mind and 

heart of the individual artists—cultivated landscapes that embody the culture and cultivation of 

their masters.”100 During the Tang dynasty, nature was seen as an escape from the chaos of 

dynastic rule. In the Song period, paintings of the natural world were used as metaphors for the 

efficiency of the rulers. Under the Yuan 

dynasty, nature was seen as a retreat for the 

cultural elite to hold literary gatherings and 

discussions. These artists created paintings of 

nature that represented their inner spiritual 

feelings rather than displayed the physical 

world. Under the Ming and later the Qing 

dynasties, the landscape of China was used for 

political and symbolic means.101 By utilizing 

the geography of China in his work, Lu has 

inserted himself and his art into a long history 

of using the mountains and rivers of his country for higher purposes than just to show a beautiful 

Figure 23. Yao Lu, Spring in the City, 2007. Digital C-Print. 
© Yao Lu. 
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vista. According to Stephanie Cash writing in Art in America, Lu “documents his changing 

country in atmospheric works that look to the future through the lens of the past.”102  

China is known for its devastating air pollution and numerous factories that manufacture 

goods to be sold across the globe. The Chinese have more environmental issues than almost any 

other country. 40% of the water in their river systems is undrinkable, desertification has already 

swept across about 30% of the country and continues to increase each year, respiratory illnesses 

are the highest cause of death in China thanks to the sky-high levels of air pollution, and of all 

the species listed as critically endangered, about a quarter of them are found in China.103 In their 

push to be the best, most modern, most powerful country in the world, the Chinese are 

sacrificing their heritage. Lu utilizes this catastrophe as the springboard for his art. Cash argues,  

“In these cleverly disguised scenes, Yao subtly critiques China’s willingness to sacrifice its 

history and despoil the environment in its breathtaking spring to modernization.”104 Knowing 

that these green tarps are symbolic of China’s modernization, Lu capitalizes on his country’s 

willingness to destroy its history and its landscape in order to be at the top of the economic food 

chain. Lu has stated that “people must protect the Earth” and that urgency is felt in his 

photographs.105 According to writer India Windsor-Clive, “Inspired by genuine fear – fear for the 

Figure 24. Yao Lu, Dwelling in the Mount Fuchun, 2008. Digital C-Print. © Yao Lu. 
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planet and its resources, fear that Nature as we know it will eventually only be experienced 

through pictures of a past world – Yao Lu’s imagery is lyrically mournful.”106 Hopefully, we are 

able to change the tide and not have to face the reality that Lu is presenting. 

The final contemporary artist whose work will be discussed is Tomás Sánchez from 

Cuba. Sánchez is a painter, which sets him apart from the other contemporary artists previously 

discussed. His subject matter, however, is the same: landfills – albeit, fictionalized, imaginary 

landfills of the Caribbean, though his imagery is rooted in reality. Like Lu, Sánchez creates 

dystopian-esque scenes, where garbage has completely taken over the beautiful tropical 

landscape (fig. 26-27). Ironically, Sánchez really has only two subjects that he paints: these 

landfill “wastescapes” and meditative renderings of the landscape of the Caribbean islands. 

Sánchez has cited meditation as one of his most important sources for inspiration. In his artist 

statement on his website he states, “The interior spaces that I experience in meditation are 

converted into the landscapes of my paintings; the restlessness of my mind transformed into 

landfills.”107 This spiritual sensibility comes across in all of Sánchez’s paintings. 

Sanchez’s interest in the landfill comes from two important sources of inspiration. The 

first comes from his childhood. Growing up in Havana, at certain times during the year, people 

were allowed to leave their unwanted goods in piles in the street and people would come around 

and haul it away. This practice fascinated the young Sánchez. Later as an adult, the artist traveled 

to Mexico where he encountered the first immense landfill that he had ever seen. Perhaps he 

witnessed the same landfill captured by Andreas Gursky, though Sánchez never explicitly names 

the landfill that impacted him. Sánchez has also cited the artists of the Hudson River School and 

the German Romantic painter Caspar David Friedrich as having greatly inspired his work. Like 

these artists, Sánchez is uninterested in an exact rendering of nature. He is, rather, more invested 
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in capturing the “transcendental values” of the natural world.108 Art historian Edward J. Sullivan 

argues, “In [Sánchez’s] work landscape takes on an entirely new significance, becoming a bridge 

between the representational and the conceptual.”109 

In Sánchez’s wastescapes, the rolling hills of the Caribbean islands are replaced with 

dirty mounds of garbage piled as high as mountains and in place of the ocean is a sea of trash. 

According to Francisco J. Hernández Adrián, “What we see on the undulating skylines and 

rolling masses of trash are the discarded elements of our material culture: minute and 

substantive, meaningful and banal, hideous and moving. And the landscape is never 

homogenous, resisting circumscription or adherence to a single production center, originating 

“mo(ve)ment,” or border.”110 Sánchez paints trash bags, car parts, clothing, cardboard, and an 

Figure 25. Tomás Sánchez, Espejismo (Mirage), 1991. Acrylic on canvas. 73 1/4 x 59 in. © Tomás Sánchez. 
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endless array of cast off materials. He even includes subtle details such as his own paintings of 

the pristine Caribbean landscape, signaling to the viewer that this is the future of such an 

environment if we do nothing to stop current trends in consumption and pollution – the beautiful 

tropical landscape will turn to trash. As stated by art historian Roberto J. Cayuso, “The artist 

launches a blood curdling scream to warn us of the imminence of an ecological disaster if we do 

nothing to avoid it.”111 Furthermore, in one work from the series, entitled Hombre crucificado en 

el basurero, the artist depicts a dead male figure nailed to a cross. This symbol further 

emphasizes the dangerous ramifications that will occur if current practices are not brought to a 

stop. According to Sullivan, “The defilement of the landscape is a metaphor of both human’s fall 

from grace and our denigration of the gifts that nature has provided.”112 

It is not by accident that Sánchez chose to paint his wastescapes on islands in the 

Caribbean. According to Adrián, “Islands, after all, are not just remote or isolated spaces, but 

also conceptual vanishing points.”113 Islands are difficult to get to. If they are not connected to 

the main land by bridges or tunnels, 

generally one has to take a plane or a 

boat to reach these destinations. They 

are hard to reach locations and 

generally overlooked, especially 

those in the Caribbean. In terms of 

size and power, island nations cannot 

compete with the larger countries of 

North America and Europe, and yet 

the results of consumerism and waste 

Figure 27. Tomás Sánchez, Hombre crucificado en el basure (Man 
crucified at the dump), 1992. Acrylic on canvas, 73 ¼ x 59 in. © Tomás 
Sánchez. 
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production in those countries can be felt most realistically in these small places. Just like we are 

trained to disregard the other side of the trash can and where our garbage ends up, we are trained 

not to think about the consequences that our choices could have on other parts of the world. 

Sánchez’s work highlights not only what the future could look like if global trends in 

consumption and waste continue, but how this future will impact those beyond the borders of the 

world’s superpowers, how these choices can affect the little guy. It is a chilling, but important 

message.  

Conclusion 

 According to Heather Rogers, “Most Americans set their full garbage cans out on trash 

night and retrieve them empty the next morning. Aside from fleeting encounters – such as a 

glimpse of a collection truck trundling down a neighborhood street – many people have only a 

vague sense of where their discards go.”114 Ukeles, Muniz, Gursky, Wides, Lu, and Sánchez 

make visible these hidden sites of trash disposal. Ukeles’ Touch Sanitation was the first project 

of its kind to truly examine the necessary systems that are in place to remove our waste, in 

particular the men whose job it is to handle garbage and the stigma associated with it. Muniz’s 

“Pictures of Garbage” illuminates the plight of the Brazilian catadores, whose personal and 

professional lives revolve around the world’s former largest landfill on the outskirts of Rio de 

Janeiro. Just like the sanitation workers in New York City, these men and women are seen as no 

better than the garbage they sift through. Whereas Ukeles and Muniz are most interested in the 

individuals who work in the landfill, Gursky’s Untitled XIII forces the viewer to think about the 

endless landscapes of waste created as a result of modern consumer habits. Wides’ series of 

images capturing the activity at the Fresh Kills landfill on Staten Island also concentrates on the 

landscape, however she emphasizes the machinery and birds that flocked to the dump during its 



 

50 

decades of use, conjuring up the noise and smell of the site. Both Gursky and Wides manipulate 

their images through digital and physical techniques in order to get the viewer to concentrate 

more fully on their drastic landscapes. They also pair their images with photographs depicting 

the consumption practices that cause the need for these landfills. Lu also manipulates his 

imagery, however in a different vein. Through his use of ancient Chinese landscape painting 

imagery, Lu utilizes the past to critique the present and force us to think about the legacy of 

contemporary waste practices for the future. Finally, Sánchez’s imaginary wastescapes of the 

Caribbean similarly force the viewer to picture what the environment will look like in the future 

if current waste patterns continue. His paintings also document how the consumption and waste 

habits of the superpowers of the world have repercussions in smaller nations with fewer 

resources and power. While not all of these artists are overtly making activist statements about 

the environment in the work, in their photographs and paintings, these artists harness the visual 

power of garbage to reflect on the systems that control our waste, the people whose lives it 

affects, and the future of our planet if current trash trends are not changed. The results of 70 

years of rampant consumerism both in America and abroad have already proven to have dire 

consequences on the environment. While most people want to ignore these issues, the work of 

this group of contemporary artists makes that nearly impossible.115 
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