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ANALISIS

El arte después de la ecologia

En tiempos de erisis debemos permanecer junto al arte y los artistas que nos permiten emaneiparnos
de las naviativas del ventrilocuisme natural y de la sanacitn gue nos vende el “eco-arte™
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POR MAX ANDEEWS

Parafraseando al critico de arte v polit-
co radical brasileiio Mano Pedrosa, “en
tiempos de crisis, debemos permanccer
junto al artisia™'. Basta obsenvar la marca
de titulos de best sellers de ecologia que nos
ha inundade en los dltimos afios —entre los
que destacamos La gran anegencia, de James
Kunstler (2005); Calapus, de Jared Diamond
(2005); La venganza de ln tierra, de James Lo-
velock {2006); y naturalmente, Una verdad
inchmada, de Al Gare (2006}, cuya version
cinemaiografica ha sido merecedora de
un Oscar— para concluir que atravesameos,
ciertamente, iempos de crisis,

Y, sin embargo, no fue hasta hace
poco tiempo que los editores de dos de las
biblias del movimiento ecologista [ Walden,
de Henry 1. Thoreau (1854} y Prmavera si-
fenciosa, de Rachel Carzon (1962) publica-
ron el ensaye de Ted Nordhaus y Michael
Shellenberger Break Through: From the Death
of Enviranmentalism to the Polittes of Fassthi-
fity [Un paso adelante: De la muerte del
ambientalismo a las politicas de la posibi-
lidad] (Houghton Miillin, 2007). En esta
secucla de su provocative ensayo de 2004,
The Death of Envtronmentalion, Shellenber-
ger v Nordhaus insisten en la necesidad
de combatir el cambio climético ofrecien-
do salidas a la “esclerosis literal” de los
anticuadoes concepios sobre la nawraleza
confiando en ¢l poder de transformacion
de la politica®. Al eriticar el [atalismo y
esa especie de culpabilidad biblica invo-
cada por Gore e, al, apelan a una masiva
inversion cstatal en energias limpias y a
una visitm progresista que, en lugar de en
agotados paradigmas de restriceiones v
limites, se base en el desencadenamien-
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to de nuevas aspiraciones, crecimiento,
creatividad v riqueza. Como los titulos de
sus textos sugieren, para Shellenberger y
Nuordhaus el ilogico y anticuado concepto
de ‘el medio ambiente’ debe desaparecer
junto a la restrictiva definicion sobre lo
que ¢s ‘un problema medicambiental™,

En un momento histérico como el
que vivimes, bajo la aparente amenaza
de la crisis ecoldgica [y social y econdmi-
ca) anunciada, entre otras, por el Panel de
las Naciones Unidas sobre el Cambio Cli-
matico, Nordhaus v Shellenberger hacen
gala de una incondicional e en la politica
que pasa por encima de esos infaustos pre-
cedentes de politicas promovidas por la
administracién Bush en los Estados Uni-
dos' arteramente denominados ‘Bosques
Sanos” y ‘Ciclos Limpios”. De forma pare-
ciela, una inquebrantable confianza en la
eficacia de la prictica artistica mantienc la
capacidad de plantcar innovadoras ideas y
acciones en nueyos tempos de crisis, v eso
que las narrativas ambientalistas de hoy
son considerablemente mis complejas v
numerosas que las del pasado, En efec-
1o, veinte afos después de que la nocion

de ‘desarrollo sostenible’ se incorporara
a nuestro vocabulario habital (gracias al
informe de la Comision Bruntdland en
1987), v en la estela de la Cumbre de la
Tierra de 1992, las protestas de Seattle y
Génava, ¢l Protocolo de Kyoto, cte., los
términos y los fendmenos del presente
~como ‘la compra de derechos de emi-
sion’, ‘kilometraje de alimentos (distan-
cia del transporte de alimentos desde
productor al consumidor), limitacion ¥
comercin’, lavado verde® {greenwashing),
ctc,— describen un mundo radicalmente
diferente de aguel de la década de los se-
senta que vio nacer en Oceldente wnto ¢l
ecologismo popular como ¢l arte concep-
tual v sus adlateres,

Activo desde comienzos de los sesen-
ta hasta su fallecimiento, en 1986, Joscph
Beuys cs a menudo ensalzado como el
padre fundador de lamado ‘eco-arte’,
asi como uno de los fundadores del Par-
tido de los Verdes en Alemania. A pesar
de ello, defender que la vision estratégica
de Beuys podria mantener su fuerza en ¢l
mundo de hoy bordearia no solo el desas-
tre politico sino también la irrelevancia

En estas pdginas Amy
Balkin, Public Smog.
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FPublic Smog, de Amy Balkin (2004 en
procest) es un proyeclo que sc adentra en
ese territorio controvertido ¢ intangible,
Al adquirir eréditos de carbono que ¢l
mercado pone libremente a disposicion
de las industrias v retirarlos de la circu-
lacién, la artista crea un “parque de aire
limpio cn la atméstera de emplazamicnio
v dimensiones (luctuantes”™, Uno de los
parques se sitha a lo largo de la costa
de Calilornia y utiliza ¢l propio sistema
comercial del estado; otro se sitha en ¢l
contexto de la Unién Europea, gracias
al carbono adaplado a los estindares del
protocolo de Kyoto adquirideo a través de
un brofer londinense. “Li smog pablico le
hace sentir mejor™, “el smog pablico sal-
vard la terra”, proclama con ironia nna
presentacion de ordenador que docu-
menta ¢l proyecto v promucve cl uso del
parque pari diversos evenlos, cntre los
que destaca “la respiracion u olras acti-
vidades dirigidas por/hacia uno mismo™.
La consiruccién de Balkin hace uso del
papcl del comercio de emisiones como
Gnica ‘solucion® neoliberal para superar
la crisis del clima, si bien continiia apo-
vando vigjas tecnologias, va que los pro-
pios parques deben su anomala existencia
a la gran locura que supone enfocar ¢l
cambio climdtico como si s tratara de un
simple problema de polucion de enormes
proporciones. Al subvertir los meecanis-
mos abstractos de transacciones turboca-
pitalistas per cl bien publico, la iniciativa
de Public Smog mantiene, ademis, una
relaciom profundamente irdnica con ese
favoritismoe que el ecologismo mucesira
por territorios considerados libres de in-
terferencia humana,

En 2000, British Petrolcum, la an-
tigua petrolera anglo-persa reciente-
mente clegida una de las “dicz peores
empresas” en cuanto a su historial de
derechos humanos v politicas medioam-
bientales, cambié su nombre por el de

BP (“Beyond Petroleum™, es decir “mids
alla del petréleo”™) . Introdujo una nue-
- identidad corporativa basada en un
logo *solar” amarillo v verde que recuer-
da a un girasol, v presumid de saltante de
“responsabilidad en una produccion v
consumo de encrgia respetuosos tanto
con los derechos humanos como con ¢l
medio ambiente natural™, Hace poco,
cl grupo de artistas The Bruce High Quality
Foundation (“una colaboracion de consen-
so en la repugnancia’), realizd para una
cxposicion en Nueva York Beyond Pastoral
(2007}, cn la que se exponia una macgue-
ta a escala 1/5 de una gasolinera de BP
situada al otro lado de la calle en donde
se encucnira la galeria®, Sobre el suclo sc
colocaron sicte mil limones v limas (la
correspondencia numérica con los ro-
Liles de Beuys es, probablemente, casual)
que formaban ¢l logo ‘reverdecido’ de
BF. Cada [ruta estaba conecrada a unos
clectrodos que, en su conjunto, genera-
ban suficiente corriente cléctrica para
iluminar la maqueta. Una plasmacion
ladica de hipocresia corporativa que [un-
cionaba aiun a sabiendas de que nunca
podria representar tampoco una alterna-
tiva ‘correcta’ desde ¢l punto de vista de
la ética o del sentido comtn. Los artistas
calcularon que el transporte de la fruta
desde su origen habria consumido un
minimo de cuatrocientos litros de gaso-
lina y que el deterioro de la fruta podria
cntrafiar riesgos para la salud publica.
Par ello, ¢l proyecto se “autolavd” desde
¢l punto de vista ecologico al anunciar
que las frutas se convertirian cn sustan-
cias de abona al [inal de la exposicion.
En ese cruce de apariencias y acelones, v
de un “trabajo dentro de la siempre cre-
ciente tradicion de la burla®, por utilizar
la descripeion de los propios artistas, el
proyecio se entregd de lleno a los absur-
dos, las paradejas v las manipulaciones
que tienen lugar en la transformacion y
justificacion del poder.

Ortro tipo de poder es el que se cs-
conde tras algunas de las obras de Jen-
nifer Allora v Guillermo Calzadilla
surgidas en paralelo al movimiento de
resistencia popular de la isla portorrique-
fia de Vieques, un protectorado de los
Estados Unidos. Durante los anos cua-
renta, la marina estadounidense requiso
el setenla por ciento de la superfivie de
esta diminuta isla caribefia que, hasta
2003, fue bombardeada vy comercializada
por los norteamericanos y por sus aliados
militares como un campao de batalla para
simulacros de combate por terra, mar
v aire. La isla soportd clevados niveles
de roxicidad v dafios en su habitat, y los
islefios unas elevadas tasas de cancer v
de desempleo. Como se documenta en
las futogralias de Land Mark (Footprints)
(200174), los arustas colaboraron con
los habitantes de la isla en la creacion
de unas suelas de zapato grabadas con
mensajes ¢ imagenes escogidos por quic-
nes los llevaban. Las suelas iban dejan-
do marcas en la arena en unas marchas
de desobediencia que realizaban dentro
de los limites de la zona militarizada. Fl
video Under Discussion (2005) muestra a
un aclivisla viequense en una improvisa-
da barca a motor — hecha con una mesa
de juntas pucsta al revés
las aguas de la zona restringida todavia
sometida a discusion y que, a pesar de
la contaminacion que sulre, ha sido fi-
nalmente recalificada v expropiada a los

recorricndo

habitantes locales para declararla reflugio
natural bajo proteccién del Servicio de
Pesca v Vida Salvaje de los EE.ULL

Los trabajos de Allora v Calzadilla
sobre Vieques testimonian la ‘muerte del
medioambientalismo’ v, a la vez, actian
politicamente rompiendo con la cstan-
darizacion icomica de la tierra como un
dominio de leyes naturales v armaonia
orginica, v poniendo en so lugar ¢l anta-
gonismo en primer plano. Como descri-
be Yates McKee, “bajo la pretensidn de
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restaurar ¢l equilibrio natural del lugar v
de protegerio para las luturas generacios
nes, ol Departamento de Interior lleva
a cabo una modalidad muy espeaal de
destruccion v eliminacidon. Al designar
el lugar como exclusivamente “natural®,
suprime la memoria de quicnes alli vi-
vieron y trabajaron... El tema cs, aho-
ra, como combatir un nuevo régimen de
‘mentalidad ambientalista™.

En 1949 ocho pucblos y un mao-
lino de harina desaparecieron bajo el
agua trus la construccion de una presa
hidroeléctrica, v las tierras que rodean
la loma de Vassiviere, en el centro de
Francia, quedaron ancgadas. Hoy, la
isla de Vassiviére alberga ¢l Centre In-
ternational d'Art et du Paysage de ['Tle
de Vassiviére, disciindo a finales de los
ochenta por Aldo Rossi v Navier Fabre,
Este aparentemente pintoresco csoenario
avogio recientemente Homes & Graves
& Gardens, de Gyprien Gaillard (2007),
La favhada del eentro de arte se ocaltaba

32 An&Cu

tras una fila de drboles que fucron tala-
dos para la exposicion v apoyades cn ¢l
edificio, blogueando asi la enirada. La
inanguracidn de la muestra coimeidii con
las festividades nacionales del Dia de la
Toma de la Bastilla v el artista dio una
fiesta gratuita on ¢l bosque con misica
feem v un castillo de fuegos artiliciales que
culmind con explosiones disparadas des-
de la emblenuitica worre conica de Rossi.
Lo actos de violenciw v mutilacion del
artista corroboran v, a la ves, refutan la
condicion artificial de este silio aparente-
mente natural, permiticndo leer en ¢ la
wirbulencia v la dramdtca alteracion de
su pasaclo sumergido. Come co ¢l caso de
L tierra marcada con la que Allora v Cal-
zudilla trabajan en su Land Mark, Guillard
combate la nocion de la naturaleza como
una entidad externa, inmutable, asluda
de toda actividad humana.

Volviendo, para finalizar, a aguel
sentimiento expresado por Pedrosa con el
que encabezdbamaos estas lincas, cn cstos

tiempos de crisis debemos permunecer
junte al arte v los artistas que nos perni-
ten emanciparnos de las narrativas del
ventrilocuisme natural v de la sanacion
que nos vende el ‘cco-arte’ por un lado, y
del recurso al simple activismo, por otro,
Al jgual que el propio discurso en worno al
calentamiento global, el arle se compren-
deria y practicaria mejor como algo pro-
fundamente intangible, global v orientado
al futuro v por su capacidad para comba-
tir y ser combarido, v no a pesar de ¢l 2
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Art after .
Environmentalism

MAX ANDREWS

To paraphrase the Brazilian art critic and radi-
cal politician Mario Pedrosa, “In times of crisis,
we must stand by the side of the artist”.! Judg-
ing by the titles alone of the deluge of best-
selling environmental books from the last few
years — including James Kunstler’s 2005 The
Long Emergency, Jared Diamond’s 2005 Collapse,
James Lovelock’s 2006 The Revenge of Gaia, and

of course Al Gore's 20006 An Tuconvenient Truth,
also an Oscar-winning movie — these are times
of crisis indeed.

Yet just recently the publishers of two of the
gospels of the environmental movement (name-
ly, Henry D Thorcau’s 1854 Walden and Rachel
Carson’s 1962 Silent Spring) released Ted Nordhaus
and Michael Shellenberger's Break Through: from
the Death of Frvironmentalism lo the Polities of Passibility
{Houghton Mifflin, 2007). Shellenberger and Nowrd-
haus, in a follow up to ther provocarive 2004 paper
“The Death of Environmentalism’, insist we must
combat climate change through forging a way out
of the “literal sclerosis™ of old-fashioned notions of
nature with faith in the power of politics to insti-
gate change.? Excoriating the fatalism and biblical
guilt invoked by Gore et al, they call for massive
state investments in clean energies and a progres-
sivist vision that is not based on the ured paradigms
of restrictions and limits, but on unleashing new
aspirations, growth, ereativity and affluence. As the
titles of their texts suggest, for them the illogical
and antiquated concept of “the environment” must
be extinguished along with the narrow definition of
what is an ‘environmental issuc’.*

In our historical moment that is seemingly
threatcned by an ecological (and social and eco-
nomic) erisis anticipated by the United Nations'
International Panel on Climate Change and oth-
ers, Nordhaus and Shellenberger’s conviction in
politics is wholehearted — despite the infamous
precedents of the Bush administration’s duplici-
tously named ‘Healthy Forests” and ‘Clear Skies'
policies in the US." In a similar fashion, an unfail-
ing trust in the efficacy of artistic practice retains
the power to articulate fresh ideas and actions in
new times of emergency. But of course today’s
ecological narratives are vastly more complicated
and abundant than those of yesterday, Twenty
years after the notion of *Sustainable Develop-
ment’ entered common usage {(with the report of
the Bruntdland Commission in 1987), and in the
wake of the 1992 Earth Summit, protests in Se-
attle and Genoa, the Kyoto protocol, and so on,
the terms and phenomena of the present — such
as carbon offscuing, food miles, cap-and-irade,
greenwashing, cie, — describe a profoundly differ-

ent world to that of the 19605, when both popular
environmentalism as well as Coneeptual art and
its allies came into being in the West.

Active from the early 1960s uniil his death in
1986, Joscph Beuys is often celebrated as a found-
ing father of so-called ‘eco-art’, as well as being one
of the founders of the Green Party in Germany.
Yet maintaining that Beuys” strategic vision could
still have traction in wday's world would not only
be politically disastrous, bul artistically irrelevant.
The charismatic Beuys adopted a shaman-like per-
sona and a mystical relation to an allegorized non-
human world. This was typified by his beliel that
he spoke for animals “that cannot speak for them-
selves”™, * Such statements that claim special au-
thority based on the premisc that some people (i.c.
Beuys himself, wilderness-focussed environmental-
ists, erc.) somehow know what nature wants seem
acutely problematic today. Perhaps the grandest
of Beuys” projects, 7000 Oaks (1982-87) consisted
of the planting of seven thousand trees in Kassel,
Germany, each companioned with a basalt block 1o
evoke the harmony of nature." Leaving the spuri-
ous claim that nature was ever somehow harmoni-
ous to one side ~ a myth that still underlies “back 10
nature” fundamemalism — these days Beuys” social
sculpture would nevertheless be caught up in an-
other kind of system and meaning,

Tree planting today comes with all of the
baggage of being the most widely known — and
least accountable — method of ‘oflseuting” one’s
personal {or indeed corporate) “carbon foot-
print’. There are now countless websites that will
calculate the amount of greenhouse gas emis-
siong one contributes in the course of fying in
airplanes, driving cars, heating the house, ete,.
and facilitate counteracting this through pur-
chasing carbon credit, whether in the form of
supporting the installation of low-energy bulbs
or cookers in the developing world, for example,
or ‘locking away” carbon dioxide in the form of
a tree. Yet weighing the value of the emissions
put out against the carbon taken in over the life-
span of a tree is an exceedingly abstract and un-
knowable caleulaton. Furthermore, each carbon
credit provider gencrates different sums for what

is essentially an utterly arbitrary mechanism,
Now many of the more reputable carbon off-
set companics disown tree planting allogether,
and some alrcady-dubious sequestration scicn-
tists suggest that only planting near the cqua-
wor could ever be remotely effective in any case.
What people are really buying into, it would ap-
pear, is a shaky promise of a clear conscience as
ecological debt is momentarily assuaged with a
mouse click. The possibility of sustaining Beuys’
grand ‘grassrools’ gesture as somehow “pure’
seems lost, as we all might well be, in a crossfire
of guilt and goodwill, hollow truths, corporate
hucksterism and eco-marketing,

Amy Balkin's Public Smog (2004—ongoing) is
a project that infiltrates this conflicted and in-
tangible territory. By buying up carbon credits
otherwise available on the open market to indus-
try and putting them out of use, the artist has
created a clean air “park in the atmosphere thart
fluctuates in location and scale™. One park exists
over the coast ol California through the state’s
own trading system, another is over the Euro-
pean Union thanks 1o Kyoto-protocol-standard
carbon purchased through a broker in London.
“Public Smog makes you feel better™, *Public
Smog will save the carth”, ironically stalcs a
compuier slideshow that documents the proj-
ect and promotes the use of the park for cvents
including “breathing or other sell-dirccted ac-
tivites”. Balkin's construction exploits the role of
emissions’ trading as the single ncoliberal ‘solu-
tion’ o overcoming the climate crisis although it
sustains old technologies = the parks owe their
anomalous existence to the grand folly of ap-
proaching climate change as il it were simply
a very big pollution problem. In subverting the
abstract mechanisms of turbo-capitalist transac-
tions pro bono publice, the Public Smog cnicrprise
moreover maintains a decply ironic relation with
environmentalism’s privileging of territories
deemed frec of human intrusion.

In 2000 British Petroleum, the former Ang-
lo-Persian Ol Company that was recently named
one of the “ten worst corporations” based on
its human rights and environmental record,
changed its name to BP (*Beyond Petroleum™).
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A new corporate identity based around a yel-
low-and-green, sunflower-like ‘helios’ logo was
intreduced, and the company defiantly boasted
ol “the responsibility to produce and consume
energy in ways that respeet both human rights
and the natural environment” * The artist group
The Bruce High Quality Foundation (“a collabo-
ration ol consensual disgust™) recently made Be-
yoid Pastoral (2007) for an exhibition in New York,
which ostensibly comprised a 1/5 scale model of
the BP filling station across the sireet from the
gallery.” On the floor were some seven thousand
lemons and limes ((the numerical correlation 1o
Beuys® vaks is perhaps coincidental) arranged
in the form of the ‘greenwashed” BP logo. Fach
{ruit was wired with clectrodes and wgether they
generated enough electnical current w illuminate
the model. This playful claboraton of corporate
hypocrisy operated knowing that it could never
present a ‘correct” ethical or common-sense un-
dertaking cither. The artists caleulated that trans-
porting the [ruit from source already used at least
four hundred litres of fucl, and the rotting [ruit
presented a possible public health hazard, So the
praject effectively greenwashed itsell’ by declar-
ing that the fruits would be composted at the end
of the show. Al the intersection of appearances
and actions, and “working in the ever-cxpand-
ing tradition of mockery” as the Foundation
describe, the project embraced the absurdities,
irenies and manipulations encountered in trans-
forming and justifying power.

It is power of ancther kind that undepins
several artworks by Jennifer Allora and Guill-
ermo Calzadilla. These have emerged alongside
the popular resistance movement on the Puerto
Rican island of Vieques, a US protectorate, Sev-
enty percent of this tiny Canbbean island was
commandeered by the US Navy in the 19405
and until 2003 it was bombarded and marketed
by American and Allied militaries as a batile-
zome for land, sca and air wargames. The island
endured high levels of toxicity and habitat dam-
age, and the islanders suffer high rates of can-
cer and unemployment. As documented in the
photographs of Land Mark (Footprints) (2001-4),
the artists collaborated with islanders o made
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shoc soles etched with messages and images cho-
sen by the wearcrs. These lcft impressions on the
sand as they walked in disobecient trespass in
the of-limits militarized zone., The video Under
Piscussion (2003) shows a Viequense activist in
an makeshift motor boat - made Irom an up-
turned conference table — wuring the waters of
the still-debated restricted area, which, though
contaminated, has been reclassificd and expro-
priated [rom the island’s communitics as a wild-
life reluge under the protection of the US Fish
and Wildlife Service.

Allora and Calzadilla’s Vieques artworks wit-
ness the “death of enwvironmentalism” while acting
politically, breaking with the iconic standardisa-
tion of the earth as a realm of natural laws and
organic harmony, and insiead foregrounding an-
tagonism. As Yates MeKee has described, “while
purporting to restore the site’s nawral balance
and protect it for [uwire generations, the Depart-
ment of the Interior makes a very special form
of destruction and obliteration. In designating
the site as exclusively ‘natural’, it wipes out the
memory of those who lived and worked there ...
the: issue is now how to engage in combat with a
new regime ol ‘emvironmentaliny™.

In 1949 eight villages and a Hour mill disap-
peared under water when a hydro-electric dam
was built and the land around the hill of Vas-
siviére in central France was Hooded. Vassiviére
island now hosts the Centre international d’art et
du paysage de Uile de Vassiviére, designed in the
late 1980s by Aldo Rossi and Xavier Fabre, This
apparently plcturesque setting recently hosted
Cyprien Gaillard’s flomes & Graves & Gardens
{2007). T'he fagade of the art centre was hidden
by a row of trees which were chopped down for
the: exhibition and lent against the building, also
blocking the entrance, The opening ol the show
coincided with the French national [estivitics of
Bastille Day, and the artist hosied a free party
in the [orest with techno music and a firework
display that culminated with explosions burst-
ing [rom Rossi’s emblematic conical tower, The
artist’s actions ol violence and murilation keeps
and destroys the evidence ol this ‘natural’ site’s

artificial construction and makes legible the tur-
bulence and dramaiic change of its drowned
past. Like the marked land that Allora and Cal-
zadilla work with in their Land Mark, it is the idea
of maturc as an external, unchanging entity apart
from human activity that Gaillard confronts,

To finish with a return o the sentiment
expressed by Pedrosa where we began, in these
times of crisis, we might stand by the side of art
and artists that allow emancipation from both
from the narratves of nature-ventriloguism and
healing peddled by *eco-art” on the one hand,
and also the recourse to naked activism on the
other. Like the discourse around global warming
itsell, art might be best comprehended and prac-
ticed as being profoundly intangible, global and
[wre-oriented — and because of not in spite of
its ubility 1o contest and be contested. 6

Max Andrews, with Mariana Cdnepa Luna, are the
curatorial office Latitudes (www. LTTDS. org), Based
in Barcelona, they are curators, with llaria Bonacossa,
of a group exhibition entitled Greenwashing,
Environment: Perils, Promises and Perplexities,
Fondazione Sandratto Re Rebaudengo, Turin, italy,
28 February - 4 May 2008,
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