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Erode 

 
NARRATOR:  These wooden branches sprawling down the side of the 
ravine portray one of the most powerful forces in nature. 
 
The sculpture, called Erode, represents the path of water as it washes 
down the side of the ravine. 
 
Erosion is a natural process and has sculpted some of the most stunning 
land formations on earth - think of cliffs overlooking a river or the Grand 
Canyon. But it can also cause irreparable damage to vulnerable 
ecosystems.  
 
Here at the Preserve, erosion is one of the most significant threats to the 
ecology of the ravines and bluffs.  But it wasn’t always that way. 
 
For centuries the ravines along Lake Michigan had been fairly stable. Oaks 
and other native trees were spread out enough to allow plenty of sunlight 
to reach the ground. A variety of sedges, grasses, flowers and ground 
covers thrived. Their roots held the soil in place. And as Bob Megquier, 
who's in charge of Openlands' restoration plan here at the preserve, points 
out, rain did not cause flooding in the way it does today. 
 
MEGQUIER:  "Historically, rain that would fall on a savannah and prairie 
landscape would be absorbed by the soil and generally soak in." 
 
NARRATOR:  Then, in quick succession, three changes upset the balance. 
 
First, the surrounding area became farmland. The soil in cultivated fields is 
less porous; some water soaks in but the rest is channeled off and 
eventually finds its way to lower ground like the ravine.  
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Next, urban development:  streets, buildings, and parking lots don't absorb 
water. More rain that previously would have been absorbed goes into the 
ravine. 
 
Meanwhile, Norway maples and other fast growing non-native trees 
invaded the ravine and created a dense canopy, shading everything below, 
and killing off the ground cover.  
 
By the time Openlands acquired the land in 2006, the sides of the ravine 
were bare. 
 
MEGQUIER:  "So you had basically dark dense shade and bare slopes 
which were rapidly eroding into the lake." 
 
NARRATOR:  That's because, beneath the topsoil is a layer of clay. When 
water saturates the topsoil, the clay doesn't absorb the water and the 
topsoil slides off. And worse, the water often carries trash and other 
contaminants that end up in the lake.  
 
Seeing the effects of erosion right here in Bartlett Ravine is what inspired 
Chicago artist Vivian Visser, who built this sculpture.  
 
VISSER:  "The side of the ravine in one section had come down. Just a 
tremendous amount of soil, plants, parts of trees, tree stumps, the whole 
thing, just came down." 
 
NARRATOR:  Previously she hadn't thought much about erosion, but 
seeing that mudslide prompted her to look around. 
 
VISSER:  "So after that I started to walk around and noticed the shape of 
the land and how erosion had created that shape, literally, over time." 
 
NARRATOR:  To represent the process of erosion, Visser chose curving 
tree branches - undulating forms suggesting the motion of water - and 
arranged them along an eroded path. The branches are attached to steel 
posts. 
 
VISSER:  "The posts were a very big deal, because I didn't want to cause 
erosion. It would be terrible if my sculpture actually caused the whole 
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thing to come down." 
 
NARRATOR:  To ensure stability, the posts were anchored several feet into 
the clay beneath the topsoil. Once those were in place, Visser arranged the 
wood, which was difficult work due to the steep angle of the slope, but had 
its own rewards. 
 
VISSER:  "I saw hummingbirds. I saw trilliums, toads hopping by, 
chipmunks. It was really nice. I enjoyed that part." 
 
NARRATOR:  Of course Bartlett Ravine, like most other places on earth, 
will continue to be affected by erosion. But Openlands is trying to 
minimize the effects. Low-growing plants are once again taking root, 
holding the soil in place. Up above, along the bluff, a series of basins have 
been carved out of the ground as a way to hold rainwater, allowing it to 
absorb. These efforts help protect the landscape while also keeping 
contaminants out of the lake.  
 
As you explore the preserve, look around for other signs of erosion—you 
may be surprised how frequently it occurs. What you see is a kind of map, 
made by water as it drains, tracing a path along the way to finding the 
lowest level.  
 
It’s also a vivid display of the power of this natural resource, sculpting the 
landscape, for better AND worse—the cause of both cataclysmic changes 
accelerated by our modern concrete world, as well as slower methodical 
changes as nature is allowed to work at its own pace. 
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