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Brandon Ballengée
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Esploring Ehe boundarkss betwean art,
scignce, and technology, Brandan
Hallenpie creates multidsciplinary warks
auf af imfoematicn generated from ecalog
cal edd trips ard |abaratory resaarch
Since 1556, Ballengie hos colabosated
with numerous sciendisls to conduct
arimary binlogical research and adwanced
magng profediures, abach i daiumamied
a1 Eccvenibans, a book Irom (he Comlempe-
rary firts Cember of Cincinnati pubSshed in
#0032 His works have been gahigited In
Mo Yok, Lios Angales, Beiling. Vienna,
Seoul, and Lonidon; have appeared on
ABC's Warld Mews Tenight, BBCs Todoy
Show: and havg been featumad in AR Prass,
Genenich, MITs Leomarda fourma, The
Jawemal af Exparimeahn Zoalogy, T Mew
York Times, The Now Yorker, and The
Soiences,

Him theoretical asticle entifled =The
Origina”™ a=ul AppScation of Astificial
Salechion is inchided in Blamsdighs, 3 nee
anthology published by the National
Center for Contempsorany Ast in Kalin
ingrad, Bussia, Ha has (allected spacl,
mens for several sclentiiic arganizations,
including the Peabody Mizseum at Yale
University, The American Musewm of
Hatural Histoey, and 1he Museim of
verbebrabe Foology at U.C. Beroebey, and
others. In 21, He was samingied lor
memberdbip [nko Sigma X1, (e Scientilic
Research Soiety, He regularly conducis
ecology / feedd Blology | genetics work
shops or “Eeo-Aciora™ apen 15 ke
general public al urban pagks, Foos,
persigres, and Hsh markets. En 2ca03,
Eallengée was an artisl in maidenoe &
the Matural Histery Musgaum in Lorsdoen
He megaiily participaled in tha 3o
Goum:Gang Kature Art Biennale in South

Korea. Recent solo eshibitions inclede
W Mill arsd The Jamaica Center lar Ans

and Learning in New York Cigy, and The
Yagper Mutaum al Hortwick College,
Onegnta, Mew York, Upcoming sola eakihi
tioms will b hinlid at The Cariage House
Center in Mew York City, organized by
Hurture Hew York's Keture, and
Eunstversin Ingerstodt In Ingersiodt,
Gormany, Aschibald &ris in Hew Yook Cliy
recenlly published the artist®s est Bmiled
edition Lowe Model

jor Insecls

ARG What got yow it making
ecoiogical art?

HHE: | grew up ina naral area surrounded
by woods and wetiands. The forest
feamed with vibrant birds, exotic strange
imeects, and humbile foads. A nearby
sbream emmptied inlo a marsh that was
filled with mysierious el | would soend
haurs every day calching and drawing
wividhy colored salamanders, diverse
species of fsh, box Eurtles, and oEher
fantastic creatures, Hature was my refuge

and clessroom

Whien | 'was a teenages, tha |arpest forest
trees were cul and sold bo a lumbser
compary. Today, hall ke forect s under a
hoausing subdiviscon and most af the strean
runs through pipe=s. 1L s e ddame eye ry-
whang - ecosystems altared or diminishad
by & grovming wave of Wal-Man Supersiores,
fast faod chains, and the costirsied spramsl
of subwurbia. Much of =y early work dealt
wikli Tic sanse al losc amd wias wliisail vl
the classical theme of man versus nature.
A5 this incenest grew | wanted o dig in
doeper, 50 | began collaborating with bicd
gists and pariicipating in epologics] Surveys
This evalved irto conducting primarg '
biclagical resssich and the Tusion of my arl
#®ith thees practices, The Earth, once agailn,
became my studic.

Since ggoh, | Fave been Tocusing on e
Bl declines al i ., Rnaid, andl =3da
mander species and the increased numbers
af defarmitizs | find i their pogulations,
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Brandon BALLENGEE,
Water of Life/Water of
Death a Map of the
Present and the
Uncertain Future of
Jamaica Bay. Photo:
Courtesy of the artist.

considered the “environmental ¢
the COH[ mine”, About one third of them are
declining or already gone! A world that they
cannot live in cannot suppart much else
even us. | have also been working with
students and members of the public on
hands-on “Eco-Action™ « fleldtrips to study
the Hudson River, New York Clty's lamalca
Bay, and other altered eco-systems, By
getting our feet wet we can learn a lot about
our backyard and the life-forms we share
this planet with

ananes in

Do you believe that art can play a role in
society, in advancing things?

| believe art can change the way people see
the world. In North America, the scenic
Hudson River Valley landscape was a
subject for Thomas Cole and the artists of
the Hudson River School. Cole symbolically

painted the Hudson’s degradation during
the industrial revolution, | interpret this as
an early form of environmental conscious-
ness and perhaps even artistic protest.
Almost a century later Joseph Beuys, bathed
and swam in bogs to raise awareness about
these sensitive ecosystems. Sharing Beuys
fondness for mud, my work is created from
information, specimens, and other materials
collected on field-surveys or generated in a
biology laboratory. By bringing the public
along, | try to bridge communities, local
eco-systems, the great diversity of life
found within, and also the causes for this
degradation.

A group of inner city kids pulls a net
through a polluted section of an urban river
— from the broken glass and beer cans they

find feisty green crabs, silver-sided fish, and
a seahorse. There are yells of excitement at
seeing the wiggling catch and a sense of
melancholy when looking at the trash, We
count the animals for research and draw
them, Later, we take water samples, clean
the beach, and | use these experiences to
create an installation to reach more people.
Many of the Eco-artists of today are
attempting to transform the society and the
environment we live in. Even if just at a
small scale we are planting seeds for future
change.

Is your work as much intercultural as artistic?
My practice attempts to blur numerous
boundaries. These transdisciplinary works
are generated at various locations and
involve collaboration with participants from
diverse age, economic, educational, and
ethnic backgrounds. Working and communi-
cating with diverse groups is vital to the
creative process. It allows the works to
function as site-specific — not only in
geographic terms, but also culturally. This
intellectual exchange also permits the work
to grow in novel directions, guided by group
ideas instead of a solitary artist’s hand —
like organisms evolving to changing envi-
ronmental stimuli.

Theatre of life and deconstructing the
timelessness of art. It was a laugh.

[...]
| have been putting together the idea of
documenting and studying life in different
territories to represent different things.
Some of my specimens are from fish
markets, | do collections for various scien-

tific organizations at fish markets and pet
stores. Collecting specimens from each you
get a better idea of what is showing up at
the markets in NYC. Many are declining and
some are almost commercially extinct
species such as Chilean Seabass, Sword-
fish, and Orange Roughy. It is a huge envi-
ronmental problem — over-fishing — that
most people are unaware of.

Canada stuck to their guns about over-
fishing. The problem is that offshore the
factory ships are still over-fishing and
taking them away.

Without an international moratorium on the
Atlantic Cod population in the northeast
they will be commercially extinct within 10
years. In the UK they are already preparing
for the death of Cod by searching for other
viable species. There may still be some left
in the future but they will not be the giant
fish from the history books. The big Cod
common 25 to 50 years ago are now rare or
going fast. In terms of evolution the Cod
decline is quite interesting. What is
happening is that we have selected out so
many large fish the cods that are thriving
are smaller and fast breeding individuals.
We are reshaping the species! It is a whole
other kind of genetic manipulation or unnat-
ural selection. We are just sort of uncon-
sciously doing it.

The fish market survey | worked on was
a year-long study funded by the Queens
Museum of Art. Even though | was
collecting data and specimens for science,
the Museum could see the inderdisaplinary
art side and supported the work. | went out
2 or 3 times a week and completely cata-
logued what turned up in the markets. |
went with translators from the Museum
because initially the seafood venders
thought | was a health inspector. Why did
this weird bald guy turn up every day and
not ask them for the whole fish not just a
fillet? They explained to the market
vendors that it was an art project. | also
teamed with a group of marine biologists
to identify the more rare species. Each
specimen was photographed, digitally
scanned them and then preserved for later
scientific natural history museums. London
has some, The American Museum has
some and several universities.

One Flushing market actually let me do a
permanent installation. It has been altered
somewhat. | created a series of multilingual
signs that talked about the danger of
species extinction in six different languages
and the need for conservation. | was really
surprised they supported this in a fish
market. | created a website that was bilin-
gual as well. In the end we even did public
tours in the markets.

Weren’t there some ultra-rare species in

the markets | believe?
Sadly, yes. As species that were common in
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the past disappear, we fish for other almost
any species. We are eating our way through
the food chain.

So there is no filtering or selection/regula-
tion system for catches in the market?

It's the sheer volume of fish that are
coming in from all these sources. There is
no overall global agent protecting all
aquatic species. Even local regulations
don’t apply to international waters. The
markets are getting live fish from Asia,
South America, and the West Indies. Others
are flash frozen and sent from all over the
globe. | remember walking in one day and
seeing a whole one metre by one metre
section of hundreds of juvenile Orange
Roughy that were 6 inches long.

So they were undersized...
Yes. They were undersized. The problem is
that they had not bred out yet so they could
not replenish their population. The problem
is that they are quite popular now. They
breed late in life and are a cold water fish.
They are 20 or 30 years old when they
reach sexual maturity. The problem is that
we are scooping up all the young adoles-
cents and selling them at gourmet and
sushi restaurants throughout the city. It is
disturbing — yet people just don’t know.
If we learn what fish to eat we can make a
big difference.

| catalogued these fish and tried to
show people what was going on. | selected
between 70 and 100 species and created Iris
prints to exhibit. These were presented in
evolutionary order in an installation at the
Queens Museum of Art in 2001. | also made
a selection of about 400 actual preserved
fish and other specimens from the markets
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to exhibit.

That is what Alan Sonfist is doing. He
makes collages based on geology, the
same as you are doing with bio-history.
That is quite interesting to me — this notion
of evolution. Some of the species that are
showing up and are now declining have
been around 250 million years or more, and
yet something that we are doing now is
wiping them out. It is not just over-fishing,
it is habitat alteration or complete loss and
even climate-related. Consciously or not we
are engineering life on this planet.

The ice melts now are producing some
remarkable archaeology. This Prof. from
Oxford is getting fresh samples from
mastodons, grasses and so on as the ice
melts.

We can learn a lot about evolutionary rela-
tionships from molecular DNA. Sometimes
referred to as maternal because it is
passed on from mother to daughter,
molecular DNA can be traced back through
thousands of generations. Nuclear DNA
from males mutates more frequently and
is harder to follow in a chronological line.
Ironically, as archeologists are looking

at past genes, biologists are taking tissue
samples from today’s species to act as
genetic banks in the face mounting global
extinctions. 4

Witer and art critic John GRANDE's reviews and feature articles
have been published extensively. John Grande’s latest contribu-
tions include an essay for Nature the End of Art: Alan Sonfist and
Art Nature Dialogues: Interviews with Environmental Artists
(www.sunypress.edu) and A Biomass Continuity in collaboration
with Coco Gordon. He also curated Eco-Photo at Dorsky Gallery,
New York in January 2005.

Brandon BALLENGEE,

Breathing Space for The

Hudson: Charting the

Biodiversity and Pollutants of

The Hudson River, 2003.

- Detail. Photo: Courtesy of
Archibald Arts and the artist.

Brandon BALLENGEE,
Untitled Island. Detail from
Losing Ground: The Rapidly-
Changing Ecology of
Jamaica Bay, 2004. Photo:
Courtesy of the artist.
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