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Greg Lindquist Painting 
With Carbon
Seldom are the effects of pollution immediately visible. As an 
artist, I strive to make ecological events visible and intelligible. 
This intelligibility requires exposing dominant structures of 
power – corporations, bureaucracies, and legislative rule – 
and holding these systems and their contradictory relations 
accountable for their harm to the environment and human 
health. Often in this process, a person viewing representations 
of these systems is prodded to distinguish between surface 
appearances and underlying realities. 

Recently I explored the culture of diesel trucks and its 
accompanying formal, spatial, and social expressions of car-
bon form. At the nexus of this culture are truck and tractor 
pull contests and rallies where trucks modified with die-
sel or alcohol engines are hitched to weighted sleds. As these 
vehicles lurch one at a time across the track, the sled’s weight 
slides forward from above the rear axles and a metal plate 
(in place of its wheels) digs into the ground, creating resis-
tance that eventually halts the vehicle. The winner is the 
vehicle that moves the farthest across the track. Prior to the 
invention of the tractor, these contests were conducted with 
horses, and the term horsepower is believed to have originated 
in this event. 

These customized trucks have names that often reflect 
notions of freedom and individualism, boastful masculinity, 
or flippant attitudes, such as: Just 4 Fun; Ol’ Rusty Red; Lil’ 
Sassy; Moonshine XXX Express; Big Juicy trucksgonewild.
com; Haulin’ Ass; Chevy Militia; Outcast; Dirty Hooker (a 
female driver); Breathe Easy 2; and so on. 

From this truck culture emerged the practice of rolling 
coal: revving an engine to discharge plumes of diesel smoke 
– mainly toward hybrid vehicles and cyclists – as a social 
activity and political expression. Despite risks of chronic 
bronchitis, asthma, and heart disease, coal rollers even cover 
their own faces and bodies in the smoke’s sooty residue. 

I’m interested in rolling coal’s many contradictions, from 
its naming (the smoke is not  produced by coal, yet symboli-
cally represents the power, ideology, and pollution of indus-
trialism) to its wholesale denial of the environmental and 
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human health damages. Evoking coal mines, locomotives, 
and electric power plants, the diesel smokestacks themselves 
conjure a nostalgia for the all but bygone era of coal mining 
and consumption. This aggressive act of releasing smoke is a 
performed masculinity, both violent and hostile. Images and 
videos of rolling coal posted on social media echo these senti-
ments with captions such as “Happy Earth Day,” “Roll coal or 
the terrorists win,” and “Secondhand smoke.” 

This black diesel smoke, a clear carbon form, also repre-
sents a spatial and material configuration that connotes cer-
tain cultural signification. For me, creating aesthetic objects 
with this smoke has the potential to disrupt, reconfigure, and 
reconstitute the identities of masculinity and anti-environ-
mentalism associated with rolling coal. Co-opting these mod-
ified exhausts, I set out to create a series of paintings made by 
capturing diesel smoke.

I made these paintings in Norfolk, Virginia, in collabora-
tion with Derrek, a man who operates carrier cranes in the 
Port of Virginia and whose grandfather is an ironworker. We 
met through his father-in-law, who was racing at a truck pull 
I attended in North Carolina. Derrek is creatively inclined, 
making custom vinyl stickers for his truck, decoupaging 
wine glasses, and hydro dipping deer skulls with camou-
flage veneers. He also modified his truck’s exhaust once the 
vehicle’s warranty expired. While not involved in or a sup-
porter of rolling coal culture, Derrek said that an exhaust fil-
ter reduces the life of a truck’s diesel engine from an expected 
one million miles down to 250,000; in either situation, the 
chassis will rot away before the engine dies. 

Greg Lindquist, Smoke Painting 1.1 
(detail), diesel particulate, acrylic on 
linen, 24 by 24 inches, 2019. Opposite 
page: Greg Lindquist, Smoke Painting 
1.2 (detail), diesel particulate, acrylic 
on linen, 24 by 24 inches, 2019. All 
images courtesy the artist.
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Derrek and I did not discuss politics, ideological posi-
tions, or the environment. Ours was not a meeting of dis-
course, polemics, or persuasions. We were there to answer 
one question: how can diesel smoke be captured on canvas? 
Derrek and I used the diesel exhaust pipe as a paint brush, 
or more precisely, an industrial paint sprayer in which the 
smoke is ejected in short bursts onto the canvas, controlled by 
a small dash computer that regulates the engine’s idle speed, 
and released by rhythmically tapping the gas pedal. With 
this computer, Derrek can also monitor and manipulate the 
engine’s fuel mixture, which allows more precise handling of 
the concentration and size of the smoke plume. Positioning a 
few two-foot-square linen canvases primed with white gesso 
in front of the exhaust pipe, we methodically searched for the 
best fuel mixture and plume size to apply burst patterns of a 
deep, velvety black soot. 

In thinking about the signification of carbon in these 
paintings, it is perhaps helpful to consider the role of the 
indexical mark in printmaking and photography processes in 
which the index and referent have a cause and effect relation-
ship. The painting’s surface indexes the accumulated soot, 
physically tracing the referent spatial system of the truck’s 
combustion engine. Formed by burning off excess fuel, this 
smoke also represents the inefficiency of the truck’s exhaust 
system. Like a photograph, these smoke paintings are mate-
rial manifestations of facts that require added explanation to 
spatially locate and identify their forms. 

These canvases give visual form to a complex accumula-
tion of the components in smoke, in particular carbon (soot), 
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semi-volatile organic hydrocarbons, sulfates (primarily sul-
furic acid), and water vapor. They aggregate the trace of 
particulates over a period of time as well as conjure the deep 
geological time necessary for this energy to be formed, focus-
ing and concentrating on not only truck but also automobile 
emissions. The diesel smoke painting is visible metonymic 
evidence of air pollution. It is disturbing to think about the 
scale differences in how much carbon is discharged in urban 
environments and how much carbon we willfully emit-
ted that day to make four canvases. Most scientists consulted 
about the environmental impact of rolling coal agree that the 
amount of carbon released is inconsequential in comparison 
to the scale of everyday industrial air pollution. 

After creating several canvases haloed with black sooty 
gradients, we tried to seal the images with spray fixative used 
for charcoal drawings, but, strangely, the spray lightened and 
erased the smoke particulate. An acrylic medium didn’t work 
either. In dialogue with Golden Artist Colors’s chemist, I have 
spent months trying various varnishes, sealers, and adhesives 
in an attempt to permanently affix the smoke particulate on 
the canvas while retaining the rich velvet black carbon that, 
being a fine powder, flakes upon the slightest touch. While 
there are several solutions for also containing the paintings’ 
surfaces, I am pondering ways to use this fragility as an asset. 

Greg Lindquist, Smoke Painting 1.3, 
diesel particulate, acrylic on linen, 24 
by 24 inches, 2019.


