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When Albert Eckhout (1610–65)—court painter 
to Dutch governor-general Johan Maurits—set 
off for Northeast Brazil in 1636, it was his first 
venture outside of the Dutch Republic. Maurits, 
with whom Eckhout traveled, had a particular 
interest in natural history, and it would be 
Eckhout’s duty to capture the astonishing natural 
resources and general fecundity of seventeenth-
century Dutch Brazil through his art. During the 
seven years that Eckhout would reside in Brazil, 
he created hundreds of drawings and oil studies 
that he would later use to paint exquisite still 
lifes. The excitement and allure of Eckhout’s 
initial encounters with untamed Brazilian flora 
seep from these paintings; his gleaming green 
coconuts, ripe melons, and luscious cashew 
apples convey a freshness and bounty that 
beckons to viewers, eliciting astonishment and 
encouraging them to taste and experience such 
exotic abundance for themselves. At the same 
time, paintings of the colony’s natural resources 
asserted the power and status of the Dutch 
Republic and its governor-general among the 
seventeenth-century aristocratic elite; the works 
created by Maurits’s court painters were given 
as gifts and ended up in the collections of King 
Frederik II of Denmark and Louis XIV in France, 
among others. 1

Colonial conceptions of the natural world are 
embodied not just in the paintings of European 
travelers, but also in the collections formed 
by traveling biologists. The students of the 
Swedish biologist Carl Linnaeus (1707–78), for 
example, voyaged across the globe gathering 
plant species and naming them according 
to European systems of knowledge. The 
preserved specimens that these biologists 
amassed would, in many cases, form the basis 
of institutional herbaria that today continue 

to mirror asymmetrical power structures; the 
majority of plant specimens collected from 
the tropics—where, significantly, the most plant 
diversity naturally exists—are now housed in 
Europe and the United States.2 These botanical 
resources are perhaps even more crucial now 
than they once were; they can be used, for 
example, to understand the progress of invasive 
species, or to help guide conservation planning. 

Brazilian-born artist Debora Hirsch, whose work 
directly addresses the legacies of both Eckhout 
and imperial biologists, interrogates the belief 
that humans have dominion over nature, 
and a right to exploit biological resources for 
their own gain. In her subtle yet profoundly 
insightful series Herbaria (2024), Hirsch presents 
images of pressed plants, mostly native to 
New York State, that are in varying stages of 
disappearance due to human interventions. In 
her video animation HERBARIA (2024), fragile 
petals, paper-thin leaves, and lithe stems flutter 
briefly in undefined space, almost assuming 
anthropomorphic qualities, before fading to 
white—a reminder that these species will soon 
only exist in memory. Hirsh often incorporates 
plants found in the regions where she exhibits, 
and thus calls for a reassessment of how 
we interact with—or utterly disregard—our 
immediate natural surroundings. 

Hirsch’s focus on what has been lost through 
nature’s colonization extends to her evolving 
project PLANT (2023 – ongoing), which 
explores the aesthetic and ethical dimensions 
of extinction while questioning art’s ability to 
preserve memories and specimens. Hirsch 
employs artificial intelligence to create her 
PLANT works, using a pretrained model that she 
fine-tunes with her own proprietary datasets to 

generate myriad images reflecting her subject 
and painting style, which she then distills into 
a single work. This fruitful employment of 
cutting-edge technology results in sumptuous 
compositions whose interdependent elements 
reflect the complex and fragile habitats that 
sustain biodiversity. Hirsch records her PLANT 
works on the blockchain, which she interprets 
as a “metaphorical counterpart to the physical 
herbarium”—a permanent, immutable database 
capable of preserving the endangered species 
that she represents. While Hirsch’s portrayals of 
blooms, birds, and baroque scrolls perhaps hark 
back to Eckhout’s sensuous flora and fauna—one 
can nearly feel the velvety petals of the blossoms 
centered in her prints—here, sensuality draws our 
attention to potentially devastating losses, rather 
than New World wonders to be gained. Hirsch 
invites viewers not to fetishize the unknown, but 
to savor what may, very soon, be impossible to 
experience in the wild. 

Works from the Herbaria and PLANT series are 
not the first in which Hirsch has addressed the 
processes and outcomes of colonialism. The 
artist’s Firmamento paintings (2018–present) 
allude to Brazilian rivers that were harnessed for 
the purposes of environmental exploitation and 
territorial control. Like Hirsch’s PLANT series, 
these compositions integrate details of the 
baroque architecture that surged during colonial 
rule and even now dominates numerous Latin 
American cities. We can find further references 
to European imperialism in the shackles that 
are interwoven with architectural flourishes 
and aqueous swells, which together evoke the 

waterways that transported slaves to colonial 
plantations. 

Hirsch has also melded explorations of historical 
colonialism with the present colonization of 
humanity by way of the internet. The artist 
understands the internet as an “abstracted 
space where oppressive power continues to 
exert its force”—a mode of control to which we 
are increasingly and insidiously subjected. In her 
2020 work Binary Fresco, Hirsch juxtaposes 
representations of ancient and natural worlds with 
digital imaging and binary codes. The temporal, 
visual, and sonic layering that defines this work links 
the colonization of the Americas to contemporary 
digital colonialism and underscores the pervasive 
influence of virtual culture in our daily lives. 

Not only are Hirsch’s works infused with eloquent 
admonitions, but her paintings, prints, and videos 
also masterfully resensitize viewers to the deep 
connections between humanity and nature 
while considering the impact of technology 
on both. The artist’s deft layering of forms and 
temporalities centers our attention on subjects 
that are otherwise easily overlooked—species and 
modes of control whose smallness and silence 
or, conversely, omnipresence, we mistake for 
insignificance. By reimagining and reanimating, 
Hirsch stays our gaze on that which is poised 
to disappear—a delicate purple blossom, a 
symbiotic relationship, an ecosystem—calling not 
just for action, but also for celebration: of beauty, 
of intricacy, of a natural essence so magnificent 
that it transcends human capacity to colonize.

INTRODUCTION 
Susan Breyer

1 Rebecca Parker Brienen, Visions of Savage Paradise: Albert Eckhout, Court Painter in Colonial Dutch Brazil, (Amsterdam: Amsterdam 
University Press, 2006), p. 25.
2 Park, D.S., Feng, X., Akiyama, S. et al. “The colonial legacy of herbaria,” Nat Hum Behav 7, 1059–1068 (2023). https://doi.org/10.1038/
s41562-023-01616-7
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(Video Still)

HERBARIA
Debora Hirsch

Debora Hirsch 
HERBARIA, 2024
Digital video
10 minutes
Edition of 3 plus 1 AP

Ecosystems are intricate webs of life, interconnected and 
balanced by various dynamics that influence their survival. 
When one species disappears, it is never an isolated 
event, but often leads to a cascading effect. When plants 
become extinct in nature, it is not just the genetic code or 
the organism itself that is lost, but the entire symphony of 
relationships that allowed that plant to thrive. It is impossible 
to reconstruct that harmony in full.

In my video animation HERBARIA, the plants have found 
representation in herbariums, a few remaining visual 
records of their existence. The very act of animating a 
plant from herbarium records acknowledges this profound 
absence: the plants I bring to life exist as solitary figures, 
disconnected from their original environments, flickering 
briefly before fading.
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Helonias bullata,
New York State

Arethusa bulbosa,
New York State

Fraxinus nigra,
New York State

Herbaria, 2024
Inkjet print
Each: 7 x 7 in (17.8 x 17.8 cm)
Edition of 3

Clematis ochroleuca, Staten 
Island and Long Island

Trillium grandiflorum,
New York State

Clermontia multiflora,
West Maui, Hawaii

Asclepias variegata, 
New York State

Asclepias variegata 2, 
New York State

Cypripedium calceolus, 
New York State

The Herbaria prints included in the present exhibition 
feature endangered plants native to the United States.



10 HUTCHINSON MODERN & CONTEMPORARY 11

Ulmus americana,
New York State

Ulmus americana 2,
New York State

Hibiscadelphus stellatus,
Hawaiian Islands

Malaxis bayardii 2,
New York State

Gymnocladus dioicus,
New York State

Castanea dentata, US Hydrastis Canadensis,
New York State

Hibiscadelphus wilderianus,
Hawaiian Islands

Trillium flexipes,
New York State

Epigaea repens,
New York State

Malaxis bayardii,
New York State
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Plants represent the transitory nature of life 
and death, but they are also symbols of fertility, 
prosperity, regeneration, rebirth, and renewal in 
the cosmic cycle of nature. Mario Peixoto, the 
author of Limit, considered one of the most 
significant masterpieces in the history of Brazilian 
cinema, conveyed that "any human action 
against nature is useless." The Romans believed 
that "man may change, but nature remains the 
same." Although this may hold true in the long 
term over some centuries, biodiversity is far 
from static and depends on the conjunction and 
equilibrium of various elements. Unfortunately, 
biodiversity is experiencing a steep reduction in 
plant diversity.

In the silent embrace of nature, one discerns 
not merely a passive message but rather an 
impassioned plea, akin to a silent scream 
echoing through the wilderness. It crystallizes 
into form, sometimes taking on an animalistic 
guise, only to morph into a haunting semblance 
of humanity at other times. This enigmatic form 
leaves the observer utterly baffled as they 

endeavor to decipher the cryptic language 
underlying the fractured dialogue between 
two disparate kingdoms.

Amidst this profound contemplation, the 
observer is inevitably confronted with the 
sobering reality of humankind's relentless 
assault on biodiversity. Across the globe, 
ecosystems are being pillaged, habitats 
destroyed, and species driven to the brink of 
extinction by the heedless actions of humanity. 
The once vibrant tapestry of life is unraveling 
before our eyes, with biodiversity severed by 
the callous hand of exploitation and neglect. 
As the silent plea of nature echoes ever louder, 
it serves as a poignant reminder of the urgent 
need for humanity to reassess its relationship 
with the natural world and strive toward a path 
of restoration and harmony.

Species are currently vanishing before we 
can fully understand their characteristics. 
The International Union for Conservation of 
Nature (IUCN) Red List of Threatened Species 

assessments play a crucial role in providing 
valuable guidance in establishing protected 
areas, allocating funds, and influencing 
conservation decisions. Despite being the most 
comprehensive source on global extinction risk, 
the Red List covers only approximately 6% of 
around eight million plants, fungi, and animals.

My PLANT compositions may include frames, 
caves, landscapes, forests, architectural details, 
and monolithic birds that altogether emphasize 
the complexity of interconnections that belong 
to ecosystems, evoking the delicate equilibrium 
and transience of nature. If any elements of my 
compositions are eliminated or changed, the 
entire structure collapses aesthetically, paralleling 
the fragile equilibrium observed in ecosystems.

These contexts are not descriptive of the 
specific plant’s ecosystem. My plants know 
no borders; they live in imaginary worlds. The 
plants have a clear and special presence in the 
composition and high visual relevance as the 
true protagonists of the scene. I am not aiming 

for literal interpretations of the selected plant 
species; these remain as mere references. The 
plant representations lack seasonal consistency 
to highlight their most typical and recognizable 
elements.

My decision on which plants to represent hinges 
upon a range of factors, including available 
information about their history, cultural 
relevance, utility, extinction assessment, the 
cause of their imminent extinction, but above 
all, their beauty or peculiarity, to make my 
rendition artistically and aesthetically intriguing. 
The PLANT collection is open and can be 
constantly enriched with additional endangered 
species, ultimately reinforcing the message of 
the PLANT series about the dramatic range of 
extinction cases.

With this project, through beauty and harmony, 
I aim to bring attention to the loss of biodiversity 
and valuable ecological resources essential to 
our physical existence, balance, and spiritual 
development.

PLANT
Debora Hirsch
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PLANTALIA, 2024
Digital video animation
5 minutes 20 seconds
Edition of 5 plus 1 AP

(Video Still A) (Video Still B)
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Plant (Tabebuia lepidota), 2024
Cibachrome print
13 x 13 in (33 x 33 cm)

TABEBUIA LEPIDOTA

Native: Antigua and Barbuda, Bahamas, Cuba, Dominican Republic, Haiti, Turks and Caicos Islands, British Virgin 
Islands, U.S. Virgin islands

Assessment: Least Concerned but Declining

Threats: Rising sea levels, housing and agriculture, and non-native invasive species

PLANT: Nectar robbing occurs when hummingbirds pierce the flower corolla to access nectar, however this behavior 
has a neutral effect on this plant's fruit production
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Plant (Bertholletia excelsea), 2024
Cibachrome print
13 x 13 in (33 x 33 cm)

BERTHOLLETIA EXCELSA

Native: Bolivia, Brazil, Colombia, French Guiana, Guyana, Peru, Suriname, Venezuela

Assessment: Vulnerable

Threats: Deforestation and unsustainable harvesting practices

PLANT: Brazil Nut Tree, crucial for livelihoods and forest conservation. Its edible seeds are a vital non-timber forest 
product. Supports biodiversity by providing habitat for pollinators and wildlife. Conservation efforts focus on 
sustainable harvesting and habitat protection
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Plant (Parodia horstii), 2024
Cibachrome print
13 x 13 in (33 x 33 cm)

PARODIA HORSTII

Native: Brazil (Rio Grande do Sul)

Assessment: Endangered

Threats: Dam construction, illegal collection and trade, and landslides from agricultural land

PLANT: Small, globular cactus that is significant for its ornamental value therefore it is necessary to control trade to 
prevent exploitation. Habitat protection in its six locations with less than 2.500 mature individuals and regulations to 
manage collection and trade
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Plant (Cinnamodendron occhionianum), 2024
Cibachrome print
13 x 13 in (33 x 33 cm)

CINNAMODENDRON OCCHIONIANUM

Native: Brazil (São Paulo)

Assessment: Critically Endangered

Threats: Deforestation

PLANT: Terrestrial, perennial tree that can reach up to 20 meters in height. This species is valued for its traditional 
medicinal uses, cultural and economic importance
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Plant (Tibouchina sellowiana), 2024
Cibachrome print
13 x 13 in (33 x 33 cm)

TIBOUCHINA SELLOWIANA

Native: Brazil (South and Southeast), Argentina (Northern)

Assessment: Declining

Threats: Not officially assessed

PLANT: Tibouchina sellowiana flowers change color from white to pink as they age, with large bees being the most 
effective pollinators. Bees were attracted to natural and mimetic first-day white flowers but avoided natural second-
day flowers
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Plant (Brugmansia suaveolens), 2024
Cibachrome print
13 x 13 in (33 x 33 cm)

BRUGMANSIA SUAVEOLENS

Native: Brazil

Assessment: Extinct in the Wild. A few individuals in Italy (Campania)

Threats: Invasive species, overharvesting for ornamental and medicinal purposes

PLANT: Despite its extinction in the wild, it is widely cultivated for its ornamental and medicinal value. Conservation 
efforts focus on ex situ cultivation to maintain its genetic diversity and medicinal benefits
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Plant (Dendroseris neriifolia), 2024
Cibachrome print
13 x 13 in (33 x 33 cm)

DENDROSERIS NERIFOLIA

Native: Chile (Juan Fernández Islands)

Assessment: Critically Endangered

Threats: Invasive species, soil erosion, and grazing by introduced animals such as rats and rabbits

PLANT: Rare tree with only two known specimens existing in the wild as of 2011. Endemic to Robinson Crusoe Island. 
Emblematic of the conservation challenges on the Juan Fernández Islands



30 HUTCHINSON MODERN & CONTEMPORARY 31

Plant (Magnolia pallescens), 2024
Cibachrome print
13 x 13 in (33 x 33 cm)

MAGNOLIA PALLESCENS

Native: Dominican Republic

Assessment: Endangered

Threats: In the Ebano Verde Scientific Reserve, logging and agriculture replaced forests with ferns. Forest fires have 
further degraded the Valle Nuevo area

PLANT: Between 1960 and 1980 populations suffered serious declines as a result of felling for cabinet work. There is 
no information on the numbers of individuals remaining
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Plant (Brugmansia aurea), 2024
Cibachrome print
13 x 13 in (33 x 33 cm)

BRUGMANSIA AUREA

Native: Ecuador, Colombia, Venezuela, Argentina (Andes)

Assessment: Extinct in the Wild

Threats: The causes for extinction in the wild are unknown. It is believed that some animal responsible for spreading the 
seeds became extinct, causing the plant extinction in the wild

PLANT: Toxic if ingested, it is known for its medicinal and hallucinogenic properties. Cultivated in botanical gardens to 
preserve genetic diversity
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Plant (Eugenia woodburyana), 2024
Cibachrome print
13 x 13 in (33 x 33 cm)

EUGENIA WOODBURYANA

Native: Puerto Rico (Southern)

Assessment: Critically Endangered

Threats: Urbanization, agricultural and livestock expansion. Hurricanes and landslides

PLANT: Evergreen tree. A total of 45 plants are contained within three populations. Preservation efforts to enhance 
population stability and restore its natural habitat: protected areas and propagation in botanical gardens
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Firmamento (key), 2020
Acrylic and oil pencil on canvas
31 1/2 x 31 1/2 in (80 x 80 cm)

Centuries ago, paintings, engravings, and drawings by 
European artists depicted the New World as an exuberant 
and seemingly boundless landscape, teeming with life 
and abundance. On the other hand, it was also portrayed 
as a wild environment in need of taming, cultivation, and 
evangelization. Today, if these artists were to revisit the 
landscapes they once depicted with such awe, they would 
likely encounter a vastly different scene—one marred 
by monoculture, aggressive real estate and logging, 
deforestation, pollution, and the irreversible loss of 
biodiversity. The glaring disparity between past depictions 
and present realities illustrates the consequences of 
humanity's exploitation and disregard for the natural world 
by economic forces.
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Firmamento (Mandioca), 2020
Acrylic and oil on canvas
34 x 34 in (86.4 x 86.4 cm)
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Firmamento (Calabash), 2020
Acrylic and oil on canvas
34 x 34 in (86.4 x 86.4 cm)
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