
Doug Aitken 
 
Doug Aitken is and artist who uses a wide range of media along with artistic 
approaches that lead his viewers into worlds that make time, space, and even 
memory fluid concepts. Aitken’s works range from photography, sculptures, 
architectural interventions, films, sound, single and multichannel video pieces, 
and installations. His work has been showcased in such places as the Whitney 
Museum of American Art, The Museum of Modern Art, the Vienna Secession, the 
Serpentine Gallery in London, and the Centre Georges Pompidou in Paris. Aitken 
is widely known for his outdoor installations, like “Sleepwalkers,” that transform 
entire blocks into an artistic performance. Much of Aitken’s pieces involve 
environmental installations that change the surrounding of the viewer. These and 
other documentary like videos show us humanity’s impact on the environment 
and how it is adapting to us and well has how we adapt to the environment. 
Aitken uses the surroundings of his installations to his advantage to tell the story 
he wants to tell trough his films and or art works. Some of his most known pieces 
include Sleepwalkers (2007), Migration (2008), and Station to Station (2014). 
These film productions, along with his sculptures and photography have made 
Aitken a very well know artist. 
 
Aitken calls his piece Sleepwalkers a “silent film of the 21st century,” it tells that 
story of 5 separate people that are interconnected in the same city at the same 
time. Each person’s point of view was projected 
onto the exterior walls of the Museum of Modern 
Art (MoMA) and the American Folk are Museum, 
turning 53rd and 54th Streets of New York City 
into a giant outdoor multiplex. With these 
multiple projections, it really forced the viewer to 
shape their own narratives from the individual 
stories (Michel 2007). To take some of these 
shots for the scenes of the production, Aitken 
and his camera crew had to explore extreme 
locations to get these angles; climbing the Time 
Square advertisement signs, in sewers, and even 
on the helipad of the MetLife building. The vision that Aitken had was that the 
skyscrapers are “communicating with each other” with the aid of his film series. 
This “communication” between the skyscrapers is much like how humans interact 
with each other on a daily basis. 
 

Migration is another one of Aitken’s video 
installations; it is the first of a three-part cycle of 
installations called Empire. The movements in 
Migration are of the wild, migratory animals of 
Northern American taking refuge in odd spaces such 
as modern roadside hotels and motels. Well 
watching the video, wild birds and animals like 
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buffalo, horses, foxes, raccoons and other animals of the sort inhabit these 
vacant spaces, we are “taken on a haunting odyssey through the contemporary 
American landscape (Doug Aitken Migration 2008). The idea of this piece is 
civilization is constantly migrating West, and because of this mass migration of 
humans, the habitat for these animals shown in Aitken’s work is being destroyed 
and shrinking, causing the animals to take up space within the proximity of 
human civilization. “The animals bring what feels like an ancient quality of 
consciousness to bear on a garishly contemporary setting,” (Myers 2009). 
Migration really shows how much we continue to impact the environment without 
putting much thought as to what the outcome might be. If human behavior 
continues on the path that its going, then that path may lead to a large number of 
species to go extinct. 
 
House is another video installation piece by 
Aitken. This film is a representation of changing 
environments characterized by the nomadic 
existence often seen in his futuristic landscapes. 
Inside the frame, there is an image of an old 
couple, which is unfazed by the fact that their 
house is falling apart around them. The 
destruction is never seen during the film, but there 
are implications that the destruction is occurring 
throughout the film. Aitken’s childhood home was 
the subject of this piece as a metaphor that 
humans are still nomadic to a small degree that 
we’re always moving from one place to the next. 
Another metaphor could be that with weather and 
time, even one’s memories can be destroyed and forgotten. But we learn from 
even those forgotten and create new memories until they are too lost, and we 
start all over until there’s no more memories left to make. This piece really takes 
the message “home is where the heart is” to the next level. 
 
Out of all of his sculpture work, Aitken’s SEX from his text sculpture series really 

stands out. The word “sex” can be defined as either the 
gender someone identifies as or the act itself, being for 
either recreational or for reproduction. Sex is 
something that needs to be done in order for a species, 
like humans, to grow and to continue to exist in the 
world to avoid extinction. Plants are housed in the clear 
plastic of the sculpture, another thing that humans 
need in order to survive. What Aitken could be stating 
here is almost a visual similarity of how humans need 
both plants, for oxygen, and sex, for continuing the 
human species. We need living plants to continue 
ourselves for living. Without the plants, humans can’t 
live and we’ll die out and go extinct. Sex is also such a 
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common human that that sometimes that we don’t remember it unless its right in 
front of us, or in big, bold text like this sculpture. With 
that primal instinct, almost every interaction with the 
opposite sex, humans are constantly trying to have sex, 
constantly looking for possible mates to ultimately 
reproduce, even if we’re not constantly thinking about it. 
But for the most part, we are. 
 
Mirror is another one of Aitken’s live performances that 
work with and change the surrounding environment. 
Mirror used the downtown area of Seattle at the Seattle 
Art Museum that changed in real time and responded to the activity of the 
performance throughout the entire show. It was like a “living kaleidoscope” 
because of its dynamic response to the environment around it that was 
constantly in motion. Hundreds of hours of footage of landscapes, cities, and 
other locations where in sequence with the live performances that were going on 
in front of the museum along with weather information, pedestrian traffic, 
atmospheric conditions, and other triggers that were activated all played their 
own part into displaying the images on the side of the building. These images 
were left to reflect the patterns live, today, tomorrow. Many of Doug Aitken’s 
more recent video installments like Mirror have worked with the environment 
around them and using that to create their forms or took the forms around them 
and altered them to project a new idea. With Mirror, Aitken combined both human 
activities with environmental activity to create the dynamic changing images on 
the screen of the Seattle Art Museum. It is as if that the installment was alive and 
reacting t all the sights, sounds, and other feelings in its own way like how a 
person would react to that same conditions. 
 
 Another Earthwork piece done by Aitken is Altered Earth; a four-minute excerpt 
from a 50-minute installation showing the surreal landscape of salt mines and the 

process that salt goes through for 
consumption. It is described as “a series of 
moments and fragments of time focusing on 
the geography of Camargue, which provides 
an almost holographic view of the physical 
landscape” (Altered Earth n.d.). The installation 
creates a form of liquid architecture out of the 
large scale images which the viewer can 

explore and “synchronize” with the moving images to explore the dimensions of 
both time and place. The salt mines in the 
video were mounds of actual salt, Aitken had 
taken table salt in his hand and began to move 

it around as if he was creating his very own “landscape” in his hands (Nowness 
n.d.). He goes on to say that there was “rawness and sense of survival” that 
captured his imagination to create Altered Earth. The arrangement of the 
installment really brought the viewer to feel at if they were surrounded by the 
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amounts of salt and other formations in the landscape of the video. The “multi-
screen” video really immerses them into the moving image world as if they were 
taking a stroll through a new formation of landscape.  
 
Doug Aitken has gone as far as to build a home that in it self is a work of art. Acid 
Modernism the name his has given his California home, “it’s an apt term to 
characterize a modest, functional home” (Yablonsky 2012). This new home sits 

on the foundation from this childhood 
house from his piece House. This 
house is itself a form of art, from its 
silkscreen walls to the kaleidoscope 
like stairway. Not only is the house 
visually appealing, but also it is also 
audibly sound as well. Aitken’s 
house, with the installation of 
microphones under the staircase, 
making that staircase being a 

playable percussion instrument. 
With instrumental staircases, 

hidden offices behind book selves, multiple studios, and other features fit for an 
artist of his craft, Doug Aitken has really put his personality into this home that he 
has built. You can tell a lot about someone the way they build their house, and 
Acid Modernism tells a lot about Aitken. 
 
Lastly, Aitken’s most recent film is titled Station to Station, a documentary that’s a 
coast-to-coast artist “getaway” for artists to 
improve on their work without the 
distractions of their regular lives. Aitken’s 
goal was to “de-familiarize all surroundings 
and get artists out of their comfort zones.” 
Over the course of its 24-day journey, the 
train traveled 4,000 miles, influencing artists 
and performers at each of its stops. Aitken 
says that Station to Station isn’t a tour, but 
its something that’s ever changing, 
everything is “happening” and there’s 
always something that’s going on. His whole purpose for this “happening” was for 
artists to be free and do what pleased them. On top of that, the train itself was a 
generative light sculpture that responded to the environment around it. This has 
been a reoccurring theme for Aitken’s 
installments. Much like how Mirror responded 
to the activity around the city of Seattle, the 
Station to Station train has lights on the side that respond to the trains speed, 
light temperature, and the passing landscape. The fact that the train is adapting 
to its environments is much similar to how we as humans adapt to our changing 
environment. Much like how the train reacts to its triggers is the same how 
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humans react to things like weather, social spaces, work place, friends and other 
triggers that would force us to change how we appear or act. The Station to 
Station documentary is planned to be shown later this year during the 2015 
Sundance Film Festival in Utah. 
 
Doug Aitken’s works symbolize how both humans and the environment have on 
each other. By creating these pieces of art that react to changes in the 
environment, Aitken is about to visualize to us how much impact our environment 
puts on us and how much we put on it. With works like Mirror, ones that 
transform and entire city block into a living of art, he shows that ever little action 
done could have a large affect on something else in the world. Rather that be 
down the street, across the country, or across that ocean, Aitken emphasizes the 
roles all life has to play in the world’s environment. Other works like Migration 
and Altered Earth show us how much we as humans have impacted the 
environment for not only us, but for other creatures around us. Animals are 
slowly becoming close to raising human activity, and if that activity should 
continue any further without any thought about the animals around it, those same 
animals might become extinct. Doug Aitken’s work with environments using 
video, photography, and sculpture really brings focus to how we don’t see our 
actions and how they affect our world. If we’re not careful, everything could be 
gone. 
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