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[m going to have to drink this one day,” Susan realized as she
selenium oxide and aminophenol down the darkroom drain 3

And that was the last time this prolific photo-

grapher worked in black and white photography.

It was 1999, and to her it was a simple, straight-
forward and obvious choice.

Eight years later, Susan the environmentalist
is talking about building an artificial environ-
ment for itinerant polar bears, whose ice is
vanishing due to industrially (and individually)
driven global warming. Susan the artist is
talking about creating a new sculpture called
Sea Ice Lifeboat = a (roughly) 20-by-40-foot
raft, floating in the waters north of the
Bearing Sea (or in Elliot Bay near the

Sculpture Park), made of old oil barrels welded
together, covered in a skin of clear plastic
bottles (and real snow and ice). The topography
created by the plastic bottles either resembles
3n SUV rising some 15 feet out of the water,

or spells out the text “YOU AND ME" in plastic
bottles (or, perhaps, another icon of high-C02
emissions). There is a wild polar bear pacing
back and forth on the surface.

Sea Ice Lifeboat is what the state of Alaska's
Department of Habitat Restoration might
create if the department were headed by David
Lynch (on acid). It's Andrea Zittel's Pocket
Property (a 50-ton floating concrete deserted
Island, complete with a shack, a sun deck
and a garden) re-imagined for polar bears
instead of sunbathers. But it's alsogot a
hint of Joseph Beuys's 7000 Oaks (in which
the German artist planted 7000 oak trees
In Kassel over the course of five years). And
while Iand artist Alan Sonfist brought
nature back into the urban environment in his
Time Landscape (a pre-colonial forest in
the middle of Greenwich Village), Susan is taking
399ressively non-natural, non-indigenous

Materials out into the natural environment to
make her statement,

I rarely ask Susan, “Why?" | prefer to keep asking,
“What?," and hope to arrive at a detailed
enough mental image of the thing to explain
the "Why" on its own. The "Why" here is
about “underscoring the disastrous effects of
global warming."” It's about “Seattle's high-
tech industry with its very close proximity to
rain forests, desert and glacial mountains.

“It's about the "high CO2-dischargers that have

‘sponsored’ a global climate crisis, comment-
ing on a common corporate gesture of buying
indulgences for misdeeds to humanity
through sponsorship.”

At least, that's how Susan writes officially about
the project. In person, over a glass or two of
Lillet Blanc, however, she seems shocked that
I'don’t get the “Why" on my own. I'm smart,
but Susan's smarter, and she often has to look
at me with a wide-eyed, head-shaking,

“Duh,"as she explains things that are, to her,

painfully obvious.

“Why? Because,” Susan explains, “I would do

that for a bear. | would make that and give it
to a bear."

At the same time that Susan is developing Sea
Ice Lifeboat, she's playing with long tubes of
black polypropylene. Three times in the past
few months, she has installed Warmth (or,
Giant Black Toobs) on the large field outside
the conservatory at Seattle's Volunteer
Park. The stunning piece consists of a number
(14 in the last iteration) of 30-foot black
tubes of thin polypropylene (the material from
which garbage bags are made), filled with air,
tied off at one end and staked to the ground at
the other end. As the sun heats the black
tubes, the air inside expands, and the wind
takes them through a lurching, slow-paced
danse macabre.

poured yet another batch of acetic ac
nd back into Seattle’s water supply.
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These installations are not sponsored by the So-and-So Foundal
they are not permitteqd by the parks department: they are not offici;

not sgnctioned. They are there, says Susan, to spark the ques
“Why is this here? What is this doing?”

Are they huge black penises, beckoning and hunting the sunbathe
on the lawn? Are they severed fallopian tubes drif
wind? Are they representative of humanity's unend
continuous streams of garbage? No. They're tubes
staked to the ground, rising and falling with the sy
The simplicity and beauty of the objects themselves proscribes ;
attempts to anthropomorphize or overanalyze them.

ting in liquid

ing ability to cr
of polypropyle
n and the wind.

In'talking about her own work, Susan speaks of hybridizations,
kaleidoscopic intersections of ideas and images, and an idealized
symbiotic relationship between technology, industry and nature.
As a human, she is someone deeply moved by the fact that as hum

“we are environment destroyers - | mean, isn't that what ‘human’

means?" As an artist, she positions herself to respond to these envi
mental issues the way a funhouse mirror responds to the reality
standing before it: twisted through the logic and intelligence of natt
systems, through the technologies available to modern humanity
and through the personal brilliance that inspires the unspoken (b
still heard), “Well duh... what else are you going to do with a sun,
some wind and a bunch of garbage bags?

Matthew Richter is the founder and former executive director of Cons




