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“Spirits of Oura” by James Jack, 2020, detail
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Inundation: Art and Climate

Change in the Pacific uses mixed

media to open new dialogues:

about our changing planet.
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more than waist deep in the ocean. Shot from below

the surface, we see her strong form bent forward at
a 90 degree angle as she uses her arms to steady herself
against the movement of the water. Eventually, the water
seems to be winning, but Tiatia does not fight it, instead
relaxing back into a floating repose. We never see her
head, which is always above the surface, and all we hear
is the gentle ebb and flow of the ocean. Watching it is a
visceral yet meditative experience.

One of nine Pacific-based artists featured in the
exhibition Inundation: Art and Climate Change in the
Pacific, Tiatia filmed the piece on Tuvalu in response
to the dire predictions of the island nation’s inevitable
submersion. Its unassuming intimacy plays on the

I n Angela Tiatia’s video “Lick,” the artist stands a little
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Above: "HO Mai, Ala Mai” by Kaili Chun, 2020
Opposite: Still from “Sea State 9: proclamation” by Charles Lim, 2017
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dramatic and clichéd images of island devastation we’re
accustomed to from mass media. That we never see her
head suggests the idea of removing our intellectualizations
from the equation, instead trusting the wisdom of our
bodies to sense and navigate the currents and tides

of the water.

Climate change is at a tipping point in our public
consciousness. As it accelerates toward its cultural
moment, we have begun to recognize its holistic
complexity, which encompasses social justice issues, geo-
political realities, the limits and possibilities of science and
technology, and the ongoing effects of colonialism. Our
emotional responses to it can be overwhelming, ranging
from hope and optimism to anxiety and despair.

This flooding of our awareness is one of the
interpretations being referred to in the title of the show at
the University of Hawai‘i at Manoa’s Art Building curated
by professor Jaimey Hamilton Faris. The exhibition is
positioned to help viewers approach the complexity of
climate change. It is educational, a call to action, and
deeply therapeutic. It can spark conversation, and perhaps
most importantly, it can change the conversation. At
its opening in January, Hamilton Faris asked, “Why are
we here? To reflect upon this sensation of inundation
that many of us feel in very different ways, and from
different positions, and hopefully to transform it to one of
immersion, to move away from feeling overwhelmed, and
instead towards connectedness.”

Perhaps acting as a counterpoint to “Lick” is Charles
Lim’s video, “Sea State 9: proclamation, 2017,” which
captures the process involved in Singapore’s policy of
land reclamation. The wealthy nation expands itself
by using titanic barges to pour vast quantities of sand,
purchased from poorer countries such as Indonesia and
Cambodia, directly into the sea. The pulled-back drone
footage conveys the sheer scale of the industrial effort,
invoking the concept of the technological sublime, while
the negative space confers a haunting yet matter-of-fact
focus on the proceedings: We are humankind. We can use
brute force to impose our will on nature. Later, the drone
takes us through a construction site of high-rise buildings
nearing completion. The video is almost reassuring,
until we consider that land reclamation is a fear-based
response, a short-term solution that may ultimately lead to
further negative cycles.

This response is not surprising considering that
fear often dominates the narrative in media coverage of
climate change, whether it’s scenes of desperate situations
or alarmism over carbon dioxide emissions. “We are
often told, also, about what we can do as individuals
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at the citizen level, but that systemic issues are for
the experts,” Hamilton Faris said. “This disconnect
between small-scale and large-scale solutions is what
causes anxiety. I'm interested in a middle ground of
community building. Nodes versus isolated consumer
action. Multiple scales which we can enter where we
feel most sustained.”

This theme of community permeates “Sounding,”
a collaboration between Kathy Jetnil-Kijifier and Joy
Lehuanani Enomoto. An installation piece in a space
large enough for multiple viewers, the work features
baskets suspended over a doorway that leads to a room
filled with blue light and sonic vibration, along with
audio of Jetnil-Kijifier reciting original poetry. Within
the room is a drawing of a whale emblazoned with
collaged printouts of lawsuits related to the damaging
impacts of sonar. The baskets, or banonoor, were woven
from coconut palms in a workshop in which elder
Marshallese women taught their craft to participants
spanning three generations. “This is a metaphor for
the type of connection and indigenous wisdom that
we need to look to as we try to reharmonize with our
planet,” Hamilton Faris said. “Wherever we come from,
we are all rooted in those indigenous cultures in our
own histories.”

'Sounding' by Kathy Jetnil-Kijifier and Joy Lehuanani Enomoto.
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Elevated & Except

Opulent open-air dining at the Halekulani with a high-end

fixed-price French menu and ocean views.
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