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I took the photographs for this collaborative exhibition in the Sylvania 
Wilderness at the western edge of the UP.  For nearly ten summers, 
my family has canoed into a Sylvania campsite with two other 
families.  Two of us have professional interests that have led us to 
explore the place as critically and deeply as we can.  My friend 
Nancy is a naturalist, and I am an environmental historian who got 
my Ph.D. in a forestry program.  Photography has been a part of my 
exploration of the Great Lakes forest. 

But last summer I got tired of photographing the scenery.  For this 
project, then, I eliminated the water, the island, the sky, the clouds, 
the eagle, the loon, the sunfish on the hook, even the subtle green 
tapestry of the hemlock-northern hardwood forest circling the 
canoe.  I focused on the trees rather than the forest.   

My objective was to show the trees of Sylvania in relation to each 
other, rather than in relation to me.  I wanted to convey their agency 
as living beings shaping this northern landscape.  To do this I had to 
create a sense of conscious movement and positioning among the 
trees.  The viewer, then, is still a visitor to this place, but attentive now, 
not taking it (the trees) for granted, trying to comprehend natural 
relationships that are complex, even mysterious, and undeniably 
powerful.    

In his reinterpretation of these scenes, Conrad takes the impression of 
movement, agency, and power even farther.  He addresses larger 
ecological themes: at one level, evolutionary competition, survival, 
and adaptation; at another level, interdependence and unity--the 
web of life.  My images emphasize the mystery and slight menace of 
an awe-inspiring old growth forest like Sylvania.  Conrad’s also 
capture the wonder of the forest, and the deeper reasons we must 
nurture and protect the natural world—our world—as best we can.  
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When Lynne showed me some of these photographs from the 
Sylvania Wilderness I thought how cool, how deliciously creepy.  
Wouldn’t it be neat to paint interpretations of these photos.  So here 
we are. 

While not all the interpretations in this collection are “insect-based,” I 
thought a blend of walking stick insects with Tolkien’s Ents would 
result in fun, fantasy images.  In some paintings, such as Liberation, I 
designed the pieces to exaggerate the ominous and highlight that 
creepy quality.  I chose to work from the monochromatic images 
presented here in Lynne’s collection so that light and color would be 
left to my imagination. 

Walking Sticks represents the first image that popped into my head 
when I saw these photos.  It seemed such a “natural” expression of 
the root structure of this tree.  What if the tree got tired of where it 
was rooted?  Or felt it needed to sneak away after secretly harassing 
a larger neighborhood tree?  I must say the idea of a tree sneaking 
off the canvas was much easier to conceive than figuring out the 
mechanics of how a tree would walk.  In the end I wanted a dark, 
ominous yet humorous interpretation. 

 

 


