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Yale Exhibit Combines Art, Science To Call Attention To Problem Of Invasive Plants

January 14, 2005 
By STEVE GRANT, Courant Staff Writer 

To the dismay of botanists and ecologists, the problems caused by invasive plant species are not yet firmly rooted in the public consciousness, though there has been progress.

It is still news to many people, for example, that a handsome street-side Norway maple can be an environmental threat, that a marshy area filled with the brilliant magenta hues of purple loosestrife is something to be concerned about.

One way to heighten awareness of the problem is to issue another informational pamphlet, hoping it won't be tossed away unread. Another approach, an engaging one, is an exhibit that opened this week at the Yale Peabody Museum in New Haven.

"Landscape Under Siege: Invasive Plants of Connecticut" consists of a roomful of botanical paintings and etchings of many of the 100 or so invasive plant species found in Connecticut, some of them complemented by specimens from the Yale University Herbarium.

This is art and science in the service of public education, and if we are to learn something about invasive plants - if we are to eat our peas - this is a most palatable way to do so.

"Landscape Under Siege" implicitly gets right to the heart of a paradox of the invasive plant species problem: Many of these plants are pretty and seem harmless. What's the big deal, anyway?

"Some of these invasives look beautiful in nature, and sometimes even more beautiful in paintings, but they are true pests. They can truly destroy an entire ecosystem," said Nico Cellinese, the museum's botany collections manager and exhibit curator, along with Kathie Miranda, president of the Greater New York chapter of the Guild of Natural Science Illustrators.

An invasive species is a non-native plant or animal that is harming or is likely to harm the environment, economy or human health. Typically, an invasive species flourishes at the expense of native plants because the natural controls of its native land, such as an insect or a competing plant, are not present here.

Botanical illustration, in which, root, stem, leaf, flower and fruit are depicted, usually with little or no adornment, is a subset of the art world with a long history and a considerable following. The works in the invasive-plant exhibit, 32 of them, are mostly watercolors and etchings done by members of the Guild of Natural Science Illustrators.

In some instances, a specimen from Yale's Herbarium collection is displayed alongside the appropriate painting. Cellinese said the Yale collection of more than 350,000 specimens gathered over two centuries has helped to document the arrival and spread of some of the invasive plants.

"This demonstrates how valuable it is to have herbaria," she said.

In their graceful way, the works serve as a grand introduction to many of the troublesome species in the state, from Oriental bittersweet to giant hogwort, a new-to-the-state and very large plant that has botanists worried.

A good example is the purple loosestrife watercolor by Leah Rohrbaugh, with a single stem and its spike-like flower in full bloom. All by its lonesome, it is hard to imagine that this colorful plant might push aside native plants that wildlife relies on as a food source. But loosestrife is never found by its lonesome; it comes in colonies, big ones, and they take over entire wetlands.

Likewise, the winged euonymus mixed-media work by Ruth Snell MacDonald, which shows the plant's dusty pink leaves in fall and helps explain why it was imported into the U.S. in the mid-19th century as an ornamental plant. It escaped into the wild and continues to spread, crowding out other species.

Indeed, were it not that they are out of place and causing problems, there would be no reason to spurn these species.

"It is not a matter of good or bad plants. It is a matter of plants out-competing native plants. They proliferate, they end up becoming either dominant or disruptive," said Leslie J. Mehrhoff, director of the Invasive Plant Atlas of New England, based at the University of Connecticut, a public education project that already has trained 450 volunteers to monitor invasive plants throughout the region.

When invasive species out-compete, the result is the loss of native species, depleting the nation's biological diversity.

Mehrhoff, an adviser for the exhibit project, said one particularly troublesome invasive plant is Asiatic or Oriental bittersweet, a vine that some people gather in the woods and use as a holiday decoration. Unlike the native bittersweet species, which is scarce, Asiatic bittersweet is an invasive plant that is strangling trees throughout the state. In winter, its added biomass is yet another surface upon which ice can form, sometimes enough to make the difference in whether a tree is toppled or not during an ice storm, Mehrhoff noted.

"I'll bet you Oriental bittersweet grows in every town in Connecticut," Mehrhoff said. Look for the watercolor by Cori Lapin-Cohen, and it is likely you will recognize this vine. Yes, the orange-red berries look nice. But Mehrhoff said each one contains six seeds - potentially six more plants.

Tucked among the paintings and etchings is a panel explaining what people can do to help. A first step is not to buy invasive plants that are for sale, as some are, and not to plant them. If you see a nursery selling an invasive plant, the botanists suggest telling the company of your concerns. And, they suggest, don't buy seed mixes, especially those called "wildflowers," because they often contain seeds of invasive species.

Meanwhile, there have been efforts in recent years to more closely monitor the spread of invasives, including steps to try to prevent their entering the country. In Connecticut, representatives of the nursery industry are participating in efforts to curb the trade in non-native plants that are troublesome.

Steve Grant can be reached at .
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         Winged Euonymus (euonymus alata), as portrayed in a watercolor by Dick Rauh, was imported into the U.S. in the mid-19th century and continues to spread, crowding out other species. 
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   Asiatic Bittersweet (Celastrus orbiculatus), in a watercolor by Cori Lapin-Cohen. 
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   Purple Loosetrife (Lythrum salicaria), in a watercolor by Leah Rohrbaugh. 
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