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PHOTOGRAPHY REVIEW

The Natural World, in Peril and in Its Full Glory
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By ROBERTA SMITH

“Ecotopia,” the edifying, entertain-
ing and ecologically aware exhibition
that opened last night at the Interna-
tional Center of Photography, means
to get your attention. Near the en-
trance a looming, oozing black form
threatens to engulf the show, like
some leftover Valdez sludge trucked
down from Alaska.

This enormous dollop is the first of
several that punctuate the galleries.
All are made, appropriately, of a
lightweight, petroleum-based insula-
tion material called Tubolit, widely
used in the construction industry. An
environmentally sound replacement
for asbestos, Tubolit is recyclable,
but it also offers further proof that
the dependence on oil, foreign or oth-
erwise, ranges far beyond gasoline.
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Michael Falco for The New York Times

Harri Kallio’s carefully reconstructed dodo birds, part of “Ecotopia.”

k

Ecotopia
International Center of Photography

Erupting from walls and door-
ways, lining windows and viewing

. rooms, and providing shelves for vid-

eo screens and computer monitors,
the meandering Tubolit globs man-
age to evoke not only sludge, but also
toxic topiary, exotic rock formations
"and Flintstone-era habitats. Their
symbolic versatility befits an exhibi-
tion in which nature is, by turns,
magnificent, cute and enduring,
while also increasingly dangerous
and endangered, thanks to the wid-
ening scope of human indifference
and exploitation.
‘“Ecotopia” is the center’s second
“triennial of photography and video,™

Continued on Page 3
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Continued From First Arts Page

and like the first, it is purpq;‘-‘Efully
germane. Its predecessor, Stran-
gers,” in 2003, explored the confusion
of the post-9/11 world as it stri&gled
with  religious « fundamentalism,
Since the losses inflicted by the Indo-

na, a fear of political chaos has been
at least equaled by a fear that the
natural world itself is fatally €om-
promised. . ~

As Al Gore notes toward theend of
“An Inconvenient Truth,” theilm in
which he charts the grim, imfinent
futuve of global warming, te r

most urgent, problem confronting us
today. ‘

“Ecotopia’ might be described as
“An Inconvenient Truth” in exhibi-
tion form. It is a tale of beauty énd
devastation told by nearly 40 phtto-
journalists and artists. Their viW-
points vary, as do their subjectsand
forms, but you rarely escape a snse
of nature’s vast, incalculable rich-
ness or of photography’s ability to do
it justice. There may be no greater
meeting of subject and medium.

Near the show’s first black bulge,
you encounter Robert Adams’s al-
most reticent black-and-white pho-
tographs retracing the trail of Lewis
and Clark through present-day Ore-
gon and documenting the widespread
ruin that foresting companies have
visited upon the wilderness. Formal-
ly speaking, these images have a
blankness, even a meanness, that is
commensurate with the reckless dis-
regard that motivated what they por-
tray. 1

In marked contrast, Mitch Ep-
stein’s breathtaking “Biloxi, Missis-
~sipp1” (2005), a mural-size color im-

age of a tree, is so glorious in scale
that it may take you a few seconds to
make out that there is a large mat-
tress among its branches, and then g
few more to realize that the scene is
not a drought- and war-ravaged
country, but the Gulf Coast of the
United States, post-Katrina.
Nearby, Clifford Ross’s “Mountain
XII1” provides an antidote: a mopy-
mental photograph whose majesty of
peak, field, water, sky and reflection
IS equal to the reverent clarity of 5
Hudson River School painting.

Catherine Chalmers’s deeply Dar-
winian “Safari,” a seven-minute yiq.
eo, offers a ravishing experience of
natural color by following the tra.
vails of some New York cocKkroach.
es, a species no longer found in the
wild, after their release into an elgh.
orate rain forest constructed in her
studio. Other inhabitants include gp
African claw frog, for which cock.
roach spells dinner; red-8potted
newts; a gorgeous lizard; @ Pair of
ferociously battling beetles; and g
harlequin cockroach, whose black
and white stripes are ready for Fagh.
ion Week.

The show alternates betweell lrag,
edy and comedy, and between harg
truths and extensively maniPUlate
fictions that assert their own rélity.
Noriko Furunishi’s lush and edge.
less composite landscapé® Skew
space and topography in WaY® that
are all the more disorienting for St
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“Ecotopia: The Second LCF: Trien.
nial of Photography and VidéC Tung
through Jan. 7 at the Intern@liong
Center of Photography, 1 133 AVenye
of the Americas, at 43rd Plreey
(212) 857-0000.

nesian tsunami and Hurricane Katrj-

is not the only, nor necessarilythe —SEESEs
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A view of “Ecotopia” at th[Ie International Center of Photography.

47 Miﬂhael alcu for The New York Imes

making sense. Thomas Ruff’s mural-
size image of smoke trailing over the
marshlands of southern (Iraq was
taken from the Internet and so delib-
erately eroded that it resembles a

Kind of blurred mosaic f(and also

hints at what it may feel like to be go-
ing blind). 1
Harri Kallio retrieves jan extinct

species in imposing images of the ill--

fated dodo bird, carefully researched
and reconstructed by Mr. Kallio and
photographed in its natural habitat,
the island of Mauritius.

For comedy, there is another
working-with-animals  effort: the
short videos that Sam Easterson
makes by attaching tiny cameras to
the feathers, fur, shells or horns of
free-ranging animals. (Because the
attachment is deliberately precari-
ous, there is a high rate Pf lost cam-
eras.) Cows, chickens, falcons,
wolves, tarantulas, pigs, and scorpi-

ons are among the creatures on:

whose heads and backs/ we seem to
ride, like Stuart Little. The best is an
armadillo, busily foraging for food.
In contrast, Alessandra Sanguinett1’s
rich color photographs bring star-
tling gravity to life ancll death in the

barnyard. |

For tragedy, a smalligallery offers
continuous projections of the often
unforgettable images made by sev-
eral intrepid photojournalists. Their
subjects include the black market in

endangered species (Patrick
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Brown) ; the Inupiat people of Alas-
ka, among the first victims of global
warming (Gilles Mingasson); at-
tempts to exact remediation from
ChevronTexaco for waste disposal
practices in the Ecuadorean Amazon
(Lou Dematteis and Kayana Szymc-
zak); the devastation of Katrina
(Vincent Laforet, whose photo-
graphs were taken on assignment for

Reminders that
terrorism is not the
world's only problem.

The New York Times) ; and protests
against logging in roadless Ameri-
can forests (Christopher LaMarca).
This excellently balanced exhibi-
tion has been organized by the pho-
tography center’s four senior cura-
tors: Brian Wallis, Edward Earle,
Carol Squiers and Christopher Phil-
lips — an incredibly smart group for
whom postmodern theory is often a
second language. A little too much of
this seeps into the show’s captions,
which detail meanings, interpreta-
tions and intentions that are not al-
ways so evident in the work itself, in-
dicating a certain lack of faith in the
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ONLINE; AUDIO SLIDE SHOW

A virtual stroll through
“Ecotopia’ with the curator
Brian Wallis: nytimes.com/arts
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- The caption for Simon Star

viewer’s intelligence.

Do the black-and-white cutout im-
ages of birds sprinkled in among
Doug Aitken’s ‘“Plateau,” an intri-
cate metropolis made entirely of
Federal Express boxes, really evoke
“Darwinian questions of natural se-
lection, rendering the empty corpo-

rate city an artifact of an almost des-
perate will to build, conquer and sur-
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handsome platinum/palladium
prints of a frighteningly vast Souﬂl e
African quarry informs us that a ton
of ore is required to produce “the few
precious ounces of platinum needgq
to make these prints,” and states
that Mr. Starling’s work “encourages
us to be skeptical of the popular no-
tion that art emerges from an insu-
lar, creative bubble.” :
On the center’s lower level, Kim
Stringfellow’s Web site, available on
a monitor, offers an exploration of
the colorful past and precarious
present of the man-made playground
and disaster that is the Salton Sea in
Southern California. Snapshots of the
animals that prowl around Mark
Dion’s house in the Pennsylvania

‘countryside can be perused on the

walls of his cozy, and messy, office,
an installation titled ‘“Bureau of Re-
mote Wildlife Surveillance.” 3
- Diana Thater’s “Perfect Devotion
Five” centers on a video of three ti-
gers frolicking in a large, sod-cev-
ered pen: a startlingly beautiful fig-
ure-ground composition that is inef-
fably sad. Marine Hugonnier’s video
“Last Tour” provides a final testa-
ment to nature’s power and indiffer-
ence in black-and-white views of the
Matterhorn, shot from a hot-air bal-
loon; these are unfortunately inter-
rupted by portentous sentences that
suggest a poor grasp of Barbara
Kruger’s syntax. e
But the white-carpeted room
where this work is projected insinu-
ates the sense of untouched nature
into the galleries as emphatically as
the oozing Tubolit suggests nature’s
demise. et
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