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Visual artist Sonja Hinrichsen, wearing snowshoes, creates
one of several intricate circles and lines on Ooms Pond
Sunday morning. Hinrichsen, with the help of several
community members, turned the snow-covered pond at
Ooms Conservation Area into a giant work of art. David
Lee/Hudson-Catskill Newspapers
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OLD CHATHAM — Visual artist Sonja Hinrichsen was
joined by several members of the community
Sunday morning to help turn the frozen and
snow-covered pond at Ooms Conservation Area into
a giant work of art. Intricate, interconnected circles
and lines crossed the pond, some of which were
predesigned by Hinrichsen, while others were the
work of impromptu groups of snowshoers or hikers
who saw the work and began to imitate the design.

“It was something different and it ended up being
really neat,” said one local mom who brought her
children to participate in the event.

Hinrichsen agreed, but said that although everything had gone relatively smoothly, there was one major
hitch — not being from the area, she didn’t realized the conservation area had not one parking area, but
three. She parked in the one nearest where she was going to begin work, not realizing that a group of
nearly 20 people had parked at the one furthest from her; not seeing anything going on, they had left.

Hinrichsen said she was sorry for the misunderstanding and if she does another project in the future,
she will be sure to make things more clear, posting directions in more places or using an assistant. This
slight setback did not diminish her excitement for the project and a good number of people still turned
out. And while the work was only intended to be open to the public until noon, there were still
community members making designs in the snow until around 1 p.m.

Hinrichsen is originally from Germany, but moved to San Francisco to get her master of fine arts degree
in New Genres from the San Francisco Art Institute. After graduation, she moved back to Europe for a
time, returning to the United States only a few years ago.

The artist said she has done projects all over the world and has received numerous awards and
fellowships throughout her career. She has also taken part in 21 artist colony residencies around the
world, including a 2007 stay at the Millay Colony for the Arts. During her current stay in Columbia
County, she will reside as a Winter Shaker at the Colony, where she will perform additional works of
snow art.

Hinrichsen started her career as a visual artist and said she traditionally worked with video, exploring
various environments, filming them for a period of time and then turning a room, or rooms, into a fully
immersive work of art displaying what she’d learned. Such works, she said, commonly include as many
as six video recordings playing at one time, structural art based on the area she was studying and even
words or sentences written on the walls. The latter, she explained, come from the short stories — almost
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like journal entries — she writes when beginning a new piece of art.

“What I do is explore environments,” she said, adding that she has preferred places that that were not
so hospitable, such as deserts or remote mountain regions. “I like places that are a little bit difficult,”
she said. “[Places] that have given people problems, but where natives have always found a way to
cope.”

She has done a similar kind of work in urban environments and cities as well. Once she has researched
the environment, she archives all the information, photos and video footage in order to add them into
the completed piece of art.

“[The work] becomes an all immersive experience,” said Hinrichsen. “It’s not just a single video project.”

After studying the environment in this way a number of years ago, she started to work with art directly
in that environment instead of through film and photography. One of her favorite projects, she said, was
creating designs out of rocks derived from ancient sun and moon symbols. These symbols were coated
with phosphorus, an element which takes in sunlight, then emits a glow when night falls. She has also
taken the large leaves of skunk cabbages and embroidered them with words that had meaning for her
based on her experiences with nature. For this kind of work, she used the writing she had done and took
out key words that struck her as important.

“This way, the viewer could grasp part of my story and insert their own story as well,” she said.

Hinrichsen moved on to snow art almost by accident.

“It really came out of play,” she said, adding that she had seen unbroken snow in the mountains which
stayed unbroken for days or even weeks because it was so hard to travel through. This seemed to call to
her and she began to make designs, some of which were inspired by animal tracks she had seen.

She was first invited to Columbia County by Calliope Nicholas, the residency director at the Millay
Colony, several years ago, but was at first unable to come.

“I had a hard time saying ‘should I do this?’ because there might not even be any snow,” she said. “But
decided I was just going to risk it.”

From snow and rocks to video and photography or a combination of them all, Hinrichsen said that no
matter what she’s working on, she’s always affected by where her work is taking place.

“All my work is based on my environment,” she said.

For more information about Hinrichsen or to learn about her other works of art, visit
http://sonjahinrichsen.wordpress.com.
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