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Abstract  
This paper will outline and discuss a series of projects that demonstrate how the field of digital 
humanities emerges at the intersection of the humanities, science and technology. More specifically it 
will highlight a project called "The Moving Tides" which makes use of information technology to extend 
beyond conventional research and creative practices and bring together cultural, economic and 
environmental interests and concerns. 

In this case the humanities is broadly understood to include the arts and the social sciences, and 
digital connotes the sciences and technological fields such as computer science, geographic 
information science and climatology. 

More specifically the term digital humanities in the context of this paper refers to two things: 

1 Innovative application of digital tools in the humanities and rigorous application of humanities 
methods to study the digital (which can include analyzing the cultural and social impact of the 
digital) 

2 Creating a public presence and giving broad access to the humanities through digital delivery 
systems and strategies. This can mean websites and blogs or it can mean discoverability 
platforms such as the Digital Commons. 

The importance of the humanities to economic development and environmental sustainability will be 
addressed, as will the need for cultural organizations, institutions of higher learning, industry and 
government to embrace this premise and make informed decisions about the way forward. 

Research clusters, made of faculty, students and staff from the University of Southern Maine, USA 
have embarked upon collaborative, interdisciplinary ventures with support from the Maine Economic 
Improvement Fund. While the content of their work focuses on Maine and the North Atlantic region, 
the overarching digital humanities concept is transferable and unbounded by geographic location. The 
projects model the vast potential of embracing information technology as a cogent means for global 
exchange of ideas and confronting the defining issues of our times. 

Keywords: Digital Humanities, Media Arts, Information-Technology. 

1 INTRODUCTION  
Not since Erik the Red has navigating the North Atlantic been so easy! Well, perhaps this is an 
exaggeration, but the fact is that the Iceland and Greenland ice sheets are melting at a noticeably 
speedy rate, and as a result new trade routes are opening up. Many are lamenting the negative 
impacts of sea level change, but others are celebrating new business opportunities. The Moving Tides 
project strives to break through hegemonic structures that impede true progress, the premise being 
that the human species will go quickly into the ether if we polarize into special interest groups that fail 
to intermingle, communicate and cooperate. This does not suggest forced uniformity; rather it means 
allowing for contrapuntal movement between contrasting forces. The Moving Tides fuses the 
humanities with science and digital technologies as a strategy for dispersing the rotten ice of our 
times. By moving beyond antiquated attitudes and ideologies, it strives to make the way for new 
cultural, economic and environmental systems to emerge that benefit and sustain one another. 

The project contributes to climate change dialogue by observing, recording and presenting the impacts 
of sea level rise in the North Atlantic. The title honors the work of marine biologist and writer Rachel 
Carson, who brought the poetry of the ocean together with the science of her time. There is also a 
debt to historian John R. Gillis, whose musings about the ways in which humans have shaped the 
shores and how the shores have shaped our species have influenced my work.  
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The following pages will present methodologies that employ multiple modes of communication and 
expression to move beyond the insularity of singular disciplines into the liminal zones of interaction 
and collaboration. To begin, several projects, all located in Iceland, will be cited as sources of 
influence and inspiration. Although not primarily digital in nature, the examples embody principles that 
are key to the conceptual underpinnings of The Moving Tide project.  

2 CONTEXT AND CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK  
My work as an artist is based upon an interplay between the arts, humanities and the field of 
geographic information science. I collaborate with others in the capacity of directing cultural projects 
within the context of varied communities. My projects blend personal expression with objective views 
of natural and built environments and include components such as: exhibitions, displays, interventions, 
performances and other public presentations. My recent work responds to environmental change, and 
to the psycho-geographical impacts of sea level change in particular.  

My home state, Maine is in a unique position to help shape the future of the North Atlantic region. Last 
year the U.S. State Department chose the city of Portland to host an international forum on the Arctic, 
which is due to Maine’s geographic location in the northeast corner of the United States and also 
because the Icelandic shipping company Eimskip has located in Portland. The University of Southern 
Maine, where I teach, has been tagged as an educational and cultural leader of new initiatives that 
connect Maine with the upper North Atlantic. Last fall, I visited Iceland as part of a digital humanities 
research cluster, and the trip was catalytic for developing The Moving Tides concept. The following 
projects, all in Iceland, incorporate attitudes and methods that inform my work. All have interactive 
components and all, either inadvertently or deliberately, connect the arts, design and culture with 
economic growth and development.  

2.1 Yoko Ono’s: Imagine peace tower and one more story 
During my visit to Iceland, the Reykjavik Art Museum was showing Yoko Ono’s retrospective exhibition 
titled One More Story. Ono is a pioneer in dissolving boundaries between artistic disciplines and is 
known for creating participatory relationships between her artwork and her audiences. Her work is 
based on a method of contemporary art practice that generates audience response and participation. 
The day I was there, museum galleries were buzzing with people hammering nails, writing on walls, 
assembling sculpture from ceramic shards and performing other actions. Ono’s installations allowed 
for play and personal reflections on deeply psychological narratives and social concerns.  

In addition to the museum retrospective, Ono’s Imagine Peace Tower was activated during my 
October stay in Reykjavik. The tower, which was completed in 2007, pays homage to John Lennon 
and the couple’s commitment to world peace. The tower is located on the small island of Viðey, which 
is a historic site located close to Reykjavik. The island has abundant natural features such as grasses 
and birdlife, and its beaches show pronounced differences between low and high tides. The tower 
stands on a platform of stone crafted by Icelandic artists; at the center, a light source beams up from 
the cylinder shaped Wishing Well upon which the words Imagine Peace are inscribed in 24 languages. 
Over one million wishes gathered by Ono are buried beneath the light tower, which is lit each year on 
October 9th, Lennon’s birthday and remains lit until December 8th, the day of his death.  

The context for the Imagine Peace Tower is Iceland, a country that has no standing army and runs on 
geo-thermal power. The tower can run without depleting precious resources or polluting the 
environment in a place that is not aggressively militaristic. The tower has also become a tourist 
attraction; ferries run to Viðey where close-up views and tours are offered. There are dinner options 
and an educational video to enhance the excursions.  

Ono is a cultural icon, and the tower fully embodies her oeuvre. The highly visual and tactile work 
includes ritual, performance and public engagement. It stands as a beacon for world peace and 
illustrates a seamless relationship between culture, commerce and the environment. 

2.2 ÓLÖF Nordal: PúFA 
A stroll through Reykjavik quickly reveals a city rich in public art projects. There are numerous murals, 
sculptures and installations located throughout the city’s neighborhoods. The distinctive outdoor art 
installation, PúFA can be seen from the waterfront and was commissioned by the Reykjavik fishing 
and processing plant HB Grandi. The artwork was created by Icelandic artist ÓLÖF Nordal. It is 
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located next to the plant facilities and was at first met with skepticism by some who worked there. It is 
now a source of pride whose image appears as a logo on company publications.  

This is a familiar story and outcome for public art projects, which often challenge expectations of what 
art should look like and what it can be. Although contemporary in attitude, this work has traditional 
precendents as a monument; it was built to commemorate the fishing industry. Mounds are historically 
used to mark places of ritual, both religious and secular, an example being the Althing mound behind 
the church at the historical site of the Icelandic Parliament, Thingvellir. 

The creator of PúFA is a highly respected and accomplished artist, and the work attests to her vision 
and skill in creating what has become a cultural symbol and tourist destination. The mound is crowned 
by a fishing shack, where fish are hung to dry and steps are cut into the side of the grassy slope 
inviting visitors to climb to the top and see panoramic views of the Reykjavik skyline. 

HB Grandi is a progressive member of the business community that promotes its’ identity through 
public art. The location for the plant and context for PúFA is an industrial fishing zone that is being 
transformed into a new arts and culture district. Already there are coffee shops and restaurants, and 
the municipality is funding artist studios in the top floor of a commercial building being developed on 
the waterfront. There are parallels to this in Portland, Maine where industrial zones on the city’s east 
end have in recent years become home to artists and entrepreneurs.  

2.3 The travelling embassy of rockall 
A highlight of my walks was visiting the remnants of The Travelling Embassy of Rockall, a host of 
events, installations, workshops and discussions near the old harbor in downtown Reykjavik. The 
project was in the process of being deconstructed, but there was an opportunity to speak with the 
organizers, who told me of exhibitions and performances that had taken place there over the previous 
summer and early fall months. These artists/citizens have a utopian vision of creating a new society 
on Rockall, which is a small rock situated in the North Atlantic and owned by no one. An open 
invitation is extended by the embassy to submit ideas for new social orders on the rock. The fact that 
the streets of Reykjavik are venues for alternative practices like this demonstrates the city’s 
willingness to take risks and allow for open-ended processes that subvert conventional thinking. 
Through the recycling and repurposing of materials the work of Rockall artists is environmentally 
friendly in that it is executed without expending new resources.  

2.4 Iceland ocean cluster house  
The Iceland Ocean Cluster House (IOCH) is an incubator for research and entrepreneurialism situated 
in a warehouse building owned by the city, but developed privately. The building is in the old harbor in 
the Ocean Cluster House in Reykjavik along with 60 other companies that all work in the marine 
industry. The physical working space is built on an open concept where teams work collaboratively in 
curtain-less glass cubicles. The psychological impact of the space encourages sharing rather than 
closing off and centralizing into discrete groups or working alone. The workspaces are impeccably 
designed, and there are strong examples of graphic arts throughout the building, including the info-
graphics about the fish industry mounted in the hallways. The fish processing methods being 
developed and tested through IOCH promote sustainability and make use of the entire fish for 
products ranging from salmon skin leather to collagen based skin products. At one end of the facility is 
a restaurant with dining room fabricated from a shipping crate that looks out over the harbor. 
Luncheon fare includes the freshest of fish, sometimes caught through angling off the back pier. It is a 
wonderful gathering place for IOCH workers and visitors and is a regular luncheon spot for locals. 
There is no separation between creativity and business at IOCH where innovation, business and 
environmental sustainability are all part of the workflow.  

These projects are all very different, but share similar modes of operation, which incorporate the 
following elements and principles: public engagement; economic impact; cultural impact and 
reverence for place and the natural environment. The structure of The Moving Tides is based upon the 
same principles; it is a creative project that makes use of digital technology to filter information about 
sea level change through artistic processes. Currently, the project is in a research and reconnaissance 
phase; this summer I will spend time in Iceland and Greenland visiting sites that have significance in 
regards to sea level change and its impact on the Gulf of Maine in particular.   
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3 METHODOLOGY AND HISTORY OF PROJECT DEVELOPMENT 
My intention is to expand upon ENVISIONING CHANGE: Sea Level Rise in Casco Bay, a project that 
explores the impact of sea level change on the Casco Bay islands in Maine. It began three years ago 
and has provided an opportunity for blending artistic and scientific disciplines. The methodology is 
complex and layered and is still under development. Environmentally engaged art practices can be 
challenging in that they usually work on non-art terrain, one that is populated by activists, educators, 
environmentalists, city planners and non-for profits. Part of the challenge is to make work that is 
meaningful in this context. This calls for new ways of communicating. I once heard a well-known art 
critic speak about the dilemma of distinguishing between art and social experiment. For him, the 
necessary ingredient for art is metaphor. He favored work that can transport the viewer somewhere 
else, even while conveying facts and figures. There is also a pitfall to works of art that are extremely 
compelling and beautiful, but at the same time misleading in terms of accuracy. I am seeking 
imaginative forms of expression that allow for fluid interpretation while also providing the counterpoints 
of careful observation, analysis and synthesis.  

Two primary deliverables for the project are: (1) a website that delivers a narrative about creative 
activities and research outcomes, and (2) a digital database that provides a searchable repository for 
artifacts (photographs, videos, animations, audio interviews and graphics). I have also shown images 
from the project at conferences and in gallery settings, and have participated in panel discussions on 
art and climate change.  

The premise underlying ENVISIONING CHANGE is that artists and designers have a tremendous 
amount to contribute in raising awareness about climate change and sea level rise. There is an 
excessive amount of technocratic data in the world, which tends to override direct, visceral and 
emotional experiences. Artists and designers can contribute by appealing to the psyche and to the 
senses and provoking discussions and dialogue. While the art process often asks more questions than 
it answers, it can also lead to adaptive solutions.  

Climate change is a defining characteristic of our times; as human beings, we should come to terms 
with how our species has exacerbated phenomena such as sea level change. The Gulf of Maine, USA 
is warming at a rate that is 99% quicker than other oceans in the world. The Maine Geological Survey 
urges residents to prepare for scenarios of sea level rise ranging from 1’ to 6’ by the year 2100. This 
will result in coastal erosion, amplified storm surges, regular flooding, salt-water intrusion and habitat 
loss to name but a few of the impacts. Responses to these problems range from completely ignoring 
the situation to panicking and running away from it. In between these extremes are those who are 
looking for ways to adapt and become resilient to the changes. Cities have been known to dampen 
pubic conversations about sea level change because this discourages business investments that 
strengthen municipal tax bases. In the long run, however, prudent economic decisions should take into 
account informed public opinion.  

In recent years I have collaborated with other artists, students, community members and non-profit 
organizations to study and respond to the impacts of sea level change. An example of this is The King 
Tide Party, which is an artists’ collective and also an event hosted with community partners, where the 
public is invited to gather to observe and interact with the highest tides of the year. King Tide Party 
events evolved from ENVISIONING CHANGE and have happened in Portland and in Casco Bay. King 
Tides aren’t necessarily the result of sea level change, but they are nature’s own visualization; they 
provide an observational experience in real time and real space that illustrates what the future will look 
like if sea levels continue to rise at present rates.   

King Tide Party events invite viewers to gather at public places that are inundated by tidal waters; 
temporary art objects and performances mark the arrival of the high tide, thereby creating a ritual that 
embeds the impression more deeply into individual and collective memory banks. In October of 2014 a 
King Tide Party took place in Portland on Somerset Street, which runs in between two major 
businesses. Nuisance flooding, as it is sometimes called, takes place there on a regular basis. These 
are floods caused by tidal water backing up through storm drains. Party members submitted a request 
to the city of Portland to name the transient water body so that residents and visitors to Portland would 
understand its significance. The water comes from the nearby Back Cove, a mile-wide tidal basin 
whose edge used to extend to Somerset Street, a former marshland that is now backfilled and 
covered with impervious pavement.  

To name something is to deem it important; naming would make the water body tangible in the public 
eye. As it is, people drive and walk through it thinking it is simply rainwater. They do not understand 
that the water is brackish and corrosive and presents a threat to automobiles, cyclists and pedestrians. 
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In September of 2014 the high, high tide was met with torrential rains. Somerset Lagoon, the proposed 
name, deepened and expanded exponentially inundating a wide area and stalling traffic on Somerset 
Street. The flood took out part of a retaining wall, and people stumbled through the rubble and drove 
through the water, which resulted in flooded engines and ultimately in cars being left to drift down the 
street until the water subsided. This was an extreme situation brought on by conditions that are not 
that uncommon; it could happen again, and most likely will since the frequency of storms is increasing 
due to climate change.  

The city, while expressing concern about the event, responded to the naming of Somerset Lagoon 
proposal with a resounding NO! After all, it would be disastrous to name a lagoon outside of 
businesses that had recently located in Bayside, which is a rapidly gentrifying neighborhood in 
Portland and tied to the overall economy of the city. City planners do not want to risk painting a 
gloomy outlook for the neighborhood’s future. The King Tide Party’s proposal was viewed by the city 
as being sarcastic and unproductive in that it didn’t provide a solution to the problem. While it is true 
that pointing out a problem is easier than providing a solution, the King Tide Party maintains that 
educating about the facts is a first step in coming up with viable solutions to a problem. We saw the 
naming of Somerset Lagoon as an act of creative non-fiction and way to communicate facts by 
appealing to the imagination.  

Portland has since become pro-active in addressing the water problems in East Bayside and has 
formed the Bayside Adapts Working Group. The working group recently reviewed a series of 
proposals for a design competition where architects and landscape designers created resiliency plans 
for the neighborhood. The winning submission took into consideration not only the flooding issues, but 
presented an overview of responsive development that included cultural centers and entrepreneurial 
ventures all working together to create a sustainable future.  

The stories told by ENVISIONING CHANGE and the King Tide Party point to the principle of culture, 
commerce and the environment working in relationship to one another. This principle is also the 
foundation of The Moving Tides project, which will extend the research and creative activity further into 
the North Atlantic region.   

4 THE MOVING TIDES 
The title is a reference to chapter eleven in The Sea Around Us [1], which was authored by Rachel 
Carson in 1951. Carson, who had ties to Maine, challenged the establishment in her book Silent 
Spring, which exposed the detrimental effects of pesticide overuse and inspired the environmental 
movement in the United States. She is known as the mother of the Environmental Protection Agency, 
which is now being headed by Scott Pruitt, who recently rejected a conclusion by the scientific 
community to ban an insecticide deemed unhealthy to children and farm workers. Actions such as this 
place business interests above the welfare of individuals and communities. Mr. Pruitt’s attitude runs 
against the goal of creating economic structures that support healthy eco-systems, and his actions 
leech into the mentality guiding broad policy making decisions. This will, no doubt, have a negative 
impact environmental policy connected to climate change.  

Cities along the shorelines throughout the world are faced with the effects of sea level change; it 
remains to be seen how our governments and our communities will respond. Currently, there is a 
sculpture created by artist Lorenzo Quinn on view at the Venice Biennale, an international exhibition 
that attracts worldwide visitors. Large hands emerge from the city’s canal to support the historical 
Ca’Sagredo hotel. It is a mind stopping statement that illustrates what we stand to lose as a result of 
sea level rise. In the mean time, the MOSE project, a defense system consisting of mobile gates, 
helps to protect Venice from a 3-metre rise in sea level, and flooding from the Adriatic Sea. These are 
two prominent examples of how creativity and innovation play key roles in reflecting and addressing 
sea level rise. Cities along the coasts of the United States are taking measures to adapt. In developing 
The Moving Tides project, I look to visionaries such as Carson and Quinn, whose eloquent use of 
words and visual form reach people in ways that are difficult to dismiss or ignore. Carson’s words 
stirred people to action; had she not been able to express scientific findings in such a compelling way, 
her message would have been lost on many.   

Using Carson’s work as a model, my hope is to communicate the layered dimensions of sea level 
change. I want to reach beyond insular groups into multiple and diverse communities to call attention 
to this unique moment in time, when human beings can witness epic environmental change. In some 
ways, it is a privilege to witness this change, although a daunting one. The tides are rising, and there 
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is not much we can do about that now. We should, nevertheless, strive to make no regrets decisions 
about the future and what it holds for coming generations.  

My work invites viewers to get their feet wet, both literally and figuratively. The invitation is to observe 
and interact with the tides and see them as agents of change. As Carson points out, the tides 
themselves are impermanent; some day, when the moon is far enough away from the earth, they will 
also cease. Human beings rate high on the hubris scale; it is arrogant to think we can exert lasting 
control over the dynamic forces governing our oceans and riverbeds. Historian John Gillis writes of the 
disastrous effects of using landfill to reshape shorelines and beaches, which are meant to be regions 
of transition between the land and sea. Dams are an equally disruptive means of holding back rivers, 
as they hold the fish back too, and prevent them from reaching their spawning ground. The gates of 
the MOSE project are impressive in design, but will they be enough? To my mind, Lorenzo Quinn’s 
work holds a deeper power, in that it points to the need for human beings to remember their 
humaneness and act with gestures of dignity and support, regardless of how futile the effort appears 
to be in this time of extreme chaos and flux.  

This summer I will visit both Iceland and Greenland to collect data and record impressions of the 
landscape. Direct contact with the colors, textures and overall physiognomy of the environment is 
integral to my artistic process. My tools will be digital camera, computer, drawing tablet and a digital 
mapping application for tracking my route and plotting points of significance along the way. The 
photographs, drawings and time-based imagery will form a repository out of which geo-spatial 
documentation can be produced and a journal created. The elements will also be presented in 
exhibitions and publications and will provide a reading on how geographical changes impact the 
human psyche. As the project develops further I will seek funding to develop a web-based mapping 
app that allows others to upload material to the repository, thereby contributing to the documentation 
and a trail of discovery that will exist online and in the physical world.  

In collecting data, I will place special attention on sites where ice melt and glacial recession can be 
observed. My fieldwork will take place mostly on land, but a research assistant will be working 
concurrently to gather information on what is happening in the vertical zones of the North Atlantic 
Ocean. Looking closely at the various depths should provide a rich source of imagery and data and 
generate more speculation about how climate change is impacting these areas.  

The digital account of my travels will reference the style and genre of Josephine Peary’s memoir, My 
Arctic Journal and the scrapbooks of her daughter Marie. Josephine accompanied her husband 
Robert Peary on an expedition to Greenland in 1891/92 and became known as the first woman arctic 
explorer, outside of the indigenous women living in the arctic at the time. I also plan to produce a 
short, autobiographical animation to portray a virtual kayaker taking a journey along the Greenland 
expedition routes and will also be crafting proposals for artistic performances, rituals and interventions 
to take place in various sites and locations in the North Atlantic.  

I have had conversations with the Climate Change Institute at the University of Maine and the Gulf of 
Maine Research Institute located in Portland about ways to inform the public about climate change, 
and there is potential for developing an art and science exhibition on climate change. The University of 
Southern Maine Geographic Information Systems laboratory has been very helpful in assisting with 
mapping relevant to the project, and the Women Writer’s Collection at the University of New England, 
which holds works of Rachel Carson and Josephine Peary, has been generous in opening its archives 
to facilitate my research. There is a Rachel Carson Postage stamp in the archives that was printed in 
1976. Given the current state of the Environmental Protection Agency, it seems timely to consider 
updating the stamp, and what better way to reconvene relations between culture, commerce and the 
environment.  

5 CONCLUSION 
The Moving Tides project is connected to a digital humanities research cluster that is part of a strategy 
to engage the University of Southern Maine in exploring cultural, educational and trade relationships 
between Maine and the North Atlantic region. Climate change and melting ice sheets are impacting 
the state, and Maine’s creative and scholarly communities can provide an important perspective on 
these changes. 

Stakeholders at the 2016 University of Southern Maine North Atlantic strategy session acknowledged 
the power of the arts to create buzz and fuel enthusiasm around new initiatives, and they emphasized 
the importance of the long view in developing new trade relationships. Art has the potential to involve 
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the public and create excitement in unique and compelling ways, and the humanities have the 
potential to provide historical and cultural perspectives on the emerging international relationships in 
the North Atlantic and elsewhere. It is crucial to look beyond immediate financial gains, learn from the 
past and look forward into the future to work towards a balanced reciprocity between economic, social 
and ecological growth and development.  
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