WHAT WE CAN'T SEE FROM THE GROUND:
The Contribution of Gielen’s Images to Climate Activism

“...we have at our disposal modern techniques for seeing every-
thing, apprehending everything, yet we see nothing.”
-Sophie Ristelhueber

UNTHOUGHT THOUGHT

Broadly speaking, there are two types of photographs: in-
formational and pensive. One is the rule and the other is the
exception. Nearly all photographs are comprehended in an
instant and assimilated into an existing store of knowledge,
cultural assumptions and beliefs. Even where the image is
partially inscrutable to a viewer, some supplemental infor-
mation is brought to bear so that ultimately the image whol-
ly supports and is supported by that textual supplement. In
fact, all informational photographs (which is to say nearly all
photographs in general] are subordinated to some text [i.e.,
a set of things we might say about them), whether that text is
implicit or explicit. The informational image confirms knowl-
edge and does not touch belief.

The pensive photograph is an exception. Such an image
comes to us like a memory, but not a memory of our own.
As Jacques Ranciere, who invented the term, describes it:
the pensive image “contains unthought thought, a thought
that cannot be attributed to the intention of the person who
produces it and which has an effect on the person who views
it without her linking it to a determinate object.” To adopt
Ranciere’s terminology wholesale, we can say that such im-
ages have a particular capacity to emancipate the spectator,
to operate in an unsettling way upon belief.

It would appear that a given photograph could not be both
informational and pensive at the same time, as the infor-
mational works against the pensive (because it is precisely
determinate) and vice versa. One orients and the other dis-
orients. However, there is no reason that a given image can-
not be used informationally in one context (or even at one
moment in the viewer's interaction) and then function in a
pensive state in another context (or when looked at in a dif-

ferent wayl. Christoph Gielen’s aerial photographs are an
example of such images, particularly as they relate to the
discourse of ecology.

THE SKY IS FALLING
As pensive images, Gielen’s photographs appear to be of the
ground but are actually of the sky falling.

And the sky is falling. For real this time. How do we know
this? It is not anything we can see. It is something we can
read: in the reports of the Intergovernmental Panel on Cli-
mate Change (IPCC) and countless other documents. De-
spite the misperception of the public that significant sci-
entific uncertainty persists, numerous surveys of relevant
peer-reviewed literature and of scientists’ opinion in ap-
propriate fields have shown the count of qualified climate
change adherents to qualified climate change skeptics is
consistently about ninety-seven to three.' If ninety-seven
of the top financial analysts in the world advised selling a
stock or risk total ruin and only three were advising to hold
on to it (or that they weren’t really sure what to do), and, in
the absence of real qualifications to perform an independent
analysis yourself, would you really risk holding on to that
stock? Likewise, ninety-seven doctors urging treatment and
only three advising against it—would you take that risk?

Because what do we non-specialists really know about cli-
mate change after all? Do we really know the sky is falling
as described in all this literature or do we “merely” believe
it? Properly speaking, climate change is the title given to a
composite interpretation of certain facts and measurements
(things that can be seen), and thus a proposition (however
valid) and not a fact itself. In the words of Birgit Schneider,
climate change is an “abstract, statistically created, long-
term research object.”? Belief expresses a relation between
myself and a proposition, whereas knowledge expresses a
relation between myself and a fact. Seeing, therefore, con-
tributes to knowledge and not to belief—contrary to the pop-

ular adage. As climate change is a proposition, it is a ques-
tion of belief and cannot be seen. It must be transcribed on
top of sight. There are no photographs of climate change,
only those that point to it in one way or another. Some right-
wing commentators are perhaps right on this point: we be-
lieve in climate change (and have very good reason to). It is
a matter of faith.

Yet, the fortitude of that belief is exceptionally poor.
Michel de Certeau usefully defines belief as an investment in
a proposition. For de Certeau that investment is exhibited in
action.® Whatever our strength of belief concerning the sci-
ence of climate change, we exhibit a very weak belief overall,
as evidenced by our near total lack of action. We can read all
the documents, agree with them, understand their implica-
tions for global risk and building a sustainable society, but
not really come to terms with the reality of those projections,
the worst-case scenarios of which are traumatic in the full-
est sense of the word. Our ability to believe in climate change
(whatever we may know about it) is blocked by the thick wall
of the Normal. Slavoj Zizek explains this as follows: “our
attitude here is that of a fetishistic split. | know very well
(that global warming is a threat to the entire humanity], but
nonetheless | cannot really believe it. It is enough to see the
natural world to which my mind is connected: green grass
and trees, the sighing of the breeze, the rising of the sun...
can one really imagine that all this will be disturbed?""

Here we have a conundrum that Gielen’s images and other
art can help us not so much to resolve as simply to get over:
climate change and other projective ecological calamities
can be seen but not really seen, known but not really known,
believed but not really believed. Surmounting barriers to
belief in climate change, even momentarily, requires some
negative capability.® A proposition can be as real as a fact and
climate change is as real as the undeniable force of its calcu-
lations of probability, which include the horror of extinction.
Once we get over the dangerously consuming and utterly



pointless debate about the “reality” of such calculations, we

can get on with the urgent task of coming up with solutions.
Gielen’s work contributes to this process by prompting the
viewer into a mode of active sight, and this is contingent on
getting lost.

THE VALUE OF DISORIENTATION
Most of the time we do not choose to see. It just happens. We
open our eyes and the world comes into them. So passive
does this seem that we do not consider the constant stream
of analysis that sight initiates and propels. As soon as we
start receiving visual information—where is the wall, how
bright is it, who is here with me—we start to use that in-
formation to make decisions. Should | get up, where should
| put my foot, do | need to check the time, turn on a light,
etc.? In the process of using sight to inform action, we are
constantly relying on and reaffirming our notion of what is
normal, to-be-expected.

Only when we look at something with a specific, self-con-
scious intent (including through memory) does the intrinsic
relationship between sight and analysis become apparent.

In this active form, sight acquires the capacity to undo as-
sumptions rather than contribute to them. Various forms of
technology have augmented the ability of concentrated sight
to contribute to such analysis, notably: the use of lenses to
increase the range of our sight; the ability to situate a lens
inside the human body or at a great remove from the surface
of the Earth; and the fixing of such technological sight into
documents that can be preserved and considered at length—
i.e., photographs, x-rays, or remote sensing data. Such ad-
vances in technology have been truly momentous events in
human history and have radically altered our notion of “the
environment.” So much so that, as Laura Kurgan has noted,
“we do not stand at a distance from these technologies, but
are addressed by and embedded within them.”® What initially
led to a readjustment of the Normal by pushing the bound-
aries of our senses is inevitably subsumed into its new con-
struction, and the process must begin anew.

Because our selves grow into the technologies we create
(a4 la McLuhan), images that might have triggered self-con-
scious analysis reflexively in the past are now simply regarded
in the same passive way as our bedroom upon waking. This is

true of the aerial image, which has become a part of our ev-
eryday lives despite being profoundly unlike normal sight and
an affront to photography’s intimate relationship with subjec-
tivity and memory. Formerly, aerial photographs seemed to
belong to that class of images—such as x-rays, crime-scene
photographs, and GIS data—that demanded specialist inter-
pretation for their full meaning. Now, such views from above
are summoned routinely by anyone with a smartphone and
proceed to impose, without any definite malice, the “quiet tyr-
anny of orientation” (Kurgan’s words again).”

Orientation is tyrannical because it draws us like a tractor
beam into the dominion of a single symbolic order, a single
way of seeing. It is in this sense that, as Erroll Morris has
suggested, belief actually precedes and informs sight, much
more than the reverse.®? Most of the time, this orienting is
quite justified and even necessary. To question and re-con-
sider every piece of visual information would utterly cripple
us, rendering us like a character in a Borgesian meditation.
However, it is a productive maneuver of the arts and other
Humanities to urge us out of this standard mode of orien-
tation when necessary so that we might consider an image



or idea more deeply. Such slow, active seeing has the ca-

pacity to undermine assumptions that would not be exam-
ined within the type of speedy, information-driven images
of Google Maps, most journalism, or just normal, everyday
passive seeing.

THE TWILIGHT ZONE

Gielen’s landscapes apply to the discourse of climate change
because they challenge our comfort in the normal and
break down deeply held beliefs at a particularly important
point—the assumption that growth is unlimited and always
beneficial. We need only recognize the panic that ensues
when economic growth merely slows down to realize how
foundational a belief in unlimited growth is to the dominant
culture of Integrated World Capitalism. Even at moments of
apparent crisis, no pundit ever questions the assumption
of growth, but rather espouses all sorts of ideas about how
we can revive spending. A belief in the benefits of unlimited
growth is part of “the natural world to which my mind is con-
nected,” just like “the green grass and trees, the sighing of
the breeze, the rising of the sun...”

Gielen has signaled his intent to undermine casual viewing
of his landscapes through a number of techniques: 1) calling
his landscapes Ciphers [i.e., a secret writing, a code, some-
thing that needs to be de-ciphered); 2) the essentially foren-
sic manner of image composition and sequencing, where
the same scene is considered from a number of angles and
where patterns are emphasized; and 3) the insertion of cu-
rated specialist voices from the fields of urban planning, ar-
chitecture, and art into the content of the book.

At first glance, Gielen’s landscapes appear to us as cancer
cells seen under a microscope, as sci-fi conjurations, as mi-
crochips, but not as the banal suburban developments they
actually are. It is the same conceit as The Twilight Zone or
the stories of Kafka. This insertion of abnormality becomes
a means to provide an insinuating critique on social issues.

In part, the weirdifaction of such normal landscapes can
be attributed simply to the choice of shooting these devel-
opments from the air. Despite their increasing prevalence,
aerial images are not much like our direct perception of the
world—that type of passive and always churning vision that
happens when we merely open our eyes. As Kim Sichel has
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pointed out in her catalog essay for an exhibition of contem-
porary aerial photography, there is “no horizon, no vanishing
point, no human scale and few nuances of light and shadow.”
Furthermore, “where we are accustomed to standing in one
place and seeing life move in front of us, aerial views are
uncannily still.”?

Gielen capitalizes upon and extends the fundamental es-
trangement that comes from aerial views. In the first place,
he frames his images to present us with what appear to be
discrete shapes or entities, playing on our innate reflex to
perceive pattern. Then, he meditatively moves around these
discrete shapes mimicking in his image selection the man-
ner of analysis or consideration. Such a manner indicates
the study of something that is unknown or unclear but of
significant interest (i.e., a Cipher). Yet, Gielen does not im-
mediately suggest a given taxonomy or interpretative struc-
ture for these Ciphers in the manner of Alex MacLean. Nor
does Gielen adorn his images with extravagant technique, in
the manner of Emmet Gowin or Mario Giacomelli—a type of
gesture that can cut short the experience of estrangement
by putting the image squarely within the conventions of



modernist art. Moreover, he does not seek to render analy-
sis feeble by the raw imposition of “imperial beauty” in the
manner of David Maisel.

Gielen’s images invite cool analysis and evidentiary con-
sideration, but at the same time provide no basis for such
an analysis. This leads to a little shock or panic that is the
primary emotional content of the photographs. Such a re-
sponse is available even to the most casual viewer. Anybody
can see that these are very ordinary housing developments,
but their aesthetic treatment as unfathomable growths to
be considered from every possible angle in a vain attempt
to comprehend them makes them appear as malignant,
threatening, uncanny [in the precise Freudian sense of both
familiar and unfamiliar, hidden and revealed, known and de-
nied).

TREMORS AND CULTURAL FOUNDATIONS

We must concede that this sort of tremor caused by an evo-
cation of the Uncanny or Sublime (and not even direct con-
tact) can shake belief a little but hardly crack its foundation.
That is about the best a photograph can hope for, at least a
pensive photograph. A lot of misconceptions about the na-
ture of activist art stem from attempts to attribute either too
much or too little efficacy to it. It does what it does. Enough
tremors and those foundations will actually crack. Or else
that isolated tremor recollected at the time of voting or of
consuming may influence behavior in a way as palpable as
a direct experience. This is not trauma exactly, but more
like an intimation of trauma. Yet the effect is cumulative. A
photograph’s impact should not be judged in isolation but as
part of a larger cultural effort of which it is a part. Art makes
a space for belief; and belief makes a space for change.

THE MICROSCOPE

Leaving aside their pensive qualities, Gielens's photographs
offer a number of concrete insights with respect to ecology
and unsustainable growth, which complement the action
they perform upon belief in the possibility of catastrophe.
The most salient piece of information, which is available in
every one of the featured images in this book, is the arti-
ficiality of the quasi-urban forms and the lack of systemic
consideration for the surrounding environment. The devel-
opments strike us first and foremost as impositions, as inva-

sions. They are manifestly unecological in the sense that an
ecology is defined by relationships between entities within a
given system and thrives on diversity. These landscapes are
monocultural in every sense.

These developments seem like impositions because the
edges are so hard. There is such an absolute boundary be-
tween these forms and the surrounding land (if such land can
even be seen). This is particularly striking in the series UN-
TITLED Xi1/IV/ X!l from Nevada, where the microchip-shaped
development has been carved into the desert landscape
and seemingly walled off from it. What accommodation has
there been made in this development for the power of the
sun (such as solar panels or even passive solar construc-
tions), which is surely the dominant feature of that ecosys-
tem? What space has been given over to harvest scant water
resources? Even where so-called natural features such as
water or green space have been factored into the design, as
in the UNTITLED X/XIl/X| series from Arizona, there is no ef-
fort to integrate those features into the domestic areas, but
rather these features too are pushed into symmetrical “de-
sign” forms that are purely decorative.

The unsustainable nature of the developments can be seen
in the contrast between Gielen’s images of the Florida devel-
opments (Sterling Ridge and Sky Isle) and his images of the
nearby Everglades. The Everglades refers to a vast system of
wetlands that at one time encompassed nearly all of Florida,
but which has since been canalized, drained, and diminished
to the point of possible collapse in order to make way for
housing developments and agriculture. Gielen published his
images of the Everglades with The New York Times in a writ-
ten piece and slideshow co-authored with Tim Doody.

Here is Doody describing the images:

...the effects of sprawl were written all over the terrain:
marshes reduced to a fraction of their former size; shrink-
ing river-delta channels, known as sloughs; and the infamous
“white zone,” a stagnant, hyper-salinated coastal area that has
crept inland from the Atlantic since 1940. All of these are indi-
cators of a dying ecosystem, driven to collapse by overdevelop-
ment."

Gielen’s photographs are explicitly marshaled here for the
purpose of illustrating a very clear point: the Everglades are
endangered due to poor land management decisions, but
have a chance to rebound with new legislation and newfound

concern for their stewardship on both the state and federal
level.

One of the experts brought in to interpret the images for
this piece, former United States Secretary of the Interior
Bruce Babbit, declares, “The land is crying out for water.”
Gielen’s photographs of the Everglades gain contrast espe-
cially when put side-by-side against such glib uses of water
as a landscape feature in the so-called Sky Isle develop-
ment, which is actually in Naples, Florida, a city carved out of
the wilderness in the late nineteenth century and currently
a jumping-off point for tourism in what is left of the Ever-
glades.

Another piece of concrete information that we can glean
from the images, particularly those in the Outer Houston
series, is the size of the houses. According to U.S. Census
Bureau data, the average size of houses in the United States
has more than doubled in the last seventy years, growing
from 1,100 square feet in the 1940s to a new record high of
2,306 square feet in 2012. The amount of space on the planet
is finite. So rising population coupled with rising demands
for per capita land use is obviously not a sustainable formu-
la. Various entities have speculated on “how many planets”
the size of the earth we would need if all people of the world
lived like North Americans. A recent calculation put that
number at 4.1." While such exact calculations are obviously
fraught with assumptions and are estimates at best, the un-
derlying point is valid. We just can’t do it. So something has
to give.

DEVELOPING WORLD

The unsustainability of current growth trajectories becomes
particularly obvious when we consider China, India, and the
developing world. Are we supposed to tell the people of the
developing world that they are not entitled to the comforts
and lifestyle we have been enjoying? That does not seem
just, but what are our alternatives? China is a particularly
vexing case. Everything about the scale of China is terrifying,
like a huge wave about to break upon the shore. According to
a 2007 study, it builds two coal plants a week (a week!) and
brings online an electricity capacity comparable to the entire
UK power grid each year.'? China already has five cities larg-
er than New York (several of which you have probably never
heard of) and by 2025 it “will have 221 cities with one mil-
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lion-plus inhabitants—compared with 35 cities of this size
in Europe today.”"™ The largest building in the world, which
is located in Chengdu, was recently opened. This building,
called The New Century Global Center, is four times the size
of the Vatican and “features an artificial sun that provides
light and heat throughout the day, while an LED screen 164
yards in length provides an artificial horizon,” according to
one article on the building.™

Yet of all the staggering statistics with respect to China
the most relevant to this book is the jaw-dropping plan of
the Chinese government to relocate by fiat no less than 250
million people from rural to urban areas (and areas often
explicitly developed for this relocation process). They plan
to accomplish this in twelve to fifteen years. Think about
this for a moment: 250 million people is equal to the entire
population of the United States in 1990 (the population of the
United States now is around 313 million). Can you imagine
the forced relocation of an entire country? Furthermore,
the matter is not as simple as a physical relocation. What
is intended is no less than an entire lifestyle makeover. The
reason China is relocating people is “mainly to find a new
source of growth for a slowing economy that depends in-
creasingly on a consuming class of city dwellers,” according
to a recent report in The New Times." To support its con-
tinued growth, which is the de facto and unquestioned aim
of nearly all world governments today, China needs more
people—a lot more people—buying televisions and cars and

computers and sneakers and baseball caps. No anecdote
more clearly exposes the need to overcome our faith in the
everlasting benefits of continued growth. There is absolutely
no way to reduce carbon emissions and thus to mitigate risk
of complete catastrophe in such a political climate.

KONGJIAN YU AND THE ARTS OF SURVIVAL

We set out to answer a question that Gielen specifically
posed to us: what good are these photographs in the face of
climate change? But to put a finer point on it we might ask:
what good are these photographs in the face of the central
planning authority of the Chinese government, or the bro-
ken, polarized legislative system of the United States?

We have written at length about the potential cultural im-
pact of projects like this book, and no matter how difficult it
is to see in the moment, there is no question that a govern-
ment’s power, even in China, derives from its people. Chang-
ing social realities, changing social concerns will ultimately
change governments, either slowly or, if that change meets
resistance, all at once and with violence. China, for example,
is creating an extremely combustible situation within its bor-
ders through the forced migrations of its people, a prospect
that may seem good in the short-term because of stipends
offered by the government, but what happens when those
stipends run out? Likewise the United States is creating a
combustible situation by becoming increasingly myopic in
its governance and by becoming increasingly focused on the
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short-term profits of corporations instead of the long-term
prosperity of its people. Gielen’s images (and literally thou-
sands of like-minded projects) can help bring about a tipping
point in consciousness.

In the meantime, Gielen’s images, because they are of ac-
tual places at an actual point in time, provide useful visual
information immediately. The type of development seen in
the images can be read as emblematic of archaic and dan-
gerous land-use management and can provide concrete ex-
amples of what to avoid. These stagnant, resource-draining
landscapes are an example that can be heeded by any gov-
ernment, any planning authority.

If such a prospect seems far-fetched, consider the work
of Kongjian Yu. Yu is an influential thinker, planner, and
landscape architect working within China. He is the founder
and Dean of the School of Landscape Architecture at Pe-
king University and the founder and head of Turenscape—a
500-person design firm that implements multiple projects
each year, almost entirely within China itself. In a recent in-
terview, Yu defined what he sees as the future of landscape
architecture and planning as follows:

We've misunderstood what it means to be developed. We
need to develop a new system, a new vernacular to express the
changing relationship between land and people.... It should ad-
dress the issue of survival, not pleasure making, or ornament.
It should be for survival, because we are now, as human beings,
at the edge of survival."®



For Yu, a survival-focused planning and development
practice is fundamentally based on “ecological awareness
and environmental ethics.”"” By which he means: “like a
successful organism, a place will sustain its identity when
its design is adaptive—when it responds elegantly and ef-
ficiently to its environmental setting so that new uses can
endure.”" Notably, Yu begins his analysis of a given project
with aerial views and then zooms in. He is looking for what he
calls “ecological infrastructure that will guide urban devel-
opment.” Yu defines ecological infrastructure as “the struc-
tural landscape network composed of critical landscape el-
ements and spatial patterns.”" In other words, everything
that was ignored in the developments that Gielen highlights
in this book. Indeed, Yu's expressed point of departure is the
realization that China cannot urbanize to the extremes it is
currently planning on, if it employs the very type of lifestyle
and development ethos exhibited in Gielen’s landscapes.

Because Gielen works with photography’s intrinsic indexi-
cality rather than try to outwit it, as many contemporary art
photographers seem intent to do, his images can function
as raw data with which urban planners like Yu can compare
and contrast. In this way, his photography not only works
on belief in the manner expressed above (jarring us loose
from an unquestioned faith in unlimited growth), but also
on knowledge, by giving us concrete information about real
places in real time. Gielen's images exert both bottom-up
and top-down pressure on a changing culture. Each of the
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other essays in this book, but most particularly the work
of Galina Tachieva, show what can be done with a specific
analysis of Gielen’s forms.

Of course, most readers of this book will not be profes-
sionals of the sort to make elaborate use of Gielen's images.
So what will you do with the information he provides? Only
you know and you may not know yet. The ultimate value of
the images depends entirely on the viewer living up to her
end of the civic bargain.
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