
by Karla Kane

F ollowing in the footsteps of last year’s 
nature-themed exhibitions that fo-
cused on the sky and encounters be-

tween humans and non-human animals, the 
Palo Alto Art Center is currently making 
like the Lorax and speaking for the trees.

“This community cares deeply about 
its trees,” Art Center Curator Selene Fos-
ter pointed out at the opening celebration 
for “Rooted: Trees in Contemporary Art.” 
After all, she said, “We are named after El 
Palo Alto, a tall tree.”

Through a variety of works by 20 artists, 
“Rooted” explores trees as subjects, materials 

and symbols, from fairy-tale whimsy to sci-
entific accuracy. 

“The Woulds,” by Andy Diaz Hope and 
Laurel Roth Hope, is a multimedia instal-
lation that invites visitors into an enchanted 
and enchanting geometric forest of colors, 
wood, mirrors and glass, and a soundscape 
of bird song. 

The woods are a common fairy-tale theme, 
often representing a transformative experi-
ence or journey, Roth Hope said at the open-
ing gala. “We wanted to create a mythological 
forest someone can travel through and pos-
sibly be changed (by).”

Originally commissioned by San Fran-
cisco’s Contemporary Jewish Museum, “The 

Woulds” takes inspiration, according to Diaz 
Hope, from a Jewish folktale in which mul-
tidimensional-perceiving sparrows sing to 
souls as they come down to Earth from the 
tree of life in Heaven.

“We tried to envision a forest seen through 
the eyes of these sparrows,” he said. 

In Azucena Hernandez’s pyrographic 
“Ember” series, on view in the Glass Gallery, 
wood also serves a soulful — and poignantly 
somber — purpose. Begun in 2015 in honor 
of Dia de los Muertos, the series depicts the 
victims of institutional violence and racism, 
their portraits burned into slices of wood. It 
is a series that, to Hernandez’s chagrin, con-
tinues to expand. 

“As long as you feel anything, if you look at 
the portraits and you remember the faces, re-
member the names, that’s my goal,” she said 
at the opening event, noting that it’s important 
that her subjects are seen as real people, not 
merely statistics or names in the media. 

“I think it’s very symbolic, the fact that they 
are on wood,” she said, “because they were 
cut down too soon.” 

Jamie Vasta uses glitter — which she noted 
is commonly associated with messy chil-
dren’s projects and thought of as a “cheap, 
throwaway thing” — to create powerfully 
compelling imagery, including “Inferno,” 
which depicts a raging wildfire, creating an 
interesting contrast between the festive, spar-
kly material and the traumatic subject matter. 

James Chronister’s oil-on-canvas paint-
ings of thick woodlands, “Summer 8” and 
“Deinze,” are difficult to distinguish from 
photographs at first glance, so meticulous is 
the detail in the black paint/white background 

landscapes based on photos taken while hik-
ing with family in his native Montana.

“It’s kind of like California is the place I 
came to remember what Montana was like,” 
Chronister, who’s now based in San Fran-
cisco, mused. 

New Mexico artist Scott Greene’s “UV 
Celltree” and “Fake News” take a humorous 
look at the “new invasive species” of phone 
towers disguised as trees, made to blend in 
with the natural environment (with question-
able results). In some of his paintings, the tow-
ers have become ecological “snags,” or dead 
trees that become habitat for new life. 

Maria Elena Gonzalez’s “T2 23-33” was 
created by using rubbings of the bark of birch 
trees as musical notation, capturing, as it were, 
the language and music of the trees (sadly, 
there’s no way to play it at the Art Center). 

“When people would ask me if I was a 
composer I’d say, ‘No, it’s the tree that’s the 
composer.’ I facilitate that tree to sing to 
us,” Gonzalez told the opening-night crowd. 
“You’re looking at the composer: nature.”

Stephen Galloway’s large-scale “The Royal 

“UV Celltree” by Scott Greene, part of the “Rooted” exhibition, depicts a phone tower 
disguised as a tree, which has become an ecological “snag” (habitat for new life).

Palo Alto Art Center Director Karen Kienzle takes in the exhibition “Rooted: 
Trees in Contemporary Art,” on display through April 5. Photo by Sammy Dallal.

What: “Rooted: Trees in Contemporary Art.”
Where: Palo Alto Art Center, 1313 Newell 
Road.
When: Through April 5, Tuesday-Saturday 
from 10 a.m. to 5 p.m. Sunday 1 p.m. to 5 
p.m. Thursday open until 9 p.m. An Arbor 
Day celebration will be held on Sunday, 
March 15, 1-5 p.m.
Cost: Free.
Info: tinyurl.com/y8ppz5z8. 
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Right: Meridel Rubenstein’s 
“Brocade” was created using 
vegetable inks on bark paper coated 
with mica and gum Arabic. Image 
courtesy of Brian Gross Fine Art.

Below: Esther Rubin and her 
grandson check out the work of 
Tamara Kostianovsky, whose tree-
stump shaped sculptures were made 
from scraps of her late father’s 
clothing. Photo by Sammy Dallal.

“You are the Tree” is a community-focused installation in 
downtown Redwood City’s Art Kiosk, on display through March 8.
“Y
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P alo Alto is not the only Pen-
insula city named after a tree, 
nor is it the only one with 

arboreal art on display this month. 
“You are the Tree,” a new installa-
tion in the Art Kiosk space on down-
town Redwood City’s Courthouse 
Square, considers how the flourish-
ing city, for better and worse, was 
built on demand for lumber from the 
coast redwood trees growing nearby.

Spearheaded by artists Kent Man-
ske and Nanette Wylde, “You are the 
Tree” includes a 7-foot-diameter rep-
lica of an old-growth coast redwood 
stump, with a living redwood sapling 
at its center (donated by Wegman’s 
Nursery, eventually to be planted in 
Red Morton Park). The top of the 
stump bears flags indicating events 
of historical importance over the 
past 400 years (the lifespan of a tree 
of that size). 

“The project juxtaposes the his-
torical facts of the 19th-century clear 
cutting of old growth redwoods from 
the Santa Cruz Mountains with the 
resultant development of Redwood 
City, both historically and currently, 

with emphasis on the contrast of 
disruptive innovations and resurgent 
interests in slow/by hand/craft in-
dustries,” according to Manske and 
Wylde’s artist statement. 

The work’s title is not merely sym-
bolic: This tree truly is made up of 
pieces of the community. The col-
orful, textured “bark” of the stump 
was made by contributions from 25 
local organizations, business and 
laborers, including costume fabric 
and prop scraps from Dragon Pro-
ductions Theatre Company, bees-
wax from the Redwood City Public 
Library’s rooftop hives, water from 
Redwood Creek, beer grains from 
local breweries, coffee grounds 
from the city’s cafes, kitchen scraps 
from restaurants, plants from nurs-
eries, hair from salons and numer-
ous other industry byproducts (an 
extensive downloadable guide as 
well as detailed process photos are 
available at preneo.org/youarethet-
ree). The collected bits and pieces 
were painstakingly turned into pulp, 
then applied to a paper mache and 
hardware cloth frame. By proudly 

displaying this patchwork quilt-like 
mix of source material, “You are the 
Tree” means to celebrate the com-
munity’s cultural diversity and labor 
force, Manske said.

The installation, on view through 
March 8, also aims to inspire view-
ers to think critically about what 
resources are worth sacrificing for 
others and to consider the environ-
mental cost of human expansion and 
development. 

“The green triangle on the stump’s 
surface represents the remaining 5% 
of coast redwood trees. Ninety-five 
percent have been harvested,” Man-
ske pointed out to the Weekly. 

“You are the Tree” asks the com-
munity to consider its role in main-
taining a sustainable ecosystem, and 
how the damage from our byprod-
ucts might be creatively mitigated. In 
this city, as in others built on exploi-
tation of natural resources, the hu-
man community is inseparable from 
the landscape it was named after. 
You — we — are the tree, and we 
all bear responsibility for its fate. 

—Karla Kane

Arts & Entertainment

Oak and Other Stories” is installed in the win-
dow spaces in front of the Art Center and in its 
courtyard. At the opening gala, he said he tries to 
create unexpected encounters “where there is nat-
ural imagery in places where you wouldn’t expect 
it but also being portrayed in ways you don’t quite 
understand, or are not familiar to you straight 
off.” He said he hopes his work helps generate 
questions and results in viewers becoming more 
engaged when looking at the natural world.

For all the intriguing works of art on display, 
the goal of “Rooted” is indeed also to help peo-
ple appreciate the diversity and beauty of the 
real, live trees around them and the importance 
of a healthy urban canopy.

Local oak trees, in all their acorn-dropping 
glory, receive special attention thanks to the 
work of artist and educator Ann McMillan, 
whose oak depictions not only line the wall near 
the adult studios and in the lobby “nook” but are 
also contained in a free booklet offered to exhi-
bition goers. In “Oaks of Palo Alto,” produced 
by the Art Center in partnership with Canopy, 
the Palo Alto-based urban-tree nonprofit, Mc-
Millan’s illustrations cover both the native 
California oaks (valley and coast live oaks are 

endemic to Palo Alto) and the cultivated species 
found in the city. 

“Native oaks are adapted to our climate, criti-
cal for wildlife, hold historic and cultural sig-
nificance and are one of the key components of 
establishing resilient landscapes in the mid-pen-
insula,” according to the booklet. One of Can-
opy’s major endeavors is its Great Oak Count, 
which surveys the local native-oak population. 

“I was really honored to do this project,” said 
McMillan, who’s also a Palo Alto Art Center in-
structor. “I started out my art life as a scientific il-
lustrator and it was such a pleasure to do it again.” 

Other tree-appreciation tools include a planned 
March 15 Arbor Day celebration for families, 
and Canopy’s printed Tree Walk guide to the Art 
Center’s grounds and its surrounding area, with 
which visitors can take a self-directed stroll and 
learn more about the trees they may pass every-
day and yet know little about (fun fact: The most 
common street tree in Palo Alto is the southern 
magnolia). As the ancient proverb quoted on the 
back of the guide states, “No shade tree? Blame 
not the sun but yourself.” 

Arts & Entertainment Editor Karla Kane can 
be emailed at kkane@paweekly.com.

About the cover:
Laurel Roth Hope and Andy Diaz 
Hope’s “The Woulds” is a multimedia 
installation inspired by a Jewish 
folktale. Photo by Karla Kane. 
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