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Erick Swenson, Untitled, 2007, polyurethane resin, acrylic paint, MDF, polystyrene, 30 x 181 x 280 inches 

 
Erick Swenson has created an Arctic diorama (featuring a whale carcass) that instead of simply referring to natural-
history museum displays could actually be one. His installations are made from resin, sculptured and painted to look 
real. But in the past the subject matter has usually leaned toward the fantastic. There was “Edgar,” for example, a 
mythic beast that resembles a long-haired deer with a poodle’s haircut, and his 2004 Whitney Biennial contribution, a 
young snow-white deer scratching its horns on an Oriental carpet. 
 
But this show more wholeheartedly embraces verisimilitude, putting Mr. Swenson in the company of artists like 
Michael Joo and Damien Hirst. A rectangular, elevated pool filled with ice chunks and lusciously frigid-blue water 
takes up most of the gallery’s main space. On top of the ice lies a jaw, teeth intact, attached to a scrap of pallid, 
blubbery skin. 
 
The gallery’s news release says the jaw came from a killer whale, but compared with the iceberg, it looks like a film 
prop. This didn’t stop me from wondering, however, if the whale had died of age or disease, or been killed by a 
predator, human or animal.  
 
Mr. Swenson’s naturalistic but nonetheless fictive scene demonstrates that the divide between art and science can be 
small, while also suggesting that nature is far enough removed from the everyday that you can be sure that you will 
recognize it when you see it.  

 


