
SUSTAINABLE ART 
FACING THE NEED FOR REGENERATION,  

RESPONSIBILITY AND RELATIONS

In recent years we have been part of a transforma-
tive change. People are becoming more and more 
aware of global changes, the interconnection of 
consumption chains and all other aspects of our life. 
Holistic approaches to a sustainable lifestyle are at-
tracting interest across all generations, but, as in an 
adventure, the motives of our actions are called into 
question, and because our heart is not truly behind 
our pretended sustainable lifestyle choices, these at-
tempts do not get past the initial stages.

Taking care of resources, buying regionally and 
paying attention to the environment that provides 
us with all we need and could wish for – we all 
know what we should do and how carefully we 
should act, because sustainability has to be focused 
on being long-term and accessible to all. Neverthe-
less, people often seem to forget that everybody 
needs to take part in the fight against the destruc-
tion of our planet. 

For Christoph Both-Asmus, the longing for 
meaning and the joy of interacting with other peo-
ple play a role in his work, as well as the pleasure 
of being able to create art with his own hands. He 
is curious about how different the world will be 
tomorrow and believes in changing existing mind-
sets. With a  transdisciplinary approach, he seeks 
out the relationship between knowledge and non-
knowledge and makes positions significant in his 

sensitively explored artworks. He uses art to high-
light present problems, but also to recognize the 
still existing beauty and value of our once so green 
planet. He is willing to take on the challenge of 
changing the existing mind-set and inspiring peo-
ple to take action. Christoph is by no means com-
pletely pessimistic about the future!

He wants us to open our hearts and uses the me-
dium of art to attract people’s attention. Christoph 
was born in 1984, a  time when the Internet and 
its public participation were becoming part of the 
development of new networking technologies. In 
his childhood he dreamed of becoming a  natural 
scientist. He had a little platform in a tree, a place 
where he could be alone with his imagination and 
fantasy. In 2004 he began his studies of Fine Arts at 
the AKI Academy of Art and Design in Enschede, 
Netherlands and completed them in 2010 at the 
Sandberg Institute in Amsterdam. There, by coinci-
dence, he watched the film “The White Diamond” 
by Werner Herzog and was fascinated by its pro-
tagonist, an aeronautical engineer flying over forest 
canopies. Christoph was so deeply touched by its 
poetic truth and the everyday possibility and crea-
tion of new moments that he wanted this concep-
tion to be experienced globally. 

In the notion of the Canadian journalist and 
author J.B. MacKinnon “all of these wonderful and 
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amazing and alien things that other species can do, 
is like an extension of our own brains,”1 Christoph’s 
multimedia work ranges from performance and 
video to drawing, sculpture, and site-specific in-
stallations. He creates his objects with as many sus-
tainable materials as possible, such as paper, natural 
resin, ink, plaster and mouth-blown glass. When he 
utilizes valuable materials like animals, plants, ice, 
fire, soil, water or flowers, he appreciates their value. 
While the artist takes time for everything he does, 
the world around him rushes by, but the pulse in his 
Berlin loft beats to another rhythm – his rhythm. 
Christoph practices slowness – whenever it is pos-
sible. When we observe his work and installations, 
they always seem to be at peace within themselves. 
His latest and so far biggest project THE TREE 
WALKER2 also highlights this aspect, that there is 
more to live for than growth and wealth. 

THE TREE WALKER is founded on the 
adoration of the beauty among the mundane and 
sometimes crushing facts of everyday existence. It is 
essentially a worship of the imperfect, as it is a ten-
der attempt to accomplish a vision for life, and it 
defines our relationship to the universe (Ill. 1). 

It all started with a  daydream in 2009, when 
Christoph was staring out of the window of his 
Berlin studio. He suddenly saw himself like a pro-
jection balancing almost weightlessly on the highest 
and most fragile branches of a tree just outside the 
window. His vision became a mission. To carry out 
his project Christoph needed to study and prac-
tice tree-climbing techniques, including the use of 
ropes to gain access to higher branches. He began 
researching forests to find the one most suitable for 
walking from one treetop to the next without there 
being a gap between the trees. In the last few years 
he has frequently been invited to talks and exhibi-
tions to speak about this very unique project; e.g. 
during the summer of 2015 he was invited by the 
Center of Polish Sculpture to present his artworks 
as well as to carry out a  performance in the tree 
tops in the park.

The combination of art, engagement in sustain-
ability and social collaboration is attracting many 

1 MacKinnon (2014).
2 THE TREE WALKER team comprises of Christoph 

Both-Asmus, Chika Takabayashi, Francis Hallé, Dany 
Cleyet-Marrel, Noui Baiben, Marc Rébuttini, Nicole Loes-
er, Daphne Rouillard, Kathrin Shephard, Felipe Amaya, Ja-
son Oettlé, Oliver Both-Asmus and many engaged partners. 
http://www.thetreewalker.com

supporters around the world. Finally, in 2014 
Christoph was convinced that he should make 
his dream a  reality. Many “coincidences” led him 
to the right people, the first one being the French 
inventor Dany Cleyet-Marrel who joined the team 
as the safety and technical director. The aeronauti-
cal engineer has been designing and refining avia-
tion tools for over 30 years. His “Canopy Bubble” 
is a  perfect match for the needs of THE TREE 
WALKER. It is a small balloon filled with helium 
and measuring 27’3” in diameter with a volume of 
7416 cubic feet. By using helium valves to regulate 
the lift and with the support of 25m long ropes, 
Christoph can almost be floating as he walks on 
the tree tops. Cleyet-Marrel is also co-founder of 
Opération Canopée, a  platform where scientists 
study biodiversity. This platform led Christoph 
to the world-renowned botanist Professor Francis 
Hallé. Professor Hallé has dedicated his life to the 
scientific study of organisms in the canopies. He is 
a pioneer in this field and an author of numerous 
articles. In 2013 Professor Hallé collaborated with 
Luc Jacquet to make the film Il était une forêt (Once 
upon a forest), showing how the rainforest and its 

Ill. 1. The Tree Walker – Truth (detail) © Christoph Both-
Asmus. Based on the process of The Tree Walker. The 
image shows Christoph Both-Asmus climbing to the 
edge of a treetop as a performative act
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biodiversity are being destroyed. The primary rain-
forests have been destroyed at such a speed that the 
last remaining areas are about to be lost forever. 
However Christoph and Professor Hallé are con-
vinced that nature still has the ability to heal itself. 
They are working together with the aim of raising 
awareness of our ecosystem’s fragility and the im-
portance of protecting the primary rainforest, the 
future lungs of the Earth.

Another important role is played by Noui Bai-
ben who is responsible for choosing the appropriate 
location and preparing the film set and climbing. 
Based partly in Libreville (Gabon) and in Lyon 
(France), he is the mediator between THE TREE 
WALKER project and local authorities in Gabon, 
which enables the team to have partners, such as 
the ANPN (Agence Nationale des Parcs Nation-
aux). With the partnership of the national park, 
Christoph sees a  way of enabling the inhabitants 
to participate in the project and of drawing their 
attention to the fact that the damaged rainforest is 
still a treasure that needs to be protected and res-
cued instantly.

Although Christoph and his team are currently 
working towards carrying out the project in the 
rainforest in West Africa, this was not the origi-
nal plan. At first, the artist traveled to Russia with 
a view to using the vast Russian taiga, a place where 
only a  few human beings live, as the setting for 
THE TREE WALKER. There he encountered im-
measurable – human-made – difficulties. He found 
himself exploited by the inhabitants who did not 
show any interest in his work. The people he came 
across were poor, stole money from him and eve-
rywhere he went Christoph saw alcoholism, crime, 
and cruelty. However, as he went deeper into the 
forest, he noticed that people’s behavior changed 
considerably. In villages that could only be reached 
by boat, Christoph encountered people who were 
caring and had a wise understanding of humanity. 
Nevertheless, after a few weeks he realized it would 
not be possible to achieve his goals in Russia. He 
needed to consider plan B: to go to the highest 
treetops on earth, wherever they might be, where 
people hardly ever go, except for a few scientists.

After much research the perfect place was final-
ly found for THE TREE WALKER: the rainforests 
of the Akanda National Park in Gabon. Gabon is 
one of the few countries in the world that still has 
primary rainforests consisting of layer upon layer of 
plants. The forest is denser than any other forest in 

the world and contains many hundreds of species. 
The first three hours after sunrise are always calm, 
which is necessary for the project. At this time of 
day there is very little wind, an essential element 
for the survival of the artist. If a strong wind were 
blowing while Christoph were walking on the tree-
tops with a helium balloon floating above him, he 
could be blown away. Last but not least, the po-
litical situation in Gabon at that time was stable. 
Unfortunately, that changed in April 2015 and his 
project had to be postponed. But Christoph and his 
team remain patient and in the meantime carry out 
further research and expand the project.

The young artist is fascinated by the beauty of 
trees and what these giants contribute to our lives. 
He wants to explore their appearance and reflect 
on what it might be like for a tree to live for thou-
sands of years, a  lifespan which no other life form 
on Earth is capable of achieving. Christoph wants 
to walk over the highest branches of a tree, as no 
other person has done yet. For him it is a border-
line between earth and sky. He believes that this 
will help to create a very powerful artwork, which 
is very important to him because in this way it can 
intrigue a  vast audience. Christoph explains that 
“it is like being an archeologist and finding a per-
fectly preserved and complete skeleton or mummy 
in comparison to finding a  few bones. Bones are 
good but the complete skeleton is better. I want to 
get as close as I can to that skeleton.”3

Christoph Both-Asmus believes that the top of 
a  tree can be understood as a  boundary between 
words, places and states of mind. From this place 
THE TREE WALKER and its audience have the 
best objectivity about our being and can hopefully 
appreciate the reality and beauty of our own lives 
and life on this planet, our planet: “For me, THE 
TREE WALKER is about a change of perspectives. 
This can be understood as a  central point of my 
creations and ideas as an artist as a whole. I call this 
concept ‘precise poetry.’”4

It is important to understand that Christoph 
does not want to be seen as a pioneer or an explorer 
of the tree tops. He plans to conduct this project 
once only, documenting it and then leaving nature 
to itself again. He believes that it is very important 

3 Quote taken from interviews between Christoph Both-
Asmus and Nicole F. Loeser, April-June 2015,

4 Quote taken from interviews between Christoph Both-
Asmus and Nicole F. Loeser, April-June 2015.
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for the forest to be left alone. There must remain 
undiscovered places on this planet. Nature needs 
time to regenerate and with time, there might still 
be a  chance that it can restore itself. Christoph 
wishes for nothing more than that the complex 
thoughts behind the project remain.

ONE FUTURE

The idea behind another work by Christoph Both-
Asmus is that we only have one future. There is 
one past and one future and in between we find 
ourselves in the present, the here and now. Unfor-
tunately, the human species as a global community 
persistently acts as if we had no future at all or as 
if we could get to another planet. The world – the 
way our parents knew it – does not exist anymore 
and the world we live in right now will not be the 
same for our children. It is no secret that the envi-
ronment is deeply damaged; it is commonly known 
that nature will nevertheless outlive humans. The 
artist himself says that it is his most hopeful pro-
ject so far. Having dealt with many topics, such as 
nature, environment, sustainability and science, for 
the last few years, it is no wonder that his projects 
do not brim with optimism. When Christoph stud-
ied art in the Netherlands, combining his values 
and world view with art started out as an experi-
ment. ONE FUTURE is based on an inspirational 
moment just before his bachelor examination. By 
speaking of moments, Christoph talks about the re-

alization of an artwork and the appreciation of the 
moment that can inspire and guide him through 
a project: “In some of my works I believe one can 
see the ruins of now, but multifaceted human life 
is existing next to them and nature is recovering.” 
In 2008 he created ONE FUTURE, a huge green 
hammock (450 x 1800 x 140 cm) filled with 300 
kilos of soil and a selection of vital plants: a nomad-
ic space as a  hybrid of sculpture and utopian ar-
chitecture. Another addition was steel in the form 
of roots. As a found object Christoph collected it 
from the ferroconcrete of a  demolished building. 
After the exhibition it was given back to a  scrap 
metal merchant. Christoph mixed real plants with 
steely roots, so it seemed to be one element, one ob-
ject, one huge bush. The artist’s plan was to let the 
plants grow – till they would more or less swallow 
the steel. The plants were still alive, having enough 
soil and enough water to grow and thus would one 
day become too big for the hammock. During the 
performance he and his girlfriend, accompanied by 
a frozen fox, sat naked for approximately two hours 
a day on one side of this object (the other, bigger 
part was reserved for the plants). It hung suspended 
in the air and was a sensitive site of poetic imagi-
nation, experienced privately and at the same time 
publicly viewable for visitors (Ill. 2). 

As a  Garden of Eden in the air, it can also be 
interpreted as a  metaphorical map. Over the pe-
riod of two weeks both protagonists developed 
a  mode of wordless co-existence, a  performance 

Ill. 2. One Future © 
Christoph Both-Asmus
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that became rich with multi-layered meanings. In 
order to be able to display as much vegetation as the 
hammock could carry, Christoph partnered with 
the Botanical Garden in Münster, Germany. They 
gave him a selection of plants that would otherwise 
have been disposed of: every year before winter the 
Botanical Garden sorts out which plants cannot go 
into their winter garden due to the lack of space.

ONE LIFE TO LIVE (Ill. 3)

ONE LIFE TO LIVE is the title of a  live per-
formance by Christoph Both-Asmus executed in 
Corinth, Greece in the summer of 2015 during 
a  one-month artist-in-residency program. The 
artist sat on a bench in public, wearing a solid ice 
object over his head with fresh colorful blossoms 
frozen into the material. During the 180-minute-
long performance the ice melted, the water dripped 
and the blossoms fell to the ground. Symbolically, 
the ice represents the hardship of individual lives 
that are part of existence, while the flowers within 
the process of melting indicate a fascination for life 
that makes life worth living. The flowers picked 
by the artist grew naturally in the city of Corinth 
and showed his connection to the ancient city and 
its people. His performance can again be viewed 
as a  statement for conscious living and the need 
of regenerating regarding nature. With the big ice 
sphere over his head he offered the audience an op-
portunity to take time and contemplate with him 
in the present. This is particularly important in 

Ill. 3.  
One Life To Live 

(Detail) © Christoph 
Both-Asmus

Ill. 4. One Life To Live © Christoph Both-Asmus

a  country like Greece, where crises are omnipres-
ent and there is a  great need to create visions for 
the future (Ill. 4). 

Christoph started his performance on a bench 
in the main city square. At the start of the perfor-
mance, Christoph was sitting quietly by himself. 
However, the unusual object on his head quickly 
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attracted attention and lots of people started to no-
tice him and to come closer, gathering around and 
sitting next to him on the bench. ONE LIFE TO 
LIVE shows that communication is not only based 
on words, but self-experience in the inner as well as 
the outer realm is necessary to feel one’s identity. 
The artistic shape of the ice-head initiated amaze-
ment and a  connection to his audience. When 
all the ice was melted and the artist was freed, he 
was happily surprised to see that he had attracted 
mostly young people. Afterwards Christoph talked 
about his projects and his visions that the planet 
needs to revive: “In nature everything takes its 
time and place [...] I believe that it would be also 
a  wise guideline for a  careful progress in modern 
societies.”5

REQUIEM FOR A DYING PLANET

In his latest work beautiful cut flowers are placed 
in a  container of water, which is then dug into 
the ground. Charcoal pieces are set alight and 
then placed on the ground around the base of the 
bouquet. One by one the flowers succumb to the 
smoldering heat of the charcoal, wilt and collapse. 
For several performances in the public, like in Lis-
bon or Berlin, a  new floral arrangement is always 
made. In contrast to the high-speed of the thou-
sands of industrial chainsaws roaring the death 
knell for the rainforests, Christoph’s performance 
is quiet and very slow, taking around 60–150 min-
utes for all of the flowers to collapse (Ill. 5). This 
slowness allows the viewer to take time to experi-
ence, reflect and become more aware of what often 
gets missed in everyday life: leaves rustling in the 
wind, a  light breeze. When we directly experience 
the dying, burning flowers in front of us we can 
relate on a more emotional level with the otherwise 
unimaginable immensity of the far off burning and 
clearing of the rainforests. 

A BALANCING ACT BETWEEN EARTH 
AND SKY (Ill. 6)

A BALANCING ACT BETWEEN EARTH 
AND SKY is the upcoming Art House Film of 
Christoph Both-Asmus walking upon the canopy 
in Gabon. Its origin is the powerful image of a hu-

5 Quote taken from interviews between Christoph Both-
Asmus and Nicole F. Loeser, April-June 2015.

Ill. 5. Requiem For A Dying Planet © Christoph Both-Asmus 
/ Photo: Megumi Grace Okamoto

Ill. 6. The Tree Walker – A Balancing Act Between Earth 
And Sky © Christoph Both-Asmus. Photo-montage, 
illustrating the initial plans to realise this image in the 
Gabonese rainforest, Africa, in 2016
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man walking on top of a forest and balancing him-
self in absolute freedom, an image that synthesizes 
the quest for magnificence in a  strange environ-
ment and a metaphor for life itself as a balancing 
act. The video, romantic and poetic in style, will 
be enhanced with the newest botanical research, 
exploring the connection and interplay between 
humans and the rainforest. 

The time frame of the video can be traced 
back hundreds of thousands of years ago when life 
evolved in the canopy. Christoph as THE TREE 
WALKER inhabits this environment and we can 
see him both as a part of it and as a stranger in it. 
We also see the richness of the wildlife that com-
poses this environment, understanding that the 
time frame of the forest is beyond the existence 
of a  single human being and even of humanity as 
a whole. The singularity of life as a whole and of 
each particular life is condensed in the image of the 
balancing act which is both fragile and free. It is 
a homage, but also a warning that reminds us that 
all life and all lives are only possible through a deli-
cate but determined act of balance (Ill. 7).

In the video we will see THE TREE WALKER 
lying on the forest floor, we see all the details of 
his body touching the black and life-giving soil. 
He looks up to the sky and in his face we see his 
desire to ascend and his fascination with this en-
vironment, with its unique existence. Then we see 
how the canopy unfolds its reality in front of him, 
how the wind moves the trees, the humidity of the 
atmosphere, and we can only suspect the sky above 
the forest. THE TREE WALKER lives in this en-
vironment, he is part of it, yet he is just one of its 
many parts, of its many branches; we see him lying 
on a big branch and his insignificant body contrasts 
with the colors of the forest. THE TREE WALK-
ER embodies the canopy and transcends to its top. 
It is a world that is unknown to us and we see its 
wholeness from the multiplicity of perspectives 
that it has to offer. The time and space perspec-
tives of the tree are seen and documented through 
the immense amount of processes we observe, like 
a single blossom of one of its flowers; we observe 
this for hours and describe the interactions with 
other species.

We share with THE TREE WALKER how 
these images unfold in front of him, but we are left 
alone to complete the picture, we are left as stran-
gers in the canopy to see its wholeness, a wholeness 
so immense that it cannot be grasped. The video 

Ill. 7. Epiphytes growing in the rainforest canopy (Epiphyte: 
a plant that grows harmlessly upon another plant). 
Photo: Dr. Niels Köster

is shot in a documentary style that starts from the 
base of the tree, following the wildlife and THE 
TREE WALKER as he gradually ascends, alternat-
ing with the images of him walking on the top of 
the forest. When he arrives and walks on the top 
we see the wholeness in a metaphoric way and we 
are taken above the rainforest, where we have a new 
perspective of the place we have just been in, a place 
that is threatened and that exists beyond us. Due to 
the fact that the audience can see the processes of 
the forest in their fullest details, Christoph believes 
everyone can develop self-reflection.

Through the length of the shots, the variety of 
images of the environment and the alternation of 
THE TREE WALKER in and on top of the forest, 
the viewer begins to find repetitions and patterns 
that show a nonlinear progression of how the pro-
tagonist ascends to the top of the forest. Through-
out the video, his image, walking over this universe, 
is presented to us again and again. A new pattern 
appears, an image of the first humans learning to 
walk as they left the canopies and explored the 
world. The documentary approach alternates with 
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an image that embodies nature in a  metaphorical 
way. This central image can be placed in a mytho-
logical time.

The observations we see as part of the whole-
ness are a linear expression of a place and time that 
is timeless and whose immensity we cannot grasp. 
But it is also in this manner that humans can sense 
the vastness of life and the role they play in it: not 
only as members of an environment with the power 
to either preserve it or destroy it. A BALANCING 
ACT BETWEEN EARTH AND SKY is a  very 
unambiguous and determined choice of life, its 
fragility and beauty. Christoph wants to highlight 
this beauty which moves and touches him, though 
not everyone is so easily affected by it: “The other 
day I watched a rather small city tree and realized 
how pretty and beautiful this living thing is. I think 
THE TREE WALKER is there to enhance this 
beauty and to make it visible to the eyes of those 
who cannot immediately see it.”6

In addition to the video, there will be an exhibi-
tion tour showing THE TREE WALKER’s project, 
opening in 2016. The multi-media show will con-
sist mostly of videos and documentaries, photogra-
phy, drawings, and objects situated within a com-
plexity of several contexts. It is important that THE 
TREE WALKER is understood in its entirety, not 
only as a  walk on the tops of the trees. The pro-
ject also aims to inform people about the situation 
of nature in Gabon, why the president of Gabon 
declared fifteen regions of the country as national 
parks and how Gabon’s people treat their forests 
and what they expect for their future.

In 1984, the birth year of Christoph Both-As-
mus, Joseph Beuys, a  German Fluxus, happening 
and performance artist said: “Every person is a car-
rier of skills, a self-determining being, a sovereign 
par excellence in our time. He is an artist…”7 and art 
today can still show this vitality. Integrative artistic 
thinking is a potential force to energize the whole 
society into active participation in the process of 
change, from unsustainable societal systems to in-
tegrated, harmonious and, above all, sustainable 
ones. The realization of artistic aesthetics can help 
to pave the way to venture along these new, sustain-
able paths. Christoph’s art can serve as a  beacon, 
shining light on a new ethos based on an aesthetic 

6 Quote taken from interviews between Christoph Both-
Asmus and Nicole F. Loeser, April – June 2015.

7 Beuys (1984).

of sustainability. His intuitive and transformative 
power of art offers an exploration of these new ways 
and they encourage us to be curious and to trust 
in truthfulness, bringing ideas of sustainability to 
bloom.

Smart art can provide valuable insights for open-
minded people. For that reason and because Chris-
toph believes in change, he aims his work at an au-
dience that is ready to be inspired and encouraged: 
people who take the risk to leave predetermined 
thought patterns behind them and are willing to 
keep an open, questioning and integral mind. Bio-
logical and cultural diversity can only be preserved 
if the new can arise from a pool of possibilities, co-
incidences and unexpected constellations. For the 
cognitive process that means preserving the ability 
and attention to be able to learn from the unex-
pected and unexplored! Aesthetics as the sum of all 
our perceptions is the foundation to discover and 
understand complex systems. It is not the exclusive 
realm of art, but should be assimilated by all of us 
into all aspects of life!
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