
ERIN WIERSMA
AFTER THE BURN :  KO N Z A  P R A I R I E  D R AW I N G S



Fire is a natural force that has shaped 
grasslands for millennia, and it remains crucial 
for managing and conserving tallgrass prairie 
today. Fire also inspires and captivates the 
human spirit. Can grassland fires also be used 
to produce art? Erin Wiersma, Associate 
Professor of Art at Kansas State University, is 
exploring how recently burned prairie can be 
used to bridge ar t and conservation and create 
a greater public awareness of the land.
When Wiersma, who is originally from New 

Jersey, moved to Kansas, she brought her studio 
outdoors and developed an ar tistic relationship 
with the land and the environment. She creates 
large-scale drawings by direct contact with 
the charred remains of the prairie following 
controlled burns. Visually the work results in a 
drawing that is reminiscent of the expansive 
prairie and visible growth patterns, while 
creating dialogue around local conservation 
efforts and the urgent need for native prairie 
grasslands. Wiersma recently previewed her 

work at the Marianna Kistler Beach Museum of 
Art on the Kansas State University campus as 
part of the Prairie Studies Initiative program.

The Konza Prairie Biological Station (KPBS) 
includes experimental prairies burned at 
different intervals as part of the Konza LTER 
program. Wiersma uses KPBS as her studio. She 
creates her drawings using the charred plant 
matter and ash left after a prescribed fire, by 
pulling/rubbing/dragging/lifting paper in recently 
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burned prairie. Creating these works involves 
many hours on-site, walking the land to develop 
an awareness of the prairie landscape, and its 
responses to the wind, temperature, humidity, 
and changes over geological time.

Wiersma thinks of KPBS as a time capsule. 
“When I go out to work in the prairie it is a 
very ceremonious experience. The whole event 
is sacred and meditative for me. I typically pass 
through a gated section housing a herd of 

bison that dwell within these lands and graze. 
At one time Native Americans thrived on the 
land alongside great herds of bison. Burning was 
used as a method to herd the bison to specific 
areas for hunting, and also to rejuvenate the 
soil. I cannot be on this land without thinking of 
the people and animals that live here, both past 
and present.”

Wiersma’s work has been exhibited across the 
United States, most recently at the Robishon 

Gallery in Denver, CO. More information 
regarding her work can be found at https://
erinwiersma.com

n  Rhodes, J.J., Konza Prairie LTER Program 
Coordinator (2018, April 3). After the Burn 
 — Making Art Out of Grassland Fires.  
Retrieved from http://lternet.edu/stories.

n KPBS website: kpbs.konza.k-state.edu
n Konza LTER website: lter.konza.ksu.edu



Erin Wiersma, born in New Jersey, received 
her B.A. from Messiah College, and M.F.A. at 
the University of Connecticut. Wiersma is 
represented by Robischon in Denver, Colorado 
and A.I.R. Gallery in Brooklyn, New York 
where she has had recent solo exhibitions. 
Her work has been featured in OnVerge / 
CUE Foundation and Art21 Online Magazine. 
Wiersma is recipient of several grants and 
residencies, including the Big 12 Fellowship, 
a residency at Draw International in Caylus, 
France, and Two Coats of Paint in Brooklyn, 
New York. Wiersma lives and works in 
Manhattan, Kansas. 

n erinwiersma.com
n wiersma.erin@gmail.com

Ph
ot

o 
cr

ed
it, 

th
is 

pa
ge

: A
ar

on
 P

ad
en


