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  “The future is unused and vulnerable, 
 handle with care.”
 — Agnes Denes 1

In the late 1960s, Agnes Denes began to form a complex 
body of work, which she termed a “visual philosophy,”2  
that centers on, analyzes, and visualizes humanity’s 
achievements, paradoxes, and follies. Within this universe 
and through diverse disciplines and mediums, Denes has 
developed an explorative practice that charts both the 
known and the unknown; it is perhaps most succinctly 
captured in the first lines of her 1969 manifesto: 

working with a paradox

defining the elusive

visualizing the invisible 3 

Works that evoke this philosophy include her visualiza-
tions of Pascal’s triangle, human evolution, the earth’s 
geometry, or the ancient symbol of the pyramid. The 

artist makes visible the invisible beauty within commu-
nication, from written language to mathematics, as well 
as physical structures found within nature, engineering, 
and architecture. In the early 1960s, Denes rejected her 
practice as a painter, and with that, all the Greenbergian 
ideals — or what she calls constraints — of abstraction’s 
two-dimensional plane. She requires an edgelessness, 
both in concept and form. Curator Lowery Stokes Sims 
notes that Denes’s work shares the “intellectual biases 
of so-called ‘information-oriented abstraction,’” but 
also pushes beyond the conceptual conventions of the 
period in wedding information with distinct aesthetic 
expression.4  
 A German speaker might call Denes maßlos: unre-
strained, limitless in her thinking. Yet her drawings are 
rendered with such precision, such perfection, that the 
control and stillness required in their making are, like 
Denes’s deeply researched multidisciplinary practice, 
nearly impossible to fathom. “This is an age of complex-
ity, when knowledge and ideas are coming in faster than 
can be assimilated, while disciplines become progres-
sively alienated from each other through specialization,” 

1.  Agnes Denes, ema!l to autho", 
Feb"ua"# 12, 2019.

2.  Agnes Denes, “$!ce/T"ee/
Bu"!al,” !n Agnes Denes, 
ed. J!ll Ha"tz (Ithaca, NY: 
He"be"t F. Johnson Museum 
of A"t, Co"nell Un!ve"s!t#, 
1992), 106.

3.  Denes’s man!festo !s  
quoted !n most of he" pub-
l!cat!ons, !nclud!ng Agnes 
Denes, "Man!festo," The 
Human A!gument: The W!"t"ngs 
of Agnes Denes, ed. Klaus 
Ottmann (Putnam, CT: Sp"!ng 
Publ!cat!ons, 2008), 1%2.

4.  Lowe"# Stokes S!ms, 
“Penet"at!ng the Folds  
of T!me . . .: The V!s!ona"# 
A"t of Agnes Denes,” !n 
Ha"tz, Agnes Denes, 155.
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notes Denes. 5 The Renaissance man has been replaced 
by the specialist; Denes manages to constantly shift 
between the two !gures. In his famed essay on Leo 
Tolstoy, philosopher Isaiah Berlin quotes Greek poet 
Archilochus: “The fox knows many things, but the hedge -
hog knows one big thing.” Berlin playfully uses them to 
consider the “deepest differences which divide writers 
and thinkers.” 6 Denes is, for want of better archetypes, 
both hedgehog and fox. The artist spent seven years 
creating her dictionary of strength (she read the entirety 
of Webster’s Unabridged International Dictionary of the 
English Language ) 7 and 16 years researching dust to 
publish a confoundingly comprehensive book of scien -
ti!c data—the Book of Dust .8 Among her rich and var -
ied archive of unrealized projects is an extensive study 
on women in the arts, a diagrammatic representation 
of human evolution, an analysis of cloud formations, 
an investigation into comets, and a method to remove 
methane by using algae. 9 In reading Walter Isaacson’s 
biography of Leonardo da Vinci, I was reminded of why 
Denes is often compared to the polymath: Da Vinci’s 
to-do-list—“Draw Milan . . . square a triangle . . . Get 
the measurements of the Sun . . . Describe the tongue 
of a woodpecker” 10—is so reminiscent of how Denes’s 
mind "exes. The elasticity of her thinking at the edge 
of human knowledge is evidenced by her wondering 
“why some dolphins attack their young” 11 or desiring to  
“[w]rite my philosophical thoughts on eggs.” 12 She has 
used electron micrography to photograph an animal’s 
taste buds (!g. 23) and made connections between the 
unlikely parallels of Hebrew letters and Stonehenge (pp. 
310–11). If, according to art historian Kenneth Clark,  
da Vinci is “the most relentlessly curious man in his -
tory,”13 I would argue that Denes is the most relentlessly 
curious woman. 

 While Denes is an artist, she is also a scientist, a 
mathematician, a linguist, a technologist, a forester, a 
philosopher, and a psychiatrist, using each guise to aid 
her in the search for truth. Her analysis is humanized 
in sensual visual forms grounded in a visual philoso -
phy that applies as much to the inner depths of human 
beings as to the expanse of the universe. Take her beau -
tiful series “ Isometric Systems in Isotropic Space—Map 
Projections”  (1973 –79; pp. 187–208) in which the artist 
uses isometric projection. This method of representing 
three-dimensional objects as two-dimensional technical 
sketches allows her to maintain the earth’s dimensions in 
reforming it as, variously, a pyramid, a cube, a dodecahe -
dron, an egg, a snail, a lemon, a hot dog, and a geoid. A 
commission from First National Bank of Chicago’s New 
York City headquarters at the AXA Equitable Center  
(!g. 24) saw the earth transformed (again mathemati -
cally) into the shape of the universe: a hypersphere—a 
four-dimensional sphere—installed in the ceiling of the 
building. As former executive producer of Art21  Susan 
Sollins writes, “For Agnes Denes, art is a system for 
exploring the universe; it lies somewhere between sci -
ence and myth but uses elements of both.” 14

 We live in a constant time "ux with 
 our consciousness sharp in the 
 present but beginning to blur 
 backwards or forward in time. 15 

In Introspection I —Evolution  (1968–71; p. 48), Denes 
invented a technique in order to create 17-to-21-foot 
X-ray prints with which to track humanity’s evolution from 
apelike ancestors into the Psychozoic era and the devel -
opment of intellect, science, and art. The work is followed 
by Introspection II —Machines, Tools, & Weapons  (1972; 

5.  Agnes Denes, “The D eam,” 
C t cal Inqu  16, no. 4 
(Summe  1990): 919.

6.  Isa ah Be l n, The Hedgehog 
and the Fox: An Essa  on 
Tolsto ’s V ew of H sto , 
2nd ed., ed. Hen  Ha d  
(London: We denfeld  
N colson, 1953; ep ., 
P nceton NJ: P nceton 
Un ve s t  P ess, 2013), 2.

7.  Agnes Denes, “D ct ona   
of St ength,” n Ha tz,  
Agnes Denes, 5 6.

8.  See Agnes Denes, Book of 
Dust: The Beg nn ng and  
the End of T me and 

  The eafte  ( ocheste , NY: 
V sual Stud es Wo kshop 
P ess, 1989).

9.  Fo  the most comp ehens ve 
l st of Denes’s un eal zed 
wo ks, see Ha tz, Agnes 
Denes, 142 44; and Ottmann, 
The W t ngs of Agnes Denes, 
264 301.

10.  Walte  Isaacson, Leona do 
da V nc  (New Yo k: S mon  
Schuste , 2017), 5.

11.  Agnes Denes, “ andom Thoughts  
and Asso ted W t ngs,”  
n Ottmann, The W t ngs of 

Agnes Denes, 243.

12.  Agnes Denes, “Asso ted 
W t ngs fo  New A t,”  
n Ottmann, The W t ngs  

of Agnes Denes, 276.

13.  Kenneth Cla k, C v l zat on 
(New Yo k: Ha pe   ow, 
1969), 135.

14.  See Susan Soll ns n  
Agnes Denes: Pe spect ves,  
exh. cat. (Wash ngton,  
D.C.: Co co an alle  of 
A t, 1974), 3.

15.  Agnes Denes, “Stud es of 
T me: Explo at on of  
T me Aspects 1970–,” n  
Agnes Denes: Pe spect ves, 5.

[  Fig. 24 ] 

Hypersphere —The Earth in the 
Shape of the Universe 2 /  ! 3⁄4 ! 
(4/3) /  R3= 2 / 2R3, 1987
Ceiling and lobby commission for 
the First National Bank of Chicago’s 
New York headquarters, AXA 
Equitable Center, New York.  
144 panels of carved, frosted Pink 
Rosa glass in two layers, 1,300 sq. ft.;  
bronze-tinted mirrors, 288 #  
288 # 516 "; plantings; granite and 
bronze reception desk
Photo: Agnes Denes
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Ciliagraph—“An Avenue  
in the Human Brain,”  1973
Monoprint
30 # 40 "
Photo: Agnes Denes
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Ciliagraph—Tastebud , 1973 
Monoprint 
30 # 40 "
Photo: Agnes Denes
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p. 48), on technological progress from the first made 
tools into the 20th century — charting human achieve-
ment and intellectual history as it goes.16 Denes has a 
deep — even soothsaying — understanding of what it 
means to live in an ever-changing world. Her drawing 
Matrix of Knowledge (1970; p. 55) is uncannily precog-
nitive, “a comment on future computerized, ‘censored’ 
knowledge, a predictable result of increasing special-
ization and information overload leading to undue con-
densations, generalizations, or elimination of important 
information . . . and information . . . dehydrated and coded 
for storage to be hydrated for consumption at chosen 
intervals.”17 Few could have imagined what intercom-
munication between computers would ultimately yield,  
yet Denes even speculated that “a youth of the future  
might receive abridged and pre-selected educational 
material . . . abridgments and reductions will appear at the 
pressing of a button on a systems analyzer, decoder, or 
computer. War and Peace may be reduced to a succinct 

paragraph if not eliminated altogether to appear only as a 
title under the heading ‘Russian Writers and Their Work.’” 18

 I reach across the centuries into 
 the heart of another civilization 
 to explore the changes that have
 occurred in communication, language, 
 and concepts through the ages.19

Denes is a time traveler who bends, challenges, and even 
conflates the notion of time. She holds the viewer to a line 
of inquiry that asks we “[a]ssume that time as we know it 
does not exist, that instead there is a continuous, eternal 
change, an indivisible entity underlying all existence.”20 
As seen in Matrix of Knowledge, Denes’s collapse of time 
forebodes how time would feel in the Information Age. 
Philosopher Paul Virilio argues that the world of new tech-
nologies has resulted in a world where time and events do 
not follow a linear order: the “three classic ‘times’”—past, 

present and future—“are reinterpreted in a system that is 
no longer exactly chronological.”21 At the press of a but-
ton we can access information from all times, all places, 
simultaneously. Much of Denes’s earlier work presents 
a coexistence of times: the past brought into the pres-
ent to help us confront the future. Her seminal work, The 
Debate — One Million B.C. — One Million A.D. (1969; p. 
217), perfectly captures this push and pull: two skeletons 
sit facing each other inside a mirrored cube that reflects 
their debate into eternity. 
 Her attempts to analyze modes of communication 
across time and space is present in Morse Code Message 
(1969 – 75; pp. 90 – 91), for which the artist meticulously 
translated into Morse code—the 19th-century language of 

pulsing electric current—the passage in the Bible in which 
God determines the fate of man. In 4,000 Years—“If the Mind 
. . .” (1976; p. 95), Denes translated “If The Mind Possesses 
Universal Validity, Art Reveals A Universal Truth. I Want 
That Truth” into classical Middle Egyptian. In navigating the 
hieroglyphic language in which certain words or concepts 
do not exist or were understood differently, the artist poeti-
cally explored how language is intertwined with culture, and 
that communication and understanding change depend-
ing on the people and period.22 In 1995, Denes was among 
artists invited to participate in the exhibition Construction 
in Process—Coexistence in and around Mitzpe Ramon in 
Israel to honor the country’s “Year of Peace.” Precariously 
200 feet up from the ground on a precipice, Denes carved 

16.  Both wo"ks Int!ospect"on I—
Evolut"on and Int!ospect"on 
II#Mach"nes, Tools, $ Weapons 
!nclude p"!nts of Denes’s 
wo"ks. Fo" example, the fo"-
me" !ncludes the bod# p"!nt 
Des"gn of the Un"ve!se (1971; 
p. 173) and the ph!losoph-
!cal d"aw!ngs Stud"es of 
T!uth (Abst!act %eason"ng $ 
Pos"t"on"ng of T!uth (1969; 
f!g. 20) and Stud"es of T"me—
Explo!at"ons of T"me Aspects 

(1970; f!g. 19); and the 
latte" !ncludes the Human 
Hang-Up Mach"ne (1969;  
p. 80).

17.  Agnes Denes, “Mat"!x of 
Knowledge,” !n Ha"tz, Agnes 
Denes, 7.

18.  Ib!d.; on Denes and tech-
nolog#, see also Ch"!st!ne 
F!l!ppone, Sc"ence, 
Technolog&, and Utop"as: 

Women A!t"sts and Cold Wa! 
Ame!"ca (Ab!ngdon, Oxon: 
$outledge, 2017).

19.  Agnes Denes, “4,000 Yea"s— 
‘If the M!nd . . .’,”  
!n Ha"tz, Agnes Denes, 39.

20.  Agnes Denes, “Stud!es of 
T!me,” 5.

21.  Paul V!"!l!o, Pola! Ine!t"a 
(London: Sage Publ!cat!ons, 
2000), 38.

22.  Denes, “4,000 Yea"s—‘If  
the M!nd . . .’,” 39.
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Denes carving Art on  
the Edge, 1995
Makhtesh Ramon Crater, Israel

[ Fig. 26 ]

Art on the Edge (1995) Makhtesh 
Ramon Crater, Israel, 2018
Photo: Pauline Kenny 

[ Fig. 27 ]

Stelae — Messages From  
Another Time — Discoveries of 
Minds and People, 1986 
Hand-carved white Carrara  
marble, 69 ! 37 ! 6"; 1.5 tons
Permanent installation; Charles A. 
Dana Engineering Building facade, 
Bucknell University, Lewistown, PA

[ Fig. 28 ]

Stelae — Messages From  
Another Time — Discoveries of 
Minds and People, 1986
Hand-carved pink Portuguese 
marble, 62 ! 41 ! 5"; 1.5 tons
Permanent installation; Charles A. 
Dana Engineering Building facade, 
Bucknell University, Lewistown, PA
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23.  Agnes Denes, “Stelae—Messages 
F"om Anothe" T!me—D!scove"!es 
of M!nds and People,” !n 
Ha"tz, Agnes Denes, 127.

24.  Denes, “$!ce/T"ee/Bu"!al,”  
106.

25.  The f!"st L"v"ng P&!am"d  
was comm!ss!oned b# Soc"ates 
Sculptu"e Pa"k Long Island 
C!t#, NY, 2015; please see 
Agnes Denes: The L"v"ng 
P&!am"d, exh. cat.(Long 
Island C!t#, NY: Soc"ates 
Publ!sh!ng, 2015).

26.  Agnes Denes, “Anta"ct!c  
T!me Capsule,” !n Ha"tz, 
Agnes Denes, 117.

27.  Denes !n Ha"tz, Agnes Denes, 
143.

28.  Denes, “The D"eam,” 919.

symbols of past civilizations and her poetry into four-mil-
lion-year-old rocks overlooking the Ramon Crater (figs. 25 
and 26). For Stelae—Messages From Another Time— 
Discoveries of Minds and People (1986; figs. 27 and 28), 
Denes engraved mathematical and scientific equations, 
drawn from sources ranging from the basis of DNA to quan-
tum mechanics, onto two marble monoliths. Her use of 
ancient methods to communicate modern language was a 
way to create ruins for the future. The work, intended for a 
rural setting and to be covered in overgrowth and taken into 
the earth, is accompanied by a text written from the perspec-
tive of an archeologist who discovers the stones in “6000 
A.D.”23 Similarly, Denes’s Poetry Walk—Reflections: Pools 
of Thought (With Time Capsule 2000–3000 A.D.) (2000; 
fig. 29) consists of 20 large granite stones embedded in the 
lawns of the University of Virginia. Poetry and other texts 
by contemporary and historical figures (such as Gustave 
Flaubert, Indira Gandhi, George Bernard Shaw, Eleanor 
Roosevelt, and Walt Whitman . . .) are carved into them— 
words for the ages. Denes buried a time capsule in the lawn, 
with instructions on a plaque that it be opened in 3000 CE. 
 Denes endeavors to bury a time capsule with all of 
her public works wherever possible. The second staging 
of her performative work Rice/Tree/Burial culminated in 
the burying of her first capsule in 1979 (which was not to 
be touched until 2979). It contains a letter addressed to 
“Dear Homo Futurus” and a microfilm with responses to a 
worldwide questionnaire, beginning with: “Do you believe 
humanity will become extinct one day?”24 Another is bur-
ied in Australia with her public work A Forest for Australia 
(1998) in which five intersecting spirals of 6,000 native 

seedlings on the endangered species list are planted on 
a barren site at a sewage treatment plant in Altona. Yet 
another is buried in Kassel, in conjunction with her sec-
ond Living Pyramid (2017) installation for documenta 
14.25 The artist’s Antarctic Time Capsule (1980 – 86; p. 
317) is a proposal to bury several capsules deep inside 
various glaciers in Antarctica. The cold and isolated envi-
ronment would keep them preserved and protected for 
generations, and with Denes’s meticulous instructions 
for its recovery, her message would be received. These 
capsules are, in part, installed with future survival in mind. 
Planning for an inevitable climate change that could 
result in further melting of the polar ice caps, the capsules 
“would carry information about our technology, agricul-
ture, science, and medicine with biological samples, such 
as tissues and enzymes, aimed at a surviving population in 
need of such information.”26 With Time Capsule III (1979), 
Denes proposes sending a capsule into space with ques-
tionnaires responded to by 25 – 30 of the greatest living 
minds.27 The capsules are guardians: they steward human 
achievement, human thought for our descendants. Denes 
constantly thinks, proposes, and acts on ways to share 
knowledge, course correct, and communicate with the 
future to alert, warn, instruct, aid, and offer hope. 

 The turn of the century and the next 
 millennium will usher in a troubled
 environment and a troubled psyche.28

One of the earliest artists to consider the impact of humans 
on this planet within a contemporary art discourse, Denes 
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Poetry Walk — Reflections:  
Pools of Thought (With Time 
Capsule 2000 – 3000 A.D.), 2000
20 granite slabs carved with  
the writings of 35 poets and  
philosophers, embedded  
in the lawn at the University of 
Virginia, Charlottesville
60 ! 48" (each)
Photos: Agnes Denes

[ Fig. 30 ]

Finnish president Martti Ahtisaari 
planted his own tree with the help  
of Denes as he inaugurated 
Tree Mountain – A Living Time 
Capsule—11,000 Trees, 11,000 
People, 400 Years in Ylöjärvi, 
Finland, in 1996.
Photo: Paivi-Maria Naatanen 
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agronomist Norman Borlaug (the Wizard). 32 Denes is 
both. As Prophet, she planted thousands of trees for Tree 
Mountain , and for A Forest for Australia , three endangered 
tree species (red gum, she-oak, and paperback) in nurs -
eries to help repopulation and also to quell erosion. Three 
of the four pyramids in Pyramids of Conscience  (2005; 
p. 163) are !lled with, respectively, clean water, polluted 
water, and crude oil (the common denominator), while 
the mirrored fourth re"ects the viewer, providing erudite 
commentary on issues of water, including its privatization. 
In her unrealized design North Waterfront Park Master 
Plan  (1989–91; !g. 31; pp. 305–07), the artist planned to 
transform a 97-acre municipal land!ll in San Francisco 
Bay into a luscious park for the community, complete with 
tiny windmills shaped like sun"owers that would gener -
ate electricity (!g. 32), “an expression of human values 
and of our sense of responsibility to each other and to 
the planet.” 33 In 2014, Denes embarked on advocating for 
the transformation of the 127-acre Edgemere Land!ll in 
Queens into a forest, 34 highlighting the potential of land -
!lls in general to become meaningful on both a commu -
nity and environmental level. In 1990, Denes’s proposal for 
Miami Airport consisted of two monumental "ying pyra -
mids: one made of coral rock, the other wild"owers. As art 
historian Robert Hobbs notes, the "owers are a signi!cant 
choice considering that “Miami is largely a land!ll area 
formed of drained swampland where few of these wild -
"owers would have grown.” 35 Wheat!eld  was installed 
near Wall Street on land worth billions of dollars, then a 
dump site for World Trade Center construction debris. The 
project was a comment on the mismanagement of world 
hunger, food, waste, energy, commerce, trade, land use, 
and economics. Denes wanted to “draw people’s atten -
tion to having to rethink their priorities and realize that 
unless human values were reassessed, the quality of life, 
even life itself, was in danger.” 36 One thousand pounds of 
wheat were harvested; the grains traveled to 28 cities in 

The International Art Show for the End of World Hunger  
(1987–90); and the hay was donated to the city’s mounted 
police for their horses. Denes’s design for a memorial, The 
Irish Hunger Memorial (An Gorta Mor)  (2000; p. 309) at 
the same location was short-listed for the commission 
by the Battery Park City Authority. For Denes, the work 
was meant to bring attention to a continued world hunger 
“still with us in a world that has more food than is needed 
to feed 6 billion people but allows nearly 1 billion to go 
undernourished.” 37

 In continuity with Mann’s thesis, it’s in her role as 
Wizard that we see Denes’s depth of vision in unreal -
ized — or, better described, future — works. Her iconic 
“Pyramid Series” (1970–; pp. 123–64) deals “with environ -
mental and philosophical concepts,” 38 and a mathemati -
cal theory involving probability theory that yields a "exible 
expansive system of pyramid forms. These forms di#er 
from the Egyptian pyramids that are based on a binary 
system involving the repetition of an equilateral triangle. 
Within Denes’s series is a subgroup of drawings under the 
title “Future City.” The beautiful and compelling jewellike 
works, some made on silk or with silver ink on !ne paper, 
are actual plans for future cities able to cope with impend -
ing ecological stress. “They are created for a di#erent world 
in which the inhabitants will live in space, hovering above 
Earth, or else live on Earth in self-contained environments. 
These structures have little of ‘science !ction’ about them; 
rather, they are pure technology with yet another kind of 
‘perfection,’ that of the "exibility of natural systems.” 39 
Some of these are earthbound: the Egg Pyramid—Study 
for The Ovoidium — Future City Self-Contained, Self-
Supporting City Dwelling , (1984/2014; p. 142) is “designed  
to house and completely sustain its inhabitants, providing  
food, education, health care, entertainment, and other 
needs;” 40  others are on or in water: “ Fish Pyramid  (1984 
[p. 143]) is a resilient and versatile water habitat, a "oating 
city that supports life on or under water as either becomes 

pioneered environmental art. As art historian Peter Selz 
notes, the !rst iteration of Rice/Tree/Burial  (1968) was 
“probably the !rst site-speci!c work anywhere with eco -
logical concerns.” 29 Other works concerned with a similar 
plight included the famous wheat !eld she planted in New 
York’s Battery Park City: Wheat!eld—A Confrontation  
(1982; pp. 258–63), and the monumental Tree Mountain – 
A Living Time Capsule—11,000 Trees, 11,000 People, 400 
Years  (1992–96; pp. 266–73). The latter was announced 
June 5, 1992, on World Environment Day at the Earth 
Summit in Rio de Janeiro. Denes was invited by Finland’s 
Ministry of the Environment and the United Nations 
Environment Programme to realize Tree Mountain  as 
part of Finland’s e#orts to be the !rst to meet ecological 
concerns head-on. This invitation was historic: it was the 
!rst time an artist had been commissioned to confront 
environmental issues with a project actively restorative for 
the area, featuring the planting of 11,000 trees, each with 
a 300-to-400-year life span, in the pattern of the golden 
ratio. As the title suggests, the trees comprise a time cap -
sule—their mathematical formation a visual memory of 
scienti!c discourse—as another form of communication 

with humanity’s undetermined, precarious future. As 
Denes writes, the work must outlive the present era and, 
by surviving, carry our concepts into an unknown time in 
the future. If civilization as we know it ends or changes, 
there will be a reminder in the form of a strange forest for 
our descendants to ponder. They may re"ect on an under -
taking that did not serve personal needs but the common 
good and the highest ideals of humanity and its environ -
ment while bene!ting future generations. 30

 Thus, the artist emerges as a creative 
 problem solver—sensor and 
 sensitizer—the prophet who is 
 also the carpenter. 31

In his recent book, Charles C. Mann classi!es two per -
spectives from which to view our planetary crisis: that of 
“Wizards,” who believe that science, technology, and inno -
vation will save us, and that of “Prophets,” who demand we 
cut back, take care, and preserve the natural world. Mann 
addresses this dichotomy in discussing two pioneers, ecol -
ogist William Vogt (the Prophet), and “techno-optimist” 

32.  See Cha les C. Mann,  
The W za d and the P ophet 
(New Yo k: Knopf, 2018).

33.  Denes, “No th Wate f ont Pa k 
Maste  Plan,” 136.

34.  The Shed, as pa t of Agnes 
Denes’s exh b t on Absolutes 
and Inte med ates, has com-
m ss oned a model of Denes’s 
p oposal, A Fo est fo  New 
Yo k, wh ch can be explo ed 
n the booklet attached to 
th s publ cat on.

35.  obe t Hobbs, “Agnes Denes’s 
Env onmental P ojects and 
Installat ons: Sow ng New 
Concepts,” n Ha tz, Agnes 
Denes, 166.

36.  Agnes Denes, “Wheatf eld— 
A Conf ontat on,” n Ottmann, 
The W t ngs of Agnes  
Denes, 162.

37.  Agnes Denes, “The I sh 
Hunge  Memo al (An o ta 
Mo ),” n Agnes Denes: 
P ojects fo  Publ c Spaces;  
A et ospect ve, ed. Dan 
M lls (Lew sbu g, PA: Samek 
A t alle , 2003), 21.

38.  Agnes Denes, “Agnes Denes 
n Conve sat on W th 
Alexand a Schwa tz,” n F om 
Conceptual sm to Fem n sm: 
Luc  L ppa d’s Numbe s Shows 
1969 74, eds. Cha les Esche 
and Ma k Lew s (London: 
Afte all Books, 2012), 268.

39.  Agnes Denes, “The P am ds,”  
n Ha tz, Agnes Denes, 35.

40.  Ib d.

 

29.  Pete  Selz, “Agnes Denes:  
The A t st as Un ve sal st,” 
n Ha tz, Agnes Denes, 147.

30.  Agnes Denes, “T ee Mounta n,”  
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Denes’s sketch of a nautilus amphi -
theater for the North Waterfront 
Park Master Plan , 1990
Pencil on paper

[ Fig. 32  ]

Denes’s designs for energy-  
generating windmills for the  
North Waterfront Park Master  
Plan , 1990

[ Fig. 31  ]



42 4 3

necessary;” still others exist in outer space, such as the 
space stations Flying Bird Pyramid (1984; p. 144) and 
Half Bird—A Flexible Space Station (1984; p. 144) “with 
flexible, self-regenerating, and easy-to-repair units or 
modules resembling natural systems.”41 Like architect 
Buckminster Fuller’s water city Triton or the floating Cloud 
City in George Lucas’s The Empire Strikes Back (1980), 
Denes’s new architectural plans for a distant future seem 
relevant to a more immediate reality.
 In these works Denes expounds that innovation, 
technology, and science are key to helping humanity. Her 
numerous proposals shift from the realizable to the imag-
inary and poetic. Nieuwe Hollandse Waterlinie—25 Year 
Masterplan, The Netherlands (2000; pp. 320 – 21) was 
designed after the artist visited the New Dutch Waterline 
and put forth a plan to protect the land against major 
flooding, improve the marshlands and forests, acceler-
ate tourism, make road improvements, better traffic con-
trol, and build a transparent fort: Crystal Fort for the 21st 
Century (fig. 33). Another unrealized work, Psychology of 
Traffic (1970), entails a proposal for special helicopters 
to remove abandoned vehicles and accident victims.42 
In All that Glitters (1975), Denes proposes using toxins to 
break down garbage into glassy rock, noting that the tech-
nology is available but not yet financially feasible.43 After 
Hurricane Sandy hit New York in 2013, Denes made a plan 
for the construction of mega-dunes and artificial islands 
that would protect the coastline (pp. 313–15). 
 Other proposals, such as GUT—Grand Unification 
Theory (2002; fig. 34) or Noah’s Ark—A Spaceship (1982; 
pp. 302 – 303) are more metaphorical: the former is a satire 
in which, even though the sea level has risen and wiped 
out land, humanity continues its endeavor to unify com-
munication, however pointless the task has become; the 
latter is a ship design that crosses an ancient Viking sea 
vessel with a modern ocean cruiser and a spaceship. In 
holding human knowledge in its design but never going 
anywhere, Noah’s Ark symbolizes the contradiction 
between human achievement and inefficiency in resolving 
world issues.44 The ark is one of many vessels that appear 

in Denes’s work. Ship of Dreams (1994; fig. 35) is meant to 
sit on the shores of Vancouver Harbor, floating at high tide; 
her sculpture turned “living entity” Hot/Cold Earth Ship 
With Heartbeat (1992, figs. 13 and 14) is a wooden vessel 
filled with soil, one side heated with speakers issuing the 
sound of a heartbeat, the other side frozen and silent.45 As 
art writer Eleanor Heartney observes, Denes often “draws 
on the metaphor of the ship as a vessel for human preser-
vation.”46 Animals too have provided the artist with help-
ful analogies. She analyzed overcrowded bird societies 
(1979; p. 324) due to their similarities to large cosmopolitan 
cities such as New York, Paris, and Tokyo, and designed a 
new type of plane-like helicopter that would allow her to 
fly with and film the birds; 47 in another effort, the artist pro-
posed filming the 24-hour life cycle of mayflies as it served 
as a metaphor for human life (birth, reproduction, death).48 
 Several of Denes’s unrealized works are political 
in design. Wheatfields of the World: A Proposal for the 
Diomede Islands (1989; p. 291) was conceived during 
the wheat embargo, a Cold War tactic the United States 
imposed on the USSR. Denes proposed planting two fields 
on the two Diomede Islands between Russia and the US 
separated by the international date line, marking the bor-
der between the countries. Denes suggested that Russian 
seeds be planted on one and American on the other, 
with a harvest festival to celebrate the human spirit, and 
mixing the seeds as a “symbolic gesture of unification in 
global consciousness and human concerns.”49 Diomede 
Project: Sun Triangle in the Arctic Circle—An Observatory  
(1989; pp. 292 – 95) is a proposal to build three towers as 
a joint observatory, with reflectors to catch the sun’s rays 
and create a light sculpture between them. The installa-
tion would require the cooperation of both islands and 
superpowers to realize the phenomena, and for each to 
see “itself reflected in the other.”50

 Like da Vinci, Denes understands the relationship 
between mathematics and beauty. Beauty is an influ-
ential tool for communicating her ideas. The geometric 
perfection of her forms is as intoxicating as the complex-
ity of their messages. Works such as Tree Mountain are 

[ Fig. 36 ]

Ship of Dreams #6, 2016
Design for a transparent ship  
construction made of steel  
and aluminum tubing, with fiber- 
optic side lighting.
Digital rendering based on  
Denes’s original drawings
Dimensions variable
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Ship of Dreams, 1994
Concord Pacific Place, Illumination 
Project, Vancouver, British  
Columbia, Canada. Transparent  
ship made of steel and aluminum  
tubing, lined with fiber-optic  
side lighting and placed in tidal 
basin. Ship size: 576 ! 456", size of 
tidal basin: 480 ! 864". The hazy 
light of the fiber-optic tubing that 
emanates from the ship creates the 
impression of a ship lost in the fog  
at sea (or the Flying Dutchman).
Pencil and charcoal on tracing vellum
12 ! 18"

[ Fig. 34 ]

GUT — Grand Unification  
Theory, 2002 
Archival digital image  
15 ! 18 1 ⁄2"

[ Fig. 33 ]

Crystal Fort for the 21st Century — 
Masterplan: Nieuwe Hollandse 
Waterlinie, 2000 
Original design of a full-size  
fortress made of glass, to be built 
along the Waterlinie as a major 
tourist attraction to create  
revenue for the reclamation  
plans laid out in the Masterplan. 
Archival digital image
24 ! 27 3⁄4"
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sublime, while still holding ecological significance. Her 
repeated use of the golden section—the division of a line 
so that the whole is to the greater part as that part is to 
the smaller part — illustrates her understanding of how a 
ratio (found throughout nature and ancient architecture) 
demonstrates the aesthetic of mathematics, as well as 
human achievement and discovery. The ratio is followed 
(and distorted) in the pyramids / triangles throughout her 
work, in her famed Map Projections, the pattern of the 
Tree Mountain planting, and the Nautilus Amphitheater in 
her unrealized Peace Park U.S.A. (1989) for Washington, 
D.C. (p. 297). The visualization of the beauty of mathe-
matics is present in her pyramid forms: the gargantuan 
160,000-glass-block Probability Pyramid — Study for 
Crystal Pyramid (1976; p. 134) and Systems of Logic/
Logic of Systems (1976; p. 127) illustrate the rarity of 
Denes’s thinking, as concerned with mathematics as with 
aesthetics. Denes leaves behind ideas and forms as intel-
ligent as they are creative. In My Remains (1992), the artist 
requests that some of her ashes be placed in a transpar-
ent urn in the Caribbean, sent into space, and, using a spe-
cial chemical receipt to create a rainbow effect with those 
remains, put on permanent view in a museum under the 
title Beauty After Death.51

 These concepts are on little pieces of paper, 
  on edges of bills, on any surface imaginable, 
  in drawers, folders, everywhere. These are  

records of my unrealized works.52

Many of Denes’s unrealized works remained unrealized 
because she was a woman. She was making at a time 
when working with land, with science, with technology 
was perceived as quintessentially male. While on occa-
sion she was invited to participate, such as in the 1970 
exhibition Software—Information Technology: Its New 

Meaning for Art at the Jewish Museum in New York,53 it is 
the men (Vito Acconci, John Baldessari, Joseph Kosuth, 
Nam June Paik . . .) who get attached to this seminal exhi-
bition, not the three women invited: Linda Berris, Denes, 
Sonia Sheridan. Women were simply not heard, not sup-
ported, and were never given the title of genius. Denes 
was, and is, ahead of her time, both in terms of what was 
expected and accepted of woman artists, but also simply 
in her vision. Take The Big Bang—A Short Story of Man 
(1970), developed for the Software exhibition. The work, 
programmed for a computer, is an animated time line of 
the birth of the universe, human evolution, the space age, 
future cities, the end of Earth, the sun, and the universe, 
up to the Big Bang. Already, then, Denes understood 
the potential of computers, and anticipated rooftop gar-
dens and solar environments. She proposed mapping 
the ocean floors, acknowledging, “Until this technology 
is invented, the project cannot proceed.”54 Which proj-
ects will materialize once technology catches up? Will it 
be the “Future City” or Teardrop—Monument to Being 
Earthbound (1984; p. 150), the city-size structure with 
a levitating teardrop kept in place by superconductors? 
Prophet and Wizard, Denes wonders whether the accel-
eration of our demise will outpace the technological 
advancements needed for her projects to be realized and 
help; art historian Donald Kuspit calls this “the pathos of 
existence” in Denes’s work.55 While instinct drives us to 
survive as individuals, our destruction of the environment 
is a collective effort. Naturally, Denes has a proposal 
for this too: Does an Ant Get Angry, Does a Bee Feel 
Remorse? (1971). In comparing the behavior of ants to 
that of humans, studying the insects’ desire for individual 
survival versus self-sacrifice for the community,56 Denes 
cuts to the heart of humanity, speedily and intuitively 
anticipating a future that we — Homo sapiens — may or 
may not get to live.

51.  Agnes Denes, “M# $ema!ns,”  
!n Ottmann, The W!"t"ngs of 
Agnes Denes, 300%301.

52.  Denes, "Asso"ted W"!t!ngs fo" 
New A"t," 263.

53.  Softwa!e—Info!mat"on 
Technolog&: Its New Mean"ng 
fo! A!t was cu"ated b# a"t!st 
and c"!t!c Jack Bu"nham and 

held at the Jew!sh Museum !n 
New Yo"k, and the Sm!thson!an 
Inst!tut!on, Wash!ngton,  
D.C. (1970%71). Fo" the d!g-
!tal exh!b!t!on catalogue, 
v!s!t https://monoskop.o"g 
/Softwa"e_(exh!b!t!on).

54.  Denes, !n Ha"tz, Agnes Denes, 
142.

55.  Donald Kusp!t, “Pa"adox 
Pe"fected: Agnes Denes’s 
P#"am!ds,” !n Ha"tz, Agnes 
Denes, 175.

56.  Denes, !n Ha"tz, Agnes Denes, 
142.

Agnes Denes: A Future Yet to Be Realized


