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While thinking about new places to take her practice, Portland-based artist Malia Jensen’s mind 
turned toward the wild places where so many Oregonians seek solace. 

“I really had been wanting to take my work out of the box of a gallery space, the expected 
location where we think we go to see art,” Jensen said.  

What better, she thought, than to be led by the animal life that’s fascinated her since her days 
growing up outside Willamina, Oregon? At the same time, she wanted to address the digital 
culture consuming human interactions.  

“I’ve been thinking about the internet as an evolutionary malfunction, a glitch that we’re 
struggling to adapt to,” she said. 

Artist Malia Jensen’s “Nearer Nature” project utilized 18 motion-triggered field cameras to 
gather images of wildlife. - Courtesy of Malia Jensen 
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Jensen sees us letting go of the alliances we traditionally forge with disparate people from our 
work and home circles, random neighbors, and turning instead to screens.  
“Your phone won’t save you when the shit really hits the fan. I still like to ask people for 
directions and favorite lunch spots,” Jensen said. “And it’s not always about being lost 
or hungry.” 

This was both ethos and method for her latest exhibition, Nearer Nature: Worth Your Salt. She 
sought funding from the Oregon Community Foundation’s Creative Heights grant, a fund 
intended for innovative works of arts and culture. 

Malia Jensen’s Homeward Journey 

Jensen’s concept is undoubtedly an exercise in thinking bigger. Elaborating on ideas from her 
2011 installation, “Salty,” she sculpted human body parts out of high-density salt licks, and 
positioned them in six wild places around the state: a head in Portland’s West Hills, a pile of 
doughnuts representing a stomach in Central Oregon, a foot near Hell’s Canyon. Together, they 
sketch the rough outline of a human form reclining across the state. All these sculptures were 
under surveillance by 18 motion sensitive trail cameras.  

“The process of finding locations [for] the cameras was really interesting: honing my own 
tracking abilities, finding the scat, finding the multiple trails, looking for broken branches.” She 
wanted different kinds of light in different shots, for morning or evening, and even infrared 
shots collected overnight.  

“There were all these multiple considerations,” Jensen said. 

Oregon’s wildlife took it from there, as a diverse array of creatures — elk and deer, but also 
foxes, coyotes, porcupines, squirrels, chipmunks, mice and a vast array of birds — paraded past 
the lens.  

“I love the irony and humor of using unwitting animals as diplomats and salt sculptures of 
human body parts as conduits for exchanges,” Jensen said. “In human and animal bodies, salt 
functions in a vaguely parallel way, enabling connections in our blood and muscles.” 
Further, she liked the symbiotic structure of her relationship with her subjects: Animals get salt 
their diets need, while the artist gets a series of images certain to hold human attention.  
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Artist Malia Jensen created “Nearer Nature: Worth Your Salt” with help from the Oregon 
Community Foundation’s Creative Heights grant. - Courtesy of Malia Jensen 

Ben Mercer, Jensen’s editor for the project, explained: “Malia would leave three cameras at each 
location for a month, and in that time, it would accrue 900 sequential clips.”  

In some of the clips, elk come up to the salt sculpture, squeaking and bugling to each other, right 
on the edge of human habitation. In other clips, Jensen caught animal interactions most people 
will never see in places like the Nehalem Estuary, on Lower Nehalem Community Trust land, 
and back country in Wallowa County, near the LH residency headquarters.  

“When you’re watching it, it has a very contemplative and meditative quality,” Mercer said. 
Over six months, Jensen compiled more than 25,000 video clips, each 30 seconds to a minute 
long. With help from a team of editors, Jensen, Mercer and the team organized the clips in a grid 
formation, with four contiguous clips playing simultaneously.  

So what to do with all this amazing video? For Jensen, the setting for playing back the clips was 
equally important as the images themselves. 

She selected places as diverse as her capture points for the clips, mindful of locations different 
kinds of people would use together: the Riverside Tavern in Maupin, and Manzanita’s San Dune, 
as well as a mental health clinic in Enterprise, KSMOCA at an elementary school in Portland, a 
feed shop in Redmond and one tiny, 100-year-old grocery store in Tygh Valley. 

 The very placement of the screens felt fundamental, something to take viewers somewhat 
unaware. At one site, the Skyline Tavern on the heavily-wooded edge of Forest Park, Jensen’s 
video loop is tucked in between Keno screens.  

Scott Becker, owner of the Skyline and himself a filmmaker, quipped, “We culture jammed [the 
screen] for the next few months.” He gestured at the herd of elk on the screen, noting it was 
collected just down the hill from the Skyline, on private land. 
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“I just love it. These are our other neighbors,” Becker said. 

On a barstool, an ex-welder named Scott Bently looked on as Jensen’s loop cycled through 
images of deer and elk meandering through a mildly-spooky black and white infrared clip. 
Bently, who works nights so he can spend daylight hours in the woods, agreed there’s a divide in 
how people view nature, and maybe by extension, each other. 

“I think a lot of people new to the area are amazed to see a deer in the yard,” he said. “Some 
people, who’ve been here a long time are just trying to keep them out of their garden — you 
moved into their back yard. They didn’t move into yours!” 

Jensen’s hope is that viewers from different walks of life, whether hikers or hunters, farmers or 
others, might fall under the video’s spell long enough to stop what they’re doing, talk with other 
viewers and truly listen to each other.  

Some images gathered at night for Malia Jensen’s project, “Nearer Nature: Worth Your Salt”, 
provided intimate - not to mention slightly spooky - views of wildlife. - Courtesy of Malia Jensen 

“This project isn’t about me or my art,” Jensen said. “It’s about bringing a literal network back to 
the earth after having thrown our relationships up to the internet, to network face-to-face.  

Whatever people talk about as they watch the video is great. I’m not trying to be in 
that conversation.” 



These chance encounters are what Jensen thrives on. In fact, it was an unexpected meeting with 
a molecular biologist in Wasco County that led to one of “Nearer Nature’s” installations. On a 
siting trip through Tygh Valley, Jensen was on a rancher friend’s land when she happened on a 
private fly-fishing party on the White River.  

“As it turned out,” she said, “they were a group of doctors and scientists from OHSU.” And 
among their numbers was Dr. Susan Hayflick, a medical geneticist, and chair of the department 
of molecular genetics at OHSU.  

“We noticed a person in a white van,” Hayflick remembered, “walking back and forth past her, 
we struck up a conversation. She came and spent the evening with us. We were mutually 
intrigued with each other.”  

Hayflick, an avid outdoorswoman, was so taken with the project she offered Jensen space for 
one of her video installations on a monitor outside her lab’s office.  

“We work in such a technical, synthetic environment here, I liked the idea of contrasting that — 
or calming it — with art,” she said. 

While it’s not the most heavily-trafficked part of the OHSU campus, Hayflick said the 
installation quickly became a draw.  

“It’s really compelling. It’s hard for me to walk away from it. There’s always something coming 
next I haven’t seen. I see other people stopping, even if it’s only a half a minute,” she said. “It’s 
starting to be a topic of conversation: ‘Did you see the fox family?’” 

Hayflick sees science and art as intimately tied together, in ways that echo throughout 
“Nearer Nature.” 

“We see the beauty of the molecules we work on, their power in causing or relieving disease. It’s 
a continuum of those elements to the macro elements of the elk wandering through the forest.”  
If you come across one of Jensen’s video feeds between now and December, watch a while and 
maybe strike up a conversation with someone else watching. 

“We have to build alliances with people whose opinions differ from our own, and create a society 
from our common humanity and not the extremes we’re being pushed to,” Jensen said. “To 
untangle difference from animosity and be compassionate with each other … it takes 
actual work. 
”  
“Nearer Nature: Worth Your Salt”, is on view at 12 sites across Oregon through Dec. 2.  
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‘Salty’ artwork suggests beauty and connection
nuggetnews.com/Content/Arts-Entertainment/Arts-Entertainment/Article/-span-style-font-weight-bold-Salty-

Malia Jensen carved sculptures out of salt and installed them in wild and rural locations, including Central 
Oregon. 

Gallery. Museum.
Public park. Those
are the places we
expect to find art.
Malia Jensen’s
“Nearer Nature:
Worth Your Salt”
defies expectation
and brings art
down to earth,
among the people
— and animals, too.
Through the end of
December, the
project is on display
at a feed store in Redmond and a bar in Maupin, among other locations.

The video installations form one component of an unusual, clever, and downright funny
piece. The first step involved sculpting parts of the human body, and objects representing
body parts.

Jensen is a gifted sculptor who roams from medium to medium: bronze, wood, clay,
polyurethane resin. For “Nearer Nature,” she carved sculptures out of white, high-density
salt licks, the kind left in pastures for cattle to nuzzle. 

The resulting sculptures were placed in wild or rural locations dotted throughout the state,
including land near Redmond. Motion-sensitive field cameras filmed animals drawn to the
salt licks: deer, coyotes, birds, elk.
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Jensen and a team of editors used the footage to create a six-hour video.

“Watching the video — it’s meditative, contemplative,” she said. “It’s just basic animals. It’s
not charismatic mega-fauna doing battle, its not National Geographic spectacular. It’s just
animals, daily life, walking through the woods. In a way, it’s not that special.”

Viewing nature and animals on the screen, however, feels special in the right context. From
the hypnotic charm of television to the addictive lure of smartphones, screens are often
used to manipulate people for financial or political gain. Instead, Jensen harnessed their
power to suggest beauty and connection.

“I see this project as a kindness, an open-hearted pursuit of something beautiful,” she said.
“If there is an evolutionary function to beauty, it’s to remind us to take care of that which is
not yet broken.” (See related story page 9.)

Jensen’s family moved to the Willamette Valley from the Midwest when she was four years
old. Her grandparents were “working-class Minnesota, very stalwart;" her grandfather
owned a big farm. In Willemina, a small town on the southern edge of Yamhill County whose
tagline reads “Timber Town USA,” her parents bought 50 acres.

“My dad was a potter, Mom taught grade school. We had a classic ’70s back-to-the-land
craftsperson life,” she said. “We had a big garden.” After her parents divorced, Jensen and
her brother moved to Portland with their mother. Jensen was 12 years old. 

“I think of the country, my childhood in Willemina, as the Eden that I lost,” she said. She has
lived in Portland much of her adult life, with ample time in New York City as a working artist.

“There’s an urge in me to get back to that wild land,” she explained, “and a longing for the
landscape that drives me.” 

The project reconnected Jensen to country life, if only temporarily. Driving to the Redmond
area, she was reminded of her days as a scenic painter on the set of the Gus Van Sant film
“Even Cowgirls Get the Blues” years ago. It was hard work, but driving through the landscape
bookended each difficult day with beauty.

“I stayed in a friend’s cabin in Tumalo for a month and a half while I was working on that
movie,” Jensen remembered. “I drove a crummy old Datsun. I remember waking up in the
cold, my paint would be frozen in the morning. Painting a lot of fake rocks and outhouses
and signage. Bonding with the Smith Rock area.”

She sees the project as illuminating the pathways that animals make through the landscape,
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partly to “underscore the parallel map of human movement and travels — where you build
your life.”

Her travels and other expenses for this project were supported by a grant from the Oregon
Community Foundation’s Creative Heights Initiative. 

“I think of the animals as emissaries from the other world, the world of nature,” she said.
Human consciousness can be seen as one world, “the land of language and fossil fuels.
Then there’s the animals: spiritual connectors to our primal roots.”

Yet Jensen is also inspired by overhead maps of Manhattan.

“You see Broadway cutting at a diagonal across the island,” she said. “It’s that way because
it’s the original pathway, the migration pathway of the animals up and down the island.
Then it became the path that the Indians used, and then became the path that the white
man used.”

Such paths “connect us as humans to the very literal, essential, fundamental need and use
of the land, the landscape, and the environment,” according to Jensen. “I feel such urgency
now — many of us feel urgency — to connect back to the earth, to what is essential,
fundamental, undeniable.”

“Nearer Nature: Worth Your Salt” is on view at Oregon Feed and Irrigation at the north end
of Redmond through the end of this month. The work may also be viewed at Tygh Valley
General Store and the Riverside Restaurant in Maupin. Details are available at
maliajensenstudio.com.
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Malia Jensen: Nearer Nature

Nearer Nature by Malia Jensen

Lewis & Clark College is pleased to announce our partnership with artist Malia Jensen, recipient of an Oregon Community Foundation
“Creative Heights” grant, a prestigious award intended to enable artists and institutions to test new ideas, stretch creative capacity and
take creative risks. Jensen’s project Nearer Nature will be comprised of four temporary sculptural installations throughout Oregon in
2019-2020. The site-specific artworks will unfurl in seasonally aligning chapters and conclude with four posters and a catalogue
published with Container Corps in 2020.

Beginning in April 2019 in Ashland, OR with Worth Your Salt, Nearer Nature seeks to foster deeper connections between humanity and
the natural world.  Each chapter will incorporate and engage varied communities of strangers, friends, students and wildlife to highlight
themes of interconnectivity and interdependence. The video works and photography resulting from Nearer Nature will be exhibited at
the project’s conclusion.

Worth Your Salt 
Southern Oregon, Ashland 

Spring 2019

Worth Your Salt features hand-carved salt block sculptures placed in nature and observed by trail cameras. A supine human form is
represented by two hands and two feet situated in a pastoral setting and serving as human-scaled salt and mineral licks, providing
essential elements of fortification for wildlife in springtime. Animals such as rabbits, squirrels, porcupines, deer and elk may be drawn to
the salt offerings while their unwitting exchanges are captured by trail cameras and shared on internet links and video monitors placed
in nearby urban locations. Sign up here to receive the Nearer Nature newsletter and details on where to view.

Mourning Tides 
Oregon Coast, Ecola State Park 

Summer 2019

Mourning Tides commemorates and honors the shared experience of loss and bereavement. Participants will meet at a special location
on the coast of Oregon, rich in deposits of natural clay, to create to a collective memorial of hand-pressed earthen bowls. As dozens of
the tiny vessels begin to encrust the basalt rocks on the shore, these small markers of remembrance create a new shared experience
as the work is left to dissolve back into the sea with the rising tides. This event will repeat five time over the Summer. Sign up here to
receive the Nearer Nature newsletter for dates and registration.

Perfect Circle, Concrete (Cat-henge) 
Eastern Oregon, Union County 

Fall 2020

(continued on following page)
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A ten foot diameter cast concrete sculpture comprised of a ring of sculpted cats, curling together paw-over-back in a perfect circle.
Underscoring our interconnectedness and the importance of cooperation, the sculpture will be created on-site with the assistance of
area High School students who will be compensated for their work with funds from the grant. Perfect Circle will remain at the site as a
public artwork, landmark and hiking destination. Sign up here to receive the Nearer Nature newsletter including information on location
and construction of Cat-henge.

A Bear Sits in the Woods 
Central Oregon, Deschutes County 

Winter 2020

A snow-sculpture of a seated polar bear occupies an isolated Winter woodland but is observed in remote urban locations as it’s
wilderness circumstances shift and change. Encrusted with layers of seeds and berries and other natural food sources, the
bear/sculpture will draw wild animals and birds into a poetic exchange exploring the fragility and precarious beauty of the natural
environment. The process will be monitored and recorded by surveillance cameras. Sign up here to receive the Nearer Nature
newsletter and details on where to view.

Follow NearerNature_Project on Instagram 

 

Nearer Nature is grateful for the additional creative partners engaging with this project: the Schneider Museum of Art, a part of Oregon
Center for the Arts at Southern Oregon University, Ashland, OR; Art Center East, La Grande, OR; Cristin Tierney Gallery, New York, NY
and Elizabeth Leach Gallery, Portland, OR.



Malia Jensen's Homeward Journey
by April Baer OPB | Oct. 7, 2016

Malia Jensen is one of the most engaged — and engaging — artists working in Oregon today. A 
gifted maker with a restless, unpretentious intellect, she mines the natural world to explore 
connection, environmental concerns, as well as the powers and limitations of the human form, 
and she’s got a knack for embedding startling ideas in startlingly beautiful sculpture.

Jensen’s work takes center stage this month at Elizabeth Leach Gallery, where her newest 
show “Ground Effects” is on view. (The title is a nod to the custom after-market auto accessories 
like LED lights, spoilers and custom grills. Jensen calls it her homage to “the glamour in the 
underside, remaking what is below.”) She also just shipped off a large new work for a group 
show curated by Jens Hoffmann, “Animality: Animals and Art,” at the prestigious Marion 
Goodman Gallery.



Jensen’s been on a two-year tear since returning to Portland after eleven years in New York. We 
caught up with her at her studio, shortly after installing “Ground Effects.”

Q&A with Malia Jensen

April Baer: What’s the story of your return?

Malia Jensen: That was a confluence of a whole bunch of important details — finances being 
one. The loft I was living in became hard to hang onto. There were family things I needed to be 
back for. My house [in Portland] had been rented out for 10 years and needed some work. And 
New York was losing its appeal for me, and I needed to have my feet back on the earth. A lot of 
my work is about nature, and I had been outside of it for so long it was starting to be something I 
imagined in a hypothetical sense.

Baer: Trying to maintain connections in the art world and staying in touch with nature sounds 
like a balancing act.

Jensen: Yeah, I’ve always used elements of nature in a metaphoric context within the work — 
say, like the “Bubble Field” pieces that I made in Boston while I was still on the East Coast — 
they are in the show [“Ground Effects”]. They come from my fascination with the beginning and 
ending of cycles, or the inflating and collapsing of systems. They are about a mud-field-bubble-
Yosemite experience, but they are really about creating and maintaining some kind of structure 
of faith.  

Baer:  Would it be fair to say that things were bubbling up in you at the time that you were 
working on this?

Jensen: Things are always bubbling up!

Baer: You’ve taken on a huge range of stuff in the past couple of years.

Jensen: When I got back I took to heart something I’d read in a list that Werner Herzog 
considered his “list for living” or “advice for living.” Two things that I always remember are 
“Always carry bolt cutters,” which I don’t do, and “Send out all your dogs. One of them will return 
with prey.” And this is what I felt like. For the past two years I’ve been trying to do this, trying to 
do that. I’ve been firing on as many circuits as an artist can, trying to figure out, how do you 
support yourself? How do you make a living? What situations do you create for yourself that you 
can use to sustain your personal ecosystem?

Baer: Can you give us an example of the “dogs” you send out?

Jensen: I had a class that I proposed to Barry Sanders at PCNA. It was a workshop class on 
anger. It was to be called “Discontent in the Age of Liking.” I pitched myself as a restaurant 
designer for a friend who was opening a new place. I thought that the environment needs an ad 
campaign. Maybe I can do this. But inevitably what ended up working out was what I have 
always done, which is being an artist. So through a conversation with Stephanie Snyder I had a 
show at the Reed College Cooley Gallery in the Cases, which is beautiful. It was a summation 
of a lot of work, a very autobiographical collection. I had a show at Wieden + Kennedy that was 
facilitated by some friends who worked there. That beaver that in the W+K atrium has literally 



kicked down so many doors for me and set so many other productive things in motion for me in 
my art life. It was a real privilege to get to revisit that piece and contextualize it with a lot of other 
work. And there’s the show at the Elizabeth Leach Gallery and the show with Marian Goodman 
in London. 

Baer: How do you observe people reacting to these different layers in your work? Is there 
something that has to happen when someone looks at a work in that first moment? 

Jensen: Yeah, I think that should happen. I feel pretty committed to making a piece that has an 
inarguable quality, like there’s only this way that that piece can be. There’s a minimalism to the 
way I think about it. That’s the way it’s going to be … I feel like I’m finding some kind of a central 
form. 

Baer: Is getting [the idea] in your head into [physical] form a significant part of the time you 
spend in the studio, or is it an exploratory process of working with materials and seeing what 
evolves from that?

Jensen: I’ve always felt through my hands. What I hope for a viewer is that they arrive at it and 
understand it at a gut level, and have that reaction move up to their head…It might start with an 
idea but I don’t know how that’s going to come about. For instance I’m looking at “Owl Carrying 
Chicken Striking a Power Line (starting a forest fire).”

Baer: This is a wire sculpture from the show.

Jensen: I’ve carried this around for years, after hearing the story on the radio, maybe about six 
years ago, about a forest fire. The news announcer said it was started by an owl carrying a 
chicken striking a power line. And I was so struck by this! I thought of it as a Western tableau, 
and about end times — where they might come from. We try to protect ourselves from terrorist 
threats or something else we might control. But really, it’s just going to be an owl carrying a 
chicken.

Baer: This literal collision of something naturalistic with something very modern!

Jensen: Yeah. Completely. I had that thought in my head for years before I figured out how to 
make it.  I tried to sketch it in clay, I tried to sketch it in plaster. Is it going to be a wall bronze? Is 
it gonna be a huge thing? I ended up, in a residency at Ucross in Wyoming where you are 
plunged into nature. I found this old fence wire and manipulated it into this sculptural piece. It 
came through my hands.

Baer: There’s a work in the show called “Lupe.”  It’s a bronze casting of a wolf’s head. The wolf 
is chewing on something and, on approach, you realize, it’s the wolf’s own tail. How did that 
image come to you?

Jensen: That image comes from something that has been in the gestation period for a long time. 
I’m thinking about it as a metaphor for the cycle of success and failure. Just in the last few 
months the wolf — because it’s succeeded in recovering — has been removed from the 
Endangered Species List. This means that you can shoot them again — a direct result of its 
own thriving! It’s become for me a metaphor about self-destruction. As a people we are creating 



our own self-destruction by our thriving.  We are just using resources  we can’t sustain. So 
what’s a sustainable level of thriving? Western cultures are obviously pushing that limit.

Baer: It feels there’s a low-frequency buzz of anxiety running through the whole piece.

Jensen: Yeah, it’s a metaphor. I’m celebrating a situation of failure and redemption, finding 
beauty in those moments that are so fragile and vulnerable. This heavy bronze wolf has a frailty 
to it … The inside of the wolf has a shape of the bronze that I’d taken out of my forms when I 
cast it. It has a look like a cave. Daniel at the gallery says it’s Plato’s cave. It has a philosophical 
interior.

Baer: You had a work shown in Chicago called “Perfect Circle.” A more recent work you’ve just 
sent to London revisits the concept. Could you describe it for us?

Jensen: The original piece I made in 2008 was one form with a paw out on its side so that, in 
repetition it makes a complete ring with one paw in front of the next cat. I was thinking of it 
originally as a minimalist piece that you might see at the Dia Foundation — a bastion of 
minimalist but earth-driven pieces: Robert Smithson, Carl Andre, Agnes Martin. I was invited to 
be in a show at work Marian Goodman Gallery in London in November, curated by Jens 
Hoffmann, called “Animality: Animals and Art.” I proposed to make the full-scale version of 
“Perfect Circle.” This version is also ceramic but it’s fired with glaze and concrete and glass. It’s 
called “Perfect Circle, Imperfect.” A cat circle in post-apocalyptic time. It’s a bit dark, very 
earthen looking. It has runs of color in browns and rusts and dirt and metal. It’s kind of a mess, 
but it’s still redeemed by its continuous circle and the loving touch of each being onto the next.

Baer: The closeness of the community is still very much there.

Jensen: And that’s a case of different people’s reactions.  Some will say, “How cute!” And some 
say, “That’s horrifying.” One piece can generate really polar responses.

Baer: What was it that made you want to mess up, or mess with, the perfect circle?

Jensen: Nothing is perfect! And in failure there’s an opportunity for redemption. I was thinking 
about grief and the fact that it is often hand in hand with love. You have to have love in order to 
have that depth of feeling, of loss. There’s a poignancy in this piece that I feel addresses 
concerns that I share with the rest of the concerned world. In the first piece it had a lighter 
sweetness to it that I felt like revisiting in darker times.
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