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PERSPECTIVE

MOVEMENT, MUSIC, ARCHITECTURE

remembering portland’s city dance

randy gragg

I'm not sure exactly when, but at a Tuesday lunch meeting in June or July, it suddenly became
inevitable that in the course of a September Sunday afternoon over 1,000 Portland, Oregon
citizens would join hands with friends and strangers to circle around a tiny brick fountain
encircled by six women slowly undressing and dressing while serenaded by a violinist playing
a montage of early Minimalist music. It was as fitting a final image — a last dance — as could

be imagined for the conclusion of the 18 months of meetings we had spent organizing a
celebration of the Portland Open Space Sequence. Better known as Ira Keller Fountain,
Pettygrove Park, Lovejoy Fountain and the little (and little-known) Source Fountain, the
sequence was designed by Lawrence Halprin and Associates between 1963 and 1970 during
a period when Lawrence was most influenced by his wife, choreographer Anna Halprin. On
September 14, 2008 musicians, dancers and Portland citizens joined in a celebration of the
plazas — not as historical artifacts but as stages for an exploration of the interdisciplinary
creative influences that produced their design. We called it “The City Dance of Lawrence
and Anna Halprin.

Design of Portland’s plazas began the year President John F. Kennedy was assassinated, with
the last plaza dedicated days after the Kent State University massacre. Their creation parallels
some of America’s most turbulent times, yet their joyously wet invitations to play — during

an era where visitors only parked, worked, shopped and left — launched a revolution of boldly
designed public spaces in Portland. The plazas’ seamless mix of landscape, theater and urban
design changed the course of landscape architecture.

My own interest as a kind of executive producer of City Dance began when | learned about
an extraordinary moment of urban history: the day Keller Fountain was dedicated, hippies and
other counterculture types danced with “straights” in Keller Fountain’s 13,000-gallon-a-minute
deluge (egged on by a dripping-wet Halprin himself) mere days after cops sent 28 Portland
State University students to the hospital at a protest of the Kent State University killings and
the Vietnam War. Just six months later a 30-year-old attorney named Neil Goldschmidt won
a post on City Council and two years after became the country’s youngest mayor of a major
city. But he was merely the face of the much larger revolution that led Portland’s storied 70s
urban renaissance. In short, that day in the fountain marked Portland’s turning point.

| wrote a newspaper article about it. My editor, a newly transplanted New Yorker, was so
taken with the story, he put it (an architecture history piece, mind you) on the Sunday paper’s
front page. A choreographer friend called me up and introduced me to the groundbreaking
dance of Anna Halprin, Larry's wife. Turns out, during the period Larry was designing Portland
fountains, Anna was laying the groundwork for what her students Yvonne Rainier, Trisha
Brown and Meredith Monk would transform into Postmodern dance. A few conversations
later, Ron Blessinger, artistic director of Portland’s Third Angle New Music Ensemble,
joined in, informing us that, at the same time, Anna’s circle of musical collaborators (Morton
Subotnick, Terry Riley, Lamont Young and Pauline Oliveros) were creating the first

tape-loop samplings and playing the first notes of what would become Minimalism. Small
wonder Larry Halprin scribbled in his notebooks that Portland’s new plazas should be
“spaces that say ‘come in’ not ‘stay out.” We quickly realized we needed to let that historic
convergence inspire another one.

The idea excited architects, artists, politicians, bureaucrats, plus plenty of funders. We On September 14, 2008 musicians, dancers

rai‘sed over $120,000 from sources ranging from the National Endowment for the Arts to and Portland citizens joined in a celebration of
adjacent property owners whose names had never before appeared in a dance or music " the plazas — not as historical artifacts but as

effort unfolded and more than 100 musicians, dancers, technical staff and volunteers lured, > stages for an exploration of the interdiSCip]-inary :
entertained and shepherded over 1,000 people through two hours of avant-garde dance and ®  creative influences that produced their design.

music in three fountain plazas, the ending was, in a word, uncanny. Nearly everyone in We called it “The City Dance of Lawrence and
attendance patiently stood, piled in a narrow corridor, waiting to join hands in a slow dance Anna Halprin ”»

program. But even as this completely collectively bred idea and entirely horizontally organized

around the tiny fountain Larry Halprin had dubbed “The Source.”

I'm not a sentimental guy. Had Linda K. Johnson and Ron Blessinger told me their planned
conclusion of our 18-month dialog, | might have tried to talk them out of it. But | never asked
and they didn't volunteer. In the end, the experience taught me a lot about architecture, art

and history, about Lawrence and Anna Halprin, and most of all about public imagination: that
faith can only be measured by how deep you look.

RANDY GRAGG IS A LONGTIME WRITER ABOUT ART AND ARCHITECTURE IN THE NORTHWEST.
HE EDITS PORTLAND SPACES MAGAZINE.



NEW STEPS

awards program: making spacéfor bodiessandswords in th&yisual culture

clair enlow

LOCAL FOCUS

It’s becoming a familiar refrain of design juries: We’re not satisfied with pretty pictures. And so it was with
2008 Awards for Washington, this year’s AIA Seattle design awards program.

Performance is the word of the year and Perform/Transform was the theme. The usual slides of submitted
projects were queued up for the tall screen in the lobby, but the thousand-plus architects assembled in the
two-level lobby at Benaroya Hall on the evening of November 3 had only a short time to bathe in the
glow of the images. Then the performance began. Four members of Heidi Duckler’s Collage Dance Studio
appeared on the balcony and portal to the auditorium, draping themselves over balcony rails above and
climbing over deconstructed chairs below.

It was not the first time the AIA Seattle awards program
began with a blast of exchange air from the wider cultural
world. A few years ago it was Pecha Kucha, a performance-
based answer to PowerPoint that puts conceptual imagery
firmly ahead of photos.

Bill Gaylord, who co-chaired the awards program with Mary
Johnston, said the dancers had come into Benaroya only
once to block out their site-specific piece. Johnston said that
after the rehearsal she heard one of them say that they had
“created a good structure today”— an aha moment for her that
affirmed the connection between dance and architecture.

Awaiting admittance to the award ritual itself, attendees
seemed unaware of the performance in their midst. But after
the audience sat down the dancers took the stage, twirling
around with rolls of parchment and meeting at a prop table.
The best moment was when they mimed a generic design
awards jury — staring thoughtfully, re-crossing knees,
straining forward with earnest praise and sitting back with
critical appraisal.

After they left and before the jury took the stage, Johnston
offered this thematic background:

For some, dancing—or even watching dance—is a little
uncomfortable, perhaps because it is so unabashedly of the

body. But as architects, it is good to remember that ours
is a physical endeavor—it is body oriented. It is with our
eyes, hands, feet, legs and skin that we experience space.
Great architecture can help us overcome our inhibitions
about moving through our environment intentionally and
gracefully. It can make dancers of us all.

The real jury this year was led by Susan Szenasy, editor-
in-chief of Metropolis. She must have found that similar
events in other cities are small, perfunctory affairs in school
auditoriums because she marveled at the crowd, the stage
and the cordless microphones. She also made much of the
fact that the jury toured around to likely projects as part of
its deliberations. Some favored projects didn't make the cut
afterwards — because, she reminded those assembled,

pictures don't tell it all.

The three-person jury itself consisted of San Francisco
architect David Baker (David Baker + Partners), architect and
MIT professor Nader Tehrani (Office dA) and BC. architect
and UBC professor Patricia Patkau.

Sustainability, the not-too-deep subtext inside the title word
perform, was definitely a factor in their choices. Perform is the
new function, a standard by which to judge modern
architecture in the age of environmental consciousness. It

carries a high expectation that building systems will work
together as never before. In a profession that seems forever
caught between art and service and between the right
choice and the bottom line, this is progress.

But overall, this jury rewarded the architectural virtues
of thoughtful urbanism, modesty and economies of means.

Weinstein A|U got two out of the four honor awards, both
for community-based facilities that serve multiple agendas:
EX3 Ron Sandwith Center in Federal Way sets up active,
flexible spaces around a daylit gymnasium. Through its
transparent stairwell, the Montlake Branch of Seattle Public
Library combines a gracefully civic front door with a higher
reading room that draws in the neighborhood.

Weinstein AU also got a Commendation for Agnes Lofts
on Capitol Hill, which the jury appreciated for joining forces
and floors with the nearby Piston & Ring Building and for
enlivening the street with its loft windows.

It was also a good year for E. Cobb Architects. “‘Gym,” a
condominium re-renovation inside the old Queen Anne
Elementary School, reconnected the space with the shell of
the original building. It got a Merit Award, and the firm also
got a Commendation for “56 Piles,” an aptly named three-unit
hillside project that combines parking and flex spaces.
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The jury really liked Bohlin Cywinski Jackson's enlightened
renovation of a 50s rambler in Woodway, giving it one
of the four Honor Awards. BCJ also got a Merit Award for
“Envelope House,” a new pillar of modern urbanism for

a rezoned neighborhood — despite the fact that it replaced
a traditional one-story bungalow.

Miller|Hull received a Merit Award for the Kitsap County
Administration Building, a dramatically modern and
transparent government structure. Miller|Hull also got a
Citation for “Bumper Crop,” an unbuilt project based

on the unlikely combination of a suburban parking lot and
an overhead urban farm.

Another Merit Award went to Olson Sundberg Kundig Allen
for an imaginative extra at the Skirball Cultural Center in

Los Angeles. The Noah's Ark there is an interactive exhibit
that represents flood narratives in many cultures — and the
animals came with the architecture. And NBBJ got a Merit
Award for the Banner Medical Center in Gilbert, AZ, which
was commended for breaking down the hospital typology into
smaller chunks.

Three projects in particular seemed to define this
year’s program.

One is Weber + Thompson'’s Terry Thomas, a courtyard
office building on the eponymous street corner in the South
Lake Union neighborhood. Although they only gave it a
Commendation, the jury spoke at some length about this airy
study in natural light and ventilation, giving it one of the
ultimate compliments of the night when Baker said the project
made him hopeful that architecture need no longer be “a
victim of the building’s mechanical system.”

They were also volubly inspired by Atelier Jones' VO Shed,
a small prototype collection center for used vegetable oil,

to be set in an urban alley. Tehrani marveled that “something
this diminutive in scale could act as a civic structure. A
thoughtful garbage disposal...that's what we need in the
urban landscape.”

The jury seemed most taken with Robert Hutchison and
Susan Biemiller's poetic site-based work — a shaft of
light-absorbing-and-reflecting monofilament stretched
through a hole in the floor of an inhabitable old fishing

shed in Astoria. The shed continues to decay even as it is
enjoyed by its occupants — now in the ethereal presence of
the materialized light. Stretching the definition of architecture,
they gave it an Honor Award. It was as close a fit as any to
both words perform and transform — all with an insignificant
environmental footprint.

As well she might, magazine editor Szenasy injected

yet another comment on the cultural conflation of
architecture and photographic images. Clearly addressing
the members of the audience whose projects were not
picked for awards, she offered counsel on the writing of
submittals: “When you start learning to write about your
project, you will understand it better.”

Her comment went beyond writing simply for the purpose

of communicating. It was a direct challenge to assumptions TOP: HONOR AWARD, SEATTLE PUBLIC LIBRARY MONTLAKE BRANCH, WEINSTEIN AlU ARCHITECTS + URBAN DESIGNERS LLC. PHOTO: LARA SWIMMER
ABOVE LEFT: HONOR AWARD, 7, ROBERT HUTCHISON & SARAH BIEMILLER. PHOTO: ROBERT HUTCHISON

ABOVE RIGHT: COMMENDATION, THE TERRY THOMAS, WEBER THOMPSON. PHOTO: LARA SWIMMER

Instead, it might enhance performance. PREVIOUS PAGE: AIA HONOR AWARDS NIGHT DANCERS. PHOTO: JEFF VARLEY

that too much talk can kill the fragile muse of architecture.

CLAIR ENLOW IS A FREELANCE JOURNALIST AND COLUMNIST FOR

THE SEATTLE DAILY JOURNAL OF COMMERCE. SHE HAS COVERED AT LEAST
A DOZEN AIA SEATTLE DESIGN AWARD PROGRAMS AND JURIED SIMILARLY
STRUCTURED ONES.
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EXHIBITION REVIEW

NATURE IS A WORK IN PROGRESS

120 years of the making of stanley park

mari fujita

The exhibition The Unnatural History of Stanley Park

opens with the statement “Vancouver treasures Stanley Park.”
It's true — we Vancouverites revere the 1,000-acre green
space that opened in 1888 with Lord Stanley’s dedication: “to
the use and enjoyment of peoples of all colors, creeds, and
customs, for all time.”

To mark the 120-year anniversary of the Park, the Vancouver
Museum, in partnership with the Vancouver Board of Parks
and Recreation, created an exhibition that chronicles the
history of the third largest city-owned park in North America.
The exhibition’s opening statement continues, “We revere
the park because it seems to preserve real nature amid an
urban forest of condo towers. But Stanley Park is a park,

and parks are necessarily creations of men and women.” And
with this in mind, the visitor is sent off to venture through a
series of galleries that explore themes of natural disaster and
human intervention, tales of logging and wildlife control
measures, commercialism and unbuilt projects in Stanley
Park’s history.

The thesis of the exhibition is very clear and a very clever
way to present the history of this oft-romanticized site in the
city: Stanley Park is human made and therefore not “real
nature” even though we like to kid ourselves into believing our
picnics, bike rides and mini-hikes are a kind of exploration, a
trip to a pristine ecosystem, a journey into the wild. The

POSTCARD GALLERY. PHOTO: DANNI FITZPATRICK

park is crossed with roads and paths, fire control demarcations
and animal observations. It is monitored, measured and
manufactured.

The exhibit attempts to tell the story through fragments

of information, anecdotes and cases and cases of Stanley
Park memorabilia. Amid the bric-a-brac of Stanley Park
teacups and Loins Gate Bridge ashtrays are actual kernels of
information about the identity of the park and our readings

of it. In the section titled “Improving Stanley Park? Gallery” a
series of unrealized projects for Stanley Park are displayed.
These include a private tramline (1911), an artificial lake (1912), a
museum for the Art, Historical and Scientific Commission of
Vancouver (1931), an aviary (1947) and Alberta Slim’s Western
Show's proposal to provide elephant rides (1957). Through
these failed interventions we see how the public and policy
makers of Vancouver struggled to reconcile development
with the rendition of nature the park sought to depict at the
time. The elephant ride was too commercial, the artificial

lake and accompanying classical gardens were too grand and
the tramline would enable working class people from east
Vancouver, giving rise to the “fear that the forests’ charms
would be destroyed by ‘thousands of people with picnics and
bottled beer.” It is through these failed proposals that a sense
of the park as a site of heated debate was communicated:
everyone wanted to play a role in its design.

In addition to the relics of discarded visions, the gallery
includes a rank of columns onto which visitors can pin cards
expressing their ideas on how to improve Stanley Park.
Responses ranged from: “Keep it as ‘indigenous’ as possible
even if it means removal. Return to nature...and lose the
z00,” to “Building a new zoo,” to “Ceasing and desisting further
‘improvements.” Stanley Park is the most beautiful setting

in BC? Canada? North America? The World? All we have to
do is stop and enjoy the view,” and “ Ban ALL motorized
vehicles!" Reading through the approximately 80 cards pinned
to black columns, one has to conclude that the exhibition

had failed to effectively communicate its thesis. Rather than be
impacted by the narrative of the exhibit that attempts to
demonstrate the artifice of the park environment, most posters
either (1) merely broadcast their favorite conservative
environmental activist position, (2) request things go back to
the way they were at their favorite point in history or (3)
request additional services be installed at their preferred
location. Of these three groups of people, the first two
clearly missed the bit about the park being a creation of men
and women, and the third group may be no more than
oblivious. The public has not been elevated to a position of
productive dialogue.

The last section of the exhibition, the “You in Stanley Park
Gallery,” is a vast space containing four large screens. Upon
them are projected a collection of park snapshots collected
from the public via Flickr and YouTube shown in a random
sequence. As | pondered the image of a featureless

group photo of 40-somethings taken in the Rhododendron
Garden, | felt a flash of inspiration. People occupy the
blooming spaces in the park season after season, and
generations of memories are layered upon the space, so
when there is a question about the shape of the Park the
public is inspired to participate. This park then, as a creation
of men and women, may truly be the most public space in
the city because for the past 120 years, it has been shaped and
debated and contradicted and built and torn down and
rebuilt by public opinion. The park is alive and vital. In addition,
if Stanley Park is the site upon which we project our notions

of nature, then it can also be understood as the mirror to the
space we call “urban.” As such, it is most important that we
continue to treasure Stanley Park because it also informs us of

who we are.

The Unnatural History of Stanley Park at the Vancouver
Museum until February 15,2009. Exhibition presented in English
and Chinese. For more info go to: wwwyanmuseum.bc.ca.

MARIFUJITA IS AN ASSISTANT PROFESSOR AT THE UBC SCHOOL OF
ARCHITECTURE + LANDSCAPE ARCHITECTURE AND PRINCIPAL OF
FUJITAWORK, A VANCOUVER-BASED DESIGN PRACTICE.



Ross Palmer Beecher Ross Palmer Beecher has been making art from found

Mariner's Compass Study #1 (detail) objects and recycled materials for many years. This

) ) approach has special connections for patients at Harborview's
Harborview Medical Center

) ) Rehabilitation Medicine Unit who are re-learning motor and
325 Ninth Avenue, Seattle, Washington

cognitive skills. Beecher’s colorful quilts are stationed
throughout the unit to serve as wayfinding markers,

C U LT U R E encourage patients to move more, and provide complex

and layered visual information.

info@4culture.org 206.296.7580 © Ross Palmer Beecher, Mariner's Compass Study #1 (detail), 1997
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Some choices are easy.

VIDEO INSTALLATIONS BY GUY BEN-NER, ARTURO HERRERA,
CATHERINE SULLIVAN, AND EVE SussmMaN & Tae Rurus CORPORATION

StrouM GALLERY | NOVEMBER 22—FEBRUARY 8

Artist Lecture: Eve Sussman, November 20, 2008, 7PM, Henry Auditorium
For ticketing and information visit www.henryart.org

Henry Art Gallery

Faye G! Allen Center for the Visual Arts

UW Campus | 15th Avenue NE + NE 41st Street | WWW.HENRYART.ORG

Adaptation: Video Installations by Ben-Ner, Herrera, Sullivan, and Sussman & The Rufus Corporation is organized by

the Smart Museum of Art, University of Chicago. The exhibition is curated by Stephanie Smith, Smart Museum Director

of Collections and Exhibitions and Curator of Contemporary Art. This exhibition is supported by the Office of the Provost

and the Arts Council, University of Chicago, the Feitler Family Fund, Larry and Marilyn Fields, Susan and Lewis Manilow, Dirk

Denison, and the members and friends of the Smart Museum. Presentation at the Henry is organized by Associate Curator
Sara Krajewski and supported by media partner KUOW 94.9. This exhibition is presented with major support from the Paul

WWW.Sswensons ayfa g et.com G. Allen Family Foundation, ArtsFund, and PONCHO. In-kind support provided by Hotel Max. Image: Eve Sussman & The

Rufus Corporation. The Rape of the Sabine Women (Girls at the Pool). 2005. Photographic still. Courtesy of the artists

and Roebling Hall, New York. Photo: Benedikt Partenheimer.




2009: HAPPY NEW YEAR

marking time

karen cheng

According to the World Resources Institute, US paper
consumption has fallen more than 10% since 1999 (down to a
mere 665 tons per person each year). Perhaps the “death

of paper” can be attributed to the decline of paper-based-
planning (or PBP, as it is known by industry professionals).
Paper calendars are now considered passé; at a recent meeting,
a colleague characterized my pocket agenda as both “lo-fi"

as well as “analog.” While | am clearly an e-mail addict (I must
hit the “get-mail” button at least a hundred times a day),

| am not really what you would call a gadget freak. In fact, an
ATE&T salesman once told me that | was very likely the last

cell phone virgin in Seattle. I've tried Palm Pilots (tap-tap-
tap) as well as iCal and Outlook; nothing is as cheap or
convenient as paper. There is some evidence that other PBP
Luddites may exist. A 2006 study (admittedly biased:
sponsored by Mead Westvaco, a manufacturer of planners
and organizers) discovered that 87% of consumers still use
paper for their planning needs. Half of those surveyed (51%)
used a combination of paper and electronic planning; one
third (36%) used paper exclusively, while only 13% used
electronics alone. Therefore, it is quite likely that paper
calendars will continue to exist —especially given the impetus
of the American capitalism. According to the Calendar
Advertising Council, paper calendars are an excellent
marketing vehicle. More than half (55%) of those surveyed
admitted to using — and even requesting - a free promotional
calendar. Since 72% of users check their calendars five or
more times each day, a single promotional calendar generates
at least 1,800 brand exposures per year.

Of course, many people are willing to forgo brand messages
by actually purchasing a blank calendar. However, in this case,
one needs to find something worth looking at five times each
day. There is no point bothering with At-A-Glance, Day Timer,
DayRunner, etc.—these calendars are deeply flawed (terrible
typography, terrible graphics). After several weeks of research,
| suggest the following options:

1. A4 ARCHITECTS AND DESIGNERS DIARY
WWW.PARAGRAFDIARY.COM

An elegant but somewhat conservative desk diary. At almost
2 pounds, the “weight-to-usefulness” ratio is a little low
(you need a desk). Clean san-serif typography, with a unique
yet functional AM/PM notation system. However, the

title of this diary implies that graphic design is a secondary
art form (to architects, at least). Bound in silk twill, it's best
for an old-school, formal architect/designer (one that wears
suits and ties).

2. MMMG (MILLIMETER/MILLIGRAM) PLANNERS
WWW.MMMG.NET

Three amusing agendas from Seoul-based design studio
Millimeter/Milligram (MMMG). Fun but also a bit cute (best
for designers under the age of thirty-seven). | am not sure if

I would enjoy circling/filling in the perpetual system everyday.
Still, great to see a witty take on this often too-serious object.

3. NAVA MILANO PLANNERS AND NOTES
WWW.NAVAMILANO.COM

I bought this calendar (designed by Bob Noorda, Dutch
modernist designer) last year. It’s a safe choice, available

in several formats, all highly stylized and beautifully produced.
Text in English, French, German and ltalian (of course). A
classic - the graphic equivalent of Giorgio Armani - clean
and elegant. Also, check out the Nava Notes designed by
Artemio Croatto. Not really a calendar, but the page header
allows the diarist to circle the day, month and year. The
cover (linear gloss texture) is a masterpiece of subtlety. Why
can’t Nava make this into a real calendar? It’s a bit hipper
than the Noorda design.

4. TYPOTHEQUE DIARY / SKETCHBOOK

WWWTYPOTHEQUE.COM/BOOKS/TYPOTHEQUE_DIARY_SKETCHBOOK_2008

Designed by typefounder Peter Bilak. A particularly glamorous
pocket diary/ sketchbook with a foil-stamped cover (design
changes every year). The book is specially bound using the
“Otabind” method, which ensures that it lays flat when
opened. Not as practical as other diaries (I prefer to have
times for each day) but very slick (goes with an i-Phone

and the new MacBook).

5. MUJI CHRONOTEBOOK
WWW.ORCADESIGN.NET/MUJI.HTML

Designed by Wong Kok Keong of Orcadesign in Singapore
and winner of the Judges’ Prize in the MUJI 2007 Design
Competition. Hard to find (only available in limited edition).
Uses a circular format—a white circle represents AM, and a
black circle represents PM. The diarist enters tasks according
to this 24-hr analog “clock.” Again, less functional than
traditional formats but intriguing. Perhaps the design brings
the user closer to a Muji version of Zen...an excellent

state of mind for the new year.

KAREN CHENG IS CHAIR OF THE DESIGN DIVISION AT THE UNIVERSITY OF
WASHINGTON AND THE AUTHOR OF DESIGNING TYPE (YALE UNIVERSITY
PRESS, 2006).
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ART MATTERS

RUBBISH!

art and the plastic bag

jen graves

Villainy used to be so much more fun: Its ranks did not include disposable bags. Those days
are over, for in the last six years, starting with a tax in Ireland in 2002, governments around the
world have been banning, taxing and otherwise discouraging paper and plastic bag use. This
coming January 1, Seattle is imposing a 20-cent fee on disposable paper and plastic bags.

Let us agree that paper bags are not an interesting subject for aesthetic consideration. Brown,
flat and forming a distinct border between what's within them and what's without, paper

bags are materially dull. They do not mold to their contents or blur, intriguingly, the appearances
of those contents. They do not shape-shift. They are not silky. They are a mere sidekick to

the real bad guy: the plastic bag.

Even within the, uh, symbolic field of the plastic bag, there exist two types, one more dastardly
(and alluring) than the other: the onion-skin-like sacks distributed at checkout counters are
both more pernicious and more inviting than the heavier black trash can liners. The small, thin
grocery sack meets its contents on both ends of the spectrum of consumption: It is there
when the yellow banana comes home; often it is there when the black banana oozes toward
disintegration. And those little grocery sacks seem to multiply like spores in the night. According
to reusablebags.com, 500 billion to 1 trillion plastic bags (they can't even get a close estimate!)

are consumed worldwide every year—this means both the thin and the Glad varieties.

All of this omnipresence and vague condemnation gives the plastic bag a delicious cultural
currency, and a menace is always good material for artists. Many have begun using the plastic
bag as a medium in itself, one charged and capable of expressing conflicting ideas even

— maybe especially — when emptied of objects.

One warm spring day last year, Seattle-based artist Susan Robb used plastic bags to

such hopeful, simple and wondrous effect that she nearly dismantled the whole toxic history of
the things. Taking over the public lawn in the middle of lush Volunteer Park, Robb inflated
50-foot-long black garbage bags by holding them open, allowing the wind to rush into them,
and then anchoring them to the ground at one end. Heated by the sun, like hot air balloons,

a sea of them lifted and swayed wildly until the sun went down like great (occasionally slapstick)
cilia underwater. She called them Warmth, Giant Black Toobs.

In a gesture of total innocence, Joshua Allen Harris powered his guerrilla street sculptures

this past summer with the warm air of the New York subway system. He taped together trash
bags in animal shapes and tied them over subway grates on the streets. When trains passed,
the animals inflated and jumped to life, standing erect and proud and trembling slightly. Then,
with a painful slowness, they collapsed back down into sorry, soft little heaps.

British artist Gavin Turk took the toe-stubbingly opposite approach to the black plastic bag.
Even before the Irish took on the scourge in 2002, Turk cast one in bronze and painted it
black, looking full of trash and tied up ready for the curb. These weighty, eternal bags continue
to be mistaken for the real thing in galleries, making the point that the plastic bag’s greatest
talent, problematically, is to endure. But how else to obscure our filthy aftereffects?

In the 1999 movie American Beauty, the jerky, mesmerizing movement of a grocery sack

in the wind is treated as a poetic subject, a source of some unbidden, untapped potential. It is
far from political or narrative. It is a new American abstraction. But in the hands of Seattle-
based Jamey Braden, L. A -based Olga Koumoundouros and the French-Algerian artist Kader
Attia, the force that animates the plastic bag is not symbolically neutral air. Braden and
Koumoundouros make a distinction between the corporate retail sack and the “Thank You”
bags distributed by mom-and-pop shops. In Braden's show this past summer at McLeod
Residence in downtown Seattle, she depicted one of her longtime favorite subjects: the thinking,
worrying thank-you bag. In delicate watercolor and ink on paper works, the bags float in
mid-air, casting shadows beneath them and thought bubbles above them. “Who is it that I'm

talking to?” one asks.

In Koumoundouros’s August 2007 installation at the Bellevue, Washington contemporary art

space Open Satellite, she created a temporary shelter and a series of posters based on a
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ABOVE: SUSAN ROBB, WARMTH,
GIANT BLACK TOOBS, 2007.

COURTESY OF THE ARTIST AND
LAWRIMORE PROJECT, SEATTLE.

RIGHT: KADER ATTIA, UNTITLED
(EMPTY PLASTIC BAGS), 2008.
COURTESY OF THE ARTIST AND
ANDREHN-SCHIPTJENKO,
STOCKHOLM AND THE HENRY
ART GALLERY, SEATTLE. PHOTO:
RICHARD NICOL

nearby abandoned residence — a deteriorating rambler surrounded by high-rise towers like
the one housing Open Satellite. She imagined two worlds, one modest and crumbling, the
other rising and willfully forgetting. The thank-you bag was a relic, engaged in some ill-defined
system of guilt assuagement. “Thank you,” the bag read, positioned on a poster next to the
words, ‘| feel better now.” Who is the “I” and who is the “you™

Attia made the most searing recent use of the plastic bag in his winter 2008 Henry Art Gallery
exhibition in Seattle. He didn’t do much: he just opened the bags, poked out their sides

with his hands and then left them on display on top of plywood tables. They inspired extreme
caution since the slightest wind could move them — even though they were the opposite

of precious. Why protect a bag? It was hard to explain. Attia based the installation on his
experience walking by a food-bank line for the poverty-stricken in the neighborhood of

his studio. But you didn't need to know that to sense that these were frail bellies, bellies on the
verge of being substantial, the opposite of Turk's saturated rocks. Attia seemed to know

the fullness of even an empty bag.

JEN GRAVES IS THE STRANGER'S ART CRITIC. HER WRITINGS ABOUT ART HAVE ALSO BEEN PUBLISHED IN
THE BELIEVER, ART IN AMERICA, NEWSWEEK, AND ARTNEWS.
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Chris Jordan’s subject matter, in the artist’s words, is “the immense scale of our consumption” (Intolerable Beauty:
Portraits of American Mass Consumption). It is the life cycle of commercial products, the habits of the individual
consumer and the social implications of systems of consumption: power, excess and waste. Jordan, who until 2002
was a practicing lawyer, has experienced hurried success as an art photographer, gaining attention in his native
Seattle and in national and international forums. His accomplishments derive not only from his images but from his
role as a pop statistician and a vocal proponent of an environmental policy that favors far flung and immediate action.

Jordan’s photo portraits of the Pacific Northwest’s industrial sites and waste management
facilities treat accumulated waste as landscapes: towering mountains and crumbling cliffs, vast
plains planted with discarded products and industrial debris. These dense, sensual images
express a Romantic appreciation for the aesthetics of ruin and share scope, physical size and
subject matter with Edward Burtynsky's sweeping photographs of polluted mine sites and
Andreas Gursky's portraits of architectural spaces that are chockablock with people or products.

The deep impression of our collective environmental footprint enjoys limited visual
representation by the popular press, whose eco-lite reportage often comes across as a slow,
simultaneously mouthed “oops.” But Jordan has had the experience of seeing the evidence first
hand, of being privy to hint after hint after screaming hint. While he began taking photographs
of regional trade and waste locations because of their formal qualities, the massive stacks and
piles of cast off tertiary materials comprise dozens, hundreds, sometimes thousands of
individual components that are snowflake unique, worthy of attention as finite objects in an
infinite, unknowable panorama. Jordan's project has developed into a piecemeal survey of
the innumerable components and vistas of this panorama, a deconstruction and reconstruction
of artificial landscapes.

The landscape has long been a vessel for thinkers and makers who need a big, complicated
metaphor for big, complicated propositions, and nowhere has this been more so than in

the United States. In the mid-19th century, Manifest Destiny, the desire to expand presence
and influence to the Pacific and beyond, heavily influenced social programs and personal
philosophies. Expressive of this were the compulsory taming of nature, the dominance and
displacement of native peoples and the consumption and manipulation of resources acquired
as populations and powerbases shifted. While some artists working during this period of
expansion embraced the dominant ideology, an influential set including the Hudson River
School endorsed a proto-environmentalism, a Romantic appreciation for the sublime,
pre-industrial/ Enlightenment landscape. Popular during this period were enormous, day-glo,
heaven-on-earth landscape paintings that depicted nature as both endless and unknowable.

In the Pacific Northwest, one still catches a whiff of Manifest Destiny. The mountains

and trees (logging facilities aside) remain tall, the glimpses of the sea (beyond our busy ports)
heroic. We have arrived, but we are searching. Chris Jordan binds this duality in his
photographs of the region. Romantic and enterprising sentiments mingle; nature and industry
are at once tamed and untamed. Photographs such as Recycling Yard #6 (see page 25), offer

a lewd materiality, an unexpected sensuality. The shiny but tarnished debris, in fact large but
made miniature by the photographic process, has been gathered, bound and stacked like so
many delicate, geometric birds nests. And in the center of the image some of the debris has

come loose and cascaded down the stacked structure, forming a bronzed and alluring mess.

In the early 20th century, Progressivism emerged as a broad-based reform movement with core
philosophies of social justice and requlation. President Theodore Roosevelt, one of the

most influential proponents of the movement, responded to the environmental impact of
expansion by creating conservation-related federal projects, acts and advisory bodies.
Concurrent to the birth of broad environmental stewardship in America, however, was the
makeover of Manifest Destiny as the American Dream, a messy, ecologically destructive
system of elbow grease, industry and capital. Pulling oneself up by the bootstraps was an
attainable promise and in its long, smelly wake: factories, Ford, the interstate system, suburbia,
disposable cutlery, Kmart, imported consumer electronics, Styrofoam, and waste, lots of it.

By mid-century, increasingly mobile and convenience obsessed consumers had observably
impacted the roadside and greater environments. Littering was a new vice and characters such
as Woodsy Owl, Smokey the Bear and the tear-spilling Native American of Keep America
Beautiful fame made direct pleas to the individual consumer. This approach was problematic
in a medical sense: it addressed the symptoms of rash consumption rather than its core illness.
Similarly, Chris Jordan, after settling on his industrial subject matter for its awkward beauty,

SCRAP METAL, SEATTLE (DETAIL), 2003, 44" X 57"

was compelled by frequent exposure to scrutinize production/consumption cycles, their
damning statistics and the efforts to counter environmental impact. As it is with the wider,
ever more educated public, this information gives Jordan the opportunity to fine tune his
criticism and his art practice.

For the past two decades, more and more artists have created practical applications for work
on ecological themes. (Contemporary with this work are the science fair type projects of artists
who adapt trials, taxonomies and prettied Petri dishes for a museum or gallery environment
and these environments only, a good example of which is the Massachusetts Museum of
Contemporary Art's 2000-01 exhibition Unnatural Science.) These applications are most often
achieved by introducing scientific and engineering practices into the art-making process and

are most effective when an artist draws on the expertise of professionals working in relevant fields.
In many cases, the art status of the final project is evident only in the participation of the artist
and the financial or institutional support of an art foundation or museum. A successful and
influential example of this is Revival Field, an ongoing multi-site project by Mel Chin. Working with
Rufus Chaney, a research agronomist for the USDA, Chin sows gardens of hyperaccumulators,
plants thought capable of removing heavy metals from contaminated soils. The gardens function
as artworks and as field laboratories for Chaney’s research, which if successful, will be used to
clean soil on a larger scale.

For his ongoing series Running the Numbers, Jordan assembles images to build composite
landscapes. (Additional to his earlier, more documentary photography practice, he introduces
other art historical standards, such as nudes and abstractions.) The artist multiplies a single
object or a group of like objects — cigarette packs, plastic cups, prison uniforms — to create
busy, didactic compositions that present, literally and unflinchingly, data on national and
international consumer habits, as well as statistics associated with controversial social programs
and behaviors. Jordan has consistently favored large format prints, but to fully represent the
complexity and detail of the Numbers images, to impact the viewer who can, for instance, read
the label of one plastic bottle in an image purported to feature two million, he produces
installation images that are, on average, five-feet tall and upwards of eight-feet long.

Art making often moves through stages analogous to scientific and empirical processes, from
concept to deliverable, and Jordan’s recent practice is in line with the activities of the
environmental advocates and science/design innovators giving shape and urgency to the
consequences of unfettered production and consumption. Whereas Mel Chin’s Revival

Field represents an intersection of art with botany and chemistry, Jordan’s visual presentation
of information gathered by consumer and research groups could be expressed as easily

with graphs and pie charts. (One wishes that Jordan would more consistently site the sources
of his statistics, however.) From an empirical standpoint, the photographs differ little from

the video segments produced “outside a major tobacco company” by the American Legacy
Foundation, in which smoking death statistics are represented on a giant, block-long banner
or by a crowd of people playing dead on the adjacent streets and sidewalks. Because of and
despite this day-to-day didacticism, the Running the Numbers series is both practical 