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Inﬂatal)/e Fur-lined Star Gazing Li{el)oat.
2005. Plastic ancl fur. 11' x 9'x 8.

LYNN RICHARDSON

We all see things clifferen’cly, viewing the
world from different angles and em}oarleing
on varying ﬂights of discovery. What we
see, how we see it, and how we communi-
cate our vision — however fantastical or
seemingly far-fetched — is what leeeps us
meaningfuﬂy engaged with one another.
For example: I mig]nt travel to the edge of
town and see a vast slzy over a windswept
landscape, a Leauti{;uﬂy colored pa’cchworle
of fields and tiny farms dotting the ter-
rain. Given the same vantage point, Lynn
Richardson will see an ominously-impose

gricl: an en(ﬂessly repeating sequence of
telephone poles and wires strung as far as
the eye can see, weaving cach little farm
into the larger whole. She sees these

stitches that thread the landscape together,
and how t]ney mar the fa]oric, ultima’cely
cles’croying as surely as connecting. Her
eye does not overlook or edit — she does

not shrink from grim realities.

Richardson’s art deals largely with environ-
mental harm. Her early work (procluce(l
in her home town of Winnipeg, Canada)
is c}leelzy in its commentary, involving
cultural referents infused with a folk
artist’s love of craft and materials. Kinetic
wooden antelopes are stationed before
easels, pro&ucing a relentless stream of
paintings at the command of the viewer,
issued })y the turn of a cranlz; herds of
buffalo stampede ’c}lrough a maze of tele-
phone poles, in a sardonic twist on the
arcade/table game format and a ja}) at the
local telephone utility’s appropriation of
the near-extinct buffalo as their corpo-
rate syml)ol.

A few years at the University of Texas
made a considerable visual impact on

Richardson’s Worle, but if you look closely,
the refrain is not dissimilar. While stripped
of its fo]lesy trappings, Richardson’s prac-
tice continued to focus on environmental
clevasta’cion, only now the message was
getting personal. Filter Fresh and Air
Distribution Center both explore the idea
of filtration systems, implicitly suggest-
ing that these theoretical solutions to a
ponutecl plane’c might have a practical,
civic applica’cion in the not-too-distant
future. The earlier kinetic works went

easy on the viewer — the (lepic’ced abuses

involved animals, not humans (always

good for distancing) and although the
viewer’s participation was required to

activate the torturous processes, the effect

was 1arge1y comical and absurd.

Filter Fresh and Air Distribution Center
are minimal in aesthetic, futuristic in
appearance, and sinister in tone. There
is nothing {:unny in these worlzs, and the
sense Jcl'ley create is that there’s trouble
ahead. T]'ley instill a vague feeling of fear,
toying with the viewer’s guilt and anxiety.
Cinematic references are apparent, such
as Todd Haynes's Sa][e, in which a sub-
urban Los Angeles housewife graduauy

becomes aﬂergic to her environment. She
develops nosebleeds while having a perm-
anent at the hairclresser; she has a strong
reaction to the chemicals used in the
proc[uc’cion of her new sofa. She seeks
refuge from the toxicity of everyday life
at a retreat center for people suffering
from environmental iHness, and Legins
wheeling around an oxygen tank and

sleeping ina specialized pod at night.
She exchanges social c[epenc[encies for
survival aicles, another form of clepend—
ency. The message? The air we breathe
is not safe. We are not safe. We may never

be safe again.

It can be argued that all survival strate-
gies are rooted in fear, resulting in either
paralysis or action. Contemporary art has
frequently been a channel for the latter;
in recent years, artists such as Lucy Orta
and Joep van Lieshout have c[eveloped
entire art practices out of the development
of survival techniques and gear. Lucy
Orta’s portable habitat clesigns (clothing
that transforms into tents) address the
basic need for shelter, with the implica—
tion that the need to flee could arise at
any time; we could all find ourselves as
refugees from disaster or strife. (The world
is not a safe place.) Atelier van Lieshout
— the implementation side of Joep’s
practice — has developed an entire alter-
native/subsistence (“au’carchic") viHage
called AVL-ville, complete with camper/
caravans, stored fooclstuffs, a medical
facility, pharmaceutical production, and
generator. Van Lieshout’s community,
with its careful considerations and omi-
nous inclusions (clefense strategies and
weapons) seems more a response to

unspecifiec[ but palpable clanger.1

Inter-Glacial Free Trade Agency (IGFTA)
is Richardson’s contribution to the on-
going gloloal obsession with “survival.”
Her installation is a tongue—in—cheele

exploration O{ an even’cual consequence



to our ceaseless abuse of the environment:
a new ice age. The Inter-Glacial Free
Trade Agency is established to deliver
specialized goocls and services to deal
with the new reality; the installation is
essentiaﬂy a showroom for these gooc[s.
Tucked into elegant abstracted iceberg
showcases, the items project a sort of
retro ‘60s sci-fi appearance: Lig, loungey
aquamarine—colorec[ inflatable raf’cs,
Barlaare//a—esque lifejacleets trimmed with
fur, c[ay—glo eye—shadow and frosted lip
gloss. So far, it's looleing alarmingly like
fashion over function — this is a matter
of life and cleath, after all. Things get a
little more serious in the displays o
household wares: there are matches and
ligh’c—torches, syringes and cooleing items.
Everything has been tailored to the new
set of conclitions, is waterproof and port-
able. And every’ching bears the agency’s
logo, in a distinct reminder that this is a
monopoly. If you don’t Luy it here, you
lileely won't be the final survivor.

It’s all kind of fun and exciting at firs’c,
like visiting some sort of futuristic vari-
ation on Urban Qutfitters, but there is
an underlying sense of warning here too
— a little like hearing the insistent bleat-
ing of an alarm behind the over-animated
early morning radio chatter on your daily
walee—up device. In fact, the longer you
leeep pressing that snooze Lu’cton, the
shriller that alarm seems to sound.

Richardson’s work conjures the ghos’c
that lurks behind the desire to build and
clesign all this stuff in the first place: a
vague, persistent fear. We're all afraid
for the future at various times; consid-
ering our track record on environmental
matters, we should all be qualeing in our
boots pretty much constantly. Loolzing
at works like Air Distribution Center, Filter
Fresh and Inter-Glacial Free Trade Agency
is akin to watching the artist’s mind run
away with itself: what will we do when that
time finally comes, when we have clepleted

the resources and forced the vengeance
of the go&s to rain upon us? How will we
survive? It's a way of Worlaing ’c}u‘ough
fear: presenting a po’cential outcome and
let’cing others decide if that outcome is
accep’cal)le or desirable.

Richardson walks a fine line in many
of her works, where her fears remain
unspolzen but apparent. IGFTA marks
a return to her earlier work in a crucial
way: she once again deploys humor to
deliver a weig}lty message. An ironicaﬂy
promotional, marlzet—savvy voice pro-
claims the virtue of the protlucts on
c].isplay; a kind of jittery, artificial trade-
show hype contrasts s}larply with the high
design/high art conceit of the purely
sculptural elements. She lures the viewer
on a humorous pretext, endowing the
work with a sense of safety in the initial
encounter and un(lercutting the guilt and
blame implicit in the content. It can
sometimes appear that the artist is also
lauglling it o{f, shrugging away the impli—
cations of the sul)ject and auowing the
audience to do the same. But that nig-
gling fear 12eeps creeping in long after
the visual aspect of the work has been
c].igeste(l, and is the heating heart of
Richardson’s work. It’s only funny for
so long, and then all that remains is the
hit’cer, scary truth. It's a circuitous strat-
egy, to be sure, but one that has the
po’cen’cial to be greatly effective. It's up
to us whether to aclznowle(lge that trutll,
and strive for change. Once we ljegin
puZZling out solu’cions, the ghost of fear
is sucldenly Lanishecl; we have hope.

The odd, cubist l)eauty of Richardson’s
IGFTA ice})ergs retain a wistfulness that
underscore the sculptor’s conﬂict; a mod-
ern ice age would speH disas’cer, but there
is an undeniable allure to experiencing
its monumentality, the harsh loveliness
of the glacier's massive forms. Richardson
was raised in the coldest city on ear’ch,

and she has a Northerner's un(lers’canding
of the paraclox of her homeland: at once
a frozen apocalypse and an irresistible
winter wonderland. Her work is reple’ce
with incongruity, Vaciuating between

humor and terror, past and future, con-
tent and form. By examining survival

while ina&verten’cly processing her fears,

she opens the discussion of the need for

c}lange and a better future.

But Leware; it is not in the least
my intention to present a view
of an apocalyptic end of a century,
invaded 1Jy nihilism, dominated ]oy
pessimism and without hope for
betterment. On the contrary, to
outline the diagnosis is to under-
stand the present in order to
imagine the future.
— Jorge Orta
Return o][ the Utopias:
The Aesthetics o][ Ethics,
A Dra][t Manifesto ][or the
Third Mi//ennium, 10042

Christabel Wiebe

In&epenclent curator, writer and editor

Winnipeg, Canada

'As previously noted in Patricia van Ulzen’s

article, “Atelier van Lieshout.” Para.cllute,

2001: v. 102, p. 51-2.

2QOrta, Jorge. “Return of the Utopias: The

Aesthetics of Ethics, A Draft Manifesto for
the Third Millennium, 1994.” In Lucy Orta.
Pinto, Roberto et al. London: Phaidon Press
Limited, 2003. p. 102.
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Glacial Red Cross Station and Medical Products. 2005
Iceberg Relocation Travel Kit. 10" x 8" x 3"
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This Panel: Icehouse: Artiﬁcia/ Hydroponic Fruit Juice Stand. 2005, Plastic, pve pipe, tul)ing, and artificial fruit. 25' x 18' x 10'.
Cover Panel: Inter-Glacial Free Trade Agency, Installation overview. 2005, Mixed Media. 47' x 52'.



Iceberg Fashion Fur with Floatation Device. 2005, Fur, Foam, Fa})ric, 8 jaclzets. 28" x 24" x 8".
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Now celebrating its 28th anniversary,
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