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Intelligence is ongoing, individual adaptability. Adap-
tations that an intelligent species may make in a single 
generation, other species make over many generations 
of selective breeding and selective dying.
—Octavia E. Butler, Parable of the Sower, 1993

In her 1998 novel Parable of the Talents, Octavia But-
ler wrote of a conservative U.S. president in 2032 who 
sparks a violent movement around the campaign prom-
ise to “make America great again.” Aldous Huxley’s 1932 
novel Brave New World introduces soma, a mood-alter-
ing drug used to cure unhappiness in society; this was 
YTKVVGP� VYQ� FGECFGU� DGHQTG� VJG� ŔTUV� GZRGTKOGPVU�YKVJ�
antidepressants. In his 1898 short story From the ‘Lon-
don Times’ of 1904, Mark Twain writes of the Telelec-
troscope, an Internet-like communication system that 
creates a global information network. And, of course, 
Jules Verne’s 1865 novel From the Earth to the Moon 
describes an international space race nearly a century 
before actual, historical events. The list goes on, and this 
isn’t even including countless examples from TV and 
movies. 
 
What is so thrilling (or downright spooky) about science 
ŔEVKQP� KU� VJG�IGPTGɜU�CDKNKV[� VQ�CEV�CU�UGGT�� VQ� HQTGVGNN�QH�
worlds just one step removed from reality, or to hold a 
mirror up to reality and accentuate its best and worst fea-
tures. It’s uncanny. In his latest work—an ambitious short 
ŔNO�ECNNGF�Adaptation (2019-2020)—Josh Kline channels 
UEK�Ŕ�VQ�UJQY�WU�C�XGTUKQP�QH�VJG�HWVWTG�VJCV�KU�CU�EQOOW-
nal as it is dystopic; it’s a prophetic glimpse into a world 
UJCRGF�D[� VJG�FGUVTWEVKXG� GőGEVU� QH� VJG�%CRKVCNQEGPG��
And although Adaptation�EJCPPGNU�UEK�Ŕ�KP�KVU�OKUG�GP�
scène, the work is undeniably rooted in fact, that is, it de-
picts the havoc that climate change can and will wreak 
unless change is enacted. 

Adaptation is set in Midtown Manhattan on an average 
FC[�KP�UQOG�PQV�VQQ�FKUVCPV�HWVWTG��6JG�ŔNO�QRGPU�QP�C�
EKV[UECRG� TGŕGEVGF� KP�OWTM[�YCVGT��C�DTKIJV�QTCPIG� TG-
covery boat sails into the frame, past ocean-front high-
TKUG�QŒEG�YKPFQYU��CPF�FQYP�YJCV�YG�UQQP� NGCTP�CTG�
VJG� UWDOGTIGF� UVTGGVU� CPF� CXGPWGU� QH�0GY�;QTM�%KV[��
6JG�QEGCP�JCU�TKUGP�VJKTV[�HGGV��EQORNGVGN[�ŕQQFKPI�VJG�
island. The boat is anchored somewhere near Rocke-
HGNNGT�%GPVGT�YJGTG��QPG�D[�QPG��FKXGTU�ENKOD�QWV�QH�VJG�
water and onto the its deck. Importantly, this is a multi-ra-
cial, multi-gendered crew (and in other forward-looking 
works, Kline has referenced the fact that racial and eth-
nic minorities will comprise the majority of America’s 
RQRWNCVKQP�D[��������6JG[�UVTKR�Qő�VJGKT�YGVUWKVU�CPF�DG-
gin decontaminating their bodies and diving gear. After 
their hard work underwater, they sit together on-deck, 
laughing, sharing beers and packaged food. There is a 
melancholy about these sailors as they stare across the 
water and into the golden, late afternoon sunlight. The 
ETGY� IC\GU� HQTYCTF�� 6JG� DQCV� UCKNU� QP�� 6JG� ŔNO� NQQRU�
and their day of labor begins/concludes again. 

+P� KVU�UVTCKIJVHQTYCTF�UKORNKEKV[�� VJG�ŔNO�NGCXGU�
viewers wondering who this crew might be. 

Are they sole survivors of some apocalypse, salvaging 
wreckage from street level below the water’s surface? 
Are they scientists collecting specimens from the ru-
ins of some waterlogged urban civilization? More likely, 
these are essential workers, employees of some civic or 
governmental entity who are going about the mundane 
tasks assigned to them. They’re just working their day 
job. In this light, Adaptation depicts an everyday world 
where life persists in the wake of the traumatic shifts 
caused by global climate change. Despite their situation 
and the unfamiliar world, they must deal with, there’s a 
kind of hopefulness within their normalcy. These people 
have clearly adapted.

Adaptation happens when human behaviors and rou-
tines are forced to change in response to upheaval. Ad-
aptation is reaction and resilience. It is survival. Adapta-
tion is exactly what people across the globe have had 
VQ�ŔIWTG�QWV� KP�VJG�YCMG�QH�VJG�%18+&����JGCNVJ�ETKUKU��
It’s an all-too familiar reality and, even though Kline’s 
ŔNO�YCU�UVCTVGF�YGNN�DGHQTG�VJG�RCPFGOKE��Adaptation is 
incredibly poignant in our current moment. During the 
pandemic, there have been many instances of a commu-
nal, humanistic determination bringing people together 
so that society can keep going. And this is depicted in 
Adaptation through unglamorous maintenance work; we 
see the people who calmly clean up the mess after the 
ETKUKU�� +P�RTGUGPV�FC[� NKHG� 
CU� KP� VJG�ŔNO��� VJG�EKXKE�DQF[�
MGGRU�OQXKPI�VJTQWIJ�VJG�GőQTVU�QH�UCPKVCVKQP�YQTMGTU��
grocery store clerks, warehouse workers, truck drivers, 
agricultural workers, food service workers, and of course, 
OGFKECN�UVCő��6JG[�CTG�PGEGUUCT[��6JG[�MGGR�QTFGT��6JGKT�
SWQVKFKCP�LQDU�VCMG�QP�JGTQKE�UKIPKŔECPEG�

Kline has stated that “Adaptation� KU� DQVJ� C� ŔNO� CDQWV�
the future and about the present that leads there,” and 
EGTVCKPN[� KVɜU� FKŒEWNV� VQ� KOCIKPG� QPG�YKVJQWV� VJG� QVJGT��
The work is part of Climate Change (2019-ongoing), the 
fourth chapter of the artist’s ongoing series of multi-me-
dia installations that similarly examine the complexity 
of life in the present times while anticipating the omi-
nous future it shapes. The series began in 2014 with the 
project Freedom (2015-2016), which was inspired by 
the transition of power from George W. Bush to Barack 
Obama, the economic downturn, and viral political move-
ments such as Arab Spring, Occupy Wall Street, and 
Black Lives Matter. This project was quickly followed by 
Unemployment (2016)—a vision of a future labor force 
made redundant due to technological advances in auto-
OCVKQP�CPF�CTVKŔEKCN�KPVGNNKIGPEG�GPIKPGGTKPIɌCPF�Civil 
War (2017), which pictures an authoritarian state emerg-
ing from class inequality, divisions in labor, and the dis-
integration of democracy. Each of these bodies of work 
is concerned with the still-unfolding political, economic, 
technological, and biological changes that will shape 
life in the 21st century, on both collective and personal 
scales. 

6Q� FGRKEV� C� JWOCPKV[� VJCV� JCU� DGGP� EQOOQFKŔGF� CPF�
instrumentalized by neoliberal policies, Kline turned to 
EGNNWNQKF�ŔNO� TCVJGT� VJCP� XKFGQ��YJKEJ�JG�JCF� NQPI�WVK- C
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manipultion are burdened with, especially their 
relationship to post-truth technologies and dis-

information.” 

As in the movie Alien, Kline’s everyday heroes are 
FTGUUGF� KP� SWCUK�OKNKVCTKUVKE� QWVŔVU�� MJCMK� UNGGXGNGUU�
VGGU�� CTO[�ITGGP� ŕGGV� LCEMGVU�� CPF� JGCX[� DNCEM� DQQVU��
CNQPI�YKVJ�VJG�YCUJGF�QWV�JWGU�QH�VJG�ŕQQF�YCVGT�CPF�
QTCPIG�KUJ�FC[NKIJV��VJG�ŔNOɜU�EQNQT�RCNGVVG�CFFU�VQ�C�FKU-
tinctly late ’70s feel. It should be noted that the leading 
CEVQTU� HTQO�VJKU�IQNFGP�GTC�QH�UEK�Ŕ�YGTG�RTGFQOKPCPV-
ly white and that Kline makes a conscious and pointed 
break from (perhaps even a corrective to) this through 
his diverse cast. Additionally, the extreme verticality of 
the city around Adaptation’s characters brings to mind 
the hazy cityscapes in Blade Runner (minus the uber-fu-
VWTKUVKE�PGQP���%QWRNGF�YKVJ�VJG�UEWNRVWTCN�UECNG�OQFGNU�
GORNQ[GF� KP�URGEKCN�GőGEVU��-NKPGɜU�XKUKQP�QH� VJG� HWVWTG�
simultaneously looks forward and back.

6JCV�VJG�ŔNOɜU�JCPF�OCFG�SWCNKV[�UJQWNF�URGCM�VQ�C�UKO-
pler era of image-making is undoubtedly a byproduct 
of Kline’s ethics as an artist; the work is freed from hy-
per-stylized, tech-heavy cynicism of post-truth disinfor-
mation that plagues so much media today and, all too of-
ten, art. It slows down and lingers in a quiet promise that 
it might not be too late to imagine a better future for all. 
As Kline reiterates, “scientists tell us the world has only a 
short window to act in order to prevent true catastrophe.” 

NK\GF�HQT�KVU�J[RGT�TGCNKUVKE�%)+�RQUUKDKNKVKGU��EQOOGTEKCN�
feel, and HD slickness. But the artist associated these 
aspects of digital video with the past decade and instead 
wanted his new work to be detached from any time or 
GTC��*G�GZRNCKPU�

ə+P� ������ +� UVCTVGF� UJQQVKPI� QP� ŔNO� CICKPɌCEVWCN�
EGNNWNQKFɌHQT�VJG�ŔTUV�VKOG�UKPEG�+�YCU�KP�ŔNO�UEJQQN�
KP� VJG� NCVG�����U�� +P�EQNNGIG� +� TGLGEVGF�ŔNO��YJKEJ�
HGNV�WPCőQTFCDNG�CPF�CTEJCKE��8KFGQ��YJKEJ�JCU�CN-
YC[U�DGGP�OQTG�KOOGFKCVG�CPF�CőQTFCDNG��HGNV�HWNN�
of radical potential, especially with all its in-built 
CŒPKVKGU�YKVJ�FKIKVCN�VGEJPQNQI[��#HVGT�OQTG�VJCP�C�
decade producing video art as part of my practice, I 
TGVWTPGF�VQ�ŔNO��NQQMKPI�HQT�C�PGY�XQECDWNCT[�KPUKFG�
the moving image in the 21st century. I didn’t want 
to make images that felt like they were from 2012 
anymore—images that felt like they were trapped 
in some kind of post-Internet cage. Film as a medi-
WO��DGECWUG�QH�KVU�NQPI�WUG�KP�EKPGOCɌCPF�KP�UEK�Ŕ�
movies—has a timeless quality, a freedom from a 
URGEKŔE�VKOG�CPF�RNCEG��+VɜU�CNUQ�C�OGFKWO�VJCV�ECT-
ries a lot of nostalgia. In Adaptation the characters 
on screen look out on a devastated future New York. 
As the transformed city passes them by, there’s a 
longing that you can see on their faces—a longing 
for a lost world in their past. Watching this, I want 
viewers—as they think about their own futures—to 
feel a kind of nostalgia in advance for the world we 
live in now.”

-NKPG�WUGF����OKNNKOGVGT�ŔNO�FWTKPI�VYQ��VGEJPKECNN[�KP-
volved shoots of Adaptation, in August and December 
of 2019. Working on a scale he had never before under-
taken, the artist employed a full production crew and 
EQNNCDQTCVGF�YKVJ� VCNGPVGF�CTVKUVU� HTQO� VJG�ŔNO�YQTNF��
*G�YQTMGF�ENQUGN[�YKVJ�-GNN[�,GőTG[��VJG�ŔNOɜU�&KTGEVQT�
QH�2JQVQITCRJ[��YJQ� TGEGPVN[�YQP�$GUV�%KPGOCVQITC-
phy in U.S. narrative category at the Tribeca Film Fes-
VKXCN� HQT� VJG�ŔNO�Materna (2020). He also worked with 
#PFTGY�.KO��VJG�8KUWCN�'őGEVU�5WRGTXKUQT��YJQUG�QXGT�
ŔHVGGP�[GCT�ECTGGT� KP�ŔNO�KPENWFGU�GőGEV�YQTM�QP�OC-
jor releases such as Ladybird (2017) and Eighth Grade 
(2018). Drawing on the deep knowledge of Lim and Jef-
HTG[��-NKPG�TGCNK\GF�JKU�XKUKQP�QH�C�ŕQQFGF�/CPJCVVCP�WU-
KPI�RQKPVGFN[�CPCNQI�GőGEVU��9JGP�RCKTGF�YKVJ�CP�QTKI-
inal ambient soundtrack by New York-based producer 
Galcher Lustwerk—which was still in the making as of 
the writing of this text—the result should be a lush, hyp-
notic soundscape and nostalgic cinematic visuals. As 
Kline describes, 

ə+ɜXG� DGGP� GURGEKCNN[� KPURKTGF� D[� ŔNOU� NKMG� Blade 
Runner (1982) and Alien (1979) which utilize ear-
NKGT�� OQTG� JCPF�OCFG� URGEKCN� GőGEVUɌRTCEVKECN�
scale-models, miniatures, and blue screens. This 
method of working is grounded in the fabrication 
of physical objects and has a tangible connection 
to sculpture—but is also free of the many associ-
ations that contemporary tools of digital image 
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