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GREENHOUSE GALLERY BRIEFING 
The  Intergovernmental  Panel  on  Climate  Change  (IPCC)  announced  in  2018  that 
humanity has only twelve years to prevent catastrophic climate change. Against this 
backdrop,  Extinction  Rebellion  has  sprung  up  as  a  public  movement  challenging 
government  to  deliver  the  enormous  changes  required.  The  challenge  for  artists 
working with the Greenhouse Trust is to create  artwork that communicates the why, 
where and how of transforming our food growing system into one that is low carbon 
and forms part of thriving communities and wildlife-rich landscapes.

Claire Leighton was a print maker and illustrator specialising 
in images of  farming and rural life. Her most famous works, 

including the twelve calendar prints from 'The Farmers Year' will 
form a central part of the exhibition in the Greenhouse Gallery. 
These images were created in the 1930s, before Rachel Carson 

wrote Silent Spring which famously highlighted the devastating 
impact of  industrialised farming and agricultural chemicals on 

our wildlife. While the Leighton images provide a perhaps 
romanticised version of the countryside, they also help to give a 
sense of an age, not that long ago, which offered a space not just 

for humans and machinery but also for other creatures.



Helen Browning has agreed to help us frame the Greenhouse’s next series of eARTh 
exhibitions. These will build on our central soil and climate change themes and   
develop our work on the pivotal role of women in creating 
environmental change. Helen is an organic farmer and CEO of 
the Soil Association. Helen’s book 'Pig' sets out the challenge, 
but also hints at the practical changes which might form a 
solution. These changes would have major implications, not 
only in increasing the contentment of our rural communities, 
but also potentially a step change in the contribution of more 
urban food production which would leave more land  available 
for environmental protection and social enjoyment.

Extracts from 'Pig'

'I can’t know all that I need to on every subject, so at times I reassure myself that the 
most important contribution to make is to bring organic values to every conversation. If 
we are guided by these values, of care, health, ecology and fairness in all that we do, 
we won’t go too far astray.'

'I spend much time thinking about what I would do if I were able to wave a magic  
wand.  Humanity’s  impact  on  the  natural  world,  on  which  it  ultimately  depends  – 
though we often seem to forget this – has been immense, and much of this impact has 
been through the way we produce our food.'

'Globally, the most sustaining environments have been overworked. Alongside the huge 
amounts of carbon released into the atmosphere, and the reduction in the ability of soil 
and vegetation to soak it up again, we have got to the point where the approximate 
weight of humans on the planet is 350 million tonnes, our farmed animals 1,010 million 
tonnes, and non-marine wildlife only 40 million tonnes.  We and our livestock have 
squeezed out most other species.'

'Land is where it gets complicated, because today that seems to be the limiting factor. 
Everyone wants land, to build homes and roads on, to make a living from, to play on, to 
protect nature on. We farmers seem to have bought the idea that our moral duty is to 
feed people, even while the market value of what we produce is so low that we find it  
hard to make a living without public subsidy. Egged on by the many companies who 
want to sell us products, we have ended up with a denuded landscape of large fields and 
over-grazed hills, producing a few commodity crops, much of which is fed to animals 
that are confined indoors in ever greater numbers, while the chemicals have resulted in 
much reduced numbers of pollinators and the other species that rely on them.'



HOPE FOR THE FUTURE
'Organic farming is a significant step in the right direction. The avoidance of artificial 
fertilisers and chemicals means that we have to follow time-honoured ways of building 
soil  fertility,  through  legumes  and  rotations  of  crops  and  animals.  Forbidding  the 
routine use of antibiotics and other drugs makes us focus on good husbandry and our 
animals must be free-ranging whenever the weather permits. But it’s not enough. To 
meet the challenges the world is facing, we need to do much, much more.'

'Natural systems are very complex, with infinite interdependencies and usually very 
productive too.  Our current  ways of farming, even organic ones,  aren’t  perhaps the 
most efficient ways of generating biomass and foodstuffs. Diversity is the watchword, 
in business as in ecology.  We need to shift from simplicity to complexity, mimicking 
and working with nature to produce what we need. In my view, there’s no problem with 
our ability to produce enough food if we move to more ecologically intensive methods. 
Farming systems such as permaculture,  where landscapes are  designed to deliver  a 
range of benefits, and the food producing components are more focussed on perennial 
crops, like shrubs and trees, rather than annuals such as cereals.'
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'The  problem  currently  is  the  economics  of  these  systems  as  diversity  increases 
harvesting  costs,  and  makes  processing  and  marketing  less  straightforward.  These 
techniques need people, and could provide much meaningful and enjoyable work for 
the many folk whose livelihoods may soon be displaced by driverless vehicles, artificial 
intelligence  and  robots.  These  systems  also  need  local  processing  and  distribution 
infrastructure so that healthy food can reach consumers with minimal packaging.'

'At the other end of the scale is the rapid development of novel crops. Algae, insects, 
seaweed, fungi and laboratory-produced meat have little reliance on land and may pass 
the test of energy, nutrient and water efficiency. This is also true of more novel farming 



techniques such as ‘vertical farming’ where crops are grown in stacked layers, under 
LED lights, and hydroponics, by which plants are grown in water.'

'A mix of ecologically intensive, perennially based cropping on the one hand, and high-
tech approaches that are very resource efficient on the other, could allow much more of 
our  land to  be  free  to  provide  ecosystem services  like  carbon sequestration,  water 
management, and plenty of space for other species to thrive and for people to enjoy and 
live in.'

HOW SOILS CAN STORE MORE CARBON?
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     GREENHOUSE GALLERY - 2019

ARTISTIC FOCUS: Reflecting and responding to the nature writing and woodblock/                 
engravings of Clare Leighton (1898 – 1988).

CLIMATE CHANGE EDUCATION: Creating contemporary work which communicates the 
importance of increasing organic matter in tackling Climate Change, and which engages the                    
public in making the changes needed in their gardens, parks, farms during this critical decade.

ART PRACTICE: Encouraging and involving artists in developing their skills, knowledge                    
and working practice in order to increase the role of art and the artist in inspiring imaginative  
solutions.

COMMUNICATING AND MARKETING: Working with the Greenhouse Trust to create,                    
curate and promote environmental art to the widest possible audience.


