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Industrial 
Ecosystem
rebecca worby

on a recent afternoon, I stood on a 

drawbridge over English Kills as truck traf-

fic rumbled past. English Kills is the most 

polluted tributary of Newtown Creek, the 

waterway — and Superfund site — that 

forms part of the border between the New 

York City boroughs of Queens and Brook-

lyn. Newtown Creek’s toxicity makes it 

stand out as poorly understood and widely 

feared in a city veined with poorly under-

stood and widely feared waterways.

I had just left the International Studio 

& Curatorial Program’s (ISCP) art space, 

where I saw Aqueous Earth, an exhibition 

centered on new ways of thinking about the 

relationship between humans and bodies 

of water in the Anthropocene. The exhibi-

tion included work by six artists presenting 

videos, photographs, digital Chromogenic 

color prints, a mixed media installation, a 

guidebook, and an online data-visualization 

project. The sounds of the videos echoed 

across ISCP’s upstairs rooms, which I had 

to myself except when artists emerged from 

their adjacent studios. 

Located just two blocks from English 

Kills, ISCP’s proximity to the long-polluted 

channel was part of the impetus for the 

exhibition. The neighborhood of East Wil-

liamsburg’s hipper side lay close enough 

that on my walk from the subway I encoun-

tered a bearded twenty-something emerg-

ing from a bodega with a pack of American 

Spirits in hand, but the shift within just a 

few blocks was palpable. The businesses 

around English Kills comprise the East 

Williamsburg Industrial Park: Suppliers 

of heating oil, metal, tile. Countless auto-

repair shops. divorce center: divorce $399 

(spouse’s signature not needed). The kind 

of heavy-industry ecosystem that tends to 

develop along an urban center ’s ragged 

edge — and the kind that turned English 

Kills and the rest of Newtown Creek into a 

catastrophically polluted zone.

Walking from the art center to the water, 

I passed Pumps Exotic Dancing, a place 

Photograph by

Eugene Richards 

from his series  
 Pet Predators.

Listen Up!
The Orion podcast features 
author readings, interviews, 
and conversations with 
writers, and more. Search  
for Orion magazine in the 
iTunes store.

05-11_MJ16_LOTL_SHIPPED.indd   7 7/23/16   4:47 PM



8 O R I O N   may |  june  2016

advertising checks cashed, and a BP gas 

station with Dunkin’ Donuts flags waving. 

Coming upon BP immediately upon leav-

ing Aqueous Earth felt slightly unnerving: 

one of the exhibition’s most a=ecting art-

works was Ghosts of the Gulf, a set of prints 

featuring fish and rays from the extensive 

kill zone caused by the BP Deepwater 

Horizon oil spill. Artist Brandon Ballen-

gée collected the specimens, then removed 

each animal’s tissue and stained what was 

left. The prints had a delicate and vibrant 

beauty Kandinsky’s palette meets X-ray 

aesthetics. RIP African Pompano, RIP 

Bluntnose Stingray, RIP Triggerfish. They 

made my throat feel tight. 

Further south, I walked by Global 

Plastic Co. and recalled Pinar Yoldas’s 

installation, An Ecosystem of Excess, which 

explored how amphibious species might 

evolve to metabolize plastic in the Great 

Pacific Garbage Patch. Yoldas’s imagined 

plastic-sensing organs (or “P-plastocep-

tors”) glowed neon, suspended in water like 

radioactive lab samples. A looming pro-life 

billboard (did you know? my heart beat 

18 days from conception) summoned 

Dylan Gauthier’s What Wilderness, in which 

footage filmed on boat trips down New-

town Creek — on a plywood boat Gauthier 

built himself — accompanies bits of conver-

sation among the guests on the boat. In the 

video, Gauthier floats the idea of pro-choice 

as an ecological stance predicated upon the 

need for fewer people in the world.

From the bridge, I regarded English Kills, 

the toxic legacy of unregulated disposal of 

industrial byproducts still present in its 

mostly stagnant waters. I thought about 

Brooke Singer’s toxicsites.us, the online 

data-visualization project cataloguing all 

existing Superfund sites, and considered 

the fact that I was standing inside one of 

the orange dots on the map. I thought 

about how closely clustered those dots 

appeared around my home in this city. 

Though sewage overflow from New-

town Creek overwhelms the treatment 

plants each time it rains, the water below 

me looked placid as it flowed slowly west 

and north to meet the East River. Beyond 

the gra;ti-laden walls of warehouses and 

factories, the Manhattan skyline’s sharp 

geometry appeared scaled down and soft-

ened by the distance of just a few miles. All 

this industry sustaining all that humanity, 

all this for that.  a
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received her MFA in creative nonfiction from 

Columbia University.
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