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     making nature



Providence Under 
Glass

Doug Young is one of only a few artists 
skilled in the labor-intensive technique of 
reverse painting on glass. His current body 
of work elicits feelings of both curiosity and 
anxiety. These paintings address present-
day concerns about the precarious state of 
the environment by taking natural history 
museums and their display aesthetics as 
their subject. The manner in which these 
institutions present nature, removed from 
its original context, can embody both the 
wonder of the world’s resources and ecology 
as well as the cruel and corrupt dynamics of 
global capitalism. 

text by Tamsen Young

images by Doug Young
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Doug Young’s latest reverse paintings on glass take the natu-
ral history museum as their subject. Through a questioning 
and critical gaze, the artist considers how the collection and 

display of nature in museums reflect the human capacity for both 
curiosity and cruelty. These conflicting impulses continue to compete 
in today’s public discourse. The precarious state of our environment, 
a consequence of our human urge to dominate, is the cause of great 
anxiety. Young addresses tensions between the natural and man-
made world in a manner that is dystopian yet hopeful.

The idea that wilderness was abundant and inexhaustible 
shaped America’s image of itself in the nineteenth-century. Yet the 
burgeoning ecology movement understood that the country’s natu-
ral resources might not be limitless. Famed taxidermist Carl Akeley 
had a dominant influence on the displays at Chicago’s Field Museum 
and New York’s American Museum of Natural History (AMNH) during 
his tenure at each between 1896-1926. He personally hunted the big 
game required for his inventive and groundbreaking displays, joining 
President Theodore Roosevelt, a co-founder of AMNH, on an expe-
dition to Africa. Both men bemoaned the “inevitable” extinction of 
the animals but didn’t think it incompatible to march off to preserve 
through plunder. Their view of nature, preservation, expansionism, 
and power was typical for those in the ruling class at that time. Un-
surprisingly the president of AMNH was an outspoken eugenicist.

Consequently, a distinctly colonialist worldview defines the 
taxidermy animals and diorama sceneries of any natural history mu-
seum. Institutional narratives are internalized and conveyed through 
museums’ architecture, displays, labels, inclusions, and omissions. 
The artist Fred Wilson describes this as “the silent message of the 
museum.” Young’s paintings address this concept by staging a re-
move from the physical museum to peer deeper into the construct 
from a potent two-dimensional perspective.

In Dragons (2017), Young presents a dark room with taxider-
mied komodo dragons residing in a dimly lit glass vitrine. Silhouettes 
of prehistoric hunting scenes reflected in the glass subtly draw atten-
tion to the role of human domination over animals. Today, as global 
capitalism hunts down our natural resources, many of us view this 
devastating spectacle as if it is occurring behind glass, beyond our 
reach in both time and space. 

Gorilla (2018) offers a trophy wall of taxidermied animals in 
an arrested state of being but rendered in a manner to undermine 
any heroic implication. The ghostly negatives of the figures disarm 
the viewer, demanding we question the aesthetics of animating the 
dead in displays that strive to be realistic, entertaining simulacra. 
Taxidermy presents a most unnatural version of nature. 

Both paintings invite the viewer in with mystery and fascina-
tion reminiscent of the curiosity cabinet (a precursor to the natural 
history museum), but then immediately subvert any man-over-na-
ture narrative. As a result, these works evoke paradoxical feelings of 
wonder and anxiety.

The vitrine is a display device that confidently neutralizes 
the object within, but also frames it specifically. An item in a vitrine 
becomes powerless, a specimen to be observed and preserved. Yet 
simultaneously, now that it is set apart, it gains stature and becomes 
worthy of contemplation. The vitrine seduces the spectator into look-
ing at the untouchable in a performance of curiosity.

Sharks elicit feelings of  both  terror  and awe. They are natu-

Doug Young
Ape Case, glass, automotive paint, 2017 © Doug Young

Institutional narratives are in-
ternalized and conveyed through 
museums’ architecture, displays, 
labels, inclusions, and omissions. 
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Doug Young
Butterflies II, glass, au-

tomotive paint, 2018 © 

Doug Young
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Doug Young
Turtle, glass, automotive paint, 2017 © Doug Young

Doug Young
Jaws, glass, automotive paint, 2017 © Doug Young
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ral predators and the jaw of this beast is the ultimate trophy from 
a seafaring voyage. In Jaws (2017), the viewer’s curious gaze travels 
through a vitrine and its collections before discovering the reflection 
of a ship going down at sea. 

In Ape Case (2017), again looking through and at panes of 
glass, multiple realities overlap, becoming entangled. A specter of a 
fence imprisons, degrades, and orders nature.  It  serves  to  express
the paradox that to immortalize time you must kill the thing you want 
to preserve. There is what is visible, and then there is the invisible 
landscape of inescapable human actions.

The handprints on the glass in Butterflies II (2018) allude to the 
human need to make a mark. But here nature is unnervingly beyond 
our control, obscured by condensation on the glass barrier. Evocative 
of a steamy underbelly, a place where things rot, the work suggests 
the futility of preservation against entropy, decay, and oblivion.

Young’s work also references American mythmaking, in 
particular, as it relates to inventiveness, spectacle, and illusion. The 
natural history museum may seem an unlikely connection here, but 
Akeley’s work unites the concepts. Early in his career, Akeley worked 
with P.T. Barnum and was influenced by his dime museum. Akeley 
envisioned his dioramas as a holistic experience, intended to educate 
and astonish wide audiences through the suspension of disbelief. 
The dioramas and their majestic painted landscapes would lead visi-
tors to question the veracity of what they were looking at. It was to be 
an entirely new illusionistic encounter of wonder and, in that sense, a 
precursor to today’s virtual reality. 

The labor-intensive craft of reverse painting on glass creates 
a visual experience that confounds and pleases. Part of its history 
even relates to its role in the special effects of early filmmaking. The 
technique requires building an image backwards on glass. This ends 
up tricking the eye. Turtle (2017) uses multiple panes of glass to ob-
scure depth perception. The result, like many optical illusions, sub-
verts and bewilders. 

Natural history museums are places of wonder and discov-
ery. But they are not neutral and unproblematic representations of 
the natural world. They don’t just preserve nature either; they invent 
it through a mix of art and science, myth and fact. The displays and 
their silent messages are time capsules of greed, arrogance, and rac-
ism, but also curiosity, inventiveness, and artistry. Using illusion and 
craftsmanship, Young subverts their “constructed essences” to tease 
out the multiple realities of our relationship to nature. He expresses 
awe of nature as well as the ugly underside of the Anthropocene and 
the oppressive systems that have led to the precarious state of our 
natural environment and our present-day environmental anxieties. 
The tension in his works offers no release from the quandary of hu-
man existence.

Doug Young is a student of American popular culture, and the utilization of folk art techniques offer him a 

means to speak to the spirit of America’s rich creative past while using imagery and themes that address our 

contemporary experience. His use of hooked rugs, reverse painting on glass, and woodworking derive from 

American modes of creative labor and the popular cultural traditions of transient craftspeople. Young completed 

his BFA at The School of the Art Institute of Chicago and his MFA at Pratt Institute. www.dougyoungalive.com

Natural history museums are 
places of wonder and discovery. 

But they are not neutral and 
unproblematic representations of 
the natural world. They don’t just 

preserve nature either; they invent 
it through a mix of art and science, 

myth and fact. 

Doug Young
Dragons, glass, automotive paint, 2017 © Doug Young
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Antennae (founded in 2006) is the international, peer reviewed, academic 
journal on the subject of nature in contemporary art. Its format and 
contents are inspired by the concepts of ‘knowledge transfer’ and ‘widening 
participation’. Three times a year, the Journal brings academic knowledge 
within a broader arena, one including practitioners and a readership that 
may not regularly engage in academic discussion. Ultimately, Antennae 
encourages communication and crossovers of knowledge amongst 
artists, scientists, scholars, activists, curators, and students. In January 
2009, the establishment of Antennae’s Senior Academic Board, Advisory 
Board, and Network of Global Contributors has affirmed the journal as an 
indispensable research tool for the subject of environmental and nature 
studies. Contact the Editor in Chief at: antennaeproject@gmail.com Visit  
our  website  for  more  info  and   past  issues: www.antennae.org.uk
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