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“There are no other Everglades in the world. They are, they have always been, one of the 
unique regions of the earth, remote, never wholly known... The miracle of the light pours over 
the green and brown expanse of saw grass and of water, shining and slow-moving below, the 
grass and water that is the meaning and the central fact of the Everglades of Florida. It is a 
river of grass.”  
                     

The Everglades is one of the most important natural wonders of the world and is the largest subtropical wetland of its kind in the United 
States. Located in southern Florida, it is a habitat of great ecological importance; the home of some 360 species of birds, 300 species of 
fresh and saltwater fish, 40 species of mammals, 50 species of reptiles and over 160 different plant species. Historically affected by the 
hand of man, greed, vanity and ignorance have contributed to the great deterioration of this valuable ecosystem. In another classic tale 
of man versus nature, here we tell the story of feather-poaching milliners, swamp-draining real estate developers and Big Sugar, and how 
they came together over the past century as a destructive force to devastate the population of endemic waterfowl by hunting their exotic 
plumage to be sent far and wide to satisfy the demands of Victorian fashions, and how the natural flow of water was manipulated to 
create land for lucrative development and harvesting, all leading to catastrophic consequences for our fine feathered, finned, whiskered 
and even scaled friends, and ultimately for ourselves. 

THE EXHIBITION

Welcome to The Everglades is an 
investigative project by artist Harold 
García V that invites us to reflect on 
some of the factors that have become 
major threats to the health of this 
fragile ecosystem. The artist emigrated 
from Havana to Miami with his family 
in 2005 but it wasn’t until 2016 that a 
specific incident, what seemed to be 
a chance encounter at the time, piqued 
his interest in the Everglades. Leaving 
his house one morning, he found himself 
walking side by side with a great white 
heron. Then he had another surprise: a 
person approached and took selfies with 
the majestic, displaced bird. This type 
of avian meeting became more frequent 
with García finding himself in close 
proximity to different species of birds 
now calling busy urban environments 
rather than wetlands their home. The 
animals were looking for food which 
was scarce due to the surge of property 
development claiming their natural 
habitat, and being highly adaptive, 
they were making do with a diet of 
cockroaches, chips and the like. The 
artist explains, “I started my research 
from my interest in understanding the 
reasons that provoked these behaviors in 
these species and I ended up digging into 
a myriad of unfavorable events that are 
directly connected to the Everglades.” 

Based on García’s ensuing anthropological 
and sociological study, the pieces in 
this exhibition, a video and eleven 
watercolors, are conceived from historic 
and current data and communicate his 
findings in a vision fueled by a growing 
awareness of the issues affecting the 
region, where the past and present 
coexist in layered symbolism. Powerful 
and visually anachronistic, the work 
tells a sliver of the tangled story of 
complex issues that have plagued the 
Everglades for over a century. In his La 
Mode Pratique (Practical Fashion) series, 
García makes use of both the visuality 
and the title of the Victorian-era fashion 
magazine, aesthetically fusing these 
images with references from current 
digital photographs, some of which 
went viral. The resultant watercolors 
are immediately striking, conceptually 
complex and at times rather deceiving, 
luring the viewer in with beauty and 
intrigue and then delivering the punch—
things are not as they seem, nor as they 
should be, and at the core nothing has 
really changed since the 19th century. 
The underlying issue, man’s choice to 
control and dominate nature for some 
sort of personal gain, persists despite 
the desperate cries of the environment 
and the supporting science that confirms 
these choices continue to negatively 
impact this valuable, life-sustaining 
ecosystem. 
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The exhibition is connected through the curatorial narrative and supported 
by the installation, which plays a fundamental role. In the main gallery, a 
large mural depicting an aerial view of urbanized portions of the Everglades 
and those in their natural, pristine condition covers the majority of one wall. 
Rendered in watery green, blue and ochre acrylic it creates an immersive 
environment and connection with the wetland ecology. Throughout the 
exhibition García contrasts Victorian-era figures with present-day physical 
artifacts, drawing out their complex network of relationships, revealing the 
consequences that populate our contemporary world and tracing an arc 
that connects the seemingly mundane object to its origins. Several of the 
watercolors are paired with different objects—a bag of sugar, a satellite 
photo and a back scratcher which all become symbolically charged. They 
are fragments of a raw reality and an integral part of García’s artistic 
proposal, perhaps in the wake of the old Fluxus dream of fusing art and 
life and solving life with art. Here the artist considers the role of integrity, a 
subject he frequently examines in his work, and the part it has played in the 
multitude of challenges the Everglades has faced for over a century.

Led to Victorian period imagery through his research of the feather trade, 
an early threat to the Everglades, and the related fashion craze, García 
decided on watercolor as the medium to best evoke the visual gentleness 
reminiscent of the soft artist engravings that graced the pages of La Mode 
Pratique. When considering the insensitivity involved in gathering the exotic 
plumes that adorned ladies’ hats, from the bonnet to the Gainsborough, 
this approach seems curious, a disguise hiding the ugliness of the massacre 
that if left unchecked would have led to the extinction of numerous species; 
and that is exactly the point. The artist works with beauty as a tool to 
momentarily soften the blow, creating a window, an opportunity to see and 
wrestle with the reality that lies within each piece. The extravagance of the 
hats is captured fully in García’s video work On the Altars of Vanity, which 
connects plume hunting with the present-day practice of beautifying luxury 
housing developments with artificial lakes and points to today’s continuing 
destruction of the Everglades for the benefit of the same human interests as 
in the 19th century: the fulfillment of pleasure, vanity, comfort and status. 
He questions the attitude of those Victorians who without qualms viewed 
as “practical”, fashion created at the expense of the environment and traces 
this point of view forward to the immense toll land development currently 
imposes on the Everglades. 

Working with several different types of photographic images in his La 
Mode Pratique series, García transmits other messages in a somewhat 
more explicit manner, but decoding is still required. Men and women sport 
fashionable attire with lush ornamentation, which upon closer inspection 
proves to be imagery depicting the plight of the Everglades: burning sugar 
cane fields, algae-covered coastlines, satellite views of luxury housing 
developments, tourism propaganda and displaced wildlife. Through these 
unexpected embellishments, the artist records and presents issues that have 
come to his attention through personal experience and research, urging 
us to take a closer look into the subject matter to gain awareness. It also 
becomes apparent that the Victorians in the images are not all white. Some 
recall the models of the Golden Age illustrations of Charles Dana Gibson, 
but in many instances García has chosen to replace these figures with a 
member of the Seminole Tribe of Florida whose ancestors were the first 
humans to inhabit the Everglades. This raises further questions: Who are 
these people, what is their role and how might they have been impacted in 
this unfolding storyline? 

The Seminole’s relationship to nature is different. They are taught that they 
are related to the environment around them and believe that everything—
plants, animals, humans, trees, birds, insects—has its purpose in life. This 
way of being, living in harmony with nature and having a deep, reverent 
bond with the earth brings to mind a passage from Juan José Saer’s novel 
El Entenado (The Witness) where a white man who lived for decades as a 
prisoner of a small Araucanian tribe that shares a common origin with 
the Seminoles, describes his captors’ relationship with the sandy, yellow 
beach where they lived: “That place was, for them, the home of the world. 
If anything could exist, it could not exist outside of it. Actually, to say that 
this place was the home of the world is, on my part, a mistake, because 
this place and the world were, for them, one and the same thing. Wherever 
they went, they carried it within them. They themselves were that place.” 
At one time, for the Seminoles, the Everglades were the world and because 
of this their presence is a powerful part of the visual puzzle García pieces 
together. While their overall story is complex, the way they approach nature 
is straightforward, thoughtful and honest; it is a model for the foundation of 
a successful human relationship with the Everglades today.
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THE HISTORY

Disconnection from the land and its water bodies—viewing the Everglades 
as a conquest for profit to be bulldozed, dredged, leveed, and drained at 

all costs, without the care to understand the importance of its role in 
nature’s system or the foresight to conduct the proper due diligence before 
altering it—is at the heart of the matter.  There is a need to balance the 
pursuits of economic gain and pleasure with the health of this incredible 
natural resource and come together to support its full restoration. García’s 
work inspires a look at the moral responsibility to end the confusion 
and misunderstanding about mankind’s relationship with this ecological 
wonder and to accept that its health is vital to ours as human beings. 
The complexity of the issues at hand calls for an investigative look at 
the history and the attitudes that have shaped the current conditions. His 
work serves as a call-to-action, communicating a vital message where 
words, even pleas, for a more thoughtful and responsible treatment of the 
environment have fallen short. 

At the turn of the 20th century, the amount of feathers a woman wore in 
her hat denoted her social status—the more she had, the more class she 
possessed. The Everglades, because of its vast fauna, became the largest 
supplier of feathers to the New York, Paris and London hat industries. In 
1886, the plumes of the snowy egret were valued at $32 per ounce, which 
was more than twice the price of gold. Wading birds, particularly great blue 
herons, roseate spoonbills and snowy egrets were subjected to a massacre 
that led to a 90% decrease in their population, alarming founding members 
of the National Audubon Society who pushed for protective legislation. In 
1901, Florida passed the Audubon Model Law which made plume hunting 
illegal, and in 1910, the New York State legislature enacted the Audubon 
Plumage Act which prohibits the sale or possession of feathers of protected 
bird species in the United States. Quick avian population recovery ensued 
throughout the 1930s and 1940s, only to be hampered by drainage projects 
that were in full force by 1950. Awareness of environmental needs increased 
and some restoration followed, allowing bird populations to increase again 
beginning in the early 2000s, but a full recovery is only possible with the 
complete restoration of the natural water flow in the Everglades.

Historically, the Everglades flowed as a shallow bed of water from the 
Kissimmee River into Lake Okeechobee then traveled as a very slow, grassy 
river that ended in Florida Bay. The wetlands provided the ideal habitat 
for numerous species of flora and fauna, but the area was not considered 
“useful” for humans. As early as the late 1800s, there was an attitude 
toward the wetlands that without question, their removal was the right 
thing to do—some viewed it as God’s work, turning wasteland into usable 
land. Beginning in the 1920s, partially in response to destructive floods, 
state projects were created to control the waters and the Everglades were 
divided into sections separated by canals and levees. The Central and 
Southern Florida (C&SF) project, part of the Flood Control Act of 1948, 
was created to provide, among other things, further flood control and 
water supply for municipal, industrial and agricultural use. Built by the 
Army Corps of Engineers in the 1950s, this vast network of levees, canals 
and pumping stations diverted massive amounts of water sideways and 
out to the Atlantic Ocean and the Gulf of Mexico rather than allowing it 
to flow naturally southward through the wetlands to Florida Bay. Florida’s 
east coast was now considered safe for development and the land south 
of Lake Okeechobee was viable for agriculture, but the Everglades and 
Florida Bay were deprived of their natural freshwater sources, leading to 
the near destruction of both.

Interest in land reclamation and development in the Everglades started 
in the late 19th century, and grants under the Internal Improvement 
Fund, a state agency aimed at improving Florida’s infrastructure, were 
used to build canals, rail lines and roads. Prominent real estate developer 
Hamilton Disston oversaw the project and purchased 4,000,000 acres of 
land. Although his efforts to drain and develop the acreage were largely 
unsuccessful, they paved the way for future development, proving that 
drained land could be productive and profitable, drawing the attention of 
tourists and land buyers with prices doubling within four years. Onward 
through the land boom of the 1920s, the rise of the great Florida land 
companies in the 1950s and up until today, individuals have profited from 
the controlled creation of land at a great expense to the environment. 
Rapid overdevelopment has often led to the displacement of wildlife and 
put animals in unnatural proximity to humans. 

The landscape has also been subjected to the will of powerful conglomerates 
that make up the sugar industry, a.k.a. Big Sugar, creating nearly irreversible 
damage. Sugar fields cover the majority of the Everglades Agricultural 
Area and for decades sugar producers fed the cane with phosphorus-rich 
fertilizers. The waste was back-pumped into Lake Okeechobee, causing a 
huge buildup of polluted mud that covers the lakebed and nourishes the 
explosive growth of blue-green algae which spreads across the surface of 
the lake all the way to Florida’s shoreline. While there have been measures 
put in place to reduce the amount of phosphorus in the water, the sugar 
industry uses political influence to continue environmentally hazardous 
practices, avoiding water cleanup requirements and pushing for the 
allocation of water for irrigation. Sugar growers harvest by lighting fires 
to remove the unusable portion of the plant, leaving the cane intact and 
creating smoke plumes visible from space. This practice is a cost-effective 
method of harvesting and transporting sugar cane but it pollutes the air, 
raising health concerns for neighboring communities.



LA MODE PRATIQUE 834 
(The View that Legitimizes a Status)

The artist superimposes a satellite view of a planned, puzzle-like, 
luxury waterfront community on the skirt of a Victorian fashion 
plate. This work expands on the ideas in the video piece On the 
Altars of Vanity, specifically the practice of developers utilizing 
artificial lakes to beautify properties for the purpose of increasing 
their value and attracting buyers. It can be argued that these lakes 
are necessary, the excavated land is used to raise the ground level 
for homes and the lakes serve as part of the storm water drainage 
system, and also as a wildlife habitat. But what concerns García 
is the origin of the land used for these developments and the water 
that fills their lakes, and how it was once all part of the natural 
landscape of the Everglades, now artificially transformed to the 
detriment of this shrinking ecosystem. 

the federal government and the State of Florida. The plan’s overarching 
goal as specified by Congress is to restore, preserve and protect the South 
Florida ecosystem with nature—not cities, developers or farmers—having 
first claim on the water. 

During its 20 years there have been successes, such as the restoration 
of the Kissimmee River’s natural flow and the replenishment of 20,000 
acres of wetlands in its floodplain, which act as a filter removing harmful 
nutrients before the river empties into Lake Okeechobee, but there is 
still much to be done and the progress has been slower than expected.  
Funding is needed for two critical projects for the restoration of sheet 
flow—a giant, reservoir just south of Lake Okeechobee to store and treat 
water before releasing it into the Everglades and a huge culvert under 
the Tamiami Trail to allow the flow of water southward. At the onset, it 
was agreed that funding the CERP would be split 50/50 but the State of 
Florida has spent close to $5 billion and the federal government only $2 
billion. Environmental groups are upping the ante, asking for a four-year 
commitment of close to $3 billion, close to the estimate of what the Army 
Corps of Engineers believes is needed to keep restoration efforts on track 
for the next decade. And the story continues…
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TH E PRESENT DAY

While the driving force of restoration is saving the wetlands and wildlife, 
a healthy Everglades is also an asset that powers tourism, creates jobs, 
provides drinking water through its aquifers and helps store and absorb 
carbon in its mangroves. The works in this exhibition urge us to reflect 
on our personal perspective toward the Everglades, and the environment 
in general, and aim to create an awareness of the responsibility large 
corporations have in maintaining a dialogue of respect towards it and 
caring for its immediate future. It is imperative that we realize our 
relationship to what we are a part of – nature. 

As of this writing, Senator Marco Rubio (R-FL), backed by all 27 Florida 
U.S. Representatives, has requested the inclusion of $725 million in 
President Biden’s proposed 2022 fiscal year budget for what could be one 
of the most ambitious ecosystem recovery projects to date, not just in the 
United States but anywhere in the world. These funds would fuel South 
Florida Ecosystem Restoration (SFER), including the Comprehensive 
Everglades Restoration Plan (CERP), a critical component of Everglades 
restoration. Approved by Congress in 2000, the CERP is basically a huge 
re-plumbing scheme aimed at replicating the historic flows of fresh water 
from Lake Okeechobee to the Everglades and is a partnership between 

The control and misappropriation of water from Lake Okeechobee has enabled the creation of this buildable land. Real estate 
developers have seen an opportunity to increase asking prices by locating homes on artificial lakes. Home to fish and waterfowl, 
these sparkling lakes enhance the experience of homeowners by providing a desirable view and a connection to nature. Sadly, just 
as the skirt worn by the model in this piece appears unquestionably beautiful, or at least interesting, to the uninformed viewer, so 
do the lakes, which in reality are created by pumping in diverted water from man-made canals that are part of the elaborate water 
management system that ended the natural flow to the Everglades. The artist wishes to draw attention to the ongoing actions fueled 
by ambition, with disregard for the environment that threaten the region. The question of cost is inherent in this piece: the cost of 
housing, the cost of being en vogue, the cost of changing the planet to satisfy our desires. 

,



LA MODE PRATIQUE 002
(The Sweetest Deal)

LA MODE PRATIQUE 003
(Traces of Abuse)

Controlled burning is an effective and cost 
efficient, albeit environmentally consequential, 
way to harvest sugar cane. A fire rages on 
the skirt of the dress worn by a Seminole 
woman as she gazes through a lorgnette into 
the distance, searching for a lost future. For 
García, the flames are uncontrolled, nature’s 
rebellion against man-made constraints, 
and will burn freely and fiercely until the 
natural flow of water is restored and the 
Everglades are healed. 

The stacked, beaded necklaces—a Seminole 
tradition where girls receive a string of 
beads at birth and add additional layers 
throughout their lives—create a strong 
counterpoint to the Victorian dress with 
a skirt featuring the blue-green hues of a 
coastal algae bloom brought on in part by the 
ecologically destabilizing farming practices 
of the sugar industry. In the gallery a bag 
of sugar is mounted on the wall between 
these two pieces (LA MODE PRATIQUE 002), 
emphasizing the environmental impact of 
the sugar industry on the Everglades.

,
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LA MODE PRATIQUE 001
(What Dresses Me Undresses Me)

The ornamentation on the skirt of the dress worn by a young Seminole woman is based on a surreal viral image of an 
alligator that has found its way into a private pool, where it floats on an inflatable raft in the form of its own likeness—
evidence of wildlife displacement resulting from South Florida’s shrinking natural habitat. The displeasure on the woman’s 
face hints at her own displacement.                    

,
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IF WE TURN A TREE INTO FIREWOOD, IT WILL BURN FOR US, 
BUT IT WILL NO LONGER PRODUCE FLOWERS AND FRUIT FOR OUR CHILDREN

Tourism is vital to Miami’s economy. Located on a wide plain between Biscayne Bay and the Everglades, beautiful beaches 
and aqua blue water are, of course, a big draw. The city also boasts that it is an ecotourism destination, offering visitors 
such opportunities as experiencing the Everglades and its wildlife on educational walks and hikes through its many 
parks. Promotional imagery depicting flora and fauna can be found in public places throughout the municipality intended 
to highlight the city’s concern for the environment and to promote awareness about care and preservation for this vital 
resource. Simultaneously, activity related to real estate development, mining and agriculture in the surrounding area sadly 
contrast these efforts.

LA MODE PRATIQUE 007 
(City Display)

La Mode Pratique 007 (City Display) shows a woman 
wearing a Victorian dress printed with the same type of 
ecological propaganda used in If We Turn A Tree into 
Firewood, It Will Burn For Us, But It Will No Longer 
Produce Flowers and Fruit For Our Children.

In the above work, whose title recalls Aesop’s Fable The 
Goose that Laid the Golden Eggs, a pair of well-heeled 
Victorian women wearing plumed hats reflecting their 
elevated social status, meet at a 21st century Miami 
public bus stop with glass panels etched with herons in 
their natural environment. The artist uses this unnatural 
juxtaposition to call attention to the destructive past and 
how the underlying attitudes of that time still persist 
today; with individuals and corporations profiting from 
natural resources often without understanding or caring 
about the immediate or future impact on the environment, 
humans included.
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LA MODE PRATIQUE 004 (Florida Keepsakes)

LANDSCAPE PATTERNS IN A DISTURBED ENVIRONMENT

The above watercolor depicting a Seminole man dressed in a Victorian-era straw boater and a sunshine yellow shirt 
patterned with freshly severed recycled alligator feet is part of an installation that includes a back scratcher and its 
original tag.

Reminiscent of the Victorian feather craze, alligator hides were coveted by the fashion industry starting in the early 20th 
century, and consequently, alligators were hunted to the point of endangerment. Thankfully, hunting the reptiles became 
illegal and in 1987 the alligator was removed from the endangered species list and pronounced fully recovered. Unlike the 
wading birds prized for their plumes, alligators can now be legally hunted in Florida, including in the Everglades, with the 
proper license from August 15 to November 1. Alligators are also raised on private farms and commercialized in every 
possible way. Their hides, the most lucrative product, are sold in large quantities to luxury fashion companies and their 
meat, the second most valuable commodity, is purchased by select restaurants and specialty grocers. 

The leftovers, known as recycled alligator, specifically their heads, teeth and feet, are destined to become Florida souvenirs, 
which are commonly found in the form of key chains and back scratchers available for purchase in many area pharmacies. 
The final way the alligator generates revenue is tourism. The Florida Alligator Marketing and Education website suggests 
that “Alligator farming helps take pressure off the wild alligator population while meeting the high demand for alligator 
products.” It also states: “Florida Alligator… [is] beautiful, exotic and sustainable and a renewable natural resource that is 
as native to Florida as our pristine white sandy beaches.”

In this small but powerful image that reminds 
us of the predatory relationship human 
encroachment has with the environment and 
how that extends beyond the Everglades, 
the artist turns to another image that went 
viral—one of an alligator with a knife buried 
between his eyes, miraculously still alive, 
swimming in the waters of a Texas lake. 
Here, García fills the clear blue water of a 
private residential pool in South Florida with 
multiples of this unsettling sight, amplifying 
the impact of the irrational dialogue that we 
have created with nature.
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LA MODE PRATIQUE 006
(Madame Everglades)

This portrait summarizes the feeling, the conceptual essence 
and the ideas of the exhibition. The artist understands her as 
the personification of the Everglades—her history inked on 
her skin like wounds drawn in images. Each of her tattoos tells 
a different facet of her life’s story, some of the most important 
factors that have impacted the great wetland. In this candid 
moment she bears all, her wistful expression hinting at regret 
in what appears to be a day of reckoning, a possible turning 
point, but even if she changes her ways she’ll be unable to 
forget. 
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Harold García V was born in Havana, Cuba in 1985 and graduated from San Alejandro Fine Arts Academy in 
2004. His works have been exhibited in the United States, Italy, Taiwan and Austria. He lived in Miami for 15 
years and now lives and works in Brooklyn, New York.
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