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It would be hard to think of a worse title for a show than Earth: Art of a Changing World, no matter what side of the climate debate you are on. I approached the show with glumness and rancour. And, sure enough, there are some crashingly pious works on show – a globe of sizzling red neon, any number of rising tides, melting icebergs and industrially ravaged landscapes – but the good news is that the curators aim far higher than reportage.

Take, for instance, the tall story related in words and images across an entire wall. It tells of a man fleeing the Nazis who exchanged his Grenoble home for a diamond ring, fearing the building would be seized, and whose wife did not speak to him for a year. The ring was inherited by their daughter, a woman who dreamed all her life of visiting the Arctic but never left France. When she died, her daughter in turn took the ring and planted it in the ice at the Pole.

Here is the ocular proof: a photo of the jewel twinkling in its brilliant new setting. Here is the tale etched, as if by diamond, into ice-white stone. And the narrator wonders whether in thousands of years, glaciologists will find the ring and "endlessly discuss this flash of diamond in Inuit culture… or exchange it for a house in Grenoble". One senses mischief: is this circular story fact or fiction?

It turns out to be both, of course, being a work by that great French fabulist Sophie Calle. Remembrance, love, loss: they are all there in the documents. But in its unreliability – how did history really unfold? – the evidence presents its own deeper truths.

It would be wrong to cite this installation as representative of the whole show – Calle is too original for that – but it highlights an obvious dichotomy. Some of the artists here are content to take dictation from nature, as it were, to document a world ruined by oil spills and overmining; to record extreme weather or show time ticking away on a hundred clocks. Others actually want to make art.

By which I mean that their ideas and observations have passed through the filter of the imagination to be transformed into something else, something further. A perfect instance here is the exquisite watercolour of a bucolic landscape by the young Chinese artist Yao Lu.

How dreamy those mist-furled mountains, how delicate those little figures treading their winding paths. The eye is drawn in closely by the detail of an elegant shoe or leaf – only to discover that everything is false. The mountains are junk heaps strewn with green netting, the figures are scavengers, the mist, boats and pagodas are not watercolour but a conspiracy of digital photography. How swiftly the world – and the world of art – is changing before our eyes.

There are visions of the future here. Where shall we live when the balloon goes up? The Finnish artist Antti Laitinen imagines artificial islands in the Baltic. What will the end be like?

I loved the Australian artist Tracey Moffatt's tidal wave of disaster movies clips – bridges tumbling, buildings exploding, tsunamis overwhelming terrified citizens – choreographed like a ballet to its own escalating score. The film replays the end of the world over and again to mesmerising effect, concluding with a sudden blackout: nature and Hollywood in devastating accord.

Moffatt's film wasn't made for this show, and its subject (and strength) is the exploitation of cinema cliches. Cornelia Parker's terrific Heart of Darkness – fragments of charred wood suspended in a vast, freeze-frame explosion – was conceived in relation to the hanging chads that lost Al Gore the presidency.

But the co-opting of these unrelated works enriches the show; indeed, not many of the specially commissioned pieces are as powerful, though Clare Twomey has a most poignant installation. Pale porcelain flowers that seem to have evolved from the mantelpiece's marble garlands trail across the parquet floor, gathering in corners, climbing the walls, blossoming in the glass-fronted bookcases. Only here are they safe; safe like the ideas in books. Out in the wild, they are gradually coming to dust with every passing footfall.

All the best work here aspires to poetry, not propaganda. It's in Tacita Dean's one-frame films, ghostly visions of shipwrecks, explosions and inexplicable natural phenomena entirely conveyed through enlarged photographs inscribed with script directions.

It is in Gary Hume's white marble tablet inlaid with lead tracery: the lead describing a puff of smoke as a child might draw it, evoking both chimneys and cigars; the marble shaped like a headstone. The ideas are beautifully condensed – toxic lead, marmoreal smoke, the dark, satanic mills of Victorian industrialists. The human stain limned and embodied.

Above all, it is in a marvellous conceit of our relationship with the world by the German-born artist Mariele Neudecker. Two glass spheres are filled with translucent fluid. In each, misty mountains are suspended upside down, images inverted on the retina. The function of the eye is clearly invoked, but so is the power of memory, preserving these blue remembered hills forever. In Neudecker's metaphor, the mind's eye has become precisely what it contains, namely, the world in miniature.
