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Welcome to Our 
Beautiful Power Plant

ELIZABETH MONOIAN AND ROBERT FERRY

A
s you walk toward a �eld on the edge of the city, you 
start to make out sculptural objects that appear to 
rise organically from the landscape. You reach a small 

park at the edge of the installation, and it feels like you have 
stepped into the frame of a painting. You’re surprised to learn 
that the beautiful objects in front of you are the public-facing 
components of a larger solar power plant that is providing 
carbon-free electricity to thousands of nearby homes. As the 
panels on the artwork shi� to track the sun, you learn that the 
site, which includes the interpretive park you’re standing in, is 
the result of a codesign process between community members 
and artists that was facilitated by the plant’s developer. 

A decade ago, when the cost of solar and wind power was 
much higher, the idea of expanding design aesthetics beyond 
utility for energy landscapes was considered impractical. 
Today, cost is becoming less of a barrier to renewable power 
while community opposition to facilities is becoming more 
common. Combined, these trends suggest that sticking with 
utilitarian design aesthetics is an impractical choice.

In a recent survey of renewable energy developers, re-
searchers at Lawrence Berkeley National Laboratory found 
that nearly 40% of solar projects and 30% of wind energy 
projects have been canceled in the past �ve years, and nearly 
half are signi�cantly delayed. Direct community opposition 

Light Up, a Land Art Generator artwork by Martin Heide, Dean Boothroyd, Mike Rainbow, Jan Talacko, John Bahoric, Bryan Chung, Chea 

Yuen Yeow Chong, and Anna Lee, incorporates flexible monocrystalline silicon photovoltaic with tinted lamination film to generate 2,220 

MWh per year. First-place winning entry to LAGI 2018 in Melbourne, Australia.
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Arch of Time, a Land Art Generator artwork by Riccardo Mariano, unites the terrestrial and the celestial. As a time-measuring device, the artwork 

engages park-goers with a magical light display each hour within a comfortably shaded outdoor space. As a community solar installation, it 

generates 400,000 kWh each year.
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Art + Energy = Camp. This six-week summer camp in the Homewood neighborhood of Pittsburgh gave 20 kids an 

education in energy science, climate science, art, design, and solar power installation. The outcome is a built solar 

artwork—Renaissance Gate—designed by the campers. The camp is a program of the Land Art Generator Initiative, in 

partnership with Conservation Consultants, Inc., and Homewood Renaissance Association. https://artenergycamp.org/

En Aquellos Tiempos Fotohistorias del Westside, a Land Art Generator Solar Mural installation for the JT 

Brackenridge Elementary School in San Antonio, Texas, by Adriana M. Garcia, Carmen Tafolla, and Penelope Boyer. 

The photo captures a public event where custom artwork film by Sistine Solar was applied by the community to 

the glass face of a solar module at Esperanza Peace & Justice Center. Photo by Imgard Rop.

community codesign
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and local zoning ordinances are among the leading reasons 
for cancellation or delay, with developers reporting visual 
concerns to be the most common objections for both wind 
and solar. More than three-quarters of developers in the 
survey said that community engagement was desirable, but 
fewer than one in ten agreed that the public should recom-
mend decisions—and none wanted the public to actually 
make decisions. 

We believe energy developers may be overlooking a 
powerful and important tool: community codesign of pow-
er installations. �e Land Art Generator Initiative (LAGI) 
has been working at the intersection of energy landscapes 
and community codesign since 2008. We consider the 
power plant a public artwork, simultaneously enhancing 
the environment, increasing livability, providing a venue 
for learning, and stimulating local economic development. 
Our projects invite the public to construct a di�erent 
relationship with new energy technologies. We believe that 
sustainability in communities is not only about resources—
it is also about cultural and social harmony. 

We’ve worked on a range of urban and rural clean-energy 
projects that provide cobene�ts to communities. We always 
start by working with a key group of local stakeholders on a 
community design charette. Together we explore the design 
constraints and goals for the site with those who live and 
work in proximity to it. Sometimes the community helps 
to determine the best site. We then come up with a creative 
brief that can guide the design of an energy landscape that 
will enhance the livability of the neighborhood. In subse-
quent workshops, community members provide feedback 
and ideas along the way from concept to detailed construc-
tion drawings.

Our Solar Mural artwork program empowers local 
artists to use energy as a medium for creative expression. 
We’ve also developed science, technology, engineering, art, 
and mathematics (STEAM) programming that is used by 
schools and community groups. �rough design competi-
tions, we have brought together a global network of thou-
sands of creatives who understand the importance of design 
to the success of climate mitigation pathways. 

Choose Earth, a Land Art Generator Solar Mural artwork by Peggy Flavin in Jackson Hole, Wyoming. 

Photo courtesy of the artist.
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Meaningful community engagement and codesign takes 
time and costs money. But considering the growing costs 
of canceled projects, we believe that it is money well spent. 
Low-carbon energy installations can produce more than just 
kilowatt-hours if they re�ect the shared aspirations of the 
communities where they are sited. Public art funding could 
be expanded to support renewable energy projects with 
pocket parks, picnic shelters, amphitheaters, river walks, ed-
ucational experiences, and, of course, public art installations.

�e idea of combining the powerful community sym-
bolism of art with energy infrastructure is not new. Art 
deco sculptures by Oskar J. W. Hansen, for example, form a 
stunning crown atop the Hoover Dam—which is otherwise 
a utilitarian hydroelectric power plant. And in the early 
days of electri�cation, most power plants were located by 
necessity in the heart of cities, because e�cient long-distance 
transmission wasn’t yet possible. �ese old power plants, 
such as Battersea Power Station in London, were designed as 
beautiful contributions to art and architecture and became 

heritage buildings and historic monuments. 
As new forms of energy generation that do not pollute the 

air make their way back into our cities, we can design new 
monuments to this important time in human culture. By 
thinking creatively, we can bring solar power to sites where it 
may have otherwise seemed impossible to get approval. And 
by creating beautiful places that also serve our energy needs, 
we can form a lasting and positive connection between popu-
lar culture and clean power. 

Elizabeth Monoian received her MFA from Carnegie Mellon 
University and is the founding codirector of the Land Art Gen-
erator Initiative (LAGI), where she develops and implements 
social strategies to address climate issues through the lens of 
creativity. Robert Ferry is a registered architect, LEED ac-
credited professional, graduate of Carnegie Mellon University, 
and the cofounder of LAGI, where he supports the critical role 
of architecture and urban design as part of a comprehensive 
solution to climate change.

Windnest, a Land Art Generator artwork by Trevor Lee, installed as a part of the SEE MONSTER installation in North Somerset, England. 

The artwork uses a bright orange fin to always face the wind, and incorporates LE-600 wind turbines in two spheroids to generate 3 MWh 

per year. Photo courtesy of the artist.
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Bloom, a Land Art Generator artwork by Mateusz Góra and Agata Gryszkiewicz, uses solar photovoltaic modules to generate 5 MWh per unit per year, 

while also creating a public gathering space with gardens and rainwater harvesting. The arrangement of nine units is shown from two perspectives of 

this shortlisted proposal to the 2022 LAGI design competition in Mannheim, Germany.


